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By Danny Sjursen

In March 1906, on the heels of the U.S. 
Army’s massacre of some 1,000 men, 
women, and children in the crater of a 
volcano in the American-occupied Phil-
ippines, humorist Mark Twain took his 
criticism public. A long-time anti-impe-
rialist, he flippantly suggested that Old 
Glory should be redesigned “with the 
white stripes painted black and the stars 
replaced by the skull and cross-bones.”

I got to thinking about that recently, five 
years after I became an antiwar dissenter 
(while still a major in the U.S. Army), and 
in the wake of another near-war, this time 
with Iran. I was struck yet again by the 
way every single U.S. military interven-
tion in the Greater Middle East since 9/11 
has backfired in wildly counterproduc-
tive ways, destabilizing a vast expanse of 
the planet stretching from West Africa to 
South Asia.

Chaos, it seems, is now Washington’s 
stock-in-trade. Perhaps, then, it’s time to 
resurrect Twain’s comment—only today 
maybe those stars on our flag should be 
replaced with the universal symbol for 
chaos.

After all, our present administration, 
however unhinged, hardly launched this 

madness. President Trump’s rash, risky, 
and repugnant decision to assassinate Ira-
nian Major General Qassem Suleimani 
on the sovereign soil of Iraq was only the 
latest version of what has proven to be a 
pervasive state of affairs. Still, that and 

Trump’s other recent escalations in the 
region do illustrate an American chaos 
machine that’s gone off the rails. And the 
very manner—I’m loathe to call it a “pro-
cess”—by which it’s happened just dem-
onstrates the way this president has taken 

American chaos to its dark but logical 
conclusion.

Any military officer worth his salt 
knows full well the importance of un-
derstanding the basic psychology of your 

Susan Schnall was a Navy nurse dur-
ing the Vietnam War. The following is 
excerpted from an podcast produced 
by Courage to Resist in collabora-
tion with Vietnam Full Disclosure. For 
the full transcript or to listen to the in-
terview, go to couragetorestist.org or 
vietnamfulldisclosure.org.

 
Matthew Breems: Why don’t you take 

us back? How did you come to a place 
where resisting the war, specifically the 
Vietnam War, became such a life obses-
sion for you?

Susan Schnall: Let me start by talk-
ing about war, because it is an entity that 
I’ve lived with my whole life. My dad 
was in the Marine Corps in the Second 
World War and was killed on the island 
of Guam, 1944. I went into the Navy as a 
nurse and felt that I would be taking care 
of those who were harmed and hurt in a 
war in Southeast Asia.

I was sent to Oak Knoll Naval Hospital 
in Oakland, California, where I took care 

of the guys who were coming back from 
Vietnam. And I heard their stories, their 
pain. I heard their stories of how they 
viewed the Vietnamese and heard how 
they were trained to be killers and trained 
to hate people who looked different from 
the way that they did.

I don’t know why I was so naïve, but I 
didn’t quite expect that. It was startling to 
hear stories firsthand from men who had 
been to war. They were young; they were 
18, 20, 21 years old. They told me their 
stories, that they had participated in war, 
how some of them had learned to hate 
“the enemy.”

And there were other stories I heard 
from young guys who were in the Navy, 
who worked with the civilian population, 
who didn’t have that fear and hatred. But I 
also heard their physical and psychologi-
cal pain. We had one unit that was called 
the Amputee Unit, and I will never for-
get it. It was an open ward that had about 
30, 35 young men on it. They all had am-
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Dear Reader, 
The first full 24-page issue of Peace 

& Planet News is in your hands. A 
Vietnam Full Disclosure and New 
York City Veterans For Peace publi-
cation, this newspaper is an evolution 
of our popular five-year publication, 
Peace in Our Times. As it says on the 
front page, we are dedicated to abol-
ishing war, establishing justice, and 

fighting climate disaster.
Peace in Our Times was always to-

tally independent—and although it 
was a Veterans For Peace paper with 
a veteran’s voice we strove then as 
now, to be a print manifestation that 
reached out to the larger progressive 
movement. The idea was to have a pa-
per that included a veterans’ perspec-
tive with an emphasis on good vet-
eran writing, but one that would be of 
interest to any open-minded person. 

The issues we covered ranged from 
the climate disaster and the environ-
ment, to women’s rights, LGBT is-
sues, indigenous issues, Black Lives 
Matter, the American War in Viet 
Nam, current wars and resistance to 
them, sports and politics, poetry and 
more. 

We recognize that humanity has not 
one but two Swords of Damocles sus-

pended over our heads—the threat of 
war, specifically nuclear war, and the 
climate crisis. Our very existence on 
this planet is threatened by war and 
militarism, which, besides the di-
rect destruction and killing, has long-
lasting deadly effects on the climate 
and the environment. Peace & Planet 
News will focus on something of ur-
gent importance to us all—the inti-
mate connection between militarism 
and the destruction of our precious 

and endangered biosphere.
If we want to have any chance of 

averting the looming ecocide—and 
the end of civilization as we know 
it, if not all life on Earth—then we 
must recognize the interconnectivity 
of all peace, justice, and environmen-
tal movements. Saving the planet is 
up to all of us. 

As we rush to  finalize the paper 
we're hoping we can do it before our 
printers possibly close, as many busi-
nesses have. If you have this paper 
in your hands, you know we made 
it. We’re all faced with a new threat, 
but one that is undoubtedly con-
nected to everything else, and here 
in the United States is further ex-
acerbated by an exploitive capitalist 
system that cares more for profit and 
stock market shares than for people. 
Naomi Klein, author of the brilliant 
book, The Shock Doctrine, speaking 
about the coronavirus and our corpo-
rate government system’s response,  
recently said, “We are seeing this 
very predictable process that we see 
in the midst of every economic cri-
sis, which is extreme corporate op-
portunism.” 

The COVID-19 pandemic may 
well be here for longer than we imag-

ine, and despite the lack of concern 
and preparedness from the govern-
ment, we’ll do our best to deal with 
it in nonviolent community support-
ive ways. As we watch, with dis-
may, our so-called “leaders” floun-
dering about, Peace & Planet News 
will try to focus on individuals and 
small groups rising to the occasion, 
whatever and wherever that may be. 
There is hope in resistance and ac-
tion. There is hope in community. 

In these times of crisis when many 
of us might feel helpless, the stories 
(and poems) in this issue will, we 
hope, give you solace and inspiration. 
There are people out there fighting 
against incredible odds to save this 
planet. Perhaps there will rise out of 
these times a genuine resistance to 
the corporate rape of the Earth. 

We are all in this together, for the 
planet and for life.

Welcome to the first of what we 
hope will be many issues of Peace & 
Planet News. Read on, dear friends.

And we’d love to hear from you. 
Letters to the editor can be sent to 
peaceandplanetnews@gmail.com

For Peace and the Planet,
The Editors

From the Editors

  �There are people out there fighting against 
incredible odds to save this planet. Perhaps 
there will rise out of these times a genuine 
resistance to the corporate rape of the Earth. 
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By Kathy Christison

A propaganda war centering on indig-
enous rights—involving Native Ameri-
can solidarity with the Palestinian struggle 
against Israeli oppression—has lately been 
raging on public walls and local newspa-
per columns in Santa Fe, N.M. Although 
Santa Fe is a mere teapot of a city, the tem-
pest is sizable. Not only does it involve 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, raising 
automatic charges of lies and anti-Semi-
tism from some in the Jewish community, 
but it is also becoming a vehicle through 
which Native Americans are putting forth 
their own protests against colonialist op-
pression, in solidarity with the Palestinian 

struggle. It is fast becoming an edifying 
symbol of intersectionality, the 21st centu-
ry’s prevalent sense that each struggle by 
marginalized, oppressed people is inextri-
cably interlinked with all others.

It all began on a small scale about five 
years ago, when a long-time Santa Fe res-
ident, who happens to own a large cor-
ner lot on a main thoroughfare into the 
city—a property surrounded, like many 
Santa Fe-style residences, by a five-foot-
high adobe wall—allowed a local Pales-
tine solidarity organization to use his wall 
to post occasional pro-Palestinian signs. 
Santa Feans for Justice in Palestine, a 
small but persistent group of activists, 
began pasting signs on the wall protest-
ing the billions in U.S. military aid given 
to Israel, lamenting the killing by Israeli 
sharpshooters of nonviolent protesters in 
Gaza’s Great March of Return, urging 
support for legislation aimed at prevent-
ing Israel’s jailing of Palestinian children, 
and highlighting various other instances 
of Israeli oppression of Palestinians.

The signs were always vandalized—
ripped off the wall, sometimes painted 
over, even on one occasion side-swiped by 
a pickup truck driver who either drunk-
enly or with sober malevolence crashed 
into the wall in the pre-dawn hours, tak-
ing out not only a sign but a small power 
installation as well, which cost the city 
$100,000. The activists responded mak-

ing more durable signs, moving from 
wheat paste to display boards mounted 
on posts buried in the ground. Even these 
were taken out.

The city eventually got into the act and, 
because the wall is in a designated histor-
ical district where the city’s public face is 
controlled by a set of architectural stan-
dards, imposed restrictions on the sign
age. The property owner was required to 
obtain a city permit, to confine the dis-
play to one sign, and to limit the dimen-
sions to just 3′ x 4′. The vandals nonethe-
less persisted.

Suddenly, one Sunday in early Janu-
ary, a Navajo artist from Arizona named 
Remy stepped up and literally plastered 

the entire long wall with multiple large 
digitized images of Israeli soldiers aiming 
weapons at Palestinian women and chil-
dren, soldiers arresting Palestinian boys, 
Israeli tanks, and one sign saying simply 
“Stop Military Aid to Israel.”

Still photos of some of Remy’s images 
are on his website along with a brief video 
showing overhead footage of the full ex-
tent of the wall and the art. This site in 

turn links to Remy’s story, “In the Spirit 
of Faris,” of how he came to know Pales-
tine and Palestinians and why he began 
this project, as well as to his defiant reac-
tion to the criticism and vandalization of 
his art, “Here’s Why You Can’t Extermi-
nate Us.”

“Faris” is Faris Odeh, a 14-year-old Pal-
estinian shown in one of the wall images 
throwing a stone at an Israeli tank. Faris 
was shot to death by Israeli soldiers sev-
eral days after the photo was taken. With 
this story in mind, Remy brings in the in-
tersection of Native American and Pal-

estinian struggles. He writes, “What the 
average American does not understand 
is that Indigenous children in cages have 
been normalized on our continent since 
ships landed on our shores. … Not much 
has changed for us in over 520 years of 
continued genocide, but we still exist and 
in the spirit of many Indigenous warriors 
like Faris, we still resist. [Faris] did what 
he did for the love of his people and he 
was not afraid and we shouldn’t be either.”

Not surprisingly, there has been both 
criticism and vandalization. The image of 
Faris standing in front of a tank has been 
torn off totally; another iconic image of 
a blindfolded teenage boy surrounded by 
20 Israeli soldiers is in shreds. But—and 

this is something always to be hoped for 
with the oft-silenced Palestinian struggle 
and the even more thoroughly suppressed 
story of our colonialist oppression of Na-
tive Americans—there has also been 
wide publicity. Prominent articles about 
the wall art have appeared in Santa Fe and 
Albuquerque newspapers, on local televi-
sion newscasts, on Palestinian websites, 
and on Hyperallergic, a national site that 
describes itself as a “forum for serious, 
playful, and radical thinking about art in 
the world today.” 

The brouhaha continues. Santa Fe city 
authorities (no doubt less interested in be-
ing playful or radical than in dealing with 
criticism from irritated Jewish commu-
nity members) ruled that the art violates 
city codes, not because of the location or 
the subject matter but, oddly, because of 
the medium, papier mâché. The ruling 
has been appealed, and the city has an-
other two weeks to decide what to do. In 
the meantime, local Native Americans, 
led by The Red Nation, a New Mexico-
based but nationally known Native rights 
organization, is sponsoring a rally at the 
wall in a few days to demonstrate soli-
darity with “our Palestinian relatives,” to 
protest the fact that all of Santa Fe sits on 
Native land, and to proclaim, that “you 
can’t exterminate us.”

Important aspects of Native-Palestinian 
intersectionality have played out at Stand-

ing Rock, where several social justice ac-
tivists and lawyers from Santa Fe, includ-
ing members of Santa Feans for Justice 
in Palestine, participated actively in that 
long-running protest. Members of The 
Red Nation have in turn been particularly 
active in Palestine, sending individuals 
and small groups there to assist, be edu-
cated, and stand in solidarity with fellow 
indigenous strugglers. This is a heart-
felt solidarity struggle: Remy speaks of 
how emotionally draining his project has 
been: “As hard as this project was physi-
cally, mentally, and spiritually to endure,” 
he asserts, “this is nothing compared to 
what our Indigenous brothers and sisters 
go through in Gaza and other settlement 
prisons on a daily basis.” He and his Na-
tive relatives have been there.

All public criticism has come from the 
Jewish community, and most critics take 
the stance of the victim: all the images are 
lies, anti-Semitic, and likely to ignite fur-

ther anti-Semitism. The latest op-ed, by 
a local academic, laments, not unreason-
ably, that Jews in the United States today 
feel under siege as they have not felt since 
the 1930s. But he goes on to liken the ap-
pearance of the wall images at least im-
plicitly to recent attacks at synagogues, 
labeling the artwork incendiary and pro-
vocative of greater anti-Semitism. An-
other myopic criticism came from a local 
orthodox rabbi interviewed for the initial 
newspaper report. He objected to Remy’s 
comparison of the Palestinian struggle to 
Native Americans’ anti-colonialist strug-
gle. There can be no comparison, the rabbi 
declared, because Jews are a native pop-
ulation returning to their original home-
land, the implication being that Palestin-
ians are not native to Palestine. Even were 
this good history (it is not), his suggestion 
that indigeneity gives permission to op-
press the “other” is most un-rabbinical.

The power of intersectionality and the 
inspiration oppressed peoples today take 
from each other are beautifully spiri-
tual and empowering: “This was for you, 
Faris,” Remy writes, “and as long as I 
live, so will you because you are me and 
I am you.”

For more information on the artist, see 
firstsevendesignlabs.com.

Kathy Christison is a member of EPF 
PIN and a member of Veterans For 
Peace-Santa Fe.

‘Palestinian-Native American-Israeli 
Tempest in Small-Town Teapot

Left: Muhamad al-Durrah, the little boy crouched behind his father before he was killed by crossfire of IOF snipers.  
                        Right: Native American artist Remy’s portrayal on a wall in Santa Fe.

  �‘We still exist and 
in the spirit of 
many Indigenous 
warriors like Faris, 
we still resist.’
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putations, whether upper extremity or 
legs, and what was left, their stumps were 
hanging by butcher-like contraptions that 
held their limbs aloft. They were in pain, 
they were terribly infected, and I would 
hear their cries from one end of the unit 
to the next when they would cry out for 
pain medication.

I also heard their nightmares when they 
talked about being careful as they walked 
through the jungle, and they would call 
out to another person, to a comrade, to 
say, “Be careful!” And it became more 
and more obvious to me as I took care of 
these guys and physically got them better, 
that I couldn’t heal them psychologically, 
and I certainly couldn’t heal their souls. 
And I thought, “I’ve become a part of the 
military. I need to do something about 
this, and we need to end this war.”

I became aware of a GI and veterans 
march for peace in the San Francisco 
Bay Area that was occurring on Octo-
ber 12, 1968, and became involved, and 
organized with my corpsmen and corps 
WAVEs, and we talked about participat-
ing in that march. We put posters up in 
the hospital in the middle of the night, 
and they were torn down by the morning. 
I kept thinking, “You know, we need to do 
a better job of letting people know about 
this antiwar demonstration that will be 
led by GIs, active-duty military.”

I had seen stories on the television 
about the United States Air Force drop-
ping fliers and leaflets on the Vietnam-
ese in South Central Vietnam that told 

them to go to “protective strategic ham-
lets,” where they would be safe from both 
bombing by the United States, and they 
would be safe from the chemical defolia-
tion. And I thought, “Okay, if the United 
States can do this, 8,000 miles away, why 
can’t we do this in the United States?” 
I had a friend who was a pilot, and we 
talked about filling a single-engine plane 

up with fliers about the antiwar demon-
stration, which we did on October 10, 
1968. We flew the plane and fliers over 
five military installations in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area.

We flew over Oak Knoll Hospital, 
where I was working, and dropped fly-
ers on the hospital, on Treasure Island, 
Yerba Buena Island, on the Presidio, a 
large Army compound in San Francisco. 
And then we flew into Alameda Naval 
Air Station, where an aircraft carrier was 
docked, and we flew about 100 feet above 
the aircraft carrier and dropped the fliers 
on the ship. And then flew back to Oak-

land, where I held a press conference in 
my uniform, because I felt it was so im-
portant for the American public to hear 
someone in a military uniform speak out 
against the war.

I understood that there would be re-
percussions. I really thought that by do-
ing these actions, that it would be able to 
bring enough attention to antiwar active-
duty military people, for the American 
public to understand that we were also 
against the War in Vietnam, and to say it 
was time to bring the troops home.

I wore my uniform in that press confer-
ence, and then I went back to work at Oak 
Knoll. I was working nights. I was handed 
an informational all-navy military regu-
lation that said active duty military were 
not allowed to wear their uniforms while 
speaking publicly about religious, eco-
nomic, political issues, so I knew that was 
going to be an issue. But I went to the an-
tiwar demonstration on October 12th and 
just felt I had to wear my uniform. I was 
not a civilian, I was active-duty military, 
and I had the same rights as General West-
moreland, who spoke to the United States 
Congress about increasing the number of 

troops and increasing monies allocated to 
the War in Vietnam. I thought, if General 
Westmoreland could speak about the war 
publicly, why couldn’t I? And that actu-
ally was my defense.

I had two charges that were read to me 
at what’s called a captain’s mast. One 
was “conduct unbecoming an officer,” for 
dropping the fliers on military bases, urg-
ing troops to disobey—and this was true, 
to disobey orders. They claimed to harm 
the military, and I said, “No, this didn’t 
harm the morale of the troops. What it 
actually did was it improved the morale 
of the troops, because now people in the 
military could understand that they could 
do something about the war.”.

MB: Okay. What were the results, then, 
of that trial?

SS: Actually, I went back to full duty 
and to full work. I was still working on 
the active-duty military unit up until the 
time of the general court martial, which 
was the end of 1968, beginning of 1969. 
The result was a sentence of six months’ 
confinement at hard labor, dismissal from 
the military. Because I was an officer, I 
did not get a general-conduct or a dishon-
orable discharge. The decision was made 
because I was a woman that they would 
send me back to work at the hospital, and 
they put me on the women’s unit and the 
pediatric unit, with a warning, “No more 
organizing.”

But you know, it was a great time to 
organize. I had faced the military, and 
thought, “Well, there’s not much more 
they can do to me now.” So we organized 
an antiwar GI coffeehouse where people 
came and spoke about the war and about 
what people faced. And we put together 
an underground newspaper. Originally it 
was called “The Underground Oak,” and 
then we changed the name to “The Oak,” 
where we distributed information about 
GI antiwar protests. The protest, the dem-
onstration on October 12th, was led by a 
couple of thousand active-duty GIs and 
veterans. There was another person, Air-
man Michael Locks, who also wore his 
uniform in the demonstration, and then 
there were quite a few of the corpsmen I 
worked with and an Army and Navy ac-
tive-duty military who took part in the 
demonstration. I think it was the first time 
that an antiwar demonstration had been 
led by active-duty military.

MB: You’ve had this court martial, 
you’ve received your sentencing, it hasn’t 
slowed you down a bit. Take us into the 
next phase of your activism.

SS: I worked for another six months at 
Oak Knoll Naval Hospital, and then left 
and moved to New York. In New York 
I worked with an organization called 
Medical Committee for Human Rights 
that was a major part of the civil rights 
organizing in the South. Some doctors 
went, and nurses and nurse practitioners, 
to start clinics in the rural South. Some 
people went and did medical presence at 
demonstrations. I kind of came in a little 
differently and did a lot of antiwar orga-
nizing with MCHR.

