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By Rory Fanning

I’m here in Chicago, 7,000 miles and 
15 years away from Jalalabad, a desolate 
town in southwestern Afghanistan. Yet 
sometimes it seems to me as if it were 
yesterday, or even tomorrow, and any-
thing but thousands of miles distant.

There are moments when it feels like I 
never left—or maybe I mean, when it feels 
like it left with me, like Afghanistan and 
my once-upon-a-time life as a U.S. Army 
Ranger are all right here, right now, in my 
unheated garage workshop. Right here, 
right now, in fact, the sawdust is swirling 
as I run a two-inch slab of walnut through 
my lousy Ryobi table saw. The dust and 
the noise from that saw instantly bring to 
mind an image of an American helicop-
ter landing in the Afghan countryside, 
not too far from Jalalabad. It all seems 
suddenly to flash before my eyes—only 
the dust in Afghanistan was chalkier and 
finer than the dust from this walnut slab, 
which is old, but not Afghanistan old.

Each of those dusts has dry, earthy, al-
most sugary smells. It’s hard right now for 
me to tell which is louder, the helicopter 
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People from Central 
America, as well as 
those displaced by wars 
in the Middle East, 
should get the kind of 
U.S. welcome that the 
military helped provide 
to refugees from 
Indochina in 1975 
By Ann Wright

The thousands of people now trying 
to flee violence in Central America are 
small in number compared to those who 
were desperately trying to escape from 
Vietnam and other Indochina countries 
decades ago. 

In the spring of 1975—with the U.S. ei-
ther on the brink of pulling out of Viet-
nam, or already gone—over 131,000 
South Vietnamese fled the country, some 
on the last planes out of Vietnam and 
other in flotillas of small boats. It was the 
beginning of a much larger exodus. All 
told, about 750,000 refugees from Viet-
nam, Cambodia and Laos came to the 
United States between 1975 and 1986. 
They came under two resettlement initia-
tives established by Congress: the Refu-
gee Parole Program and the Orderly De-

parture Program. 
After the United States signed a peace 

agreement with North Vietnam, U.S. mil-
itary ships that were still off South Viet-
nam began picking up hundreds of people 
each day who had left South Vietnam on 
small boats. The vast majority had been 
on the U.S.-backed southern side of the 
war and feared reprisal by the new com-
munist government from the North. At 
worst they could be killed and at the least 
forced into re-education camps.

No equation of those refugees from the 
Vietnam War with people now and in re-
cent years seeking refuge from wide-
spread social instability in Central Amer-
ica—marked by gangs of drug cartels 
and linked to decades of covert U.S. op-
erations—can be exact. But today’s refu-
gees from Honduras, Guatemala, and El 
Salvador, along with the millions of peo-
ple displaced by U.S.-backed military in-
terventions in Iraq and elsewhere in the 
Middle East, deserve comparable consid-
eration, given the U.S. role in disrupting 
their lives.

Instead, President Donald Trump is 
turning a hostile face on Central Ameri-
can migrants and refugees—by separat-
ing children from parents, by insisting on 
building a wall, by having people rounded 
up. Longstanding concerns about the 
conditions inside the U.S. detention cen-
ters were renewed by the Washington 
Post report of a 7-year-old girl dying of 
dehydration. 

The United States has also shown indif-
ference to refugees from Iraq and Syria 
by barely opening its doors. Admission 
numbers were already paltry under the 
Obama administration, when the United 
States was only allowing tens of thou-
sands of refugees a year. Now, under 
Trump, 2018 is on track to hit a 40-year 
low, finds Global Citizen in an analysis of 
U.S. State Department data. More than 5 
million Syrians are registered refugees, 
with Turkey hosting the highest number, 

followed by Lebanon and Jordan, accord-
ing to December data from the U.N. High 
Commission on Refugees. More than six 
million Syrians have had to seek refuge 
inside their own country. 

In a cruel backtracking of U.S. commit-
ments, the Trump administration is once 
again signaling its intention to deport Viet-
namese immigrants who 40 years ago fled 
retaliation and have lived in the United 
States for four decades, according to a Dec. 

U.S. Opened Doors After Vietnam War and Can Do So Again

U.S. sergeant with Vietnamese baby at Ft. Chaffee, Ark., 1975. Photo: Ann Wright.
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What Hell Are We 
Waiting For?

For over two years now, throughout the 
2016 election and through 690 days of his 
illegitimate presidency, we have had our 
intelligence and our conscience assaulted 
and further compromised.

Every day we face rabid unchecked 
white supremacy, misogyny and greed, 
the bedrock of this country, been given 
permission to foment through Trump as 
president. We endure the daily brazen lies 
and indignities. We witness as so many 
suffer the harm done. The majority of 
people remain seated watching, as if in an 
audience watching a reality TV show. A 
reality TV presidency.

Before our very eyes, we see he is a 
criminal. We do know this. Yet the pow-
ers in charge wait as though we can afford 
more time to pass before indictments are 
served to demand Trump’s arrest.

The prisons and jails in this country 
are packed with populations of black and 
brown people who on a daily basis are 
picked up for nothing, processed quickly 
with little regard for any thorough inves-
tigation, or made to wait, jailed without 
any due process. Every day, people who 
should be free are not free.

Yet, day in and day out, this dangerous, 
violent, cruel, racist white supremacist, 
xenophobic white nationalist, misogynist 
sexual predator, greed and hate-filled man 
remains free to act out in the highest of-
fice of this country.

There is no justice.
It has been clear all along that Trump 

should be stopped. Yet, we see that a 
deadly system of deep corruption has a 
high tolerance for crime in this country, 
committed on its behalf. So far Trump re-
mains unchecked. No law applies to the 
lawless at the very top.

Do we accept that once a man gets his 
foot in the door of the White House there 
may only be crime and no punishment? 
It seems Trump counted on this all along.

Will we accept more insult and injury? 
Or will we take a different path?

Will we check absolute power and bal-
ance the U.S. presidency? Will we arrest 
Trump?

Laurie Arbeiter
New York City

A Promise 
Fulfilled

This December 17, Mike Hanes, a for-
mer Force Recon Marine who served 
in Iraq, walked the final miles up to 
McAffee Knob, elevation 3,197 feet, on 
Catawba Mountain in Virginia, to com-
plete the 2,191 miles of Appalachian 
Trail. He was fulfilling a promise made 
long ago to himself, and to his beloved 
younger brother who died in an accident 
just weeks before Mike was due to leave 
for his epic hike. 

Mike is a treasured friend to many of us 
in Veterans For Peace who have had the 
experience of being on Peace Team dele-
gations with him to Jeju Island, South Ko-
rea; Okinawa and Palestine. He is in the 
San Diego Chapter of VFP, where they 
hold him in great respect as well. 

He started the trail on May 1. In Oc-
tober, taking a break from his epic jour-
ney, Mike stayed at Ellen Davidson’s and 
my house in Woodstock, N.Y., for a week, 
resting an injured foot. What a pleasure it 
was to spend time with our pal of many 
adventures and what joy to watch him 
eat! I have never seen someone his size 
(about 150 lbs.) eat so much. Where did it 
all go I wondered? But Mike was burning 
so many calories on the trail it was impos-
sible, no matter how much he ate, to keep 
weight on. He’s always been all muscle 
so had nothing really to spare. No matter 
how much he ate he still lost 15 pounds 
during the hike. 

Mike had begun his trek at Springer 
Mountain in Georgia and went to 
McAffee Knob, where he connected with 
his Uncle Steve, who had taken a 12-year-
old Michael hiking there some 30 years 
earlier. It became a place that was special 
to both of them. Young Mike saw other 
hikers and told himself, “Someday I’m 
going to do that.” From McAffee Knob, 
he took a train to Maine, where he “flip-
flopped” and headed back south from 
Mount Katahdin. 

After his stay in Woodstock, Mike had 
some 700 hard miles to go from Bear 
Mountain, N.Y., to McAffee Knob. There 
was no question for me that I would drive 
to Virginia and hike the four miles up to 
be there when Mike finished. Uncle Steve, 
as he had promised, met Mike at the top, 
along with Mike’s mother and a bottle of 
champagne.

Mike wrote this shortly after finishing:
“On December 17, 2018, at 12:30 p.m. 

I completed the 2,191 miles of the Appa-
lachian Trail. What a life-transforming 
journey this has been! Words cannot de-
scribe what I am feeling right now. I be-
gan this journey after losing my brother 
earlier this year. His memory has given 
me strength to carry on. To give up, 
would have meant to me, giving up on my 
brother and myself. The trail has always 

been a healing thing for me after my ex-
periences in the Iraq war. This time it was 
a deep loss, Matt, my younger brother, 
was like a son to me. 

“The trials and challenges involved 
with completing this journey were quite 
extreme and pushed me to the limits. 
There were injuries that almost took me 
off trail three separate times, there was 
extreme weather hiking through snow, 
ice, and often frozen shoes and shoe-
strings. I endured a head-first downward 
tumble on slippery rocks that put me in 
the hospital in August. It left me with a 
badly sprained wrist, a rib fracture/contu-
sion, and a head injury. I persevered and 
in time healed. Then a foot injury almost 
finished my journey two separate times. I 
kept massaging and stretching and talk-
ing to my feet. They got better. 

“With only 90 miles to go, another 
massive snowstorm blew through giving 
me 2 feet of snow to negotiate in high el-
evations in freezing temperatures. My 
appreciation level for a warm bed, a hot 
shower, good food, good people and pli-
able room-temperature dry shoes is off 
the charts now. The challenge and adver-
sity of the trail, through the injuries and 
the extreme cold, has given me the moti-
vation and strength to grow and made me 
a better man. 

“I got so much from this experience. 
The stresses of life, the noises of soci-
ety, the tragedy of loss, stresses from the 
military, combat, and even activism takes 
its toll. Sometimes one just needs to get 
away from it all, to recharge, to listen to 
an inner voice, to feel the energies of na-
ture and let it heal us. It took me the entire 
time to go through everything I needed 
to, but the trail lets you do that, without 
judgment. Withdrawing from the noises 
and many distractions of society allows 
us to listen to our own inner voice. 

“The finish, I knew, would be an emo-

tional moment. As I got to the top of the 
mountain, I got down on my knees, put my 
head back, felt the wind, smelled the fra-
grance of nature, and took in the epic view. 
All the emotions fell upon me—the entire 
experience, the challenges, the beauty, the 
struggles, seemed to flash before my eyes. 
The hairs stood up on my arms. I grabbed 
the middle of my poles, held my hands 
high and gave three huge victory roars to 
the top of my lungs, Then the tears came 
as I felt my brother’s presence. I wished so 
much he was there. He would have been. It 
was at this moment, I felt a shift—I was a 
changed person. The trail has broken me 
down and built me back up, made me a 
stronger and better man. Now I am ready 
to go back into the world and make a posi-
tive difference with a new sense of focus 
and purpose I didn’t have before.

“I thank all of you who have followed 
me through this sacred journey and for 
your encouragement, motivation and pos-
itive thoughts. May peace, prosperity and 
a zest for living life to the fullest perme-
ate you all.”

—Tarak Kauff

Photos: Tarak Kauff
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By Chris Hedges

The idiots take over in the final days 
of crumbling civilizations. Idiot gener-
als wage endless, unwinnable wars that 
bankrupt the nation. Idiot economists call 
for reducing taxes for the rich and cutting 
social service programs for the poor, and 
project economic growth on the basis of 
myth. Idiot industrialists poison the wa-
ter, the soil, and the air; slash jobs, and 
depress wages. Idiot bankers gamble on 
self-created financial bubbles and impose 
crippling debt peonage on the citizens. 
Idiot journalists and public intellectuals 
pretend despotism is democracy. Idiot in-
telligence operatives orchestrate the over-
throw of foreign governments to create 
lawless enclaves that give rise to enraged 
fanatics. Idiot professors, “experts” and 
“specialists” busy themselves with unin-
telligible jargon and arcane theory that 
buttresses the policies of the rulers. Idiot 
entertainers and producers create lurid 
spectacles of sex, gore, and fantasy.

There is a familiar checklist for extinc-
tion. We are ticking off every item on it.

The idiots know only one word—
”more.” They are unencumbered by com-
mon sense. They hoard wealth and re-
sources until workers cannot make a 
living and the infrastructure collapses. 
They live in privileged compounds where 
they eat chocolate cake and order missile 
strikes. They see the state as a projec-
tion of their vanity. The Roman, Mayan, 
French, Habsburg, Ottoman, Romanov, 
Wilhelmine, Pahlavi, and Soviet dynas-
ties crumbled because the whims and ob-
sessions of ruling idiots were law.

Donald Trump is the face of our collec-
tive idiocy. He is what lies behind the mask 
of our professed civility and rationality—a 
sputtering, narcissistic, bloodthirsty meg-
alomaniac. He wields armies and fleets 
against the wretched of the earth, blithely 

ignores the catastrophic human misery 
caused by global warming, pillages on be-
half of global oligarchs and at night sits 
slack-jawed in front of a television set be-
fore opening his “beautiful” Twitter ac-
count. He is our version of the Roman 
emperor Nero, who allocated vast state 
expenditures to attain magical powers, 
the Chinese emperor Qin Shi Huang, who 
funded repeated expeditions to a mythical 
island of immortals to bring back the po-
tion that would give him eternal life, and 
a decayed Russian royalty that sat around 
reading tarot cards and attending séances 
as their nation was decimated by war and 
revolution brewed in the streets.

This moment in history marks the end 
of a long, sad tale of greed and murder 
by the white races. It is inevitable that for 
the final show we vomited a grotesque 
figure like Trump. Europeans and Amer-

icans have spent five centuries conquer-
ing, plundering, exploiting, and polluting 
the earth in the name of human progress. 
They used their technological superior-
ity to create the most efficient killing ma-
chines on the planet, directed against any-
one and anything, especially indigenous 
cultures, that stood in their way. They 
stole and hoarded the planet’s wealth and 
resources. They believed that this orgy of 
blood and gold would never end, and they 
still believe it. They do not understand 
that the dark ethic of ceaseless capital-
ist and imperialist expansion is dooming 
the exploiters as well as the exploited. But 

even as we stand on the cusp of extinc-
tion we lack the intelligence and imagina-
tion to break free from our evolutionary 
past. The more the warning signs are pal-
pable—rising temperatures, global finan-
cial meltdowns, mass human migrations, 
endless wars, poisoned ecosystems, ram-
pant corruption among the ruling class—
the more we turn to those who chant, 
either through idiocy or cynicism, the 
mantra that what worked in the past will 
work in the future, that progress is inevi-
table. Factual evidence, since it is an im-
pediment to what we desire, is banished. 
The taxes of corporations and the rich, 

who have deindustrialized the country 
and turned many of our cities into waste-
lands, are cut, and regulations are slashed 
to bring back the supposed golden era of 
the 1950s for white American workers. 
Public lands are opened up to the oil and 
gas industry as rising carbon emissions 
doom our species. Declining crop yields 
stemming from heat waves and droughts 
are ignored. War is the principal business 
of the kleptocratic state.

Walter Benjamin wrote in 1940 amid 
the rise of European fascism and looming 
world war:

“A Klee painting named Angelus No-
vus shows an angel looking as though he 
is about to move away from something 
he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are 
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are 
spread. This is how one pictures the an-
gel of history. His face is turned towards 
the past. Where we perceive a chain 
of events, he sees one single catastro-
phe, which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. 
The angel would like to stay, awaken the 
dead, and make whole what has been 
smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings 
with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. The storm irresistibly 
propels him into the future to which his 
back is turned, while the pile of debris 
before him grows skyward. This storm is 
what we call progress.”

Magical thinking is not limited to the 

beliefs and practices of pre-modern cul-
tures. It defines the ideology of capital-
ism. Quotas and projected sales can al-
ways be met. Profits can always be raised. 
Growth is inevitable. The impossible 
is always possible. Human societies, if 
they bow before the dictates of the mar-
ketplace, will be ushered into capitalist 
paradise. It is only a question of having 
the right attitude and the right technique. 
When capitalism thrives, we are assured, 
we thrive. The merging of the self with 
the capitalist collective has robbed us of 
our agency, creativity, capacity for self-
reflection and moral autonomy. We define 
our worth not by our independence or our 
character but by the material standards set 
by capitalism—personal wealth, brands, 
status and career advancement. We are 
molded into a compliant and repressed 
collective. This mass conformity is char-
acteristic of totalitarian and authoritarian 
states. It is the Disneyfication of Amer-
ica, the land of eternally happy thoughts 
and positive attitudes. And when magical 
thinking does not work, we are told, and 
often accept, that we are the problem. We 
must have more faith. We must envision 
what we want. We must try harder. The 
system is never to blame. We failed it. It 
did not fail us.

All of our systems of information, from 
self-help gurus and Hollywood to politi-
cal monstrosities such as Trump, sell us 
this snake oil. We blind ourselves to im-
pending collapse. Our retreat into self-
delusion is a career opportunity for char-
latans who tell us what we want to hear. 
The magical thinking they espouse is a 
form of infantilism. It discredits facts 
and realities that defy the glowing cant 
of slogans such as “Make America great 
again.” Reality is banished for relentless 
and baseless optimism.

Half the country may live in poverty, 
our civil liberties may be taken from us, 
militarized police may murder unarmed 
citizens in the streets and we may run the 
world’s largest prison system and mur-
derous war machine, but all these truths 
are studiously ignored. Trump embodies 
the essence of this decayed, intellectually 
bankrupt, and immoral world. He is its 
natural expression. He is the king of the 
idiots. We are his victims.

Originally published by truthdig.org.
Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter Chris 

Hedges writes a regular column for 
Truthdig. His most recent book is Wages 
of Rebellion: The Moral Imperative of 
Revolt.

Trump: An ‘Idiot Entertainer’ 
Who Only Cares about  
Lurid Spectacles of  
Sex, Gore, and Fantasy

The Roman, Mayan, French, Habsburg, Ottoman, 
Romanov, Wilhelmine, Pahlavi, and Soviet 
dynasties crumbled because the whims and 

obsessions of ruling idiots were law.

Photo: Ellen Davidson
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By Umair Haque

Sometimes, when I write scary essays, I 
encourage you not to read them. This one’s 
different. It’s going to be brutal, scary, jar-
ring, and alarming. But if you want my 
thoughts on the future, then read away.

It strikes me that the planet’s fate is now 
probably sealed. We have just a decade 
in which to control climate change — or 
an unknown level of catastrophic, ines-
capable, runaway warming is inevitable. 
The reality is: we’re probably not going to 
make it. It’s highly dubious at this junc-
ture that humanity is going to win the 
fight against climate change.

Yet that is for a very unexpected — yet 
perfectly predictable — reason: the sudden 
explosion in global fascism ,  which in turn is 
a consequence of capitalism having failed as 
a model of global order. Brazil elects a neo-
fascist who plans to raze and sell off the Am-
azon — the world’s lungs — how do you sup-
pose the fight against warming will be won? 
It will be set back by decades — decades 
we don’t have. America’s newest Supreme 
Court justice was already striking down en-
vironmental laws   in his first few days in of-
fice ,  but he will be on the bench for life … 
beside a President who hasn’t just decimated 
the EPA, but stacked it with the kind of de-
lusional simpletons who think global warm-
ing is a hoax. Again, the world is set back by 
decades it doesn’t have. Do you see my point 
yet? Let me make it razor sharp.

Catastrophic climate change is not a prob-
lem for fascists — it is a solution. History’s 
most perfect, lethal, and efficient means of 
genocide, ever, period. Who needs to build 
a camp or a gas chamber when the flood 
and hurricane will do the dirty work for 
free? Climate change accords perfectly with 
the foundational fascist belief that only the 
strong should survive, and the weak — the 
dirty, the impure, the foul — should perish. 
That is why neofascists do not lift a finger to 
stop climate change — but in fact do every-

thing they can to accelerate it and prevent 
every effort to reverse or mitigate it.

I want to tell you the sad, strange, terrible 
story of how we got here. Call it a lament 
for a planet, if you like. You see, not so long 
ago, we — the world — were optimistic that 
climate change could be managed, in at 
least some way. The worst impacts prob-
ably avoided, forestalled, escaped — if we 
worked together as a world. But now we are 
not so sure at all. Why is that? What hap-
pened? Fascism happened — at precisely 
the wrong moment. That shredded all our 
plans. Fascism happened because capital-
ism failed — failed for the world, but suc-
ceeded wildly for capitalists.

The world is in the midst of a great mass 

extinction — one of just a handful in his-
tory. If we had been serious, at any point, 
really, about preventing climate catas-
trophe, we would have made an effort to 
“price in” this extinction — with a new set 
of global measures for GDP and profit and 
costs and tariffs and taxes and so on. But 
we didn’t, so all these dead beings, these 
animals and plants and microbes and so 
on — strange and wonderful things we 
will never know — are “unpriced” in the 
foolish, self-destructive economy we have 
made. Life is literally free to capitalism, 
and so capitalism therefore quite naturally 
abuses it and destroys it, in order to maxi-
mize its profits, and that is how you get 
a spectacular, eerie, grim mass extinction 
in half a century, of which there have only 
been five in all of previous history.

Biological life was not the only unpaid 
cost — “negative externality” — of capi-

talism. It was just one. And these unpaid 
costs weren’t to be additive: they were to 
multiply, exponentiate, snarl upon them-
selves — in ways that we would come to 
find impossible to untangle. 

