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The Pentagon 
claims it fended off 
some 360 million 
attempts – - yes, 
you read that 
right! – - to break 
into its networks 
last year alone, a 
monumental leap 
from a “mere”  
6 million tries 
in 2006

War Machine

As though we don’t have enough 
to be afraid of already, what with 
armed lunatics mowing down 
military recruiters and doctors, 

the H1N1 flu virus, the collapse of bee pop-
ulations, rising sea levels, failed and flail-
ing states, North Korea being North Korea, 
al-Qaeda wannabes in New York State 
with terrorist aspirations, and who knows 
what else – now cyberjihadis are evidently 
poised to steal our online identities, hack 
into our banks, take over our Flickr and  
Facebook accounts, and create havoc on 
the World Wide Web.

Late last year, in a 96-page report,  
Securing Cyberspace for the 44th Presidency, 
the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS) warned that “America’s fail-
ure to protect cyberspace is one of the most 
urgent national security problems facing 
the new administration.” In a similar fash-
ion, Dr. Dorothy Denning, a cybersecurity 
expert at the Naval Postgraduate School, 
has just described the Internet as a “pow-
erful tool in the hands of criminals and ter-
rorists.” And they’re hardly alone.

To this chorus of fear, our thoughtful, 
slow-to-histrionics President added his 
voice in a May 29th East Room address:

“In today’s world, acts of terror could 
come not only from a few extremists in sui-
cide vests but from a few key strokes on a 
computer – a weapon of mass disruption… 

This cyberthreat is one of the most serious 
economic and national security challenges 
we face as a nation.”

Uh-oh, and as we know, cybercrime is 
already on the rise. According to the presi-
dent, the US experienced 37,000 cyberat-
tacks in 2007, an 800% increase from 2005. 
He referenced a study estimating that cy-
bercrime has cost Americans $8 billion in 
the last two years. A trillion dollars worth 
of business information has reportedly 
been stolen from the corporate world.

For Barack Obama, cybercrime is per-
sonal. During his bid for the presidency, 
someone hacked into his campaign’s secure 
network and gained access to sensitive 
strategy documents and calendars.

Last year, a malicious computer virus 
hit the US military, infecting thousands of 
computers and forcing soldiers to give up 
their thumb drives, changing the way they 
share information among computers. The 
Pentagon claims it fended off some 360 mil-
lion attempts – yes, you read that right! – 
to break into its networks last year alone, a 
monumental leap from a “mere” 6 million 
tries in 2006.

In one such attempt, cyberspies hacked 
into the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter project, the 
Air Force’s most advanced and, at $300 bil-
lion, most expensive jet fighter under pro-
duction. According to the Wall Street Jour-
nal, they “compromised the system respon-

Cyberscares about 
cyberwars
Frida Berrigan on the latest moves of a cybermilitary-industrial 
complex that is finding new ways to dig into the nation’s packets 
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“There’ve been 
so many czars 
over the last 50 
years, and they’ve 
all been failures. 
Nobody takes 
them seriously 
anymore”

sible for diagnosing a plane’s maintenance 
problems during flight.” In April, Defense 
Secretary Robert Gates told 60 Minutes’ 
Katie Couric that the US is “under cyberat-
tack virtually all the time, every day.” The 
Pentagon recently admitted that it spent 
$100 million in the past six months repair-
ing damage caused by cyberonslaughts.

Cyberczar to the rescue
In his speech, President Obama also in-
sisted that help was on the way as he an-
nounced the establishment of a new Cyber-
security Office within the White House. It 
was, he assured Americans, meant to coor-
dinate all government activities to protect 
US computer networks, while promoting 
collaboration among a confusing landscape 
of federal cybergroups with “overlapping 
missions.” Our digital infrastructure, he 
said, was the “backbone that underpins a 
prosperous economy and a strong military 
and an open and efficient government.” As 
such, he proclaimed it “a strategic national 
asset,” which meant that “protecting it is a 
national security priority.”

All will be better, promised the Black-
berry President, once his cyberczar, or “cy-
bersecurity coordinator” is selected. “I will 
personally select this official,” he pledged. 
“I’ll depend on this official in all matters re-
lated to cybersecurity and this official will 
have my full support and regular access to 
me as we confront these challenges.”

Keep in mind that the president is 
more than a little czar crazy, perhaps be-
cause the vague post of czar (of whatev-
er) turns out not to require confirmation 
from a somewhat slow and balky Sen-
ate, even as it brings instant attention to 
some new aspect of his mega-agenda. He 
has already picked his Border Czar, Drug 
Czar, Counterterrorism Czar, Urban Af-
fairs Czar, and Climate Czar, just to name 
a few. Foreign Policy counts a staggering 
18 Obama czars in all. His still unnamed 
cyberczar will report to the National Se-
curity Council and the National Econom-
ic Council.

Many of these new czars have offices 
within the White House from which they 
can (theoretically) oversee policy, coordi-
nate among agencies, streamline decision-
making, and give a particular issue or area 
added weight and prominence. In real-
ity, such appointments historically tend to 
put yet another cook in a chaotic kitchen, 
while adding a new layer of bureaucracy 
to already jumbled layers of the same. As 
Paul Light, a government professor at New 
York University, told the Wall Street Jour-
nal, “There’ve been so many czars over the 
last 50 years, and they’ve all been failures. 
Nobody takes them seriously anymore.”

I feel better already! Except I do have a 
small question: How did the word “czar” 
morph from the title of a discredited auto-
crat half a world away to the description of 
a supposedly influential White House of-
ficial? And why are all these czars jostling 
for power and order in a democratic gov-
ernment?

That aside, web-surf is up! And here’s 
the good news: the United States is not just 
playing cyberdefense. Admittedly, the ad-
ministration’s plan for cyberoffense – you 
know, to hack into networks not our own 
– did not get as much news buzz as the cy-
berczar, but don’t be fooled: the military is 
already on the job, mounting an invasion of 
a whole new territory, cyberspace!

The new nightmare:  
Preparing for cyberwar
Yes, the Pentagon sees cyberspace – that 
expansive online constellation of worlds 
that never sleeps even when our comput-
ers are off – as another battlefield terrain 
no different from the mountains of Af-
ghanistan or the cities of Iraq (except that 
maybe on virtual battlefields we can actu-
ally win).

In an exhaustive 350-page look at US cy-
berattack capabilities put out in April 2009, 
the National Research Council’s Committee 
on Offensive Information Warfare conclud-
ed that “enduring unilateral dominance in 
cyberspace is neither realistic nor achiev-

news:the
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In pursuit of the 
elusive, impossible 
dream of unilateral 
dominance in 
cyberspace, 
Defense Secretary 
Gates is looking 
to more than 
quadruple the 
number of 
cyberofficers by 
2011; and though 
he didn’t put a 
dollar figure on 
it, as the military 
services all rush 
to add “cyber” to 
their portfolio, the 
monies are going 
to add up fast

able by the United States.” Despite that 
cautionary word, this very month the Pen-
tagon has moved to establish a new Cyber-
command that won’t shy away from either 
the word “unilateral” or “dominance.” Cy-
Com, as it’s already known, will “develop 
cyberweapons for use in responding to at-
tacks from foreign adversaries” under the 
direction of Lieutenant General Keith B. 
Alexander, who will add another star to his 
three in the move from the National Secu-
rity Agency to his new command.

In pursuit of the elusive, impossible 
dream of unilateral dominance in cyber-
space, Defense Secretary Gates is looking to 
more than quadruple the number of cyber-
officers by 2011; and though he didn’t put a 
dollar figure on it, as the military services 
all rush to add “cyber” to their portfolio, 
the monies are going to add up fast. How 
much? Kevin Coleman, a consultant to the 
US Strategic Command, which will house 
CyCom, estimates between $50 billion and 
$70 billion a year for cyberactivities in fu-
ture Pentagon budgets.

Sounds good! But here’s what I want to 
know: Can my avatar have long black hair, 
knee-high boots, and the pass codes to ac-
cess some of those billions?

As it happens, cyberwar was a Washing-
ton preoccupation under President George 
W. Bush, too. Last year, his Director of Na-
tional Intelligence Mike McConnell warned 
that a cyberattack on a US bank “would 
have an order of magnitude greater impact 
on the global economy” than September 11, 
2001, and he compared the potential abil-
ity of cybercriminals to threaten the US 
money supply to a nuclear weapon. How 
do you fact-check such scare chatter, es-
pecially now that the global economy has 
proved itself quite capable of imploding 
with devastating impact without a cyber-
attack in sight?

No matter. Rest assured of one thing: 
even before the first bot is shot, a down-
and-dirty, low-intensity conflict is already 
well underway. Think of it as a turf war 
with a twist.

Cyberturf wars
At the moment, cybersecurity activities 
and responsibilities are spread across the 
Department of Defense, the Department of 
Homeland Security, the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget, and an alphabet soup 
of intelligence agencies, all claiming cyber-
space – with its secret codes and captured 
data – as their own. And then there are 
the uniformed military services: the Navy, 
Air Force, and Army, all worried about the 
budgetary future, are desperately interest-
ed in securing a large slice of the cyberpie.

When you survey the cyberlandscape, 
maybe President Obama is right. It could 
take a veritable Peter the Great of czars to 
impose a workable structure on the exist-
ing labyrinth of competing and proliferat-
ing cyberbureaucracies.

Among them all, the Air Force has been 
the most proactive and aggressive. They 
just established the 24th Air Force, a new 
numbered wing, just for the cyberwarfare 
mission. It will be based in San Antonio, 
Texas, thanks to Republican Senator Kay 
Hutchinson, who aggressively courted 
the Air Force with Texan hospitality. In a 
press release celebrating her acquisition, 
Hutchinson bragged that the move will 
make “San Antonio a key component of 
our national strategy to defeat the cyber 
threat.”

In mid-May, Major General William 
Lord, the provisional head of AFCyber, 
played host to military-industrial represen-
tatives, telling them that the “cyber arena 
is filled with new business opportunities.” 
Cyberspace is, he suggested, new territory 
and he called on Lockheed Martin, Ray-
theon, and other high-tech military firms 
to seize the day. (“We can’t do this without 
you.”)

He needn’t have said a word. Like the 
proliferation of competing agencies, the 
formation of a cybermilitary-industrial 
complex (made up mainly of the giant cor-
porations already in the non-cyber version 
of the same) is quite predictable. In fact, 
it’s already starting to happen. After all, 
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As early as 2005, 
the Air Force 
saw the light 
on this one, and 
losing ground to 
the Army, Navy, 
and Marines in 
the boom-times 
of the Global 
War on Terror, 
began moving into 
cyberspace. It’s 
never stopped

the new cyberspace mission promises more 
than just Top Gun excitement; it will be 
worth billions of dollars in a quickly shift-
ing security environment.

As early as 2005, the Air Force saw the 
light on this one, and losing ground to the 
Army, Navy, and Marines in the boom-
times of the Global War on Terror, began 
moving into cyberspace. It’s never stopped. 
As Lewis Page, a defense correspondent for 
the Register, a British online tech magazine, 
points out: “The Air Force’s traditional 
business of operating expensive manned 
aircraft has been somewhat undercut of 
late by the proliferation of much cheaper 
flying robots often operated by the Army, 
Navy or Marines.”

In the fight for the future cyberbudget, 
then, the Air Force’s enemies “are not so 
much terrorists or sinister foreign powers 
as the other US Armed Services,” writes 
Page. With new relevance, of course, come 
new funds. As a start, when the Air Force 
sent its $143.8 billion budget request for 
fiscal year 2009 to Congress, it tacked on 
a list of as yet unfunded budget require-
ments, including nearly $400 million for 
cyber-related equipment and activities.

The Navy is now in on the game, too. It 
naturally established a Naval Cyber Forces 
Command because, as it likes to say, “cyber-
space has become the global battlespace.” 
According to Government Executive, the 
Navy plans to appoint a three-star Vice 
Admiral to head its new cybercommand, 
outranking the Air Force’s top cyber fly-
boy.