I also worked with an organization 

I Couldn’t Heal Their Souls
… continued from page 1

continued on page 6 …

  �‘It became more and more obvious to me  
as I took care of these guys and physically 
got them better that I couldn’t heal them 
psychologically, and I certainly couldn’t heal  
their souls. And I thought, “I’ve become a 
part of the military. I need to do something 
about this, and we need to end this war.’

Susan Schnall (center, in 
uniform) at San Francisco  
GIs and  Veterans March  
For Peace, Oct. 12, 1968. 
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commander. President George W. Bush 
liked to call himself “the decider,” an apt 
term for any commander. Senior lead-
ers don’t, as a rule, actually do that much 
work in the traditional sense. Rather, they 
hobnob with superiors, buck up unit mo-
rale, evaluate and mentor subordinates, 
and above all make key decisions. It’s 
the operations staff officers who analyze 
problems, present options, and do the de-
tailed planning once the boss blesses or 
signs off on a particular course of action.

In 2009, as a young captain, fresh out 
of Baghdad, Iraq, I spent two unfulfill-
ing, if instructive, years enmeshed in ex-
actly this sort of planning system. As a 
battalion-level planner, then assistant, 
and finally a primary operations officer, 
I observed this cycle countless times. So 
allow me to take you “under the hood” for 
some inside baseball. I—and just about 
every new staff officer—was taught to al-
ways provide the boss with three plans, 
but to suss out ahead of time which one 
he’d choose (and, above all, which one 
you wanted him to choose).

The key to success was what some la-
beled the Goldilocks method. You’d al-
ways present your commander with a too-
cautious option, a too-risky option, and a 
“just-right” course of action. It nearly al-
ways worked.

And as recent events remind us, such 
exercises play out remarkably similarly, 
no matter whether you’re dealing at a bat-
talion level (perhaps 400 to 700 troops) or 
that of this country’s commander-in-chief 
(more than two million uniformed ser-
vice personnel). The behind-the-scenes 
war-gaming of the boss, the entire cal-
culus, remains the same, whether the op-
tions are ultimately presented by a captain 

(me, then) or -- as in the recent decision to 
assassinate Iranian Major General Sulei-
mani—by Mark Milley, the four-star gen-
eral at the helm of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Soon after President Trump’s egre-
gious, a-strategic, dubiously legal, uni-
lateral execution of a uniformed leader 
of a sovereign country, reports surfaced 
describing his convoluted decision-mak-
ing process. Perhaps predictably, it ap-
pears that The Donald took his military 
staff by surprise and chose the most ex-
treme measure they presented him with 
-- assassinating a foreign military figure. 
Honestly, that this president did so should 
have surprised no one. That, according to 
a report in the New York Times, his gen-
erals were indeed surprised strikes me as 
basic dereliction of duty (especially given 
that, seven months earlier, Trump had es-
sentially given the green light to such a 
future assassination -- the deepest desire, 
by the way, of both his secretary of state 
and his then-national security advisor, 
John Bolton).

Bush, Obama, and the Chaos 
Machine’s Tragic Foundations
The current commander-in-chief could 

never have expanded America’s wars in 
the Greater Middle East (contra his cam-
paign promises) or unilaterally drone-as-
sassinated a foreign leader, without the 
militaristic foundations laid down for him 
by George W. Bush and Barack Obama. 
Guided by a coterie of neoconservative 
zealots, Bush the Younger committed the 
nation to the “original sin” of expansive, 
largely unsanctioned wars as his chosen 
response to the 9/11 attacks. It was his 
team that would write the playbook on 

selling an ill-advised, illegal invasion of 
Iraq based on bad intelligence and false 
pretenses. He also escalated tensions with 
Iran to the brink of war by including the 
Islamic Republic in an imaginary “axis 
of evil” (with Iraq and North Korea) af-
ter invading first one of its neighbors, Af-
ghanistan, and then the other, Iraq, while 
imposing sanctions. He ushered in the use 
of torture, indefinite detention, extraordi-
nary rendition, illegal domestic mass sur-
veillance, and drone attacks over the sov-
ereign airspace of other countries -- then 
lied about it all. That neither Congress, 
nor the courts, nor his successor held him 
(or anyone else) accountable for such de-
cisions set a dangerous new standard for 
foreign policy.

Barack Obama promised “hope and 
change,” a refreshing (if vague) alterna-
tive to the sins of the Bush years. The 
very abstraction of that slogan, however, 
allowed his supporters to project their 
own wants, needs, and preferred policies 
onto the future Obama experiment. So 
perhaps none of us ought to have been as 
surprised as many of us were when, de-
spite slowly pulling troops out of Iraq, he 
only escalated the Afghan War, continued 
the forever wars in general (even return-
ing to Iraq in 2014), and set his own peril-
ous precedents along the way.

It was, after all, Obama who, as an al-
ternative to large-scale military occupa-
tions, took Bush’s drone program and ran 
with it. He would be the first president 
to truly earn the sobriquet “assassin-in-
chief.” He made selecting individuals for 
assassination in “Terror Tuesday” meet-
ings at the White House banal and put his 
stamp of approval on the drone campaigns 
across significant parts of the planet that 
followed -- even killing American citi-
zens without due process. Encouraged 
by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, he 
also launched a new regime-change war 

in Libya, turning that land into a failed 
state filled with terror groups, a decision 
which, he later admitted, added up to a 
“shit show.” After vacillating for a couple 
years, he also mired the U.S., however in-
directly, in the Syrian civil war, empow-
ering Islamist factions there and worsen-
ing that already staggering humanitarian 
catastrophe.

In response to the sudden explosion of 
the Islamic State -- an al-Qaeda offshoot 
first catalyzed by the Bush invasion of 
Iraq and actually formed in an American 
prison in that country -- its taking of key 
Iraqi cities and smashing of the Amer-
ican-trained Iraqi army, Obama loosed 
U.S. air power on them and sent Amer-
ican troops back into that country. He 
also greatly expanded his predecessor’s 
nascent military interventions across the 
African continent. There, too, the results 
were largely tragic and counterproduc-
tive as ethnic militias and Islamic terror 
groups have spread widely and civil war-
fare has exploded.

Finally, it was Obama who first sanc-
tioned, supported, and enabled the Saudi 
terror bombing of Yemen, which, even 
now, remains perhaps the world’s worst 
humanitarian disaster. So it is that, from 
Mali to Libya, Syria to Afghanistan, ev-
ery one of Bush’s and Obama’s military 
forays has sowed further chaos, startling 
body counts, and increased rates of ter-
rorism. It’s those policies, those results, 
and the military toolbox that went with 
them that Donald J. Trump inherited in 
January 2017.

The Trumpian Perfect Storm
During the climax to the American 

phase of a 30-year war in Vietnam, newly 
elected President Richard Nixon, a well-
established Republican cold warrior, de-
veloped what he dubbed the “madman 
theory” for bringing the intractable U.S. 
intervention there to a face-saving con-
clusion. The president’s chief of staff, 
H.R. Haldeman, recalled Nixon telling 
him:

“I call it the Madman Theory, Bob. I 
want the North Vietnamese to believe I’ve 
reached the point where I might do any-
thing to stop the war. We’ll just slip the 
word to them that, ‘for God’s sake, you 
know Nixon is obsessed about commu-
nism. We can’t restrain him when he’s an-
gry—and he has his hand on the nuclear 
button’ and [North Vietnamese leader] 
Ho Chi Minh himself will be in Paris in 
two days begging for peace.”

It didn’t work, of course. Nixon escalated 
and expanded the war. He briefly invaded 
neighboring Cambodia and Laos, secretly 
(and illegally) bombed both countries, 
and ramped up air strikes on North Viet-
nam. Apart from slaughtering hundreds 
of thousands of innocents, however, none 
of this had a notable effect on the ultimate 
outcome. The North Vietnamese called 
his bluff, extending the war long enough 
to force an outright American withdrawal 
less than four years later. Washington lost 
in Southeast Asia, just as today it’s losing 
in the Greater Middle East.

So it was, with the necessary founda-

American Chaos Machine
… continued from page 1

continued on page 6 …The bodies of Moro insurgents killed by U.S. troops during the Battle of Bud Dajo in the Philippines, March 7, 1906.
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tions of militarism and hyper-interven-
tionism in place, that Donald Trump en-
tered the White House, at times seemingly 
intent on testing out his own personal 
“fire and fury” version of the madman 
theory. Indeed, his more irrational and 
provocative foreign policy incitements, 
including pulling out of the Paris climate 
accords, spiking a working nuclear deal 
with Iran, existentially threatening North 
Korea, seizing Syrian oil fields, sending 
yet more military personnel into the Per-
sian Gulf region, and most recently assas-

sinating a foreign leader seem right out of 
some madman instruction manual. And 
just like Nixon’s stillborn escalations, 
Trump’s most absurd moves also seem 
bound to fail.

Take the Suleimani execution as a case 
in point. An outright regional war has (so 
far) been avoided, thanks not to the “deal-
making” skills of that self-styled “stable 
genius” in the White House but to Iran’s 
long history of restraint. As retired Col-
onel Lawrence Wilkerson, a former top 
aide to Secretary of State Colin Powell, 
recently put it: “The leadership in Tehran 
is far more rational than the leadership in 
Washington.”

Trump’s unprecedented assassination 

order backfired at every level. He even 
managed briefly to unite a divided Ira-
nian nation, caused the Iraqi government 
to demand a full U.S. troop withdrawal 
from that country, convinced Iran to end 
its commitment to restrain its enrichment 
of uranium, and undoubtedly incentiv-
ized both Tehran and Pyongyang not to 
commit to, or abide by, any future nuclear 
deals with Washington.

If George W. Bush and Barack Obama 
sowed the seeds of the American chaos 
machine, Donald Trump represents the 
first true madman at the wheel of state, 
thanks to his volatile temperament, pro-
found ignorance, and crippling insecurity.

All of which raises another disturbing 

question: What if this administration’s 
chaos-sowing proves an end in itself, one 
that coheres with the millenarian fantasies 
of sections of the Republican Christian 
right? After all, several key figures on the 
Trump team—notably Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo and Vice President Mike 
Pence—explicitly view the Middle East as 
evangelical Christians. Like a disturbing 
73% of evangelicals (or 20% of the U.S. 
population), Pompeo and Pence believe 
that the Rapture (that is, the prophesied 
Christian end of the world) is likely to un-
fold in this generation and that a contem-
porary conflict in Israel and an impending 
war with Iran might actually be trigger 
events ushering in just such an apocalypse.

Donald Trump is, by all indications, 
far too self-serving, self-absorbed, and 
cynical to adhere to the eschatological 
blind-faith of the two Mikes. He clearly 
believes only in Donald Trump. And yet 
what a terrible irony it would be if, due to 
his perfect-storm disposition, he unwit-
tingly ends up playing the role of the very 
Antichrist those evangelicals believe nec-
essary to usher in end-times.

Given the foundations set in place for 
Trump by George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama and his capacity to throw caution 
to the wind, it’s hard to imagine a better 
candidate to play that role.

Danny Sjursen, a TomDispatch regu-
lar, is a retired U.S. Army major and for-
mer history instructor at West Point. He 
served tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, and 
now lives in Lawrence, Kansas. He has 
written a memoir of the Iraq War, Ghost 
Riders of Baghdad: Soldiers, Civilians, 
and the Myth of the Surge. Visit his web-
site at fortressonahill.com/about-us/, fol-
low him on Twitter at @SkepticalVet, and 
check out his podcast Fortress on a Hill, 
co-hosted with fellow vets Chris Henrik-
sen and Keegan Ryan Miller.

Sjursen Jump
… continued from page 1

called Medical Aid for Indochina that 
raised money for medical supplies that 
went to the North and went to the Na-
tional Liberation Front, because we 
were healers, and we wanted to talk with 
healthcare professionals about what was 
going on in Southeast Asia and have more 
people work with us to end the war.

I also worked a couple of times a week 
at Lincoln Hospital in the South Bronx, 
in the intensive care unit. I was startled 
when I first started to work there and had 
patients who had wounds similar to those 
my active-duty military had. They had 
gunshot wounds. They had knife wounds. 
They obviously were also the victims of 
war, only this war was in the South Bronx 
in New York City.

I kept organizing and educating people 
about the wars that were going on in this 
country against the poor, against people 
of color, and the similarity between that 
war and the war in Southeast Asia.

MB: Susan, I know part of the work that 
you have done is with Agent Orange. Tell 
me a little bit about the work that you’ve 

done there.
SS: When I retired from the hospitals 

in 2006, I went to Vietnam and visited a 
hospital in Hồ Chí Minh City called Từ 
Dũ Hospital. I saw children there who had 
been harmed by the United States use of 
Agent Orange dioxin in South and Cen-
tral Vietnam. They were born with ter-
rible deformities and birth defects, and I 
thought, “We need to deal with the chem-
ical companies that produced this pesti-
cide. We need to educate people about 
how it was used as a chemical defoliant 
and how it harmed the people who were 
directly sprayed as well as their children.”

I came back and began work with an or-
ganization called Vietnam Agent Orange 
Relief and Responsibility Campaign, and 
also got involved with Veterans For Peace 
through my Agent Orange work. We have 
been working together for the last eight, 
nine years. We also work with an orga-
nization called the Children of Vietnam 
Veterans Health Alliance, who are the 
children of American male Vietnam vet-
erans, who have been born with birth de-
fects and have never been cared for by the 
United States government or the VA.

But the basic importance, I think, of it 
is to educate the American public. We do 
have legislation in front of the House of 

Representatives, HR 326, that was spon-
sored by Representative Barbara Lee of 
California.

We use it to raise awareness, to edu-
cate people about what these chemical 
companies did. The chemical companies 
were Monsanto and Dow, and they need 
to be held accountable for what happened. 
Monsanto, you may know, was recently 
bought out by Bayer, and Bayer also has 
its history of producing the gasses for the 
concentration camps to kill people during 
the Second World War. That is corporate 
evil. There is no other way to describe it.

MB: What do you feel was the most sig-
nificant impact and contribution of your 
activism over the years?

SS: I hope it has been education and 
informing people that you can take a 
step against the reigning authority or the 
reigning government, and you can say, “I 
disagree with you, and I’m going to do 
something about it.” That you not only 
will survive, but you’ll survive with your 
moral conscience intact. I think it’s im-
portant to understand that we all make 
mistakes. I’ve listened to a lot of guys 
talk about feeling guilty for what they did 
in Vietnam. They were used. They were 
young, you take an  adolescent, and you 

can get them to do almost anything.
It’s what they do afterwards, once they 

have recognition of what they partici-
pated in, that’s so important. In terms of 
having been in the military at that time, I 
felt I had a responsibility to end the war, 
and I feel as an American citizen I still 
have a responsibility now to put human 
values first, and to have us all understand 
our work, and work together to make 
those priorities a reality.

I know I’m not going to see the changes 
I struggled for 50 years ago. I know I’m 
not going to see the ending of poverty and 
racism and a better quality of life for peo-
ple. But hopefully I will leave stories that 
people will remember, and I’ll leave an 
energy in the atmosphere that is positive, 
that will have an impact at some point 
in the future and create the change that 
we’ve all been working for.

It’s also talking to groups and commu-
nity groups and young people, and say-
ing, “This is what our experience was. 
And what I’d like you to remember is that 
you can be a part of that change, that posi-
tive change, so go do it.”

Matthew Breems creates podcasts of 
interviews with Vietnam veterans that 
are published by couragetoresist.org and 
vietnamfulldisclosure.org..

Heal Their Souls
… continued from page 4

American troops waterboard Filipino prisoners.

American Chaos
… continued from page 5
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By Rory Fanning, 

What will happen next? It’s a question 
that has been running through my head 
since the United States assassinated Iran’s 
Gen. Qassim Suleimani on Jan. 3. I’ve 
had numerous conversations with people 
of Persian descent and they too are asking 
themselves the same question, only with 
even more anxiety.

One of the most troublesome outcomes 
of Trump’s reckless, illegal and dangerous 
decision to assassinate Suleimani is that 
we are already seeing border patrol agents 
stopping dozens of Iranian-Americans at 
the border; some even being denied entry 
to the United States after returning from 
a concert in Canada. This type of racial 
profiling is its own form of violence and is 
a reminder of the Islamophobia we saw in 
the wake of 9/11, only with an even more 
reactionary and nationalistic administra-
tion in office—an administration particu-
larly focused on targeting Muslims.

Then there is the fear of escalating 
war. The additional 3,500 troops speed-
ily deployed to Iraq less than 24 hours af-
ter the assassination, who will be meet-
ing up with an estimated 6,000 already 
in the country, is deeply concerning. The 
millions marching in the streets of Teh-
ran and in the countryside demanding re-
venge for the “martyrdom” of this general 
only increases the fear of escalation.

Trump’s Twitter outbursts after the at-
tack must have provoked many to won-
der if there is a bunker to hide in. Watch-
ing Trump handle this situation, as a 
meme I saw on Twitter said, “is like be-
ing strapped to a chair watching a tod-
dler playing with a loaded weapon.” It’s 
so easy to feel powerless and siloed right 
now.

I understand this feeling—I have my 
own urge to find a bunker for my family. 
However, it’s becoming increasingly clear 
that we have no choice but to challenge 
that sense of fear and isolation, which the 
administration is hoping will stymie us 
into inaction. There are things we can do.

People across the country have and 
are registering a loud and determined 
vote against a war with Iran. In Chi-
cago where I live, a coalition of organi-
zations coordinated a huge rally in front 
of Trump Tower. New York, Los Ange-
les, and dozens of small and big cities had 
similar rallies. One of my favorite signs 

from these rallies was from a man in Bos-
ton reminding people that we have much 
more in common with Iranian civilians 
than with the U.S. billionaires foaming at 
the mouth for more war. This message is 
one that should be echoing in everyone’s 
head right now. Combating Islamophobia 
wherever it rears its ignorant head will 

help keep us out of war.
In these efforts to oppose war and Is-

lamophobia, it’s important to not leave 
a large group of people behind: veterans 
and active-duty soldiers. I found the cour-
age to resist the war in Iraq and Afghan-
istan in large part because of the move-
ment against the war back home in 2003. 
Make no mistake: Tens of thousands of 
soldiers are looking for a way out right 
now. They just need a movement that will 
welcome and support them.

If soldiers lay down their weapons and 
ignore the orders of their chain of com-
mand, then it becomes increasingly diffi-
cult to carry out the war, as was the case 
in Vietnam.

Because the military targets poorer 
school districts, we know that many sign 
up for the military to escape a desper-
ate situation, and are seduced by recruit-
ers who only speak of the positives of the 
military and none of its horrors. I visit 
high schools regularly to speak about the 
military, and have heard much about the 
recruiting tactics these students are sub-
ject to.

Let’s not underestimate active duty sol-
diers’ ability to understand what’s wrong 
with the mission. People don’t try to leave 
one desperate situation—the cycle of 
poverty—to willingly walk into another, 
such as a bloody war with Iran.

We’ve Done It Before,  
We Can Do It Again

Will it be easy to build the type of move-
ment needed to support war resisters in 
the ranks? Of course not. But this kind of 
movement-building has been done before 
and we can do it again. Fifty thousand ac-
tive duty soldiers resisted Global War on 
Terror between 2001 and 2012. Appealing 
to these former members of the military 
to tell their stories at rallies, getting them 
into schools so kids know the full picture 
before they sign up, making the connec-
tions between the racism so many recruits 
feel in their own marginalized neighbour-
hoods and the racism required to fight tril-
lion-dollar wars—this is how we start to 
build the movement. This is how we sup-
port active-duty soldiers in their ability to 
resist.

This looming war was instigated by a 
privileged and ignorant administration. 
The President himself will, of course, 
never be fighting in a war. Instead, he is 
putting countless other lives at risk—and 
many of those whose lives are on the line 
do not want to sacrifice themselves for 
Trump’s whims.

Let’s build that movement and welcome 
the troops who resist home.

Originally published by Truthout.
Rory Fanning walked across the United 

States for the Pat Tillman Foundation in 
2008–2009, following two deployments 
to Afghanistan with the 2nd Army Ranger 
Battalion. He is a housing and antiwar 
activist living in Chicago. He is the author 
of Worth Fighting For: An Army Ranger’s 
Journey Out of the Military and Across 
America. Rory’s writing has appeared in 
The Guardian, The Nation, Mother Jones, 
Salon, Common Dreams, TomDispatch, 
Socialist Worker, and many other outlets. 