Capitalism promised people — the mid-
dle classes which had come to make up the 
modern world — better lives. But it had no 
intention of delivering — its only goal was 
to maximize profits for the owners of capi-
tal, not to make anyone else one iota richer. 
So first it ate through people’s towns and 
cities and communities, then through social 
systems, then through their savings, and 
finally, through their democracies. Even 
if people’s incomes “rose,” cleverly, the 
prices they paid for the very same things 

capitalism sold back to them with the other 
hand, the very things they were busy pro-
ducing, rose even more — and so middle 
classes began to stagnate, while inequality 
exploded. Let’s specify the unpaid costs in 
question: trust, connection, cohesion, be-
longing, meaning, purpose, truth itself.

These were social costs — not envi-
ronmental ones, like the mass extinction 
above. 

A sense of frustration, of resignation, of 
pessimism came to sweep the world. Peo-
ple lost trust in their great systems and in-
stitutions. They turned away from dem
ocracy, and toward authoritarianism, in a 
great, thunderous wave, which tilted the 
globe on its very axis. The wave rippled 
outward from history’s greatest epicenter 
of human stupidity, America, like a super-
sonic tsunami, crossing Europe, reaching 
Asia’s shores, crashing south into Brazil, 

cresting far away in Australia. Nations fell 
like dominoes to a new wave of fascists, 
who proclaimed the same things as the old 
ones — reichs and camps and reigns of the 
pure. People began to turn on those below 
them — the powerless one, the different 
one, the Mexican, the Jew, the Muslim—
in the quest for the sense of superiority and 
power, the fortune and glory, capitalism 
had promised them, but never delivered.

The capitalists had gotten rich — unimag-
inably rich. They were richer than kings of 
old. But capitalism had imploded into fas-
cism. History laughed at the foolishness of 
people who once again believed, like lit-
tle children hearing a fairy tale, that capi-
talism — which told people to exploit and 
abuse one another, not hold each other close, 
mortal and frail things that they are — was 
somehow going to benefit them.

When we tell the story of how capitalism 
imploded into fascism, it will go some-
thing like this: the social costs of capital-
ism meant that democracy collapsed into 
neo-fascism — and neo-fascism made it 
unlikely, if not outright impossible, that 
the world could do anything at all about 
climate change in the short window it had 
left, at the precise juncture it needed to act 
most. Do you see the link? The terrible 
and tragic irony? How funny and sad it is?

The social costs of capitalism weren’t 
just additive to the environmental 
costs — they were more like multiplicative, 
snarled upon themselves, like a great flood 
meeting a great hurricane. The social costs 
exponentiated the environmental, mak-
ing them now impossible to reduce, pay, 
address, manage. 2+2 didn’t equal 4 — it 
equaled infinity, in this case. Both together 
made a system that spiraled out of con-
trol. Wham! The planet’s fate was being 
sealed, by capitalism imploding into fas-
cism — which meant that a disintegrating 
world could hardly work together anymore 
to solve its greatest problem of all.

How Capitalism Torched the Planet and 
Left It a Smoking Fascist Greenhouse

[Capitalism] ate through people’s … communities, 
then through social systems, then through their 
savings, and finally, through their democracies.

continued on page 17 …
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By �Medea Benjamin  
and Alice Slater

In the spirit of a new year and a new 
Congress, 2019 may well be our best and 
last opportunity to steer our ship of state 
away from the twin planetary perils of en-
vironmental chaos and militarism, chart-
ing a course toward an earth-affirming 
21st century.  

The environmental crisis was laid bare 
by the sobering December report of the 
U.N. climate panel: If the world fails 
to mobilize within the next 12 years on 
the level of a moon shot, and gear up to 
change our energy usage from toxic fos-
sil, nuclear, and industrial biomass fuels 
to the already known solutions for em-
ploying solar, wind, hydro, geothermal 
energy and efficiency, we will destroy all 
life on earth as we know it. The existen-
tial question is whether our elected offi-
cials, with the reins of power, are going to 
sit by helplessly as our planet experiences 
more devastating fires, floods, droughts, 
and rising seas or seize this moment and 
take monumental action, as we did when 
the United States abolished slavery, gave 
women the vote, ended the Great Depres-
sion, and eliminated legal segregation.

Some members of Congress are already 
showing their historic mettle by support-

ing a Green New Deal. This would not 
only start to reverse the damage we have 
inflicted on our collective home, but it 
would create hundreds of thousands of 
good jobs that cannot be shipped overseas 
to low wage countries.

Even those congresspeople who want to 
seriously address the climate crisis, how-
ever, fail to grapple with the simultane-
ous crisis of militarism. The war on terror 
unleashed in the wake of the 911 terrorist 
attack has led to almost two decades of 

unchecked militarism. We are spending 
more money on our military than at any 
time in history. Endless wars in Afghani-
stan, Iraq, Yemen, Syria, and elsewhere 
are still raging, costing us trillions of 
dollars and creating humanitarian disas-
ters. Old treaties to control nuclear arms 
are unraveling at the same time that con-
flicts with the major powers of Russia and 
China are heating up.

Where is the call for the New Peace 
Deal that would free up hundreds of bil-

lions from the overblown military budget 
to invest in green infrastructure? Where 
is the call to close a majority of our na-
tion’s over 800 military bases overseas, 
bases that are relics of World War 2 and 
are basically useless for military pur-
poses? Where is the call for seriously ad-
dressing the existential threat posed by 
nuclear weapons?

With the crumbling phenomenon of 
outdated nuclear arms control treaties, it 
is unconscionable not to support the re-
cently negotiated U.N. treaty, signed by 
122 nations, to prohibit and ban nuclear 
weapons just as the world has done for 
chemical and biological weapons. The 
U.S. Congress should not be authorizing 
the expenditures of one trillion dollars for 
new nuclear weapons, bowing to corpo-
rate paymasters who seek a larger arms 
race with Russia and other nuclear-armed 
countries to the detriment of our own 
people and the rest of the world. Instead, 
Congress should take the lead in support-

ing this treaty and promoting it among the 
other nuclear weapons states.

A New Peace Deal and a Green New 
Deal should go hand in hand. We cannot 
afford to waste our time, resources, and 
intellectual capital on weapons and war 
when climate change is barreling down 
on all of humankind.

Environmentalists need to contest the 
Pentagon’s staggering global footprint. 
The U.S. military is the world’s largest 
institutional consumer of fossil fuels and 

the largest source of greenhouse gasses, 
contributing about 5 percent of global 
warming emissions. Almost 900 of the 
EPA’s 1,300 Superfund sites are aban-
doned military bases, weapons-produc-
tion facilities, or weapons-testing sites. 
The former Hanford nuclear weapons fa-
cility in Washington state alone will cost 
over $100 billion to clean up.

If climate change is not addressed rap-
idly by a Green New Deal, global milita-
rism will ramp up in response to increases 
in climate refugees and civil destabiliza-
tion, which will feed climate change and 
seal a vicious cycle fed by the twin evils 
militarism and climate disruption. That’s 
why a New Peace Deal and a Green New 
Deal should go hand in hand. If the nu-
clear weapons don’t destroy us then the 
pressing urgency of catastrophic climate 
will.

Moving from an economic system that 
relies on fossil fuels and violence would 
enable us to make a just transition to 
a clean, green, life-supporting energy 
economy. This would be the quickest and 
most positive way to deal a death knell to 
the military-industrial complex that Pres-
ident Eisenhower warned about so many 
years ago.

Medea Benjamin is a founder of 
CODEPINK Women for Peace and, along 
with activist and author Kevin Danaher, 
of the fair trade advocacy group Global 
Exchange Her most recent book is Inside 
Iran: The Real History and Politics of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran.

Alice Slater is the New York director of 
the Nuclear Age Peace Foundation and 
serves on the coordinating committee of 
World Beyond War. Her articles have ap-
peared in The Nation, commondreams.
org, and other publications.

Why Green New Deal Advocates 
Must Address Militarism
Where is the call for the New Peace Deal that 
would free up hundreds of billions from the 
overblown military budget to invest in green 
infrastructure?

Demonstrators highlighted the enormous and negative impact of the U.S. military during the 2014 People’s Climate March in New York City. Photo: Ellen Davidson

If the nuclear weapons don’t destroy us then the 
pressing urgency of catastrophic climate will.
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Two More Knees 
Need Attention
Camp Lejeune’s history of 
poisoned drinking water causing 
illness, disease, birth defects, 
and death is one all Americans 
should hear about
By Nancee Kesinger

This tale of two knees is timely and true. The first knee 
is mine, touching down to meet the cool tile floor of a 
hospital exam room in mid-September. Yet, the story is 
not mine.

Far from stadium crowds and television cameras, un-
der fluorescent clinical lights that render no warmth, I tilt 
forward out of my chair to approximate eye level with 
my loved one who is lying face down on the low table 
enduring the physical pain of a bone marrow biopsy and 
aspiration.

He has the pose of a day-dreaming sunbather with 
arms raised above his shoulders and hands casually 
crisscrossed under his head, but this beautiful black man 
doesn’t need a tan, and his relaxed position betrays some 
starker truths.

My taking a knee on this day is wholly in support of 
this glad-hearted and serene Marine—my partner of 
many years—who is learning on this day the complete 
details of his alarming, week-old leukemia diagnosis 
(cancer of the blood and bone marrow). My sliding for-
ward to strategically post one knee requires frequent ad-
justments and subtle head turns to avoid having my tears 
or my sweat roll off my face onto his bare skin as the he-
matologist-oncologist introduces a spinal-length needle 
into my man’s flesh to administer local anesthesia from 
skin surface through multiple muscle layers to hip bone 
before using the sheer force and leverage of his full body 

weight to drive a long metal rod with a hollow center 
down the same path until he hits bone.

Once the doctor reaches his destination, he pauses and 
gathers his strength to exert even more pressure to pierce 
the hip bone with the screw-driver-like instrument. A 
catheter is inserted to collect a bone marrow sample, and 
then the doctor continues through the hollow rod to chip 
away a piece of hip bone. The doctor’s assistant shows 
me the bone fragment, jiggles it in the tiny specimen jar 
before me like a precious baby tooth still smeared with 
blood in storage for the tooth fairy.

Some living readers and many long-departed spir-
its may sense where this story of knees needing atten-
tion leads when it is revealed that my “fit, healthy, Ma-
rine Corps rugby-team-athlete” was stationed at Camp 
Lejeune in North Carolina in the early 1980s as an en-
listed teenaged soldier far from his southern California 
home. Most Americans, however, will likely be unaware 
of the toxic legacy of the place and the countless men and 
women (and their family members) who were poisoned 
by contaminated water between Aug. 1, 1953, and Dec. 
31, 1987, while in the service of our nation.

Extremely unsafe levels of five chemicals classified as 
causing or probably causing cancer, including trichlo-
roethylene (TCE), perchloroetylene (PCE) and benzene 

leached into the drinking water at Camp Lejeune from 
1953 until the affected wells were shut down in 1985. Of 
the eight hallmark diseases that medical evidence read-
ily correlates to Camp Lejeune’s water poisoning, adult 
leukemia is often listed first (the other seven presump-
tive diseases are aplastic anemia, bladder cancer, kidney 
cancer, liver cancer, multiple myeloma, non-Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma, and Parkinson’s disease).

Camp Lejeune’s history of poisoned drinking water 
causing illness, disease, birth defects, and death is one 
all Americans should hear about, and it still may turn 
out to be the worst water contamination case our country 
has ever seen.

More shameful is that our government and our mili-
tary have been complicit and negligent for over five de-
cades, actively denying the toxic mixture of chemicals in 

the water at Camp Lejeune and repeatedly disregarding 
warning signs of contamination.

The government and military have long tried to cover 
up the scandal, suppressing vital information and envi-
ronmental study results; meanwhile, the Marine Corps 
issued a number of dismissive statements to veterans and 
their families who were exposed to carcinogenic water at 
Camp Lejeune (while assuming no responsibility) even 
though documents released in 2012 show that the Ma-
rines knew about the contagion as early as October 1980.

So, my taking the knee in the hospital exam room was 
simply to comfort my loved one, a reticent man disinclined 
to making these circumstances public, a man who served 
his country honorably and appears to have been repaid for 
his service with an incurable disease. As epidemiologists 
agree, the extended latency period of numerous types of 
cancer suggests that my loved one’s adult leukemia is one 
of many more future cases attributable to Camp Lejeune 
contamination (no reliable estimate exists of the number of 
total illnesses, disabilities, and deaths caused by Lejeune’s 
contamination-caused cancers). That the land he and other 
Marines swore to protect should be the very land that 
caused calamitous harm is not lost on all.

In 2012, dedicated advocates won a qualified victory 
when President Obama signed the Honoring Ameri-

ca’s Veterans and Caring for Camp Lejeune Families 
Act, which aims to ensure that those sickened by Camp 
Lejeune water receive medical treatment through the 
Department of Veteran Affairs.

This illuminating discovery was made during an epic 
research blitz on adult leukemia, Camp Lejeune, chemo-
therapy treatments, bone marrow production, Philadel-
phia chromosomes, etc., that lasted several days after the 
troubling diagnosis, an online information-devouring 
marathon that only screeched to a halt on Sept. 23, 2017, 
when the evening news broadcast the U.S. President 
making remarks to a rally crowd in Alabama about NFL 
players “taking a knee,” referencing the gesture of quar-
terback Colin Kaepernick a year earlier.

This was the moment when all the impossibly raw 
emotions I felt in relation to my loved one’s dire health 
crisis, his bone marrow biopsy, his brave optimism dur-
ing the first two rounds of chemotherapy he was under-
going that week, his “always faithful” sense of duty, the 
circumstances of his life and family history, could no 
longer hold, and my other knee decided it “wasn’t hav-
ing it.” I closed all the tabs on the computer, wiped the 
screen clear, discontinued my research on bone marrow 
cancer, turned off the television, and opened a blank doc 
to compose this essay.

Allow me to insert, briefly, a metaphorical knee (not 
my second, real knee), symbolically lowered in soli-
darity with Colin Kaepernick and all of the other pro-
fessional athletes and protesters who were drawn to 
perform a simple, nonviolent action to hold viewers’ at-
tention on racial strife in the United States. Kaepernick’s 
was never a protest of the American flag, the U.S. mili-
tary, the national anthem, or the United States itself, a 
misrepresentation that drew applause when a President 
cynically warped its expressed intent.

As a black man in America, my loved one has experienced 
the discriminatory policing practices that continue to under-
mine our nation and devastate our people. He has faced the 
wide range of racism’s daily indignities and insidious “dou-
ble standards” before, after, and during his military service, 
in and out of uniform, and in all parts of his life. His proud 
grandparents (both maternal and paternal) fled the segrega-
tion and brutal prejudice of east Texas to build lives in Los 
Angeles in the 1950s, landing first in Watts, and were pres-
ent during the riots, which afforded them a California “lens” 
on resonant crises of racial disunity.

That the President wedged himself into a peaceful pro-
test against racial inequality and made it about himself 
should surprise no one, but the lives of generations of 

It’s their flag … their song, their country, and  
every American’s right to call out and spotlight injustice  

where it is found.

continued on page 8 …

Countless soldiers and their families were poisoned by contaminated drinking water at Camp Lejeune.
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still in my head or the table saw in front 
of me. That helicopter is taking away two 
Afghan men with sandbags over their 
heads. It’s dark out, but my night vision 
goggles make everything seem eerily 
bright green.

I helped snatch those two men—or were 
they teenagers?—from a house in the mid-
dle of the night. That was in May of 2003 
and sometimes, right here in my workshop, 
I can still hear the screams of the little kids 
inside that house. They’re louder than the 
helicopter, louder than the saw. Maybe 
one of those men had info that would help 
lead us to Osama bin Laden, then miss-
ing in action somewhere, it was believed, 
in Pakistan—or so we were told anyway. 
My job wasn’t to ask or understand; it was 
just to snatch people, sandbag them, and 
ship them out. Others higher up the chain 
of command would ask the questions un-
der conditions that we now know—and I 
guessed then—were anything but pretty.

My own kids are three and five, prob-
ably close in age to those terrified chil-
dren I glimpsed ever so briefly in that 
house and still can’t get out of my head. 
My daughter and son couldn’t be sweeter, 
but they do like to tell me “no” a lot. 
Sometimes they, too, scream and some-

times, when those screams set me off, I 
yell back, which is frustrating for me and 
unnerving for them, as well as my wife. 
And so I find myself out in that garage 
more than she would like and more than I 
would like, too, since it often means that 
I’ve taken that endlessly unnerving trip 
back to Afghanistan.

“Try to remember what it’s like to be 
the kids’ age and parenting will be eas-
ier,” my mom tells me when I complain. 
Being a parent, I guess, means being a 
good rememberer. The problem with re-
membering is that when I do, my mind 
feels like it’s filled with landmines or 
maybe I mean IEDs.

So many years later, fragmented mem-
ories from my time in Afghanistan still 
flood my head when I least expect them. 
Sometimes, I’ll push them out quickly; 

other times, particularly since my kids 
were born, they just won’t leave and I 
end up writing them down. That, at least, 
gives me the passing feeling of being a lit-
tle more in control.

I used to have a good memory. As a kid, 
I remembered everything: phone num-
bers, names, each play in a baseball game 
a month later. At 41, nearing the decade-
and-a-half mark since my time in Af-
ghanistan, my recall leaves something to 
be desired. I blame it on that war and on 
the distracting memories I just can’t keep 
out of my head.

Controlling bad memories, particularly 
at night when I’m trying to go to sleep, is 
important. So I keep my laptop close. It 
was one thing years ago to get through the 
workday on no sleep; it’s another to raise 
two little kids while bleary-eyed and sleep-
less. It’s not good for them, my wife, or me.

Making a Desk in ‘Afghanistan’
I’d much rather make furniture in my 

spare time than write or think about 
Afghanistan: that’s what I think and 
promptly write down before beginning 
my search for the tape measure I had in 
my hand only a few minutes ago. Some-
how, I misplaced it as that helicopter 
landed yet again (and now can’t find it). 
As the table saw drones on, I discover that 
Afghanistan is still on my mind, but so 
many of those memories, too, are cloudy.

I could hardly tell you anyone’s name in 
my old unit—Pat Tillman aside—or who 
was with me on the particular night that’s 
plaguing me right now, or on any of the 
similar raids that I took part in over the 
course of my two deployments there. The 
only exceptions: my two closest military 
friends with whom I still stay in touch 
and who are both named Kevin. When we 
talk, though, it’s strange how rarely we 
mention Afghanistan.

It bothers me that I can’t remember 
names or a lot of what happened in that 
country while standing here in my shop. 
I wish I had access to more of the details. 
I’d like to write them down. Somehow, 
that blank space leaves me feeling vul-
nerable. You can’t pack away something 
that’s not immediately there.

It’s in the distant past—so I try to con-

vince myself. No one here seems to know 
or care about Afghanistan anyhow. How 
much attention was given to the 20 people 
who were killed by a suicide bomber at a 
wrestling club in Kabul in early September, 
or Brent Taylor, the Utah mayor and Na-
tional Guardsman, killed during his fourth 
tour of duty in an “insider attack” in early 
November by a man whom U.S. forces were 
supposed to be training? Or what about the 
other U.S. personnel killed or wounded in 
similar ways recently? Or what about the 
suicide bomber who targeted Afghan elec-
tion headquarters in Kabul in October?

Washington has spent between $900 
billion and $2 trillion in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan since 9/11 and certainly killed 
tens of thousands of Afghans in that 
never-ending war. Yet, just about every-
thing that happens there is generally ig-
nored here. That’s perplexing in a way. 
After all, we could have paid for the col-
lege education of every student in Amer-
ica for the last 25 years with $2 trillion.

Forget it, I tell myself. Focus on the saw 
blade and the wood. There’s furniture to 
be made and kids to raise. If I want to be 
a good parent I have to have a good mem-
ory. A good memory makes you more 
empathetic. That’s what I now say to my-
self, repeating the words of my mom.

Maybe memories of this sort are eas-
ier to control once whatever they’re at-
tached to is officially over and in the past. 
I grab wood glue off a shelf next to the 
saw. But faint hope of that! Washington’s 
Afghanistan War shows no signs of end-
ing all these years later. American sol-
diers are still killing and dying there. The 
country is worse off than it was during my 
2003 deployments. Seventeen years after 
“peace” was declared in Afghanistan at a 
conference in Bonn, Germany, in Decem-
ber 2001, the Taliban controls or is fight-
ing for half the districts in the country. It 
holds more territory than at any moment 
since the U.S. invasion.

Being a Parent in Chicago and a Vet in 
Afghanistan

I wonder what happened to the men (or 
were they teenagers?) that we dragged 
from that house that long-ago night? Did 
they ever make it home? And what about 
those screaming kids? Are they tormented 
by that experience? What do they remem-
ber, if they’re still alive? They must be 
of fighting age today. Are they fighting? 
And for whom?

And how will my kids turn out? Will 
there still be an American war in Afghan-
istan when the older one reaches fighting 
age in 2030? Given the history of that con-
flict so far and a Pentagon focused on “in-
finite” war, that’s easy enough to imagine.

It’s colder than normal on this particu-
lar October night. I shut the garage door. 
I’m making a desk for a friend. The cheap 
saw blade stammers as I work to keep the 
wood straight. I try not to think about my 
hand on that wood slipping into the blade. 
Too much thinking and I’ll get nervous. 
Not enough thinking and I’ll get careless. 
I wish I had a safer saw.

Despite the noise and the blades, mak-
ing furniture does calm me down, even 
as it takes me back to Jalalabad. In such a 
situation, working is better than not work-
ing for me. And doing creative work like 
this is even better.