Not to be outdone, the Army has set up 
its own cyberoutpost: the Network War-
fare Battalion. Its 2009 Posture Statement 
asserts that its troops are “executing cy-
berspace operations” against “a significant 
and growing cyberthreat” and concludes 
that, in order to “maintain our dominance 
in cyberspace, the Army will continue to 
grow our abilities to better defend our own 
networks and have capabilities in place to 
conduct network warfare against adversary 
networks.”

The initial loser in the great cyberbattle 
appears to be the Department of Home-
land Security, that bureaucracy for our old 
fears. Established in the wake of September 
11, 2001, it quickly became a Frankenstein-
like mess of more than 22 agencies, on 
which the Bush administration also down-
loaded responsibility for cyberoperations. 
Now, however, it is getting consistently low 
marks for cybersecurity from places like 
CSIS and the Government Accountability 
Office. “Oversight for cybersecurity must 
move elsewhere,” is what James Lewis, se-
nior fellow at CSIS, told Congress.

Industry logs on
The true beneficiaries of the military’s cy-
berturf war are sure to be the major Penta-
gon contractors that have been positioning 
themselves to absorb Washington’s new 
cyberdollars just as they have absorbed war 
dollars, terror dollars, and homeland-secu-
rity dollars. Lockheed Martin, Northrop 
Grumman, and General Dynamics have 
already launched a frenzy of buying in the 
area, gobbling up smaller tech companies 
and courting cyberinnovators. In 2007, for 
instance, Northrop Grumman purchased 
the Essex Corporation, a cybertech com-
pany, which CEO Ronald Sugar says has 
“grown significantly” since then.

Military contractors have also been tak-
ing on hordes of “cyberninjas” to learn 
more about hackers. These young laborers 
have landed in one of the few sectors of the 
economy hiring these days. A recent New 
York Times description of their work envi-
ronment should be enough to set screen-
writers’ pens twitching.

“At a Raytheon facility here south of the 
Kennedy Space Center, a hub of innovation 
in an earlier era, rock music blares and emp-
ty cans of Mountain Dew pile up as engi-
neers create tools to protect the Pentagon’s 
computers and crack into the networks of 
countries that could become adversaries. 
Prizes like cappuccino machines and stacks 
of cash spur them on, and a gong heralds 
each major breakthrough.”
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Military 
contractors have 
also been taking 
on hordes of 
“cyberninjas” to 
learn more about 
hackers. These 
young laborers 
have landed in one 
of the few sectors 
of the economy 
hiring these days

The only thing we have  
to fear is [fill in the blank]
Is the United States really in a hypercrisis 
that warrants putting the word cyber in 
front of everything and multibillions more 
in the pockets of military-industrial corpo-
rations?

If you listen to official Washington to-
day, the answer is a resounding yes. But 
is the real threat any more insidious than 
malware and botnets? Is it really life and 
system threatening? Is it where we really 
want to invest our money?

Without a doubt, cybercrime – and even 
cyberterrorism – pose actual dangers. But 
listening to all the scare-talk about cyber-
war, we tend to forget that the most grue-
some wars today are being fought with 
machetes, AK-47s, and crude improvised 
explosive devices fashioned out of repur-
posed walkie-talkies. The fact is that some 
of the most devastating wars of the future 
will be fought over food, water, and land, 
not to speak of religion, and those engaged 
in their brutal, messy battles will probably 
never log on to a computer or download a 
file.

Certainly, cyberterrorism is a novel and 
sexy label, grist for next year’s high-budget 

movies and summer pulp fiction. But in 
Washington it’s likely to turn out to be little 
more than a new catchword in a predictable 
drama of contracts, turf, and corporations, 
of agencies and military services intent on 
capturing taxpayer dollars and winning or 
losing intra-bureaucratic wars.

The story of how politicians, the Pen-
tagon, and contractors conspire to inflame 
our fears with well-hyped threats of future 
cataclysm and then offer high-tech, highly 
bureaucratic, unbelievably expensive solu-
tions that result in lots of weapons con-
tracts, lots of corporate/military confer-
ences, a few blue-ribbon studies, but no 
significant threat reduction is really the 
story of our time.

And when this threat wanes, or simply 
starts to look more real and a lot less cata-
clysmic, it’s time, of course, to bring out the 
next boogeyman.				    CT

Frida Berrigan is the Senior Program 
Associate at the New America Foundation’s 
Arms and Security Initiative. A contributing 
editor at In These Times and a columnist 
for Foreign Policy in Focus, Berrigan loves 
the World Wide Web. She can be reached at 
berrigan@newamerica.net.
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It’s been noted 
before that Bono’s 
castigation of the 
Irish Government 
for directing too 
small a proportion 
of its tax receipts 
to aid for the 
developing world 
was swiftly 
followed by the 
band transferring 
its business 
operation to 
the Netherlands 
to avoid paying 
tax to the Irish 
government

Emperors Of Bombast

Shuffling out from U2’s Popmart tour 
– the one with the McDonalds-style 
Golden Arch – at Lansdowne Road 
in Dublin ten years ago, I chanced 

on Philip King, singer, songwriter, televi-
sion producer and music adviser to the 
Irish Arts Council.

“Whaddya think?”
“Whatever it is,” pronounced the elf-

in Kerry sage, “it’s a fucking big one of 
them.”

Which has always been the way with 
the emperors of bombast. Now they, or at 
least their stage sets, are bigger than ever. 
Biggest ever seen, the PR propaganda as-
sures me. As if that were a measure of mu-
sical stature. 

The tour kicked off in Barcelona on 
June 30 to gasps of ecstatic approval, most 
breathlessly from Irish commentators flown 
out for the occasion, many of whom appar-
ently believe that saying a bad word about 
Bono might render them liable for prosecu-
tion under the Republic’s new Blasphemy 
Law. The Belfast Telegraph reported that, 
according to the environmental monitoring 
group carbonfootprint.com, the 18-month, 
100 gig tour will involve the band travel-
ling 70,000 miles in their private jet, the 
390-tonne set following on cargo planes.

The volume of CO2 spewed out in the 
process would be enough to transport U2 
34,125 million miles to Mars and back. 

(Of course, the damage would be cut by 
half if they were just flown to Mars and 
left there.) This odyssey of environmental 
obliteration – how many endangered spe-
cies will have been rendered extinct by the 
time Bono croons a final chorus? I despair 
for the panda – follows Bono’s dreamy pro-
nouncement last year that: “My prayer is 
that we become better in looking after our 
planet.”

We should be used by now to the clang-
ing contradictions of U2. It’s been noted 
before that Bono’s castigation of the Irish 
Government for directing too small a pro-
portion of its tax receipts to aid for the de-
veloping world was swiftly followed by the 
band transferring its business operation to 
the Netherlands to avoid paying tax to the 
Irish government.

Now drummer Larry Mullen has noticed 
“a new resentment of rich people in this 
country ... We have experienced [a situa-
tion] where coming in and out of the coun-
try at certain times is made more difficult 
than it should be – not only for us, but for a 
lot of wealthy people ... The better-off (are) 
being sort of humiliated.”

So it isn’t the people writhing on trolleys 
in hospital corridors because wards have 
been closed on account of the economy or 
children learning arithmetic from the rela-
tive speed of rats scuttling across the class-
room as a result of the education budget 

Bono, U2 and the crisis 
of world capitalism
Eamonn McCann looks at the clanging contradictions  
of Irish superstars Bono, U2 and Bob Geldoff
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The south Dublin 
ego-warrior last 
year charged 
$100,000 for a 
talk on alleviating 
poverty to an 
organisation called 
Diversity@Work in 
Melbourne. Would 
it not have been 
better if he’d sent 
them a postcard 
suggesting the 
money be spent 
instead on, 
say, alleviating 
poverty?

Emperors Of Bombast

being slashed to bail out the bankers who 
are being humiliated in Ireland but . . . the 
better off.

The little drummer boy’s distress at the 
rich being reduced to tears by hard-faced 
officialdom was aroused by seeing billion-
aire tax-exile property developer Dermot 
Desmond being dissed at Dublin airport. 
“If this is what (the rich) experience, how 
can I fly the Irish flag and tell people ‘come 
to Ireland because it’s great?’ . . . All those 
rich guys with all those balls[?], all those 
women that you see organising this and 
organising that, without them we’d be in a 
very, very different state.”

Perhaps Larry was angry that peasants 
arriving on no-frills airlines hadn’t formed 
a human carpet on the tarmac for people 
like himself and Dermot Desmond to walk 
over. Larry has been particularly saddened 
by the plight of his pal Ronan Ryan, whose 
Dublin nosherie, the Town Bar and Grill, 
has hit hard times on account of fewer peo-
ple being able to afford the prices. “He got 
eaten alive,” mourned Larry. By ravenous 
hordes of enraged proletarians, possibly.

Another cook, a Jay Bourk, is threat-
ening to shut up shop if the Government 
doesn’t use taxpayers’ money to subsidise 
the rent of his eaterie in Dublin’s Temple 
Bar. “It’s my favourite restaurant,” laments 
Larry. “I’ll be broken-hearted if that goes 
down.”

Broken-hearted? That’s what you feel 
when somebody you love leaves you, Larry. 
Or dies. But I suppose when your bubble-
brained tendency towards emotional in-
continence is daily indulged by the crass 
acolytes who surround you, you lose per-
spective on such matters. 

And anyway, if the diner means so much 
to you, why not give Mr. Bourk the money 
yourself. U2? Pat Boone (ask your granny) 
was more rock and roll.

U2 now have their heads inserted so far 
up their anterior orifices it’s doubtful they’ll 
ever succeed in uncorking themselves. 
Does it not occur to them that the reason 
there might be a new resentment of the 
rich on this island is that we have just seen 
the mass of the people ripped off, homes 
lost, jobs destroyed, wages slashed, to save 
the sin-crinkled skin of the hoodlums who 
have run the economy into ruin? I suppose 
not.

Then there’s Bob Geldof. Kruger Crowe 
Celebrity Management is currently market-
ing his services as an “inspirational speak-
er” on poverty in Africa and other topics at 
$80,000 a gig. 

This may be a special offer: the south 
Dublin ego-warrior last year charged 
$100,000 for a talk on alleviating poverty 
to an organisation called Diversity@Work 
in Melbourne. Would it not have been bet-
ter if he’d sent them a postcard suggesting 
the money be spent instead on, say, allevi-
ating poverty?

Not better for Bob Geldof, I suppose. 
The fee included payment for a bodyguard, 
luxury hotel suite and first-class travel.

Can anyone think of any individual on 
the planet who has benefited more than Sir 
Geldof from Live Aid? Come the revolution 
into rationality, U2 and Geldof will be rec-
ognised as national embarrassments.    CT

Eamonn McCann is an author, columnist 
and troublemaker and can be reached at 
Eamonderry@aol.com

Read the best of 
joe bageant
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Workers and 
consumers do not 
extend credit to 
the companies 
they work for 
or buy products 
from. They are 
not in any normal 
sense of the word 
“creditors.” Yet 
that distinction 
is erased in 
bankruptcy 
proceedings 
which preserve 
companies at the 
public’s expense

Business Before People

A political-economic oligarchy has 
taken over the United States of 
America. This oligarchy has in-
stitutionalized a body of law that 

protects businesses at the expense of not 
only the common people but the nation it-
self.

CNN interviewed a person recently 
who was seriously burned when his ve-
hicle burst into flames because a plastic 
brake-fluid reservoir ruptured. Having 
sued Chrysler, he was now concerned that 
its bankruptcy filing would enable Chrysler 
to avoid paying any damages. A CNN le-
gal expert called this highly likely, since the 
main goal of reorganization in bankruptcy 
is preserving the company’s viability and 
that those creditors who could contribute 
most to attaining that goal would be com-
pensated first while those involved in civil 
suits against the company would be placed 
lowest on the creditor list since compensat-
ing them would lessen the chances of the 
company’s surviving. This rationale clearly 
implies that the preservation of companies 
is more important than the preservation of 
people. Of course, similar cases have been 
reported before. The claims of workers for 
unpaid wages have often been dismissed as 
have their contracts for benefits.