Soldiers Want to  
Stop Fighting

Let’s build a movement that 
welcomes them

“I’m two with nature”—Woody Allen

We fled Woody and the cities
in the tie-dyed seventies
headed back to the land, man,
and fed ourselves on nature’s bounty
while planning on saving the planet along the way
forgetting that nature bats last.

It’s been almost fifty years now
of have-a-heart traps, deer caught in the headlights,
road kill left to glisten in the moon-filled nights
while the weather changed and changed and changed
it seems that saving the planet was put on hold
Nature is stepping out of the dugout, bottom of the ninth

So what have we found out about ourselves over these 
years?

Are we one with nature or have we zeroed out?
Are we part of the problem or are we part of the solution?
Are we most parts compost or are we mainly pollution?
Does the planet really care if we’re one or two with its 

grand evolution?

The first pitch is in the dirt.

The bats are KIA, the bees are missing in action
The ticks have taken over and the mice are moving out
We retire into the sterile comfort of our insulated houses
watching our clever little devices for news far from home:
How about that Serengeti Plain? That Asian oceanfront 

swallowed up by tsunamis? 
A visit to the mound—how to pitch to the Great Mother?
 
Meanwhile forgetting to ponder this—will anyone be left to 

tend our own graves, to till our fields?
Are we stewards of this planet, or are we merely along for 

the ride?
Does the climate change because of us, despite us, or to 

dispose of us?
Cartesians have sat high in the saddle for four centuries 

telling us not to worry
Now it’s time to listen to Chief Seattle, Geronimo, and the 

Haudenosaunee
lest we forget that nature bats last.

—Doug Rawlings

Nature Bats Last
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By Nick Mottern

It was 1963. I was in the Navy, stationed 
in Saigon, when I met someone working 
for the Defense Advanced Research Proj-
ect Agency, known as DARPA; then and 
now they handle exotic research proj-
ects for the Pentagon. He was engaged in 
placing sensors across the Ho Chi Minh 
trail that would be used in preventing the 
North Vietnamese infiltrating into the 
south to conquer the American puppet 
South Vietnamese government.

What I did not know then, and only 
learned recently, is that his work appears 
to have been part of a complex technolog-
ical project called Igloo White that used 
heat, motion, sound and even urine sens-
ing devices and powerful IBM computers 
to try to track and target North Vietnam-
ese soldiers so that they could be attacked 
from the air. All the data was fed into a 
modern 200,000-square-foot facility in 
Thailand, where the entire Ho Chi Minh 
trail operation was displayed in real time, 
in color, on screens three stories high.

Igloo White was a military failure 
against the ingenuity and determination of 
the North Vietnamese defending their own 
homeland. For example, the North Viet-
namese hung buckets of urine away from 
trails to thwart urine-sensing devices.

Nevertheless, Igloo White evolved into 
what today is called the electronic battle-
field, as was predicted by the U.S. com-
mander in Viet Nam, Gen. William West-
moreland, who said in an address in 1969:

“On the battlefield of the future, enemy 
forces will be located, tracked, and targeted 
almost instantaneously through the use of 
data links, computer-assisted intelligence, 
evaluation and automated fire control.”

The next major U.S. invasions of for-
eign lands after the Viet Nam War came 
in 1990 with Desert Storm, pushing Sad-
dam Hussein back within Iraqi borders; 
then in 2001, into mineral-rich Afghani-
stan; then 2003 with the invasion of Iraq 
itself, an invasion driven by the greed of 
U.S. companies to gain more profitable 
access to Iraqi oil than could be gotten 
under Hussein’s nationalized oil system.

The first U.S. drone attack was launched 
on the first day of the invasion of Afghan-
istan. Today, U.S. drones are ranging over 
at least eight nations and are conducting 
particularly intensive attacks in Afghani-
stan. Wherever you see drones in the air 
you will find oil or other treasure in the 
ground. Indeed, drones are seen as criti-
cal in the growing struggle over who prof-
its from oil. U.S. politicians and bosses 
of resource-extraction corporations see 
drones and other automated weapons as 
the substitute for sending soldiers to con-
trol resources, as well as offering the pos-
sibility of controlling foreign politicians 
with the threat of assassination and/or ter-
rorizing their populations.

Hence, there was tremendous push for 
what amounts to a de facto draft of AI 
technicians into military service, a push 
that began with the need to sort and an-
alyze the tremendous amount of data in-
volved in drone operations.

And that is where we are today, with 
Microsoft just having been awarded a $10 
billion Pentagon contract to build a giant 
AI brain dubbed JEDI, a contract that 
Amazon thought it had locked up and is 
now fighting to gain. Jedi will use AI to 
aid all the U.S. military services in gath-
ering surveillance information, sorting it, 
analyzing it for targeting, selecting, and 

speeding weapons deployment and coor-
dinating attack, not just for drones, but all 
weapons, including nuclear weapons. In 
JEDI’s brain, the world will be an elec-
tronic battlefield. 

What could go wrong?
The Pentagon itself is concerned about 

this. Last fall, it released a draft report by 
its Defense Innovation Board entitled “AI 
Principles: Recommendations on the Eth-
ical Use of Artificial Intelligence by the 
Department of Defense.” 

The fifth and last ethical principle in the 
report reveals the Pentagon’s fear of AI-
controlled weapons going rogue:

“DoD AI systems should be designed 
and engineered to fulfill their intended 
function while possessing the ability to 
detect and avoid unintended harm or dis-
ruption, and disengage or deactivate de-
ployed systems that demonstrate unin-
tended escalatory or other behavior.”

A key portion of the narrative explain-
ing the fifth principle says:

“AI systems will fail to achieve their 
stated function, and it is foreseeable that 
when they fail, they may fail in surprising 
ways. As DoD will utilize myriad AI sys-
tems throughout the Department and Ser-
vice Components, careful attention ought 
to be paid to the specifics of each system, 
ensuring that all reasonable measures to 

minimize unintended harm or disruption 
of a faulty or failing AI system. This is 
increasingly important for safety-critical 
systems, especially those utilizing AI in 
an open world (or ‘in the wild’), where 
the real world complexity and dynamic 
changes in an environment offer many 
opportunities for a system to fail. Thus, 
correctly designing and engineering AI 
systems to be governable when they move 
outside of their domain of use is crucial.”

As one reads this, and other parts of the 
document, it seems an unstated Pentagon 
message is: “Yes, there will be AI fail-
ures, both off and on the battle field, but 
as with other weapons systems, we will 
experiment until we get it right.” The un-
derlying assumption here is that there will 
be AI collateral damage, that is dead hu-
mans and material destruction.

Just one case of faulty AI thinking in a 
conventional weapon could ignite a chain 
of AI conclusions leading to the launch of 
nuclear weapons. In that case, “collateral 
damage” would be all living things.

Nick Mottern is the author of Suffering 
Strong, recounting experiences of his first 
trip to Africa. A Vietnam Navy veteran, 
he is a member of Veterans For Peace 
and is the founder and coordinator of 
Knowdrones.com. He can be reached at 
nickmottern@gmail.com.

Death Comes in Trickles
For David from a friend

Death comes in trickles
Thickens the air
Gathers clouds
Darkens the stillness
Until the rains come
The rivers gorge and eat their banks
Explode the heights and flood the plain

The harsh breathing of vindictive Earth Shaker
Who bedeviled Ulysses
Drawing in and collapsing shores
All that is dislodged and floating by
Tossing up and down
Waving hello, waving goodbye
A maelstrom pulling me
Toward you in the underworld

My harpoons’ man
We went after that great white whale
While all the soothsayers sang of wrack and ruin
What can sailors do but sail

You carried the horrific winds of war
And battened our sails toward better destinies
From the insult of our headway
I am gazing at distant lights
So much now in our wake

All the small places you inhabited
The sustainable house you built
That could not quite preserve you
Women friends fair and foul
A son for whom you are the angel he must wrestle
I loved your goofy broad brimmed hats
With their serious purpose to save your skin
Your quiet and meticulous intent
Incessant efforts

Coffee on the dawn fire
The four of us leaning against our kayaks
Drinking the brew

This diluvian spill swelled over
As I awoke from a dream
Of grassy hills and a village
Where news of your death was shared with warmth
Where babies were being born
And folks were tending to spring planting
Would that I could have held just that
Held you better and longer
Promise you I will
Yes, I will
Will sail out again with your fine charts

—Roshi Paul Genki Kahn, spiritual director, Zen 
Garland Order, Desert Bone Zen Hermitage

Seeding of the Ho Chi Minh Trail by air with sensors like this above—some 20,000 of 
them mostly by Navy and Air Force airplanes

David Mokusui Hawk Bruner 
November 27, 1947–February 16, 2020 

Vietnam veteran, father, Zen Buddhist priest,  
wayfarer, activist, beloved friend

Resource Wars Push U.S. 
Toward AI Weaponry



Peace and Planet News Spring 2020 	 9	  

By Bruce Gagnon

On June 24, 2019, 22 nonviolent peace activists were 
arrested at Bath Iron Works (BIW) during another de-
stroyer “christening” as they blocked buses and cars full 
of people trying to enter the shipyard for the event.

On that day nine in the group refused to pay the $60 
bail commissioner fee and spent two nights in jail. In the 
end some of those arrested paid a $152 fine (being told 
they would lose their driver’s license if they did not pay 
the fine), some had their charges dropped (after a screw-
up at the DA’s office) and seven decided to take their case 
before the West Bath District Court.

The entire group had wanted a jury trial but the state 
reduced the charges to a “jaywalking infraction” that 
was not severe enough to warrant a jury trial. Thus a 
bench trial, before a judge only, was in order.

On Feb. 13, four of the remaining defendants (Brown 
Lethem, Natasha Mayers, Ridgely Fuller, and Ashley 
Bahlkow) appeared before Judge Joseph Field for the 
bench trial.

Judge Field is known in peace movement circles as the 
presiding judge in 1997 following a plowshares action 
at BIW.

Before dawn on Feb. 12, 1997, Ash Wednesday, the 

beginning of the Christian season of Lent, six religious 
peace activists—Steve Baggarly from Norfolk, Va.; 
Philip Berrigan, a former Josephite priest from Balti-
more; Mark Colville of New Haven, Conn.; Susan Crane, 
from Baltimore; Tom Lewis-Borbely of Worcester, 
Mass.; and the Rev. Steve Kelly, a Jesuit priest from San 
Jose—calling themselves Prince of Peace Plowshares, 
boarded the USS The Sullivans, an Aegis destroyer, at 
BIW. Inspired by Isaiah’s prophecy to turn swords into 
plowshares, they poured their own blood and used ham-
mers to beat on the hatches covering the tubes from 
which nuclear missiles can be fired and unfurled a ban-
ner that read “Prince of Peace Plowshares: They shall 
beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into 
pruning hooks … Isaiah 2:4.”

When the Prince of Peace Plowshares were brought 
for arraignment in Sagadahoc County District Court the 
same day, Judge Joseph Field felt impassioned enough to 

say, “Anyone of my generation knows Philip Berrigan. 
He is a moral giant, the conscience of a generation.”

When we entered the courtroom today we didn’t know 
who the presiding judge would be. It wasn’t until the pro-
ceedings were over that we realized that Judge Field had 
once again made an impassioned statement for peace and 
our constitutional rights.

When the judge began, he said the following:
“I personally agree with what you are doing. I support 

your right to speak out. No damages occurred by your 
action. I am horrified about our rights being taken away 
these days.

“I want you to know this. We are not seeing any [posi-
tive] leadership out of Washington, DC.”

Judge Field went on to cancel the $152 fine the District 
Attorney’s office was requesting. Instead he gave the 
four activists 20 hours of community service at a place 
“where real people are being touched.”

He then sent his clerk back into his office to retrieve his 
laptop, on which he searched for something that he tear-
fully read in full before the courtroom. It was a quote by 
former President Eisenhower:

“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, ev-
ery rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from 
those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold 
and are not clothed. This world in arms is not spending 
money alone.

“It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of 
its scientists, the hopes of its children.

“The cost of one modern heavy bomber is this: a mod-
ern brick school in more than 30 cities.

“It is two electric power plants, each serving a town of 
60,000 population.

“It is two fine, fully equipped hospitals. It is some 50 
miles of concrete highway.

“We pay for a single fighter plane with a half million 
bushels of wheat.

“We pay for a single destroyer with new homes that 
could have housed more than 8,000 people.

“This, I repeat, is the best way of life to be found on 
the road the world has been taking.

“This is not a way of life at all, in any true sense. Un-
der the cloud of threatening war, it is humanity hanging 
from a cross of iron.”

Judge Field asked each of the four defendants if they 
wished to make a statement. Natasha Mayers told a story 
about a Labor Day rally at BIW in 1994 joined by President 
Bill Clinton, Sen. George Mitchell, Rep. Tom Andrews, BIW 
President Buzz Fitzgerald and other national and local labor 
leaders. They all called for the conversion of the shipyard 
to civilian production, so there is indeed a tradition in Bath 

along these lines to ensure job and community stability.
The judge responded by asking what kinds of prod-

ucts could be built at the shipyard. Attorney Logan Per-
kins (Belfast), representing the four, replied, “These are 
people of conscience who risked their freedom to take a 
stand against climate change by peaceful assembly. They 
are not anti-worker, not anti-BIW. They insist we convert 
the Pentagon—the world’s biggest polluter, which is on a 
death march of producing destroyers at BIW. They have 
a bold and creative vision to transform our economy to 
sun, wind, and rail systems.”

Judge Field closed the legal proceedings with these 
words, “Go ye hence and continue to do good work. 
Keep it nonviolent without property damage.”

As the judge rose those in attendance applauded this re-
markable man and this incredible experience—unlike any 
we’ve ever experienced in an American courtroom.

Bruce Gagnon is a member of Veterans For Peace and 
the executive director of Global Network Against Weap-
ons and Nuclear Power in Space.

This is our legacy
How will they curse us,
the 3rd, 4th generations,
the ones that survive
the deaths we left them?

How could we explain
the world on fire, species
wiped out daily, oceans
with more plastic than fish?

That we let a corrupt man
stomp refugees fleeing
rape, murder and hunger
that we let him set blazes

no one could put out.
We saw the cliff ahead
We were well warned
We took everyone over.

That was how our world
ended, in lies and greed
vast and numerous maggots
dining on the corpse of hope.

—Marge Piercy, author of many novels and  
books of poetry, most recently Made in Detroit

Judge Supports Nonviolent 
Protesters at Maine Shipyard

  �‘Go ye hence and continue 
to do good work Keep it 
nonviolent without  
property damage.’

Veterans For Peace member Dud Hendrick being arrested 
at BIW action.
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By Anthony Donovan

01.07.2019—New York, USA 
Bayard Rustin, the chief organizer of 

the 1963 March on Washington, DC, at 
which Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr gave his 
Dream speech, traveled in the 1950s with 
pacifist A.J. Muste to the Soviet Union 
to build the bridges that would help save 
the world from our mutually assured nu-
clear weapon annihilation. Later on Rus-
tin often had to work behind the political 
scenes because of threats about his sexual 
preferences, his love, his great, beautiful 
and gay heart. He would go on to organize 
NYC’s first anti-Vietnam war protest in 
1964, purposely held on Hiroshima day.

Not many people knew that earlier, in 
1957, Bayard joined with his fellow War 
Resisters League leader, the late David 
McReynolds, two-time U.S. presidential 
candidate on the Socialist Party ticket and 
the first openly gay candidate for presi-
dent whose platform prioritized nuclear 
disarmament, in an action down at New 
York’s City Hall with the famed activ-
ist Dorothy Day. She and others were ar-
rested during sit-ins each year, protesting 
the insanity of compulsory air raid drills 
for nuclear attack.

Day, co-founder of the Catholic Worker 
in 1933, stood up against the nuclear bomb 
from the day of Hiroshima (Aug. 6, 1945), 
asking us to feel that these, our brothers 
and sisters of Japan, had just been va-
porized, and there was no reason to cel-
ebrate this new level of human atrocity 
and killing.

Brendan Fay made it to America from 
the Emerald Isle and found welcome, ac-
ceptance for himself as is, and solidar-
ity with the causes lived out in Dorothy 
Day’s Maryhouse on East 3rd Street in 
downtown Manhattan. Twenty years ago 
Brendan founded the St. Pat’s For All pa-
rade in Queens, a courageous and most 
joyful alternative to the New York City’s 
St. Patrick’s Day parade, which until re-
cently excluded LGBTQ+ organizations 
from participation. He had also made a 
beautiful documentary on the life of Fr. 
John McNeill, borrowing the title from 
his breakthrough book, Taking A Chance 
On God: Liberating Theology for Gays, 
Lesbians, and Their Lovers, Families, 
and Friends.

At the United Nations on July 7, 2017, 
after years of hard work, 122 nations stood 
up and adopted the Treaty on the Prohibi-
tion of Nuclear Weapons: one wise, brave 
act taking on the nuclear weapon states 
bent on incomprehensibly endanger-
ing us all each hour of each day, in the 
false name of their own security. For its 
combined efforts ICAN was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize that year.

Brendan Fay picked up on this clear call 
to action, and while visiting Maryhouse. 
Speaking with longtime friend Joanne 
Kennedy in particular, he began to find 
the way to share this triumph of positive 
accomplishment toward protecting all life 
and future generations.

Seven people from the Catholic Worker 

were about to risk their lives in nonvio-
lent action, entering in prayer our most 
deadly nuclear-weapon-laden submarine 
base in Kings Bay, Georgia, holding an 
MLK, Jr. banner, taking on the current 
catastrophic nuclear policy, and sounding 
the prophetic call to awaken us from the 
slumber of the status quo.

Brendan had decided that the next “St. 
Pat’s For All” parade (in 2018) was to 
have as its theme and focus support for 
the world’s Nuclear Ban Treaty, and di-
vestment from this lethal industry, from 
this, the very town of Wall Street, the 
conduit for this incalculably costly busi-
ness. He chose for the parade’s grand 
marshal a local champion in teaching 
about nuclear abolition, Kathleen Sulli-
van. The NYC Divest team marched with 
its lavender and green banner, and heav-
ily leafleted all those attending with an in-
spired nuclear weapons disarmament and 
divestment fact sheet.

Center stage that day in Queens, hold-
ing the parade’s front banner, was a long-
time supporter and friend of Brendan’s, 
Council Member Danny Dromm. Moved 
by this nuclear activist spirit and the pas-
sionate common sense of protecting both 
city and world, Dromm, as finance chair 
of New York’s City Council, wrote, within 
days, a most inspired letter to New York 
City Comptroller Scott Stringer request-
ing that the city divest its many billions in 
pension funds from the industry. Within 
weeks a clear majority, 27 fellow council-
members, had signed on. The discussion 
and inquiry on how this moral duty will 
combine with fiduciary responsibility had 
begun.

At the “St. Pat’s For All” parade in 
2019, Councilmember Dromm called 
out to Brendan and team, “Let’s do a 
resolution to support this!” Work began 
immediately.

On June 26, 2019, with Brendan and 
the NYC Divest team present in the raf-
ters of City Hall, Dromm read out and in-
troduced two bills: Resolution 0976-2019 
on nuclear disarmament and INT1621-
2019 to create a nuclear disarmament 
and nuclear weapons-free zone advisory 
committee.

Indeed, in a long line of activist lead-
ers, including many thousands here un-
mentioned and long working behind the 
scenes, Gay Pride can tip its hat toward 
these astoundingly brave, dedicated, wise 
frontrunners, trail blazers, leaders for a 
survivable world, a world to not only live 
in, but to joyously celebrate together.

On Jan. 29, New York City moved one 
step closer to divesting from nuclear 
weapons. At a joint committee hear-
ing in City Hall, after hearing testimo-
nies from about 60 people, the Mayor’s 
Office moved quickly to announce they 
would “find a way” and Councilmember 
Fernando Cabrera announced his support 
for divestment. With Cabrera’s support, 
these two resolutions now have a veto-
proof majority of support on the New 
York City Council.

