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The Right Now
I wondered where 
CounterPunch was going to 
be in these turbulent days. 
Honestly I was jumping to the 
24 hour news cycle. Thought 
being, CounterPunch is not 
really on the pulse beat of 
what’s happening. Yes, great 
reads and what have you, but 
I need the right now! Wrong, 
some of the best and most 
timely writing I’ve seen in the 
rather short time (2 years) 
since discovering the internet. 
Richard Moser’s article is a 
must read! Michael K. Smith 
made sense of a complex and 
sensitive issue. His insight 
on identity politics should be 
required by all! Thanks you 
to all the writers. Keep up the 
good work!

Mike Meyers

Politically Homeless
Gotta say I totally agree with 
Paul Street and why I say I 
am politically homeless, a 
refugee in my homeland that 
has been and is politically 
and economically obscene 
immorality to extreme.

My heart aches as my country 
is more and more immoral 
illegal and insane national and 
states GOVS gone mad sicko 
wacko… Mental illness prevails 
in GOV. All my 50 years of 
adulthood I’ve seen our de-
mocracy destroyed and mega 
$Trillions stolen from our 
Social security trust accounts 
and given to insane secret mili-
tary… $Trillions stolen from 
our HUD accounts looted.

The economic gangsters 
establishment whores for the 
wars. CAPITALISM LATE 
STAGE CANCER.
I am so very touched by Paul 
Street’s article which ECHOS 

the WaPo and warmongering 
shills like Fareed Zakaria (a 
supporter of the Iaq invasion) 
when Trump appears to behave 
in a “normal” fashion.

Patrick Mazza

Digging Through the Ashes
Heading to be last night I read 
the Washington Post piece, 
that just now finished your 
excellent piece digging through 
the ashes, and wanted to pass 
on a note of encouragement 
and thanks for writing such 
a thoughtful piece on all this. 
Really well done, you can be 
proud of laying it all open and 
complicating it all with just the 
right, non-defensive tone.

David Price

Donovan X-Ray
Jeffrey, thanks for the x-ray 
of “Alice Donovan” you and 
Joshua Frank just posted. 
Exactly what is necessary, in 
tone and analysis. Also, you 
have outflanked some likely 
critics who will reach for easy 
ammunition. They will do 
so anyway, but you took the 
initiative in putting the real 
issues on the public record. 

I’ll send Joshua a note as 
well. No, neither of you know 
me. My guy, Larry Gross, and 
I are readers and supporters 
of CounterPunch—that 
does not mean we think all 
your contributors are on the 
same level, and we would 
argue with certain lines of 
thought. But the general mix 
is on a high editorial level, and 
(importantly to us) is class 
conscious, and critical of war 
and empire.

I’ve taken a big step away 
from political journalism, for 
both personal and political 
reasons. Of course I remain 

letters to the editor
my view… For a little while 
I do not feel like a politically 
homeless refugee. Thank you! 

Where to go when our elec-
tions are the most corrupted 
in the world and OBAMA 
put NSA in charge with some 
foreign corp???

Meaghan Simpson

Owning Alice
Congratulations on penning a 
superbly written piece in which 
you own up to your mistake; 
the piece has all the elements of 
good storytelling (characters, 
plot, setting ) and reads like a 
riveting long short story. And 
your prose is elegant and flows 
very smoothly. Like Shahrazad, 
you left me begging for more. 
Looking forward to hear the 
outcome.

Raouf Halaby

To the Tumbrils!
I hate the word “weed.” It’s the 
equivalent of a bigoted racial 
slur in the plant world. Is a 
dandelion a weed ? Depends 
if you want it or not. What 
I hate are those lawns like 
putting greens, watered and 
treated with a toxic coctail of 
chemicals, a pure act of vanity, 
a travesty against nature. A 
weed stands proud and tall 
where poor domesticated 
plants wither.

Dennis Sullivan 

The Veil of Normalcy
The punditocracy’s problem 
with Trump is that he pulls 
the veil of normality and 
legitimacy off the order 
that provides them with 
legitimacy. If the order is 
really illegitimate, then so 
are their vaunted and highly 
paid positions in the order. 
Thus, the sigh of relief from 

a political animal, and may 
step up to my old craft later in 
2018. So this also serves as an 
introduction if I send an article 
your way.

Scott Tucker

Where’s the Harm?
Aside from the sense that 
Alice Donovan seems to be 
a fictitious character who is 
guilty of journalistic plagiarism 
and that you at CP seem to be 
bare a greater confession of 
shame that I think is war-
ranted. Ultimately what harm 
did her “articles” produce as 
they would be considered 
as thoughtful alternatives to 
counter the drivel that makes 
up the mainstream media? 

Frank Hannibal 

The Whipping Post
Congratulations, 
CounterPunch seems to be 
the current Clintonistas/Intel 
prime target for fingering the 
oh so sinister Russia seizure 
of US elections and more. In 
their attack on CounterPunch, 
I note that the WaPo’s writers 
failed to point out what content 
in Donovan’s article (s?) were 
inaccurate. The criminal 
reporting/commentary, I 
suppose, is to be understood 
as everything, the taint being 
broadly smeared. Now, when 
Intel furthers its recommenda-
tions to control US media, the 
likes of CounterPunch won’t be 
around so much, eh? Not going 
to happen, I hope.

Winslow Wheeler

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

The Parable of the 
Stone and the Slap
by Jeffrey St. Clair

I n July of 2000, Edward Said visited 
the Lebanese border with Israel, 
which had recently ended its brutal 

18-year-long occupation of southern 
Lebanon. He spent a morning touring 
the grim chambers of El-Khaim prison, 
where Palestinian detainees had been 
interrogated and tortured. In the a�er-
noon, he stopped in the newly liberated 
border town of Kafr Killa. In a celebra-
tory act, Said picked up a small stone 
and hurled it across a concertina wire 
fence marking the border and toward 
an Israeli watchtower, a half-mile in the 
distance. e stone fell harmlessly into 
the desert, several hundred yards short 
of the military outpost.

A photo of Said’s stone toss was 
snapped by a photographer from Agence 
France-Presse. e next morning 
that image was picked up by UPI and 
appeared in newspapers around the 
world under headlines charging that 
the Columbia University professor had 
thrown rocks at Israeli soldiers. It is a 
measure of Israel’s stranglehold on the 
western media that this trivial incident 
ignited a spasm of outrage. Said was 
called the “professor of terror” and 
“Hezbollah’s philosopher.” ere were 
calls for him to be �red from Columbia 
and evicted from the Modern Language 
Association, where he’d once served as 
president.

rough the madness, Said was 
un�inching .  When Alexander 
Cockburn and I met him in New York 
a few months a�er he returned from 
Lebanon, Edward bragged about his 
pitching form as being in the “Doc 
Gooden mode.” He maintained that the 
stone toss was a symbolic act. “a gesture 
of joy that the occupation had ended.”

e stones of the Occupied 
Territories were freighted with powerful 
symbolic meaning. e image of the 
stone-thrower �ipped Israel’s founding 
myth on its head, reversing the roles of 
David and Goliath. But it goes deeper 
than that. e stones of Palestine also 
represented the shattered remains of 
a culture that was being destroyed in 
the post-Oslo Accords era that Said 
had warned about for years. Oslo, Said 
had predicted, would leave Palestinians 
defenseless and alone, as the Israelis 
demolished house a�er house, village 
a�er village, ripped up olive groves 
and pastures, e
aced the names of 
Palestinian towns from maps leaving 
only rubble behind.

Since Oslo, Israeli settlements in 
the West Bank have more than tripled. 
Meanwhile, Gaza has become a 
geographical cage, a sealed enclosure of 
bombed out buildings and generational 
despair, where youth suicides now 
exceed 80 per month. e stones of 
destroyed homes had become the last 
weapon of Palestinian self-defense.

Nearly two decades later, the 
Palestinian situation is more desperate 
than ever and the Trump administration 
is seeking to exploit this dire condition 
for its political advantage. Trump’s 
Middle East policy is largely dictated 
by the Vegas gargoyle Sheldon 
Adelson. Adelson spread his money 
across the Trumpscape like an oil spill, 
contaminating every Trump foreign 
policy position—from Palestinian 
statehood to the Iran nuclear deal—with 
his own zany brand of extreme Zionism.

e centerpiece of the new Trump 
Israel policy is, of course, his zealous 
push to recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s 

capital and move the US embassy to the 
city. ere’s nothing particularly new 
here. Like many odious schemes, this 
has been the o�cial position of the U.S. 
government since Clinton-time, though 
both the sagacious George W. Bush 
and his successor Barack Obama, who 
followed the Bush precedent in so many 
matters, pretended otherwise.

Trump intended to weaponize his 
Jerusalem gambit, hoping that the 
brash announcement would provoke 
a militant uprising that would give 
Netanyahu the excuse to crackdown 
with his customary savagery. Abdel 
El-Sisi played along, lending the plan 
his cruel endorsement, proving that 
Egypt hasn’t been this subservient since 
Octavian sacked Alexandria. In Fire and 
Fury, Steve Bannon gave Trump’s cynical 
game plan away, saying the ultimate 
solution to the Palestinian problem was 
to “let Jordan take the West Bank, let 
Egypt take Gaza. Let them deal with it. 
Or sink trying.” Call it the ree State 
Solution.

Trump and Netanyahu engineered the 
outraged reaction they wanted, but not, 
perhaps, in a way they expected. A week 
a�er Trump announced his Jerusalem 
decision, a Palestinian protest erupted 
in the village of Nabi Salih. Claiming 
the Palestinians were throwing stones, 
Israeli soldiers moved in to quash the 
demonstration and began �ring into 
the crowd, hitting a 14-year-old boy 
named Mohammed al-Tamimiin the 
face, in�icting a ghastly wound. His 
cousin, Ahed Tamimi, witnessed the 
shooting and rushed toward the Israeli 
soldiers, slapping one across the face. 
e 16-year-old Tamimi was arrested, 
charged with incitement and assault, 
and carted o
 to join more than 300 
other Palestinian children currently 
held in Israeli prisons without bail. Like 
Said’s stone toss, Tamimi’s brave slap 
of a helmeted Israeli soldier was also 
caught on camera and quickly spread 
across the globe. is time, however, the 
intimately human response of a teenage 
girl exposed the inhumane violence of a 
regime gone mad. CP
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EMPIRE BURLESQUE

All-Day Permanent  
Shark Week
by Chris Floyd

T he shark-like nature of empires is 
well known. e moment they stop 
spreading their dominion, stop 

feeding on the chum of human lives and 
earthly resources, they begin to decline 
and collapse. Retrenchment is not really 
an option, especially for your more gar-
gantuan conglomerations, whose brutal 
appetites range far and wide, creating 
more and more antagonists just waiting 
to pounce when the beast begins to falter 
at last.

Although all available evidence tells 
us that the Powers at Be—those white 
and wrinkled worthies atop the com-
manding heights of society—are deeply 
convinced of the imperishable perma-
nence of their position and privilege, 
I sometimes wonder if a few of them 
have privately discerned the approach-
ing demise of their sumptuous system: a 
fact that might account, at least in part, 
for the increasingly senseless beserk-
ery of their policies. For while many of 
our worthies happily gorge in gaseous 
self-regard, oblivious to the ever-louder 
rattling and buckling of the machine that 
sustains them, somewhere in the bowels 
of the American power structure there 
must surely be a few who have gleaned 
that this particular jig is just about up: 
the machine is over-heated, the fuel is 
running out, there are no exits and no 
turning back.

Of course, empires don’t always 
tumble completely into Ozymandian 
dust, like Rome or Persia. O�en, a rump 
lives on: Great Britain for example, 
limping along trying to “punch above 
its weight” and claim global signi�cance 
even as it slides into servile irrelevance. 
Russia remains a�er the fall of the Soviet 
Union—and its nuclear arsenal indeed 

lets Moscow punch above its weight 
in global a
airs, for now. But the Tsars 
would sco
 at the vast tracts of terri-
tory that have been shed from their 
imperial dominions. (Although they’d 
probably enjoy the pretense of Western 
powers that modern Russia—with a 
military budget only one-tenth the size 
of Washington’s—poses some dire and 
imminent threat.)

But whether the decline is swi� or 
more incremental, once the apogee is 
reached and the falling-o
 begins, the 
end is certain. erefore, even though 
the continual expansion of militarist 
dominion is unsustainable, it must be 
continued to the bitter end, to stave o
 
the inevitable collapse as long as possible. 
Hence the lunatic extension of American 
military presence into more and more 
countries, more and more con�icts, 
none of which contribute anything 
to the security and prosperity of the 
American people, but on the contrary 
are clearly bankrupting the country, 
entangling it in savage atrocities that 
breed hatred for its citizens, destroying 
what’s le� of its constitutional order, and 
destabilizing its society with massive 
inequality, relentless propaganda—
and the increasing internal repression 
necessary to enforce the illegitimate 
rule of elites in the chaos and corrosion 
they’ve fomented. 

ese murderous invasions and 
interventions have long ceased to have 
the slightest plausible connection to 
their stated goals: �ghting terrorism, 
promoting freedom, liberating the 
oppressed, etc. Even the dispensers of 
this bullshit barely pretend to believe it. 
Indeed, they now scarcely bother with 
the bullshit at all: they simply launch 

their savagery with no justi�cation and 
little acknowledgment.

For example, in January, Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson casually announced 
that the U.S. has now embarked on an 
“open-ended” military occupation of 
Syrian territory, with the express aim of 
imposing regime change on that country. 
is, in a still-seething maelstrom where 
the armies and militias of Russia, Turkey, 
Syria, Iran, Hezbollah, the Kurds, al 
Qaeda and ISIS are thrashing, with Israel 
and Saudi Arabia fanning the �ames. 
Every day is a dance along a trip-wire 
that could set o
 World War III: a con�ict 
that would almost certainly see the end 
of the system of domination that our 
elites are trying to extend there in the 
�rst place, if not the end of civilization 
itself. 

e same is true across the board, as 
the American shark continually pushes, 
prods and provokes its way toward war 
in North Korea, Ukraine, the Russian 
border, the Middle East, the Horn 
of Africa, the South China Sea and 
elsewhere. ough this be madness, 
there is no method in’t. Forget the false 
humanitarian pieties: U.S. elites have 
embarked upon a course doesn’t even 
serve the cynical purpose of advancing 
their own interests. e inequality 
at home and instability abroad bred 
by empire is not sustainable. e 
ever-growing expenditure for the war 
machine is not sustainable. By following 
the imperial path—a fateful choice made 
generations ago—they will bring us to 
the natural end of empires. And when it 
all falls down, they will fall with it. 

But it doesn’t matter. ey can’t stop. 
Whether by instinct or insight, they know 
that when the shark stops feeding, it will 
die. So there will be more incursions, 
more occupations (next up: Venezuela?), 
more provocations, more repression. e 
only questions are how much longer the 
shark show can go on—and how bad the 
end will be. We can only hope that our 
elites will take the way of Gorbachev, not 
Götterdämmerung. But I wouldn’t bet 
on it. CP
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GRASPING AT STRAWS

Kim’s “Nukes” Are  
Not the Problem
by Mike Whitney

E veryone take a deep breath.
ere’s not going to be a war on 

the Korean Peninsula. But there’s not 
going to be an end to the crisis, either. 

When the dust �nally settles, and the 
two enemies �nally stop their bickering, 
the situation will probably look a lot like 
it does today. North Korea will continue 
to expand its nuclear arsenal and 
develop its long-range ballistic missiles 
while Washington will continue to 
pressure China to tighten the blockade 
that is currently strangling the North’s 
economy. 

ere’s not going to be any grand 
bargain, silver bullet or diplomatic 
breakthrough on the issues. 

e two adversaries will merely return 
to their respective corners when the bell 
is rung and patiently wait for the next 
round to begin so they can resume the 
�ghting.

It doesn’t have to be like this. North 
Korea does not occupy US territory nor 
does it conduct provocative military 
exercises on US borders, nor does it 
humiliate US leaders in the media by 
calling them “rocket man” or threaten 
to “totally destroy” the US if it does not 
comply with its diktats. 

e North is not guilty of any of these 
things. It’s only transgression, if we 
can call it that, is that it’s built nuclear 
weapons to defend itself against a 
preemptive attack by the United States. 
at’s it. 

ere’s no chance that the North would 
ever use these weapons in an o
ensive 
capacity because to do so would ensure 
the obliteration of Pyongyang and the 
toppling of the regime. 

Even so, the Trump administration is 
determined to put the genie back in the 

bottle, force the DPRK’s supreme leader 
Kim Jong-un to abandon his nuclear 
weapons program,and restore the 
peninsula to the pre-nuclear status quo.

Unfortunately, the administration’s 
two-pronged approach to the crisis,a 
combination of economic sanctions 
and threats of military action, has only 
reinforced Kim’s belief that he needs 
nukes to deter US aggression. 