But there is an essential difference be-
tween a business that lends money or 
delivers products or services to another 

company and the employees who work for 
it. Business is an activity that supposedly 
involves risk. Employment is not. Neither 
is unknowingly buying a defective prod-
uct. Workers and consumers do not extend 
credit to the companies they work for or 
buy products from. They are not in any 
normal sense of the word “creditors.” Yet 
that distinction is erased in bankruptcy 
proceedings which preserve companies at 
the public’s expense.

Business bailouts
Of course, bankruptcy is not the only 
American practice that makes use of this 
principle. The current bailout policies of 
both the Federal Reserve and the Treasury 
make use of it. Again companies are being 
saved at the expense of the American peo-
ple. America’s civil courts are notorious for 
favoring corporate defendants when sued 
by injured plaintiffs. Corporate profiteering 
is not only tolerated, it is often encouraged. 
The sordid records of both Halliburton and 
KBR are proof enough. Neither has suffered 
any serious consequences for their abysmal 
activities in Iraq while supplying services 
to the troops deployed there. Even worse, 
these companies continue to get additional 
contracts from the Department of State. “A 
former Army chaplain who later worked for 
Halliburton’s KBR unit . . . told Congress . . . 
‘KBR came first, the soldiers came second.’” 

Whose country  
is it, anyway?
A political-economic oligarchy has taken over  
the United States, writes John Kozy
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Business Before People

How can spending 
trillions of dollars 
to save financial 
institutions and 
other businesses 
whose very own 
actions brought 
down the global 
economy be 
construed as 
establishing justice 
or even promoting 
the general 
welfare when 
people are losing 
their incomes, 
their pensions, 
their health care, 
and even their 
homes?

[http://www.halliburtonwatch.org/news/
deyoung.html] Again, it’s companies first, 
people last. But Major General Smedley 
Butler made this point in 1935. [See http://
www.scuttlebuttsmallchow.com/racket.
html] And everyone is familiar with the 
influence corporate America has over the 
Congress through campaign contributions 
and lobbying. Companies expect returns 
on their money, and preventing workers 
from unionizing offers huge returns. And 
on Thursday June 4, 2009 USA Today re-
ported that, “Republicans strongly oppose 
a government run [healthcare] plan saying 
it would put private companies insuring 
millions of Americans out of business. ‘A 
government run plan would set artificially 
low prices that private insurers would have 
no way of competing with,’ Senate Minor-
ity Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky, said . . .” 
(Kentucky ranks fifth highest in the num-
ber of people with incomes below poverty. 
Why is he worried about the survival of 
insurers?)

The profound question is how can any 
of it be justified?

President Calvin Coolidge did say that 
the business of America is business and the 
American political class seems to have ad-
opted this view, but the Constitution can-
not be used to justify it. The word “busi-
ness” in the sense of “commercial firm” 
occurs nowhere in it. Nowhere does the 
Constitution direct the government to even 
promote commerce or even defend private 
property. The Constitution is clear. It was 
established to promote just six goals: (1) 
form a more perfect union, (2) establish 
justice, (3) insure domestic tranquility, (4) 
provide for the common defense, (5) pro-
mote the general welfare, and (6) secure 
the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our 
posterity. Of course, the Constitution does 
not prohibit the government from promot-
ing commerce or defending private prop-
erty, but what happens when doing so con-
flicts with one or more of its six purposes? 
Shouldn’t any law that does that be uncon-
stitutional? For instance, wouldn’t it be dif-

ficult to claim that a bankruptcy procedure 
that protects business and subordinates 
or dismisses the claims of workers and in-
jured plaintiffs establishes justice? How can 
spending trillions of dollars to save financial 
institutions and other businesses whose 
very own actions brought down the global 
economy be construed as establishing jus-
tice or even promoting the general welfare 
when people are losing their incomes, their 
pensions, their health care, and even their 
homes? These actions clearly conflict with 
the Constitution’s stated goals. Shouldn’t 
they have been declared unconstitutional? 
Although the Constitution does provide 
people with the right to petition the gov-
ernment for a redress of grievances, it does 
not clearly provide that right to organiza-
tions or corporations and it certainly does 
not provide to anyone the right to petition 
the government for special advantages. Yet 
that is what the Congress, even after its 
members swear to support and defend the 
Constitution of the United States, allows 
special interest groups to do. Where in the 
Constitution is there a justification for put-
ting the people last?

Reading the constitution
How this situation could have arisen is a 
puzzle? Haven’t our elected officials, our 
justices, our legal scholars, our professors 
of Constitutional Law, or even our political 
scientists read the Constitution? Have they 
merely misunderstood it? Or have they 
simply chosen to disregard the preamble 
as though it had no bearing on its subse-
quent articles? Why have no astute lawyers 
brought actions on behalf of the people? 
Why indeed?

The answer is that a political-economic 
oligarchy has taken over the nation. This 
oligarchy has institutionalized a body of law 
that protects businesses at the expense of 
not only the common people but the nation 
itself. Businessmen have no loyalties. The 
Bank of International Settlements insures 
it, since it is not accountable to any nation-
al government. Thomas Jefferson knew it 

http://www.halliburtonwatch.org/news/deyoung.html
http://www.halliburtonwatch.org/news/deyoung.html
http://www.scuttlebuttsmallchow.com/racket
http://www.scuttlebuttsmallchow.com/racket
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Business Before People

Woody Guthrie 
sang, “This Land 
Is My Land, 
This Land Is 
Your Land,” but 
it isn’t. It was 
stolen a long time 
ago. Although it 
may have been 
“made for you 
and me,” people 
with absolutely no 
loyalty to this land 
now own it

when he wrote, “Merchants have no coun-
try. The mere spot they stand on does not 
constitute so strong an attachment as that 
from which they draw their gain.” Mayer 
Amschel Rothschild knew it when he said, 
“Give me control of a nation’s money and 
I care not who makes the laws.” William 
Henry Vanderbilt knew it when he said, 
“The public be damned.” Businesses know 
it when they use every possible ruse to 
avoid paying taxes, they know it when they 
offshore jobs and production, they know it 
when they engage in war profiteering, and 
they know it when they take no sides in 
wars, caring not an iota who emerges victo-
rious. IBM, GM, Ford, Alcoa, Du Pont, Stan-
dard Oil, Chase Bank, J.P. Morgan, National 
City Bank, Guaranty, Bankers Trust, and 
American Express all knew it when they 
did business as usual with Germany during 
World War II. Prescott Bush knew it when 
he aided and abetted the financial backers 
of Adolf Hitler.

Yet somehow or other the people in our 
government, including the judiciary, do not 
seem to know it, and they have allowed and 
even abetted businesses that have no alle-
giance to any country to subvert the Con-
stitution. Unfortunately, the Constitution 
does not define such action as treason.

America’s youthful students are regu-
larly taught Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address 
and are familiar with its peroration, “we 
here highly resolve that these dead shall 
not have died in vain – that this nation, un-
der God, shall have a new birth of freedom 
–and that government: of the people, by 
the people, for the people, shall not perish 
from the earth.” If that nation ever exist-
ed, it no longer does. And when Benjamin 
Franklin was asked, “Well, Doctor, what 
have we got – a Republic or a Monarchy?” 
he answered, “A Republic, if you can keep 
it.” We haven’t. What we have ended up 
with is merely an Unpublic, an economic 
oligarchy that cares naught for either the 
nation or the public.

To argue that the United States of 
America is a failed state is not difficult. A 

nation that has the highest documented 
prison population in the world can hardly 
be described as domestically tranquil. A 
nation whose top one percent of the peo-
ple have 46 percent of the wealth cannot by 
any stretch of the imagination be said to be 
enjoying general welfare (“generally true” 
means true for the most part with a few 
exceptions). A nation that spends as much 
on defense as the rest of the world com-
bined and cannot control its borders, could 
not avert the attack on the World Trade 
Center, and cannot win its recent major 
wars cannot be described as providing 
for its common defense. How perfect the 
union is or whether justice usually prevails 
are matters of debate, and what blessings 
of liberty Americans enjoy that peoples 
in other advanced countries are denied is 
never stated. A nation that cannot fulfill its 
Constitution’s stated goals surely is a failed 
one. How else could failure be defined? By 
allowing people with no fastidious loyalty 
to the nation or its people to control it, by 
allowing them to disregard entirely the 
Constitution’s preamble, the nation could 
not avoid this failure. The prevailing eco-
nomic system requires it.

Woody Guthrie sang, “This Land Is My 
Land, This Land Is Your Land,” but it isn’t. 
It was stolen a long time ago. Although it 
may have been “made for you and me,” 
people with absolutely no loyalty to this 
land now own it. It needs to be taken, not 
bought, back! America needs a new birth of 
freedom, it needs a government for the peo-
ple, it needs a government that puts people 
first, but it won’t get one unless Americans 
come to realize just how immoral and vi-
cious our economic system is.             CT

 
John Kozy is a retired professor of philosophy 
and logic who blogs on social, political, and 
economic issues. After serving in the US 
Army during the Korean War, he spent 20 
years as a university professor and another 
20 years working as a writer. 
His on-line pieces can be found at 
http://www.jkozy.com

http://www.jkozy.com
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Reflecting Reality

 It has to be 
wondered, that 
if the bombings 
were as we have 
been told, the 
work of ‘Muslim 
extremists, if the 
Prince is a man of 
reflection

On 7th July, the fourth anniver-
sary of the London bombings, a 
dedication ceremony was held 
in London’s Hyde Park, for a 

monument commemorating the fifty two 
dead and the hundreds injured in the trag-
edy.

Relatives of the dead gathered to hear 
The Prince of Wales, Prime Minister, Gor-
don Brown, Humanitarian Assistance Min-
ister Tessa Jowell and former newsman Sir 
Trevor Macdonald, who hosted the cer-
emony, pay their tributes.

As the skies wept, moving words were 
spoken at the site of the 52 stainless steel 
pillars, grouped in four clusters, represent-
ing those who died in the four attacked lo-
cations: Tavistock Square, Edgeware Road, 
King’s Cross and Aldgate. Those who were 
killed in Tavistock Square, did not die in 
underground trains, as did the others, but 
on the No. 30 bus, which runs between 
east London’s Hackney and central Lon-
don’s Marble Arch. Ironically they died 
just yards from the poignant statue of Ma-
hatma Ghandi, central to a tiny, leafy park, 
aromatic with floral scents, from vibrant, 
abundant flower beds and shrubs and a 
place of pilgrimage for visitors from around 
the globe.

 The Prince of Wales spoke, without iro-
ny, of “ ... a brutal intrusion into the lives 
of thousands of people and the tragedy of 

those who ‘...did not walk away from what 
happened on that awful day.’” He com-
mented on the “grief and anguish” of his 
wife and himself : “at the appalling abbera-
tions in the human consciousness which 
produce such cruel and mindless carnage 
... an inhuman and deplorable outrage.”

He continued on a personal note, hav-
ing some “small awareness of the shatter-
ing loss you have all suffered (recalling) the 
intense despair . . . when my beloved great 
uncle Lord Mountbatten, was murdered by 
terrorists thirty years ago next month – to-
gether with my godson, his grandmother, 
and the boatman’s son.”

He concluded that the “memories of 
those taken from us” would lead to a path 
committed “to eliminating the circum-
stances that caused the violence in the first 
place” and those memories “lead to a path 
for peace...”

 It has to be wondered that if the bomb-
ings were, as we have been told, the work 
of ‘Muslim extremists’ – the government 
has doggedly refused a public enquiry, 
though under pressure from the relatives of 
those lost and injured, seem to be caving in, 
the transpareny and independence of the 
terms await to be scrutinised – if the Prince 
is a man of reflection. In ten years Britain 
has joined the United States in three major 
bombardments of Muslim lands under du-
bious (the Balkans and Afghanistan) and 

Cruel and  
mindless carnage
As Britain commemorates the bombings of London in 2005,  
Felicity Arbuthnot reflects on two decades of misery and tragedy 
inflicted on others by the actions of the UK government
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Reflecting Reality

Prince Harry 
co-ordinated 
‘overwhelming 
firepower’ from a 
bunker in Garmsir, 
in Afghanistan. 
Before Britain 
dutifully joined the 
‘coalition’ to blow 
to bits ‘hearts 
and minds’, it had 
been a ‘thriving 
agricultural town’

nil (Iraq) legitimacy.
The Prince, who talked of peace, holds 

the ranks of Admiral in the Royal Navy, Air 
Chief Marshall in the Royal Air Force, Gen-
eral in the Army and has been Colonel in 
Chief of the Parachute Regiment since 1977. 
The day he spoke, his sister, The Princess 
Royal, was “cutting the steel for Britain’s 
newest warship ... the HMS Queen Eliza-
beth, to be followed by the HMS Prince 
of Wales, a £5 billion project for the Royal 
Navy. ‘The vessels will be capable of carry-
ing up to forty aircraft ... with a flight deck 
the size of forty football pitches.’   