The first of the two bills, introduced 
by Councilmember Dromm, is INT 1621, 
which calls for the establishment of an 
Advisory Committee to investigate and 
report on New York City’s status as a 
“nuclear weapons-free zone,” a status 
New York City has had since 1983. The 
second, RES 976, calls on the city comp-
troller to divest the pension funds of pub-
lic employees in New York City “to avoid 
any financial exposure to companies in-
volved in the production and maintenance 
of nuclear weapons.” It also calls on the 

federal government to support and join 
the 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of Nu-
clear Weapons.

Councilmember Dromm said he was 
“energized” by the testimony coming 
from a wide range of organizations and 
from people ranging in age from 19 to 90, 
from descendants of the original Lenape 
Nation inhabitants of Manhattan to Nobel 
Peace Prize-winning members of the In-
ternational Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons to members of Veterans For 
Peace.

Speakers ranged from proud New York-
ers to survivors of Hiroshima and Naga-
saki to a soldier involved in numerous nu-
clear bomb tests in Nevada to a relative 
of Mikhail Gorbachev, from elderly ac-
tivists who repeatedly spend years in jail 
for protesting nuclear weapons to bankers 
and investment experts explaining why 
divestment from nuclear weapons is actu-
ally beneficial to their portfolios.

Manhattan, epicenter of the inven-
tion of nuclear weapons, is still suffer-
ing from radioactive contamination from 
those days. A Teamster recalled work-
ing in a warehouse where the High Line 
is now, where barrels were radiating heat 
and melting the asphalt on the floor. There 
were multiple mentions of the Doomsday 
Clock, started in 1947 by guilt-wracked 
Manhattan Project scientists, which is 
now “set” closer to “midnight” than at 
any time in history.

Manhattan has been home to human 
life for 3,000 years. But expert testimony 
made clear that one nuclear weapon could 
erase all the people, animals, art and ar-
chitecture, and that the radioactivity 
would last for way more than 3,000 years 
into the future. New York City, of course, 
is a prime target for nuclear attack.

Anthony Donovan is the director of 
the documentary ​Good Thinking​: Those 
Who’ve Tried to Halt Nuclear Weapons

Above: Gay Pride and Nuclear Weapons LGBTQ+ anti-nuclear campaigners march at 
St. Pat’s For All Parade in Queens, March 1. Left: St. Pat’s For All founder Brendan Fay. 
Photos: Ellen Davidson

Gay Pride and Nuclear Weapons



Peace and Planet News Spring 2020 	 11	  

U.S. Military Is 
Destroying the 
Environment
By Ilana Novick

The increasingly horrific warning signs on climate 
change include the suggestion that the earth already has 
warmed 1.5 degrees Celsius since the start of the Indus-
trial Revolution and that we have only 12 years in which 
we can sustain this level, according to the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

The goals to ward off irreparable harm, however, are 
as Sisyphean to accomplish as they are necessary for hu-
man survival. That’s partially because of who is doing the 
polluting, in particular fossil fuel companies. However, a 
less well known, but equally culpable, player is the U.S. 
military. As Murtaza Hussain writes in The Intercept, 
“the largest industrial military in the history of the world 
is also the single biggest polluter on the planet.”

A June report from Brown University’s Costs of War 
project reveals “the DOD is the world’s largest institu-
tional user of petroleum and correspondingly, the sin-
gle largest producer of greenhouse gases in the world.” 
A similar study released just weeks later from Durham 
and Lancaster universities in England concurred, finding 
that, as Popular Mechanics reported, “its fuel emissions 
alone would make it the 47th largest emitter of green-
house gases in the world” (see article below).

The war in Afghanistan, to Hussain, is a particularly 
glaring example of how the U.S. pollutes abroad, with no 
redeeming value:

“That massive additional burden on the planet might be 
justifiable were it all being done in the name of vital national 
security interests, but the biggest components of the U.S. 
military’s carbon dioxide footprint have been in wars and 

occupations that were almost entirely unnecessary. To put 
it crudely: The U.S. poisoned the planet for vanity projects.”

The Iraq War, too, Hussain writes, “led to a spike in carbon 
dioxide emissions through U.S. military activity, [and] it re-
sulted in the widespread poisoning of the Iraqi environment 
through the use of toxic munitions and the same so-called 
burn pits on military bases that were used in Afghanistan.”

The injustices of invasion include environmental de-
struction. Hussain explains:

“In addition to emitting millions of tons of carbon di-
oxide during the war, the U.S. military footprint contrib-
uted more directly to the immediate destruction of the 
Afghan environment. Deforestation has accelerated amid 
the chaos of the war and, through trash burning and other 
means, the U.S. armed forces released toxic pollutants 
into the air that are blamed for sickening Afghan civil-
ians and causing chronic illnesses among U.S. veterans.”

Compounding the problem is that even when the 
United States attempts to take responsibility for the pol-

lution of war, it focuses mostly on threats to its own re-
sources and equipment and not the damages to the coun-
tries it invades.

U.S. military “climate policy is fundamentally contra-
dictory,” said Patrick Bigger, of Lancaster University En-
vironment Center and a coauthor of the study, in a media 
statement. He added this is because the military is “con-
fronting the effects of climate change while remaining the 
largest single institutional consumer of hydrocarbons in 
the world, a situation it is locked into for years to come be-
cause of its dependence on existing aircraft and warships 
for open-ended operations around the globe.”

If those who care about the future of the planet don’t 
take massive action, Hussain writes, the result will be 
even more exploitation of the countries that least protect 
against it: “Faced with a planet that is clearly at the limits 
of the abuse it can take, the groundwork is still being laid 
for more exploitation and violence.”

Ilana Novick is an editorial assistant at truthdig.com

By Benjamin Neimark, Oliver Belcher 
and Patrick Bigger

The U.S. military’s carbon bootprint is 
enormous. Like corporate supply chains, 
it relies upon an extensive global net-
work of container ships, trucks and cargo 
planes to supply its operations with ev-
erything from bombs to humanitarian aid 
and hydrocarbon fuels.

Our new study calculated the contribu-
tion of this vast infrastructure to climate 
change.

Greenhouse gas emission account-
ing usually focuses on how much energy 
and fuel civilians use. But recent work, 
including our own, shows that the U.S. 
military is one of the largest polluters in 
history, consuming more liquid fuels and 
emitting more climate-changing gases 
than most medium-sized countries.

If the U.S. military were a country, its 
fuel usage alone would make it the 47th 
largest emitter of greenhouse gases in the 
world, sitting between Peru and Portugal.

In 2017, the U.S. military bought about 
269,230 barrels of oil a day and emitted 
more than 25,000 kilotonnes of carbon 
dioxide by burning those fuels. The U.S. 
Air Force purchased $4.9 billion worth 
of fuel, and the Navy $2.8 billion, fol-

lowed by the Army at $947 million and 
the Marines at $36 million.

It’s no coincidence that U.S. military 
emissions tend to be overlooked in cli-
mate change studies. It’s very difficult to 
get consistent data from the Pentagon and 
across U.S. government departments.

In fact, the United States insisted on an 

exemption for reporting military emis-
sions in the 1997 Kyoto Protocol. This 
loophole was closed by the Paris Accord, 
but with the Trump administration due to 
withdraw from the accord in 2020, this 
gap will return.

Our study is based on data retrieved 
from multiple Freedom of Information 
Act requests to the U.S. Defense Logistics 
Agency, the massive bureaucratic agency 
tasked with managing the U.S. military’s 
supply chains, including its hydrocarbon 
fuel purchases and distribution.

The U.S. military has long understood 

that it isn’t immune from the potential 
consequences of climate change—recog-
nizing it as a “threat multiplier” that can 
exacerbate other risks.

Many, though not all, military bases 
have been preparing for climate change 
impacts like sea level rise. Nor has the 
military ignored its own contribution 

to the problem. As we have previously 
shown, the military has invested in devel-
oping alternative energy sources like bio-
fuels, but these make up only a tiny frac-
tion of spending on fuels.

The U.S. military’s climate policy re-
mains contradictory. There have been at-
tempts to “green” aspects of its operations 
by increasing renewable electricity gener-
ation on bases, but it remains the single 
largest institutional consumer of hydro-
carbons in the world. It has also locked it-
self into hydrocarbon-based weapons sys-
tems for years to come, by depending on 

existing aircraft and warships for open-
ended operations.

Our study shows that action on climate 
change demands shuttering vast sections 
of the military machine. There are few 
activities on Earth as environmentally 
catastrophic as waging war. Significant 
reductions to the Pentagon’s budget and 
shrinking its capacity to wage war would 
cause a huge drop in demand from the big-
gest consumer of liquid fuels in the world.

It does no good tinkering around the 
edges of the war machine’s environmen-
tal impact.

The money spent procuring and distrib-
uting fuel across the U.S. empire could in-
stead be spent as a peace dividend, help-
ing to fund a Green New Deal in whatever 
form it might take.

There is no shortage of policy priori-
ties that could use a funding bump. Any 
of these options would be better than 
fueling one of the largest military forces 
in history.

This article was first published on The 
Conversation at theconversation.com/us. 

Benjamin Neimark is a senior lecturer at 
Lancaster Environment Centre, Lancaster 
University; Oliver Belcher is an assistant 
professor of Geography, Durham Univer-
sity; Patrick Bigger is a lecturer of Human 
Geography at Lancaster Environment 
Centre, Lancaster University.

U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan. Photo: Jonathan Mallard 

Calculating the Impact of the U.S. Military

  �[A]ction on climate change demands 
shuttering vast sections of the military 
machine. There are few activities on Earth as 
environmentally catastrophic as waging war.
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arrest after refusing to come down 
from a railroad bridge.

Activists attempted to blockade 
the tracks again on Dec. 16 in 
West Boylston, Mass. However, 
despite calling the emergency 
dispatcher and waving red flags 
to signal the conductor, the coal 
train did not stop, and almost two 
dozen activists had to jump out 
of the way as the train barreled 
towards them.

The group remained unde­
terred, organizing another train 
blockade Dec. 28, when over 20 
people in Worcester stood across 
the tracks. Ten were ultimately 
arrested, setting the stage for the 
scaffolding blockade in Harvard 
on Jan. 2.

“If [the Harvard blockade] 
had been an isolated action, then 
maybe it would feel like we didn’t 
accomplish much,” said Cody Pajic, 
who was arrested at the blockade 
on Jan. 2. “But #NoCoalNoGas is 
a long-term strategic campaign, 
and when Bow finally shuts down, 
we’ll know that the train blockades 
were part of the path that got us 
there.​”

The train blockades embody 

one of the campaign’s guiding 
principles: that ordinary people 
can take matters into their own 
hands to disrupt fossil fuel 
infrastructure and address the 
climate emergency.

“We can stop these trains fairly 
easily,” DeChristopher said. “It’s 
a very simple thing to do, and it 
needs to become commonplace.”

A longer version of this ar-
ticle was originally published 
by wagingnonviolence.org, a 
source for news and analysis 
about struggles for peace and 
justice around the globe. 

Sarah Freeman-Woolport is a 
correspondent for wagingnon-
violence.org. She recruits, trains 
and supports American Friends 
Service Committee Advocacy 
Teams around the country to 
develop deep advocacy skills to 
lobby political leaders for peace 
and justice. Arnie Alpert is co-
director of American Friends 
Service Committee’s New 
Hampshire office, where he has 
worked since 1981. He is a long-
time nonviolent action trainer 
in New Hampshire. He blogs at 
inzanetimes.wordpress.com.

By Sarah Freeman-Woolpert 
and Arnie Alpert

Under cover of darkness, 
dozens of #NoCoalNoGas 
climate activists snuck into 
the forest in the small town of 
Harvard, Mass. The air was 
buzzing with nervous excitement 
as the group filed along a dirt path 
next to railroad tracks, carrying 
heavy metal scaffolding. After 
half a mile of walking, the group 
set up camp and assembled the 
scaffolding into a 16-foot-tall 
metal structure above the train 
tracks.

Once the scaffolding was 
secured in place, the group 
formed a circle and joined hands. 
One of the activists placed a 
call to the railway’s emergency 
number, alerting the dispatcher 
that there were people and a 
metal structure on the tracks. 
Four people were stationed a 
ways ahead, waving red flags to 
make sure the coal train would 
stop. And stop it did—waiting 
several costly hours for police 
to arrive and arrest the four 
activists who had climbed onto 
the scaffolding and refused to 
come down.

This blockade, which lasted 
through the night on Jan. 2, was 
just the latest action by a coalition 
of regional climate groups and 
activists calling themselves the 
#NoCoalNoGas campaign. With 
the aim of shutting down fossil 
fuel infrastructure—starting 
with Merrimack Station, New 
England’s last coal-fired power 
plant without a shutdown date—
the campaign has been leading 

actions across Massachusetts and 
New Hampshire since August.

As blockades surged in recent 
months, so too has the campaign. 
Escalating from symbolic ac-
tions to obstructing Merrimack 
Station’s ability to operate—
leading to dozens of arrests in 
the process—the #NoCoalNoGas 
campaign is mounting the most 
serious challenge to the plant since 
it opened in Bow, N.H., in 1960.

“What we’re trying to do is to 
show that burning coal at this 
stage is completely unacceptable 
and won’t be tolerated,” said 
Tim DeChristopher, one of the 
activists arrested at the Harvard 
blockade. “Coal trains can’t 
roll through our communities 
anymore without being impeded.”

DeChristopher’s group, the 
Climate Disobedience Center, 
or CDC, helped form the 
campaign, collaborating with 
350 New Hampshire Action 
and a regional coalition of 
other climate action groups and 
individuals, including many 
first-time activists.

Thoroughly researching and 
identifying a vulnerable target 
and prioritizing the process of 
community-building among 
participants, the #NoCoalNoGas 
campaign is a strong example 
of how to develop an effective 
strategy, while also creating an 
inclusive environment for new 
activists to join. Organizers have 
harnessed public outrage into 
action.

“A lot of people even in the town 
[of Bow, New Hampshire] itself 
don’t know we’re still burning 
coal in New England, much less 
in their own community,” said 
Emma Schoenberg, a nonviolent 
action trainer with the CDC. “We 
started really thinking about ways 
in which we can bring awareness 
to the fact that this coal plant 
exists, and to eventually shut it 
down with a really prominent 
goal of building community.”

The campaign’s initial success 
at mobilizing large numbers of 
participants led journalists and 
older activists to draw parallels 
with the Clamshell Alliance 

campaign of the 1970s, which 
fought to stop construction of the 
Seabrook Nuclear Power Plant in 
New Hampshire. In 1977, during 
the largest of several acts of mass 
civil disobedience, 1,415 people 
were arrested while occupying 
the construction site. While the 
Clamshell Alliance wasn’t able 
to stop Seabrook, it sparked a 
national antinuclear movement 
that deserves credit for largely 
shutting down further nuclear 
construction, as well as inspiring 
a greater public understanding 
of nonviolent direct action.

The #NoCoalNoGas campaign 
could do for coal what Clamshell 
did for nuclear energy: build 
a blueprint for shutting down 
a dangerous industry through 
coordinated direct action.

From #BucketByBucket to 
#TrainByTrain

Although many participants 
in the #NoCoalNoGas campaign 
are new to civil disobedience, the 
campaign’s core organizers are 
veterans of nonviolent struggle. 
DeChristopher, who is a co-
founder of the CDC, famously 
posed as a bidder at an oil and gas 
auction in 2008 to protest the sale 
of public lands—a stunt that landed 
him in prison for 21 months.

It’s no surprise that the 
#NoCoalNoGas campaign began 
with a bit of surreptitious action, 
when a core group of activists 
decided to scout out the coal 
plant’s layout firsthand. In August, 
five of them walked straight onto 
the grounds of the power plant to 
see it for themselves.

“After having a good look 
around, we went in and talked 
with some of the managers of 
the plant,” DeChristopher said. 
“We explained to them that we 
need to shut this plant down 
for the sake of the climate and 
our survival. They were pretty 
surprised that we were able to 
just walk right into the plant.”

On Aug. 17, the campaign 
launched its first action when 
eight activists removed over 500 
pounds of coal in buckets from the 
power station grounds. Three days 
later, they dumped the buckets 
in front of the New Hampshire 
State House in Concord and 
told the media they were laying 
the responsibility for ending 
coal usage on the government’s 

doorstep.
A month later, on Sept. 28, 

dozens of people dressed in white 
tyvek suits and carrying plastic 
buckets tried to approach the 
coal pile at Merrimack Station. 
Met by police in riot gear, 67 
were arrested and charged with 
criminal trespassing. They 
sang and drummed on buckets 
throughout the action, while 300 
more rallied in the field across the 
street from the plant. According 
to the organizers, it was one of 
the largest environmental civil 
disobedience actions in New 
England since the Clamshell 
actions at Seabrook 40 years ago.

S e v e n t y - s i x - y e a r - o l d 
Espahbad Dodd was one of the 
bucket-bearing activists arrested 
that day. Having never taken 
such a risk before, he noted, “It 
just got to the point where it 
was time. I figured I don’t have 
grandchildren, but I have lots of 
friends that do. I don’t want to 
think about any responsibility 
I have for not leaving them a 
world in which they can live.”

The next major action took 
place in December. Shifting from 
#BucketByBucket to a rallying 
cry of #TrainByTrain, activists 
began blockading railroad tracks 
as trains carried shipments of 
coal through New England to 
Merrimack Station. The first 
blockades happened during the 
night of Dec. 7 and into the next 
day. Over 100 activists blockaded 
the train tracks at three different 
points along the route, beginning 
in Worcester and Ayer, Mass., 
and culminating with a third 
blockade in Hooksett, N.H. The 
coal train was delayed for several 
hours, resulting in 24 arrests on 
trespassing charges. Two people 
were further charged with resisting 

By Russell Wray

About 40 years ago, I bought a small pewter pin 
which remains one of my cherished possessions. 
The pin beautifully depicts that amazing crea­
ture, the sperm whale, with the words “Save the 
Whale ~ Save the Earth.”

Save the wWhales! That rallying call, which be­
came a symbol for the early environmental move­
ment of the seventies, was focused on the need to 
shut down commercial whaling, which had already 
pushed the Atlantic gray whale into extinction in 
the 18th century and was continuing to decimate 
other whale populations.

Now, decades later, whaling and a host of other 
human activities increasingly threaten the exis­
tence of the world’s whales. 

In the not-so-long run, I wonder if we will be 
able to save the whales … or those other beauti­
ful and inspiring creatures, the dolphins and por­
poises, who along with the whales are known 
collectively as cetaceans. Although Mind in the 
Waters: A Book to Celebrate the Consciousness of 
Whales and Dolphins was published way back in 
1975, and more recent research reinforces the no­
tion that these animals do indeed possess intelli­
gence, consciousness, and creativity, not much has 
changed in our treatment of them. I really wonder 
if we can save them, and ourselves, and the Earth 
… from ourselves.

We have already failed to save the Yangtze 
river dolphin, which was declared functionally 
extinct in 2006, a victim of human activities and 
indifference.

Japan, Iceland, and Norway continue to kill 
whales for profit, despite the International Whal­
ing Commission’s 1982 moratorium on commer­
cial whaling. A number of other nations engage 
in hunts, both “legal” and illegal, of whales and 
dolphins, including the infamously cruel dolphin 
slaughter at Taiji, Japan. Although the intentional 
killing of cetaceans most certainly is harming 
those targeted species, nowadays it is not their 
most serious threat.

Human-driven climate change poses an existen­
tial threat to all, or at least most of us, cetaceans 
included. This year, for example, has already seen, 
at the time of this writing, around 190 gray whales 
stranded along the West Coast, many of which 

were severely malnourished. Grey whales migrate 
up the coast from their mating and calving grounds 
in Baja California to feed in the cold waters around 
Alaska. The trouble is, as our oceans warm and the 
ice recedes, so do the algae that grow on the un­
derside of the ice. And it is this algae that are food 
for the tiny crustaceans that the whales feed upon. 
Biologists reported that half of the gray whales ar­
riving in Mexico last fall were already malnour­
ished, even before the start of their 11,000-mile 
journey back up to their feeding grounds.

Recent years have seen a number of similarly 
malnourished humpback whales stranding in Aus­
tralia. This is because the population of the Ant­
arctic krill, the whale’s food, has been reduced by 
80% since the 1970s largely due to the loss of sea 
ice. The climate crisis already is having very se­
rious impacts on humpbacks and other cetaceans. 
As the oceans continue to warm, and acidify, these 
impacts, and perhaps others unknown at this time, 
will increase.