Everything that needs to be said about 
my own experience in Afghanistan has al-
ready been said. So I tell myself standing 
over that angry blade as I make another cut, 
my finger safely a few inches away from it. 
And that, in its fashion, couldn’t be truer. 
In the last five years, I’ve written a book 
and dozens of articles on my time there, 
the way I turned against and resisted that 
war while still in uniform, and what hap-
pened to me thereafter. And any chance 
I get, I still talk to high school or college 
students about all the things military re-
cruiters ignore when it comes to the war 
on terror. I’ve even been to Japan twice to 
support that country’s antiwar movement.

As I sweep up the sawdust, I’m re-
minded of something a psychologist once 
told me: “The thought will only keep 
coming out in different ways until you 
confront it head on … Otherwise, it’s 
like yelling at your kids.” And that sug-
gestion—not to repress the thoughts that 
continue to disturb you—stuck with me.

Sometimes, when I’m feeling calmer, it 
seems selfish to stand in this garage and 
think mainly about furniture. After all, 
there’s a war still going on in which, long 
ago, I hurt families like my own. Other 
U.S. soldiers must still be doing the same.

In truth, I just can’t stop thinking about 
that war, which should have ended 14 
years ago for me and never really began 
for most Americans. Still, there must be 
an awful lot of ex-soldiers like me in this 
country who sometimes find themselves 
in Afghanistan when the rest of the coun-

Afghanistan Vet
… continued from page 1

continued on page 23 …

U.S. Army Ranger unit during a demonstration of the elite force.
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By Camillo Mac Bica

November 10 was the 242nd birthday 
of the U.S. Marine Corps. It is a time of 
celebration during which current and for-
mer Marines acknowledge the storied his-
tory and glorious traditions of the branch 
of the military in which they so proudly 
served. I, however, am torn. As a former 
Marine Corps officer with service dur-
ing the Vietnam War, I still occasionally 
admit to having been a Marine, perhaps 
also with a measure of pride, Yet I have 
realized that this admission encompasses 
more than the pomp and pageantry that 
we celebrate each year on November 10. 
I realized what being a Marine actually 
entails, that as a young man I underwent, 
perhaps endured is better, a profound 
life-altering experience, Marine Boot 
Camp, during which everything I was, 
embraced, stood for, and held sacred was 
brutally and methodically destroyed, with 

the resultant void filled with the values, 
“virtues,” and abilities appropriate to the 
role I was about to assume.

The Marine Corps builds men (and 
women), it is said, albeit of a specific sort. 
I have realized that much of this physi-
cal, emotional, psychological, and ethi-

cal conversion and conditioning process 
is intended to create effective instruments 
of death and destruction, killing machines 
who will do the bidding of our nation’s 
political and military leadership without 
hesitation or question. I have realized that 
Marine training focuses on building an 

intense fraternity and camaraderie with 
others who wear the uniform. Anyone 
who has experienced the insanity of the 
battlefield understands that when the shit 
hits the fan, we kill and sacrifice not for 
god, flag, country, or even for corps, but 
for the man or woman at our side.

I have realized that I and many others 
who claim the title of Marine have had 
our selflessness, dedication, and patrio-
tism exploited; have been asked, better 
compelled, to make sacrifices fighting in 
wars that were (are) ill-conceived, unnec-
essary, unjust, and immoral. I have real-

ized that as a Marine I was not fighting 
for freedom—ours, or in my case, the 
Vietnamese—a claim we hear so often, 
and that I was an aggressor, invader, and 
occupier fighting for corporate profit and 
national hegemony, placed in an unten-
able survival situation of kill or be killed.

I have realized that by living accord-
ing to the Marine ethos, I have become 
a murderer, a realization that has caused 
me (and many others) profound guilt, 
shame, and moral distress. For many of 
us, PTSD and moral injury have made re-
covery from war difficult, if not impossi-
ble, and death by one’s own hand a viable 
alternative to living in war’s aftermath. I 
know little of the life of Ian David Long, 
the latest of this nation’s plethora of mass 
shooters. What I do know is that he was a 
product of Marine training, imbued with 
the behaviors and values of a warrior, re-
inforced by the horrors of the battlefield, 
eventually to take the lives of 12 strang-
ers, and then to end his own. When you 
make Marines, create killers, send them 
to war to kill and to destroy, sometimes 
they can’t leave it on the battlefield. Ian 
David Long was another casualty of war 
with 12 innocents as collateral damage … 
when war comes home.

So, this year on November 10, I will not 
eat birthday cake or toast the corps. Nor 
will I celebrate the mythology. Rather, 
I will embrace the reality of the experi-
ence; acknowledge the entire process as 
a charade, a deception, and as a tool of 
those who profit from our efforts, our sac-
rifices, our blood, and our lives. And fi-
nally, I will again acknowledge my iden-
tity as a Marine and accept responsibility 
and culpability for what I have done and 
what I have become. And finally, I will 
speak out to ensure that other young men 
and women not be mislead into embrac-
ing the mythology and lured into the “cult 
of the Marine.”

Originally published by Veterans To-
day.

Camillo Mac Bica is a philosophy pro-
fessor at the School of Visual Arts (NYC) 
and a former Marine Corps officer and 
Vietnam Veteran.

decent African-American citizens in my 
loved one’s family are respectfully hon-
ored when Kaepernick and others take 
a knee. A maternal grandfather is bur-
ied nearby at Fort Rosecrans Cemetery, 
a WW2 veteran, and many other family 
members have served devotedly in the U.S. 
military. It is their flag as well as the Presi-
dent’s, their song, their country, and every 
American’s right to call out and spotlight 
injustice where it is found.

There is no need to be coy, so replac-
ing the metaphorical knee above (taken in 
support of Colin Kaepernick’s objective) 
is my real knee—the second knee of the 
title—down in rebuke and protest of U.S. 
military brass and the U.S. President.

I take a knee in protest of indefensible 
military brass that the President deems 
blameless, whose negligence is and has 
been inexcusable, causing pain, anguish, 
and unnecessary death. I protest all hol-

low utterances of “support the troops” 
when proof shows U.S. military brass 
poisoned people and tried to cover it up 
at Camp Lejeune. I protest U.S. military 
brass for failing to own up to its role in 
the contamination. I protest U.S. military 
brass on behalf of the people who may fall 
ill in the years ahead from this toxic water 
scandal. I protest the U.S. President who 
mistakes love of country as being incom-
patible with love of social justice. I pro-
test the President’s whitewashing of the 
entire “take a knee” conversation started 
by Kaepernick, which had only to do with 
the myriad manifestations of racism in 
the United States.

If, as some observers note, taking a 
knee after the President’s Sept. 23 com-
ments about NFL players “became” more 
or less a protest against a President who 
distorts truly salient issues with incendi-
ary, race-baiting comments (repeatedly), 
I’m down. I’m taking a knee in protest of 
a President who crudely and cavalierly in-
sulted and shamed the women who gave 
birth to some of our finest American 

athletes, insinuating that the men them-
selves forfeit First Amendment protec-
tions when they appear on a playing field 
(as if being a paid employee trumps being 
a free citizen with constitutional rights) 
and who, further, laid down directives to 
NFL owners (as if being a corporate CEO 
in the United States means you necessar-
ily follow the President’s every dictate). I 
protest a President who seems to expect 
blind obedience to his will and whim.

No taking of a knee compares to the 
combined words, actions, and inactions of 
the current U.S. President that, together, 
constitute the most egregious offense to 
our precious democratic process; he is the 
fake, but that is not news, so please give 
attention to two more knees.

Originally published by the San Diego 
Free Press. Reprinted with permission.

Nancee Kesinger is an English Profes-
sor at Mesa College in San Diego, Calif. 
She is the author of a new college text-
book entitled Don’t Get It Twisted: Criti-
cal Thinking in the Classroom.

Two Knees
… continued from page 6

Veterans For Peace chapters around the country marched Nov. 11 to reclaim Armistice Day as a time to promote an end to war. 
Left: In Washington, D.C., veterans held a solemn procession through the many war monuments in the capital, carrying signs about 

veteran suicide and other costs of war. Right: In New York City, a large contingent of VFP members marched in the parade to make a 
statement against the glorification of militarism that that has become the norm for Veterans Day. Photo: Bud Korotzer.

Reclaiming Nov. 11 as Armistice Day		      

A Celebration of Killing and Dying

Dr. Camillo “Mac” Bica testifies at the  
Truth Commission on Conscience in War  

at the Riverside Church in 2010.

When you make Marines, create killers,  
send them to war to kill and to destroy, sometimes 

they can’t leave it on the battlefield.
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By Denny Riley

At a church hall in a pleasant sub-
urb in California, a progressive orga-
nization that applies its concerns to our 
country’s interference in Central and 
South America held its annual dinner. 
The guest speaker was constitutional at-
torney Danny Sheehan. His clients are 
a who’s who of the “movement.” Daniel 
and Phillip Berrigan, Dick Gregory, Dr. 
Spock, Ralph Abernathy, a group seeking 
to bring attention to the mysterious death 
of labor union activist Karen Silkwood. 
He was counsel for the Native American 
Rights Committee at Wounded Knee, 
counsel for the New York Times during 
the Pentagon Papers. And here’s one you 
probably aren’t aware of: He worked to 
successfully overturn a decision by the 
school district in Drake, North Dakota, 
that banned—and burned—Kurt Vonne-
gut’s novel Slaughterhouse Five and fired 
the high school English teacher who had 
assigned it. Drake, North Dakota, popula-
tion 479.

For 45 minutes Danny Sheehan deliv-
ered an uncompromising message of what 
is happening on the ramparts of legal re-
sistance to our government’s nefarious 
activities. None of his words were issued 
in anger, but what he covered offered suf-
ficient opportunity for the emotion.

Most recently he was chief counsel of 
the Lakota People’s Law Project on the 
Standing Rock reservation where charges 
against 800 Water Protectors for trespass-
ing were dropped because it was proved 
they were on Lakota land. Charges against 
Chase Iron Eyes for sedition were also 
dropped for similarly wobbly footing.

Those of us hearing this news ap-
plauded. Sheehan said wryly, “Yeah, I 
clap one time for that. By dismissal we 
were denied the chance to present the 
facts to a jury and to the press.”

One element of the Standing Rock con-
frontation he felt should be widely known 
is the involvement of TigerSwan, the 
name Blackwater goes by now. Wikipedia 
has a page about the outfit but it’s mostly 
hooey. James Reese, a retired Army lieu-
tenant colonel and disabled veteran, is the 
only named founder with the open secret 
being Eric Prince as the man.

Sheehan framed TigerSwan as a com-
pany whose personnel largely come 
straight from Delta Force, an elite Army 
Special Forces group that discharges per-
sonnel who have been trained by our gov-
ernment and are perfect for a private army 
that is hired out to corporations such as 
Energy Transfer Partners, the builders of 
the Dakota Access Pipeline, and who at 
Standing Rock referred to the Lakota in 
the same terms they used for the Iranians 
and Afghanis, calling them Jihadis, which 
is “an ideologically driven insurgency with 
a strong religious component.” The allure 
of joining TigerSwan is great for young 
men who enlisted in the Army to be part 
of something brutish and came out know-
ing nothing more. TigerSwan gives them a 
chance to use their training, only this time 
with real pay, against unarmed peace-

ful demonstrators. Sheehan told us Tiger-
Swan has APCs and aircraft and a camp 
in North Carolina comparable in size to an 
army base. (As I write this I wonder about 
the demographics of TigerSwan. Like how 
many are white, and how many are mem-
bers of the majority of our population.)

Sheehan spoke also about our govern-
ment’s official secret army, called the 
CIA. He said the CIA should be abolished.

The CIA came into existence in 1947 
with the Cold War, and should have gone 
out with the end of it. Sheehan, though, 
went on to say nothing like that will hap-
pen so long as we have two political parties 
who represent the same people; bankers, 
corporate board members, and oil. When 
Roosevelt introduced the New Deal the 
Democratic Party genuinely represented 
the issues of the working class. After 
the Second World War, when the United 
States manufactured everything the world 
needed and money poured in, the Demo-
crats slowly became just another sold-out 
political party. Bill and Hilary Clinton and 

Barack Obama knew how to talk about 
social justice but they threw in with Wall 
Street. He told us the Democratic ticket in 
2020 will be Joe Biden and Kamala Harris, 
a façade of liberalism but both stooges of 
big business. This is Sheehan’s summation 
of what became of social-democratic poli-
tics in our lifetime. He says it can be fixed.

Chris Hedges, the progressive journal-
ist, Princeton lecturer, and author, paints 
a similar picture of the Democratic Party 
but comes to a different conclusion. In his 
new book, The Farewell Tour, Hedges 
writes, “The ruling elites bought the alle-
giances of the two main parties by purg-
ing … New Deal Democrats and corpo-
rate and imperial critics. They imposed 
obedience to corporate capitalism and 
globalization within academia and the 
press.” And he says, “The death spiral 
seems unstoppable, meaning the United 

States as we know it will no longer exist 
within a decade or, at most, two.”

The difference here is that Sheehan 
says the Democratic Party could be re-
taken and he told us how: Thirty five con-
gressional districts are sure to be won by 
Democrats. “The incumbent candidate 
could fall down and die and she’d win.” 
In these districts we should work to enter 
progressive candidates for the 2020 elec-
tion. In a primary the progressive candi-
dates would either take the seat or force 
the incumbent to change his or her ways, 
thus rededicating the Democratic Party to 
the values it espoused when it spoke for 
the people during the New Deal.

Sheehan advised everyone at the din-
ner to find progressive candidates to 
challenge Democratic incumbents. If we 
live in a district where there already is a 
progressive candidate, help organize an-
other congressional district. If we want to 
help return the Democratic Party to the 
people, we must go where organizing is 
needed and do the work. Rather than trek-

king down to Latin America to aid demo-
cratic efforts there, he told us, our friends 
in those countries would prefer we go to 
Washington and bring democracy to our 
own government.

Danny Sheehan speaks with such a solid 
and easy conviction that those of us in the 
audience could lose track of who we were 
before Sheehan took the floor. Take me: I 
haven’t voted for a major party candidate 
since 1968, yet here I was suddenly iden-
tifying as a Democrat. I know many pro-
gressives already do. It’s like rooting for 
a team you always hope will win but even 
in victory disappoints you. I’ve had other-
wise rational people tell me I should have 
voted for Al Gore or Hillary Clinton sim-
ply to keep a greater evil out of the White 
House, while nothing was irrational about 
my vote for someone other than Al Gore 
or Hillary Clinton. Many people agree 

with me that those two candidates are ele-
ments of the problem.

When we got to the Q&A only half a 
dozen questions had time to be asked be-
cause everyone with a question took the 
opportunity to deliver their own little 
speech. Each ended with a question but 
the questions were rhetorical. The Demo-
cratic party is too big to budge. Its contam-
ination can’t be cured. To be welcomed 
into the halls of Congress a Democrat 
must sell out or never have a voice. One 
person stood in defense of third parties. 
Another rose to say the previous person 
was the Green Party congressional candi-
date in that district.

By the fifth refutation, Danny appeared 
on the verge of impatience. Everyone had 
the same objection to his message and 
he gave each of them roughly the same 
follow-up. He told us third parties had 
been poisoned long ago. We won’t be able 
to get 50 percent of the voters to stand be-
hind the candidate of the Working Fami-
lies Party. But run as a Democrat and also 
as a Working Families Party candidate, or 
a Green, or a Socialist, and Congress will 
take on a new look with new caucuses 
where a government not beholden to Wall 
Street can be on the table.

Of the 100 activists at the progressive 
organizations dinner almost everyone 
looked old enough to have stories of the 
’60s, and only a few were not white. Fifty 
years ago the issues were civil rights and 
Vietnam, with the farm workers gather-
ing momentum. Now there are thousands 
of issues, most with more than one advo-
cacy group. Divide and conquer could be 
what has happened. Was everyone who 
came to a peace rally and passed out in-
formation on a free food cooperative or an 
affordable housing movement or a prison 
workshop really of the political left? Or 
were we being divided? So many causes 
have arisen we are defused beyond hav-
ing any effect. Try to find a cause most of 
us would agree is primary.

Peace may be that cause. Many of us, 
though, will say we can’t have peace un-
less yada yada yada. I don’t know about 
the yada yada yada. Probably all of us, 

Face-off with police at Standing Rock: Trespass charges against 800 water protectors at Standing Rock were dismissed, but, says lawyer 
Danny Sheehan, ‘we were denied the chance to present the facts to a jury and to the press.’

Sheehan says the Democratic Party could be 
retaken and he told us how.

Radical Attorney Says Take Over Democratic Party

continued on page 23 …
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12 report by The Atlantic. Those targeted for deportation 
have committed crimes in the United States but were still 
protected by a 2008 bilateral agreement between Vietnam 
and the United States assuring that Vietnamese citizens 
would not be subject to return if they arrived before July 
12, 1995, the year diplomatic relations between Vietnam 
and the United States were resumed after the war. John 
Kerry, a Vietnam veteran and former U.S. secretary of 
state, called the move despicable on his Twitter account. 

Mobilizing for Newcomers
In 1975, the U.S. military mobilized to take care of 

newcomers while their paperwork was processed, after 
which the U.S. government sent them to communities all 
over the United States. 

These measures were by no means a comprehensive 
attempt at redress. Many people seeking a way out of 
Vietnam were stranded. Some became part of the huge 
wave of “boat people” in 1979, who overwhelmed refu-
gee settlements in Asian countries and caused an inter-
national crisis. But it is safe to say the United States dem-
onstrated a far more humane response than it does today. 

And in 1980, the United States once again welcomed 
people in distress when 125,000 Cubans arrived as a part 

of the Mariel boatlift during the Carter administration. 
Another 15,000 Haitians arrived on the shores of Florida 
by boat that same year.

In 1975 I was one of thousands of U.S. military per-
sonnel who received the Vietnamese, first on military 
ships, later at military bases in the Philippines and then 
in Guam. Ultimately, I wound up volunteering at Fort 
Chaffee, Ark, one of the five refugee camps set up in 
the continental United States. The others were at Camp 
Pendleton, Calif.; Camp McCoy, Wisc.; Indiantown Gap, 
Pa.; and Eglin Air Force Base in Florida.

At the time, I was attending law school at the Univer-
sity of Arkansas, 50 miles from the Fort Chaffee base, 

and was in a U.S. Army Civil Affairs Reserve unit. The 
Army was notified on April 25, 1975, that the five mili-
tary installations would be used and the Pentagon im-
mediately sent out a call for reservists to help set up the 
military installations to receive and house up to 30,000 
persons at a time.

The first refugees arrived at Fort Chaffee just seven 
days later, on May 2, on a plane carrying 70 people. 
Within 22 days, 25,812 refugees were at the base, mak-
ing it the 11th-largest city in Arkansas. By June, 6,500 
reservists had volunteered for active duty at Fort Chaffee. 

At the peak of the airlift, as many as 17 flights a day 
landed at Fort Smith Municipal Airport with passen-
gers bound for Fort Chaffee. All told, 415 refugee flights 
landed at the Fort Smith airport during the seven months 
that the base served as a refugee center. When the camp 
closed on Dec. 20, 1975, it had helped 50,809 people be-
gin to regroup for life in the United States.

Fixing Up the Base
With the exception of annual two-week training cy-

cles for the U.S. Army Reserve and Arkansas National 
Guard, Fort Chaffee had not been used since the mobi-
lization for the Korean War. The majority of the sprawl-
ing barracks, built during World War 2 and the Korean 
War, had been shut for over 20 years. Units of the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers and medical units from Fort 
Sill, Okla.—the closest active-duty U.S. Army installa-

tion—arrived in late April 1975 to open up the facilities. 
Animals were driven out of the buildings, toilet facili-

ties re-opened. Some barracks were partially renovated 
for use by families. Giant “mess halls,” or military caf-
eterias, were set up. A small hospital was cleaned and 
equipped, along with office spaces for refugee placement 
agencies.

Once the refugees had arrived, an array of hosting de-
mands arose. U.S. Army doctors and nurses tended to 
people with medical needs. The Army’s kitchen staff be-
gan cooking huge caldrons of rice and vegetables and 
boiling water for tea. Mess halls fed 6,000 people three 
meals a day and were open around the clock.

Rice Incident
There was an incident over rice. The Vietnamese did 

not like the rice being served to them, which had been 
grown in the camp’s host state. It was a diplomatic chal-
lenge to inform former President Bill Clinton, then the 
governor of Arkansas, that we would have to get a dif-
ferent type of rice produced in another state because 
the Vietnamese refugees were not eating Arkansas rice. 
(That did not go over well in a state where most resi-
dents, including myself, didn’t know there were different 
kinds of rice.)

Lots of babies arrived with mothers who were so se-
verely stressed that they had trouble producing milk. Any 
infant formula would have to be lactose-free because in 
Vietnam cow milk was not used in formulas. One of my 
jobs was to make this arrangement. Companies cooper-
ated very quickly, turning trucks around from their orig-
inal destinations and sending them to the military bases 
and ramping up production for a new lactose-intolerant 
demographic in the country.

Resettlement was swift. Within two weeks, hundreds 
were leaving the camps as refugee organizations ex-
pertly found communities and groups all over the United 
States who poured out support, eager to sponsor families 
and individuals. Churches and civic groups found hous-
ing, equipped the houses and found jobs for the people 
who were arriving.

As the summer of 1975 drew to a close, any refugees 
who had not been resettled were consolidated in one 
camp at chilly Indiantown Gap, Pa. The U.S. Army gen-
eral in charge of Fort Chaffee called me into his office 
and assigned me to procure winter clothing. We wound 
up finding clothing in the warehouses of the Armed 
Forces Post Exchange System, which were delivered in 
September. 