 His youngest son, Prince Harry and el-
dest, Prince William, heir to the throne, are 
both in the Blues and Royals, one of two 
regiments that form the Household Caval-
ry. William was attracted to the regiment’s 
‘outstanding record in recent decades, most 
notably during the Falklands Conflict, Bos-
nia, Kosova, in Iraq and Northern Ireland.’ 
(BBC 21st September 2006.) That’s an ‘out-
standing record’ of killing.

Prince Harry co-ordinated ‘overwhelm-
ing firepower’ from a bunker in Garmsir, 
in Afghanistan. Before Britain dutifully 
joined the ‘coalition’ to blow to bits ‘hearts 
and minds’, it had been a ‘thriving agricul-
tural town.’ He posed, grinning from ear to 
ear, while ‘manning a machine gun post’, 
his hands on lethal thousand-rounds-a-
minute killing-ware. He was pictured on 
an ‘abandoned’, pretty smart, motorbyke. 
Surely it wasn’t ‘liberated’ by his mates, the 
pride and joy and only means of transport 
and living for some soul? Professor Michael 
Carmichael of London’s King’s College, de-
scribed Harry as “not over complicated.” 
Indeed. Whisked away when his presence 
was revealed, he was due to go to Iraq but 
it was feared he might get hurt, killed, or 
kidnapped and his presence would anyway 
endanger his ‘boys.’ 

At the Hyde Park ceremony, Tessa Jowell 
talked of the memorial as, “ .. a place of great 
beauty but also a place of great pain.”

 Did she reflect on the unspeakable ag-
ony her country has inflicted which might 

have resulted that terrible pain? George 
Bush announced that the assault on Iraq 
was a “Crusade.” In June 2006, then Min-
ister for Culture, Media and Sport, Jowell, 
former social worker and mental health 
expert, flew not one, but two, flags of St. 
George on her Ministerial car – the Cru-
saders’ flag – in the run up to the football 
World Cup. She clearly did not reflect that 
when the British army invaded Basra, they 
went in flying the same flag of St George. 
Predictably, those of Muslim faith around 
the country burned that flag.

Sir Trevor Macdonald, a former news-
reader, read the names of the dead. Did he 
reflect how long it would take to read the 
names of the dead of the slaughters of the 
Bush-Blair-Brown years?

Three weeks earlier, the Queen’s birth-
day flypast over Buckingham Palace, 
marked ‘nearly two decades of RAF opera-
tions in Iraq. ‘ Air Chief Marshall Sir Glenn 
Torpy, Chief of Air Staff, told the London 
Evening Standard, “This year marks the 
end of nineteen years of RAF operations 
over Iraq, this flypast recognises this signif-
icant achievement.” Did he reflect that the 
‘operations’ during ten of those 13 embargo 
years – bombing child shepherds and their 
sheep, towns, villages, ancient archeologi-
cal sites, Baghdad repeatedly – were out-
lawed by the Geneva Convention,? Did he 
reflect that the invasion itself was illegal? 
Did he reflect the “cruel and mindless car-
nage ... the deplorable outrage”? 

Gordon Brown doesn’t do reflection. 
As Chancellor of the Exchequer, he wrote 
the cheques for ten years for causing grief, 
trauma and decimation across Mesapota-
mia. And he wrote the cheques for the il-
legal invasion and its near unequalled hu-
man cost, as he is doing now for Afghani-
stan’s decimation.

Those public figures in Hyde Park on 
7th July should above all, have reflected 
that the actions of the British government 
brought similar pain to their own people as 
they have wrought on others, just as inno-
cent, across the globe. 			   CT

Felicity 
Artbuthnot is a 
journalist and 
activist who has
visited the Arab 
and Muslim world 
on numerous
occasions. She was 
senior researcher 
for John Pilger’s
award-winning 
documentary 
“Paying the Price: 
Killing
the Children 
of Iraq”
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Head splitting 
light beats down 
on pyramids of 
plastic eggs, as if 
to incubate their 
hatching of the 
ladies stockings 
within, dozens of 
kinds of toothpaste, 
well scrubbed dead 
chickens, lurid 
baskets of too-
perfect flowers, 
plastic wraps, 
tissue for faces, 
asses and wrapping 
gifts, row upon 
row of polished 
vegetables and 
fruits standing like 
soldiers waiting for 
the annihilation of 
salads or the ovens 
of casseroledom

Zombie Hell

It’s only a system,” she said, as we float-
ed through the sprawling supermar-
ket’s gleaming commodity-lined indoor 
streets. “THE HELL IT IS! It’s a god-

damned air conditioned zombie hell of waste 
and gluttony,” I thought to myself, before the 
usual vertigo completely enveloped me. Just 
back from Central America’s simple, com-
prehensible mercados, bodegas and street 
cart vendors, the effect of this most common 
American shopping venue was, as always, 
one of vertigo. Head splitting light beats 
down on pyramids of plastic eggs, as if to 
incubate their hatching of the ladies stock-
ings within, dozens of kinds of toothpaste, 
well scrubbed dead chickens, lurid baskets 
of too-perfect flowers, plastic wraps, tissue 
for faces, asses and wrapping gifts, row upon 
row of polished vegetables and fruits stand-
ing like soldiers waiting for the annihilation 
of salads or the ovens of casseroledom.

And all those hushed and not so hushed 
shopper cell phone conversations, this one 
consoling someone at the home base pod: 
“Oh, I am so sorry, baby, but I think they’ve 
quit making the Ranch flavored Pringles. Yes 
I know you don’t like the jalapeno Pring-
les. I am so sorry. Really I am.” Both parties 
seemed genuinely distraught.

And I imagine Allen Ginsberg in this su-
permarket, as he once imagined Walt Whit-
man in a supermarket in California and 
wonder, as Allen wondered, “What sphinx 

of cement and aluminum bashed open their 
skulls and ate their brains and imagina-
tions?”

The meat department workers in blood 
stained white smocks recite their corporate 
programmed litany: “Welcome to Food Lion. 
How can I best serve you today?” I cannot 
help but politicize such moments, so I say, 
“Humiliating, isn’t it, to say that a thousand 
times a day to people who just want to be 
left alone to shop.” Once in a while I get a 
knowing glance back, but usually they do 
not respond, because cameras cover every 
inch of the place.

Only the Mongoloid bag-faced boy seems 
happy to be here. His smile is a deep myste-
rious void. What it must be like to be so un-
fazed, to be in another country of the mind? 
What sphinx rules his Republic of One? Does 
it have the same unknowable corporate face 
as governs our obedience to this one?

It was to the spectral triumph of corpo-
ratism Allen Ginsberg referred in the epic 
poem, “Howl”: Moloch, whose mind is pure 
machinery! Moloch whose blood is running 
money! Moloch whose fingers are ten armies! 
Moloch whose breast is a cannibal dynamo! 
Moloch whose ear is a smoking tomb!

The world at that time, 1956, understood 
what Ginsberg was saying. Around the 
planet, Howl, remains the most well-known 
American poem of the twentieth century. 
Here in the Republic of Amnesia though, 

A yard sale  
in Chernobyl
Joe Bageant returns home to Virgina and finds a nation 
bamboozled by propaganda and obsessed by shopping
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If you ask, you will 
find that most of 
our citizenry are 
indeed “happy 
to be born in 
America” – Fat 
City, the beacon of 
bacon. The great 
24/7 all-you-can-
eat buffet republic, 
where you can 
walk in without a 
cent in your pocket 
and buy a car,  
or, until the credit 
meltdown,  
even a house

Zombie Hell

“Howl” is all but lost amid the crackling dig-
ital noise of the immediate moment. Allen’s 
hairy assed existential yalp for humanity just 
doesn’t go well with the body waxed décor 
of our current American aesthetic.

President Obama understands the fea-
tureless not-so-new American aesthetic. So 
well that he had the world’s most politically 
correct, authority sanctioned, but absolutely 
worst poet, Elizabeth Alexander, read at his 
inauguration. (“We encounter each other in 
words, words spiny or smooth, whispered or 
declaimed, words to consider, reconsider”) 
Like the soothing, ambiguous language of 
the Super Corporate State, it sounds as if 
it means something. Which is close enough 
for government work. More importantly, she 
has been vetted by proper authorities and is 
credentialed and licensed by Yale University 
to practice poetry. The marketing theme of 
the event was Obama’s alleged blackness. 
Alexander is a sorta black too, but not black 
enough to scare away business. Welcome 
to the domination of the business aesthet-
ic. Literate people all over the world found 
Alexander’s reading to be like one of those 
eye watering farts you just wait through 
until it blows away. Still, millions of Ameri-
cans listened and cried, in accordance with 
the marketing theme, “happy to be born in 
America, where a black man can be elected 
president.” Personally, I was sorry as hell I’d 
sworn off bourbon for the month.

If you ask, you will find that most of our 
citizenry are indeed “happy to be born in 
America” – Fat City, the beacon of bacon. 
The great 24/7 all-you-can-eat buffet repub-
lic, where you can walk in without a cent in 
your pocket and buy a car, or, until the credit 
meltdown, even a house. People immigrate 
here for just that: to possess more commodi-
ties and goods than previously available (as 
in none, zilch); or to accumulate money to 
ensure such goods in the future. Or to es-
cape political machinery that deprives them 
of goods, and sometimes kills them if they 
object. “Your basic lack of democracy,” as 
we’re constantly reminded. I’ve met a few 
genuinely starving people in my day, and to 

be truthful, democracy was the last thing on 
their minds.

However, they usually believed the Amer-
ican free market sell job about a profoundly 
bountiful place with plentiful opportunities, 
or at the very least, plenty of edible commod-
ities. And from their experience and perspec-
tive, there surely is truth to the claim. For 
the most part, these immigrants are utterly 
unconcerned about the resource depletion 
or ecocide inherent in a superheated capi-
talist system designed to burn up as much 
of the planet as possible as fast as possible, 
in order to generate as many commodities 
as possible for the quickest buck possible. 
Show’em the money and the meat! If I were 
an average citizen in Haiti or Somalia, I’d feel 
the same way. 

But even more fortunate people among 
them believe the hype. My Central American 
friend Rodrigo, who is in no danger of starv-
ing because he owns a couple of tamale and 
panade street carts, says, “A new car, that’s 
what I want to go to America for. A car and 
an apartment with one of those things that 
go up and down inside the buildings.”

“An elevator?”
“Si! An elevator. A glass one!”
When I get back down there, I’ll be sorry 

to tell Rodrigo that we went bust before he 
got his glass elevator ride. But if he needs 
an eight-bottle Pier 1 wine rack or a particle 
board book shelf that leans decidedly to the 
right, we can fix him right up. America is 
one big yard sale now, as we close out the 
books on industrial capitalism, only to dis-
cover that all our neighbors were as broke 
as we were. That it was all “on the plastic,” 
the furniture, the wines, the digital toys, the 
camping gear that never got used. There is 
something eerily sad in these tens of thou-
sands of suburban Saturday morning sales. 
There are seldom any buyers, not even many 
“free box” takers – only sellers. An unchar-
acteristic silence hangs in the air, and there is 
the feeling of some unspoken recent disaster 
of immense proportion, some Chernoybl like 
thing that left everything standing.