Another extremely serious problem these an­
imals have to contend with is being incidentally 
caught in fishing operations, referred to as bycatch. 
It is estimated that hundreds of thousands of ceta­
ceans are killed each year in fishing gear, and that 
number is increasing. 

The vaquita, a small porpoise found in the north­
ern Gulf of California, whose population plum­
meted from around 600 in 1997 to around 10 to­
day, was decimated by gill nets. It is on the verge 
of extinction.

In the waters off the coast of Maine, where I 
live, is another critically endangered cetacean, the 
North Atlantic right whale. The number one cause 
of death in this species, responsible for 85% of 
deaths between 2010 and 2016, is entanglement in 
fishing gear. It is estimated that 83% of this popu­
lation have been entangled at least once, and 59% 
more than once. Although most recent entangle­
ments have involved Canadian crab-fishing gear, 
Maine lobster gear has also entangled right whales 
in the past. Yet, Maine’s governor and entire con­
gressional delegation, far more interested in pro­
tecting Maine’s lobster industry and economy than 
whales, have recently appealed to Trump to inter­
vene in federal rule making to protect right whales. 
This, despite the fact that scientists are predicting 

Blocking Trains and Removing Coal, 
Climate Activists Fight to Close One of 
New England’s Largest Power Plants

350 New Hampshire Action Field Organizer Emma Shapiro-Weiss 
poses at the fuel pile at Merrimack Station in New Hampshire. Photo: 

Twitter/Emma Shapiro-Weiss

Top: Tim DeChristopher blocking a coal train in Harvard, Mass. 
Bottom: #NoCoalNoGas activists march to the coal pile at Merrimack 

Station on Sept. 28, singing and drumming on buckets.  
Photo: Facebook/350 New Hampshire Action

Four #NoCoalNoGas campaign activists block a coal train near Worcester, Mass., Dec. 7.  
Photo: Twitter/Jay O’Hara

Save the Whale, Save the Earth!

continued on page 16 …
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Jury refuses to convict 
climate activists who 
presented necessity defense

By Jake Johnson

Environmentalists celebrated a land-
mark victory in the “fight for a habitable 
future” Feb. 27 when a Portland, Ore., 
jury refused to convict five Extinction Re-
bellion activists—including valve turner 
Ken Ward—who presented the climate 
necessity defense at their trial for block-
ading a train track used by Zenith Energy 
to transport crude oil.

The activists emphasized that the win 
was only partial because the criminal 
trespassing case ended in a mistrial rather 
than a full acquittal. Just one of six jurors 
voted to convict the activists while the 
five others voted to acquit.

But Ward said the jury’s refusal to con-

vict even when presented with video evi-
dence of the trespassing “is a vindication 
of our call for climate activists to use a 
climate necessity defense,” which states 
that it is at times justified to break the law 
to combat the planetary crisis.

“When citizens are told the truth about 
the climate crisis—which is the first of 
Extinction Rebellion’s demands—they 
take appropriate and responsible action, 
as our jury did, and we thank them,” said 
Ward.

The five activists were arrested last 

April for building a garden on the tracks 
of Houston-based Zenith Energy’s rail-
road terminal in Portland to protest ex-
pansion of the fossil fuel infrastructure.

“The activists had been protesting the 
expansion of the oil terminal at a time 
when they say we should be dismantling 
fossil fuel infrastructure, not creating 
more,” the local radio station KOPB-FM 
reported at the time. “A few small mounds 
of soil extend onto the rail line—not 
much, but apparently enough to make it 
unusable. Activists also sat on the tracks.”

“Zenith Energy Corporation, and the 
city’s inability to shut it down, is the 
poster child for what is wrong with our 
system,” defendant Margaret Butler said 
in a statement Feb. 27. “We need to take 
note of the lessons learned by the labor 
movement—mass civil disobedience 
works. The climate crisis is a workers’ is-
sue, we need to unite to shut down busi-
ness as usual. Right now.”

Lauren Regan, lead attorney for the 

group of activists, said it is now up to the 
Multnomah County district attorney’s of-
fice to decide whether to re-prosecute the 
climate campaigners.

“The jury’s inability to convict the ac-
tivists,” said Regan, “reflects the prevail-
ing community consciousness, which is 
unlikely to punish climate defenders for 
acts of nonviolent resistance.”

This article was originally published at 
commondreams.org.

Jake Johnson is a staff writer for Com-
mon Dreams.

There is a huge number of living things 
on Earth, all with their own set of charac-
teristics and unique ways of life. From the 
smallest ants up to the huge giraffes and 
elephants, one thing that everyone has in 
common is that they are alive! One type of 
living organism is plants and trees. While 
they may not walk around like other or-
ganisms, or have a kidney and liver, they 
do actually have their own set of organs, 
so to speak.

The Secret Heartbeat
While a tree definitely doesn’t have a 

heart, the idea that they have their own 
beat and sense of rhythm isn’t as far-
fetched as many people think. According 
to a study was headed by András Zlin-
szky, Bence Molnár and Anders S. Bar-
fod from Hungary and Denmark, trees do 
in fact have a special type of beat within 
them which resembles that of a heartbeat. 
Who would have known?

To find this hidden heartbeat, the re-
searchers used advanced monitoring tech-
niques known as terrestrial laser scanning 
to survey the movement of 22 different 
types of trees. The results shocked every-
one and revealed that at night, while the 
trees were sleeping, they often had a beat 
pulsating throughout their bodies, just as 
humans, and other living creatures do.

What Is It?
While these pulses aren’t an actual 

heart beating, they effectively do the 
same job in keeping rhythm and pumping 
liquids around the organism. The pulses 
that the scientists discovered are actually 
the tree pumping and distributing water 
around its body, just as a heart pumps 
blood. It has long been assumed that 
trees distribute water via osmosis but this 

new finding says otherwise. This could 
change the way humans see and under-
stand trees forever; so many things could 
change now. The “heartbeats” themselves 
were quite slow and steady, with some 
occurring every few hours. Even so, it’s 
an amazing find that proves nature is far 

more complex than anyone could have 
ever imagined.

It wasn’t just the heartbeat that the study 
discovered either; it also revealed that 
trees move quite a lot during the night, 
far more than people initially thought. 
As it turns out, a large number of species 
lowered their leaves up to 10 centimetres 
after the sun went down. When trees do 
this, it’s actually because they’re sleeping 
(another human/animal trait), and they 
enter their own type of circadian rhythm 
known as “circadian leaf movements,” 
which is incredibly interesting to watch.

Trees and plants are some of the most 
mysterious living organisms that harbosr 
so much information and have plenty of 
secrets left to give up. Some even say that 
trees have the ability to cry and feel pain, 
both of which would change the world 
if true. There’s still so much we need to 
learn and more studies will hopefully re-
veal some more answers about the mys-
terious, yet mesmerizing world of plants, 
and trees. 

Methuselah, a Great Basin bristlecone pine, is the oldest living tree in the world at 4,851 
years old. Its location is kept secret to protect it.

Scientists Discover that 
Trees Have a ‘Heartbeat’

  �Trees do in fact 
have a special kind 
of beat within 
them, which 
resembles that of  
a heartbeat.

The Zenith Five in court. ‘Zenith Energy Corporation, and the city’s inability  
to shut it down, is the poster child for what is wrong with our system,’ said defendant 

Margaret Butler. Photo: @RickRappaport2020

Landmark Win in ‘Fight 
for Habitable Future’ 

  �The jury’s refusal to convict even when 
presented with video evidence of the 
trespassing ‘ is a vindication of our call for 
climate activists to use a climage necessity 
defense,’ which states that it is at times 
justified to break the law to combat the 
planetary crisis.
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Colombian Indigenous 
leaders face persecution 
as they defend the 
rights of people and the 
environment
By Daniel Henryk Rasolt

Maria Pito has dedicated her life to pro-
tecting “Uusdy´Ju Yajcha Umiñisa”—
a Nasa Yuwe term that roughly trans-
lates to “the web of life.” A 52-year-old 
leader of the Nasa ethnic group from the 
town of Pitayo in the Colombian Andes, 
Pito founded an association called Mama 
Wala, or “Mother Earth,” in the early 
1990s, driven by a concept of intercon-
nectivity and the conservation of culture 
and the environment.

“Mama Wala promotes the rights and 
autonomy of Indigenous women and ter-
ritory and the recuperation of lost and dy-
ing Nasa traditions,” Pito said.

For over 30 years, these rights have 
been the center of Mama Wala’s efforts.

Maria Pito’s principled actions have 
resulted in numerous threats within an 
ecologically critical and highly volatile 
region of Colombia. Pito and her family 
have been threatened on numerous occa-
sions. Militant actors have killed her fam-
ily members, and leaders of her own peo-
ple have threatened her more than once, 
spurred by interests that they felt her ac-
tivism compromised.

Pitayo is situated in southern Colom-
bia’s Cauca department, the center of a 
complex ongoing conflict between gue-
rilla groups, neo-paramilitaries and crim-
inal gangs, much of it involving disputes 
over territory and control of the drug trade. 

These illegal groups also fight against or 
work alongside speculating multinational 
corporations and the Colombian military. 
There are a lot of blurred lines between 
all of these groups.

Cauca also harbors some of Colom-
bia’s most invaluable ecosystems and 
watersheds. Some call it a “water fac-
tory,” where high-Andean cloud forests 
and paramos, a kind of moorland, give 
birth to some of the country’s most im-
portant river basins. The headwaters of 
the Cauca, Paez, and Jambalo Rivers, 
for example, are within the Cauca para-
mos, while Colombia’s principal river, the 
Magdalena, rises in the high mountains 
along the border between the Cauca and 
Huila departments, as does the critical 
Caqueta River that connects Andes and 
Amazon ecosystems.

Paramos exist at an altitude between 
3,000 to 5,000 meters. More than 50% of 
the world’s paramos are in Colombia, and 
an estimated 70% of Colombians depend 
on paramos for clean drinking water. 
These landscapes are also rich in endemic 
biodiversity, especially birds and plants, 
and function as buffers against the im-
pacts of climate change, such as melting 
mountain glaciers and extended droughts. 
Paramos, however, are also threatened by 
climate change and human land use, es-
pecially road-building, mining, grazing, 
and agriculture.

In Cauca, these essential watersheds 
are within the ancestral territories of re-
silient Indigenous groups who still fight 
for their protection.

Constitutionally recognized autonomous 
Indigenous territories in Cauca, concen-
trated in the highlands of the Central Cor-
dillera of the Andes, house the second larg-
est Indigenous population in Colombia.

Seventy percent of the 300,000 Indi
genous people in Cauca belong to the Nasa 
(often referred to as Paez), followed by 
the Yanacona and Misak. Self-identifying 
as the “children of water and the grand
children of thunder,” the Nasa are known 
as active defenders of their rights and ter-
ritories. Many national human rights and 
environmental rights movements and pro-
tests, such as Colombia’s recent “National 
Strike,” have been sparked or fortified by 
the “mingas” (which translates as collec-
tive work or communal actions) and “In-
digenous guard” of the Nasa.

But Cauca is also at the confluence of 
some of Colombia’s most notorious mili-
tant and illicit economic forces. The cli-
mate and mountainous terrain of Cauca is 
ideal for growing and hiding marijuana and 

coca plantations. The relatively easy access 
to the city of Cali and the “legal” industries 
of the Valle de Cauca department, such as 
sugar cane and construction material, keep 
the money flowing. The isolated rivers, 
such as the Naya River, allow for the traf-
ficking of drugs from the Andean slopes—
or all the way from the Amazonian depart-
ments of Putumayo and Caqueta—through 
the mountains of Cauca, and to the coast 
for export. Illegal gold mining is also a per-
vasive scourge in the region.

There remains almost no state presence 
in the highlands of Cauca. The department 
was a former stronghold of the Revolution-
ary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC. 
Drug trafficking and illegal gold min-

ing funded much of their activities. Many 
groups, including FARC dissidents, still-
active National Liberation Army Marxist 
Guerillas, the “New Sinaloa Cartel,” neo-
paramilitaries, and less organized gangs of 
drug traffickers are now vying for control of 
this “corridor” after a power vacuum formed 
following the 2016 Peace Accords between 
the FARC and the Colombian government 
and subsequent lack of implementation.

Some compromised Indigenous leaders 
agreed to be complicit in certain endeav-
ors, such as the expanded planting of coca 
(a traditionally sacred plant for the Nasa) 
and marijuana or mining and road building, 
within and through their territories. They 
did this presumably to reap certain financial 
benefits or to avoid conflict at a particular 
time. Once these forces were allowed to en-
ter, however, it was and remains a danger-
ous proposition to try to remove them.

“All combined, this has made Cauca, es-
pecially the northern and western parts of 
the area, a strategic corridor for drug traf-
ficking, and created a ‘perfect storm’ that 
explains present and past conflict in the re-
gion,” geographer Juan Gonzalez explained 
to me at Cauca University in Popayan.

For those reasons, the area has been 
plagued by conflict for decades, and In-
digenous communities have found them-
selves at the center of it.

Consequently, Nasa leaders are consis-
tently among the most threatened, kid-
napped, displaced, and assassinated so-
cial leaders in notoriously dangerous 
Colombia.

Pito knows these realities well. “I was 
first abducted by the since-defunct M19 
guerillas, whose leaders unsuccessfully 
tried to indoctrinate me,” she told me of 
an experience back in the 1980s. “Soon 
after that I was questioned by the Colom-
bian army, who accused me of being a 
revolutionary.”

Despite those and many other hardships, 
Pito’s social activism has begun to leave 
its mark in Pitayo. With Mama Wala, Pito 
addressed the unjust suppression of Indig-
enous women as income earners, both by 
challenging male-dominated Indigenous 
governance and through broader move-
ments supporting women’s rights in Co-
lombia. This was at a critical time when 

many Indigenous men were being threat-
ened and forced into Colombia’s conflict.

Mama Wala has also recovered many 
Nasa traditions of weaving, language, 
symbolism, native seeds, and traditional 
medicine practices (Pito is also a trained 
nurse). The “Cuatandera,” a Nasa repre-
sentation of the stages of existence from 
the communal fireplace to the paramos 
and the sky, is one deep cultural heritage 
that Pito has helped recover and preserve 
through the Mama Wala group. “Recov-
ering the weaving techniques and sym-
bolism of the Cuatandera has also helped 
us to strengthen our families, language, 
traditions, territory, and communal de-

‘They Cannot Keep Us Silent’
Pito Maria Pito has been working for decades to protect Indigenous culture and the environment in the Colombian Andes.  

Photo: Daniel Henryk Rasolt

  �Militant actors have killed her family 
members, and leaders of her own people 
have threatened her more than once.

continued on page 16 …
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that this magnificent whale will be func-
tionally extinct within 20 years should we 
fail to significantly reduce human-caused 
deaths. Money doesn’t talk; it screams!

By now many of us have seen the in-
creasingly common, but still very disturb-
ing news photos of dead cetaceans next to 
piles of plastic bags and other plastic debris 
that had filled their stomachs and eventu-
ally killed them. And what of orca popu-
lations, including the highly endangered 
southern resident pods in Puget Sound, 
who, at the top of the food chain, are ac-
cumulating so many PCBs in their body 
tissue that when one dies, its body literally 
has to be treated as hazardous waste? Sci-
entists are predicting these pollutants may 
bring about the collapse of orca popula-
tions globally in as little as 30–50 years. 
Plastic and chemical pollution is definitely 
taking its toll on cetaceans.

Whales continue to be injured and 
killed by being struck by ships. After en-
tanglement, ship-strikes are the second 
leading cause of mortalities in the afore-
mentioned North Atlantic right whale. 
As shipping worldwide is increasing, it is 
likely that so will ship-strikes. 

This global increase in shipping brings 

with it another problem: all that noise 
from all those ships is making the oceans 
much noisier than they used to be, and 
that noise is doubling every decade. Be-
cause much of shipping noise is in the 
lower frequencies, it propagates though 
the water over long distances, affecting 
the creatures in those waters. Add to this 
the extremely intense noise from oil and 
gas industry seismic surveys, where nu-
merous airguns blast simultaneously ev-
ery 10 seconds, 24 hours a day for weeks 
or months at a time, filling entire ocean 
basins with noise. Imagine how that ca-
cophony mushrooms when multiply sur-
veys are occurring. Throw in all the noise 
from other commercial, recreational, and 
military activities, and we have a real 
problem. Given the fact that cetaceans are 
acoustically oriented—that they “see” the 
oceans, their social group, their mates, 
their food, and the things that threaten 
them primarily through sound—all of 
this human-produced noise is seriously 
impacting cetacean survivability. 

Speaking of noise and things military, 
naval sonar continues to wreak havoc on 
the lives of cetaceans. This was well illus-
trated in the Northeast Atlantic last year, 
where subsequent to the UK Defense 
Minister’s announcement of a tenfold 
increase in Russian submarine activity, 
NATO warships engaged in a spate of 

anti-submarine warfare maneuvers in-
volving sonar. In the following weeks, 
over 80 dead beaked whales, the majority 
of them Cuvier’s beaked whales (frequent 
victims of naval sonar) washed ashore on 
the coasts of Ireland, Scotland, and Ice-
land. These whales had died at sea and 
drifted with the currents over a period of 
weeks before landing on a beach.

Scientists have estimated, based on this 
number, that as many as 1,000 whales 
may have been killed. The population of 
Cuvier’s beaked whales in the Northeast 
Atlantic prior to this event had been esti-
mated at 2,286, meaning that a little under 
half the population may have been wiped 
out by NATO sonar in a matter of weeks.

Considering the fact that the United 
States and other navies use sonar in exer-
cises and warfare around the world, this 
too is a real threat to cetacean, as well as 
other marine life. Though we have known 
this for decades now, precious little has 
changed—those in power inevitably at-
tempt to justify sonar use, always under 
the pretext of “national security”—which 
doesn’t talk, it swears!

Taken together, all of these various 
human activities, including some that I 
didn’t address here, pose an enormous 
threat to the continued existence of ce-
taceans. It is very likely that the vaquita 
will soon follow the Yangtze River dol-

phin and Atlantic gray whale into extinc-
tion. Will the North Atlantic right whale 
and others be forced off this planet as 
well, disappeared and gone forever? 

The fact that humanity is looking for 
signs of intelligent life “out there” in the 
universe while at the same time showing 
so little regard for some of the most intel-
ligent, self-aware and conscious animals 
right here on Earth has always struck me 
as extremely strange, and sad. We have 
only begun to understand how deep those 
qualities are embedded in some cetaceans. 
It may be that we humans could learn a lot 
from cetaceans, these fellow Earthlings. 
Will we have that opportunity?

As Native American leader Chief Se-
attle is purported to have said: “Man did 
not weave the web of life, he is merely a 
strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, 
he does to himself.”

I believe this is true. We need to make 
some serious changes, and very quickly, 
in the way we are treating the cetacean 
strand, and so many other strands in that 
still beautiful, but rapidly unraveling web 
of life.

Save the Whale ~ Save the Earth!
Russell Wray is a sculptor, print-

maker, and activist living in Maine. He 
co-founded and volunteers with Citizens 
Opposing Active Sonar Threats and is an 
associate member of Veterans For Peace.

fense of the paramos,” she said.
 “We have largely been able to keep the 

drug trafficking and illicit crop cultiva-
tion that intoxicates surrounding territo-
ries and threatens the vital Pisxnu Paramo 
out of Pitayo, for now,” Pito said emphat-
ically. “The paramos and rivers that are 
born from them weave together the es-
sence of our culture, our health, our con-
nection to our ancestors, and our relation-
ship to other people and living beings. 
They must be protected.”

Pito’s most recent fight focused on a 
road building and mining initiative within 
the paramo and sub-paramo ecosystems 
concentrated around the sacred mountain 
El Peñón.

The expanded dirt road in question con-
nects the high-conflict region of Jambalo 
in Northern Cauca with the municipality 
of Silvia and will intersect a soon-to-be 
paved road through the Pisxnu Paramo 
and Nasa and Misak territories. This new 
network of easily transversable roads 
through fragile ecosystems and a high-
conflict corridor for drug trafficking will 
undoubtedly have numerous social and 
environmental consequences.