And he has a point too, a�er all,the 
US killed more than three million people 
during the Korean War, decimated its 
industrial base, and turned the country 
into a smoldering wasteland. 

Kim cannot allow that to happen 
again. He cannot unilaterally disarm 
without concrete assurances that the US 
will not attack the North sometime in 
the future.

And that is precisely what the North 
wants, security guarantees that formally 
end the war, establish the North’s 
legitimacy, and forestall any future 
aggression. It is not an unreasonable 
demand, in fact, it’s an objective that any 
responsible leader would seek.

But there’s one big glitch: e US 
refuses to conduct bilateral negotiations 
with the North. Washington does not 
think the North is deserving of such 
engagement. 

As a result, there is no path for direct 
dialogue where each party can air 
their grievances, discuss the issues or 
deliberate on remedies. 

No bilateral talks is self-imposed 
blindness that fuels greater mis-
understanding, distrust and contempt. 
It’s the fast-track to miscalculations that 
end in needless confrontation, su
ering 
and bloodshed. 

e administration’s rejection of 

bilateral negotiations eliminates any 
prospect for a mutually-acceptable 
settlement leaving the North with just 
two options, �ght or capitulate, war or 
surrender. 

To his credit, Kim has chosen to 
resist rather than cave in. He should be 
applauded for his courage.

Washington’s rejection of bilateral 
negotiations has less to do with the 
North’s behavior than it does with 
geopolitics. e US does not want an 
open dialogue with the North because 
dialogue leads to concessions, easing 
of sanctions, reduced hostilities, 
strengthening of business ties, open 
borders and, eventually, a public outcry 
for reuni�cation. 

Washington wants to avoid that 
scenario at all cost. Washington sees 
bilateral negotiations as the �rst step in 
a process that will inevitably require the 
gradual withdrawal of US troops and 
equipment, the abandoning of a critical 
military outpost in a strategic location, 
and an end to the 6 decades-long 
occupation. 

By refusing to talk to the North or sign 
a treaty that ends the war, Washington is 
preserving the imperial status quo which 
it intends to reinforce as it shi�s more of 
its assets eastward in its ‘pivot’ to Asia. 

As always, the main objective is to 
‘divide and conquer’, keep the country 
fragmented and the people at each 
other’s throats so the US can assume the 
mantle of ‘guarantor of national security’, 
that way the occupation can persist 
inde�nitely.

In the �nal analysis, Washington 
does not want a uni�ed Korea, it wants 
a splintered Bantustan that languishes 
in a “permanent state of colonial 
dependency.” CP
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T he Trump administration just 
helped steal a national presidential 
election right under our noses. That 

does not bode well for democracy—not 
for Honduras’, not for ours, and not for 
anyone else’s.

Here’s what happened: Following 
the Nov. 26 presidential elections in 
Honduras, the first official results showed 
a clear victory for the Alliance Against 
the Dictatorship candidate, Salvador 
Nasralla, over the incumbent president, 
Juan Orlando Hernandez. As the name 
of the opposition coalition indicates, the 
Honduran people voted not so much 
for the Alliance candidate as against the 
illegal re-election attempt of the region’s 
most despotic and repressive leader. 

Under Hernandez, often referred 
to by his initials as JOH, Honduras 
became the most dangerous country on 
the planet for land and environmental 
rights defenders. Journalists, students, 
LGBT and feminist activists have all 
felt the brunt of anti-human rights 
policies supported and encouraged 
by the US. government. Since the 
right took power in the 2009 military 
coup d’état, the impoverished Central 
American country has unraveled. Its 
cities have the highest homicide rates 
in the world, out-migration surged, 
organized crime has invaded national 
territory and gains in the development 
of democratic institutions were wiped 
out. The assassination of world-renown 
environmental and feminist activist 
Berta Caceres in 2016 sparked inter- 
national protests, especially when it 
was discovered that members of the 
Honduran Army were directly involved 
and that the Hernandez government had 
obstructed the investigation.

When the election results came out, 
a member of the nation’s Supreme 
Electoral Tribunal declared Nasralla’s 
five-point lead “irreversible”—a conclu-
sion logically arrived at by simply extrap-
olating from the 57% of the vote already 
registered. Then silence fell. The Tribunal 
shut down reporting for 36 hours, saying 
the system crashed. When it came back, 
the rightwing candidate had suddenly 
taken a highly suspect lead. Amid chaos 
in the country, the Tribunal declared 
Hernandez president-elect on Dec. 17—
three whole weeks after the elections. 

Almost no one believes the Tribunal’s 
pronouncement. The Organization of 
American States observation mission 
declared: “The narrow margin of the 
results, as well as the irregularities, 
errors and systemic problems that have 
surrounded this election, do not allow 
the Mission to have certainty about the 
results”. An analysis of the data by The 
Economist showed that the Tribunal’s 
account of the voting pattern that gave 
JOH the victory had a probability rate of 
“close to zero”. The claim that the inter-
ruption in the vote count was due to a 
technical problem was generally treated 
as a bad joke. The opposition demanded 
first a total recount with international 
supervision and then that JOH step 
down and new elections be held. Luis 
Almagro, head of the OAS, also called 
for new elections. 

Since the election, hundreds of thou-
sands of Hondurans have protested 
almost daily to respect the vote. The 
government has responded with fire-
power. More than 30 opposition pro-
testers have been killed so far, accord-
ing to witness accounts compiled by 
the national human rights organization, 

COFRADEH. 
The U.S. Hand in Honduras: First a 

Coup, Then a Stolen Election.
It seems the U.S. government just can’t 

leave Honduras alone when it comes to 
choosing its own leaders. During the 
Cold War, it partially supported a 1963 
military coup and then upheld nearly 
two decades of military dictatorships. 
Honduras became the base for opera-
tions to brutally undermine progressive 
forces in the region. In 2009, the Obama 
administration proved it had no inten-
tion of changing that history when Sec 
of State Hillary Clinton maneuvered 
to allow the coup regime to remain 
in power despite international outcry 
against the 21st century’s first major 
military takeover. 

The Trump administration was 
among the first governments to endorse 
Honduras’ stolen election, congratulat-
ing Juan Orlando Hernandez on Dec. 
21—just days after the Electoral Tribunal’s 
dubious claim. The State Department 
communiqué briefly referred to “irregu-
larities” while sanctimoniously calling 
for Honduras to “heal the political divide 
in the country and enact much-needed 
electoral reforms”. With the population 
in the streets behind banners that read 
“JOH Get OUT!”, healing the political 
divide is a way of saying the opposition 
should shut up and go home. Likewise, 
calling to enact electoral reforms while 
actively supporting and orchestrating the 
worst form of electoral violation there 
is—subverting a presidential election—
is hypocrisy at its most brazen. 

U.S. recognition after the fact is only 
the visible part of its support for anti-
democracy in Honduras. The U.S. has 
considerable clout to suppress democ-
racy there. The strategy consisted first, 
in assuring a win for JOH. That—sur-
prisingly for the Honduran and U.S. 
strategists—failed at the polls when 
Hondurans rose up to dump the deeply 
unpopular president. Faced with the 
unexpected triumph of the opposition, 
the second phase focused on manipulat-
ing the vote count and declaring JOH 
the winner anyway. U.S. back-up was a 

borderzone notes
Stealing Honduras 

by Laura Carlsen
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key factor in convincing the Electoral 
Tribunal to go forward with the bald-
faced fraud despite overwhelming 
public evidence that it was indeed a 
fraud. 

After the Tribunal officially anointed 
Hernandez, the Trump administration 
began work to manipulate the 
Organization of American States (OAS) 
to avoid an international challenge to 
the Honduran president’s power grab. 
This was a necessary task because the 
report of the OAS Electoral Observation 
Mission made up of experts from 25 
countries was a damning condemnation 
of the election that concluded that the 
result had zero credibility in technical 
terms. The OAS Secretary General Luis 
Almagro was pushing hard to hold 
a special session to approve the OAS 
report and establish a regional position 
against the stolen election. It’s usually 
an almost automatic procedure for the 
organization to approve its own reports. 

But not this time. According to EFE 
news service, the U.S. forced Almagro 
to give up on raising the issue before 
the inauguration by confronting him 
with the phalanx of U.S., Mexico and 
Colombia, which blocked the measure 
from coming up until JOH was safely—
and illegitimately—installed in power. 
That means that the amply document-
ed report of the 82-member delega-
tion pretty much goes straight into the 
wastebasket.

The Trump administration has also 
ignored and even sought to deflect the 
reports of major human rights violations 
and government assassinations in the 
post-electoral conflict. Prominent 
human rights activist and Jesuit priest 
Ismael Morales told me in an interview, 
“Juan Orlando Hernandez has the 
support of the US government, and 
this is reflected in the fact that the U.S. 
Embassy has not only remained silent in 
the face of repressive acts and bloodshed 
during these days, but it also has called 
for ‘calm’ and even suggested that 
those responsible for the violence and 
instability are those who don’t accept the 
results of the Electoral Tribunal.” 

The U.S. State Department issued a 
report congratulating the Honduran 
government for its human rights record 
just as Hernandez’s police and soldiers 
were attacking protesters with tear gas 
and live bullets. When called to task by 
reporters, it alleged that the timing of the 
annual report was merely coincidental. 

The U.S. also carries a big stick 
in Honduras. Hondurans staged a 
demonstration at the U.S. military 
airbase at Palmerola, operated by the 
U.S. Southern Command (formerly 
led by Trump’s Chief of Staff General 
John Kelly) to denounce the U.S. role 
in the election. The Pentagon and State 
Department have developed extensive 
involvement in the Honduran police 
and armed forces since the coup. 
With the pretext of the drug war and 
through Kelly’s pet project, the regional 
Alliance for Prosperity, the U.S. has 
trained and equipped segments of the 
same Honduran security forces that 
killed the thirty-plus protestors. The 
Honduran National Police and an 
interagency security force known by 
its Spanish initials as FUSINA have 
received direct US support and are now 
central to putting down the protests. 
The militarization of Honduras since 
the coup through these U.S. programs 
is doing precisely what it was designed 
to do—provide a ready repressive force 
against the opposition.

Finally, U.S. diplomatic control 
over its client states has paved the way 
for the international community to 
look the other way despite the blatant 
violation of democratic rights. The list 
of the first countries to recognize the 
Tribunal’s version of election results 
reads like a Who’s Who of sycophants 
to U.S. power. Mexico jumped in even 
before the United States, as the Peña 
Nieto administration continues to 
pathetically curry favor with the racist 
and Mexico-bashing president in order 
to preserve NAFTA. Colombia, the 
other Latin American country built on 
U.S. military aid and intervention, was 
an early endorser, along with Taiwan, 
Israel, South Korea, Panama and 

Guatemala. 
It would seem to be a done deal 

if not for the one factor the U.S. and 
Honduran elites cannot control—the 
Honduran people. Tens of thousands of 
people have been in the streets despite a 
dawn-to-dusk curfew and shoot-to-kill 
orders. The protests waned somewhat 
during the holidays, then flared into a 
general work stoppage and continuous 
mobilization with the approach of the 
inauguration. Although the opposition 
was divided over participation in the 
elections, it has unified over defense of 
democracy.

It’s easy to dismiss Honduras as a 
banana republic, or in Trump parlance, 
a “shithole country”. (In fact, the likely 
reason that Honduras wasn’t on that list 
and that Honduran migrants were given 
a stay of execution on cutting Temporary 
Protective Status was to bolster Kelly’s 
friend and chief operator, Juan Orlando 
Hernandez.) It’s characterized by 
instability, weak institutions, lawlessness 
and corruption, a failing economy and 
record violence. 

The United States has a huge 
responsibility for that and is now 
coordinating a gigantic step backward. 
If the U.S. left’s response is to say ‘of 
course they stole the election—that’s 
just imperialism being imperialism’ 
then we’re only talking to ourselves. 
Honduras is indeed a key geopolitical 
handhold for U.S. imperialism and has 
been for years, and given that, there’s 
nothing unexpected about the Trump 
administration’s role in beating back 
democratic forces there. 

But we owe more to the people of 
Honduras and to our own commitment 
to democracy than to dismiss the 
historic travesty taking place today as 
inevitable. The defense of democratic 
principles can never rest. When the 
U.S. government openly acts as a 
leading purveyor of authoritarianism in 
the world, we have to speak up. Young 
people cannot see us giving up on 
democratic ideals—not in the United 
States, and not in Honduras. cp
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A part from being enshrined in 
Article 25 (1) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the 

right to housing is also proclaimed in the 
European Convention for the Protection 
of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms. Furthermore, Article 31 of 
the Revised European Social Charter 
(RESC) promises to promote housing 
of an adequate standard; gradually 
eliminate homelessness; and make the 
housing prices accessible. By all its own 
lights, the RESC gets a resounding Fail. 

Far from honoring these bright 
promises, EU member states opt to 
keep flaunting the ugly face of neolib-
eralism, this time criminalizing the 
homeless. Their “solution” to poverty 
and homelessness takes forms like bans 
on begging in Scandinavia, “hostile 
architecture”, spikes and “defensive” 
street furniture, and weird measures 
like playing bagpipes at night to deter 
rough sleeping in Bournemouth. Some 
local councils copy American cities and 
give homeless people one-way tickets 
out of their area of jurisdiction. In the 
UK, Public Space Protection Orders 
(PSPO) allow local councilors to ban 
anything deemed to have a “detrimen-
tal effect on the quality of life of those 
in the locality” (but the “detrimental 
effect” of unsafe housing like Grenfell 
Tower isn’t counted). Almost 50% of the 
PSPOs have been enacted against activi-
ties common, and indeed necessary, for 
many of the country’s 300,000 homeless 

or inadequately housed people who are 
forced to dwell in public spaces. Across 
Europe, government and local policies 
give police and security firms powers to 
remove homeless people from tourist 
areas—as Windsor Council plans to 
do before the next royal wedding—and 
former public places are now in the 
hands of private companies. 

Definit ions  of  homelessness 
vary but an OECD report (July 24, 
2017) lists seven categories: 1) living 
rough without a shelter that can be 
defined as living quarters 2) living in 
emergency accommodation; 3) living 
in accommodation for the homeless; 
4) living in institutions; 5) living in 
non-conventional dwellings; 6) living 
temporarily in conventional housing 
with family or friends; and 7) other 
inadequate living conditions. As in all 
areas of social deprivation, the queer, the 
mentally and physically handicapped, 
the dark-skinned, refugees, and the 
Roma are especially discriminated 
against. In recent Eurostat figures 
Category 6—temporary abodes—covers 
48% of the EU’s young people aged from 
18 to 34, but the rate varies from 72.3% 
in Croatia to 20% in Finland. According 
to a July 2017 Yale Global Online report, 
“As Cities Grow Worldwide, So Do 
the Numbers of Homeless”, 55% of the 
world’s population is concentrated in 
urban centers (“in close proximity to the 
politically influential and economically 
well-to-do”), 150 million people are 

homeless, and 1.6 billion (more than 
20%) live in informal settlements, 
encampments, on the streets, or 
with constantly shifting sleeping 
arrangements.

Homelessness is usually attributed to 
natural disasters, government policies, 
lack of affordable housing, privat- 
ization of public services, investment 
speculation, rampant urbanization—
as if they were somehow inevitable—
and, blaming victims, poverty, 
unemployment, and family breakdown. 
It’s a vicious circle as lack of adequate 
housing leads to the selfsame problems 
that supposedly cause homelessness. 
The bottom line is that the problem 
arises from a general assault on basic 
human rights.

The great gap between housing-rights 
promises and punishing the homeless 
suggests foul play somewhere in a 
middle gray zone, especially as the 
problem isn’t exactly a housing shortage 
(or only for speculators who can never 
own enough property). By 2014, 
Europe had more than eleven million 
empty homes, including 3.4 million 
in Spain, more than enough to house 
the continent’s 4.1 million homeless 
twice over. Many of these, constructed 
in holiday resorts before the “crisis”, 
have never been occupied since they 
were merely investments. Moreover, 
hundreds of thousands of semi-built 
homes have been bulldozed to shore up 
the prices of existing properties. 