“It’s only a system,” I told myself during 
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“It’s only a system,” 
I told myself during 
the 24/7 blanket 
coverage of 
Michael Jackson’s 
corpse, deeply 
suspicious that that 
so many millions of 
Americans were 
really distraught 
over the loss of this 
weirdly mutated 
media flesh puppet

Zombie Hell

the 24/7 blanket coverage of Michael Jack-
son’s corpse, deeply suspicious that that 
so many millions of Americans were really 
distraught over the loss of this weirdly mu-
tated media flesh puppet. Morbidly curious 
maybe, but not distraught. There were the 
high ceremonial triubutory rituals, the care-
fully written and rehearsed incantations as 
to how Jackson pushed the global cause of 
racial equality to new heights. Even Nelson 
Mandela said so. Why am I not sharing in 
this great and tragic stirring of the masses? 
This news event apparently of massive im-
port?

A politician dips his pecker in the wrong 
honeypot, and it plays for days, dies down, 
then returns months later when the honey-
pot sues him for support, his wife sues him 
for divorce. A congressman offers a black 
dude a blowjob in a public restroom because, 
“I was afraid of him and wanted to accom-
modate the situation.” Cheap spectacle and 
the distractive buffoonery of folly, along with 
the latest reasons we should be afraid, these 
are primary grist for the media entertain-
ment divisions called “news.”

But seldom to never do we get news and 
information as to the global scale of the 
genuine emergency facing humankind. Bad 
news is bad for business, therefore said to be 
bad for you and me. We all accept that con-
sumer confidence is the foundation of the 
whole shebang, the confidence game that 
is capitalism. Thus confidence and cheery 
optimism is mandatory among the citizen 
consumer-producer marks. Willingly we 
self-police our behavior, shunning, criticiz-
ing or mocking what we perceive as “nega-
tive people.” We drive past the empty park-
ing lots, abandoned housing developments, 
through networks of cameras and cops with 
radar guns, stun guns and real guns every 
few blocks, numb to it all, listening to gov-
ernment commercial propaganda officialized 
by Katie Couric and Ben Bernanke. Just like 
us, they have internalized the system as a 
matter of education and “professionalism.” 
But unlike us, they’ve done it to such an ef-
fective degree as to warrant seven figure re-

muneration.
Somewhere waaay down the ladder of the 

propaganda machinery, we find the anony-
mous guy or gal who writes the crap that 
keeps the front page of our web browsers so 
slow. The top story on my browser yesterday 
was: “Is Facebook hurting American produc-
tivity?” (begging the question as to whether 
there is any production to hurt). On one level 
you gotta wonder who the hell put that sto-
ry there and for what reason. On the other 
hand, the story carried a link to Facebook. 
Was that a small act of personal rebellion at 
AOL? A corporate state message? Or a Fa-
cebook plant to direct traffic in its direction? 
In all likelihood though, it was just another 
piece of meaningless shit, generated by some 
kid news editor at AOL, a guy who has one 
of those rare things in America these days, 
a job, because he’s already internalized the 
system far too well. In any case, my attention 
was momentarily diverted, sucked into AOL 
World, snared away from what other world I 
do not know, but certainly one fraught with 
paranoia, or at least hyper suspicion, if a 
browser screen can arouse so much specula-
tion as to its motives.

Speaking of motives, there are those 
who worry about an American authoritar-
ian police state one day rounding folks up, 
shuffling them off to geographically remote 
camps, such as the Department of Home-
land Security’s scattered FEMA Camps. But 
physical geography isn’t the only geography. 
There is geography of the mind too, where 
another kind of hellish internment may be 
conducted. One without razor wire or sirens 
but surely as confining and in its own way, 
as soul chilling as any concentration camp. 
One with plenty to eat and filled with dis-
tractions and diversions enough to drown 
out the alarms and sirens that go off inside 
free men at the scent of tyranny. If a round 
up of Americans is real, then it began years 
ago. And as far as I can tell, everyone went 
peacefully, each one alone, like children, 
whose greatest concern on that day when 
the gates were closed, was the absence of 
Ranch flavored Pringles.                           CT

Joe Bageant is 
the author of the 
best selling Deer 
Hunting With 
Jesus: Dispatches 
from America’s 
class war (Random 
House, 2007) and a 
frequent contributor 
to the BBC and other 
international media. 
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Is a 70-year-old, 
fuel-guzzling, soot-
belching car really 
the green model 
for the future?

Let’s be honest and get one simple 
fact straight. The Obama adminis-
tration’s “Cash for Clunkers” pro-
gram is a $1 billion subsidy to the 

auto industry. We can debate whether or 
not that’s a good thing and how it will or 
won’t help pull us out of our economic mo-
rass. But let’s not make believe this is about 
protecting the environment.

Building a car produces, on average, 
about seven tons of CO2. The steel and alu-
minum for that car comes from iron, chro-
mium, bauxite, and nickel. More and more, 
steel production is carried out in countries 
with lax environmental and worker safety 
regulations. The largest bauxite producers 
are Guinea, Jamaica, Brazil, and Australia. 
Bauxite is harvested through strip mining, 
where the surface forest and soil is de-
stroyed.

Other ingredients in your car include 
zinc, whose production byproducts include 
heavy-metal-laced slag, sulfur dioxide, and 
cadmium vapor. Interiors, electronic and 
mechanical components, and upholstery 
are often made from PVC – a material 
whose production and disposal releases 
persistent carcinogenic environmental tox-
ins such as dioxin. More and more, these 
plastic components are made in overseas 
sweatshops, again, with lax environmental 
and worker safety regulations. The costs of 
producing new cars are both environmen-

tal and social, with entire communities be-
ing poisoned and workers being sickened 
and crippled.

So let’s look at the alternative: keep-
ing old cars on the road. That’s the Cuban 
model, where they’ve taken this concept to 
the extreme. Go to Havana and hail your-
self a 1937 Chevy taxicab and you’ll see this 
theory in action. Of course the Cubans 
weren’t thinking about the environment 
when they opted out of the new car game. 
It was economic necessity. As a communist 
bloc country, Cuba didn’t have access to 
hard currencies. After the fall of the Soviet 
empire, Cubans had little access to any cur-
rency. The same conditions led Cuba to be-
come a global leader in organic agriculture. 
Cubans couldn’t afford pesticides. They 
also couldn’t afford most disposable goods 
associated with a consumerist economy.

By the time Cuba’s economy started to 
pick up during the last decade, it had al-
ready become recognized as the model for 
sustainable development. So they ran with 
it, essentially replacing the red flag with a 
green one.

But is a 70-year-old, fuel-guzzling, 
soot-belching car really the green model 
for the future? Let’s compare keeping this 
10-miles-per-gallon dinosaur on the road 
to the American model of keeping cars on 
the road for 10 years. While the contempo-
rary American Crown Victoria, at 18 miles 

Cash for clunkers?
Landfilling old gas-guzzlers for new gas-guzzlers isn’t green  
– it’s a subsidy for the motor industry, argues Michael I. Niman



August 2009  |  TheReader  19 

Cover Story

Putting more 
people in busses 
and subways, not 
crushing 16-miles-
per-gallon 
clunkers and 
replacing them 
with 18-miles-per-
gallon clunkers, 
is the real green 
solution

per gallon, is a cleaner machine, the hidden 
environmental cost is buried in the pro-
duction of seven of these cars, six of which 
have long ago been crushed.

For a visual comparison, imagine a Cu-
ban house with a 1955 Chrysler in the drive-
way. Then imagine an American house, 
with a 2006 Chrysler in the driveway, and 
five rusted wrecks in the garden. Whose 
environmental footprint is smaller?

You’ll never quite see the comparison 
with such stark visuals, however, since in 
the US, we send all of our trash and wastes 
to the mythical land of Away, never to be 
seen or thought of again.

My argument pops a hole or two, how-
ever, when that 1937 Chevy rumbles by, 
with soot belching from its 1965 Russian 
diesel engine. While the American model 
of disposable cars clearly produces far more 
carbon pollution, the newer American cars 
produce far less smog. So while they foul 
the global environment, they’re much eas-
ier on the local environment. This is the 
magic of American pollution – it all goes to 
the land of Away. The Cuban model offsets 
this problem with the reality that there just 
aren’t that many cars, of any vintage, on 
the road. Most of Cuba’s population relies 
on government-subsidized mass transpor-
tation. Putting more people in busses and 
subways, not crushing 16-miles-per-gallon 
clunkers and replacing them with 18-miles-
per-gallon clunkers, is the real green solu-
tion. In this light, the billion dollars that 
the Obama administration plans to spend 
subsidizing the purchase of personal au-
tomobiles is a billion dollars not spent on 
mass transportation infrastructure or op-
erations.

The Cash for Clunkers program also re-
ally doesn’t address the smog issue, since 
you can only trade in a vehicle that is 25 
years old or newer. Hence, all the clunk-
ers will already be equipped with catalytic 
converters and will be relatively clean. The 
oldest of these cars, whose pollution con-
trol systems have already failed, will stay 
on the road, since their poorer owners will 

not be able to afford new cars, even with 
the cash incentive. If smog was the issue, 
some of the clunker cash could have been 
better spent as grants to repair anti-pollu-
tion systems on cars whose owners could 
not otherwise maintain them.

There are other problems with the Cash 
for Clunkers program. For one, it rewards 
past irresponsible, and dare we say, anti-so-
cial behavior. If you bought a gas-guzzling 
SUV, say, 10 years ago, when it didn’t take 
an Einstein to figure out the environmental 
footprint of such a pig, you now get up to 
$4,500 dollars as an unearned reward.

The more selfish you were back then, 
and hence, the lower the miles-per-gallon 
rating on your clunker, the more selfish you 
can be today, with your new clunker only 
having to best your old clunker’s lousy fuel 
efficiency by two to five miles per gallon. 
Hence you can trade in your used 16-miles-
per-gallon vehicle for a new 18-miles-per-
gallon SUV and get $3,500, or best your old 
pickup by two miles per gallon for a $4,500 
windfall. If, by comparison, you shopped 
responsibly 10 years ago and bought, say, 
a 35-miles-per-gallon Ford Focus, and you 
now want to trade up to a 50-miles-per-
gallon car, there’s nothing here for you, 
since the program only buys cars getting 
less than 18 milesper gallon – and that new 
car will cost a few grand more due to all 
the clunker cash flowing into the new car 
market.

This program only benefits those who 
can afford a new car. And it hurts those 
who can’t, since the crushing of hundreds 
of thousands of perfectly good used cars 
will tighten the bottom end of the used car 
market, causing prices to rise. Hence, the 
oldest and dirtiest cars will have to stay 
on the road a bit longer since their owners 
can’t afford to replace their 20-year-old car 
with a 10-year-old model.

The influx of all this clunker cash into 
the new car market will also cause prices to 
rise as the market heats up with more new 
car buyers. Hence, where automakers were 
offering deep discounts to lure consumers 
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into showrooms, they now can simply ad-
vertise that they’ll give you $4,500 of the 
government’s money for your junker—and 
ditch the deep discounts. In this scenario, 
the Cash for Clunkers program becomes a 
direct subsidy to automakers who can now 
sell cars at higher prices to newly cash-rich 
buyers. Again, if you never bought a gas-
guzzler in the first place, this gravy train 
ain’t for you, and all you get is higher new 
car prices.

Cars are like anything else. Throwing 

away usable things so you can replace them 
with new “green” products isn’t green. It’s 
just a way for you to feel good about being 
a consumer at a time when the world can 
no longer afford consumerism. Only now, 
the government will pay you to consume, 
and bless your new gas-guzzler with a 
green aura.					      CT

Michael I. Niman is a professor of 
Journalism and Media Studies at Buffalo 
State College, New York State. 
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To add star 
power to CBS’s 
non-prime time 
tribute its greatest 
news star since 
Murrow, the 
legend that 
recruited him, 
the network that 
pushed him out at 
65, turned to actor 
George Clooney 
and comic Robin 
Williams 

Hero Worship / 1

What a time for Iconomania, 
none of it critical, none of it 
questioning, none offering 
deeper perspective or lead-

ing to very revealing coverage. 
Politicians may rule, but celebrities 

dominate in a culture where every politi-
cian dreams of shaping an aura that in-
spires hero worship and adoration. That 
was Barack Obama’s trump card with his 
eloquence often blinding us to the sub-
stance of his stances.