All of these stories are to say that the U.S. government 
today could do far more to alleviate the refugee crisis 
than it is doing. There is still plenty of room in U.S. so-
ciety and its land mass for people fleeing violence. All 
that’s missing today is political will.

Ann Wright served 29 years in the U.S. Army/Army 
Reserves and retired as a colonel. She was also a U.S. 
diplomat and was in U.S. embassies in Nicaragua, Gre-
nada, Somalia, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Sierra Leone, 
Micronesia, Afghanistan, and Mongolia. She resigned 
from the U.S. government in March 2003 in opposition 
to the lies the Bush administration was stating as the 
rationale for the invasion, occupation, and destruction 
of Iraq. She is the co-author of Dissent: Voices of Con-
science.

U.S. Opened Doors
… continued from page 1

President Gerald Ford visited the base in 1975, with author at left. 

Top: Base cafeteria. Bottom: World War 2 barracks had to 
be renovated. Photos: Ann Wright.

The first refugees arrived at Fort Chaffee  
just seven days later, on May 2, on a plane carrying  

70 people. Within 22 days, 25,812 refugees were  
at the base, making it the 11th-largest  

city in Arkansas. 
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By Medea Benjamin

Yes, you could say I’m trying to put lip-
stick on a pig. 2018 was a year of whip-
lash, a never-ending series of assaults on 
our environment, immigrants, people of 
color, Muslims, Jews, the poor, interna-
tional law. But there is light at the end 
of the tunnel, and here are some rousing 
points of light from 2018, both domestic 
and international.

1. The election of the progressive 
new members of Congress, particu-
larly women of color such as Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida Tlaib, Ilhan 
Omar, Deb Haaland, Ayanna Pressley 
and Sharice Davids. Before even taking 
office they are shaking up the D.C. estab-
lishment: Calling out lobbyists for brief-
ing new members of Congress? Refusing 
to take the “mandatory” AIPAC trip to Is-
rael? Paying congressional interns? Call-
ing for a Green New Deal and Medicare 
for All? It’s head-spinning for the estab-
lishment and thrilling for the rest of us. 
With these new progressive allies, with 
Democrats now controlling the House, 
and with an expanded and invigorated 
Progressive Caucus, we have a chance to 
drag centrist Democrats into supporting 
policies that might not be popular with 
their big-dollar donors but are wildly pop-
ular with the public.

2. 2018 was a year of awe-inspiring 
youth activism. The Parkland school 
shooting two days after Valentine’s Day 
led to a massive student-led movement for 
tougher gun laws. Students mobilized in 
Washington, D.C., at the March for Our 
Lives and in schools across the country. 
This same kind of energy and creativity 
exploded with the Sunrise Movement, a 
youth movement determined to make cli-
mate change an urgent priority for U.S. 
elected officials with a Green New Deal. 
And just as the year was coming to an 
end, a sensational 15-year-old student 
from Sweden, Greta Thunberg, captured 
world attention at the U.N. climate sum-
mit with her call for youth to hold adults 
accountable for the mess they’ve cre-
ated. In a fabulous example of synergy 
between young activists, Greta’s school 
strike (she sat in front of the Swedish Par-
liament instead of going to school) was it-
self inspired by the walkouts initiated by 
the Parkland students.

3. A historical turning point was 
reached this year to start breaking up 
the 75-year U.S.-Saudi alliance. With 
three years of relentless Saudi bombing 
of Yemen leading to the world’s greatest 
human catastrophe and the barbaric mur-
der of Washington Post journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi, Congress and business lead-
ers finally began to question their rela-
tionship with this retrograde kingdom 
and its brutal de facto leader Mohammad 
bin Salman. In an unprecedented vote, the 
Senate approved a measure to halt U.S. 
support to the Saudis in Yemen, which 
is helping promote a negotiated settle-
ment. The effort to curb Trump’s sup-
port for the Saudi war in Yemen comes at 
the same time that Trump announced the 

withdrawal of U.S. troops from Syria and 
a halving of U.S. troops in Afghanistan. 
Maybe, just maybe, 2019 will mark the 
winding down of the disastrous wars that 
have marked U.S. policy since the 9/11 at-
tacks in 2001.

4. Labor organizing has been on the 
rise, from teachers to high-tech work-
ers. The audacious 13-day strike by 
teachers in West Virginia won a 5 per-
cent pay increase and launched a wave 
of similar actions from Oklahoma to Ari-
zona. West Virginia teachers stood with 
bus drivers, janitors, and school kitchen 
staff before calling an end to the strike, 
refusing to take a pay increase until ev-
eryone’s demands were met. In the tech 
industry, Google employees pushed the 

company to end its contract to help the 
Pentagon with artificial intelligence that 
could be used in drone strikes. They also 
demanded that Google not cooperate with 
Chinese censorship. Microsoft employ-
ees are pushing the company to break its 
contract with ICE; Amazon workers want 
Jeff Bezos to stop supplying facial recog-
nition technology to the police.

5. Florida’s restoration of voting 
rights through Amendment 4, the ballot 
measure lifting the state’s permanent ban 
on voting by anyone with a felony con-
viction, received overwhelming support 
from nearly 65 percent of voters. It re-
stores voting rights for some 1.4 million 
people, potentially changing the Flor-
ida—and national—electoral landscape, 
since most formerly incarcerated peo-
ple vote Democratic and the 2000 presi-
dent election was determined in Florida 
by a mere 537 votes. Iowa and Kentucky 
are now the only states that must change 
this retrograde lifetime ban. But with the 
myriad examples of voter suppression in 
the 2018 election, voter rights must be a 
key focus before 2020!

6. Stopping the Keystone XL pipe-
line is a victory for the coalition of en-
vironmental and Indigenous groups that 
have been opposing the pipeline for years. 
Among the opponents is the Cheyenne 
River tribe. Like Standing Rock in the 
case of the Dakota pipeline, the Cheyenne 
River tribe fears a tar sands oil spill from 
the pipeline would contaminate its wa-
ters. President Obama, under tremendous 
pressure from the grassroots, halted fur-
ther work in 2015 but Trump started it up 
again in 2017. Thanks to legal challenges, 
in November a federal court blocked any 
further work until the Trump administra-
tion undertakes a serious review of its cli-
mate impact. This reprieve gives organiz-
ers more time … to organize!

7. Medicare for All has the highest 
level of public support ever recorded. 

An August poll found that a whopping 
70 percent of Americans, including 85 
percent of Democrats and 52 percent of 
Republicans, back the single-payer plan. 
When Senator Bernie Sanders promoted 
this idea during his presidential cam-
paign, he was pilloried by liberal com-
mentators. Well, guess what? Medicare 
for All now has support from 124 House 
members and 16 senators, including most 
of the high-profile likely 2020 presiden-
tial contenders. Even Barack Obama, who 
eschewed single-payer in favor of the Af-
fordable Care Act during his presidency, 
has now endorsed Medicare for All. In 
2018, the Congressional “Medicare For 
All Caucus” was launched with 76 mem-
bers. Since health care was the top con-
cern for voters in the 2018 midterms, 
Medicare for All should be a no-brainer 
for politicians who care more about their 

constituents than Big Pharma.
8. The election of Andres Manuel Lo-

pez Obrador (AMLO) in Mexico is a 
bright spot in a dismal landscape in Latin 
America, where right-wing governments 
are on the rise. Crushing the two old dy-
nastic political parties, the PAN and the 
PRI, AMLO’s Movement for National Re-
generation, or Morena, was just founded 
in 2014. Ruling a nation mired in drugs, 
violence, and poverty will be tough, but 
check out the incredible policies he has 
already put in place! Also, Mexico City 
elected its first woman mayor, who is also 
Sephardic Jewish, a leftist, a climate sci-
entist, and a Nobel Peace prize winner. 
Her first act was to disband the riot po-
lice, who have been responsible for much 
of the political violence in Mexico City.

9. Ethiopia’s new prime minister, 
42-year-old Abiy Ahmed, took office in 
April and immediately went to work 
ending the 20-year war with Eritrea, 
releasing thousands of prisoners, allow-

ing dissidents to return home and lifting 
censorship. Then he appointed a cabinet 
with 50 percent women and the nation’s 
first female president! His astounding re-
forms have won him adoration among 
millions, but he has been challenged with 
an assassination attempt by the old guard 
and ethnic clashes. His message to the na-
tion’s 90 ethnic groups remains one that 
Donald Trump should hear: “Take down 
the wall, build the bridge.”

10. Armenia experienced a dramatic, 
people power uprising against corrupt, 
autocratic rulers, in which one out of 
every three Armenians participated. The 
campaign of nonviolent civil disobedi-
ence was led by a young member of par-
liament, Nikol Pashinyan. After initially 
attacking the protesters, the police later 
joined them. In April, the massive street 
protests were so powerful they pushed the 
prime minister to resign and coerced the 
ruling party to elect the opposition street 
leader, Pashinyan, as prime minister. In 
December, the new political bloc went on 
to trounce the former ruling party 70 per-
cent to 5 percent in parliamentary elec-
tions. This “velvet revolution,” which 
represented the climax of a decade of 
peaceful protest focused on human rights, 
women’s rights, workers’ rights and envi-
ronmentalism, succeeded in taking power 
without shedding a drop of blood!

So there you have it. Despite Trump 
in the White House and the rise of right-
wing movements around the globe, 2018 
was chock full of good things—most of 
which went underreported because of all 
the attention on Donald Trump. And oh, 
speaking of Trump, I left out probably the 
most important development of all: the 
tightening noose of investigations, mak-
ing his presidency seems less and less 
tenable. So put on your seatbelts and hold 
tight—or better yet, prepare to take to the 
streets. If you thought 2018 was frenetic, 
2019 promises to be one helluva ride.

Medea Benjamin is a founder of 
CODEPINK Women for Peace and, along 
with activist and author Kevin Danaher, 
of the fair trade advocacy group Global 
Exchange Her most recent book is Inside 
Iran: The Real History and Politics of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran.

10 Good Things About 2018

The March 24 March for Our Lives was part of the awe-inspiring youth organizing  
that blossomed in 2018. Photo: Ellen Davidson.

[P]ut on your seatbelts and hold tight—or  
better yet, prepare to take to the streets. If you 
thought 2018 was frenetic, 2019 promises to be  

one helluva ride.
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A call for a more sane 
more humane border
An Encounter 
on the U.S./
Mexico Border 
By John Grant

As gullible North Americans were told 
of disease-ridden Mexican and Central 
American rapists, killers and ISIS ter-
rorists invading America from the infer-
nal regions of the western hemisphere, 
on Nov. 17 and 18, School of the Amer-
icas Watch organized a two-day border-
straddling demonstration in Ambos No-
gales, the term that covers both Nogales, 
Ariz. (population 20,000), and Nogales, 
Sonora, Mexico (population 220,000).

Speaking for myself, every Mexican or 
Central American I ran into, saw on TV or 
read about as part of the caravan phenom-
enon was clean and quite nice. Having spent 
time in Honduras in the 1980s, myself, I’m 
well aware of the cruel and bloody after-
math of the 2009 coup in Honduras that 
President Obama and Secretary of State 
Clinton covered over like a cat covering her 
business. The only difference between them 
and Trumpism, is that Trump, in this re-
spect, is more honest with his in-your-face, 
cruel lack of empathy and the arrogance of 
American exceptionalism. Thanks to our 
documented historic behavior vis-à-vis 
Central America, we’ve especially placed 
poor Hondurans between a rock and a hard 
place. It has now come to a head with cara-
vans running up against the U.S. border in 
Tijuana. These tensions are also felt in Am-
bos Nogales and its obscene border wall, 
shown below from the Mexican side.

This is the third year of the Encuentro, 
which involved up to 500 people from all 
over the United States and Mexico. As in 
past years, it was a demonstration that was 
split between the United States and Mex-
ico with a stage on the Mexican side of 
the wall made up of 20-foot-tall rusting, 
square steel poles four inches apart. In the 
past, one could reach a hand through to 
a person on the other side or even stick 
your face through to kiss another, if that 
was in order. But no more: This year, the 
U.S. Border Patrol had put up rigid steel 

By SOA Watch Staff

At the heart of the School of the Ameri-
cas Watch Border Encuentro in Nogales, 
Arizona/Sonora, Nov. 16–18 was increas-
ing awareness of the militarization and 
expansion of the U.S.-Mexico border 
throughout Latin America and inside the 
United States, as well as the criminaliza-
tion of immigrants, asylum seekers, refu-
gees, and people of color. The Border En-
cuentro was a call for active solidarity at 
a time when all eyes are on the border-
lands, and during a moment in which we 
see the unquestionable connections be-
tween the historic legacy of violence of 
the United States in Latin America, the 
violent state responses to mass migration, 
and the criminalization of our communi-
ties resisting in the United States. 

Beginning on Friday, November 16, 
hundreds of migrants, refugees, torture 
survivors, students, members of religious 
communities, veterans, and human rights 
activists throughout the region gathered 
outside of Tucson-based Milkor U.S.A 
calling to “Shut it Down!” Milkor is the 
manufacturer of M32A1 grenade launch-
ers used by the Mexican military special 
forces. This U.S. company is directly re-
sponsible for the sale of arms and ma-
chinery that murder and disappear people 
and further militarize our communities. 
Immediately following this action, we 
continued our caravan to Eloy Detention 
Center for a vigil led by the Phoenix-based 
immigrant and human rights organization 
Puente Arizona to call for the release of 
incarcerated migrants, for an end to prof-
iteering of human suffering, and for the 
abolition of ICE. 

During the vigil at Eloy, we heard mov-
ing testimony from Alejandra Pablos, an 
immigrant rights and reproductive justice 
activist and two-time detainee at Eloy 
Detention Center. She, alongside other 
immigrant rights activists throughout the 
United States, is being targeted for her ac-
tivism in defense of her community and 
for boldly denouncing systems of injus-
tice. Alejandra has been added to a grow-
ing list of names of immigrant and human 
rights defenders being targeted by ICE 

for deportation. Earlier this week, sheand 
other social justice activists testified in a 
hearing before the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights in Washington, 
D.C., about the pattern of criminalization 
of human rights defenders in this country. 
The vigil at Eloy was powerful because 
it created a space for us to listen to those 
most directly affected by the systems that 
criminalize and dehumanize our broth-
ers and sisters, and to not lose sight of the 
connections between the policies of dis-
placement in countries of origin and the 
policies of criminalization, detention and 
deportation in the United States.

On Saturday, veterans and others took 
to the streets to march to the militarized 
U.S./Mexico border wall as a show of sol-
idarity with migrants who have embarked 
on long and perilous journeys and to de-
nounce U.S. intervention in Latin Amer-
ica. Soon after, hundreds of activists from 
across the Americas converged at the bor-
der wall in ambos Nogales to build a col-
lective analysis around the political mo-

ment. Speakers from across borders—the 
Tohono O’odham community, the Maya 
Mam community, veterans, human rights 
defenders and survivors from Mexico and 
Guatemala, families searching for their 
disappeared, and activists fighting to de-
militarize the borderlands—all came to-
gether to speak truth to power. It was a 
day to recognize that borders have not 
succeeded in separating our connected 
struggles, and we built and deepened our 
transnational networks of solidarity and 
resistance. And because joy is one of the 
most powerful tools of resistance to op-
pression, artists held the space at the bor-
der wall to resist through music, spoken 
word, celebration, and dance, as no bor-
der can ever contain the human spirit or 
our right to dream.

On Sunday, as has been a long-held 
tradition within SOA Watch, we com-
memorated those whose lives were taken 
as a result of state violence over sev-
eral decades, whether in Latin America, 
or through policies of forced displace-
ment and death across borders. We wit-
nessed the powerful and raw testimony of 
Taide Elena, grandmother of 16-year-old 
Jose Antonio Elena Rodriguez, who was 
murdered by Border Patrol Agent Lon-
nie Swartz on Oct. 10, 2012, in Nogales, 
Sonora. To date, there has not been a fair 
trial and the U.S. Border Patrol continues 
to commit violent crimes with complete 
impunity. It is clear that the justice system 
lacks the political will to adequately pros-
ecute state agents for these crimes. We 
will continue to demand justice for Jose 
Antonio Elena Rodriguez.

We stood together, divided by a dehu-
manizing border wall, but united in our re-
solve to dismantle border imperialism and 
the structures that maintain it. We called 
out the names of those whose lives have 
been taken from us, singing “¡Presente!” 
to affirm that they are with us, that they are 
not forgotten, and we will continue to re-
sist U.S. state violence in their name. Non-
violent direct action is a meaningful tra-

Encuentro Links Immigration 
and Increased Militarization

continued on page 18 …

continued on page 18 …

Two demonstrators who inspired the 
author: Sally Alice Thompson, well into 
her 90s, is a seasoned antiwar veteran, 

while Luna, who roamed widely among the 
demonstrators, is just starting out.  

Photo: John Grant.

Photo: John Grant
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Jesus Would 
Be Appalled 
by America’s 
Immigration 
Policy
By Major Danny Sjursen

Said the shepherd boy to the mighty king,
Do you know what I know?
In your palace warm, mighty king,
Do you know what I know?
A child, a child shivers in the cold
Let us bring him silver and gold….

—Lyrics to the Christmas song, “Do 
You Hear What I Hear,” written by Gloria 
Shayne Baker and Noel Regney during 
the October 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.

Whether or not you believe Jesus was 
the literal Son of God—I have doubts 
myself—two truths remain salient at this 
time of year: America is, by and large, the 
most religious (Christian) wealthy coun-
try on the planet, and the founder of that 
religion was, according to its holy book, 
a refugee. Depending on the gospel you 
favor, Christ was born on the run from 
wicked King Herod, spending the first 
years of his life not in his reputed birth-
place, Bethlehem, but in Egypt and/or the 
small village of Nazareth in the Galilee.

Ironic then, isn’t it, that so many Ameri-
cans lack empathy for a new generation of 
refugees—many of them victims of U.S. 
foreign policy generally and its militarism 
specifically. This has been especially true 
for people of color, who constitute the vast 
majority of migrants seeking refuge and re-
patriation today. As 2018 turns to 2019, the 
largest migration of people since the end of 
World War 2 has become a global crisis. 
And U.S. military policy is at least partly—
if not mostly—responsible for some of the 
worst humanitarian disasters the world over.

The most shocking indictment of U.S. 
government action comes in Yemen, al-
ready the Arab world’s poorest coun-
try before the terror bombing and star-
vation blockade began. Here, the U.S. 
military is deeply complicit in a Saudi-led, 
Washington-supported war on the Yemeni 
people. Without U.S. intelligence, muni-
tions, in-flight refueling and international 
cover, Saudi Arabia’s villainous regime 
could never have starved or bombed people, 
mostly civilians, with such effectiveness.

The results have been nothing less than 

horrifying: tens of thousands of civilians 
killed in air strikes, 85,000 children al-
ready starved to death, the world’s worst 
cholera epidemic spreading, and, yes, 
the creation of more than 3 million refu-
gees. Imagine the popular outcry if those 
starving faces and bodies were white and 
Christian. (Side note: Our beloved Jesus 
was himself rather brown, despite the best 
efforts of the institutional church to liter-
ally whitewash that inconvenient fact.) To 
its credit, the U.S. Senate has voted, how-
ever belatedly, to end U.S. support for that 
war. Still, don’t expect a change in Wash-
ington’s criminal policies any time soon: 
the president has announced his intention 
to veto the resolution, and the Senate thus 
far lacks the votes to override him.

In the Gaza Strip, the most densely pop-
ulated sliver of the planet earth, Israel has 
forged the largest all-but-permanent refugee 
camp in the world—this with the uncondi-
tional backing of the United States. Now in 
its 11th year, the inhuman blockade of Gaza 
has reduced Palestinians trapped there to a 
state of complete dependency on humani-
tarian aid, according to the United Nations. 
And when the residents have the gall to pro-
test their deplorable (and preventable) con-
ditions, they are indiscriminately mowed 

down by Israeli Defense Forces. None of 
this would be possible, again, without the 
support of Washington’s $3 billion in an-
nual military aid and the reflexive cover of 
America’s most powerful institutions.

Forgetting, conveniently, that Jesus 
Christ was himself a brown Palestinian 
(Jew), the U.S. has relegated Gaza residents 
to second-class citizenship, subjugating 
them to an increasingly unhinged, far-right 
Israeli government. For good measure, 
and as a final slap in the face to Palestin-
ian sovereignty, President Donald Trump 

has also unilaterally moved the U.S. Em-
bassy to Jerusalem. Despite it being home 
to three world religions, the region is now 
for Jews only, Washington has apparently 
decided. Paradoxically, and ever so cyni-
cally, American evangelicals have thrown 
their full support behind the decision. A 
staggering 30 percent of Americans believe 
that end times are near and that backing of 
the Israeli government will help usher in 
Jesus’ return. Of course, according to the 
evangelical view, when the Messiah does 
materialize, all those Jews will promptly 
go to hell unless they accept Christianity, 
but that’s a risk Israeli Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu and his reactionary gov-
ernment are willing to take. The $3 billion 
in arms support goes a long way, I suppose.

Then there’s the migrant crisis on Ameri-
ca’s own southern border. The President, nat-
urally, wants a “tremendous” wall to keep the 
stream of asylum-seeking men, women, and 
children out of the country. He’s even proved 
willing to shut down the government until he 
receives funding for his “artistically designed 
steel slats.” This Christmas, in fact, U.S. sol-
diers will spend the holiday season stationed 
on the border to halt an “invasion” that isn’t 
an invasion at all but a collection of impov-
erished refugees seeking a better way of life. 