Pito’s struggle did not focus on the ac-
tual construction and expansion of the 
road, however, but on the 54 hectares of 
land around El Peñón granted for mining 
concessions, officially for construction 
material for the road.

El Peñón is a large granite rock that 
sits between high Andean forest and sub-
paramo at around 3,000 meters, just be-
low the Pisxnu Paramo. The slopes of 
El Peñón are described as an “estrella 

fluvial,” or fluvial star, which means 
that it’s the source of many rivers and 
streams. These rivers flow into the mas-
sive Cauca and Magdalena River Basins, 
making El Peñón a high-priority area for 
conservation.

The cultural significance of El Peñón is 
equally profound. As Pito explained, “El 
Peñón is a sacred natural and historical 
site for the Nasa, where we pay respects 
to Mama Wala and where Nasa warriors 
once expelled Spanish conquistadors.”

Pito also questions the true intentions 
of the mining operation. Geomorphologi-
cal maps reveal that El Peñón and the land 
immediately around it are dense in an-
cient volcanic fluvial metamorphic rocks 
likely rich in valuable mineral deposits 
like gold, platinum, and rare-earth met-
als. Pito says mining experts were clan-

destinely brought in to determine points 
of extraction.

In May 2018, after rallying the approxi-
mately 400 Nasa from a “vereda” (settle-
ment) adjacent to El Peñón called Buena 
Vista, Pito, her 30-year-old son Wilson, 
and others successfully expelled the cor-
poration that was tearing apart the moun-
tain. They did so by demonstrating the 
clear violation of two Colombian laws: 
First, the “Second Law of 1959” prohibits 
mining in forest reserves and fragile par-
amo ecosystems, and second, Indigenous 
communities have no obligation to pro-
vide road-building materials when roads 
are built through their territories.

Of course, the Nasa governor of Pitayo 
at the time had illegally sold away these 
rights. As a result, Pito, Wilson, her 
brother Edilberto, and one other Nasa 

leader were threatened and blocked from 
participation in Indigenous governance 
for 10 years. But that hasn’t stopped Pito 
and other Nasa leaders from continuing to 
fight for the survival of her people and the 
land on which they depend.

“They cannot keep us silent,” said Pito. 
“If four of us are not allowed to speak, 
six more will come and fight for the web 
of life.”

Originally printed in Earth Island Jour-
nal at earthisland.org

Daniel Henryk Rasolt is an independent 
researcher and writer and the founder of 
Unbounded World, an initiative that takes 
an integrated approach to environmental 
and cultural preservation. He holds a de-
gree in astrophysics and works in diverse 
disciplines related to energy, the environ-
ment, health and traditional cultures. 

Save the Whale
… continued from page 13

Colombia
… continued from page 15

Colombian highlands are the source of some of the country’s most important river systems.
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By Catherine Murphy

The corporate media have long been 
looking for ways to discredit Bernie 
Sanders, and they settled on a surprising 
statement he made in the 1980s during his 
tenure as mayor of Burlington when he 
said, “We have a lot to learn from Cuba.”

Ironically, in 2016, President Obama 
said something quite similar, expressly 
celebrating Cuba’s hard-won national ed-
ucation system. He said:

“Every child in Cuba gets a basic edu-
cation. That’s a huge improvement from 
where it was. Medical care, the life ex-
pectancy of Cubans, is equivalent to the 
United States, despite it being a very 
poor country, because they have access to 
healthcare. That’s a huge achievement.”

This followed Obama’s historic an-
nouncement, in December 2014, that the 
United States would change course from 
decades of hostile foreign policy toward 
Cuba, saying that the U.S. embargo on 
Cuba had not achieved its goals. Obama 
said that the United States would take 
steps to re-establish diplomatic relations 
with Cuba and embark on a path of learn-
ing to live as neighboring nations, re-
specting our many differences and collab-
orate in areas of joint interest.

I spent 10 years recording stories of the 
youngest women teachers from the 1961 
Cuban Literacy Campaign, learning about 
this experience through the eyes of a mul-
tiracial group of Cuban women, who were 
adolescent girls at the time. Their stories 
are a powerful testament to the real pos-
sibility of a nation overcoming illiteracy 
and to the personal transformations that 
can happen in the process.

The first huge leap toward building the 
Cuban national education system began 
in September 1960, when Fidel Castro 
announced to the U.N. General Assembly 
that the country would become free of il-
literacy within one year. This was a seem-
ingly impossible task.

Following this statement to the United 
Nations, Cuba made an open call for vol-
unteer teachers. Over 250,000 people 
came forward. It was voluntary to partic-
ipate, both for the teachers and the stu-
dents. The volunteer applicants under 18 
years of age were required to submit writ-
ten permission from both of their parents 
to take part in the campaign.

Obtaining parental consent was often 
difficult for the girls, as the work vio-
lated gender norms of the day. But many 
of them entered into an intense period of 
negotiation with their parents, which in it-
self was a major departure from the con-
fines of the patriarchal family structure of 
Cuba at a time, when many young women 
could not leave their homes without the 
presence of a chaperone.

Fifty thousand young women were suc-
cessful in securing their parents’ permis-
sion and embarked upon a groundbreak-
ing path for Cuban women as they left 
home for the first time.

They went for a two-week training pe-
riod at the beachside town of Varadero, 
which had previously been an exclusive 
resort for the wealthy. Along with meth-
ods for teaching literacy, they learned 
how to give basic health instructions such 
as how long to boil drinking water and 
how to make latrines. They were given 
hammocks, kerosene lanterns, and two 
books that would guide their teaching ex-
perience: la cartilla and el manual, lesson 
plan and teacher guide.

The first section of the teacher guide, 
under “General Orientation” says:

“Establish friendly relationships with 
your students of cordial respect, because 
they need your help. Show concern for 
their problems. Understand them and en-
courage them so they don’t lose hope. Re-
member that many of your students may 
have limitations with their vision or hear-
ing that makes it more challenging to 
learn. Don’t give orders.”

The literacy campaign was the top-
priority issue of the nation in 1961. Every 
institution played a role. The pilot pro-

gram of volunteer teachers had been in 
the mountains for a year, and these teach-
ers served as counselors and guides for 
the multitudes of young teachers who be-
gan to arrive in remote mountain regions.

They lived with rural families, working 
with them during the daytime and teach-
ing classes on nights and weekends. They 
taught their students how to write the al-
phabet and sign their names, helping them 
leave behind humiliating experiences 
of signing land titles and other essential 
documents with an X. In the testimonies 
I recorded, the literacy workers told me 
stories of teaching mountain people who 
didn’t know they lived on an island, or 
who didn’t know the Earth was round.

There were complexities and chal-
lenges. Rural life was hard for the stu-
dents. They had to adapt to living without 
electricity and running water, wash their 
clothes in the river, and use the woods 
or an outdoor latrine instead of an ur-
ban bathroom. They received very small 
stipends, which they often talked about 
turning over to their host families, but it 
was often not enough to make up for the 

chronic undernourishment that those ru-
ral families faced. Many of the teachers 
described eating only rice, only sweet po-
tatoes, or in one case, only mangoes for 
days upon end.

And there were teaching challenges. 
Some husbands did not want their wives 
to take the classes, especially from male 
teachers. They also had to navigate—and 
attempt to bridge—the vast social divides 
of race, class, gender, and urban-rural 
cultural differences and mistrust.

But the testimonies that I collected 
over a decade reveal how profoundly the 
young teachers were transformed in the 
process, and reveal a story of what great 
feats are possible when people come to-
gether to solve pressing social problems. 
Many of the women said their experience 

in the literacy program was the first time 
they felt “autonomous, capable, and free.”

Norma Guillard, an Afro-Cuban inter-
sectional feminist and one of the women 
who inspired me to start gathering tes-
timonies, says she has continued to be a 
literacy teacher throughout subsequent 
decades because she has spent her life 
talking about issues of race and gender 
justice and LGBT equality. She is now a 
leading social psychologist on the island 
and a tireless activist in Black Conscious-
ness and feminist networks around Cuba 
and the region.

By the end of 1961, Cuba had reduced 
illiteracy from 20% to under 4%, mak-
ing it one of the most successful literacy 
campaigns in the world to date, and de-
clared the country fully literate under 
U.N. definitions.

Cubans celebrated the end of the cam-
paign on Dec. 22, 1961, with a huge march 
through Havana where thousands of vol-
unteer teachers carried lanterns, and pa-
per mâché pencils.

It didn’t end there. Cuba went on to con-
duct a decades-long adult education pro-

gram in which the newly literate adults 
could continue learning through sus-
tained campaigns to achieve third-grade 
reading levels, then sixth-grade reading 
levels, and then ninth-grade levels, which 
is now the standard minimum across the 
nation.

Many of the young teachers fell in love 
with the experience of teaching in 1961. 
Thousands of them went on to dedicate 
their lives to education across various 
specialties.

 One of the original teachers, Leonela 
Relys, who was 13 years old in 1961, went 
on to specialize in adult literacy. Her life’s 
work became focused on developing a 
methodology called “Yo SÍ Puedo” (:Yes I 
Can”), which has now been used in over 30 
countries around the world in multiple lan-
guages, winning the King Sejong Literacy 
Prize from UNESCO in 2006 for advanc-
ing “individual and social potential through 
innovative teaching methods” around the 
globe. The methodology involves training 
facilitators who guide students through a 
series of audio-visual classes specifically 
developed together with each community 
to be culturally relevant, appropriate, and 
meaningful for each context.

Through Relys’ work, Cuba’s literacy 
project thus not only transformed Cuba, 
it has also benefited Mexico, Argentina, 
Venezuela, Spain, Angola, South Af-
rica, Jamaica, Aboriginal communities 
in Australia, Maori communities in New 
Zealand, and First Nations communities 
in Canada. Yo SÍ Puedo methodology has 
been used with Indigenous languages in-
cluding Quechua and Aymara in Bolivia, 
and in Haiti through an innovative radio 
program in Haitian Creole.

Politicians such as Sen. Marco Rubio 
and corporate media pundits like Ander-
son Cooper have expressed shock at Ber-
nie Sanders’ decades-old statement that 
Cuba’s literacy project is something to 
emulate, but Sanders was absolutely right 
to say that the United States can learn 
from Cuba on the question of literacy and 
education.

A CIA fact sheet claims that the United 
States is 99% literate, but major national 
studies show a different picture. In 2003, 
the National Assessment of Adult Liter-

Bernie Sanders Was 
Right About the Cuban 
Literacy Campaign

  �By the end of 1961, Cuba had reduced 
illiteracy from 20% to under 4%, making 
it one of the most successful literacy 
campaigns in the world.

Participants in the Cuban Literacy Campaign march in December 1961. 
Photo: Liborio Noval, used with permission.

continued on page 19 …
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By John Lannon

According to its Department of Foreign 
Affairs, Ireland’s foreign policy is based 
on a set of core principles that include the 
maintenance of peace and security as en-
shrined in the U.N. Charter; promoting 
and protecting Ireland’s interests abroad; 
respect for and the promotion of human 
rights; and a commitment to the rule of in-
ternational law. Over the past two decades 
these commitments have been eroded, 
however. This has been particularly evi-
dent in two key areas. The first is Ireland’s 
participation in the European Union’s Per-
manent Structured Cooperation initiative 
on security and defence (PESCO). This is 
the part of the EU’s security and defence 
policy (CSDP) in which 25 of the 27 na-
tional armed forces pursue structural in-
tegration. PESCO member-states are 
expected to increase defense budgets, pro-
vide troops for use in EU Battle-Groups, 
and join “structures partaking in European 
external action in the military field.” The 
second clear and obvious breach of Ire-
land’s commitment to the maintenance of 
peace and the rule of international law is 
the ongoing use of Shannon Airport on the 
west coast by the U.S. military. The effec-
tive transformation of Shannon into a U.S. 
forward operating base in 2002/2003 was, 
and still is, deeply offensive to the major-
ity of Irish people. In allowing it to be used 
for the illegal invasion and occupation of 
Iraq, the Irish government at the time was 
guided more by a desire to accede to the 
demands of the Bush administration than 
to serve the interests or wishes of its own 
people. Almost two decades later, U.S. 
military and military-contracted planes 

still pass through Shannon on a daily basis.
As the country’s political parties now 

come together post-election to try to ne-
gotiate a program for government, there 
is a golden opportunity to address depar-
tures from the stated principles of Irish 
foreign policy. This policy has always 
been predicated on a position of neu-
trality. It too has been eroded, with re-
cent governments referring to a notion of 
“military neutrality,” which is narrowly 

defined as non-membership in military 
alliances. The terms “military neutral-
ity” and “neutrality” are now used inter-
changeably in public opinion analysis and 
policy statements, thus leading to a lack 
of clarity over what exactly our role is in 
international affairs.

It is now time for the political parties in 
Ireland to ensure the stated principles of 
our foreign policy position are reflected in 
the next program for government. There 
are four key steps that need to be taken to 
give effect to this. They are:

1.  End the use of Irish airports, airspace, 
seaports, and territorial waters by foreign 
powers preparing for or engaging in war or 

other armed conflict, and in particular an 
end to the U.S. military use of Shannon Air-
port and Irish airspace for such purposes;

2.  Commit to ending Ireland’s participa-
tion in military exercises and deployments 
not mandated and operated by the United 
Nations, including NATO, EU, and other 
multilateral exercises and deployments;

3.  Revoke Ireland’s ratification of 
PESCO, and cease all involvement in Eu-
ropean Defense Agency programs;

4.  Protect and copper-fasten Irish neu-
trality, by holding a referendum to amend 
the constitution to give effect to this, and/
or the codification of neutrality in domes-
tic legislation.

As noted by European and Irish foreign 
policy expert Karen Devine in 2008, the 
Irish public have consistently adhered to 
a clearcut concept of active or positive 
neutrality. This embodies the following 
characteristics: peace promotion, non-
aggression, the primacy of the United 
Nations,and the confinement of state mil-
itary activity to U.N. peacekeeping, not 
being involved in wars, and maintain-
ing Ireland’s independence, identity, and 
independent foreign policy decision-
making, particularly in the context of 
“big power” pressure. This commitment 
to neutrality was confirmed in a 2016 Red 
C poll in which 57% of respondents said 
that Ireland’s neutrality should be en-
shrined in the constitution.

The form of neutrality favored by the 
majority of Irish people goes beyond the 
concept of military neutrality. It also ac-
cords with traditional norms and interna-
tional law on neutrality.

The 2016 Red C poll also confirmed 
that the majority of Irish people believe 

that the Irish government should not al-
low the U.S. military to use Shannon Air-
port for military transit purposes.

The next Irish government needs to ac-
cede to the wishes of the Irish people and 
to restore Irish neutrality.

Ireland’s participation in PESCO un-
dermines the support of the Irish people 
for an active neutrality. Furthermore, the 
European Defense Agency, which is the 
brainchild of the multi-billion-euro Eu-
ropean arms industry, is likely to lead us 
down the road of participation in an EU 
army. Ireland should resist this.

Ireland’s history of peacekeeping gives it 
significant potential in conflict resolution, 
but involvement in Europe’s security and 
defense industry reduces its standing as an 
honest broker in world affairs. The damage 
being done to our global environment by 
military forces and unjustified wars endan-
gers all of humanity. Restoring Irish neutral-
ity is the safest and most progressive way 
to promote and protect Ireland’s interests 
abroad, and more important, the interests of 
humanity as a whole. The time has come for 
an Irish government that will develop and 
deliver a principled and independent foreign 
policy that promotes peace and justice and 
has active/positive neutrality at its heart. The 
devastating human consequences of policies 
that support military interventions are clear 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Libya, Yemen, 
and other parts of the Middle East. It’s time 
Ireland did something to break this cycle 
and stopped facilitating war.

John Lannon is a founding member 
of Shannonwatch, a group of peace and 
human rights activists that opposes the 
U.S. military use of Shannon Airport. See 
www.shannonwatch.org. 

Next Irish Government 
Needs to Restore Neutrality

  �Ireland’s … 
involvement in 
Europe’s security 
and defense industry 
reduces its standing 
as an honest broker 
in world affairs.
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U.S. Army 
Invades Virus-
Plagued 
Europe 
By Bruce Gagnon

In the midst of a staggering virus epidemic that has 
shut much of Europe down, the United States began 
sending 30,000 Army troops throughout Europe for war 
games known as Exercise DEFENDER-Europe 20.

According to the U.S. European Command (EU-
COM), “Exercise DEFENDER-Europe 20 is the deploy-
ment of a division-size combat-credible force from the 
United States to Europe, the drawing of equipment and 
the movement of personnel and equipment across the 
theater to various training areas.

“U.S.-based equipment will leave from ports in four 
states and arrive in six European countries. This will re-
quire the support of tens of thousands of service mem-
bers and civilians in multiple nations. 

“U.S. service members will then spread out across 
the region to establish intermediate staging bases with 
multinational forces and participate in various annual 
exercises.

“DEFENDER-Europe 20 is the largest deployment of 
U.S.-based forces to Europe for an exercise in the more 
than 25 years.”

Peace groups in Europe are now demanding that these 
provocative war games be cancelled but so far the U.S. 
military is ignoring these legitimate concerns. On March 
13, the German Bundeswehr command announced a de-
cision to withdraw German troops from DEFENDER-
Europe 20 due to the spread of corona-virus, The main 
training venue is training grounds in Poland and Ger-
many. 

The departure of the Bundeswehr from DEFENDER-
Europe 20 means a stop on the entire supply line of 
military equipment and weapons for the exercises. Ac-
cording to Agence France Presse, the further transfer of 
American soldiers to exercises from the United States 
through German airports has been stopped. This means 
the actual curtailment of the exercises.

U.S. European Command (EUCOM) announced that 
the number of U.S. troops participating in DEFENDER-
Europe 20 was being cut back, although several U.S. 
units have already arrived and moved into position in 
NATO alliance states.

“In light of the current corona-virus outbreak, we will 
modify the exercise by reducing the number of U.S. par-
ticipants,” the EUCOM statement said. “Activities asso-

ciated with the exercise will be adjusted accordingly, and 
we’ll work closely with allies and partners to meet our 
highest priority training objectives.”

As part of a modified war exercise, they expect that an 
armored brigade combat team already deployed to Eu-
rope will conduct gunnery and other combined training 
together with Allies.

Ostensibly this massive war game is to “protect” the 
people of Europe from the exaggerated “threat” from an 
attack by Russia. Of course that is total nonsense. The 
NATO, led by the United States, is in fact threatening 
Russia, and when these wars games are over, much of 
the military hardware delivered there will be left in large 
new “storage depot” bases located in Poland and other 
locations near Russian borders.

The United States will likely be leaving something 
much more dangerous during these exercises. There is 
no way in hell that during this current pandemic many 
of these troops won’t become carriers of the virus. What 
message is being sent to the people of Italy, Germany, 
or France that they should lock themselves inside their 
homes while U.S. troops play war throughout Europe?

And what happens when these likely contaminated 
troops return to the United States—to be fanned out 
across this nation—bringing home the contagion that 
they carry inside their bursting patriotic chests which 
now are loaded with the virus?

Meanwhile, preparations for war games called Au-
rora 20 are continuing according to plan. Aurora 20—
the largest military exercise in years—will include a de-
but of the Pentagon’s Patriot missile system and is due to 
take place in Sweden from May 11 to June 7. Prepara-
tions already include transport of equipment and soldiers 
to Sweden. 

When will the world begin to realize that the USA is 
not here to help you?

Bruce K. Gagnon is a member of the Maine chapter 
of VFP and he is the Coordinator of Global Network 
Against Weapons and Nuclear Power in Space.

As the soldiers emerged from their transport planes they shook the hands of U.S. and European military officials 
welcoming them to the hot bed of corona-virus.

acy, sponsored by the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics, found that one in five U.S. adults (21%) do not 
have sufficient English literacy skills to complete tasks 
that require comparing and contrasting information, 
paraphrasing, or making low-level inferences. This trans-
lates into 43 million U.S. adults who possess low literacy 
skills. The researchers explained that people categorized 
by the study as “functionally illiterate” lacked the basic 
reading and writing skills necessary to manage ordinary, 
everyday tasks, such as filling out a job application.