In Spain (with some six million 
unemployed in 2014 and about 400,000 
mortgage foreclosures between 2008 
and 2012) the national housing budget 
has dropped by 47% in recent years. A 
handful of big companies are buying up 
residential blocks, frequently complete 
with renters who are “persuaded” and 
bullied into leaving. The building gets 
a once-over-lightly renovation (or two 
or three) and the flats are sold or rented 
again at much higher prices. As Carlos 
Delclós notes in an insightful article 
(“Cities against the Wall” Roar, #6), 
companies with names like “Desokupa” 
(Unsquat) are “providing gainful 

eurozone notes
The “Great Wall” is Not for 
Sustaining a Roof Over the 

Heads of the Poor
by Daniel Raventós and Julie Wark
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also criticism from their original activist 
groups. Yet, in Barcelona, some city 
councilors still mobilize citizen action 
so Councilor Gala Pin’s Twitter account 
reads on December 10, “Tomorrow, 
Monday December 11, 8 evictions sched-
uled. We need help to stop them: 11:50, 
Paral·lel, 46”. Other groups fighting 
illegal tourist flats and rising rents have 
changed media presentations from, 
say, an “anti-tourist” framework to real 
problems of speculation and gentrifica-
tion, thus influencing and reinforcing 
the City Hall agenda. The combination 
of understanding and tensions between 
radical social movements and municipal 
policymakers can be creative. Embattled 
town and city councils working in dis-
jointed political systems with a partisan 
mainstream media, budget-controlling 
right-wing national governments, and 
social movements pushing at the grass-
roots level, are making some headway 
in a world where the very concept of 
human rights is being questioned by 
governments, so much so that, the UN 
Commissioner for Human Rights, Zeid 
Ra’ad al-Hussein, is quitting because his 
integrity and independence are sabo-
taged in the present geopolitical context.

Housing crimes and their dire effects 
on human beings and the natural 
world are too great to be managed 
by municipalities alone, even when 
working in international networks. A 
concerted call for the rights enshrined in 
international human rights conventions 
could give an external impetus to 
progressive municipal governments 
being strangled by “austerity” measures. 
Among these conventions are the 
Optional Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (OP-ICESCR, May 
2013), which allows victims whose 
economic, social and cultural rights 
(ESCR) are violated to present 
complaints at the UN Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights if 
the country in question is a party to the 
OP-ICESCR treaty through ratification 
or accession. Hence, the document titled 
“UN Committee on ESCR issues historic 

The work of dealing with calamitous 
social effects has been left to municipal 
governments. If some opt for aggressive 
measures against the victims, a growing 
number of others take the view that if 
capitalism operates on a global scale 
so too must the growing municipalist 
movement defending the urban 
commons and “right to the city”—a 
global platform described by David 
Harvey as the “exercise of a collective 
power to reshape the process of 
urbanization”—which entails reclaiming 
this right from financiers. Alliances are 
being formed between Right to the City 
in the USA and similar groups across 
Europe and, thanks to mobilization 
in Latin America and some European 
countries, the UN’s New Urban Agenda 
(ratified in Quito in October 2016) now 
recognizes the Right to the City, despite 
stiff resistance from the US and China. 
Other actions include a manifesto of 
seven international demands against 
Blackstone, sharing information about 
legal tactics, and the Focus E15 mothers 
occupying buildings in London, a whole 
series of initiatives taking different 
forms but all demanding the same 
thing: an end to unchecked property 
speculation and privatized public space 
and more democratic cities.

Only one EU country has shown 
a decline in homelessness in recent 
years. With its Housing First Policy, 
Finland prioritizes not immediate 
shelter but access to stable housing, 
logically including the allied rights 
of healthcare access and employment 
assistance for the homeless. Finland 
is setting an example at the state level 
but cities, where power and wealth are 
concentrated, are the real locus of the 
struggle and, in most cases, must combat 
state policy. In Madrid for example, the 
Spanish government is blocking housing 
reform with the excuse of “state debt”, 
which takes us back to banks and their 
malign role in poverty profiteering. 

Although right-to-the-city move-
ments are winning some municipal 
elections in Europe, they must still battle 
entrenched neoliberal institutions and 

employment to beefy fascists” to deal 
with the more refractory tenants. This 
isn’t just a Spanish anomaly. Delclós 
identifies the empty dwellings as the 
tangible face of something much 
bigger, known in real estate circles as 
the “great wall of money” which, with 
a global worth of $435 billion, generates 
interest for finance capital, appropriates 
new territory and, as part of the deal, 
kicks people out of their homes. As 
The New York Times (December 10, 
2016), puts it, “Wall Street Is Europe’s 
Landlord”. Spain—with 2% public 
housing by comparison with the EU 
average of 20%—became particularly 
attractive for the “wall of money” after 
real estate investment trusts (REITs) 
were introduced. These, after some 
tax massaging (exemption from a 19% 
corporate tax rate), enticed Goldman 
Sachs, Cerberus Capital Management, 
Lone Star Funds, Blackstone Group, 
and other US companies which have 
acquired more than €223 billion worth 
of Europe’s rocky real estate loans in the 
last four years.

The so-called housing crisis is, in 
fact, a gigantic transfer of wealth into 
the pockets, banks, and hedge funds 
of the already obscenely wealthy. In 
Great Britain, net wealth has more than 
tripled since 1995, an increase of over 
£7 trillion, averaging nearly £100,000 
per person, but over £5 trillion of 
that represents an increased value of 
“housing stock”, meaning prices, not 
physical housing. Worse, the real driver 
is land value, which has quadrupled, 
mainly thanks to the buy-to-let market, 
money squeezed from the propertyless, 
proving what Adam Smith and David 
Ricardo said long ago: land ownership 
is not a source of wealth but a means 
of extracting wealth from others, 
wealth denied future generations, as 
we now see with the non-emancipated 
turn-of-the-millennium generation, 
still living in parental homes and unable 
to form their own families. Yet, in 
postmodern economics, housing price 
inflation supposedly indicates economic 
strength.
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favorable” view of DeVos. 
No doubt large numbers of Americans 

view her with the same distrust they 
hold for the plutocrat-in-chief, Donald 
Trump, which is no surprise considering 
they are cut from the same economic 
cloth. Forbes estimates that DeVos 
is worth at least $1.25 billion, money 
that was inherited after marrying into 
the DeVos family fortune, which was 
“earned” largely through pyramid 
scheme “multi-level marketing” 
techniques. 

Anyone who cares about American 
youth and institutions of learning must 
be wondering why a grifter like Betsy 
DeVos should be allowed anywhere 
near education reform. But her ap-
pointment was in no way surprising 
considering that parasitic capitalism 
is the hallmark of an administration 
whose members have gotten rich by 
exploiting the poor, needy, and disad-
vantaged. Much of Trump’s real estate 
fortune was made off a wave of gentrifi-
cation that has taken hold in New York 
City in recent decades, with working 
class and poorer people being pushed 
out of redeveloping neighborhoods. 
Not to mention Trump’s other con jobs, 
including Trump “University”—which 
preyed on unsuspecting Americans 
looking for a leg up in a neoliberal era 
of growing job insecurity—or his in-
vestment in casinos, which are notori-
ous for draining communities of their 
resources, while preying on the naïve 
and desperate.

Following the neoliberal agenda, 
DeVos’ educational agenda fits firmly 
within a vampiric model of political 
reform that seeks to privatize public 
institutions of learning, while empow-
ering profiteers to siphon off taxpayer 
funds in the tertiary educational market 
via sweetheart student loan collection 
deals and other scams. Looking at the 
“greatest hits” from DeVos’ Department 
of Education (DOE) over the last year 
reveals a consistent commitment to 
the neoliberal reform agenda, which 
is greatly harming students, educators, 
and of education as a public good.

recommendations to Spain related to 
the right to housing” (September 17, 
2015) suggests that there is a significant 
opening to justice for people affected 
by ESCR violations if only there were 
more clamor to reclaim internationally 
proclaimed human rights.

Housing is a complex human rights 
issue which, if under grave attack in 
Europe, is even more cruelly violated 
in urban slums and among displaced 
populations in less newsworthy parts of 
the world. As Arjun Appadurai writes 
(“Housing and Hope”, Places, March 
2013), any attempt to solve housing 
problems requires negotiating “an 
intricate web of social arrangements 
that connect politics, finance, crime, 
architecture, engineering and real 
estate”. The right to housing is not 
only about roofs over people’s heads. 
Just, sustainable and inclusive cities 
aren’t possible when so many citizens 
are homeless and thus socially and 
politically disenfranchised. All of us 
who have a voice must start clamoring 
much louder for this and all other basic 
human rights. cp

DeVos’ First Year
A Retrospective 
on Reactionary 

Change
by Anthony DiMaggio

It would be an understatement to say 
that Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos’ 
first year in office has been controver-
sial. She and her “free market,” “school 
choice” approach to education reform 
have made plenty of enemies. DeVos’ 
college campus visits have been met by 
anger and protest, as recent demonstra-
tions at Harvard, George Washington 
University, the University of Baltimore, 
and George Mason University have 
shown. The secretary is simply not a 
very likeable figure, as a Politico poll 
from late-2017 found that just 28 percent 
of Americans had a “very” or “somewhat 

Crony Contracts
Regarding the tertiary higher edu-

cation market, the DOE awarded a 
contract this January worth potentially 
hundreds of millions to a company—
Performant Financial Corp—for the col-
lection of overdue student loans. DeVos 
had personal financial investments in 
the company prior to becoming secre-
tary of education. This blatant conflict 
of interest is just one of many within an 
administration that have consistently 
displayed a penchant for tit-for-tat deal-
making, using official positions of power 
to negotiate agreements that directly 
benefit members of the administra-
tion, its friends, and family members, at 
the expense of transparency and good 
governance.

Rolling Back Sexual  
Assault Protections

The reversal of previous regulations 
meant to combat sexual harassment 
and assault on college campuses is now 
in effect. DeVos’ rewriting of Obama 
era guidelines lowered the threshold 
for what the DOE considers evidence 
of sexual assault. More specifically, the 
DOE removed support for the “prepon-
derance of evidence” threshold in dem-
onstrating sexual assault on campus, in 
favor of a higher “clear and convincing 
evidence” threshold. The change is the 
equivalent of moving from a “50 percent 
+1” level of evidence to a “beyond a rea-
sonable doubt” standard, a change that 
was condemned by opponents of sexual 
assault. This change may well produce 
outcomes more favorable to those 
committing acts of sexual assault. The 
DOE did nothing to allay such fears, 
which they and other conservatives 
claimed were unfounded, when Candice 
Jackson, the head of the DOE’s Office for 
Civil Rights, commented that 90 percent 
of sexual assault complaints “fall into the 
category of ‘we were both drunk.’” It is, 
of course, difficult to build public trust 
with the public when the DOE claims 
that sexual assault is largely a fictitious 
phenomenon.
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Transgender Rights?
Early in its �rst year, DeVos’ DOE also rescinded federal 

guidelines to protect transgender students as related to o�cial 
recognition of unisex bathrooms. e move comes amidst state 
e
orts to rollback the push to recognize transgender individu-
als’ rights to equal use of public facilities. Reactionary attacks 
on transgender rights are o�en based on the bigoted and fal-
lacious assumption that transgendered individuals are more 
likely to engage in sexual assault against children. e move 
to eliminate public accommodations protections is ironic con-
sidering that the DOE has used mythic conceptions of trans-
gendered individuals as sexual deviants (not unlike how gay 
men were maligned 
in the past), while 
actually empowering 
sexual predators on 
public campuses via the 
elimination of federal 
protections for sexual 
assault survivors. Still, 
the move has played 
well with reactionaries 
within Trump’s base, 
who are more than 
happy to believe the 
worst about transgen-
dered “others.”

Scaling Back  
Civil Rights 
Investigations

By mid-2017, the 
DOE announced it 
would be reducing its 
commitment to identi-
fying civil rights violations on college campuses. e depart-
ment proposed moving from a system in which individuals 
and institutions were monitored for civil rights violations, 
to a regime in which only individual complaints are recog-
nized. In the past, the DOE would monitor institutions to de-
termine whether there was a broader pattern of schools not 
taking civil rights complaints seriously. In other words, the 
goal was to expose institutional cultures of complicity. But the 
DOE’s proposed changes have removed any consideration of 
“systemic” civil rights violations, reducing pressure on college 
administrators to ensure that campuses are safe from bigotry, 
harassment, and assault. is change speaks to a broader 
and well-known trend within the Trump administration of 
contempt for people of color and other minority groups.

Gainful Employment No More
In a massive gi� to for-pro�t “educational” institutions, the 

DOE has rescinded a holdover gainful employment regula-

tion that was in place when Obama le� o�ce. e rule was set 
up to provide students with some level of protection against 
predatory for-pro�t “colleges,” which have long charged ex-
orbitant tuition rates for what is widely recognized to be 
sub-par training and instruction. e gainful employment rule 
mandated cutting o
 federal funds from schools that could not 
document that their graduates’ annual loan payments totaled 
less than 8 percent of their earnings or less than 20 percent of 
their discretionary income. e move was so unpopular that 
it prompted attorney generals from 17 states and the District 
of Columbia to �le suit against DeVos and the DOE, arguing 
that the rule elimination was issued without justi�cation, and 

without public feedback 
or input. e move is 
yet another example of 
DOE policies that raid 
public co
ers in favor of 
parasitic corporations 
operating in the tertiary 
education market.

More Charter 
Schools

One of the most con-
troversial initiatives of 
DeVos’ DOE has been 
its support for strength-
ening private charter 
schools. In September 
of 2017, the department 
awarded $253 million 
in federal grants for 
expanding the charter 
school system across 
the nation. DeVos cel-

ebrated the move as helping “supplement state-based e
orts 
to give students access to more options for their education…
what started as a handful of schools in Minnesota has blos-
somed into nearly 7,000 charter schools across the country.” 
But what kind of blossoming has really occurred? DeVos has 
been predictably silent on the actual data on charter schools, 
which is far from �attering. e most charitable thing one 
could say about this research is that for years, there was simply 
no consensus about whether charter schools had any positive 
impact whatsoever on educational performance and quality. 
But recent research by scholars at Stanford University and by 
the Economic Policy Institute �nd that there is little evidence 
that the large majority of charter students across the country 
perform better on educational metrics. And some research 
on charter schools in Indiana and Louisiana even �nds that 
charter school students perform worse than students in public 
schools. It is also undeniable that these charter schools repre-
sent a serious assault on unionization and tenure systems in 

Donald Trump and Betsy DeVos. Photo: White House.
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K-12 education—much to the delight of the reactionary right. 
Still, evidence that charter schools harm students and teachers 
will do little to shake the far-right’s faith-based commitment 
to market-style educational reforms. In a political culture that 
holds evidence-based reasoning with disdain, charter schools 
appear to be here to stay.

Is There a Future for Public Education?
It is, of course, true that neoliberal education reform tran-

scends any one party, and extends beyond the Trump admin-
istration. Still, DeVos has played an instrumental role in the 
dramatic acceleration of these reforms in a no-holds-barred, 
scorched-earth approach that seeks to undermine and eventu-
ally destroy the Department of Education from within. Untold 
damage is being done to the department and its reputation, 
and this damage is intentional—the work of “free market” 
zealots who see government as useful for little but enhancing 
the profits of the wealthiest one percent. Whether this dete-
rioration of the federal commitment to education as a public 
good can be reversed moving forward remains to be seen, 
although this reversal will require mass organized resistance 
to the Trump administration’s plutocratic policies. cp

Anthony DiMaggio is an Assistant Professor of Political 
Science at Lehigh University.

Iran on Four Wheels
Politics through the 

Paykan’s Rear Window
by Alison Aziz

“The Paykan stood with the people in both war 
and peace. It endured everything in this country!”

— Hamid Sadeghi, carpenter

Nostalgia is both temporal and geographical; like young 
Iranians’ sentimental contemplations of their parents’ era, 
mobility and migrations generate reevaluation from afar. 
Edward Said describes the formulation of his Palestinian 
identity at a New England boarding school: “The fact that I 
was never at home or at least at Mount Hermon, out of place 
in nearly every way, gave me the incentive to find my territory, 
not socially but intellectually” (Out of Place, 1999). Writing 
about Shahin Armin and Sohrab Daryabandari’s film, Iran’s 
Arrow: the Rise and Fall of the Paykan (2017), from my vantage 
point as an Iranian-American who has never been to Iran, 
elicits a similar experience of removal from the “original.” It 
also provokes self-recognition elsewhere. Absorbed with Iran’s 
iconic car, the Paykan, I am revisited by my mother’s experi-
ences of working as a child in the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, 
a chapter of her life recounted in slivers so minute that I was 

never able to form a picture of the whole. Iranians’ attachment 
to the Paykan feeds my own cultural yearning. 

A dozen men line up in front of identical automobiles 
in a parking lot with the mountains north of Tehran in the 
background. They have gathered to reflect on the significance 
of a car that, in the words of painter Hossein Soltani, “is part 
of the subconscious of any Iranian who has lived in Iran at any 
point in the last forty years.” Even Iran’s happy birthday song 
originates with a Paykan advertisement commissioned by its 
devoutly monarchist manufacturers, Ahmed and Mohammad 
Khayami, celebrating the automobile’s third anniversary. 