While celebrating the virgin birth of their ref-
ugee savior, away from their families, these 
troops will continue sealing off the border 
with what the President has called “beautiful” 
barbed wire, empathy be damned. So much 
for Lady Liberty’s call to “give me your tired, 
your poor, your huddled masses. …”

To return to Americans’ favored theol-
ogy, let us admit the baby Jesus was born 
a refugee, and the grown Jesus essentially 
died one. Beginning his preaching mis-
sion, Christ had “nowhere to lay his head” 
(Matthew 8.20; Luke 9.58), and he and his 
followers counted on the hospitality of or-
dinary villagers to survive (Mark 6.8–11; 
Matthew 10.9–11; Luke 9.3). Reflect for 
just a moment this Christmas on the starv-
ing Yemeni children, perennially blockaded 
Gaza residents and the migrants tear-gassed 
on America’s southern border or separated 
from their parents. Think then, as the song 
says, of the children “shivering in the cold.”

When you do, ask what role America, 
our government, has played in creating 
and perpetuating the latest refugee crises. 
Is the United States living up to the os-
tensible ethics of its zealously proclaimed 
Christianity? The oldest gospel speaks of 
Jesus telling his transient apostles this: 
“And if any place will not receive you and 
refuse to hear you, shake off the dust on 
your feet when you leave, for a testimony 
to them” (Mark 6.11).

This author, at least, reads that pas-
sage with much discomfort. Our coun-
try, which today does most of its teaching 
with bombs, is complicit in some of the 
worst humanitarian and refugee crises in 
the world. And, by and large, it will not 
receive its victims, refuses to hear them 
and bars entry to most. That this is so, is, 
I fear, an unforgivable testimony to us all.

Merry Christmas, America.
Major Danny Sjursen, a Truthdig regu-

lar, is a U.S. Army officer and former his-
tory instructor at West Point. He served 
tours with reconnaissance units in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. He has written a mem-
oir and critical analysis of the Iraq War, 
Ghost Riders of Baghdad: Soldiers, Ci-
vilians, and the Myth of the Surge. Fol-
low him on Twitter at @SkepticalVet and 
check out his new podcast Fortress on 
a Hill, co-hosted with fellow vet Chris 
“Henri” Henrikson.

Our country, which today does most of its teaching 
with bombs, is complicit in some of the worst 

humanitarian and refugee crises in the world. And, 
by and large, it will not receive its victims, refuses 

to hear them and bars entry to most. 

Asylum seekers on the Mexico side of the border are tear-gassed by U.S. troops.
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British Neutrality:  
An Idea Whose  
Time Has Come? 
By Edward Horgan 

Issues of war and peace especially are so complex and 
so controversial that there are no easy or definitive an-
swers. No one knows what is going to happen into the 
future, but it is wise to be prepared for likely eventuali-
ties. Based on centuries of history, it is very likely that 
in any future European war, Britain will be involved and 
given the likelihood of use of weapons of mass destruc-
tion, tens of millions of British citizens could be killed.

We are being told almost daily by NATO and European 
Union sources that Europe, including Britain, is facing se-
rious security threats from Russia and Middle East terror-
ists. The reality is that there is no likely threat to Western 
Europe from Russia. Any threats from Russia to its East-
ern Europe neighbors have been provoked by the United 
States and NATO threatening Russian sovereignty and its 
strategic interests by expanding NATO to Russia’s bor-
ders. Any terrorist threats to Western Europe are due al-
most completely to Western European states participating 
in unjustified U.S.-led resource wars in the Middle East. 
If we stop bombing and overthrowing governments in the 
Middle East and North Africa, there will very likely be 
no further blowback terrorist attacks on Western Europe.

Most people adopt the attitude that there is nothing indi-
viduals can do about international and national matters, but 
it is vital not to underestimate what you can do on such mat-
ters. What many individuals have achieved in setting up Vet-
erans For Peace UK is a good example. VFP UK has now 
called for Britain to become a neutral state. VFP UK even 
daring to suggest that Britain should consider being a neu-
tral state will force the media and even government officials 
to rethink what they are doing. If you do not attempt what 
seems impossible you will never know what is possible.

Let’s consider what being a neutral state means in 
terms of international law, and some of the practicalities 
involved. The 1907 Hague Convention on Neutrality is 

the foundational document on neutrality.
Austria, Finland, and Switzerland\ have neutrality en-

shrined in their constitutions and others, such as Ireland 
and Sweden, are neutral as a declared matter of govern-
ment policy. Once a state declares itself to be neutral, it 
is obliged to comply with international laws on neutral-
ity. Any country that is not an active belligerent in a par-
ticular war is considered to be a neutral state by default 
with regard to that war, and should comply with interna-
tional rules of neutrality. But constitutional neutrality is 
by far the best option. Where neutrality is only a matter 
of government policy, then governments can easily in-
volve their countries in wars. One of the difficulties for 
Britain achieving constitutional neutrality is that Britain 
does not have a written constitution—the British Consti-
tution has evolved from legal custom and practice.

The following sections of the Hague Convention on 
Neutrality are important:

The Rights and Duties of Neutral Powers
Article 1. The territory of neutral Powers is inviolable.
Article 2. Belligerents are forbidden to move troops or 

convoys of either munitions of war or supplies across the 
territory of a neutral Power.

Article 11. A neutral Power which receives on its terri-
tory troops belonging to the belligerent armies shall in-
tern them, as far as possible, at a distance from the the-
atre of war.

There is also an implied prohibition on neutral states 
being members of military alliances.

However, a state can declare itself to be neutral in a par-
ticular war, and then revert to being a belligerent in other 
wars. It is therefore far better for a country to adopt a long-
term policy of neutrality and better still to have such neu-
trality enshrined in that country’s constitution, as is the case 
with Austria, Finland, and Switzerland. In these countries it 
would require a referendum by the people for its politicians 
to go to war with another state. The only real exception for 
neutral states becoming involved in a war would be genu-
ine self-defense in the event of that country being attacked. 

In recent years it has been considered acceptable for neu-
tral states to engage in military actions in support of United 
Nations peacekeeping operations, but this provision has 

been very seriously abused in cases, such as the overthrow 
of the Libyan government in 2011, ostensibly in compliance 
with a U.N. resolution to impose a no-fly zone for so-called 
humanitarian reasons. This was in gross breach of interna-
tional laws on neutrality regardless of any U.N. resolutions. 
The U.N. resolution did not and could not allow NATO and 
its allies to overthrow the government of Libya, as any such 
action is a clear breach of the U.N. Charter, yet NATO and 
its allies did overthrow the Libyan government, and also of 
course overthrew the Afghan and Iraqi governments and 
almost did the same in the case of Syria.

The lies that were told to justify these wars included the 
necessity of dealing with the terrorists who committed the 
9/11 attacks on the United States, yet none of the attackers 
came from Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, or Syria. Fifteen of 
the 19 were citizens of Saudi Arabia, two were from the 
United Arab Emirates and one each was from Egypt and 
Lebanon. Three of these countries, Saudi Arabia, UAE 
and Egypt, are close U.S. allies. We had the lies on Iraq’s 
nonexistent weapons of mass destruction. British soldiers 
were killed in Afghanistan and Iraq because of these wars 
and these lies, and because of the liars who told these lies.

Laws on neutrality are unfortunately very loose. Ar-
ticle 7 of the Hague Convention states: “A neutral Power 
is not called upon to prevent the export or transport, on 
behalf of one or other of the belligerents, of arms, muni-
tions of war, or, in general, of anything which can be of 
use to an army or a fleet.” So even if Britain becomes a 
neutral state, the military industrial complex can con-
tinue to profit on wars. A more active type of neutrality 
could impose severe restrictions on arms exports.

Let’s consider what neutrality for Britain actually 
means.

Advantages of British neutrality:
1.  It would remove Britain as a primary target in a nu-

clear war
2.  British soldiers (and noncombatant citizens) would 

no longer be collateral damage when being killed or 
wounded in totally unjustified wars.

3.  The British people would no longer be targeted in 
blowback attacks by individuals and groups that Britain 
has been bombing since the end of the Cold War.

4.  Britain would have more money to spend on health, 
education, social housing, etc.

5.  Our children and grandchildren would avoid being 
victims in future wars.

6.  Britain could change its overseas policies from de-
stroying the world and killing thousands of innocent 
people to becoming involved in genuine humanitarian 
and peacekeeping missions. British neutrality would be 
Positive or Active Neutrality rather than just self-serving 
or negative neutrality.

7.  Damage to the global environment would be signifi-
cantly curtailed by the reduction in military activities

8.  The rate of veterans’ suicides would be significantly 
reduced.

9.  British neutrality would help restore the United 
Nations to its primary role in maintaining interna-
tional peace. Britain could take the lead in transform-
ing the United Nations into a genuine humanitarian 
organization.

Disadvantages of Britain going neutral:
1 . Britain may lose its status as a world power.
2.  British generals could no longer strut around on the 

world stage as if they were Julius Caesar showing off all 
their war campaign medals

3.  NATO might fall apart! It makes no sense for Brit-
ain to remain in NATO if Britain is leaving the EU.

4.  U.S. military bases in the UK would have to be 
closed down, costing British jobs.

5.  Britain’s nuclear power industry might also have to be 
closed down, because one of the justifications for the con-

Members of Veterans For Peace demonstrate Nov. 19 against the U.S. military’s use of Ireland’s Shannon Airport as a 
transit point for troops and weapons headed for wars in the Middle East. Photo: Ellen Davidson.

British neutrality would help restore the United Nations to its 
primary role in maintaining international peace. Britain could 
take the lead in transforming the United Nations into a genuine 

humanitarian organization.

continued on next page …



Peace in Our Times • peaceinourtimes.org V5N1—Winter 2019 15

tinuation of the nuclear power industry is the need to pro-
vide fuel and expertise for the nuclear weapons industry. 

6.  Britain might become a welfare state, at enormous 
expense to the banking and financial sectors.

In reality there are no genuine disadvantages for the 
majority of the British people if Britain went neutral. It 
would be a win-win situation.

The reason for having a government at all is that the 
government in a democracy should act as all times in the 
best interest of the vast majority of its people, and not 
just in the best interests in its elite, including its bank-
ers and big business and especially in the interests of the 
military-industrial complex.

Protecting the lives of its citizens is the most basic and 
most important duty and responsibility of any govern-
ment.

But there are even more serious strategic reasons why 
Britain should consider neutrality in the interests of the 
British people, and these are connected with the real risk 
of nuclear war. Britain’s possession of a small number of 
nuclear weapons provides no defense for the people of 
Britain in the event of a European war. On the contrary, 
they are a real liability, making Britain a target for a nu-
clear strike without any defense advantages. 

The first step therefore for Britain toward becoming 
neutral should be to get rid of all its more or less useless 
nuclear weapons. They are not a deterrent, more just a 

very convenient target. 
Humanity is now facing a coming together or conflu-

ence of crises that could destroy humanity and our living 
environment on this very vulnerable planet Earth.

The existing or impending crises in possible order of 
priority include:

1.  The real risk of nuclear war
2.  Climate change and catastrophic damage to our en-

vironment
3.  Unjustified conventional wars causing millions of 

deaths and infrastructural and environmental damage
4.  The resulting refugee and migrant crisis
5.  The economic chaos being caused by destructive 

neo-liberal global economic systems
6.  Political upheaval across the world
If VFP UK makes proposals that Britain should eventu-

ally become a neutral state, this will initially be received 
with incredulity and possibly some shock, but just like 
planting an acorn that will likely grow into a large oak 
tree, likewise with neutrality. It may fall on rocky ground, 
but it may also grow into a very significant movement. 

Common sense should tell us that in this age of weap-
ons of mass destruction, war is no longer a safe or sane 
way of conducting international affairs. Unfortunately, 
common sense has become very uncommon these days.

Let’s give peace and neutrality a try—it cannot do any 
harm, and it might do a lot of good.

Edward Horgan is a veteran of 21 years military ser-
vice, he is coordinator of Veterans For Peace Ireland 
and International Secretary of the Irish Peace and Neu-
trality Alliance.

Neutrality
… continued from previous page

By David Rovics

The so-called mainstream media that I keep tabs on 
seems to mainly be painting the gilets jaunes or Yellow 
Vest movement in France as little more than mindless ri-
oting—anarchy, disorder, hidden Russian influence, and 
other bad things. The reason they are painting this pic-
ture is that they are terrified. The reason they are terri-
fied is because some of the more savvy among them are 
well aware that this kind of leaderless movement against 
unfair taxation, corruption, and austerity is exactly 
the kind of movement that rose up at the beginning of 
1848 and led to the formation of the Second Republic in 
France and big changes in so many other countries, too. 

They know that when those they are governing col-
lectively realize that, fundamentally, their interests are 
not being represented by those that govern them, then 
governance becomes impossible. French authorities de-

ployed 8,000 riot cops and unprecedented amounts of ar-
mor into the streets of Paris last weekend, but the Yellow 
Vest movement appears only to be growing, as well as 
spreading to neighboring countries. 

The leaderless movement in 1848 also spread through-
out France and across national borders, until it enveloped 
all of Europe. Most of the monarchies of Europe at the 
time were at least temporarily overthrown by popular 
revolt, very much including in France, whose previous 
ruler had been a banker back then, too. The ripple effects 
of this pan-European popular revolt were felt around the 
world in different ways, with veterans of the revolts go-
ing on to lead further revolts in Australia and elsewhere. 

Despite all efforts to vilify the movement, despite the 
burning banks and charred remains of sports cars in cen-
tral Paris, as people in yellow vests gather on highways 
throughout the country to shut it down for another day, 
all polls indicate the movement is overwhelmingly popu-

lar among the French public, unlike their very unpopular 
banker-turned-president, Macron. 

Disaffection with mainstream political parties that 
have proven themselves unable to meet the challenge of 
feeding their people throughout Europe and so much of 
the world has given rise to the growth of parties both 
right and left that at least appear to be united in their op-
position to austerity and their support for the interests 
of their working-class populations. But this movement 
is not led by any political party, and the movement’s de-
mands are fundamental in nature, never being just about 
Macron’s latest regressive tax—that was only the cata-
lyst that got this engine moving. Where the car is going 
is anybody’s guess. 

Popular uprisings are never neat. Revolts are messy in 
nature. People who are being spat on by arrogant, elit-
ist rulers passing regressive taxes on the working class 
while removing taxes on the rich and then telling the rab-
ble to tighten their belts to save the climate will react in 
different ways, not all of them noble. But as one who has 
personally seen the extremes of the disparities in living 
standards between the ever more squeezed French work-
ing class and the global elite that flaunts their obscene 
wealth in places like central Paris, my only desire upon 
seeing these department stores burning is to find a sharp 
stick and a bag of marshmallows. 

If my wife were not currently 8-1/2 months pregnant, 
I’d be using up my frequent flier miles and taking my 
French-speaking daughter on a holiday trip to Paris next 
week. As it is, I’ll just have to settle for getting regular 
updates from my friends who happen to be lucky enough 
to be living in France at this historic juncture. 

1848
By David Rovics 
The famine had affected many people 
From Ireland to the shores of the Baltic Sea 
The soaring cost of food meant most of your earnings 
And the shutting down of industry 
No one knows for sure how it began 
And spread from state to state 
In the mountains and the plains, from Galway to Ukraine 
Came the Rising of 1848 

A pitchfork is no match for a rifle 
But nothing that will give the king a fright 
As when he looks out of the window 
Sees his castle burning in the night 
But that’s what happened in fifty countries 
Where landlords encountered such a fate 
From Budapest to Sicily life would never be the same 
After the Rising of 1848 

Marx and Engels wrote a book, spread as quickly as 
the flames 

From which the feudal barons had to flee 
From the workers in the cities, from the peasants in 

the towns 
And even from the petit bourgeoisie 
United by a common sense of purpose 
To throw off the crushing weight 
Of the dynastic rule of hereditary Lords 
Who owned the Europe of 1848 

Tens of thousands died before it all was over 
And some say it all ended in defeat 
With a landscape transformed, serfdom abolished 
Which is why we don’t see history repeat 
And the monarchs remembered when peasants 

with pitchforks 
Came to burn down their estate 
And most of them decided democracy was better 
Than the Rising of 1848

David Rovics is a topical singer/songwriter and an-
archist, whose music addresses such issues as the 2003 
Iraq War, Palestine, globalization and social justice. His 
most recent recording is Ballad of a Wobbly.

1848 and the Yellow Vests



Peace in Our Times • peaceinourtimes.org16 V5N1—Winter 2019

By Roger Harris

For the first time in the history of human-
ity, the technical means are at hand to elim-
inate poverty if resources were not diverted 
to making war. World hunger could be 
abolished with only a small diversion from 
military budgets. The only luxuries that so-
called middle-class Americans would have 
to forego would be the Blue Angels air 
show and drone-bombing wedding parties 
in the Middle East. Yet, military spending 
is expanding, and with it global poverty.

On November 16–18, some 300 peace 
activists representing over 35 countries 
gathered in Dublin, Ireland, for the first 
International Conference Against U.S./
NATO Military Bases. Participants ad-
dressed the tragic paradox of the technical 
ability to serve humanity and the political 
proclivity by the ruling circles in the West 
to do the opposite. Roger Cole of the Irish 
Peace and Neutrality Alliance (PANA) 
identified the twin threats to humankind 
of global warming and global war, both 
driven by accelerating militarization.

Ajamu Baraka of the U.S.-based Black 
Alliance for Peace highlighted the reac-
tionary role of the United States and its 
allies, which have by far the largest mili-
tary expenditures in the world. The ma-
terial basis for the absence of peace and 
the accelerating proliferation of military 
bases, in his words, is U.S. imperialism.

Guantánamo was the first of the world 
network of U.S. foreign military bases, 
according to keynote speaker Dr. Aleida 
Guevara from Cuba, daughter of Che. 
Cuba opposes this violation of national 
sovereignty. Today the United States pos-
sesses some 1,000 foreign military bases 
with troops stationed in over 170 countries.

Annette Brownlie of the Independent 

and Peaceful Australia Network (IPAN) 
warned of a new Cold War. The recent 
U.S. National Security Strategy docu-
ment, focusing on “great power con-
frontation,” signals open preparations 
for direct military confrontation with 
nuclear-armed Russia and China.

David Webb of the Campaign for Nu-
clear Disarmament in the UK explained 
that the United States is the only nation 
with nuclear weapons based outside its 
soil. U.S. policy is to develop “usable” nu-
clear weapons in an enhanced first-strike 
capacity. Missile defense, he reproved, is 
the shield for the sword of nuclear weap-
ons. The purpose of missile defense is to 
protect the aggressor against the inevita-
ble retaliation after a first nuclear strike.

Margaret Flowers of Popular Resis-

tance reported that the recent U.S. mid-
term elections brought in more congres-
sional representatives with military or 
security state backgrounds. The duopoly 
of the two U.S. “war parties” is united in 
supporting an accelerated arms race. Well 
over half of the U.S. government’s discre-
tionary budget now goes to the military.

Unlike so much liberal and progressive 
political discourse in the United States, 
which is obsessed with the personality of 
President Trump, the international per-
spective of this conference penetrated 
that distracting fog and concentrated on 
the continuity of U.S. militarism, regard-
less of who sits in the Oval Office.

The session on the environmental and 
health impacts featured testimony on the 
toxic effects of military bases in Oki-

nawa, Czech Republic, and Turkey. The 
U.S. Department of Defense is the world’s 
largest polluter.

National Coordinator of the Irish Trade 
Union Federation and Secretary of the 
People’s Movement, Frank Keoghan, 
described the transformation of the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) into a war project 
with the recent rush to create a single EU 
army. Ilda Figueiredo from the Portu-
guese Council for Peace and Cooperation 
and another activist from France warned 
that the drive for an EU army would 
transform all of Europe’s national mili-
tary bases into NATO bases and would in 
effect allow “nuclear bomb sharing.”

Margaret Kimberley of the Black 
Agenda Report chaired the Africa ses-
sion. South African Chris Matlhako and 
Kenyan Ann Atambo discussed the de-
pendency of African states on foreign aid, 
which is used as a tool to facilitate the oc-
cupation of Africa by foreign militaries.

Paul Pumphrey of Friends of the Congo 
described the development of U.S. strategy 
in Africa, which has used African prox-
ies to allow domination and extraction of 
valuable resources such as coltan from 
the Congo. Now the strategy also includes 
direct occupation by the U.S. military. 
George W. Bush’s establishment of AFRI-
COM in 2008, with just a single acknowl-
edged U.S. military base on the continent, 
was followed by an explosion of some 50 
bases and, under Obama, a military pres-
ence in practically every African nation..

The session on Latin America and the 
Caribbean outlined the immediate threat of 
military intervention in Venezuela, caught 
in the crosshairs of U.S. imperialism. Vet-
eran Cuban peace activist Silvio Platero of 
the Cuban Movement for Peace and Sov-
ereignty of the Peoples (MOVPAZ) con-
demned the continuing U.S. blockade of 
Cuba and the colonial status of Puerto Rico. 
Speakers from Colombia (now a NATO 
partner), Argentina, and Brazil reported that 
their right-wing governments are cooperat-
ing militarily with the United States.

Nobel Peace Prize laureate Mairead 
Maguire from Ireland made an im-
passioned plea for all-out support of 
WikiLeaks whistleblower Julian As-
sange, “our hero of truth,” lest he die in 
a U.S. prison.