First there was Michael Jackson’s death 
with wall-to-wall coverage dominated by 
our info-tainment media where show biz 
and news biz merges more easily than me-
dia companies. 

Michael’s moon walk excited many more 
of us than Neil Armstrong’s reral thing did 
40 years ago. The gloved one transcended 
the planet of the strange to join the pan-
theon of the adored, achieving in death 
what he failed to achieve in life, despite his 
fans, impact and commercial success. He 
became larger than life, at least until all the 
details of his tragic death emerge. 

Now joining Jackson on that astral plane 
of idol worship, is Walter Cronkite who 
rocketed from a life of a journo journey-
man into the hero’s circle. His many media-
mates and wannabes pumped the airwaves 
with non-stop nostalgia, and testimonials, 
but paid little attention to his dismay with 

the direction “his” industry had taken, and 
the colleagues who hijacked it.

In the early days, Cronkite referred to 
his operation as the CBS NEWS CON-
TROL CENTER – and yes, the big nets did 
CONTROL what we saw, and who we saw. 
There is a reason that the room most TV 
shows take place are out of is called the 
CONTROL Room. From there, the signal 
goes to MASTER CONTROL. Control is 
still the metaphor for media mediation.

Pushed out at 65
To add star power to CBS’s non-prime time 
tribute its greatest news star since Murrow, 
the legend who recruited him, the network 
that pushed him out at 65 turned to actor 
George Clooney and comic Robin Williams 
who got more airtime than most of his col-
leagues and competition, the likes of Char-
lie, Barbara, Mike, Andy, Ted, Diane, Katie 
and even Dan. 

By the time I got into broadcast news 
– at WBCN in Boston, the station that the 
CBS corporation killed a month ago, I did 
not want to emulate him, considering him 
and his co-anchors shills for the system 
and emblems of a corporate news system 
that Cronkite himself would later critique. 
The CBS News Special featured exactly one 
soundbite with Walter’s concerns about 
the way TV News now undermines our de-
mocracy

The era of Iconomania
Danny Schecter examines the cult of hero-worship and the place  
of Walter, Michael and Nelson in America’s cultural consciousness
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67 minutes of 
service is not 
a lifetime of 
struggle. Forgive 
me my skepticism. 
I am not really a 
bad news bear, but 
really? 

Hero Worship / 1

He had told us at Mediachannel when 
he became our advisor, “As you know, I’ve 
been increasingly and publicly critical of 
the direction that journalism has taken of 
late, and of the impact on democratic dis-
course and principles. Like you, I’m deeply 
concerned about the merger mania that 
has swept our industry, diluting standards, 
dumbing down the news, and making the 
bottom line sometimes seem like the only 
line. It isn’t and it shouldn’t be.”

We welcomed Cronklte’s support in 
hopes that it would lead the rest of the me-
dia world to take our work seriously. Most 
didn’t, tethered as they were to news as a 
profit center. Ratings and revenues contin-
ue to come before truth seeking. 

I was saddened to learn he died of de-
mentia. He certainly was a man of integ-
rity and a champion of international peace 
and world federalism. The right wing still 
bashes him, accusing him of selling out the 
Vietnam War. On the left, he has his crit-
ics and supporters in the world of indepen-
dent media who noted that he had been a 
supporter of the war before he pronounced 
it unwinnable. For a weekend, he was big-
ger than American Idol.

Mandela pageant
Another world icon, Nelson Mandela still 
survives. His achievements and courage 
were marked here in New York on “Man-
dela Day” with a pricey all-star benefit 
concert at the Radio City Music Hall. It was 
presented in the name of his prison num-
ber, 46664, now a charity to fight AIDS. 
The event was packaged beautifully by a 
team of production and PR pros, who also 
took the edge off his political mission and 
history as a one time believer in armed 
struggle. 

This most political of freedom fighters 
was depoliticized in the slickness of celeb-
rity tributes. He had been rebranded as ev-
eryone’s smiling grandfather with little in-
formation offered about his long march to 
freedom, a march that has not yet ended. 

He had become the celebrity who made 

other celebrities feel good and important, a 
flock of global entertainment notables and 
politicos, including France’s first lady Carla 
Bruni, who toasted Nelson Mandela’s 91st 
birthday. Let us hope he doesn’t end up re-
membered for one phrase such as Martin 
Luther King’s “I Have A Dream.”

It was a great event but it also inadver-
tently sanitized the problems South Africa 
and the continent still face. The brutal leg-
acy of apartheid was not really explained 
nor was the work his foundations are do-
ing. Will the crowds still stand up for what 
he stood up for once he is gone?

We don’t need another hero’s holiday – 
we need more reporting and caring about 
the need to engage with the issues they 
raised. I used to think popular musicians 
would help take us there but conscious-
ness has now been turned into charity, and 
movements into logos and personalities.

“For Mandela Day, people across the 
world were asked to spend 67 minutes 
of their time for worthy causes,” said one 
report. “The number 67 echoes the years 
Mandela spent in public service, from his 
early political involvement with the Afri-
can National Congress in 1942 to today.” 67 
minutes of service is not a lifetime of strug-
gle. Forgive me my skepticism. I am not re-
ally a bad news bear, but really? 

Michael Jackson gave us We Are The 
World. Can we live it, not just sing about 
it? Walter Cronkite wanted to inform us 
about our society so we would care enough 
to change it. He was not just “Uncle Wal-
ter.” And Nelson, the man so revered as 
“Madiba” and who I have helped make 
six films about, has lessons for us to learn 
about organizing, commitment, collective 
action and fighting for what’s right, despite 
the odds.

We do need heroes and role models to 
respect. We shouldn’t have to wait until 
they grow old or die to honor them. The 
media should help us learn their lessons so 
we can share their passions, not sit there 
passively in awe until the next commercial 
break distracts us again.		   	 CT

News Dissector 
Danny Schechter 
blogs for 
Mediachannel.org. 
He is making a film 
on the financial 
crisis as a crime 
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to dissector@
mediachannel.org
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The lurid drama of 
Jackson’s personal 
life meshed 
perfectly with the 
ongoing dramas 
on television, in 
movies and in the 
news. 

In celebrity culture we destroy what we 
worship. The commercial exploitation 
of Michael Jackson’s death was orches-
trated by the corporate forces that ren-

dered Jackson insane. Jackson, robbed of 
his childhood and surrounded by vultures 
that preyed on his fears and weakness-
es, was so consumed by self-loathing he 
carved his African-American face into an 
ever-changing Caucasian death mask and 
hid his apparent pedophilia behind a Peter 
Pan illusion of eternal childhood. He could 
not disentangle his public and his private 
self. He became a commodity, a product, 
one to be sold, used and manipulated. He 
was infected by the moral nihilism and per-
sonal disintegration that are at the core of 
our corporate culture. And his fantasies of 
eternal youth, delusions of majesty, and 
desperate, disfiguring quests for physical 
transformation were expressions of our 
own yearning. He was a reflection of us in 
the extreme.

His memorial service – a variety show 
with a coffin – had an estimated 31.1 mil-
lion television viewers. The ceremony, 
which featured performances or tributes 
from Stevie Wonder, Brooke Shields and 
other celebrities, was carried live on 19 net-
works, including the major broadcast and 
cable news outlets. It was the final episode 
of the long-running Michael Jackson series. 
And it concluded with Jackson’s daughter, 

Paris, being prodded to stand in front of a 
microphone to speak about her father. Ja-
net Jackson, before the girl could get a few 
words out, told Paris to “speak up.” As 
the child broke down, the adults around 
her adjusted the microphone so we could 
hear the sobs. The crowd clapped. It was 
a haunting echo of what destroyed her fa-
ther.

The stories we like best are “real life” 
stories – early fame, wild success and then 
a long, bizarre and macabre emotional 
train wreck. O.J Simpson offered a tamer 
version of the same plot. So does Britney 
Spears. Jackson, by the end, was heavily 
in debt and had weathered a $22 million 
out-of-court settlement payment to Jordy 
Chandler, as well as seven counts of child 
sexual abuse and two counts of admin-
istering an intoxicating agent in order to 
commit a felony. We fed on his physical 
and psychological disintegration, especially 
since many Americans are struggling with 
their own descent into overwhelming debt, 
loss of status and personal disintegration.

The lurid drama of Jackson’s personal life 
meshed perfectly with the ongoing dramas 
on television, in movies and in the news. 
News thrives on “real life” stories, especial-
ly those involving celebrities. News reports 
on television are mini-dramas complete 
with a star, a villain, a supporting cast, a 
good-looking host and a dramatic, if often 

The man in the mirror
Chris Hedges on the variety show with a coffin  
– yes, it’s the final performance of Michael Jackson 
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Fame is its own 
denominator.  
And every 
anecdote seemed 
to confirm that 
when you spend 
your life as a 
celebrity,  
you have no idea 
who you are

unexpected, ending. The public greedily 
consumed “news” about Jackson, especially 
in his exile and decline, which often outdid 
most works of fiction. In “Fahrenheit 451,” 
Ray Bradbury’s novel about a future dysto-
pia, people spend most of the day watching 
giant television screens that show endless 
scenes of police chases and criminal appre-
hensions. Life, Bradbury understood, once 
it was packaged, scripted, given a narrative 
and filmed, became the most compelling 
form of entertainment. And Jackson was a 
great show. He deserved a great finale.

Those who created Jackson’s public per-
sona and turned him into a piece of prop-
erty, first as a child and finally as a corpse 
encased in a $15,000 gold-plated casket, 
are the agents, publicists, marketing peo-
ple, promoters, script writers, television 
and movie producers, advertisers, video 
technicians, photographers, bodyguards, 
recording executives, wardrobe consul-
tants, fitness trainers, pollsters, public an-
nouncers and television news personalities 
who create the vast stage of celebrity for 
profit. They are the puppet masters. No 
one achieves celebrity status, no cultural 
illusion is swallowed as reality, without 
these armies of cultural enablers and in-
termediaries. The producers at the Sta-
ples Center in Los Angeles made sure the 
18,000 attendees and the television audi-
ence (even the BBC devoted three hours 
to the tribute) watched a funeral that was 
turned into another maudlin form of uplift-
ing popular entertainment.

The memorial service for Jackson was 
a celebration of celebrity. There was the 
queasy sight of groups of children, includ-
ing his own, singing over the coffin. Magic 
Johnson put in a plug for Kentucky Fried 
Chicken. Shields, fighting back tears, re-
called how she and a 33-year-old Jackson 
– who always maintained that he was 
straight – broke into Elizabeth Taylor’s 
room the night before her last wedding to 
“get the first peek of the [wedding] dress.” 
Shields and Jackson, at Taylor’s wedding, 
then joked that they were “the mother and 
father of the bride.”

“Yes, it may have seemed very odd to 
the outside,” Shields said, “but we made it 
fun and we made it real.”

Mandela and Kermit the Frog
There were photo montages in which a 
shot of Jackson shaking hands with Nelson 
Mandela was immediately followed by one 
of him with Kermit the Frog. Fame reduces 
all of the famous to the same level. Fame is 
its own denominator. And every anecdote 
seemed to confirm that when you spend 
your life as a celebrity, you have no idea 
who you are.

We measure our lives by these celebri-
ties. We seek to be like them. We emulate 
their look and behavior. We escape the 
messiness of real life through the fantasy 
of their stardom. We, too, long to attract 
admiring audiences for our grand, ongoing 
life movie. We try to see ourselves moving 
through our lives as a camera would see 
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Life, these 
shows teach, is 
a brutal world 
of unadulterated 
competition and 
constant quest 
for notoriety 
and attention. 
And life is about 
the personal 
humiliation of 
those who oppose 
us. Those who 
win are the best. 
Those who lose 
deserve to be 
erased. Those who 
fail, those who 
are ugly or poor, 
are belittled and 
mocked

us, mindful of how we hold ourselves, how 
we dress, what we say. We invent movies 
that play inside our heads with us as stars. 
We wonder how an audience would react. 
Celebrity culture has taught us, almost 
unconsciously, to generate interior per-
sonal screenplays. We have learned ways of 
speaking and thinking that grossly disfigure 
the way we relate to the world and those 
around us.  Neil Gabler, who has written 
wisely about this, argues that celebrity cul-
ture is not a convergence of consumer cul-
ture and religion so much as a hostile take-
over of religion by consumer culture. 