The Paykan (1967-2005) was first manufactured in the 
aftermath of waves of migration to Tehran in the 1950s 
following a series of sweeping reforms during the White 
Revolution, including land reforms and the women’s right to 
vote, implemented by Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. Guided 
by the recommendation of John F. Kennedy and intended to 
quell resistance to the Shah’s authoritarian rule, one result 
of the reforms was that farmers abandoned the countryside 
and migrated to Tehran and other cities including Mashad 
and Isfahan, which quickly erupted into major metropolises. 
From 1965-1975 alone, Tehran’s population grew from 2.5 to 
4.6 million, nearly doubling. It was at this moment that the 
Khayami brothers founded IranNational, acquiring the rights 
to produce a version of the British-owned Rootes Group 
Arrow platform, the Hillman Hunter, which they called the 
Paykan, meaning Arrow in Persian. The Paykan soon became 
Tehran’s ubiquitous mode of transport, both as private cars, 
official and, later, unofficial taxis. Its affordability meant that 
it was more accessible than the large United States cars that 
had previously dominated the market. It brought mobility to 
Iranians who could not previously have afforded a car and a 
dramatic increase in women drivers. Cheap and easy to repair, 
anyone who had a Paykan would learn how to fix it. If it broke 
down, you could tie a pair of panty hose around the fan belt 
and drive for another fifty kilometers.  

Central to Armin and Daryabandari’s documentary is the 
tension between the Paykan’s exploitation as a nationalist 
symbol and Iranians’ perception of the car as a loyal ally in the 
face of two abusive governments, a coup d’état, a revolution, 
an eight-year war, reconstruction and economic crises. Under 
both Mohammad Reza Shah’s monarchic rule and the Islamic 
Republic, the Paykan was appropriated as a tool for mobilizing 
consent. The self-denominated Shahan Shah (“King of Kings”) 
identified the Paykan as validation that Iran was on its way to 
first world status, leaving behind it’s “backwardness.” He also 
seized the increase in Iran’s oil revenue, following a brief period 
of the industry’s nationalization in 1951, as further evidence 
of his success. Mohammad Reza Shah situated himself as the 
conveyor of United States and European modernity to Iran 
as well as the symbolic descendant of Cyrus the Great, the 
sixth-century B.C. Persian Emperor and author of the first 
decrees on Human Rights. “Sleep in peace Cyrus, I am awake,” 
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the Shah outrageously pronounced in front of Cyrus’s tomb. 
Mimicking Britain’s colonial pretense of bringing “civiliza-

tion—or, as the Shah put it, “e great civilization”—to Iran, 
his neocolonial developmental model promoted consumerism 
and the bourgeois, nuclear family with its suburban houses 
and automobiles, a United States prototype exported to Iran 
just as IranNational was now a Complete Knock Down (CKD) 
manufacturer of the United States company, Chrysler, and the 
Paykan itself was the British Hillman Hunter. 

Under Mohammed Reza Shah, the Paykan’s Western origins 
were sublimated in the name of a contrived authenticity. 
Paykans became associated with Iranian patrimony, whether 
by accident or design. For instance, when in 1970 IranNational 
commissioned an advertisement by Kamran Shirdel to 
celebrate the Paykan’s third birthday, Shirdel based his ad on a 
song he asked Anoushiravan Rohani to produce and perform. 
is song was subsequently adopted as Iran’s national birthday 
song, inadvertently feeding Mohammad Reza Shah’s rhetoric. 
e Paykan was instrumentally included in a glitzy celebration 
of the ��ieth anniversary of the Pahlavi Dynasty in 1976 at 
Aryamehr, now Azadi, Stadium in Tehran, when workers 
marched onto the playing �eld wielding an array of Paykan 
parts. Lining themselves up in groups �ve deep and ten across, 
they assembled ��y automobiles, from scratch, before a packed 
stadium audience. 

Concurrent with the Shah’s pomp and fanfare, in 1971, 
nearly half of Iran’s population was living below the poverty 
line. Unrest and resistance to his absolute rule were quelled 

with armor. With the support of the United States and Israel, 
the Shah constructed a security state enforced by his brutal 
secret police, SAVAK (Organization of National Intelligence 
and Security), repressing dissent through mass imprisonment 
and torture.

“Iran’s Arrow” explores Iranians’ love for Paykans in 
spite of the Shah. A�er decades of Britain’s humiliating 
economic exploitation, they identi�ed with the Paykan, 
resisting the misuse of their beloved automobile to celebrate 
authoritarianism. Armin and Daryabandari’s documentary 
includes footage from a �lm commissioned by IranNational—
Kamran Shirdel’s Paykan Industrial Film (1970)—in which 
Shirdel eludes the tradition of paying homage to Mohammad 
Reza Shah by using imagery and music alone. His wordless 
narrative critiques the economic model dictating factory 
labor and conveys the harsh conditions to which the 
workers were subjected in IranNational, wielding gigantic 
tools on mechanized, gratingly loud assembly lines. Unlike 
other industrialists, the Khayami brothers made certain 
humanitarian gestures toward the workers, but the age of 
Fordism had nonetheless arrived. 

e Paykan was �rst the object of the Shah’s, then the Islamic 
Republic’s, opportunism. e aesthetic management of the car 
under the two regimes could not have been more di
erent. 
Before the 1979 Islamic Revolution, there were several models 
of Paykan, including Paykan Delux, Paykan Work, Paykan Taxi 
and the hip Paykan Javanan (Youth Paykan), which came in a 
variety of colors with interior �ourishes. In 1979, the Islamic 

“Iran’s Arrow,” still, “Final Encore II” (Dastan’s Basement Gallery, Tehran, 2013).
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Republic immediately nationalized automobile companies. 
IranNational was renamed Iran Khodro and produced only a 
single Paykan model. Focusing on affordability, it was stripped 
of the embellishments associated with Shah-era consumerism 
and refashioned as an icon for revolutionary progress. In 
addition to the Islamic Republic’s ideology of austerity, harsh 
socio-economic sanctions meant diminished industrial 
resources. Left with the factory and old, worn out automobile 
machinery Iran bought from England during the Iraq-Iran 
war, Iran Khodro manufactured a bare bones, inferior looking 
version of the Paykan. Ironically, the Shah’s rhetoric about 
putting Iran on wheels was echoed in the new government’s 
promise that it would provide this humbler, ascetic Paykan to 
every family.

Their cherished car degraded, Iranians became 
ambivalent about the Paykan. On the one hand, Paykans’ 
lingering production and tiresomely uniform look was an 
embarrassment. Daryabandari elucidates this: “The Iranian 
people were offended by foreign intervention as well as the 
incompetence of the Iranian government. Not only did they 
unleash the war upon us, but we were put in a situation where 
we ended up riding the same clunky car for at least thirty years 
more than we should have.” On the other hand, the Paykan 
evoked loyalty, even friendship. With the United States-backed 
Iraqi war on Iran (1980-88), the car was conceived as an 
emblem of dogged endurance and continuity in the midst of 
catastrophe, conveying families fleeing from the bombardment 
in Paykans crammed with passengers and their few belongings. 
Daryandari continues: “Paykan drivers had more asabiyah or 
solidarity. If you got stuck on the road, it was more likely that 
a Paykan would stop and help. Not only because the driver 
was more friendly, but also because his car was the type that 
broke down more often and he would be carrying tools and he 
expected help from others when he himself got stuck.” 

War and economic strife in Iran result from foreign 
interventions governed by oil interests. The history of the 
Paykan cannot therefore be understood in isolation from 
Empire-building and, hence, Iran’s oil-rich reserve. During 
the late nineteenth-century, Russia (later, the Soviet Union) 
and the United Kingdom staked out their spheres of influence 
in Iran, with the ultimate hegemony of the British. Central 
to Britain’s endeavor, and sustained by Mohammad Reza 
Shah’s father, Reza Shah Pahlavi, was the Anglo-Persian (later, 
Anglo-Iranian) Oil Company (AIOC), which also acquired the 
rights to the First Exploitation Company, now known as British 
Petroleum (BP). Set in Abadan, in Iran’s extreme southwest, 
the refinery was founded in 1908 to become the largest in the 
world. Britain reaped the rewards of Iranian oil extraction with 
scant compensation to the government. Many of the company’s 
Iranian laborers were destitute, living in a shantytown without 
running water or electricity, and looked upon by the managers 
of the AIOC as uncivilized. 

The fact that oil was controlled by British interests infuriated 

Iranians. Mohammad Reza Shah employed a steady military 
presence to protect the British in the face of tribal unrest 
and resistance. The single, fleeting exception to British 
expropriation was in 1951 after parliament voted in favor of 
popular, democratically-elected Prime Minister Mohammad 
Mossadeq’s bill to nationalize Iran’s oil industry. Mossadeq 
was subsequently removed from power in a 1953 Anglo-United 
States-backed coup d’état that restored the exiled Mohammad 
Reza Shah Pahlavi to power. After oil finally came under 
state control in 1979, in the Anglo-United States, Iran went 
from being imagined as merely underdeveloped to violent 
and unmanageable. Whereas the administration of the AIOC 
saw the Iranians as faceless drones, “natives” with “disgusting 
habits” (Manucher Farmanfarmaian, Blood and Oil: a Prince’s 
Memoir of Iran, from the Shah to the Ayatollah, 2005), with 
Iran’s political and economic independence, it was demoted 
from merely uncivilized to anti-civilization, the “Axis of 
Evil” embroiled in a “Clash of Civilizations” with the West 
(Mahmood Mamdani, Good Muslim, Bad Muslim, 2004). 
During the “Hostage Crisis” (1979-81) and “Iran-Contra Crisis” 
(1985-87) as in the present, Iran has consistently been projected 
within the United States and the United Kingdom as irrational 
and explosive, whereas the West is rational and levelheaded. 

From the Achaemenid and Safavid Dynasties through 
contemporary Anglo-United States sanctions and interventions, 
Iran’s long history teaches us that no superpower prevails ad 
infinitum. The provisional essence of empire in a culture as 
ancient as that of Persia is conveyed by “Iran’s Arrow’s” subtitle; 
the car’s “rise and fall” speaks to Mohammad Reza Shah’s belief 
that Iran was on the cusp of preeminence. His thwarted project 
of overseeing Iran’s reemergence as a superpower resonates 
ironically with the termination of Paykan production. Tehran’s 
air pollution reached levels so high that in 2005 the government 
had the Paykan, with its gas-guzzling, outmoded technology, 
discontinued, investing instead in the production of more up 
to date automobiles with fuel-efficient, low-emission engines. 

Though the Paykan ceased to be manufactured, it continues 
to be refashioned. Group art exhibitions dedicated to the 
automobile include “The Paykan Project” (Kuntsmuseum, 
Stuttgart, 2013), “Final Encore II” (Dastan’s Basement 
Gallery, Tehran, 2013) and “Paykan Iranian Automobile 
Group Exhibition,” a show using Paykan hoods as canvases 
(AUN Gallery, Tehran, 2013). A three dimensional cardboard 
suburban family picnicking on a real Paykan hood speaks not 
only to the car as fetish but also to the kitsch of Mohammad 
Reza Shah’s imported neocolonial mindset with its concomitant 
bourgeois paradigm. The short video by Pouya Afshar and 
Neda Moridpour, Agha-Nasrin Exhausted 74 (2011), explores 
the homosociality of car discourses. Afshar and Moridpour 
accompany one of the first women taxi drivers around Tehran 
in her unofficial Paykan cab, taking their video’s title from 
Nasrin’s license plate, which ironically nods to her struggle for 
acceptance in a male-dominated field through appropriation 
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of the Persian, Agha, or “Mister.” 
Paykan art sometimes runs the risk of postmodernism’s 

relativization. Embellishments like royalist symbolism speak 
to the problem of aestheticizing an artifact by extracting it from 
its socio-political context; vestiges of the Western-informed 
Pahlavi dynasty blended with the remnants of steel and chrome. 
Daryabandari notes that certain young people restore Paykans 
so they look like the pre-revolution models. ey even hang 
royalist symbols in their rear-view mirrors and front grilles 
and refer to them as “Aryamehri,” a reference to Mohammad 
Reza Shah’s title of honor, and “what His Highness le� us.” A 
new generation copies what was already a copy, exalting the 
Paykan as a vestige of “genuine Iranianness.” Nods of approval 
to—even longing for—the Shah re�ect depoliticized memory, 
calling to mind Proust’s admonition that “Remembrance of 
things past is not necessarily the remembrance of things as they 
were’”(Remembrance of �ings Past, 1913-1927). 

Writing this article reorients my nostalgic relationship 
to place. I am reminded that cars signify movement, travel, 
displacement, but also a sense of reconnection to home. As 
Daryabandari puts it, “A great part of the nation was suddenly 
put on wheels and thus empowered. e Paykan thus became 
an ‘ark’ for many Iranians at di
erent stages in their lives. ere 
is a way in which it turns into their home, or it adds something 
to the idea of home for them. It is important to keep in mind 
that sedentary life is not necessarily the better strategy.” CP

ALISON ABADANI is a Chicago-based writer and educator.

A Los Angeles Diary
How McMansions  
Arrive Around Me

by Julia Stein
July 2013. At a birthday celebration at a cafe with two friends 

they told me how they hated the destruction of the old 1-story 
houses to build McMansions in their neighborhood near 
Melrose and La Cienega just west of Beverly Hills. 

September 2013. My mother, who had lived 58 years in this 
Fairfax neighborhood, was put on hospice care in September 
2013. 

March 2014. I noticed a few blocks away south of Melrose 
Avenue a number of older 1-story houses had been torn 
down and replaced by gigantic two-story McMansions which 
stretched from one end of the lot to the other. ey seemed 
to come in only a few styles: dentist o�ce two-story modern 
or New England two-story knocko
. Both styles are ugly and 
didn’t �t in the neighborhood of one-story homes many with 
white stucco exterior and red tile roofs. Still, a few McMansions 
didn’t seem like a tidal wave to me.

June 2014. My mother’s still very ill. My brother, who was 
also very ill, was going in and out of the hospital all spring. 
It’s only me and my brother. I leave my teaching job as I’m 
exhausted from helping both my mom and my brother.

“Iran’s Arrow,” still, “Final Encore II” (Dastan’s Basement Gallery, Tehran, 2013).
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One block away from my house an older one-story house 
north of Melrose Ave. was bulldozed. Once I walked by across 
the street from the construction site and carried my small 
camera, trying to get a photo of the carpenters putting up the 
frame and the dirt lot in front. A short old man walked on 
the sidewalk ordering his carpenters around while I took a 
photo of him and the carpenters. The boss man glared at me, 
charging off the sidewalk toward me, but I hurried down the 
street away from him.

Summer 2014. My mother’s getting worse again. 
November 2014. My mother died. My neighbors had 

organized a meeting about how to save to the neighborhood 
and started thinking about a petition to stop McMansions. I 
found out about the meeting three years later. A few neighbors 
had “No More McMansions” signs in their front yards.

December 2014. A meeting on McMansions was held in our 
neighborhood Poinsettia Park auditorium. I had wanted to go, 
but didn’t as I was mourning my mother.

I heard that our Councilman Paul Koretz had told the 100 
or so neighbors in the audience that nothing could be done 
to stop McMansions in our R-2 neighborhood—we had 
duplexes, small courtyards, and a few apartment houses as well 
as single-family homes. Koretz said only R-1 neighborhoods, 
which just had single-family homes, could be protected from 
McMansions. My neighbors Anthony and Cindy, as well as 
others, circulated the petition for the next months to stop 
McMansions.

Some of my neighbors had an anti-McMansion picket line 
on the 700 block of N. Vista off Melrose Ave. at a realtor’s 
open house. The protestors said the McMansion is much too 
large “and out of character with the neighborhood. We’re 
trying to just raise awareness of the issue and put a stop to this 
type of development in these neighborhoods.” They also said 
McMansions weren’t energy efficient. They are energy hogs. 

Mostly I remember what used to be. During my childhood 
on Fairfax Ave. were Canter’s deli and other Jewish bakeries, 
synagogues, and Jewish gift shops. Many Jewish refugees from 
the Holocaust had settled here after World War II including my 
best friend’s family whose parents escaped Germany in 1939. 
The neighborhood supported Lester Horton’s Dance Company, 
the nation’s first integrated dance company on Melrose Avenue 
where I studied modern dance as a child. Alvin Ailey was the 
director. Melrose Avenue was dominated by furniture repair 
shops, but the street also had an independent grocery store, a 
5 and dime, a shoemaker, a laundromat, and some gay bars. 

In the 1960s Bess and her husband Oscar moved in across 
the street. Bess and Oscar became close friends of my parents. 
Fathers in this neighborhood worked as electricians like Oscar, 
carpenters like our next door neighbor, a postal clerk (my dad), 
and shoe salesmen. Lots of families lived here with children. 
Many houses had fruit trees in the backyards or front yards. 