From 2011 to 2014, the Program for the International 

Assessment of Adult Competencies, conducted by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment, carried out a large-scale international assessment 
that set out to measure literacy, numeracy, and digital 
problem-solving. Their results placed study participants 
in the lowest two categories.

Those 43 million U.S. adults with unmet literacy needs 
have difficulty navigating complex documents that have 
critical importance in their lives, such as forms related 
to healthcare,  health information, mortgages, and bank 
loans, and of course, voting ballots.

The mainstream U.S. narrative frames illiteracy as 
an individualized problem, placing blame on individu-
als who suffer low literacy. And they often blame them-
selves. But a 20% low-literacy rate in the United States 
indicates a systemic problem that requires collective 
strategies toward solutions.

One of the key strengths of the Cuban campaign was 
to reframe illiteracy as a collective issue and to encour-
age all people to participate, bringing together those 
who had the opportunity to be educated with those who 
had not in order to overcome a national problem. The re-
sults and the stories speak volumes.

Bernie Sanders was right when he said the United 
States has important things to learn from Cuba about 
literacy.

Originally published by Truthout.
Catherine Murphy is founder and director of The Lit-

eracy Project. Her documentary Maestra explores the 
1961 Cuban Literacy Campaign through the eyes of the 
youngest women teachers. Her oral history archive of 
testimonies on the Literacy Campaign is housed at the 
University of North Carolina Wilson Library.

Cuban Literacy
… continued from page 17

Five female literacy volunteers return to Havana at 
the end of the literacy campaign in December 1961. 

Photographer unknown

  �What message is being 
sent to the people of Italy, 
Germany, or France that 
they should lock themselves 
inside their homes while 
U.S. soldiers play war?
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Big Pharma and Healthcare for 
Profit Hold Lives Hostage 
By Sara Flounders

As COVID-19 (coronavirus) spreads, it is a clear re-
minder that germs and viruses don’t respect national 
boundaries in an interconnected world. But the main-
stream press has certainly not publicized how corporate 
capitalism and imperialism cross national boundaries to 
destroy people’s health.

On a global scale, the connection of the largest U.S. 
pharmaceutical corporations to U.S. sanctions poli-
cies—whether signed by executive order, voted for in the 
U.S. Congress or pushed by U.S. ambassadors through 
the U.N. Security Council—demands careful scrutiny.

Consider the role of Josh Black. He was U.S. head 
of sanctions and counterterrorism enforcement at the 
United Nations from 2008 to 2016 under the Obama ad-
ministration; then Black joined the Trump administra-
tion’s National Security Council.

Black’s stated role was coordinating “peacekeeping 
operations” and sanctions policies passed by the U.N. Se-
curity Council—measures calculated to strangle econo-
mies and ruin lives in Iran, North Korea, Libya, Syria, 
Yemen, and Sudan.

Josh Black now represents the giant medical corpo-
rations that hold people’s lives hostage to profits. He is 
still based at the U.N., now as vice president of one of 
this country’s most powerful lobbying organizations. 
PhRMA—short for Pharmaceutical Research and Man-
ufacturers of America and also known as Big Pharma—
is the global lobby for the U.S. pharmaceutical industry.

Josh Black is just one of thousands of lobbyists and 
government officials who rotate in and out of lobbying 

and government positions. Their role changes very little 
from appointment to appointment; it is always about set-
ting and enacting policies, laws and regulations that ben-
efit capitalist corporations.

PhRMA is often called the war criminal of public 
health. It represents the world’s largest pharmaceutical 
companies, including Merck, Eli Lilly, Pfizer, Bayer and 
Bristol-Myers Squibb. It is part of a coalition of insur-
ance providers, pharmaceuticals, and investor-owned 
hospitals in the Partnership for America’s Health Care 
Future.

PhRMA is the organizational think tank behind the 
push to derail “healthcare for all” campaigns at national 
and state levels. It has spent $28 million on lobbying, ar-
guing that the U.S. government can’t pay for a national-
ized health care system. As PhRMA sees it, hospitals, 
drugs, medical equipment, and all forms of health care, 
along with every government service, must be a source 
of private and corporate profit.

Just how far these capitalist medical and food indus-
tries will go, and what kinds of brutal threats they are 
prepared to make to enhance their profits, can be seen by 
their actions around breastfeeding.

The World Health Organization estimates that breast-

feeding infants would save the lives of 820,000 children 
under five annually. To educate the public, WHO wanted 
to pass a nonbinding resolution encouraging breastfeeding 
at the May 2018 U.N. World Health Assembly in Geneva. 
The resolution called on governments to “protect, pro-
mote, and support breastfeeding” and for policymakers to 
restrict the promotion of unhealthy food products.

Ecuador was scheduled to introduce this resolution. 
The U.S. officials at the meeting quietly threatened to 
unleash harsh economic sanctions on Ecuador’s critical 
trade goods and on scheduled aid just for introducing a 
nonbinding U.N. resolution.

Finally Russia, already sanctioned, agreed to introduce 
the breastfeeding resolution. But language calling for an 
end to “inappropriate promotion of foods for infants and 
young children” was removed after the United States re-
portedly threatened to cut its contributions to WHO.

Sanctions Target Healthcare Globally
More than 39 countries are currently under U.S. eco-

nomic sanctions—more than one-third of the world’s 
population. But as in the case of Ecuador, every country 
can be routinely threatened with economic strangulation 
for the smallest attempt to limit U.S. profits.

Powerful corporations’ very existence is based on ex-
panding the price of medicines and creating shortages 
of doctors, drugs and hospitals. Nationalized health care 
programs around the world threaten their profit taking. 
Developing countries that have invested substantial re-
sources in dramatically improving health standards and 
medical access are an increasing target of U.S. corpora-
tions.

The destruction of public health caused by U.S.-im-
posed economic sanctions is extensively documented. 
Denial of medicine and nutritious food has been mea-
sured in painful detail in Iraq, Iran, Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea, Zimbabwe, and Venezuela, including 
preventable deaths and stunted growth of children.

As the COVID-19 outbreak continues to spread world-
wide, the impact of U.S. sanctions on health care threat-
ens to thwart attempts to contain the disease. U.S. sanc-
tions have severely hampered Iran’s efforts to respond 
to the outbreak, limiting access to medical supplies, test 
kits, and information about the virus.

Before the U.S. hit Iran with the harshest sanctions 
ever, Iran had an advanced, free health care system in 
place. There was also a system of private health care.

The Iranian government has focused on expanding ba-
sic healthcare ever since the Iranian revolution in 1979 
nationalized oil and gas resources. The government be-
came the main provider of healthcare with an extensive 
network of primary, secondary, and tertiary services. 

There is a vast network of over 17,000 Health Houses—
neighborhood health clinics for immunizations, pre- and 
postnatal care and urgent care needs. The Health Houses 
provided free contraception and other family planning 
tools lacking in many neighboring countries.

The intensification of sanctions and the resulting hy-
perinflation have undermined decades of progress.

The rapid spread of COVID-19 in Iran confirms that 
U.S.-imposed sanctions on a third of the world’s people 
will quickly impact the whole global population.

Devastating Healthcare in  
Iraq, Libya, Syria

U.S. wars have caused widespread destruction in Iraq, 
Libya, and Syria. Prior to the wars, these three coun-
tries were the most modern, secular states in the Middle 
East and North Africa, with the best records on women’s 
rights, standard of living, and free, accessible healthcare.

In 2003, after imposing 13 years of devastating sanc-
tions, the U.S. invaded Iraq. During the decade of di-
rect military occupation, the U.S. forces of occupation 
did not build any hospitals. But they did build military 
bases throughout Iraq and in Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Saudi Arabia.

In Libya in 2011, the objective of seven months of 
U.S./NATO bombing was not to help the Libyan people. 
It was outright piracy—to gain control of Libya’s natu-
ral resources. Libya had the highest standard of living in 
Africa, using its nationalized oil wealth to sustain pro-
gressive social welfare programs for all Libyans. The 
population enjoyed not only free healthcare and educa-
tion to the college level, but also free electricity and in-
terest-free loans.

NATO declared that its mission in Libya has been “one 
of the most successful in NATO history.” Now all insti-
tutions of higher education, even medical schools, are 
closed. Hospitals have been looted. Cities are in ruins.

Following the massive bombing of Libya, the United 
States has not rebuilt any of Libya’s infrastructure. But it 
has built new U.S. military bases in Seychelles, Kenya, 
South Sudan, Niger, and Burkina Faso, along with nu-
merous secret bases throughout Africa.

Syria is another example of the targeted destruction of 
national healthcare. Syria had an advanced network of 
primary health care at three levels—village, district and 
provincial—and thousands of trained doctors and medi-
cal personnel.

Beginning in 2011, Syria was faced with a vast influx 
of U.S.-funded mercenary forces determined to over-
throw the government. Syria saw the destruction of med-
ical facilities, deterioration in the functioning of medi-

U.S. Sanctions Lead to Global Rise in Coronavirus

Veterans For Peace members at the St. Pat’s For All parade in Queens, NY, March 1. Photo: Ellen Davidson

continued on next page …
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By Kathy Kelly

U.S. sanctions against Iran, cruelly strengthened in 
March of 2018, continue a collective punishment of ex-
tremely vulnerable people. Presently, the U.S. “maxi-
mum-pressure” policy severely undermines Iranian ef-
forts to cope with the ravages of COVID-19, causing 
hardship and tragedy while contributing to the global 
spread of the pandemic. On March 12, 2020, Iran’s For-
eign Minister Jawad Zarif urged U.N. member-states to 
end the United States’ unconscionable and lethal eco-
nomic warfare. 

Addressing U.N. Secretary General Antonio Guterres, 
Zarif detailed how U.S. economic sanctions prevent Ira-
nians from importing necessary medicine and medical 
equipment.

For over two years, while the United States bullied 
other countries to refrain from purchasing Iranian oil, 
Iranians have coped with crippling economic decline.

The devastated economy and worsening coronavirus 
outbreak now drive migrants and refugees, who number 
in the millions, back to Afghanistan at dramatically in-
creased rates.

In the past two weeks alone, more than 50,000 Af-
ghans returned from Iran, increasing the likelihood that 
cases of coronavirus will surge in Afghanistan. Decades 
of war, including U.S. invasion and occupation, have 
decimated Afghanistan’s healthcare and food distribu-
tion systems.

Jawad Zarif asks the United Nations to prevent the 
use of hunger and disease as a weapon of war. His let-

ter demonstrates the wreckage caused by many decades 
of U.S. imperialism and suggests revolutionary steps to-
ward dismantling the U.S. war machine.

During the United States’ 1991 “Desert Storm” war 
against Iraq, I was part of the Gulf Peace Team—at first, 
living at in a “peace camp” set up near the Iraq-Saudi 
border and later, following our removal by Iraqi troops, 
in a Baghdad hotel which formerly housed many jour-
nalists. Finding an abandoned typewriter, we melted a 
candle onto its rim, (the U.S. had destroyed Iraq’s elec-
trical stations, and most of the hotel rooms were pitch 
black). We compensated for an absent typewriter rib-
bon by placing a sheet of red carbon paper over our sta-
tionery. When Iraqi authorities realized we managed to 
type our document, they asked if we would type their let-
ter to the secretary general of the United Nations. (Iraq 
was so beleaguered even cabinet-level officials lacked 
typewriter ribbons.) The letter to Javier Perez de Cuellar 
implored the United Nations to prevent the United States 
from bombing a road between Iraq and Jordan, the only 
way out for refugees and the only way in for humani-
tarian relief. Devastated by bombing and already be-
reft of supplies, Iraq was, in 1991, only one year into a 
deadly sanctions regime that lasted for 13 years before 

the United States began its full-scale invasion and occu-
pation in 2003. Now, in 2020, Iraqis still suffering from 
impoverishment, displacement and war earnestly want 
the United States to practice self-distancing and leave 
their country.

Are we now living in a watershed time? An unstop-
pable, deadly virus ignores any borders the United States 
tries to reinforce or redraw. The U.S. military-industrial 
complex, with its massive arsenals and cruel capacity for 
siege, isn’t relevant to “security” needs. Why should the 
United States, at this crucial juncture, approach other 
countries with threat and force and presume a right to 
preserve global inequities? Such arrogance doesn’t even 
ensure security for the U.S. military. If the United States 
further isolates and batters Iran, conditions will worsen 
in Afghanistan and U.S. troops stationed there will ul-
timately be at risk. The simple observation, “We are all 
part of one another,” becomes acutely evident.

It’s helpful to think of guidance from past leaders who 
faced wars and pandemics. The Spanish flu pandemic 
in 1918–19, coupled with the atrocities of World War I, 
killed 50 million worldwide, 675,000 in the United States. 
Thousands of female nurses were on the “front lines,” de-
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cal equipment due to lack of spare parts, 
and shortages of drugs and medical sup-
plies due to sanctions. The killing of hun-
dreds of health care workers was unprec-
edented. These attacks have dangerous 
implications for medical neutrality in all 
conflict zones.

The lack of security and the deliberate 
targeting of health workers and health fa-
cilities led to the exodus of trained staff. 
The destruction of Syria’s health infra-
structure contributed to the increase in 
communicable and noncommunicable 
diseases and in rising morbidity and mor-
tality. Sanctions have created waves of 
desperate migrants, uprooted from com-
munities of care.

After the Bolivarian Revolution, exten-
sive inoculation programs and the avail-
ability of free healthcare provided by 
the Venezuelan Institute of Social Secu-
rity made Venezuela’s healthcare infra-
structure one of the more advanced in 
Latin America. However, following U.S.-
imposed sanctions, the Venezuelan health
care system has all but collapsed, as 86% 

of medical supplies were being imported.
In March 2019, the Wall Street Journal 

reported that the “collapse of Venezue-
la’s health system, once one of the best in 
Latin America, has led to a surge in infant 
and maternal mortality rates and a return 
of rare diseases that were considered all 
but eradicated.”

U.S. Healthcare Dominated 
by Profit Motive

The complete domination of U.S. 
health care by for-profit drug and in-
surance companies has led to the low-
est life expectancy and the most deaths 
from preventable diseases in the U.S. of 
any industrialized countries—lower than 
comparable statistics in 30 other nations.

U.S. preparedness to deal with the threat 
of COVID-19 has been further hampered 
by the personnel and budget cuts of the 
Trump administration over the past three 
years. Until Feb. 26 there was no one in 
the White House tasked specifically with 
overseeing a coordinated governmentwide 
response in the event of a pandemic, since 
the post of senior director for global health 
security and biothreats on the National 
Security Council was eliminated in May 

2019. Global health issues were not con-
sidered to be a “national security” priority.

The Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention has seen a 30% funding cut 
since 2003, despite an increasing number 
of public health emergencies.

In its 2020 budget the Trump admin-
istration proposed a further 10% cut in 
CDC funding, equivalent to $750 mil-
lion. It zeroed out funding for epidemiol-
ogy and laboratory capacity at state and 
local levels. The funding cuts have also 
forced the CDC to reduce or discontinue 
epidemic-prevention efforts in 39 of the 
49 countries it had been helping.

On Feb. 26, Trump appointed Vice 
President Mike Pence to lead the govern-
ment’s COVID-19 response team. This is 
a field in which Pence has no credentials, 
no expertise. He is not a doctor or a medi-
cal expert. As governor of Indiana, Pence, 
who is notoriously anti-LGBTQ2+, ig-
nored all public health advice on HIV 
AIDS.

The response team will be led by 
none other than Alex Azar, a former Big 
Pharma lobbyist and former executive of 
pharmaceutical giant Eli Lilly. Azar is 
now Trump’s Secretary of Health and Hu-
man Services.

The extensive corporate press cover-
age of COVID-19 contrasts with what 
little press coverage there is of the cur-
rent 2019-20 flu season. according to the 
CDC. So far there have been 15 million 
illnesses, 140,000 hospitalizations and 
8,200 deaths in the U.S.—from the ordi-
nary flu.

And while it is being trumpeted that 
3,000 people have died worldwide from 
COVID-19, no media attention is being 
paid to the 25,000 people who globally 
die of hunger each day.

The far greater crime than unprepared-
ness for this emerging pandemic is the dis-
ease of capitalism itself, where only prof-
its are measured, while millions of people 
fall through the gaping holes of a fraying 
system of private ownership for profit.

Sara Flounders helps coordinate the 
International Action Center and United 
National Antiwar Coalition. She is an as-
sociate member of VFP, 021 and writes 
for the Marxist newspaper Workers 
World. She coordinates the Sanctions Kill 
Campaign and has organized delegations 
to countries devastated by U.S. wars and 
sanctions including Iran, Iraq, Syria, Su-
dan, Palestine, Yugoslavia, Cuba, and 
Venezuela.
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CODEPINK protests outside the Treasury Department. Photo: Medea Benjamin
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and the demonization of General Solei-
mani as a “terrorist” whose murder by U.S. 
drone is justified “to keep America safe.”

I’ve been reading Sigmund Freud’s 
1930 classic Civilization and Its Discon-
tents and, as I watched the Super Bowl, 
I was reminded of an absurd moment of 
football fandom I experienced some years 
ago, something Freud would probably un-
derstand. I was with friends at a bar in At-
lanta devoted to the Philadelphia Eagles. 
Don’t ask me why there’s such a bar, but 
there is. The place was jammed and ev-
erybody was drinking and having a good 
time, as was I.

I’m not particularly interested in foot-
ball, but I’m a committed people-watcher. 
So I was drinking, laughing, and eyeball-
ing the crowd. The Eagles were moving 
down the field and scored a touchdown. 
Standing nearby was an ordinary late-
30s guy; he could have been a carpenter 
or a lawyer, I don’t know. As the Eagles 
scored, this excited fellow started holler-
ing, loud, pumping his fist in a very pub-
lic manner, “Fuck that ass! Fuck that ass!”

No one else seemed to notice. I wasn’t 
really shocked; I just wondered: What the 
hell was going on here? He didn’t seem to 
be thinking sexually. He certainly had no 
idea how bizarre it sounded. He was just 
excited his team had scored and had hu-
miliated the other team.

Freud addresses this kind of linkage 
with the subconscious in Civilization and 
Its Discontents. The excitement of the 
moment has overwhelmed repressive bar-
riers established by social contract to per-
mit the growth of civilization over barba-
rism; here was a simple outburst of deep, 
satisfying aggression. In this case, it was 
a feeling of power expressed as sodomy 
and rape, a primal exultation over humil-
iating an enemy that suddenly exploded 
out into the open.

It’s Freud’s contention that civilization 
requires the suppression of an anything-
goes approach to sexuality and aggres-
sion, or to put it into pop culture terms, 
Lenny Bruce liked to describe the male 
aggressive impulse as: “Men will fuck 
mud.” The first taboo for civilization is, 
of course, incest, something I recall our 
cats doing all the time when I was a kid. 
It’s all part of Freud’s fundamental theory 
of sublimation. Here’s Freud himself:

“[C]ivilization is obeying the laws of 

economic necessity, since a large amount 
of the psychic energy which it uses for its 
purposes has to be withdrawn from sex-
uality. … [I]t is impossible to overlook 
the extent to which civilization is built 
up upon a renunciation of instinct. … As 
we know, it is the cause of the hostility 
against which all civilizations have to 
struggle.”

Besides being a shrink, Freud was an 
excellent writer with a broad range of in-
terests. Late in his life, he was obsessed 
with aggression, violence, and war. Fol-
lowing World War I, he exchanged let-
ters with Albert Einstein. In their different 
ways they were both interested in under-
standing the impulses toward violence and 
war that they saw unraveling in the news-
papers. They wanted to put the brakes on a 
coming conflagration. Civilization and Its 
Discontents comes from this period.

Freud’s gift to humankind is the revela-
tion of a subterranean mind that interacts 
with the world. That is, what’s going on 
outside our minds “in the real world” is 
ruled and driven by what goes on inside 
our minds. Complex and unruly sexual 

and aggressive impulses play out in this 
inner life, often playing havoc with our 
outside lives.