The conference concluded on a high note 
of unity among the international peace 
forces. Conference coordinator Bahman 
Azad of the World Peace Council closed 
with a call to first educate and then mobilize.

Actions are being planned in Washing-
ton, D.C., around the 70th anniversary of 
NATO on April 4 (see article on page 17). 
Coincidentally that is the date of the as-
sassination of Martin Luther King and of 
his famous speech a year before when he 
presciently admonished that “the greatest 
purveyor of violence in the world today is 
my own government.”

Originally published at popularresis-
tance.com.

Roger Harris is on the board 
of Task Force on the Americas 
(taskforceamericas.org), a 33-year-old 
anti-imperialist human rights organiza-
tion, and is active with the Campaign to 
End U.S.-Canadian Sanctions Against 
Venezuela.

Washington, DC—Military experts 
from across the ideological spectrum 
held a public event Nov. 29 in the Rus-
sell Senate Office Building, to release 
an open letter arguing for the closure 
of wasteful, damaging, and unneeded 
U.S. military bases abroad. In an era of 
bitter divisions between right and left, 
consensus is growing around a long-
overlooked but crucial part of how the 
United States engages with the world: 
the nearly 75-year-old strategy of main-
taining some 800 U.S. military bases in 
80 foreign countries.

The open letter is addressed to the 
Trump administration and Congress and 
was drafted by the new transpartisan 
Overseas Base Realignment and Clo-
sure Coalition (OBRACC). The Coali-
tion reflects growing agreement among 
military experts that reducing the exces-
sive U.S. military footprint could actu-
ally make the country safer while sav-

ing billions of dollars a year. Signatories 
to the letter include Republicans, Dem-
ocrats, Libertarians, Greens, and in-
dependents. They span a retired Army 
general and other retired military of-
ficers; peace advocates; a former GOP 
member of Congress; Clinton, Reagan, 
and George W. Bush administration offi-
cials; and academics and think tank an-
alysts across the ideological spectrum. 
Speakers at the event included Colonel 
Lawrence Wilkerson, (U.S.Army, Ret.), 
former Chief of Staff to Secretary of 
State Colin Powell; Dr. Catherine Lutz, 
professor of anthropology and interna-
tional studies, Brown University; John 
Glaser, director, Foreign Policy Studies, 
Cato Institute; Sayo Saruta, director, 
New Diplomacy Initiative (Japan); and 
David Vine, professor of anthropology, 
American University.

Col. Lawrence Wilkerson com-
mented, “It’s encouraging to see experts 

from across a broad political spectrum 
finally questioning our Cold War-era 
overseas basing strategy. That strat-
egy today is wasting billions of dollars, 
making the U.S. and the world less se-
cure, and inviting constant military re-
sponses to threats that rarely concern 
the vital interests of America.”

/Another signatory, Col. Andrew 
Bacevich, added, “Persisting in the Cold 
War policy of stationing vast numbers of 
U.S. troops in hundreds of bases around 
the globe is obsolete and counterproduc-
tive. We must chart a different course.”

The Cato Institute’s John Glaser said, 
“U.S. overseas basing creates need-
less cost and danger. A less aggressive 
strategy requiring fewer overseas bases 
would greatly reduce both military 
spending and security dangers to the 
United States.”

This article was originally published 
at overseasbases.net.

Coalition Calls for Closing U.S. Bases Overseas
Closing Bases Will Make America Safer and Save Billions of Dollars

International activists in Dublin demand that closing of U.S./NATO bases

Conference Confronts Global Militarism

Margaret Kimberley and Margaret Flowers at the International Conference Against U.S./
NATO Military Bases. Photo: Ellen Davidson.



V5N1—Winter 2019 17Peace in Our Times • peaceinourtimes.org

April 4, 2019, will mark the 51st anni-
versary of the assassination of the Rev. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., the internation-
ally revered leader in struggles against 
racism, poverty, and war.

And yet, in a grotesque desecration of 
Rev. King’s lifelong dedication to peace, 
this is the date that the military leaders 
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) have chosen to celebrate 
NATO’s 70th anniversary by holding its 
annual summit meeting in Washington, 
D.C. A wide array of antiwar organiza-
tions is planning actions in response to 
this insult to the legacy of Rev. King.

It was exactly one year before he was 
murdered that Rev. King gave his famous 
speech opposing the U.S. war in Vietnam, 
calling the U.S. government “the greatest 
purveyor of violence in the world” and 
declaring that he could not be silent.

Dr. King’s works linking the three evils 
of American society—militarism, racism 
and poverty—and his deeply profound re-
mark that every bomb that falls on other 
countries is a bomb dropped on our in-
ner cities, reveal the deep relationship be-
tween militarism and the social, racial, 
economic, and environmental injustices 
that now impoverish whole cities and ru-
ral communities and have plagued our so-
ciety and the world for a long time. 

Since its founding, the U.S.-led NATO 
has been the world’s deadliest military al-
liance, causing untold suffering and dev-
astation throughout Northern Africa, the 
Middle East, and beyond. Hundreds of 
thousands have died in the U.S./NATO 
wars in Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Afghani-
stan, Syria, Yemen, Yugoslavia, and 
elsewhere. Millions of refugees are now 
risking their lives trying to escape the 
carnage that these wars have brought to 
their homelands, while workers in the 29 
NATO member countries are told they 
must abandon hard-won social programs 

in order to meet U.S. demands for even 
more military spending.

Therefore, almost every organization in 
the peace movement has decided that we 
must act. We must reach out to the broader 
community and especially the civil rights 
and Black liberation activists and oppose 
NATO’s presence in our country.

At the recent conference in Wash-
ington, D.C., organized in opposition to 
Trump’s proposed, then canceled military 
parade, 100 activists supported a resolu-
tion to oppose the NATO meeting. A sim-
ilar proposal was supported by the 300 

people from 35 countries who gathered 
in Dublin in November to oppose U.S./
NATO military bases (see article on page 
16). In unity, our movement is capable of 
producing the kind of numbers that can 
show the world that we want to see an end 
to NATO and an end to war.

The schedule for protest activities is 
starting to come together. On Saturday, 
March 30, a mass rally and march will 
start at 1 p.m. in Lafayette Park, across 
from the White House.

On April 2, an alternative summit will 
be held. 

On April 3, there will be a peace festi-
val advocating the abolition of NATO, the 
promoting peace, and commemorating of 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s speech against 
war and his assassination.

On April 4, Black Alliance for Peace 
will hold an open meeting, and other ral-
lies are being planned.

Join us in DC, March 30–April 4.
For more information on the March 30 

march and rally, visit no2nato2019.org.
For more information on the April 3 

peace festival, visit worldbeyondwar.org/
notonato.

For more information in the Black Alli-
ance for Peace event, visit blackalliance-
forpeace.com/events/april4natodemo.

By 2005, after a great tussle, much of the 
world had agreed on a plan to reduce car-
bon emissions — the Kyoto Protocol. It was 
just barely enough — barely — to imag-
ine that one day climate change might be 
lessened and reduced enough to be man-
ageable. Still, there was one notable hold-
out — as usual, America.

Now, at this point, the world, which was 
in a very different place politically than it 
is today, imagined that with enough of the 
usual diplomatic bickering and horse-trad-
ing, maybe, just maybe, it would get the 
job done. And yet, by 2010 or so, the point 
of all this, which was to create a global 
carbon pricing system, had still not been 
accomplished — in large part thanks to 
America, whose unshakeable devotion to 
capitalism meant that such a thing was sim-
ply politically impossible. So by this point 
the world was behind — and yet, one could 
still imagine a kind of success. Maybe an 
American president would come along 

who would see sense. Maybe progress was 
going in the right direction, generally. Af-
ter all, slowly, the world was making head-
way, toward less carbon emissions, toward 
a little more cooperation, here and there.

And then — Bang! America was the first 
nation to fall to the neofascist wave. In-
stead of a president who might have taken 
the country into a decarbonized future, 
Americans elected the king of the idiots. 
He questioned whether climate change 
was real. He packed the government with 
lobbyists and cronies who were quite 
happy to see the world burn, if it meant 
a penthouse overlooking a drowned Cen-
tral Park. He broke up with allies, friends, 
and partners. The idea of a decarbonizing 
future was suddenly turned on its head. 
It had been a possibility yesterday — but 
now, it was becoming an impossibility.

Before the neofascist wave, the world 
might have indeed “solved” climate 
change. Maybe not in the hard sense that 
life would go on tomorrow as it does to-
day — but in the soft sense that the worst 
and most vicious scenarios were mostly 
outlandish science fiction. That is be-

cause before the neofascist wave, we 
could imagine nations cooperating, if 
slowly, reluctantly, in piecemeal ways, 
toward things like protecting life, reduc-
ing carbon, pricing in the environment, 
and so on. These things can only be done 
through global cooperation, after all.

But after the neofascist wave, global co-
operation — especially of a genuinely ben-
eficial kind, not a predatory kind — be-
gan to become less and less possible by 
the day. The world was unraveling. When 
countries were trashing the United Nations 
and humiliating their allies and proclaim-
ing how little they needed the world—how 
could such a globe cooperate more then? 
So the neofascist wave that we are now in 
also means drastically less global coopera-
tion — but less global cooperation means 
incalculably worse climate change.

So now let’s connect all the dots. Cap-
italism didn’t just rape the planet laugh-
ing, and cause climate change that way. It 
did something that history will think of as 
even more astonishing. By quite predict-
ably imploding into fascism at precisely 
the moment when the world needed co-

operation, it made it impossible, more or 
less, for the fight against climate change to 
gather strength, pace, and force. It wasn’t 
just the environmental costs of capital-
ism that melted down the planet — it was 
the social costs, too, which, by wreck-
ing global democracy, international law, 
cooperation, the idea that nations should 
work together, made a fractured, broken 
world that no longer had the capability to 
act jointly to prevent the rising floodwa-
ters and the burning summers.

Americans will ask me, a little angrily, 
for “solutions.” 

There are no solutions, because these 
were never “problems” to begin with. The 
planet, like society, is a garden, which 
needs tending, watering, care. Let us sim-
ply imagine, that despite all the folly and 
stupidity and ruin of this age, the strong-
men and the weak-minded, in those dark 
and frightening nights when the rain 
pours and the thunder roars, we might 
still light a candle for democracy, for free-
dom, and for truth. 

Umair Haque is a writer and economic 
philosopher.

Protests Called for NATO Anniversary in DC

Anti-imperialists at the International Conference Against U.S./NATO Military Bases in Dublin, Nov. 16. Photo: Ellen Davidson.

Torched Planet
… continued from page 4
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meshes to prevent that; they also installed 
a steel fence 10 feet from the wall on the 
U.S. side, preventing people from getting 
next to the wall. This, however, did not 
stop people from effectively doing civil 
disobedience and going up to the wall.

On the U.S. side of the demonstrations on 
Saturday and Sunday, Border Patrol SUVs 
kept an eye on the peaceful demonstrators. 
The Border Patrol agent I spoke with spent 
the day parked overlooking the demonstra-
tion. The man seemed quite bored. He ex-
plained to me that the steel meshes all over 
his SUV were because, “They like to throw 
rocks at us.” This SUV was parked at the 
spot where, across the border in Mexico, 
there is a large painting of 16-year-old Jose 
Antonio Elena Rodrigueza who was shot 
dead in 2012 by a U.S. Border Patrol agent 
for throwing rocks through the wall. The 
agent was charged with second-degree mur-
der but was acquitted in April. It was 11 p.m.; 
the agent claimed there was drug activity in 
the area and that he was scared due to the 
rocks coming at him; he emptied his pistol 
and re-loaded, firing a total of 20 rounds—10 
of them hitting the boy. The Border Patrol 
agency has gone from 4,000 agents in the 
late ’90s to over 21,000 currently.

The Encuentro was a festive affair, with 
puppets, bands, and speeches. The spirit 
of the manifestaciÓn could be charac-
terized by the idea of Ambos Nogales, a 
historic community that may straddle a 
national border but is in reality a place 
of international dialogue and human ex-
change, a place where a distinct, rigid 
border separated by a tall steel wall is re-
sented by those living near it—a situation 
that must necessarily be enforced by vio-
lence, something that explains the ridicu-
lous death of Jose Antonio Elena Rodri-
gueza.

The Battle of Ambos Nogales
The border running through Ambos 

Nogales is rich with history. This year is 
the 100th anniversary of two things, the  
Nov. armistice ending World War 1 and 
what is called the August 1918 Battle of 

Ambos Nogales. The battle began with a 
shoot-out in the customs area between the 
United States and Mexico, an area now 
characterized by retinal scans of every-
body going north into the United States. 
We all breezed south with our signs and 
puppets into Mexico but to return we 
had to wait an hour-and-half in a line to 
get our papers checked and our retinas 
scanned, lest a threat to America slip 
into our midst. Like today, back in 1918, 
there was considerable tension along the 
border. Smugglers were an issue. The 
Mexican Revolution was ongoing, creat-
ing tension along the border. Also, in the 
midst of WW1, German military agents 
had been stirring up the Mexicans with 
the idea of re-taking the U.S. Southwest, 
which had once belonged to Mexico.

Like many wars, this tiny war began out 

of confusion. A Mexican carpenter was 
moving with materials from the U.S. side 
to Mexico. He had technically passed into 
Mexico when a U.S. customs agent, figur-
ing he was smuggling something, ordered 
him to return to the U.S. side. Mexican cus-
toms officials told the man to ignore the 
U.S. customs agents. At this point, a U.S. 
Army private raised his Springfield rifle 
to make the carpenter back up. He appar-
ently let loose a warning shot, which caused 
the carpenter to quickly drop to the floor. 
A Mexican agent thought the carpenter had 

been shot, so he opened fire with his pistol, 
killing the U.S. Army private. All hell broke 
loose, and there was a brief shootout. The 
carpenter and others either hunkered down 
behind something or ran for their lives.

The U.S. military went into action. 
Units were sent to secure the high ground 
around Nogales. Black U.S. buffalo sol-
diers from Fort Huachuca’s 10th Cavalry 
were sent into the streets of Nogales. Dur-
ing the fighting, the mayor of Nogales, 
Mexico, tried to stop the carnage by step-
ping into the street with a white hand-
kerchief tied on his cane. He was hit and 
killed by a shot that came across the bor-
der from the U.S. side.

Examples of civilian Mexican heroism 
that have been historically honored in-
clude local prostitutes from the red-light 
district, two of whom were wounded. 

These women ventured into the street un-
der fire, waving painted red crosses and 
carrying bed-sheets to minister to the 
wounded. An account by 10th Cavalry 
First Sgt. Thomas Jordan reports a soldier 
being recognized by one of the women. 
“Sergeant Jackson! Are we all glad to see 
you!” she exclaimed, according to his ac-
count. “Not now, honey,” was apparently 
the reply.

By the time a cease-fire was declared, 
two U.S. persons had been killed and 29 
wounded; on the Mexican side, the num-

bers are less certain, but at least 125 were 
killed and some 300 wounded. An inves-
tigation laid the blame for the incident on 
resentment over routine mistreatment of 
Mexicans by U.S. border agents. It seems 
little has changed. One Mexican official 
honored “the many Mexican civilians 
who laid down their lives in fitting protest 
against such humiliating and unjust con-
duct toward them.”

Today’s Border
One hundred years on, in the craziness of 

2018, the U.S./Mexico border is an armed 
camp with more and more guns pointing 
south and a post-truth U.S. President de-
monizing our Latin American neighbors. 
They’re “rapists” and “killers” and they 
carry rot and diseases that are somehow go-
ing to seep across the border and ruin our 
“precious bodily fluids”—to borrow the lu-
dicrous concern of mad General Jack Rip-
per from Doctor Strangelove. Of course, 
the fictional General Ripper’s madness fo-
mented the end of the world by triggering 
the Russian Doomsday Machine.

There is no human reason why a more 
dignified, more humane border control 
cannot be conceived and worked out—
one that does not rely on violence to the 
extent the one we have now does. Ending 
the inhuman, supply-focused failure of 
the many-decade old U.S. drug war would 
be a great place to start. Little seems to 
have changed since 1918; the issues just 
get wrapped up with modern technologi-
cal advances as the problems get darker 
and seem ever more insurmountable.

The Encuentro may have been rela-
tively small when compared to the im-
mense problem of a U.S. militarized 
border. But it expressed the right idea: In-
telligence, love, and respect between U.S. 
Americans and Latin Americans is the 
only formula that can solve this worsen-
ing problem.

John Grant is a lifetime member of  
Veterans For Peace. He is a Viet Nam War 
veteran and has traveled to war zones  
in Iraq, Central America, and Vietnam. 
He is correspondent at the online news 
collective This Can’t Be Happening!  
thiscantbehappening.net.

dition in the SOA Watch movement. The construction of a new restricted 
pedestrian area along the U.S. border wall presented an opportunity for us 
to “cross a new line” with our civil disobedience. As the souls and names 
of the 123 people found dead in the Arizona desert this year were memo-
rialized from the stage, 15 people risked arrest and crossed into this area 
to stage a die-in. As each person lay on the ground holding a cross with 
the numbers of people found dead crossing the desert each year over the 
past decade, others planted marigolds, and the space was transformed into 
what the wall and the border really represent—a mass grave. While no one 
was arrested this year, this action renewed our movement’s commitment to 
crossing the line to expose the truth of our government’s policies.

The weekend of the Border Encuentro was, for our brothers and sisters 
in the struggle in Chile, Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Argentina, and 
Costa Rica, a space to be a part of the continued struggle of SOA Watch 
to close the School of the Americas and put an end to the systems of op-
pression that affect us all. 

 It was also a reminder that we refuse to be silenced and that communi-
ties everywhere are fighting back.

Encuentro on the Border
… continued from page 12

Humane Border
… continued from page 12

The open swath of ground that was the border at the turn of the 20th century and the 
reporting of the Battle of Ambos Nogales. 

Fifteen activists risked arrest, staging a die-in next to the border wall.
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By Moé Yonamine

“Don’t cry here,” an 86-year-old Oki-
nawan grandmother I never met before 
told me. She stood next to me and took 
my hand. I had been visiting my family in 
Okinawa with my four children early in 
August and had traveled to Henoko, in the 
northeastern region of our main island, to 
join the protest against the U.S. military’s 
relocation of the U.S. Marine Corps Air 
Station from Futenma, located in the cen-
ter of an urban district, to Camp Schwab, 
in a more remote coastal region. My teen-
age daughter, Kaiya, and I had spent the 
day with a crowd of elders holding pro-
test signs in front of the gates of Camp 
Schwab. Rows and rows of more than 
400 trucks hauling large rocks passed by, 
ready to outline an ocean area for the new 
base, equivalent to the size of 383 football 
fields. 

Our beautiful, tropical ecosystem with 
all its internationally proclaimed and 
protected biodiversity was to soon be 
crushed, destroying coral and marine life, 
despite the overwhelming opposition of 
indigenous island people. I began to cry 
as I held up my protest sign.

“Grandma is going to cry when I get 
home tonight, so I will be crying with 
you,” she said, squeezing my hand. “Here, 
we fight together.” We watched as trucks 
flooded through the gate of the military 
base where Japanese police had pushed 
us away moments before. With tears in 
her eyes she said, “It wouldn’t be strange 
if we all jumped in front of every one of 
those trucks, because this is our ocean. 
This is our island.”

Four months have passed since I joined 
the Okinawan elders back home, and so 

many have continued to hold sitins ev-
ery week—for some, every day—de-
spite being forcibly removed by Japa-
nese riot police. Meanwhile, the concrete 
blocks and metal bars have been dropped 
into the ocean on top of the coral to out-
line where the base will be constructed. 
Governor Takeshi Onaga, who had suc-
ceeded in halting the base construction, 
died from cancer in August, and the 
Okinawan people elected a new gover-
nor, Denny Tamaki, by an overwhelm-
ing majority—based on his promise that 
he would stop the Henoko destruction. 
More than 75,000 Okinawans showed up 
in an island-wide protest during typhoon 
weather to show the world how strongly 
we oppose this base construction. Yet, the 
Japanese central government announced 
that on Dec. 14 they would resume con-
struction of the landfill with sand and 
concrete. Authorities argued that building 
a new Henoko base is necessary in order 
to maintain the U.S.-Japan security alli-
ance, and U.S. government leaders touted 
the base’s location for regional security.

If the airstrip is built, there will be no 
reversing the damage to our ocean, our 
coral, and our sea life.

The Henoko base construction is 
framed by the history of colonization and 
racism against Okinawans, as well as by 
our ongoing resistance, as we attempt to 
end the long era of U.S. occupation. Oki-
nawa was once an independent kingdom; 
it was colonized by Japan in the 17th cen-
tury and during World War 2 became 
the victim of the bloodiest battle in the 
history of the Pacific, where more than 
a third of our people were killed within 
three months, including members of my 
family. Ninety-two percent of Okinawans 

were left homeless.
After WW2, the United States took 

the land from the Okinawan people, cre-
ated military bases, and imposed a new 
constitution on Japan that took away Ja-
pan’s right to have an offensive military. 
Henceforth, the U.S. military would “pro-
tect” Japan with bases throughout Japa-
nese territory. However, three-quarters of 
all U.S. bases on Japanese territory are on 
Okinawa, even though Okinawa makes 
up only 0.6 percent of the total landmass 
that Japan controls. Okinawa’s main is-
land alone is only 62 miles long, and an 
average of one mile wide. It is here that 
73 years of U.S. base occupation have 
created environmental destruction and 
air and noise pollution and exposed survi-
vors and families to the sights and sounds 
of war. Frequent violent crimes against 
women and children by U.S. military per-
sonnel regularly bring out hundreds of 
thousands of protesters to demand justice 
and humanity and the complete removal 
of U.S. bases.