In the early 1980s Aardvark’s Odd Ark, a vintage clothing 
shop, opened up inspiring many other 2nd hand clothing shops 

to open up on Melrose Avenue. Teenagers and punk rockers 
with purple or green hair from nearby Fairfax High School and 
then from all over L.A. patronized the stores. Billy Shire, who 
made studded denim jackets for rock musicians, moved his 
shop The Soap Plant to Melrose selling soaps, jewelry, books 
and ceramics. The area was renamed “Melrose.”

More little stores selling 2nd hand clothing, records, toys, 
and comics opened up on Melrose. Young people painted 
street art on the sides of buildings. I didn’t like that anything 
practical—the laundromat, the shoemaker—was evicted as the 
rents rose, but I shopped at the vintage clothing stores, not 
realizing gentrification was beginning here.

In West Hollywood just north of us, Jewish senior citizens 
formed an alliance with gays to transform the unincorporated 
territory of Los Angeles County into the city of West Hollywood 
and get a pretty strict rent control law passed. In the 1990s 
the real estate industry struck back by getting the California 
legislature to pass the Ellis Act allowing evictions and the Costa 
Hawkins Act which abolished strict rent control.

The 2008 economic crash decimated many of the small 
Melrose Ave. clothing stores as about 1/3 of the storefronts 
were empty. When I moved back in 2011, many houses in my 
neighborhood had in front of them huge hedges or a 5 foot 
fence and then a huge hedge I called paranoid style. By 2014 
corporate sportswear and tennis shoe stores had opened up 
in many of the empty shops. Bars and barber shops thrived.

February 2015. The McMansion being built a block away 
was right behind Oscar and Bess’s house. Both Oscar and Bess 
had died, and their granddaughter had sold the house. Dave, 
the man who had bought Oscar and Bess’s house, seemed to 
be tearing out all the plants he had laboriously planted the 
previous year. I wandered over, and he even offered me some 
plants which I declined. He spent the weekend pulling up every 
garden bush until he finally confessed he had sold his house. 
“Not to a developer,” he promised. A few days later after Dave 
moved away, we learned he had sold to a developer. On our 
block, a second old house was sold. We woke up one morning 
hearing that the house had caught on fire. One rumor was 
teenagers set the fire? Or the homeless? Or the developer? 

Spring 2015. Beverly Grove activists now had worked for 
10 years to protect R-1 neighborhoods and were joined in the 
fight with about 20 other R-1 neighborhoods across L.A. in 
going regularly to city council and planning meetings to get 
McMansions outlawed. 

May 2015. The green fence went up for the first time around 
Oscar and Bess’s house on our block, signaling it would soon be 
destroyed. Somebody ran around the neighborhood chalking 
“No More McMansions” on that green fence and other fences. 
We saw the huge trucks arrive for the first time on our block, 
and then a driver drove a bulldozer off the truck up to Oscar 
and Bess’s house.

I took out my camera and started shooting from across the 
street while this huge bulldozer knocked down one wall after 
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another of the house. A�er a few hours, I was cocky enough to 
cross the street, and stand on the sidewalk still taking photos 
as the workmen ignored me, knocking down the last wall of 
the house. A house could be bulldozed in a couple hours. e 
lot was a huge trash dump piled high with bricks, wood, and 
metal. 

e trucks would return for the next couple of days to 
pick up load a�er a load of house rubble, and they drove 
away. en nothing for a few weeks. Old, small houses were 
being bulldozed block a�er block a�er block around us. Yes, 
McMansions were like a tidal wave.

Spring/Summer 2015. e trucks pulled up across the street 
at where Oscar and Bess’s house had stood. e carpenters 
o�oaded wood with which they began building the frame. A 
couple times crews from Los Angeles Department of Water 
and Power made huge noise with jackhammers digging into 
the street which I couldn’t stand and I �ed. My neighbors who 
were circulating the petition said only about 40 of 200 people 
responded, so they stopped their organizing. 

December 2015. I walked around the block and talked to 

David, who rented in a duplex like mine right behind mine. A 
“For Sale Up” was up in front of his duplex. David, who had 
lived there 20 years, was an artist whose studio was his house 
where he used Popsicle wooden sticks to construct wonderful 
sculptures of lamps or furniture. Next door Dawn lived, who 
was retired from the movie business and had lived there 25 
years. Since both apartments were under rent control, Dawn, 
who was over 65, would by law receive a sizable moving out fee 
but David was under 65 and was worried what would happen. 

I start writing a piece on the history of this neighborhood 
I call Rancho LaBrea a�er the Mexican rancho from the 
Hollywood Hills to Wilshire Boulevard. I traced the history 
back 8000 years to the skull of a Native Woman found in the 
tar pits. I took photos of the sites I am writing about. e place 
my mother loved. A woman from El Salvador I know says the 
small duplex across from me with its white stucco walls, red 
tile roof, and fountain in the middle looks like a small church 
in El Salvador.

Spring of 2016. e duplex where David and Dawn lived was 
sold, but luckily David and Dawn got moving out money when 

Old LA bungalow being demolished to make way for McMansion. Photo: Julia Stein.
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they were evicted. The new owners had applied for a permit 
to tear down the duplex. I again saw the green fence go up 
where David and Dawn had lived. Weeks later the bulldozer 
came, flattening that house while three other small houses on 
that block had already been bulldozed, and McMansions were 
being built. A lot of noise came from the construction site. 
Another two houses were demolished on my block.

All spring I’ve been writing my piece how in the history of 
Rancho LaBrea for 9000 years there always had a commons to 
build the economy until now. I write 10 different versions: long 
and short, with photos and without.

April/May 2016. The first McMansion across the street from 
me had been finished and sold to an actress. The house a block 
away from where I had taken the photo was bought by Blake 
Leibel, son of a very wealthy Toronto real estate developer 
who inherited money from his mother. In April 2016 he was 
arrested for rape at the McMansion. In May 2016 Leibel was 
arrested by the police for murdering his Ukrainian girlfriend 
Iana Kasian in a nearby condo in West Hollywood. 

The Hollywood Reporter quoted the prosecutor’s office that 
“Kasian was tortured and mutilated before she was killed and 
all of her blood was drained from her body.” The Washington 
Post said, “Leibel co-authored Syndrome, a graphic novel that 
begins with a terrifying scene of a corpse being drained of 
its blood, a horror that bears eerie similarities to the real-life 
murder for which Leibel is now being charged.”

My neighbors referred to the house that Leibel owned as the 
“murder house.”

July 16, 2016. A McMansion up the block is rented and 
has regular parties, so neighbors call it the “party house.” At 
one party there was a knife fight. My neighbor Chris and his 
brother Carl went up the block saw two ambulances taking 
people who had been hurt in the knife fight. They both took 
video on their phones of the ambulances. Also, neighbors 
had seen women who look like prostitutes emerging from the 
“party house” in the wee hours of the morning. Mostly the 
“party house” is empty as the renters usually live in New York. 
This neighborhood has had over the decade’s burglaries and 
cars stolen, but no murder, no rape, no knife fights that the 
McMansions brought with them.

December 2016. I’d walked around the corner a block away 
from where the young woman who lived in the corner house 
said she had been evicted and had to be out in a month. In her 
front yard was a grapefruit tree full of big, luscious grapefruit 
and a lemon tree full of lemons. She told me to take as many 
grapefruits as I wanted, which I did for two months. Six fruit 
trees grew on that house’s front yard, backyard, and on the 
grass strip by the street. 

I was sitting in my garden with a friend in December 2016 
since there was little construction noise but suddenly we 
saw huge numbers of white particles from the McMansion 
construction site behind us permeating the air floating right 
toward us so we both fled.

I was in the backyard recovering from an illness when I saw 
the workers building the McMansion behind me are cutting 
down bamboo including bamboo on my side. By my garage 
they cut so much bamboo I could not only see through to their 
property but walk through if I wanted to. I got up and yelled 
“Stop. Stop. Stop.” They stopped. I called the Project Manager 
to complain. 

March 2017. The Los Angeles City Council voted to adopt 
far-reaching amendments to the citywide mansionization 
ordinances to protect twenty R-1 neighborhoods where 
mansionization has occurred frequently. Over ten years of hard 
work by grass root activists had paid off for R-1 neighborhoods. 
Now the real estate agents troll this neighborhood and 
developers descended like a plague of locusts onto the old 
homes in our R-2 neighborhood.

Around the corner from me, the house which had all the 
fruit trees, was bulldozed and the fruit trees were torn down. 
Carpenters are building two more McMansions across the street 
from me. I now have constant noise from the construction site 
behind me and the two construction sites on my block. Teams 
of Department of Water and Power men camped out in many 
blocks upgrading electricity for the energy hog houses. 

Up the block my neighbor Rita has been building at the base 
of a huge oak tree an intricate miniature world with tiny houses 
including one tiny house with a heart for a door, gnomes, 
staircases, many tiny gardens with red blooms, blue stones, 
and sign that says, “Enjoy the little things.”

Summer 2017. A few houses north of the “party house” a 
board and care house sits. The owners had bought the house 
next door to them and had demolished the house next door. 
Bulldozers had dug and dug a huge pit for a parking garage and 
are still digging away. Still another McMansion a couple blocks 
away has been turned into a B and B house. 

Photographer Jonathan Kim wrote “A Photo Essay From 
L.A.’s Mansionization Front Line” July 2, 2015, in Huffington 
Post, said with the third mansion on the block, “it becomes 
impossible to make the argument that that block has any kind 
of distinct look, character, or architecture worth preserving. 
“On my block, two McMansions are finished and three are 
being built. We have become McMansionized. With every 
McMansion built, the block loses another parking space. 

August 2017. Now on my block and the block behind me, 
11 houses have been destroyed to build McMansions. I heard 
two more houses on my block will be bulldozed. The one-story 
old house on the opposite corner of my block will soon be 
bulldozed as well as the tenants on the duplex three houses 
away on my side of the block have been given December 1, 2017, 
as a deadline to move out. Sure enough, a green fence was put 
around the house on the corner. 

Late August 2017. Two realtors knocked on my door. The 
realtors told me the McMansions rent for $18,000/month, 
and McMansions which don’t sell are rented out. They told 
me groups of investors pool their money to buy up houses 
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to destroy around me; many investors make a little money 
but a few make a lot. The realtors first find homeowners who 
want to sell. Investors evict tenants, houses get bulldozed, 
the McMansion is built, and then realtor tries to sell the 
McMansion. One of the realtors who visited me has a house 
for sale across the street.

September 2, 2017. For the first time I visit a McMansion 
open house on my block: downstairs is a living room, a dining 
room, a library, a small bedroom, a kitchen, two bathrooms 
and a pool outside. Upstairs are five bedrooms each with a 
bathroom. Selling price is $3.9 million. 

This neighborhood once was for blue-collar people or 
middle-class people who had a steady job who could buy a 
modest home or duplex and raise a family. Or they could rent 
a decent apartment here. No more. As the whole U.S. economy 
divides into a small number of rich people and large numbers 
of very poor people—the middle becoming destroyed like on 
my block.

September 8, 2017. A bulldozer drove onto the lot of the 
house on the corner of my block, punched a hole in the side 
off the house and then stopped. A week later the bulldozer 
destroyed the whole house leaving just piles of rubble is in the 
front yard. We’ve been listening to construction noise non-stop 
for 2 1/2 years now on this block.

October 2017. Now four McMansions have been finished, but 
only the actress lives in her McMansion part of the time. The 
four McMansions are like a dead zone—four big empty hulks 
on the street with a fifth and sixth McMansion being built.

The huge tree with the tiny houses and gnomes up the block 
has children come and add their little pieces: chalk on the 
sidewalk and more miniature people. Our neighbor has made 
a beautiful small world in the rubble. cp

Julia Stein lives in Los Angeles.

Of Havens and Loopholes
The Corporate Tax Game

by David Macaray

“Corporationism is above socialism and above 
liberalism. A new synthesis is created. Corporative 

solutions can be applied anywhere.”

—Benito Mussolini, 1933

One could argue that the history of the federal income tax is 
almost as fascinating and variegated as the economic history of 
the United States itself. And when we factor in corporate taxes 
(as opposed to personal taxes), the “fascinating ” part becomes 
downright “murky.” So murky, in fact, that it’s close to impos-
sible to get a straight answer to the question: How much do our 
corporations pay in income tax?

We begin at the beginning. Not in 1913, with passage of the 
16th amendment to the Constitution, which gave Congress the 
right to tax the income of America’s citizens, but all the way 
back to 1861, with passage of the “Revenue Act,” the first federal 
income tax law in this country’s history. President Lincoln 
invented it in order to raise an army to fight the Civil War.

The Revenue Act of 1861, which called for a flat 3% tax across 
the board on incomes above $800, was immediately followed 
by the Revenue Act of 1862, which repealed the former act and 
replaced it with a progressive tax, calling for a 3-5% levy on 
incomes, as well as including myriad tariffs, customs fees, and 
taxes on real estate.

Also written into the Revenue Act of 1862 was the 
establishment of a governmental agency—the Internal Revenue 
Service (IRS). Although the Revenue Act of 1862 included 
a provision stating that it would remain on the books only 
until 1866, it wasn’t until 1872 that the federal income tax was 
officially abolished.

And other than two unsuccessful attempts to revive it—in 
1894 and again in 1895 (with specific mention of a corporate 
tax)—the federal income tax didn’t raise its head again until 
1913, with passage of the 16th amendment.

Not surprisingly, within the framework of that 16th 
amendment, personal tax rates have fluctuated greatly in 
the ensuing 105 years. During the 2016 primaries, candidate 
Bernie Sanders made a minor splash by claiming that the top 
marginal tax rate under President Eisenhower, a Republican, 
was a whopping 90%.

Of course, Sanders was instantly mocked and accused of 
exaggerating—of manipulating the figures in order to promote 
his agenda. Even Hillary Clinton, with a wink and a nod, more 
or less suggested that Sanders was slightly off-base.

But Bernie wasn’t wrong. According to Politfact, during the 
eight years that Ike was president (from 1953 to 1961), the top 
marginal rate for an individual was 91%, a figure unimaginable 
today. Fun fact: the highest all-time rates occurred in 1944-45, 
during World War II, when a married couple making more 
than $200,000 was taxed at a staggering 94%.

As of this writing, according to “e-file,” covering the period 
from January 1 to December 31, 2017, the highest marginal 
rate is 39.6%. But in order to be bracketed at that rate a single 
person would have to earn in excess of $418,400, and a married 
couple would have to make more than $470,700. And mind 
you, that 39.6% is before you take any deductions.

Leaving the topic of personal income tax and entering the 
netherworld of corporate tax, it’s important to note that all 
subsequent discussion will fall into one of two categories: That 
which is essentially true, and that which Corporate America 
wants us to believe is true.

Let us examine the numbers. While several sources put the 
federal corporate tax rate at 35%, others put it at 38.91%, and 
still, others put it at 39.1%. As it happens, that disparity is based 
on context. Federal corporate income tax, as reported in the 
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New York Times, is, in fact, 35%, but becomes roughly 39% 
when state taxes are factored in.

According to the “Tax Foundation” (TF) a semi-reliable, 
pro-business organization dedicated to researching (and 
complaining about) tax rates, the U.S., as of September 7, 2017, 
has the “fourth highest statutory corporate income tax rate in 
the world,” with a rate of 38.91% As we shall see, the operative 
term is “statutory.”

The only places with a higher corporate tax rate than the 
U.S., according to the TF, are in descending order: United 
Arab Emirates, Comoros, and Puerto Rico. Which raises the 
question: What is “Comoros” and why haven’t we heard of it? 
Comoros is an island nation located in the Indian Ocean, off 
the coast of East Africa. Its population is 795,000, roughly that 
of Charlotte, North Carolina.

Most meaningful statistical analyses aren’t going to include 
tiny island nations. Rather, they are going to be those generated 
by “advanced” countries belonging to the OECD (Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development). Founded 

in 1960, the OECD consists of 35 democratic countries that 
adhere to market economies. The last member to be admitted 
(following Estonia) was Latvia, in 2016.

Which is to say that once we look at “relevant” numbers only, 
according to TF, the U.S. does have the highest corporate tax 
rate in the world. By all accounts, that assertion appears to be 
basically true, which comes as a surprise, given that it is one of 
the very few accurate claims made by President Trump.

The president’s other claim—that we Americans have the 
highest personal income tax rate in the world—is a falsehood, 
plain and simple. When it comes to personal income taxes, 
the U.S. isn’t even in the Top Ten. And President Trump either 
knows this to be true, which makes him a liar, or he doesn’t 
know it, which makes him, well….something else.

We shall work off the premise that the U.S. does, in fact, 
have the highest statutory corporate income tax rate in the 
world, and see where it takes us. However, if it’s comparison 
shopping our corporations wish us to engage in, it’s only fair 
to acknowledge that American corporations pay their CEOs 
way more than other countries pay theirs. Indeed, that gap in 
compensation is so preposterously large, it’s close to obscene.