Jackson desperately feared growing old. 
He believed he could control race and gen-
der. He transformed himself through sur-
gery and perhaps female hormones from a 
brown-skinned African-American male to 
a chalk-faced androgynous ghoul with no 
clear sexual identity. 

And while he pushed these boundar-
ies to the extreme, he did only what many 
Americans do. There were 12 million cos-
metic plastic surgery procedures performed 
last year in the United States. They were 
performed because, in America, most hu-
man beings, rich and poor, famous and ob-
scure, have been conditioned to view them-
selves as marketable commodities. They 
are objects, like consumer products. They 
have no intrinsic value. They must look 
fabulous and live on fabulous sets. They 
must remain young. They must achieve 
notoriety and money, or the illusion of it, 
to be a success. And it does not matter how 
they get there.

The moral nihilism of our culture licens-
es a dark voyeurism into other people’s 
humiliation, pain, weakness and betrayal. 
Education, building community, honesty, 
transparency and sharing are qualities that 
will see you, in a gross perversion of de-
mocracy and morality, ridiculed and voted 
off any reality show. Fellow competitors for 
prize money and a chance for fleeting fame 
elect to “disappear” the unwanted. In the 
final credits of the reality show “America’s 
Next Top Model,” a picture of the woman 

expelled during the episode vanishes from 
the group portrait on the screen. Those 
cast aside become, at least to the television 
audience, nonpersons. Celebrities who can 
no longer generate publicity, good or bad, 
vanish. Life, these shows teach, is a brutal 
world of unadulterated competition and 
constant quest for notoriety and attention. 
And life is about the personal humiliation 
of those who oppose us. Those who win 
are the best. Those who lose deserve to be 
erased. Those who fail, those who are ugly 
or poor, are belittled and mocked. 

Human beings are used, betrayed and 
discarded in a commodity culture, which 
is pretty much the story of Jackson’s life, 
although he experienced the equivalent of 
celebrity resurrection. This has been very 
good for his music sales and perhaps for his 
father’s new recording company, which Joe 
Jackson made sure to plug at public events 
after his son’s death. Compassion, compe-
tence, intelligence and solidarity are useless 
assets when human beings are commodi-
ties. Those who do not achieve celebrity 
status, who do not win the prize money or 
make millions in Wall Street firms, deserve 
their fate.

Cult of self
The cult of self, which Jackson embodied, 
dominates our culture. This cult shares 
within it the classic traits of psychopaths: 
superficial charm, grandiosity and self-im-
portance; a need for constant stimulation, 
a penchant for lying, deception and ma-
nipulation; and the incapacity for remorse 
or guilt. Jackson, from his phony marriag-
es to his questionable relationships with 
young boys, had all these qualities. This is 
also the ethic promoted by corporations. 
It is the ethic of unfettered capitalism. It 
is the misguided belief that personal style 
and personal advancement, mistaken for 
individualism, are the same as democratic 
equality. It is the celebration of image over 
substance. 

We have a right, in the cult of the self, 
to get whatever we desire. We can do 
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They are timely 
books because 
people around the 
world – not just 
in Africa – are 
taking fresh and 
extremely critical 
looks at the 
men and women 
(and financial 
institutions) which 
rule them

A new age has dawned in South 
Africa following the ANC’s vic-
tory in the general election – the 
age of Jacob Zuma. The prancing, 

dancing, laughing new president and Zulu 
“boy” (his word, not mine) with the sav-
age song that so delights the crowds and 
so concerns the opposition – “Bring me my 
machine gun”– is going to be with us all for 
a long time to come. 

As the post-Nelson Mandela honey-
moon ends, historians and journalists are 
coming to terms with the first 15 years of 
life in a post-apartheid world, wondering 
what the next five years and then beyond 
will bring.

These important books about Thabo 
Mbeki, the man who steered the ship of 
state between 1999 and 2008 have been 
written by two of South Africa’s best 
known and most widely respected jour-
nalists. Both go behind the Rainbow that 
has fascinated – perhaps bamboozled – so 
many for so long and both reminded me 
that what William Wordsworth said about 
growing up – The child is father of the man 
– is true of new governments, too. They are 
timely books because people around the 
world, not just in Africa, are taking fresh 
critical looks at the men and women (and 
financial institutions) which rule them. 
More and more we are reminded of what 
Arnold Toynbee wrote about the French 

Revolution and its consequences in his in-
troduction to The Gods of Revolution by the 
Christian historian Christopher Dobson. 
He said that while ideologues and terror-
ists occupied the foreground of the stage 
in 1789 “the background gave ample room 
for people whose main concern was neither 
theories nor massacres but the sly acquisi-
tion of real estate on advantageous terms.”

RW Johnson’s South Africa’s Brave New 
World and Mark Gevisser’s A Legacy of Lib-
eration are essential reading at a time when 
great hope is banging against fierce concern 
in a country riddled with corruption, an 
AIDS/HIV epidemic, massive unemploy-
ment and urban neglect after years of al-
most non-stop promises made by the ANC 
elite when the ex-premier, Thabo Mbeki, 
steered the ship of state under the awe-
some shadow of the world’s best known 

Child, man, lover, 
womanizer, president
Trevor Grundy takes a look at two books covering  
the life of South Africa’s former president Thabo Mkebi

A LEGACY OF LIBERATION
Mark Gevisser  
Palgrave Macmillan £19.99 (384 pp)
ISBN: 978-0-230-6100-9
 
SOUTH AFRICA’S BRAVE NEW 
WORLD
R.W. Johnson 
Allen Lane an imprint of Penguin Books 
£25.00 (702 pp)
ISBN: 978-0-713-99538-1
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Johnson’s book 
is an angry, 
well-researched 
and cleverly 
constructed 
testament of a 
man who has 
seen not only his 
dream deferred 
but the arrival 
after 1994 of a 
contingent from 
the world’s best 
known liberation 
movement who 
appear at times 
to be hell bent on 
turning a land of 
rich promise into 
a film set for the 
Godfather trilogy

secular saint, Nelson Mandela.
Mark Gevisser and RW Johnson have 

very different backgrounds: the former 
seen in South Africa as a reassuring voice of 
white liberalism; the latter as a clever and 
courageous ANC apostate who supported 
the movement in his youth days but who 
has turned into one of its most deadly crit-
ics. 

Both men are white South Africans 
(Johnson was born in Britain) and they 
have heeded Alan Bennet’s advice in The 
History Boys. “Pass it on boys. That’s the 
game I wanted you to learn. Pass it on!” 

Thankfully, what these two writers have 
passed on will cause influential members 
of the smug and all-too-corrupt elite in the 
ANC a collective heart attack.

 R.W. Johnson is a dozen or so years old-
er than Mark Gevisser. Johnson’s book is 
an angry, well-researched and cleverly con-
structed testament of a man who has seen 
not only his dream deferred but the arrival 
after 1994 of a contingent from the world’s 
best known liberation movement who ap-
pear at times to be hell bent on turning a 
land of rich promise into a film set for the 
Godfather trilogy.

 A former member of the SACP who was 
imprisoned for years by the apartheid re-
gime, Paul Trewhela, tells me that no book 
written so far brings together so much evi-
dence of the political crime network that 
South Africa inherited with the return of 
the ANC exiles after 1990. 

 Johnson’s book is no lightweight, weigh-
ing in as it does as 702 pages. It is well refer-
enced, amazingly up-to-date (the preface is 
dated last November) and full of rich texts 
that introduce the general reader to three 
of the most appalling themes of South 
African politics in recent years: South Af-
rica’s support for the Zimbabwean dicta-
tor, Robert Mugabe; an arms scandal that 
rocked the nation and in which so many 
British business leaders are so shamefully 
involved; and the HIV/AIDS plague which 
Thabo Mbeki chose to ignore. 

 As Johnson writes: ”A study by the Har-

vard School of Health concluded that Mbe-
ki’s decision to declare available anti-Aids 
drugs to be toxic and dangerous had cost 
365,000 unnecessary extra deaths between 
1999 and 2005, including 35,000 babies, a 
judgment which led some to argue that he 
(Thabo Mbeki) should be put on trial.

There are around four million black Zim-
babweans now living in exile (three million 
in South Africa alone) who would applaud 
such a trial for different reasons.

Mbeki’s unstinting support for the meg-
alomaniac Robert Mugabe is a story well 
told by RW Johnson whose chapter on 
“Godfathers and Assassins” goes a long 
way towards explaining why so many in 
the ANC have come to respect and admire 
a mass killer such as the Zimbabwean dic-
tator. 

Finest non-fiction
Gevisser’s book is also an excellent read, 
one described by several prominent Afri-
canists as the finest piece of non-fiction to 
come out of Africa since the end of apart-
heid and a work that lays bare the psychol-
ogy behind the development of Mbeki as 
the child, man, the lover, husband, woman-
izer, architect of a so-called African Renais-
sance and politician.

Gevisser, the son of one of South Afri-
ca’s wealthiest building contractors and a 
champion of gay rights, started researching 
his subject in 1999. Painstakingly, he con-
sulted hundreds of Thabo’s Mbeki’s friends, 
admirers, acquaintances (including several 
of his former white girlfriends when he 
was a student at Sussex University in the 
1960s) and enemies and studied thousands 
of documents dealing with the origins and 
development of the ANC between 1912 and 
the present day.

 The book traces Mbeki’s life from his 
birth in the Transkei (a child of dysfunc-
tional communist peasant/kulaks who 
split when he was young and never re-
united leaving the boy with a powerful but 
remote father, Govan, who always referred 
to Thabo not as his son but as his comrade) 
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Thabo Mbeki 
emerges as 
something of a 
tragic figure. 
As a brilliant 
youth, he was 
isolated from his 
contemporaries 
in the Transkei 
because of his 
precocious 
intellect

through his 28 years of exile in London, 
Moscow, Dar es Salaam and Lusaka, to his 
two terms of office. 

 It also throws fresh light on the strange 
mix of economic liberalism that marked the 
Mbeki years in power following the arrival 
into power of an erstwhile Marxist-orien-
tated ANC whose wilder members often 
threatened to drive whites into the sea and 
which refused to allow non-blacks to join 
its ranks until 1969.

Mbeki the tragic
In Gevisser’s book, Thabo Mbeki emerges 
as something of a tragic figure. As a brilliant 
youth, he was isolated from his contempo-
raries in the Transkei because of his preco-
cious intellect (a bit like Robert Mugabe). 
Son of Govan Mbeki, he was handpicked 
by the ANC as one of its future stars and 
he was sent to the UK to Sussex University 
where he enjoyed the company and patron-
age of members of the English upper class-
es who, for a while, dallied with socialism 
and the idea of international revolution. 
“Mbeki’s time at Sussex,” Gevisser writes,” 
taught him that young Europeans craved 
authenticity, anything that gave them the 
pulse of the anti-colonial revolution rather 
than its dry theory.” And here amongst 
them was the genuine article, tweed jacket, 
pipe smoking and whisky drinking Thabo 
Mbeki who would lead them to the Prom-
ised Land in Africa.

At Sussex, Lord Beaumont of Whitley 
and Nicholas Mosley (son of Sir Oswald 
and his first wife, Cynthia Mosley who was 
Lord Curzon’s daughter) helped with his 
tuition fees and provided him with accom-
modation for a while. 

Sussex was followed by Moscow (the 
Lenin Institute) and from there he learned 
not only how to handle guns but, more 
importantly, how to handle political oppo-
nents. 

“Mbeki” says Gevisser, “played a prima-
ry role in the attainment of South Africa’s 
freedom, leading the ANC to understand 
that because military conquest was out of 

the question, a negotiated settlement with 
the oppressors of black South Africans was 
the only viable option: and that the holy 
cows of statism and nationalization needed 
to be replaced, after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, with a reckoning with capitalism and 
an understanding of South Africa’s position 
in the newly globalised economy.” 