What someone like Sigmund Freud 
writes about can’t be reduced to a sound 
bite or a Tweet. I like the idea of dialogu-
ing with someone who was a truth-seeker 
90 years ago, in this case, a voice respond-
ing to a profound historic moment—the 
period between WWI and WWII—a mo-
ment that has frightening echoes for our 
time. It’s not like you can grab hold of this 
stuff and nail it down like a fact. You have 
to be able to think for yourself; you either 
trust the writer in question—or you don’t. 
It entails the taking of pleasure in meta-
phors and literary allusions; it’s why a psy-
choanalyst tries to make sense of the most 
ephemeral of experiences—dreams—and 
why someone like Lenny Bruce or Woody 
Allen is provided so much material to 
make jokes about his own ridiculous neu-

roses. It’s fluid story and narrative, com-
edy and tragedy, the nexus between inside 
and outside. It’s where people who accept 
and relish the notion of complexity dig in 
to find answers, while those interested in 
power and control go the way of the Span-
ish fascist officer who famously said: 
“When I hear the word culture I reach for 
my revolver.”

Like Freud, Albert Einstein’s thinking 

is wonderful to wade into. His quotes are 
like Martin Luther King quotes, endlessly 
compelling. Here’s my favorite that hangs 
on the wall in my downstairs bathroom; I 
pause to read it often:

“A human being is part of a whole, 
called by us the Universe, a part limited in 
time and space. He experiences himself, 
his thoughts and feelings, as something 
separate from the rest, a kind of [percep-
tual] delusion of his consciousness. This 
delusion is a kind of prison for us, re-
stricting us to our personal desires and to 
affection for a few persons nearest us. Our 
task must be to free ourselves from this 
prison by widening our circles of compas-
sion to embrace all living creatures and 
the whole of nature in its beauty.”

1) Of course, it’s sexist language and 
should include she and hers. In his time, 
his did include that; but in the identity 
politics of 2020, it’s flat-out sexist. But, 

then, a question worth asking now: Is 
identity politics one of those delusional 
traps he cites?

2) Confession: As part of my sense of 
dialogue with this paragraph, I took the 
liberty of replacing the adjective in “op-
tical delusion” with “[perceptual] delu-
sion.” For me, it expresses my grasp of his 
grand idea much better.

In my inner world of meaning, this 
statement of Einstein’s stands on one end 
of a continuum representing the purest 
form of left-liberalism and progressiv-
ism when you consider things like en-
vironmentalism, peaceful coexistence, 
democracy, and supranational political 
bodies like the United Nations, while on 
the other end of the continuum, we have 
the narcissism, authoritarianism and trib-
alism represented by Donald Trump and 
his policy of America First. The farther 
one goes on the continuum toward Ein-
stein’s vision of freeing ourselves “by 
widening our circles of compassion,” the 
better off the world will be in the unfold-
ing 21st century.

Freud eerily speaks directly to our age 
on the subject of human tools “useful to 
men for making the earth serviceable to 
them,” something that began with the 
“control over fire and the construction of 
dwellings.” He foresaw new tools of the 
sort we all now deal with on a daily basis. 
“Man has, as it were, become a kind of 
prosthetic God,” he writes. “Future ages 
will bring with them new and probably 
unimaginably great advances in this field 
of civilization and will increase man’s 
likeness to God still more.”

I think of all the Super Bowl glitz and 
the larger-than-life warrior special ef-
fects, the whooshing graphics, the quick 
cutting, that whiplash vulnerable minds 
this way and then that way; the ordi-
nary young men and women assaulted by 
dreams projected onto their psyches of 
sexy mythic life and awesome superhero-
ism; and the lethal drones hunting poor, 
brown people in the skies over the Mid-
dle East “piloted” 12,000 miles away by 
young Americans in air-conditioned cubi-
cles sipping on Diet Cokes while glancing 
at Facebook updates on their i-phones.

John Grant is journalist, a Vietnam 
War veteran, and an active member 
of Veterans For Peace. He writes for  
thiscantbehappening.net and has taught 
documentary photography at Widener 
and Drexel Universities and creative 
writing to inmates in the Philadelphia 
Prison.

When this happens, they can be lost. Not 
only are they still the fucked-up kid who 
joined, they are now a fucked-up veteran 
too. Helpless. Suicide can look logical.

Veterans taking their own lives is in the 
news. Not with the amplification and ur-
gency a veteran’s suicide should get, but 
with recognition there is a problem. Willa 
Cather’s fifth novel, One of Ours, was pub-
lished in 1922. It begins on a farm in south-
west Nebraska in the early 20th century and 

is the story of Claude Wheeler who grows 
up on that farm. Most readers will see the 
Great War lying directly in this boy’s path. 
His father and mother think he is rather dull. 
He, though, dreams of something more than 
life forever on the farm. When America en-
ters the war he enlists and is commissioned 
and sent to France. Finally, in an act of un-
selfish heroism he is killed. It’s a sad mo-
ment, written by a great writer.

But Willa Cather’s story doesn’t quite 
end there. Only a few years after the Ar-
mistice, suicide among veterans was com-
mon knowledge enough for her to write, 
“One by one the heroes of that war, the 

men of dazzling soldiership, leave prema-
turely the world they have come back to. 
Airmen whose deeds were tales of won-
der, officers whose names made the blood 
of youth beat faster, survivors of incred-
ible dangers—one by one they quietly 
die by their own hand. Some do it in ob-
scure lodging houses, some in their office, 
where they seemed to be carrying on their 
business like other men. Some slip over a 
vessel’s side and disappear into the sea.”

Denny Riley is an Air Force veteran of 
our war in Vietnam, a writer, and a mem-
ber of San Francisco Veterans For Peace 
Chapter 69.

One of Ours
… continued from page 23

Superbowl
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  �Today, the war cycle is beginning all over 
again with Iran. Instead of made-up 
WMDs, we have the torpedoing of a peace 
deal and the demonization of General 
Soleimani as a “terrorist” whose murder by 
U.S. drone is justified.

Freud and Einstein
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Reflections 
on a Waging 
Peace 
Exhibit
By Zaynab Quadri

It was the final day of the extraordinary 
Waging Peace in Vietnam: U.S. Soldiers 
and Veterans Who Opposed the War ex-
hibit in Washington, D.C. An older gen-
tleman kindly struck up a conversation. 
He had served in Vietnam, he told me. It 
was the first time I had spoken to a vet-
eran one to one before, and it struck me, 
speaking with a man around my grandfa-
ther’s age, how simultaneously close and 
far-flung the Vietnam War is from my 
own experience.

As a 20-something Pakistani-American 
Muslim woman in 2019, I am the prod-
uct of a different war, a different strand of 
transnational American history.

I was born in Lahore soon after the 
Cold War ended, and my family moved 
to the United States just one year before 
the towers fell and changed everything. 
The world that 9/11 made—of endless 
wars on terror, the data-hungry security 
state, the 24/7 pundit shows paid to de-
bate the humanity of my identity—is the 
world that I know and recognize as creat-
ing me, structuring the dangers and pos-
sibilities, the priorities and absurdities, of 
my life. It is the world I sought to make 
comprehensible by abandoning my immi-
grant-parent-approved ambitions of pedi-
atric medicine in order to study American 
empire. I am currently writing my dis-
sertation on private military contractors 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, because I see 

these wars as emblems of the politics that 
define our times: willful manipulation 
by leaders who face little lasting conse-
quence; the rapaciousness of private, un-
regulated capital enabled and emboldened 
by perpetual war; the utter devastation of 
land, water, air, and body that result, sul-
lying our collective humanity as well as 
the biome we share with all living things.

It is this perspective, this orientation of 
being, that engendered continuous pangs 
of recognition in me throughout the Wag-
ing Peace events around the Waging 
Peace exhibit. In the documentary Sir! 
No Sir!, in the discussion on teaching the 
history of the war; in the panel about the 
lingering environmental effects of Agent 
Orange and land mines, over and over I 
kept experiencing a sense of eerie famil-
iarity. A deep horror I was already car-

rying around with me, which was now 
refracted across space and time, with peo-
ple I didn’t yet know and a history I was 
still learning. I was aware intellectually 
that the history of the Vietnam War fac-
tored into the more recent past I was deep 
in the middle of researching, but the con-
nection became so much more visceral 
when I was confronted with the primary 
sources, the documents and archival foot-
age and stories told by the living veterans 
who attended.

The issues of that period are, in fact, ur-
gently entwined with issues of this mo-
ment. I see it in brutal war crimes against 
people and landscapes unfamiliar to most 
Americans. I see it in these asymmetric 
conflicts cloaked in ideological hyperbole, 
in which there is a market for those who 
win the contracts for state-building. The 
draft, abolished due to the work of the anti-
war and GI movements, is a large part of 
the reason the contractors I study ended up 
in Iraq and Afghanistan in the first place. 
In these important, institutional ways, the 
Vietnam War set the stage for the wars that 
have scaffolded my life and work.

I have felt not a small amount of grief, 
sitting with such continuities and legacies 
of violence. Though I am a 21st-century 
immigrant, navigating my fraught Amer-
icanness in the post-9/11 era, the United 
States is my home and thus I am, however 
obliquely, a product of the Vietnam War 
too. This country is bound in blood to 
many places around the globe; but Viet-
nam, with all that was wounded and lost 
beyond redress, looms especially large.

Despite the victories of the GI move-
ment—an important story anchoring 
the sprawl of topics explored by vari-
ous events—I nevertheless found myself 
haunted by the temporality of protest, the 
way we could only learn of the horror and 
fight back when so much damage was al-
ready done. So when I heard veterans on 
camera testify to the wasteful senseless-

ness of war, when I witnessed the hu-
man cost of chemical warfare, it was this 
I thought about. The crushing, inarticulate 
helplessness of losses so vast I could barely 
wrap my mind around them. The bitterness 
of knowing similar evils would be repeated 
a generation later in the Middle East, with 
ugly reverberations around the world.

As the unofficial emcee of the exhibi-
tion, Ron Carver insisted multiple times 
that the story of the GI movement was not 
a sad one—that it was a story of people 
coming together to make a difference. 
This is indeed a compelling frame to 
think about an underappreciated nook of 
history. But what I want to dwell on a little 
longer, is in fact the despair—the ways in 
which moral lessons must be learned, not 
once, but again and again, at the expense 

of the marginalized, the innocent. It is a 
productive despair, I think, more than a 
paralyzing one. In listening to the sto-
ries of hope and despair from the week-
long exhibition, I was reminded of Ju-
dith Butler’s conception of grievable life; 
how some lives are deemed more griev-
able than others. The events’ push for the 
excavation of a usable, grassroots history 
struck me as a way of trying to redress 
the inequality of grievability, elevating 
every life at stake as a worthy weight to 
bear together. Even if it had to come after 
the fact, it has come. Grief restores us our 
humanity to each other. It is what exposes 
the stakes of everything we do, and ev-
erything we are.

There is still work to be done in the 
American consciousness around Vietnam, 
as well as the more contemporary Middle 
Eastern wars. But the hope embedded in 
grief—that people matter, that their loss 
must be made meaningful, that we have 
the capacity to learn and eventually, some-
how, do better— is what I will try to carry 
with me along with everything else.

The Vietnam War is a fraught but es-
sential human story. This exhibition pro-
vided a rich, provocative, and deeply 
moving opportunity to remember both 
the horror we are capable of inflicting on 
one another, and our simultaneous poten-
tial to empathize across time and borders, 
and grapple with what kind of world we 
might create, but only if we are wise and 
brave enough to create it. 

Zaynab Quadri is a fourth-year PhD 
candidate in American Studies at George 
Washington University.

livering healthcare. Among them were 
black nurses who not only risked their 
lives to practice the works of mercy but 
also fought discrimination and racism in 
their determination to serve. These brave 
women arduously paved a way for the 
first 18 black nurses to serve in the Army 
Nurse Corps and they provided “a small 
turning point in the continuing movement 
for health equity.”

In the spring of 1919, Jane Addams and 
Alice Hamilton witnessed the effects of 
sanctions against Germany imposed by 
Allied forces after World War I. They ob-
served “critical shortages of food, soap, 
and medical supplies” and wrote indig-
nantly about how children were being 
punished with starvation for “the sins of 
statesmen.”

Starvation continued even after the 
blockade was finally lifted that summer 
with the signing of the Treaty of Ver-
sailles. Hamilton and Addams reported 
how the flu epidemic, exacerbated in its 
spread by starvation and postwar devas-
tation, in turn disrupted the food supply. 
The two women argued a policy of sen-
sible food distribution was necessary for 
both humanitarian and strategic reasons. 
“What was to be gained by starving more 
children?” bewildered German parents 
asked them.

Jonathan Whitall directs Humanitarian 
Analysis for Médecins Sans Frontières/
Doctors Without Borders. His most re-
cent analysis poses agonizing questions:

“How are you supposed to wash your 
hands regularly if you have no running 
water or soap? How are you supposed to 
implement ‘social distancing’ if you live 
in a slum or a refugee or containment 
camp? How are you supposed to stay at 
home if your work pays by the hour and 
requires you to show up? How are you 
supposed to stop crossing borders if you 
are fleeing from war? How are you sup-
posed to get tested for COVID19 if the 
health system is privatized and you can’t 
afford it? How are those with pre-existing 
health conditions supposed to take extra 
precautions when they already can’t even 
access the treatment they need?”

I expect many people worldwide, dur-
ing the spread of COVID-19, are thinking 
hard about the glaring, deadly inequali-
ties in our societies, wonder how best to 
extend proverbial hands of friendship to 
people in need while urged to accept iso-
lation and social distancing. One way to 
help others survive is to insist the United 
States lift sanctions against Iran and in-
stead support acts of practical care. Jointly 
confront the coronavirus while construct-
ing a humane future for the world without 
wasting time or resources on the continu-
ation of brutal wars.

Kathy Kelly co-coordinates Voices for 
Creative Nonviolence. (www.vcnv.org).
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  �Though I am a 21st-century immigrant, 
navigating my fraught Americanness in the 
post-9/11 era, the United States is my home 
and thus I am, however obliquely, a product 
of the Vietnam War too.

Ron Carver with the Waging Peace exhibit. Photo: Gary Jones
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By Denny Riley

The Super Bowl is a splendid example 
of the Pentagon’s continual scramble to 
fill its ranks with volunteers.

The latest one had a huge red, white 
and blue Super Bowl LIV logo painted on 
the midfield turf where the coin toss took 
place. It had flags and banners surround-
ing the two team captains and the referee. 
It had members of the military in full-
dress uniform standing numbly at atten-
tion. Preceding the coin toss was a rendi-
tion of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and 
a flyover by four fighter aircraft.

By far the greatest portion of the au-
dience to this spectacle was Americans 
watching at home on television, which is 
just as well, because this particular flipping 
of the coin was produced primarily to be 
seen by that audience. We are so frequently 
bombarded by this style of nationalism, 
mistakenly called patriotism, that many of 
us enjoy it, look forward to it, cheer the fly-
over fighters without considering what the 
ultimate purpose of the fighters is.

Not much is gained by middle-aged 
Americans loving this stuff. It only re-
inforces their belief that writers like me 
should be punched in the face. The emp-
tiness of being a patriot rests in the truth 
that absolutely nothing is required to reg-
ister as one but to say you are patriotic, 
or you love your country, or you love the 
flag. You don’t have to do anything.

All over America, though, teenagers were 
glued to the tube, and they were the real pur-
pose of the pregame hoopla. They are the 
reason we have been taught to call every-
one who wears a uniform a hero and why 
everyone who has worn one is thanked for 
their service, not because those who served 
should be thanked, but so those the military 
needs might be persuaded by seeing they 

will be thanked for the rest of their lives.
Many of the teens will look at the pre-

game show and think it looks pretty cool 
but know they have better ways to spend 
the next few years of their lives than being 
a part of that. There are 27 million Ameri-

cans between 18 and 24 years old. The mil-
itary needs 2% of them to don the uniform. 
Not many, it appears. Then why the never-
ending spectacle of calling them heroes 
and thanking them, to say nothing of rib-
bons and decorations, and flag-draped cof-
fins coming off cargo aircraft at Dover, and 
military funerals with color guards and 
12-gun salutes, and all the time and every-

where tributes to our troops? It is a fact that 
some members of the military serve under 
harrowing conditions and some perform 
heroic deeds. However, most of the mili-
tary is support. Many of those called he-
roes do nothing braver than drive a snow-

plow at an airbase in North Dakota. Still, 
with some two million needed in the all-
volunteer military, recruiting cannot pause 
for a moment. The TV commercials aired 
during every sporting event (between ad-
vertisements for upcoming violence-based 
movies) show erect and healthy youths 
with trim haircuts, neat uniforms and a 
willing hustle. The ads show a world of 

opportunity, of technical training and of 
travel. Everyone is good-looking, every-
one is focused. Like any ad campaign, the 
best is always shown but there is no other 
advertiser with a downside to their product 
as horrific as the military.

The target of this massive recruiting 
campaign and the real target of the Super 
Bowl coin toss is kids with futures that 
don’t look as good as they wish they did. 
If you sat down next to a young soldier in 
an airport and asked her or him why they 
joined, the young soldier would probably 
tell you to serve our country, and why 
wouldn’t that be the answer you’d hear? 
That reason for having volunteered has 
been pounded into everyone’s head. You 
may have already thanked her or him for 
their service as soon as you sat down.

I inadvertently conducted a four-year 
survey on why young people volunteer for 
the military. This was during our war in 
Vietnam so some of those surveyed were 
in the Air Force (where the survey was 
conducted) to avoid being drafted into the 
Army or Marines, not a truly patriotic or 
desire-to-serve reason for signing up. Of 
the others surveyed (all were male), the 
reasons for joining were profuse but sim-
ilar. Many didn’t have high school grades 
good enough to get into college. Many had 
flunked out of college, with a subset of this 
reason being they quit college to join, which 
no one believed. Some were kicked out of 
high school, or their dad kicked them out 
of the house, or they were arrested for hoo-
liganism and told by the judge to enlist, or 
their girlfriend tossed them over, or some-
thing else, but during the four-year survey 
no one ever said his reason for joining was 
to serve this great land of ours. I met a kid 
who on his 18th birthday was taken down 
to the recruiter by his adoptive dad and told 
to enlist. I met a kid who joined because it 
was the only way he saw to get off the res-
ervation. I met a dozen kids who believed a 
hitch in uniform would give them a chance 
to get the bullshit out and refill themselves 
with know-how.

It is not the exception, if their life has not 
been taken, to come out feeling no better 
about themselves than when they went in. 

One of Ours

Colin Kaepernick takes a knee.

  �“Like any ad campaign, the best is always 
shown but there is no other advertiser with 
a downside to their product as horrific as 
the military.

Flags, male aggression and pole dancing
By John Grant

It would be hard to find a more obnoxious display of American 
corporatism and imperialism than this year’s Super Bowl. The 
whooshing super-hero graphics, the flag-waving, the pre-hyped 
$11-million-a-minute ads and J-Lo pole-dancing at halftime. If 
I hadn’t decided to write about it as decadent spectacle, I’d have 
turned it off and read a book.

But, then, there was the game itself. The come-from-behind, 
three-touchdowns-in-five-minutes in the last quarter led by a 
modest-looking 24-year-old quarterback with goofy hair named 
Patrick Mahomes was an exhibition of athletic competence that 
almost transcended the glitzy nonsense.

Colin Kaepernick was a competent quarterback with moral 
courage, and look what happened to him: blackballed from a ca-
reer for the unforgivable crime of “taking a knee” to oppose an 
epidemic of police violence against black people.

Yet, things do evolve. Black quarterbacks are now every-
where so the NFL feels the pressure. In cahoots with Jay-Z, the 
NFL ran a progressive ad during the Super Bowl on police vio-
lence. Jay-Z is clearly in it for money, but, still, his company’s 

social justice ef-
forts working with 
the NFL are real. 
Speaking of Kae-
pernick, he says: 
“We are two adult 
men who disagree 
on the tactic but are 
marching for the 
same cause.”

This reminds me 
of antiwar activ-
ists during the run-
up to George W. 
Bush’s Iraq War 
whose message was 
blackballed from 
mainstream venues 
and forced into the 
street to be choreo-
graphed by the po-
lice. After it became obvious even to Republicans that the war was 
the disaster that the antiwar movement said it would be, Bush’s 
war was thrown under the historic bus. Yet, the “forever war” goes 
on and money and power won’t give up an ounce of its arrogance.

Today, the war cycle is beginning all over again with Iran. In-
stead of made-up WMDs, we have the torpedoing of a peace deal 

Freud Goes to  
the Super Bowl
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