As a point of departure, we need to recognize that virtually 
no corporation pays 35%. In reality, no corporation pays 
anything close to that. Not only is a statutory 35% rate woefully 
misleading, but as a matter of record, many companies pay 
nothing at all.

That stunning assertion bears repeating: Many companies 
pay no taxes at all. And an eight-year study (from 2008 to 2015, 
inclusive) of 258 Fortune 500 corporations found that, from top 
to bottom, the average amount paid in taxes by Fortune 500 
corporations was a modest 21.2%

Even a cursory look reveals that long before the current 
Republican tax bill was proposed, the corporate tax code 
had incrementally and systematically evolved into an edifice 
of loopholes, subsidies, credits, exceptions, exemptions, and 
built-in handouts.

The concept of paying their “fair share” was not only 
anathema to American businesses, it was alien to them. 
Corporations saw themselves as the heroes and the federal 
government as the villain. By their lights, a true “patriot” is one 

who deprives the government of as much money as possible.
Yet even with the deck already stacked in their favor—stacked 

to the point where the benefits are almost overwhelmingly 
one-sided—they want more. Corporate minions (including 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the biggest lobbyist in the 
world) continue to demand additional “tax relief,” which is 
lobbyist-speak for “corporate welfare.”

In reality, after all the smoke settles, the only thing the 
Republican tax bill will do in regard to corporations,is allow 
them to pay even less than they pay now. The myriad loopholes, 
give-backs and exemptions remain in place. The avarice 
remains in place. The cadres of tax-avoidance lawyers remain 
in place. The only difference is that they will now all be working 
off a significantly lower baseline.

The drumbeat of false representations and “cries for help” 
from corporations are reminiscent of the auto industry (the 
Big Three) during the late 1960s and 1970s. When government 
agencies began insisting that air pollution equipment be 
installed on all vehicles, the industry went berserk.

Company executives argued that the government (“Big 
Brother”) had overstepped its bounds by involving itself in 

“Why would companies continue to register off-shore, 
even when lower tax rates were enacted? For the same 

reason foreign labor will forever remain far cheaper than 
U .S . labor . The tax tables of the U .S . and those of certain 

selected countries are simply structured differently .”
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private enterprise, and shrilly warned that this half-baked 
anti-smog measure not only wouldn’t work (because it wasn’t 
scientifically proven), but would result in pricing these 
cars right out of the market. Their warnings were close to 
apocalyptic, as are the dire warnings about corporate taxes 
being “too high.”

We all recall what happened as a result of restrictions on 
auto emissions. Despite the baying of corporate hounds, these 
anti-pollution measures resulted in air quality improving 
dramatically. Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for the 2017 
tax reform which. No matter how you cut it, this bill has to 
be seen as the most brazen money-grabbing, deficit-exploding 
maneuver in history.

Here are the three main arguments used by Republicans to 
defend “corporate tax reform.” (1) Exorbitant tax rates stand in 
the way of American businesses making an honest profit; (2) 
they prevent businesses from doing what they do best—i.e., 
creating new jobs, jobs that will help the economy, and (3) they 
prevent American businesses from competing with lesser taxed 
foreign countries.

Of course, all those arguments are time-tested fallacies. 
They represent an unholy mix of wild exaggerations and 
obfuscations combined with scare tactics, veiled threats, and 
outright lies. For one thing, during that aforementioned 8-year 
period (from 2008 to 2015), American businesses kept raising 
the bar on record profits. It’s an undeniable fact. Profits have 
never been higher.

According to the Department of Commerce, never in the 
post-war history of the U.S. have businesses and corporations 
reaped greater profits than those being reaped today. Granted, 
the stock market is an imperfect, specialized, and easily 
manipulated measure of the “health” of the economy, but it 
counts for something, so we need to look at it.

Consider: When Obama took office, the Dow Jones stood at 
roughly 6,600. The day he left office, it was just a shade under 
20,000. As of this writing, it’s closing in on 25,000. As for the 
profits accrued during the 8-year period of the survey, those 
258 companies reported pre-tax profits of $3.8 trillion. World 
records, all.

So why isn’t the fact that businesses have never been this 
wildly profitable more commonly publicized? It’s because 
companies don’t want the public to know. That knowledge 
could only work against their demands for “tax reform.” And 
yet, rolling in dough as they are, they still insist on going to 
war over statutory tax rates….rates that virtually none of them 
come anywhere close to paying.

As for the other two arguments (i.e., creating jobs, and 
competing with lower foreign rates), they are equally specious. 
Since the 1980s, the obvious and alarming trend among 
companies is to lay off employees, not hire additional ones.

The standard operating procedure is to “downsize” the 
workforce in order to become leaner and meaner. Per the 
seminar lingo, the goal is to “do more with less.” And if they 

can’t lay off enough people, they will go to robotics. Given all 
the problems they have with human beings, many businesses 
would much prefer dealing with machines. The notion that 
lower taxes would automatically result in more American jobs 
is absurd.

As for competing abroad, most American companies don’t 
regard foreign countries as “enemies.” On the contrary, they see 
them as opportunities. American companies have no problem 
whatever taking advantage of off-shore inducements, and 
would continue to do so, no matter how much U.S. corporate 
tax rates were reduced.

Why would companies continue to register off-shore, even 
when lower tax rates were enacted? For the same reason, 
foreign labor will forever remain far cheaper than U.S. labor. 
The tax tables of the U.S. and those of certain selected countries 
are simply structured differently.

Just as labor costs in Bangladesh, Honduras, etc. will forever 
be alluring, the Cayman Islands and Bahrain will forever be 
seen as tax havens. And beyond “haven status,” there are the 
markets themselves. Businesses don’t fear foreign markets. 
They embrace them. Take General Motors for example. GM 
sells more cars in China than it does in the U.S.

Referencing those 258 Fortune 500 companies used in that 
comprehensive 2008-2015 study, here are some revealing facts.

Fact: Eighteen of the corporations noted in the study paid 
ZERO income taxes over those eight years, and forty-eight 
others paid less than 10%. Among the companies that paid 
ZERO during those eight years were: General Electric, 
International Paper, Priceline.com, and PG&E.

Fact: Despite all the demands for “tax reform,” nearly 100 
of those companies paid ZERO OR LESS (received credits) 
for at least one year during that 8-year period.

Fact: Thirty of those Fortune 500 companies paid effective 
eight-year tax rates between ZERO and 10 percent. Their 
average effective tax rate was 6.9 percent.

Fact: Eighteen companies paid LESS THAN ZERO 
PERCENT over the eight-year period. The survey revealed 
that the effective tax rate of those eighteen Fortune 500 
companies averaged negative-4%.

Fact: It was the big boys who benefitted most. Alone, 
twenty-five of the largest companies enjoyed $286 billion in 
tax breaks during that 8-year period, and incredibly, those 
twenty-five companies accounted for more than HALF of 
the $527 billion in tax breaks claimed by all 258 companies 
used in the study.

Fact: The sectors that paid the lowest rates were: Utilities 
(3.1%), Industrial Machinery (11.4%), Telecommunications 
(11.5%), Oil, Gas, and Pipelines (11.6%), and Internet 
Services and Retailing (15.6%).

Fact: During that 8-year period, five companies alone—
Wells Fargo, AT&T, J.P. Morgan Chase, Verizon, and 
IBM—reaped more than $120 billion in tax breaks. How 
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helpful would it be to our economy to have corporations 
pay their fair share? In 1952, under the Republican Dwight 
Eisenhower, corporate taxes represented nearly one-third 
of the federal government’s revenue. By 2010, it was less 
than 10%.

One of the biggest loopholes involves registering in foreign 
countries. And the array of foreign goodies offered, besides 
being wildly lucrative, are exceedingly multi-faceted and com-
plicated, which is why corporate tax lawyers (tax-avoidance 
experts) are paid exorbitant fees to pore over the tax code the 
way medieval Jesuit scholars pored over scripture.

And these arrangements didn’t happen overnight. The 
majority of what became loopholes, “accommodations,” and 
unfair advantages are not only legal, they were placed in 
the tax code for sensible reasons. After all, it’s unlikely that 
even the most ardent pro-business, pro-market Republican 
congressmen had intended on an estimated $90 billion a year 
being diverted from the U.S. Treasury.

Ronald Reagan’s Tax Reform Act of 1986, which significantly 
lowered the marginal rate for individuals by shifting much 
of the burden to corporations, had the right idea, at least 
in principle. But it wasn’t long before new loopholes were 
discovered, and new, business-friendly tax provisions were 
pushed through by free-market fundamentalists.

More on tax havens: The initial idea of smoothing the way 
for American corporations to “internationalize” themselves—
to tap into foreign markets as a growth incentive which would, 
presumably, benefit the U.S. economy by creating jobs—made 
eminent sense. But like so many money schemes, it rotted 
before it had time to fully ripen.

What began as trolling for new markets quickly mutated 
into trolling for tax dodges. Companies set their tax lawyers 
and accountants to work looking for obscure maneuvers, one 
of which was to register such things as patents and trademarks 
(so-called “intellectual” properties) in foreign countries, as if 
those countries were, in fact, the place of origin.

While this procedure (which saves them billions of dollars a 
year) was deceitful and devious, it was nonetheless technically 
“legal,” which was what made it so elegant. Arguably, the phe-
nomenon of U.S. corporate tax avoidance, which is on-going 
and unrelenting, can be seen as the most ambitious and me-
thodical cat-and-mouse game in the history of the world.

But one of the incongruous anomalies tied to this tax avoid-
ance endeavor is that, in some cases, these companies’ hatred 
and resentment of the U.S. government is so toxic, it tran-
scends simple “bottom line” economics.

Former Secretary of Labor, Robert Reich, noted that some 
companies willingly pay lawyers $3 million to save them 
$300,000 in taxes rather than simply pay the IRS what they 
owe. Even when this warped mindset results in needlessly 
spending $2.7 million, they’re willing to do it, such is their 
contempt for the government. (On the other hand, they 
probably have a dozen ways to write it off.)

To be fair, there are some pro-business counterarguments to 
be made here. They are best expressed as questions. For one: 
Why would any country not wish to assist or “be a friend to” 
its corporations? For another: Why would any government 
with the power and resources to do so, not wish to subsidize 
a pharmaceutical company in its efforts to find needed cures 
or palliatives?

Shouldn’t the government help launch a worldwide 
telecommunications industry, or help create something as 
revolutionary as the Internet? Or give tax breaks to energy 
companies and agribusinesses? After all, we all use energy, 
don’t we? We all eat food, don’t we?

The overarching short answer to these questions has to be 
a qualified “Yes, a responsible government should want its 
businesses to prosper.” So long as two provisos are included.

First, it has to be understood that not everything in a 
“market” economy can be fixed by resorting to blank check 
turbo-capitalism. Because the profit motive has no conscience, 
other factors must be considered. Among them: Fairness, 
transparency, moral hazard, and the Social Contract.

Second, given today’s economic promiscuity, where 
corporations wield unrivaled power, it needs to be understood 
and anticipated that there will come a point where corporate 
“requests” for assistance undergo a transformation.

Recognizing an opening when they see it, these corporate 
requests will begin to resemble “demands.” And inevitably, 
these demands will evolve into a form of “extortion.” Which is 
precisely what has happened. cp
David Macaray’s latest book is How to Make Friends and Avoid 
Sacred Cows (everything you ever wanted to know about India 
but were afraid to ask).

I .F . Stone Revisited
Who Started the  

Korean War?
by Marlon Ettinger

The historian Bruce Cumings’ preface to I.F. Stone’s The 
Hidden History of the Korean War: 1950-1951 makes reference 
to a concept, itself a reference to a book by Franz Schurmann 
who himself is referencing Tacitus, called arcana imperii. 
This is “empire and its method as a ‘hidden thing.’” Though 
America is widely accepted to be an empire today (and some-
times celebrated for this status), that was not always the case. 
So when Stone published his book in 1952, before the fighting 
of the Korean War was over, he was firmly against the main-
stream. Recognizing this, he was careful to base everything 
he claimed in his history on reporting from recognized, au-
thoritative sources that would be difficult to dispute on ideo-
logical grounds. I don’t know what radical publications Stone 
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subscribed to and read, and this book provides little help in 
further divining that outside of the fact that it was published 
by Monthly Review Press, the now eminent journal. Not only 
did Stone make sure to base his argument on this unassailable 
ground, but he tells us of it on the first page of his preface: 

“Writing in an atmosphere much like that of a full war, I 
realized from the beginning that I could be persuasive only 
if I utilized material which could not be challenged by those 
who accept the official American government point of view. I 
have relied exclusively, therefore, on United States and United 
Nations documents, and on respected American and British 
newspaper sources. I did examine carefully the North Korean 
Blue Book on the origins of the war, but I must say I found 
remarkably little in it. Mr. Vishinky’s speeches at the United 
Nations on the Korean War convinced me only that the 
Russians themselves must know very little about its origins if 
this was the best that so able a lawyer as Mr. Vishinsky could 
do.”

Cumings give us a lucid summary of the orthodox narrative 
that most people have probably heard in one form or another 
in his preface:

“In June 1950 the North Koreans, at Stalin’s order, suddenly 
attacked an innocent and defenseless Republic of Korea; the 
Truman administration responded by invoking the collective 
security procedures of the United Nations in a ‘police action’ 
designed to restore the status quo ante, the thirty-eighth 
parallel that divided North and South. General Douglas 
MacArthur accomplished that task by the end of September, 
after a brilliant amphibious landing at the port of Inch’on. 
Thereafter things went awry, as MacArthur sought to unify 
Korea through a march into the North, soon bringing Chinese 
‘hordes’ into the fighting; Truman attempted to limit the war 
and ultimately was forced to dismiss his recalcitrant field 
commander in April 1951. Ceasefire talks soon began, but 
seemingly minor issues, like prisoner-of-war exchanges, kept 
the war going until July 1953. It ended in a stalemate that left 
Korea divided into two states, as it had been before the war 
began.”

In this post, I’m only going to address the beginning of 
the war. Stone makes a credible case that the war was not on 
Stalin’s orders, that it was not sudden, and that the Republic of 
Korea was not innocent.

Syngman Rhee
The first question, of course, is why? The Korean Peninsula 

was an important sphere of influence for cold warriors in 1950 
for a multitude of intersecting reasons. There was the bare 
military consideration; the peninsula rests right under the 
belly of Russia and China. In 1950 “Red China” had not yet 
even been recognized by the United Nations, and with Chiang 
Kai-Shek and his nationalist armies retreated to the island of 
Formosa (now known as Taiwan) there was still a belief among 
prominent circles that the deadly fact of a Communist China 

could be rolled back through military invasion. 
A unified Korea under an anticommunist like Rhee would 

be necessary for such a plan to come to fruition, deadly and 
apocalyptic in its ambitions as it was. But Rhee’s power was 
not assured. Despite illegal and anti-democratic measures 
observed by the United Nations Temporary Commission 
during the elections that had put him into power (Stone 
calls rice ration card confiscation “one of the milder forms 
of coercion”) that pesky thing called the vote threatened 
to eventually, and perhaps soon, take him out of power. In 
legislative elections not long before the war began a clear and 
“overwhelming” anti-Rhee majority had been elected. 

“Why attack a government which might soon be 
transformed from within into a new regime willing to negotiate 
unification?” asks Stone, and it’s a question worth asking. Rhee 
needed a war just as much as the American Cold Warriors did. 
The desires of the Korean people threatened to lead them in 
directions Washington didn’t want them to go.

This problem didn’t disappear after the war began either. 
Despite seemingly being invaded without provocation, it 
seemed that the South Koreans hadn’t quite got the message 
about the threat Washington said the Reds posed to them. 
When the possibilities of mediation and a ceasefire began to 
seem possible in August, there was pushback in American 
quarters because of this fear. Stone quotes the New York Times’ 
chief United Nations correspondent who sums up this attitude: 

“Some saw a possibility that the Kremlin may also suggest 
that elections be held afterwards [hostilities ended] in both 
North and South Korea to set up a government for the entire 
country—in the expectation, of course, that this would 
produce a Communist majority, thus bringing about the same 
result as if the United Nations had not intervened.”

The italics are Stone’s, and the significance is clear: the 
United Nations led by the Americans had not intervened to 
protect the democratic ambitions of the Korean people or to 
liberate them from tyranny. Their project was a political one, 
and if the type of unification they required could not be given 
to them by the Korean people then the war would have to 
continue.

A further report from The New York Times on a resolution 
adopted at the end of September at Lake Success (the 
temporary home of the United Nations) further confirms this 
line of thinking: “the feeling of the delegates sponsoring the 
resolution was that the United Nations could not prevent the 
establishment of Communist governments if this [unification] 
took place by peaceful means.” Stone follows with the dry 
remark that “the American government was in no mood to 
accept such a prospect.”