And the occupation continues. Now, 
the Japanese central government enforces 
the construction of yet another base—this 
one in the ocean itself, in the Henoko re-
gion of Okinawa. This new chapter in the 
ongoing invasion of Okinawa disregards 
the sovereignty, self-determination, and 
human rights guaranteed by United Na-
tions resolutions. The Okinawan people 
have voted overwhelmingly to oppose the 
base construction since the base was first 
proposed more than 20 years ago.

The marine habitat of Henoko is sec-
ond only to the Great Barrier Reef in bio
diversity. More than 5,300 species live 
in Oura Bay, including 262 endangered 
species like sea turtles and the manatee-
like dugong. Already, the Ryukyu Shimpo 
has reported that two of the closely mon-
itored dugong are missing, positing that 
the noise level of the construction has 
hindered their ability to graze on seaweed 
beds.

For me, the Henoko struggle is about 
honoring my people’s existence and our 
right to protect our native land. I draw in-

spiration from the Australian students’ 
protest to stop the Adani coal company 
from building coal mines in Queensland, 
and from the Kanaka Maoli people’s 
movement to block the destruction of 
Mauna Kea in Hawai’i for an 18-story 
telescope. Okinawa is my home, my an-
cestral home. To have it destroyed is un-
fathomable.

Of course, what’s happening in Oki-
nawa is not an isolated outrage. The 
United States has more than 800 military 
bases in more than 80 countries across 
the globe. And each of these places is, or 
was, people’s home—just like my peo-
ple in Okinawa. The devastation of He-
noko is part of a larger, worldwide U.S. 
imperialist footprint. What happens in 
Okinawa matters for indigenous peoples 
everywhere. What happens in Okinawa 
matters for sovereignty struggles every-
where. What happens in Okinawa matters 
for fragile ecosystems everywhere.

A fellow Okinawan-American activist 
and I have created a hashtag campaign to 
demand and end to the base construction 
in Henoko: #standwithokinawa.

In the words of one auntie at the sit-in 
this past summer, “It hasn’t been the gov-
ernments or politicians that have stopped 
this heliport construction over the last five 
years. It has been ordinary people; vol-
unteers, the elderly, and people who just 
care about Okinawa. And that’s going to 
be who changes this now. Ordinary peo-
ple, many, many of us together.” We need 
the world with us. Stand with Okinawa.

Moé Yonamine, an Okinawan native, 
is a teacher in Portland, Ore., and is an 
editorial associate of Rethinking Schools. 
She is part of a network of Zinn Educa-
tion Project teachers.

Stand with Okinawa
The Henoko base construction is framed  
by the history of colonization and racism  
against Okinawans, as well as by our ongoing 
resistance as we attempt to end the long era  
of U.S. occupation

Above: Daily protests have blocked the 
construction gates at Henoko for more  

than 14 years. Photo: Tarak Kauff.  
Right: Okinawan demonstrator is  
removed by police from mainland  

Japan. Photo: Ellen Davidson.

Three delegations of Veterans For Peace members have joined the protests at the Henoko 
construction site. Photo: Tarak Kauff.
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By Andrew J. Bacevich

What does President Trump’s recent 
nomination of retired Army General John 
Abizaid to become the next U.S. ambas-
sador to Saudi Arabia signify? Next to 
nothing—and arguably quite a lot.

Abizaid’s proposed appointment is both 
a non-event and an opportunity not to be 
wasted. It means next to nothing in this 
sense: while once upon a time, American 
diplomats abroad wielded real clout—Ben-
jamin Franklin and John Quincy Adams 
offer prominent examples—that time is 
long past. Should he receive Senate con-
firmation, Ambassador Abizaid will not 
actually shape U.S. policy toward Saudi 
Arabia. At most, he will convey policy, 
while keeping officials back in Washing-
ton apprised regarding conditions in the 
Kingdom. “Conditions” in this context 
will mean the opinions, attitudes, whims, 
and mood of one particular individual: 
Mohammed bin Salman. MBS, as he is 
known, is the Saudi crown prince and the 
Kingdom’s de facto absolute ruler. By no 
means incidentally, he is also that coun-
try’s assassin-in-chief as well as the perpe-
trator of atrocities in a vicious war that he 
launched in neighboring Yemen in 2015.

Implicit in Abizaid’s job description 
will be a requirement to cozy up to MBS, 
finding ways to befriend, influence, and 
seduce; that is, seeking to replicate in Ri-
yadh the achievements in Washington of 
Prince Bandar bin Sultan, who from 1983 
to 2005 served as Saudi ambassador to 
the United States.

With plenty of money to spread around, 
Bandar charmed—which in this context 
means suborned—the Washington estab-
lishment, while ingratiating himself with 
successive presidents and various other 
power brokers. With his fondness for nick-
names, George W. Bush dubbed him “Ban-
dar Bush,” informally designating the Saudi 
prince a member of his own dynastic clan.

After 9/11, the Saudi envoy made the 
most of those connections, deflecting at-
tention away from the role Saudis had 
played in the events of that day while fin-

gering Saddam Hussein’s Iraq as the true 
font of Islamist terrorism. Bush came 
around to endorsing Bandar’s view—al-
though he may not have needed much 
urging. So while Bandar may not rank 
alongside the likes of Vice President Dick 
Cheney, Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld, and Deputy Secretary of De-
fense Paul Wolfowitz as an architect of 
the ensuing Iraq War, he certainly de-
serves honorable mention.

That Abizaid will come anywhere close 
to replicating Bandar’s notable (or nefari-
ous) achievements seems unlikely. For 
starters, at age 67, he may not want to 
spend the next 20 years or so in the Saudi 
capital, Riyadh, sucking up to the King-
dom’s royals. At least as significantly, 

he lacks Bandar’s bankroll. However 
much dough Abizaid may have raked in 
via his consulting firm since leaving the 
Army a decade ago, it doesn’t qualify as 
real money in Saudi circles, where a bil-
lion dollars is a mere rounding error. The 
mega-rich do not sell themselves cheaply, 
unless perhaps your surname is Trump.

Long (and Wrong) War
In another sense, however, Abizaid’s 

appointment to this post (vacant since 
Donald Trump became president) could 
mean quite a lot. It offers an ideal oppor-
tunity to take stock of the “Long War.”

Now that phrase “Long War” is one that 
presidents, national security advisors, de-
fense secretaries, and their minions assidu-
ously avoid. Yet, in military circles, it long 
ago superseded the Global War on Terror-
ism as an umbrella term describing what 
U.S. forces have been doing across the 
Greater Middle East all these many years.

But where, you might wonder, did that 
dour phrase originate? As it happens, Gen-

eral Abizaid himself coined it back in 2004 
when he was still an active-duty four-star 
and head of U.S. Central Command, the 
regional headquarters principally charged 
with waging that conflict. In other words, 
just a year after the U.S. invaded Iraq and 
President George W. Bush posed under a 
White House-produced “Mission Accom-
plished” banner, with administration of-
ficials and their neoconservative boost-
ers looking forward to many more “Iraqi 
Freedom”-style victories to come, the se-
nior officer presiding over that war went on 
record to indicate that victory wasn’t going 
to happen anytime soon. Oops.

Crucially, however, his critique went 
beyond the question of duration. Abizaid 
also departed from the administration’s 

line in describing the actual nature of the 
problem at hand. “Terrorists” per se were 
not the enemy, he insisted at the time. The 
issue was much bigger than any one orga-
nization such as al-Qaeda. The real threat 
facing the United States came from what 
he called “Salafist jihadists,” radicalized 
Sunni Muslims committed by whatever 
means necessary to propagating a strict 
and puritanical form of Islam around the 
world. To promote their cause, Salafists 
eagerly embraced violence.

Back in 2004, when Abizaid was ven-
turing heretical thoughts, the United 
States had gotten itself all tangled up in 
a nasty scuffle in Iraq. A year earlier, the 
United States had invaded that country 
to overthrow Saddam Hussein. Now the 
Iraqi dictator was indubitably a bad actor. 
At least some of the charges that George 
W. Bush and his subordinates, ampli-
fied by a neoconservative chorus, lodged 
against him were true. Yet Saddam was 
the inverse of a Salafist. 

Indeed, even before plunging into Iraq, 

looking beyond an expected easy win over 
Saddam, George W. Bush had identified 
Iran as a key member of an “Axis of Evil” 
and implicitly next in line for liberation. 
Sixteen years later, members of the Trump 
administration still hanker to have it out 
with the ayatollahs governing Shiite-major-
ity Iran. Yet, as was the case with Saddam, 
those ayatollahs are anything but Salafists.

Now, it’s worth noting that Abizaid 
was not some dime-a-dozen four-star. He 
speaks Arabic, won a fellowship to study 
in Jordan, and earned a graduate degree 
in Middle East Studies at Harvard. If the 
post-9/11 American officer corps had in its 
ranks an equivalent of Lawrence of Arabia, 
he was it. Nonetheless, with Abizaid sug-
gesting, in effect, that the Iraq War was “the 
wrong war at the wrong place at the wrong 
time against the wrong enemy,” just about 
no one in Washington was willing to listen.

That once-familiar quotation dates from 
1951, when General Omar Bradley warned 
against extending the then-ongoing Ko-
rean War into China. Bradley’s counsel 
carried considerable weight—and limit-
ing the scope of the Korean War made it 
possible to end that conflict in 1953.

Abizaid’s counsel turned out to carry 
next to no weight at all. So the Long War 
just keeps getting longer, even as its stra-
tegic rationale becomes ever more diffi-
cult to discern.

 The Real Enemy
Posit, for the sake of discussion, that 

back in 2004 Abizaid was onto some-
thing—as indeed he was. Who then, in 
this Long War of ours, is our adversary? 
Who is in league with those Salafi jihad-
ists? Who underwrites their cause?

The answer to those questions is not ex-
actly a mystery. It’s the Saudi royal fam-
ily. Were it not for Saudi Arabia’s role 
in promoting militant Salafism over the 
course of several decades, it would pose 
no bigger problem than Cliven Bundy’s 
bickering with the Bureau of Land Man-
agement.

To put it another way, while the Long 
War has found U.S. troops fighting the 
wrong enemy for years on end in places 
like Iraq and Afghanistan, the nexus of 
the problem remains Saudi Arabia. The 
Saudis have provided billions to fund ma-
drassas and mosques, spreading Salafism 
to the far reaches of the Islamic world. 
Next to oil, violent jihadism is Saudi Ara-
bia’s principal export. Indeed, the former 
funds the latter.

Those Saudi efforts have borne fruit of 
a poisonous character. Recall that Osama 
bin Laden was a Saudi. So, too, were 
15 of the 19 hijackers on September 11, 
2001. These facts are not incidental, even 
if—to expand on Donald Rumsfeld’s fa-
mous typology of known knowns, known 
unknowns, and unknown unknowns—
Washington treats them as knowns we 
prefer to pretend we don’t know.

So from the outset, in the conflict that 
the United States dates from September 
2001, our ostensible ally has been the 
principal source of the problem. In the 
Long War, Saudi Arabia represents what 
military theorists like to call the center of 
gravity, defined as “the source of power 

Our Man in 
Riyadh
Abizaid of 
Arabia

U.S. General John Abizaid, then-commander of the U.S. Central Command, sits aboard his helicopter.

continued on page 22 …

Next to oil, violent jihadism is  
Saudi Arabia’s principal export. Indeed,  

the former funds the latter.
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By Yumna Patel 

Munther Amira, 48, is the Coordina-
tor of the Popular Struggle Coordination 
Committee (PSCC) in the occupied West 
Bank, a collective of grassroots activists 
dedicated to nonviolent resistance against 
the Israeli occupation.

Amira is a Palestinian refugee who was 
born and raised in the Aida refugee camp 
in Bethlehem. He has served numerous 
stints in Israeli prison for his activism. 
In December 2017, he was arrested while 
protesting for the release of Ahed Tamimi 
and her mother from prison and eventu-
ally sentenced to six months.

In December, Amira and his fellow ac-
tivists staged multiple protests and ac-
tions in support of Dr. Marc Lamont Hill 
after he was fired from CNN for a speech 
he gave at the United Nations in which he 
criticized the Israeli occupation and the 
abuse of Palestinian rights.

Mondoweiss’ Yumna Patel spoke to 
Amira about his support for Dr. Hill and 
why he believes it is important for Palestin-
ians to stand in solidarity with the activist.

Yumna Patel: What motivated you 
to stage protests in support of Dr. Marc 
Lamont Hill?

Munther Amira: He paid a very high 
price by taking a decision to stand with 

the Palestinian people. We came and we 
tried to say thanks to Marc for being with 
us not as Palestinians. When Marc took a 
stand for Palestine, he was taking a stand 
with human rights. Marc stands with the 
values of humanity in general. The Pales-
tinian cause is a case of people who seek 
peace, who seek freedom: the freedom to 
live on their own land.

YP: Why is it important for Palestinians 
to stand with Dr. Hill?

MA: After we heard he was fired from 
CNN, we tried to bring awareness to the 
people here in Palestine, that we have 
people around the world who are being 
targeted for supporting us. One of the 
main issues we are facing as Palestin-
ians is that the mainstream international 
politicians and media don’t want people 
to even stand with the Palestinian people.

We must stand in solidarity with him 
because he was in solidarity with us. We 
are trying to send a message to the activ-
ists who support us, we will not leave you 

alone. We are trying to send a message 
from here in Palestine, to CNN and to the 
Americans in general, that we are fighting 
together with people all over the world for 
the values of justice peace and freedom.

YP: Were you surprised by Marc’s 
speech and how vocal he was in his sup-
port for Palestine?

MA: No, we weren’t so surprised, be-
cause Marc has come to Palestine before 
and has spoken out about the occupation. 
Marc is one of the activists with the Black 
Lives Matter movement who has worked 
very hard to create a dialogue between 
BLM and the Palestinians.

We have received activists from the 
BLM movement more than once here in 
Palestine. We are in the same struggle, 
and have a very strong relationship with 
BLM activists. We are supporting them 
like they are supporting us. He was one 
of the people who worked to connect our 
movements with each other, to have a 
good relationship, and to show the people 

that we are fighting for the same values.
There are so many people around the 

world supporting us, who have faced se-
rious problems with their work, with their 
families and friends, and with their govern-
ments. Marc was one of these people who 
stands in a serious way, and because of that 
he paid this high price—losing one of the 
platforms and places where he can express 
himself. I think that journalists and news-
papers need to give the space for all people 
to express themselves, not just people who 
agree with their political agenda. The only 
thing that Marc did is he expressed himself, 
and he was punished for it.

YP: What message has CNN, whose 
motto is “Facts First,” sent by firing Dr. 
Hill?

MA: CNN has never been objective, and 
now this has solidified that. They don’t care 
about the facts, especially when it comes to 
Palestine. The last thing they would care 
about is that we are suffering here in Pales-
tine under occupation. One of the reasons 
we are standing with Marc is because it’s 
not easy to have someone with a platform 
like CNN who speaks about Palestine in 
a truthful way and does not conform to 
mainstream pro-Zionist narratives.

CNN is always against the Palestinians, 
trying to show that we are terrorists, peo-
ple who just want to die. But he [Dr. Hill] 
shows the other face of the Palestinians: 
that we are people seeking peace. This 
is the only thing we are fighting for, for 
peace. We are not terrorists, we are people 
who want to continue living on their land.

Firing Marc was a huge loss for CNN. 
He is one of the few people who is trying 
to show the real facts on the ground. By fir-
ing him, CNN is saying they are not objec-
tive, they are against human rights, they are 
against the freedom of speech for the people, 
and they stand against basic human rights.

YP: If you could say something to Dr. 
Hill, what would you say?

MA: We are with you. Thank you for 
your support for the Palestinian people, 
and please do not give up. We welcome 
you to Palestine, to show you how you 
and others can continue supporting free-
dom for the Palestinians.

Reprinted with permission from Mon-
doweiss. 

Yumna Patel is a multimedia journalist 
based in Bethlehem, Palestine.

On Dec. 23, the IDF’s Conscience Committee decided to ex-
empt conscientious objector Hillel Garmi, of Yodfat in north-
ern Israel from military service. Garmi, one of the initiators of 
the High School Students’ Letter, was released following seven 
sentences since his first appearance at the Induction Center this 
July, when he first declared his refusal to serve.

Upon his release Garmi said, “The five months I have spent 
in prison have been dedicated to the struggle against occupa-
tion and siege, to the five million Palestinians who effectively 
live under the rule of the Israeli government but do not have the 
chance to elect it.”

Garmi added: “Throughout the nights and days I spent in prison, 
I tried to imagine the suffering of the Palestinians undergoing the 
ongoing siege of the Gaza Strip, including the lack of drinking 
water, food and medicine, or that of the Palestinians under occu-
pation in the West Bank, who suffer the theft of their lands, road 
blockages, arbitrary search and arrest. Some people have told me 
that my refusal amounts to evading responsibility for the security 

of the citizens of Israel, but I believe rather that this act is one of 
taking responsibility for all those affected by my deeds, Israelis 
and Palestinians, by not joining in the cycle of violence and not 
hurting any of them, and by convincing others to act likewise.”

Upon entering prison, Garmi said that his decision to refuse 
was inspired by the actions of Ahmed Abu-Ratima, the Gazan 
organizer of the Great Return March, and that Abu-Ratima had 
written him in support of his act.

Conscientious objector Adam Rafaelov (18) of Kiryat Motz-
kin is currently in prison, having already served 97 days for re-
fusing to join the army.

Garmi and Rafaelov are supported by Mesarvot, a political 
network that writes letters and initiates refusing groups from 
the last few years to joint action. The network supports con-
scientious objectors who choose to not enlist in the occupation 
army, while knowingly acknowledging the gender aspects that 
the compulsory enlistment brings to Israeli society. The network 
works in cooperation and assistant from Yesh Gvul Movement.

Come to Your Senses
Incantation written on the way to 
Freedom Plaza in Washington, D.C.
October 6, 2011

Jackboots echo in the alleyways
That is what fascism sounds like
The sea sweeps onto the sand
This is what democracy sounds like

Black sunglasses hurl your face 
back at you

That is what fascism looks like
Dawn’s first light eases over the 

ridge
This is what democracy looks like

Cordite gnaws at your soul
That is what fascism smells like
Your granddaughter’s newborn 

cheek
This is what democracy smells like

They’re both reaching out for you 
now.

Come to your senses.

Bury your tongue into
The one you love.

Throw away your shoes.

Walk out of the mall
into the streets.

Democracy is waiting for you.

Doug Rawlings

‘Thank you, we are with you’

Palestinian Activists Stand in  
Solidarity with Marc Lamont Hill

Munther Amira (third from right) and other activists staged a protest in Ramallah in 
solidarity with Marc Lamont Hill. Photo courtesy of Munther Amira.

Israeli Conscientious Objector Released after 107 Days



Peace in Our Times • peaceinourtimes.org22 V5N1—Winter 2019 

abstraction; it is the instrument of death used by the oppres-
sor to crucify the oppressed. And the cross is all around us. 
He writes in “The Cross and the Lynching Tree”:

“The cross is a paradoxical religious symbol because 
it inverts the world’s value system, proclaiming that 
hope comes by way of defeat, that suffering and death 
do not have the last word, that the last shall be first and 
the first last. Secular intellectuals find this idea absurd, 
but it is profoundly real in the spiritual life of black folk. 
For many who were tortured and lynched, the crucified 
Christ often manifested God’s loving and liberating pres-
ence within the great contradictions of black life. The 
cross of Jesus is what empowered black Christians to be-
lieve, ultimately, that they would not be defeated by the 
‘troubles of the world,’ no matter how great and painful 
their suffering. Only people stripped of power could un-
derstand this absurd claim of faith. The cross was God’s 
critique of power—white power—with powerless love, 
snatching victory from the jaws of defeat.

“Present-day Christians misinterpret the cross when 
they make it a nonoffensive religious symbol, a deco-
rative object in their homes and churches. The cross, 
therefore, needs the lynching tree to remind us what it 
means when we say that God is revealed in Jesus at Gol-
gotha, the place of the skull, on the cross where crimi-
nals and rebels against the Roman state were executed. 
The lynching tree is America’s cross. What happened to 
Jesus in Jerusalem happened to blacks in Arkansas, Mis-
sissippi, and Kentucky. Lynched black bodies are sym-
bols of Christ’s body. If we want to understand what the 
crucifixion means for Americans today, we must view it 
through the lens of mutilated black bodies whose lives are 
destroyed in the criminal justice system. Jesus continues 
to be lynched before our eyes. He is crucified wherever 
people are tormented. That is why I say Christ is black.”

Every once in a while, when Cone expressed some-
thing he thought was particularly important, he would 
say, “That’s Charlie talking.” To know Cone was to 
know Charlie and Lucy, his parents, who wrapped him 
and his brothers in unconditional love that held at bay the 
dehumanizing fear, discrimination, and humiliation that 
came with living in Jim and Jane Crow Arkansas. He, 
like poet and novelist Claude McKay, said that what he 
wrote was “urged out of my blood,” adding “in my case 
the blood of blacks in Bearden and elsewhere who saw 
what I saw, felt what I felt, and loved what I loved.”