The Initial Attack
Stone takes his first cues on the idea that the standard 

account of the invasion may not be entirely accurate from 
details in John Gunther’s Douglas MacArthur biography 
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e Riddle of MacArthur. Gunther’s is an orthodox account 
(“South Koreans and Americans…were taken utterly by 
surprise”) but contains some signi�cant details about the early 
hours of the �ghting. 

He relates how an “important member” of the occupation 
had received a call eight hours a�er the initial attack and 
reported, in a whisper that “A big story has just broken. e 
South Koreans have attacked North Korea.”

Gunther attributes this misconception to the “blatant, 
corrosive lies of the North Korean radio.” But, as Stone 
points out, it is di�cult to believe that someone reporting to 
MacArthur headquarters could have been taken in by North 
Korean radio.

ere is also the question of North Korean readiness. If the 
Communists were determined to take advantage of the divi-
sions in the South between Rhee and the legislature, and dive 
in to overrun the South Korean Army, then only unbridled 
enthusiasm could explain the careless haste they took it with. 
A brie�ng at the end of July by an intelligence sta
 o�ce at 
MacArthur Headquarters reveals the lack of preparedness of 
the invading army: “e North Korean army had not carried 
out its mobilization plan at the time the war began June 25…
only six full divisions had been ready for combat when the 
invasion started, although the North Korean war plans called 

for thirteen to ��een.”
“It is hard to believe,” comments Stone, “the North would 

launch an attack before it was fully mobilized, and moreover at 
the very moment when it looked as though a hostile legislature 
might overthrow Syngman Rhee from within.”

Did The Soviets Know?
e most convincing piece of evidence that gives lie to 

the claim that the North launched its invasion at the bidding 
of Stalin is the fact that when the war began the USSR was 
absent from the United Nations Security Council. ey had 
been boycotting Red China’s exclusion. us, “if an attempt 
was made to mobilize the United Nations against North Korea, 
there would be no friend present on the Security Council to 
veto action.”

And an initially private report by Republican Senator H. 
Alexander Smith of New Jersey revealed Russia’s attitude 
towards the prospect of war on the peninsula. In it he wrote 
that he was “advised that the Northern [sic] Koreans tried to 
get the Russians to intervene directly in taking over Southern 
Korea but the Russian reply was that they did not wish to 
initiate World War III by creating an incident in a minor area 
like Korea.” In addition, “the testimony of a former Red Army 
o�cer, who stated that he had been a member of the Soviet 

US Troops in Korea. Photo: US Army.
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military mission to North Korea at the end 1948, [claimed] 
the Russians were afraid that the North Koreans might cause 
trouble, and refused for this reason to give them an air force.”

He goes on to write that “the failure of Malik [, the Soviet 
Envoy,] to show up at the Security Council suggests that the 
Russians were taken unawares.”

What of American knowledge? “[The State Department]…
had already drafted a resolution to be used at the United 
Nations in the event of an attack.”

War Today
The story of American influence on the Korean Peninsula is 

one of a denial of democracy in the service of markets. It’s not 
a surprising one, but the unique nature of the North Korean 
government today has led to some of those who might more 
often be skeptical of the United States to fall in line on the 
question of Korea. “Of course, they need to be contained,” they 
might say. “After all they’ve done it in the past.”

This idea that North Korea would irrationally launch a 
war on the Southern half of the peninsula, which it wants 
reunification with, is dominant in the discourse around the 
possibility of war. So dangerous are they, is the conventional 
wisdom, that they might strike without warning. After all, it 
wouldn’t be the first time.

I think the case that Stone makes is credible, but even if 
you don’t fully accept it I believe it complicates the idea of a 
mad barbarian rush over the border by froth-mouthed Reds 
desperate to impose their will on their freedom-loving cousins. 
Another aspect of the war that holds perhaps significant 
import in the situation today is the possible role of Japan. 
Japan’s Deputy Prime Minister Taro Aso talked in September 
about shooting North Korean refugees in the event of a war, 
but the prospect of such a conflict is not so unfavorable to 
Japanese business as this macho talk makes it appear to be. 
Stone wrote about this positive aspect for war in his book: 
“The greater the damage the bigger the market for Japanese 
goods. But until the Reds were wiped out, payment for these 
goods could not be assured. The war to make Korea safe for 
democracy seemed to be a war to make Korea safe again for 
Japanese exploitation. Five years after its liberation from Japan, 
Korea was being ‘liberated’ back again.”

The prospect of nuclear war might make some more reticent 
about that possibility now, but if the destruction of the planet 
can be avoided there will undoubtedly be those poised to 
profit big. And if history is any guide, it is easy to guess that 
no matter what sets off the conflagration the North Koreans 
will be blamed once again. cp

Marlon Ettinger is a book reviewer.

Where It Really Matters,  
Elites Agree

Beware the  
Bipartisan Consensus

by Jason Hirthler
In his new essay collection, Age of Folly, author Lewis 

Lapham writes that it was Truman’s Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson who thought up one of our more reliable methods of 
short-circuiting democratic debate. One day, perhaps gazing at 
a twilit Potomac over a glass of scotch, Acheson realized that a 
government could win support for a controversial plan, such as 
initiating a Cold War with the USSR, if the electorate believed 
it was a “nonpartisan” issue. If there was ‘consensus’ on ‘both 
sides of the aisle’, as it were. If all your elected representatives 
were on board, if no furious gadfly forestalled approvals with 
some five-hour harangue, it must, by the logic of consensus, 
be sound policy. 

This rhetorical insight delivered up a handy tool for advanc-
ing imperial interests with little resistance from the hoi polloi. 
President Kennedy later added to this obfuscatory sleight of 
hand by consigning many issues on which there was ‘consen-
sus’ to the technical realm, “The fact of the matter is that most 
of the problems…that we now face are technical problems…
[that] deal with questions which are now beyond the compre-
hension of most men.” 

In other words, if the wizards of Washington elite all agree, 
democratic debate can be foreclosed. And even if there was 
cause for debate, it ought not be had in the town square, since 
the proles would hardly comprehend the issue let alone be able 
to discuss it. Best let the consumer herd graze peacefully across 
the vast pastures of retail trash, and leave the tough questions 
to the Janus-faced fundraisers they sent to Washington. 

This tactic of nonpartisanship is familiar to millions, largely 
because it is so often called into use to help evade inconvenient 
questions that revolve around war. If there is consensus on 
anything in Washington, it is war and the war budget. No one 
wants to have their patriotism questioned. Nobody wants to 
be called soft on terrorism. Everyone supports the troops. And 
nobody on Capitol Hill wants to wean themselves off the teat of 
corporate slush fund, provided by the companies that happily 
profit off of industrial slaughter. 

This universal agreement is mirrored by the mainstream 
press. The New York Times, for instance, has endorsed every 
American war in the past 35 years, like most of its mainstream 
cohorts. From cheerleading Indonesian slaughter of East 
Timorese; to misleading the nation on Iraqi WMDs; to 
soft-peddling torture; to rehearsing the most absurd hearsay 
on Libya; to disguising the U.S.-backed terror army in Syria, 
the NYT is a consistent advancer of imperial interests. 
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Take a typical MSM article from last year, this one called, 
“Telling the Truth About the Cost of War.” Here is an instance 
of fairly common mainstream reportage that is not ‘fake news.’ 
It indeed tells the truth—that the government’s assessment 
of the civilian casualty rate of its drone strikes was woefully 
unrealistic. A painstaking piece of reportage by the e New 
York Times Sunday Magazine discovered that Washington’s 
numbers said the strikes were some thirty times less deadly 
than they actually are. Excellent work by the report’s authors, 
Azmat Khan and Anand Gopal. Another project at Brown 

University suggests more than 200,000 civilians have been 
slaughtered in summa by America’s drone program.

e crux of the essay is straightforward: the US could be 
doing more to protect civilians. e media is partially blamed 
for highlighting the supposedly clinical nature of modern 
weaponry. Drones don’t operate with ‘surgical’ accuracy. 
We must be more prudent in our use of robots to slaughter 
civilians of other countries with whom we are not at war. It 
argues that it is naive and unrealistic to expect no civilians to 
be killed in con�ict, thus normalizing the phenomenon itself. 
e takeaway seems to be that we need more transparency in 
our wars and need to accept the hard realities of con�ict. 

But where is the debate about the legitimacy of the drone 
attacks themselves? Obama drolly called for “near certainty” 
that no civilians would be harmed before his commanders 
droned people out of existence. Before they were arrested, 
indicted, or sent to a fair trial. Before they were imprisoned. 

Before they were given the chance to argue that “signature 
strikes” wrongly con�ated civilians with so-called “enemy 
combatants,” or that the concept of “enemy combatants” itself 
is a cynical dodge of international law on war. None of this 
discussed. 

All this absence leaves the reader, the nominally liberal 
bi-coastal professional, mouthing a grim expression while he 
or she turns the page. He hopes, in his heart of hearts, that 
the Pentagon will take new measures to ensure that innocent 
civilians ‘don’t come into harm’s way. Maybe a moderate 

centrist like Joe Biden will take the White House in 2020 and 
bring some sanity back to our politics, he muses. As such, the 
reader is locked into a choice between two illusory opposites, 
one that is less restrained with regard to drone attacks, the 
other that is more prudent in selecting targets. Discussion 
over. Turn the page. 

ere are many examples of this kind of evasion. You can 
�nd the same dynamic at work in the Senate torture report. e 
question asked by the Senate committee focused on whether 
or not torture worked, not whether we should torture. ey 
concluded it didn’t work. ey considered this to be a forceful 
chastisement of the Bush-Cheney cabal that expressly endorsed 
torture, as does the U.S. Army Field Manual. But this is the 
long-standing logic of imperialism. How can we address the 
troubling predicament of native unrest? Larger reservations or 
all-out slaughter? How can we prevent another slave uprising? 
Better meals or harsher reprisals? Who should write the bill to 

Ryan, McConnell, Schumer and Pelosi. Photo: Evan Vucci/AP
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get more people onto unaffordable corporate healthcare plans? 
The insurance lobby or their Congressional flacks? The rabble 
are up in arms that we’re collecting all their data. What should 
we do, store it offsite or add another degree of separation to 
the collection criteria? Will sticks or carrots better induce 
North Korea to give up a nuclear weapons program designed 
to ward off another American invasion? Should we intervene 
militarily in Venezuela to overthrow Rafael Maduro and crush 
the Bolivarian Revolution, or should we simply continue to 
destroy the country through a fatal blend of illegal sanctions, 
hoarding, and funding a violent criminal opposition? 

Acheson’s “nonpartisan” issues are simply the partisan issues 
of the one percent and the financial, military, and energy 
concerns through which it enriches itself. Those nonpartisan 
issues include ever-rising funds for war; morally hazardous 
bailouts for Wall Street; and deregulatory energy policy, 
whether domestically or in recently neoliberalized puppet 
states. See our annual federal budgets for outsized military 
spending; see Obama’s financial bailouts for the moral hazard 
of the federal backstop; and see Order 81 of the Iraq Coalition 

Provisional Authority’s dictate and IP for the windfalls of war. 
There is bipartisan consensus that we should send billions 

in ‘military aid’ to Israel, a vicious apartheid state, and to 
Saudi Arabia, a brutal misogynist theocracy, and to Egypt’s 
bloody junta, happily restored once the country’s first elected 
president, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohammed Morsi, 
foolishly signaled sympathies for Palestinians and was 
unceremoniously deposed by the military. There is likewise 
accord on our righteous duty to unseat mildly socialist or 
hybrid governments wherever they rear their hideous heads, 
such as in Venezuela, Syria, Iran, Ecuador, Bolivia, and on and 
on. 

The consensus is confirmed in the corridors of elite 
power and then refined, refashioned, and reproduced by 
the mainstream press. This creates the false impression that 
everyone agrees except us. Even if we disagree, we assume 
we are outnumbered. This is universal deceit. It is also 
symptomatic of the general loss of universalizing critiques 
that address systemic issues such as capitalism and its 
intersectional relationship with militarism and racism and 
poverty, something Martin Luther King, Jr. was only beginning 
to unpack when he was assassinated. First premises reflect the 

systemic basis of society. No surprise that following King’s 
death, the socialist left surged into a series of siloed identity 
movements that found themselves fighting, for instance, for 
the right of homosexuals to participate in imperial wars; for 
the right of women to shatter glass ceilings within the corridors 
of capitalist exploitation; for the right of African-Americans to 
helm the ship of empire. Pyrrhic victories all, insofar as they 
enabled individual progress inside a prison that itself is the 
taproot of racism, poverty, inequality, violence, and war. Like 
the Times discussion of drones, the details of the program are 
deconstructed while the project as a whole is passed over in 
silence. 

Bipartisanship is the thin crust of ruling class hegemony. It 
usefully redirects what modicum of debate there is to technical 
questions within the larger approved (and usually criminal) 
scenario. That subsequent debate within a tiny window of 
received opinion is also how Joseph Goebbels described the 
key purpose of Nazi propaganda, which was “…to present an 
ostensible diversity behind which lies an actual uniformity.” 
But we know too well where uniformity of thought leads: to a 

strangely familiar dystopia where the yes men rule, the gadflies 
go to jail, and the rebels end up in the morgue. 

Jason Hirthler is a veteran of the communications industry 
and recent author of Imperial Fictions, a collection of essays 
from between 2015-2017. 

I Used to be a 
Political Person

by Ruth Fowler

The Trump presidency has made us all stupid. We have 
all sunk to the level of spending hours dissecting whether 
‘shithole’ is a racist slur, and whether wanking into a 
pot-plant constitutes sexual harassment. I include myself in 
this equation: I was astonished the other day to find out that 
issues surrounding Syria, Palestine and DACA actually still 
exist and are being afforded a modest couple of millimetres 
in most major newspapers, amongst the sordid backwash 
of pornstars and lurid-biographies swilling over onto our 

“The consensus is confirmed in the corridors of elite 
power and then refined, refashioned, and reproduced 

by the mainstream press . This creates the false 
impression that everyone agrees except us .”
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screens. Like most stupid people, I rely only on social media 
to filter out the kind of news I devour. Whereas once—prior 
to full-time study, three pets and a child—I would actually go 
to newspapers online and scour individual sections in order to 
decide, with a sense of free will and agency, what I should read, 
I now lazily allow the majority of my social media network 
to make that choice for me. Two people in my network have 
shared that shit? Then I too must click on this video about a 
three-legged deer being adopted by puppies rather than mosey 
on over to the NYT.

I find it hilarious—in that hilarity bordering on suicidal 
despair-type way—that there is any uproar at all about the 
complex algorithms social media sites such as Facebook 
employ to push you towards certain articles. The truth is, 
we shouldn’t be relying on Twitter, Facebook or any other 
banal site to curate our content for us. I have 2323 Facebook 
friends. I don’t know who most of these motherfuckers are. I’ve 
probably met about 200 in person and deal with another 200 
in some kind of semi-professional liberal-biased way (through 
journalism, the theatre, photography or the film industry). The 

rest are just a bunch of strangers I said yes to because frankly, I 
need a fucking job right now and if we have over ten friends in 
common, you might be just the person with a paycheck for me. 
And yet the vast majority of these people are probably losers 
who act like Russian trolls: fanning the flames of internet fury 
for non-issues in order to distract us from what’s really going 
on. Turkey might be poised to attack the Kurdish enclave 
Afran, but instead let us click on yet another opinion piece 
about Trump or Aziz Ansari. What’s really going on is we 
already know Trump is a racist, sexist, misogynistic ignorant 
piece of shit. I knew this way before he called African countries 
“shithole nations”. I don’t give a crap about how many of you 
tweet or Facebook about it. I really care about the legislative 
change that’s going on which is slowly eroding our rights and 
the rights of marginalized groups. Is it Facebook’s complex 
algorithm which prevents actual news from appearing on 
my timeline, or is it that my particular brand of mainly left 
wing, liberal morons prefer bitching about Catherine Deneuve 
and Matt Damon’s innocuous and irrelevant views on sexual 
assault, over examining exactly what the tax bill will do to 
penalize women, particularly working women, particularly 
young women, women with children, women of color? I’m 

going to go out on a limb here and suggest it’s the former. 
Just as Trump manipulates us all with his particular brand 
of bombastic bullshit, so too does the media, particularly the 
liberal media, with its clickbait headlines and its endlessly 
repetitive news cycle, churning out the same stories over and 
over.

Have you ever had that one friend in an abusive relationship 
who consistently tells you, in minute detail, about the crap 
their insane partner does to them on an endless daily basis, 
and yet returns for more, only to then share this with you? 
There comes a point in every good relationship where you 
say you’ve had enough. STFU, or change. Yet here we are, the 
leaders of the free world, engaged in pointless and ineffective 
bitching. Is Harvey a triumph for women rights and the 
advancement of a regime where women now have the right 
to be women and not get groped for it? Or is Harvey just a 
wonderful distraction from the circus in the White House 
which sallies forth, unscathed, day after fucking day?

I used to be a political person before Trump came into 
power. I used to have a radical network of friends who would 

share fascinating ideas and progressive social articles, who 
knew what was occurring on each continent of the earth, who 
knew how America was implicated in that. I no longer feel 
political. I feel empty and exhausted, depleted by a year of 
being married to the biggest asshole I know. My excuse for 
not doing more is prosaic: money, single parenthood, the 
endless daily grind of a career in the arts, but also the belief: 
you motherfuckers and your Hilary hating got us into this, get 
us the fuck out. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no Hillary fan. But I 
do know I prefer a massive cunt to an enormous shithead any 
day of the week. cp

Ruth Fowler is a journalist and playwright living in L.A.

“Just as Trump manipulates us all with his particular 
brand of bombastic bullshit, so too does the media, 

particularly the liberal media, with its clickbait 
headlines and its endlessly repetitive news cycle .
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The Nature of 
Human Nature

by Lee Ballinger
It is often said that any attempt to 

organize human society on the basis of 
taking care of everyone will ultimately 
fail because people are inherently 
selfish. Visionary possibilities that 
suggest otherwise are dismissed as 
being out of step with “human nature.” 
This philosophy has been drummed 
deep into our heads, to the point that 
the following clichés are now widely 
accepted as “common sense”:

Take care of your own
Cut your losses
Save yourself
You can’t fight city hall
Look out for number one
Dog eat dog

We are told that life is just a lottery, 
with a few anointed winners and 
countless losers. So says Reid Hoffman, 
the billionaire co-founder of LinkedIn, 
in his book, The Start-Up of You: “For 
anything desirable, there’s competition. 
A ticket to a championship game, the 
arm of an attractive man or woman, 
admission to a good college, and every 
solid professional opportunity.”

Hoffman echoes fellow billionaire 
John D. Rockefeller, who said that the 
growth of his Standard Oil Company 
was “merely the working-out of a law of 
nature and a law of God.” Wall Street’s 
Gordon Gekko paraphrased John D. 
when he declared that “Greed…captures 
the essence of the evolutionary spirit.”

This raises the question: If greed and 
privatized growth put the human race 
on the evolutionary uptick, why is the 
world falling apart? 

Let’s look at a contrasting picture 
of human nature, one of empathy and 

engagement. A cynic might dismiss 
examples of support and caring as mere 
exceptions which only prove the rule 
of selfishness. But there are so many 
millions of them which happen each 
year that it would be more accurate 
to say they are the rule and that the 
savagery promoted by the media is the 
exception. Sealing the deal, in Stefan 
Klein’s book Survival of the Nicest: How 
Altruism Made Us Human and Why it 
Pays to Get Along he reports that brain 
research shows that altruism activates 
the same synapses as eating a chocolate 
bar or having sex. 

We are taught that to express need is 
to be weak, to be a burden on society. 
Don’t believe it. To acknowledge need 
simply means we are human. It’s our 
nature. We need each other. We should 
stop paying attention to those who tell 
us otherwise and instead consider these 
examples and many more like them.

In the wake of Hurricane Harvey in 
Houston, J.J. Watt of the NFL’S Houston 
Texans spearheaded a massive aid drive 
for flood victims that raised 37 million 
dollars. On a smaller scale, soon after 
Harvey hit I happened to call a friend 
of mine in Orange County. She told 
me that somehow or another she had 
come up with a plane ticket and was 
on her way to Houston to help out. 
She and her husband, hovering just 
above homelessness themselves, feed 
the homeless seven days a week in Los 
Angeles.

When Johnny Hekker, the Los Angeles 
Rams’ Pro Bowl punter, found out about 
the cataclysmic wildfires which ravaged 
Ventura County, he drove to Target with 
his wife, who wanted to help despite 
being seven months pregnant. They 
loaded up an entire truck with supplies 
for distribution to fire victims. While at 
the checkout line at Target, an employee 
gave Hekker forty dollars to help out.

In Rebecca Solnit’s book, A Paradise 

Built in Hell: The Extraordinary 
Communities That Arise in Disaster, 
she examines the 1906 San Francisco 
earthquake, the 1917 explosion which 
leveled Halifax, Nova Scotia, the 1985 
Mexico City earthquake, 9/11, and 
Hurricane Katrina. Solnit’s fundamental 
premise is that disasters reveal untapped 
potentials for humanity. She writes:

 “In the wake of an earthquake, a 
bombing, or a major storm, most 
people are altruistic, urgently engaged 
in caring for themselves and those 
around them, strangers and neighbors 
as well as friends and loved ones. The 
image of the selfish, panicky, or regres-
sively savage human being in times of 
disaster has little truth to it. Decades of 
meticulous sociological research have 
demonstrated this… The very concept 
of society rests on the idea of networks 
of affinity and affection, and the free-
standing individual exists largely as an 
outcast or exile.”

“When the subject of the [1989 Loma 
Prieta] earthquake came up with a new 
acquaintance, she too glowed with 
recollections of how her neighborhood 
had, during the days the power was 
off, cooked up all its thawing frozen 
food and held barbecues in the street; 
how gregarious everyone had been…
The positive emotions that arise in 
those unpromising circumstances 
demonstrate that social ties and 
meaningful work are deeply desired, 
readily improvised, and intensely 
rewarding.” 

Solnit’s examples of spontaneous 
humanity are just the tip of the iceberg. 
They can be seen all around you if 
you just take a look. Countless people 
have sent water to Flint in the wake of 
that city’s government poisoning the 
local water supply. Despite decades 
of propaganda about predator youth, 
tens of thousands of people work with 
teenagers. This should come as no 
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surprise—volunteerism is the norm in 
America. Over sixty million Americans 
donate free time to a good cause every 
year. Each week in America, musicians 
and artists stage over one thousand 
benefits for their peers facing large 
medical bills. In the wake of the recent 
fires in California, the worst in the 
state’s history, the parking lot of an Ojai 
market was transformed into the Upper 
Ojai Relief Center. Food, clothing, toys, 
and tools were stockpiled there for 
distribution to those who have lost their 
homes in Ojai. People came from all 
over California and from as far away as 
Colorado to help people cut down trees 
blocking the roads to their homes and 

to help them find valuables in the ashes.
The significance of our essential 

human nature is more than charity, 
solidarity or support. Cooperation is in 
our evolutionary self-interest, our best 
strategy for survival. The only way to 
ensure you won’t become homeless is to 
make sure everyone has a home. Ditto 
for education and medical care. 

And what about Charles Darwin, who 
has long been cited by the corporate 
crowd as support for their “survival 
of the fittest” mantra? From 1842 until 
his death in 1882, Darwin lived in the 
southern English village of Downe, 
where he founded a Friendly Society 
which aided agricultural workers. 

It’s tempting to say that there are 
actually two human natures, one of 
the rulers and one of the ruled. But it’s 
more accurate to say there is only one 
fundamental human nature, the one 
of sharing and community which was 

the basis of life for the first 190,000 
years of human existence. That human 
nature has long been under attack by the 
parasites of plenty, whose barbarism is 
barely recognizable as human. Their 
efforts to reshape human nature began 
with the rise of agriculture, of surplus, 
of societies where one class dominated 
another. A previously unknown greed 
and selfishness seeped into society’s 
pores. A war against the human nature 
of sharing was waged by other new 
historical actors: armies, police, courts, 
and prisons. This continues today 
without letup. A war against human 
nature.

Human nature is so deeply ingrained 

that it cannot be eradicated. It’s illegal 
to give water to immigrants crossing in 
the desert and people get arrested for 
doing it, but people continue to do it. In 
many cities, it’s against the law to feed 
the homeless and people are arrested 
for doing it, but people continue to do it.

In 2016, 76 percent of Los Angeles 
voters passed a $1.5 billion bond issue 
to create housing for the homeless. 
Contrast this with Obama’s Treasury 
Secretary, Timothy Geithner, now 
president of the $40 billion Warburg 
Pincus private equity fund. Geithner 
told the Washington Post that it was 
policy to allow up to ten million 
foreclosures, saying this would “help 
foam the runway” for the banks. Some 
of the LA homeless population was 
likely put on the street by Geithner’s 
cruelty.

When humanity is displayed, it is 
often met with retribution. A cafeteria 

worker in Pocatello, Idaho was fired 
for giving a free meal to a 12-year-old 
student who had no money.   

In the wake of Hurricane Maria’s 
devastation, all of the schools in Puerto 
Rico were closed. A community in 
Vieques took immediate action to 
reopen their Escuela Adreinne Serrano, 
clearing out trash, bringing back 
teachers and finding supplies of food 
and water. The response of the Humacao 
School District to this local heroism was 
to order the school to close back down, 
supposedly just to await “certification.” 
The order was ignored, in part because 
of the crying needs of the students but 
also because Puerto Rico Education 

Secretary Julia Keleher intends to 
replace public schools with charter 
schools, describing the hurricane as “an 
opportunity to press the reset button.” 
Puerto Rico’s Department of Education 
estimates that at least two hundred of 
the island’s schools will never reopen.

In Survival of the Nicest, Stefan 
Klein describes how Richard Stallman 
developed widely-used software 
programs, giving them away for free. 
Stallman got started in 1980 when he 
asked a co-worker for the program 
code for his printer, which didn’t let 
him know when it had run out of paper 
or alert him to a paper jam. But the 
program’s author refused Stallman’s 
request because his boss had made him 
promise not to release the code. His 
boss had allies. A software company 
then still spelling its name “Micro-Soft” 
took possession of what had belonged 
to everyone and kept its program codes 

“The significance of our essential human nature is more 
than charity, solidarity or support . Cooperation is in our 

evolutionary self-interest, our best strategy for survival . The 
only way to ensure you won’t become homeless is to make sure 

everyone has a home . Ditto for education and medical care .”
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under lock and key. A stir was caused 
by the publication of an “Open Letter to 
Hobbyists” declaring that so�ware was 
property and using it without paying for 
it was the�. e letter was signed “Bill 
Gates.”

Yet when we explore human nature, 
we �nd that not all is warm and fuzzy. 
If human nature is fundamentally 
an embrace, how can all the person-
to-person con�ict among the common 
people in America be explained? Simply 
that under the pressures of a rapidly 
disintegrating society, there is a tendency 
for any oppressed or defenseless person 
to shi� the blame to someone else, rather 
than attack the overwhelming power 
that is hurting him or her. In the short 
run, human nature isn’t always able to 
overcome that power.

And why does the level of high-
minded community-oriented actions 
in disasters recede a�erward? Rebecca 
Solnit answers:

“e very structure of our economy 
and society prevents these goals 
from being achieved. e structure 
is also ideological, a philosophy 
that best serves the wealthy and 
powerful but shapes all of our 
lives, reinforced as the conven-
tional wisdom disseminated by 
the media, from news hours to 
disaster movies…. e possibility 
of paradise hovers on the cusp of 
coming into being, so much so that 
it takes powerful forces to keep such 
a paradise at bay.”

“Privatization is largely 
an economic term, for the 
consignment of juris- 
dictions, goods, services, and 
powers—railways, water rights, 
education—to the private sector 
and the vagaries of the marketplace. 
But this economic privatization is 
impossible without the privatization 
of desire and imagination that tells 
us we are not each other’s keeper.”

In addition to so-called “natural” 
disasters, today we face a more persistent 
disaster in the United States—a 
con�uence of foreclosures, a lack of 
health care, hunger, homelessness, and 
war. If all who are not pro�ting from 
this ongoing catastrophe—that is to 
say, the overwhelming majority—can 
collectively follow the instinct to be their 
brother and sister’s keeper, then we can 
allow our innate human nature to help 
us zero in on making real the paradise 
Rebecca Solnit describes, one that is now 
just out of reach. CP

LEE BALLINGER is co-editor of Rock & Rap 
Confidential. Free email subscriptions are 
available by writing rockrap@aol.com.

Destruction by Hurrican Maria. Photo: Roosevelt Skerrit.
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Bled Dry
by Ed Leer

Has the world grown more inward on 
itself? It certainly seems as if humanity 
in general is pulling away from itself 
with the help of technology, power 
structures, and even physical spaces, all 
to ward off potential emotional hazards. 
The problem, of course, is that for our 
effort, we still harbor those same old 
human desires for love, affection and 
acceptance. We try and find these con-
nections in the same technology that’s 
created the gap. Not surprisingly, the 
anonymity of the Internet doesn’t 
bring out the best in people and our 
distrust, separation and yearning only 
deepens. Ruth Fowler’s new play, Bled 
for the Household Truth, for better or 
worse, resides at the intersection of this 
dilemma. 

The play opens with a Keith, a lonely 
middle-aged, stockbroker showing his 
upscale New York apartment to Pen, a 
young British woman as a prospective 
roommate. It quickly becomes clear 
that there’s something off about this 
exchange. What we learn is that Keith 
and Pen found each other by way 
of Keith’s Craigslist ad looking for a 
female roommate to prance around the 
apartment in skimpy attire in exchange 
for free room and board. What follows 
is an examination of the power dynamic 
between the two. 

At first glance, this all seems like a 
male-gaze fantasy with Keith holding 
all the cards. Fortunately, within the 
first scene Pen subverts the situation 
and uses her sexual comfort and Keith’s 
discomfort to her advantage. In many 
ways, Keith is the powerless one in the 
relationship. A slave to both his desires 
and fears. He orchestrates this “kept 
woman” scenario, but before he knows 
it, he’s sending her money via Paypal 
and lavishing her with childish gifts 
like Jenga and other games. These gifts 
work to paint the portrait of a repressed 
man, stunted by an overbearing and 

withdrawn single mother. 
Pen, on the other hand, is young, 

fun and outgoing, comfortable in her 
own skin, though she maybe enjoys a 
drink a bit too much. She downplays 
the situation with Keith, writing it 
off as a great deal and we all have our 
kinks. As the play goes on, it becomes 
clear that her life isn’t as carefree as 
her disposition would have us believe. 
It’s during a particularly unsettling 
date-rape scene with her boyfriend that 
we see just how powerless Pen is outside 
her relationship with Keith. 

Director Cameron Watson and set 
designer John Iacovelli beautifully 

realize the compartmentalizing of 
emotions and personas. The entire play 
takes place inside Keith’s apartment with 
both characters given their own small 
room on opposite sides of the stage with 
a window through which the audience 
can watch. Separating this is the living 
room, where most of the action takes 
place, Keith and Pen meeting in the 
middle from their respective safe 
space. Iacovelli divides this space up 
with two thin metal columns to imply 
floor-to-ceiling windows, another dis-
tancing device to add another level of 
remove from these characters grappling 
for connection.

Watson takes full advantage of the 
curved stage, giving each audience 
member a slightly different perspective. 
I was seated near Pen’s window, 
allowing me to watch as she got ready 
in her skimpy attire for Keith. I was 
not privy to what occurred in Keith’s 
room and I image it would have been a 

rather different experience. During the 
aforementioned date-rape scene, the 
coffee table provided disturbing frame 
for Pen’s tortured face. The person next 
to me was blocked from seeing any faces, 
only the man’s body thrusting set to a 
soundtrack of his moans and her cries. 
I’m not sure which viewing experience 
was more unsettling.

Bled poses all the right questions 
about contemporary life in a world 
where you can shamelessly ask for a 
live-in woman to prance around in sexy 
underwear without ever being able to 
touch her. Unfortunately, the play seems 
to suffer this same affliction. It’s gotten 
us in the room with its provocation, 
but when the time comes, it chickens 
out. Fowler steers the story, and Pen’s 
character in particular, in a rather bland 
direction—injecting Pen with a love 
for Keith that the story simply has not 
warranted. Keith is a mess of a human 
being. He can’t touch or be touched, 
he masturbates to Pen while he thinks 
she’s asleep and, worst of all, flies into 
fits of rage anytime she tries to get close 
to him.

This choice essentially blunts the 
play’s ability to explore the most 
fascinating aspects of these characters, 
instead trapping them in a romantic 
rather than existential tragedy. It would 
have been far more interesting to 
explore why Pen comes to believe she 
is in love with a man who cannot stand 
even the slightest form of intimacy. 
Fowler skirts these satirical and farcical 
elements in favor of a melodrama that 
cannot satisfy the burning questions of 
the play’s first half. cp

Ed Leer is a writer and filmmaker 
based in LA. He studied English at the 
University of Iowa and Screenwriting at 
Chapman University. He is a frequent 
contributor to the CounterPunch Culture 
section.

 

“Not surprisingly, 
the anonymity 
of the internet 

doesn’t bring out 
the best in people .”
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