The essence of Cone was embodied in this radical love, 
a love that was not rooted in abstractions but the particu-
lar reality of his parents and his people. The ferocity of 
his anger at the injustice endured by the oppressed was 
matched only by the ferocity of his love. He cared. And 
because he cared, he carried the hurt and pain of the op-
pressed, the crucified of the earth, within him. As a boy, 
after dark, he waited by the window for his father to re-
turn home, knowing that to be a black man out on the 
roads in Arkansas at night meant you might never reach 
home. He spent his life, in a sense, at that window. He 
wrote and spoke not only for the forgotten, but also in a 
very tangible way for Charlie and Lucy. He instantly saw 
through hypocrisy and detested the pretentions of privi-
lege. He never forgot who he was. He never forgot where 
he came from. His life was lived to honor his parents and 
all who were like his parents. He had unmatched cour-
age, integrity, and wisdom; indeed he was one of the wis-
est people I have ever known.

Cone was acutely aware, as Charles H. Long wrote, 
that “those who have lived in the cultures of the op-
pressed know something about freedom that the oppres-
sors will never know.” He reminded us that our charac-
ter is measured by what we have overcome. Despair, for 
him, was sin.

“What was beautiful about slavery?” Cone asks in his 
memoir. “Nothing, rationally! But the spirituals, folk-
lore, slave religion, and slave narratives are beautiful, 

and they came out of slavery. How do we explain that 
miracle? What’s beautiful about lynching and Jim Crow 
segregation? Nothing! Yet the blues, jazz, great preach-
ing, and gospel music are beautiful, and they came out 
of the post-slavery brutalities of white supremacy. In the 
1960s we proclaimed ‘Black is beautiful!’ because it is. 
We raised our fists to ‘I’m Black and I’m Proud,’ and we 
showed ‘Black Pride’ in our walk and talk, our song and 
sermon.”

He goes on: “We were not destroyed by white suprem-
acy. We resisted it, created a beautiful culture, the civil 
rights and Black Power movements, which are celebrated 
around the world. [James] Baldwin asked black people 
‘to accept the past and to learn to live with it.’ ‘I beg the 
black people of this country,’ he said, shortly after [The 
Fire Next Time] was published, “to do something which I 
know to be very difficult; to be proud of the auction block, 
and all that rope, and all that fire, and all that pain.’

“To see beauty in tragedy is very difficult. One needs 
theological eyes to do that. We have to look beneath the 
surface and get to the source. Baldwin was not blind. 
He saw both the tragedy and the beauty in black suffer-
ing and its redeeming value. That was why he said that 
suffering can become a bridge that connects people with 
one another, blacks with whites and people of all cultures 
with one another. Suffering is sorrow and joy, tragedy 
and triumph. It connected blacks with one another and 
made us stronger. We know anguish and pain and have 
moved beyond it. The real question about suffering is 
how to use it. ‘If you can accept the pain that almost kills 
you,’ says Vivaldo, Baldwin’s character in his novel An-
other Country, ‘you can use it, you can become better.’ 

But ‘that’s hard to do,’ Eric, another character, responds. 
‘I know,’ Vivaldo acknowledges. If you don’t accept the 
pain, ‘you get stopped with whatever it was that ruined 
you and you make it happen over and over again and 
your life has—ceased, really—because you can’t move 
or change or love anymore.’ But if you accept it, ‘you re-
alize that your suffering does not isolate you,’ Baldwin 
says in his dialogue with Nikki Giovanni; ‘your suffer-
ing is your bridge.’ Singing the blues and the spirituals 
is using suffering, letting it become your bridge moving 
forward. ‘For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how 
we are delighted, and how we may triumph is never new, 
it always must be heard,’ Baldwin writes in his short 
story ‘Sonny’s Blues.’ ‘There isn’t any other tale to tell, 
and it’s the only light we’ve got in all this darkness.’

“I would rather be a part of the culture that resisted 
lynching than the one that lynched,” Cone writes at the 
end of the book. “I would rather be the one who suffered 
wrong than the one who did wrong. The one who suf-
fered wrong is stronger than the one who did wrong. Je-
sus was stronger than his crucifiers. Blacks are stron-
ger than whites. Black religion is more creative and 
meaningful and true than white religion. That is why I 
love black religion, folklore, and the blues. Black cul-
ture keeps black people from hating white people. Every 
Sunday morning, we went to church to exorcise hate—of 
ourselves and of white racists.”

A longer vesion of this article was originally published 
by truthdig.org.

Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter Chris Hedges writes 
a regular column for Truthdig. His most recent book is 
Wages of Rebellion: The Moral Imperative of Revolt.

that provides moral or physical strength, freedom of ac-
tion, or will to act” to the enemy. 

So there is more than a little poetic justice—or is it 
irony?—in General Abizaid’s proposed posting to Ri-
yadh. The one senior military officer who early on dem-
onstrated an inkling of understanding of the Long War’s 
true nature now prepares to take up an assignment in what 
is, in essence, the very center of the enemy’s camp. It’s as 
if President Lincoln had dispatched Ulysses S. Grant to 
Richmond, Va., in 1864 as his liaison to Jefferson Davis.

Which brings us to the opportunity referred to at the 
outset of this essay. The opportunity is not Abizaid’s. He 
can look forward to a frustrating and probably pointless 
assignment. Yet Trump’s nomination of Abizaid presents 
an opportunity to the U.S. senators charged with approv-
ing his appointment. While we can take it for granted 
that Abizaid will be confirmed, the process of confir-
mation offers the Senate, and especially members of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, a chance to take 

stock of this Long War of ours and, in particular, to as-
sess how Saudi Arabia fits into the struggle. 

Who better to reflect on these matters than John Abi-
zaid? Imagine the questions: 

“General, can you describe this Long War of ours? 
What is its nature? What is it all about?

“Are we winning? How can we tell?
“How much longer should Americans expect it to last?
“What are we up against? Give us a sense of the en-

emy’s intentions, capabilities, and prospects.
“With MBS in charge, is Saudi Arabia part of the solu-

tion or part of the problem?
“Take all the time you need, sir. Be candid. We’re in-

terested in your opinion.”
After the embarrassment of the Kavanaugh confirma-

tion hearings, the Senate is badly in need of refurbishing 
its reputation. The Abizaid nomination provides a ready-
made chance to do just that. Let’s see if the “world’s 
greatest deliberative body” rises to the occasion. Just 
don’t hold your breath.

Andrew Bacevich is a regular contributor to TomDis-
patch. His new book is Twilight of the American Cen-
tury.

White Christianity
… continued from page 24

Our Man in Riyadh
… continued from page 20

Prince Bandar bin Sultan (second from left) with George W. Bush, who dubbed him ‘Bandar Bush.’
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Coming Out of  
the Shadows
Dear America: Notes of an Undocumented Citizen
By Jose Antonio Vargas
Harper-Collins, 2018, hardcover, 256 pages

By Andrew Moss

When Jose Antonio Vargas was 16 years old, he dis-
covered that his green card was a fake. Unbeknownst to 
the grandparents with whom he was living in Mountain 
View, Calif., the young Filipino immigrant took himself 
to the Department of Motor Vehicles for a driver’s li-
cense, only to be told by the clerk that his card was fraud-
ulent: “This is fake. Don’t come back here again.”

Vargas, who had been sent to the United States by his 
mother at the age of 12 (with the misplaced hope that she’d 
be able to follow him) was stunned and disoriented. He 
soon learned that the “uncle” who accompanied him on the 
flight from Manila was a smuggler hired by his grandfa-
ther, and he found himself as a teenager questioning all his 
relationships and his capacity for trust. Yet he persevered 
as one of the more than 11 million undocumented immi-
grants in the United States, succeeding in school and in 
college, and ultimately finding his way as a journalist, all 
the while engaging in what he called the common moves of 
undocumented people: “lying, passing, and hiding.”

Recently Vargas came out with a new book, Dear 
America: Notes from an Undocumented Citizen, and in it 
he bears witness to the “homelessness” that he and others 

experience: not a traditional kind of homelessness, “but 
the unsettled, unmoored psychological state that undocu-
mented immigrants like me find ourselves in.” Vargas ar-
gues that if the politics of immigration are ever to change, 
the “culture in which immigrants are seen” has to change, 
and to this end he has dedicated his writing, his docu-
mentary-making, and his public appearances to storytell-
ing that can help change the image of immigrants and the 
understanding of immigration in American life.

Vargas writes compellingly, not from a place of ab-
stract ideals but from deeply felt personal experience. 
When, as a young man, he was awarded an internship 
at the Washington Post, he felt an old anxiety creep up: 
“I always thought I was taking someone else’s spot. I 
had internalized this anxiety from years of hearing the 
they’re-taking-our-jobs narrative about ‘illegals.’” Years 
later, after finding out that he and colleagues from the 
Post had been awarded a 2008 Pulitzer Prize for break-
ing news coverage of the 2007 Virginia Tech mass shoot-
ings, he found it unbearable to continue hiding his un-
documented status, and eventually he came out in 2011 
in a confessional essay he wrote for the New York Times 
Magazine: “My Life as an Undocumented Immigrant.” 
Coming out presented Vargas with new opportunities 
and challenges, and, overcoming some initial reluctance, 
he agreed to accept an increasingly public role.

Vargas’ stories from this phase of his life highlight 
the depersonalizing ways in which undocumented peo-
ple are often seen and represented. He tells of appearing 
on a Fox News show with Megyn Kelly, not knowing in 

advance that another guest would be interviewed along 
with him: a woman named Laura Wilkerson, whose son 
Josh had been killed by an undocumented immigrant. 
In describing the interview later, Vargas writes com-
passionately about Wilkerson, but he doesn’t withhold 
comment about the way she sought to pigeonhole him. 
She said, “I think if you’re not a United States citizen, 
you don’t have a seat at the table regardless, especially 
where you’re making laws.” Vargas comments, “But I 
was seated next to her. We were sharing a table.”

In writing Dear America, Vargas composed his own 
story about what it means to be undocumented. Drawing 
on the immediacy of personal experience, he was able to 
write with authority about larger issues at stake, includ-
ing America’s responsibility for helping create many of 
the political and economic circumstances that continue 
to drive so many migrants to our borders.

But it’s the focus on language itself that I believe con-
stitutes one of Vargas’ most significant contributions. At a 
time when dehumanizing speech and writing help propel 
much of the violence behind our current immigration poli-
cies, whether those policies result in the caging of children 
or the teargassing of families, Vargas points to the need 
for a new language that can help us understand migration 
and migrants with compassion and discernment.

There are, of course, existing ironies: the way, for ex-
ample, that phrases like “removable alien,” “undocu-
mented person,” and “Pulitzer-Prize winning journalist” 
all currently apply to Vargas himself. But there’s also a 
new language in formation, a language symbolized by 

the seemingly contradictory phrase “undocumented citi-
zen.” In using that phrase, Vargas takes the idea of citi-
zenship beyond birthright or privilege and associates it 
with a higher concept of participation. He invites us to 
recognize the 11 million undocumented citizens among 
us as people who contribute and participate in countless 
ways. Vargas is one of these 11 million, telling stories 
that help change the language, thereby helping change 
our understandings of ourselves.

Andrew Moss, syndicated by PeaceVoice, is an emeri-
tus professor at California State Polytechnic University.

whether we recognize it or not, believe that we as an in-
dividual are the center of the universe. We are solipsistic. 
If we are able to admit this, and also admit the world is 
not a peaceful place, we may be able to admit the cause 
of the unrest is that we as individuals are not peaceful. 
With this admission we might see we don’t need to travel 
very far to work on peace. Danny Sheehan told us to 
work closer to home. He said don’t go to Latin America. 
Go to Washington. A simpler version than that is don’t 
go anywhere until you know you won’t explode into road 
rage, become unsettled because you can’t find a clerk in 
Home Depot, or cuss when you’re told of the President’s 
latest prevarication. When you understand the best thing 
you can do about what you heard in the morning news is 
go out your front door as a peaceful person, go out your 
front door and organize.

Denny Riley is an Air Force veteran of the Viet Nam 
War, a writer, and a member of the San Francisco chap-
ter of Veterans For Peace. 

Danny Sheehan
… continued from page 9

try is anywhere but. Given that 15.7 percent, or nearly 
500,000, of the 2.77 million soldiers deployed to Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan or Operation Iraqi 
Freedom are said to have PTSD, the odds seem good.

No matter how much the media (and Americans more 
generally) choose to ignore that war, if I’m thinking 
about Afghanistan on this night here in my garage, un-
doubtedly tens of thousands of vets like me are reflecting 
on or grappling with their experiences in similar ways. 
I’m not the only one trying to navigate the contradiction 
of being a parent and being a vet. Of that I have no doubt.

And what about all those Afghan families on the re-
ceiving end of so much American violence over the 
years? Surely, it’s not over for them either. I can only 
imagine what it must be like raising a kid or trying to 
live a normal life once soldiers have stormed your home 
in the middle of the night. How do you relax after that? 
How do you deal with screaming kids after that?

Sometimes I wonder whether I shouldn’t tag along with 
other vets like me on a trip back to increasingly war-torn 
Afghanistan. I know that members of U.S. organizations 
like Voices for Creative Nonviolence regularly visit that 
country’s capital, Kabul. Why not me?

Even at this late date, I remain hopeful that I’ll eventu-
ally learn ways to better control the time I mentally give 
over to that war. I’ve got to figure it out for my kids. I’ve got 
to figure it out for those other kids, the ones I heard scream-
ing that night. They deserve at least that much from me.

I turn off the lights to go back inside. It’s time to tell my 
daughter and son some stories—and not war stories, either.

Rory Fanning walked across the United States for the 
Pat Tillman Foundation in 2008–2009, following two de-
ployments to Afghanistan with the 2nd Army Ranger Bat-
talion. He is a war resister, military counter-recruiter, 
and writer living in Chicago. His writing has appeared 
in The Guardian, The Nation, Mother Jones, Jacobin, So-
cialist Worker, salon.com, truthout.com, truthdig.com, 
and tomdispatch.com.

Afghanistan Vet
… continued from page 7

Jose Antonio Vargas. Photo: Nathaniel St. Clair.
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‘homelessness’ that he and 

others experience: not a 
traditional kind of homelessness, 

‘but [an] unsettled, unmoored 
psychological state’ 
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By Chris Hedges

There are, as Cornel West has pointed 
out, only two African-Americans who 
rose from dirt-poor poverty to the high-
est levels of American intellectual life—
the writer Richard Wright and the radical 
theologian James H. Cone.

Cone, who died in April, grew up in 
segregated Bearden, Ark., the impover-
ished son of a woodcutter who had only a 
sixth-grade education. With an almost su-
perhuman will, Cone clawed his way up 
from the Arkansas cotton fields to implode 
theological studies in the United States 
with his withering critique of the white 

supremacy and racism inherent within the 
white, liberal Christian church. His bril-
liance—he was a Greek scholar and wrote 
his doctoral dissertation on the Swiss theo-
logian Karl Barth—enabled him to “turn 
the white man’s theology against him and 
make it speak for the liberation of black 
people.” God’s revelation in America, he 
understood, “was found among poor black 
people.” Privileged white Christianity and 
its theology were “heresy.” He was, until 
the end of his life, possessed by what the 
theologian Reinhold Niebuhr called “sub-
lime madness.” His insights, he writes, 
“came to me as if revealed by the spirits of 
my ancestors long dead but now coming 
alive to haunt and torment the descendants 
of the whites who had killed them.”

“When it became clear to me that Jesus 
was not biologically white and that white 
scholars actually lied by not telling peo-
ple who he really was, I stopped trusting 
anything they said,” he writes in his post
humous memoir, Said I Wasn’t Gonna Tell 
Nobody: The Making of a Black Theolo-
gian, published in October.

“White supremacy is America’s origi-
nal sin and liberation is the Bible’s cen-
tral message,” he writes. “Any theology 

in America that fails to engage white su-
premacy and God’s liberation of black 
people from that evil is not Christian the-
ology but a theology of the Antichrist.”

White supremacy “is the Antichrist in 
America because it has killed and crippled 
tens of millions of black bodies and minds 
in the modern world,” he writes. “It has also 
committed genocide against the indigenous 
people of this land. If that isn’t demonic, I 
don’t know what is … [and] it is found in 
every aspect of American life, especially 
churches, seminaries, and theology.”

Cone, who spent most of his life teach-
ing at New York City’s Union Theological 
Seminary, where the theological luminar-

ies Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr pre-
ceded him, was acutely aware that “there 
are a lot of brilliant theologians and most 
are irrelevant and some are evil.”

The stark truth he elucidated unsettled his 
critics and even some of his admirers, who 
were forced to face their own complicity in 
systems of oppression. “People cannot bear 
very much reality,” T.S. Eliot wrote. And 
the reality Cone relentlessly exposed was 
one most white Americans seek to deny.

“Christianity is essentially a religion of 
liberation,” Cone writes. “The function of 
theology is that of analyzing the meaning 
of that liberation for the oppressed com-
munity so they can know that their strug-
gle for political, social, and economic jus-
tice is consistent with the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. Any message that is not related to 
the liberation of the poor is not Christ’s 
message. Any theology that is indifferent to 
the theme of liberation is not Christian the-
ology. In a society where [people] are op-
pressed because they are black, Christian 
theology must become Black Theology, 
a theology that is unreservedly identified 
with the goals of the oppressed community 
and seeking to interpret the divine charac-
ter of their struggle for liberation.”

The Detroit rebellion of 1967 and the as-
sassination of Martin Luther King Jr. a year 
later were turning points in Cone’s life. “I 
felt that white liberals had killed King, 
helped by those Negroes who thought he 
was moving too fast,” he writes. “Even 
though they didn’t pull the trigger, they 
had refused to listen to King when he pro-
claimed God’s judgment on America for 
failing to deal with the three great evils 
of our time: poverty, racism, and war. The 
white liberal media demonized King, ac-
cusing him of meddling in America’s for-
eign affairs by opposing the Vietnam War 
and blaming him for provoking violence 
wherever he led a march. White liberals, 
however, accepted no responsibility for 
King’s murder, and they refused to under-
stand why Negroes were rioting and burn-
ing down their communities.”

“I didn’t want to talk to white people 
about King’s assassination or about the 
uprisings in the cities,” he writes of that 
period in his life. “[I]t was too much of 
an emotional burden to explain racism to 
racists, and I had nothing to say to them. I 
decided to have my say in writing. I’d give 
them something to read and talk about.”

Cone is often described as the father 
of black liberation theology, although he 
was also, maybe more important, one of 
the very few contemporary theologians 
who understood and championed the rad-

ical message of the Gospel. Theological 
studies are divided into pre-Cone and 
post-Cone eras. Post-Cone theology has 
largely been an addendum or reaction to 
his work, begun with his first book, Black 
Theology and Black Power, published in 
1969. He wrote the book, he says, “as an 
attack on racism in white churches and an 
attack on self-loathing in black churches. 

I was not interested in making an aca-
demic point about theology; rather, I was 
issuing a manifesto against whiteness 
and for blackness in an effort to liberate 
Christians from white supremacy.”

Cone never lost his fire. He never sold 
out to become a feted celebrity.

“I didn’t care what white theologians 
thought about black liberation theol-
ogy,” he writes. “They didn’t give a damn 
about black people. We were invisible to 
their writings, not even worthy of men-
tion. Why should I care about what they 
thought?”

“After more than 50 years of working 
with, writing about, talking to white theo-
logians, I have to say that most are wast-
ing their time and energy, as far as I am 
concerned,” he writes, an observation that 
I, having been forced as a seminary stu-
dent to plow through the turgid, jargon-
filled works of white theologians, can only 
second. Cone blasted churches, including 
black churches, that emphasize personal 
piety and the prosperity gospel as “the 
worst place to learn about Christianity.”

His body of work, including his mas-
terpieces “Martin & Malcolm & Amer-
ica” and “The Cross and the Lynching 
Tree,” is vital for understanding America 
and the moral failure of the white liberal 
church and white liberal power structure. 
Cone’s insight is an important means of 
recognizing and fighting systemic and 
institutionalized racism, especially in an 
age of Donald Trump.

“I write on behalf of all those whom the 
Salvadoran theologian and martyr Igna-
cio Ellacuría called ‘the crucified peoples 
of history,’ “ Cone writes in his memoir. “I 
write for the forgotten and the abused, the 
marginalized and the despised. I write for 
those who are penniless, jobless, landless, 
all those who have no political or social 
power. I write for gays, lesbians, bisexu-
als, and those who are transgender. I write 
for immigrants stranded on the U.S. bor-
der and for undocumented farmworkers 
toiling in misery in the nation’s agricul-
tural fields. I write for Palestinians in the 
Gaza Strip, on the West Bank, and in East 
Jerusalem. I write for Muslims and refu-
gees who live under the terror of war in 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria. And I write 
for all people who care about humanity. 
I believe that until Americans, especially 
Christians and theologians, can see the 

cross and the lynching tree together, un-
til we can identify Christ with ‘recruci-
fied’ black bodies hanging from lynching 
trees, there can be no genuine under-
standing of Christian identity in America, 
and no deliverance from the brutal legacy 
of slavery and white supremacy.”

The cross, Cone reminded us, is not an 

‘Those who have lived in the cultures of the 
oppressed know something about freedom that the 

oppressors will never know.’

The Heresy 
of White 

Christianity

‘[U]ntil we can identify Christ with “recrucified” 
black bodies hanging from lynching trees, there 
can be no genuine understanding of Christian 

identity in America, and no deliverance from the 
brutal legacy of slavery and white supremacy.’

continued on page 22 …

James Cone: ‘Every Sunday 
morning, we went to church to 
exorcise hate—of ourselves and 
of white racists.’