Too much, I feel, is made by Gevisser of 
Thabo Mbeki’s love of poetry and Shake-
speare (several times Gevisser likens him 
to the doomed Shakespearean hero Corio-
lanus who scorned the masses and their 
dumbness for rejecting him as leader of 
Rome) and not enough of Mbeki’s relation-
ship with the crooks in the ANC – espe-
cially the bully boy Joe Modise who was 
appointed South Africa’s Defence Minister 
in 1994 and who was the architect of an 
arms scandal that caught up with and then 
rolled all over Thabo Mbeki, ending his na-
tional leadership in disgrace and humilia-
tion last year. Without a tribal home base, 
with few powerful friends after his fall from 
grace Thabo Mbeki today cuts a lonely fig-
ure on the South African landscape. 

A careful reading of these two works – 
the best explanatory narratives of South 
Africa in recent years – helps us understand 
how Thabo Mbeki must have felt as he saw 
his once close friend (but now deadly op-
ponent) Jacob Zuma taking over as Presi-
dent of South Africa. 

A dream deferred? Abandoned seems 
more like it. 					    CT

Trevor Grundy lived and worked as a 
journalist in central, eastern and southern 
Africa from 1966-1996 when he worked as 
a correspondent for Time, The Financial 
Times, BBC (Focus on Africa) Deutsche 
Welle (Voice of Germany), the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) Drum, 
The Scotsman and Scotland on Sunday 
and Beeld. He is the author of two books 
‘The Farmer at War’ (Modern Farming 
Publications 1979) and Memoir of a Fascist 
Childhood (William Heinemann, London 
1998 and Arrow Books 1999).
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According to the 
UN agency Unicef, 
women who are 
born poor are 
twice as likely to 
stay that way if 
they have children 
as teenagers. 
They are more 
likely to remain 
unemployed, 
to suffer from 
depression and to 
become alcoholics 
or drug addicts 

Sex Education

All of us are in denial. Without it 
we couldn’t get through life. Were 
we to confront the implications 
of mortality, were we to compre-

hend all we have done to the world and its 
people, we wouldn’t get out of bed in the 
morning. To engage comprehensively with 
reality is to succumb to despair. Without 
denial there is no hope.

But some people make a doctrine of it. 
American conservatism could be described 
as a movement of denialogues, people 
whose ideology is based on disavow-
ing physical realities. This applies to their 
views on evolution, climate change, foreign 
affairs and fiscal policy. The Vietnam war 
would have been won, were it not for the 
pinko chickens at home. Saddam Hussein 
was in league with Al Qaida. Everyone has 
an equal chance of becoming CEO. Univer-
sal healthcare is a communist plot. Segre-
gation wasn’t that bad. As one of George 
Bush’s aides said, “We’re an empire now, 
and when we act, we create our own real-
ity.”(1)

Collective denial has consequences. A 
new study by the US Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC) shows that during the lat-
ter years of the Bush presidency, America’s 
steady progress in reducing teenage preg-
nancies and sexually transmitted diseases 
was shoved into reverse(2).

Between 1990 and 2004, the birthrate 

among teenage girls fell sharply: by 46% for 
15-17 year olds. The decline was unbroken 
throughout these years. (The same thing 
happened in the rest of the western world, 
though about 20 years earlier). But be-
tween 2005 and 2006, something odd hap-
pened: the teen birthrate increased by 3%. 
In 2007 it rose by another 1%. I think most 
people would agree that this is a tragedy. 
According to the UN agency Unicef, wom-
en who are born poor are twice as likely to 
stay that way if they have children as teen-
agers. They are more likely to remain un-
employed, to suffer from depression and to 
become alcoholics or drug addicts (3). Sim-
ilarly, the incidence of gonorrhea dropped 
for more than 20 years, then started to 
rise in 2004. After a long period of decline, 
syphilis among teenage boys began to in-
crease in 2002; among girls in 2004.

Four clues
The CDC makes no attempt to explain 
these findings, but the report contains four 
possible clues. The first is that between 
1991 and 2007, the percentage of high 
school students who had ever had sex de-
clined. So did the number of their sexual 
partners, and their level of sexual activity. 
But from 2005 onwards there was a level-
ling or reversal of all these trends(4). The 
second possible clue is that while the use 
of condoms among high school students 

Politically  
transmitted disease
Rising rates of teen pregnancy and STDs in the United States  
are the result of programs intended to stamp them out,  
writes George Monbiot
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An article in 
the Journal 
of Adolescent 
Health found 
that although 
teenagers who 
have taken a 
pledge of sexual 
abstinence are 
less likely to 
have sex before 
marriage and then 
have fewer sexual 
partners, they 
have the same 
overall rate of 
infection as the 
kids who haven’t 
promised anything

Sex Education

rose steadily from 1991 to 2003, it stagnated 
then declined between 2003 and 2007(5). 
Towards the end of the Bush years, school-
children began abandoning condoms at the 
same time as their sexual activity rose.

The third clue is provided by the shock-
ing data from the Hispanic community. Ad-
olescent Hispanic girls have less sex than 
their non-Hispanic classmates; but they 
have three times as many children as non-
Hispanic whites(6). Why? Because they are 
less likely to use contraceptives, probably 
because of the doctrines of the Catholic 
church.

But perhaps the most interesting clue 
is this one. The CDC has published a map 
of trends in the teenage birth rate. I ran it 
against a political map of the Union and 
found this: nine of the ten states with the 
highest increase in teenage births voted 
Republican in the 2000 and 2004 presiden-
tial elections(7). (Eight of them voted for 
McCain in 2008.(8)) Among them are the 
Christian conservative heartlands of Ken-
tucky, Alabama, Mississipi, Louisiana and 
Oklahoma. These are the places in which 
Bush’s abstinence campaigns were most 
enthusiastically promoted.

Sex education without sex
George Bush did not invent sex education 
without the sex. Clinton’s last budget set 
aside $80m for abstinence teaching(9). But 
by 2005 Bush had raised this to $170m, and 
engineered a new standard of mendacity 
and manipulation. A Congressional report 
in 2004 explained that programmes receiv-
ing this money were “not allowed to teach 
their participants any methods to reduce 
the risk of pregnancy other than abstaining 
until marriage. They are allowed to men-
tion contraceptives only to describe their 
failure rates.”(10) The report found that 
over 80% of the teaching materials “contain 
false, misleading, or distorted information 
about reproductive health.” They suggest-
ed, for example, that condoms do nothing 
to prevent the spread of STDs, that 41% of 
sexually active girls and 50% of homosex-

ual boys are infected with HIV and – mar-
vellously – that touching another person’s 
genitals “can result in pregnancy.”(11)

While “abstinence-plus” campaigns 
(teaching contraception while advising 
against sex) are effective, a long series of 
scientific papers shows that abstinence-on-
ly schooling is worse than useless. A paper 
published in the British Medical Journal 
found that abstinence programmes “were 
associated with an increase in the number 
of pregnancies among partners of young 
male participants”(12). 

An article in the Journal of Adolescent 
Health found that although teenagers who 
have taken a pledge of sexual abstinence 
are less likely to have sex before marriage 
and then have fewer sexual partners, they 
have the same overall rate of infection as the 
kids who haven’t promised anything(13). 
This is because the pledgers are less likely 
to use condoms, less likely to take advice 
and less likely to go to the clinic when they 
pick something up. Most teenagers (88%) 
who have taken the pledge end up breaking 
it(14). But, like the campaigners, they are in 
denial: they deny that they are having sex, 
then deny that they have caught the pox. A 
study published by the American Journal 
of Public Health found that 86% of the de-
cline in adolescent pregnancies in the US 
between 1991 and 2003 was caused by bet-
ter use of contraceptives(15). Reduced sex-
ual activity caused the remainder, but this 
“ironically … appears to have preceded re-
cent intensive efforts on the part of the US 
government to promote abstinence-only 
policies.” Since those recent intensive ef-
forts began, sexual activity has increased.

When Unicef compared teenage preg-
nancy rates in different parts of the world, 
it found that the Netherlands had the rich 
world’s lowest incidence – five births per 
1000 girls – and the US had the highest: 
53 per 1000(16). Unicef explained that the 
Dutch had “more open attitudes towards 
sex and sex education, including contra-
ception.” There was no “shame or embar-
rassment” about asking for help. In the 
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Sex Education

US, however, “contraceptive advice and 
services may be formally available, but in a 
‘closed’ atmosphere of embarrassment and 
secrecy.”

Obama’s new budget aims to change all 
this, by investing in “evidence-based” edu-
cation programmes(17). The conservatives 
have gone ballistic: evidence is the enemy. 
They still insist that American children 
should be deprived of sex education, lied 
to about contraception and maintained in 
a state of mediaevel ignorance. If their own 
children end up with syphilis or unwanted 
babies, that, it seems, is a price they will 
pay for preserving their beliefs. The denia-
logues are now loudly insisting that STDs 
and pregnancies have risen because Bush’s 
programme didn’t go far enough. The fur-
ther it went, the worse these problems 
got.						      CT

George Monbiot’s latest book is Bring On 
The Acopalypse, Essays on Self-Destruction.
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Last Words

The downside of holding a wedding in Ontar-
io this summer is that, chances are, you’ll be 
rained on. The upside is that, chances are, you 
won’t be bombed.

That can’t be said of Afghanistan, where the sun is 
more reliable, but the bride has been known to wear 
blood. Since 2001, dozens of celebrants – including 
brides and grooms – have been killed when their wed-
ding parties were bombed by NATO planes mistaking 
them for Taliban operatives.

While Canadian troops haven’t been involved in 
these air strikes, they have been involved in civilian kill-
ings on the ground. Just last month, Canadian soldiers 
fired a warning shot at a motorcyclist speeding toward 
them. The bullet ricocheted off the ground and entered 
the body of a young girl nearby, killing her.

Such killings are a big part of the reason the NATO 
mission appears to have failed to win the hearts and 
minds of the Afghan people. One person’s collateral 
damage is another’s fiancée.

The attitude of Canada’s military authorities toward 
these civilian killings is disturbing. Maj. Mario Couture 
simply shifted the blame onto insurgents: “We know 
that insurgents want to drive a wedge between the co-
alition force and the population, so if they can make us 
make mistakes, then it serves their purpose ... If we fire, 
it works in their favour.”

So we kill a young Afghan girl, and it’s the fault of 
the insurgents? 

The girl’s killing at least got some media attention 
here. Male deaths are more readily discounted. A week 
earlier, Canadian soldiers killed an Afghan man and 
wounded three others after the minivan they were trav-
elling in failed to slow down, according to the Canadian 
military. Maj. Couture explained that the victims were 
“all males of fighting age.” Enough said, apparently.

Canadian soldiers are understandably keen to pro-

tect themselves from suicide bombers. And the Taliban 
undoubtedly does want to drive a wedge between us 
and the population. But that simply underlines why 
our presence there is so problematic – and wrong.

Left out of Maj. Couture’s explanations is the con-
text that we are in Afghanistan as a heavily armed for-
eign military force. Ottawa says we’re there to cham-
pion democracy, but many Afghans see us as part of a 
Western occupying power that has killed, imprisoned 
and tortured people they love.

We’re not much interested in that side of the story. 
While the Harper government and Canadian media 
show great interest in dissidents in Iran, China and 
Burma, they’ve shown little in Malalai Joya, an elected 
Afghan MP who was expelled from parliament for call-
ing for the prosecution of war criminals in the Afghan 
government and parliament.

Hers is a compelling case championed by women’s 
groups around the world – a young female MP in a 
viciously patriarchal land daring to challenge Afghani-
stan’s powerful warlords. Yet, despite our supposed 
concern about Afghan women and democracy, the Ca-
nadian government and media have paid scant atten-
tion to Joya – perhaps because she considers NATO an 
occupier and calls for its immediate withdrawal from 
her country.

Although the Canadian media remain largely sup-
portive of our military involvement in Afghanistan, Ca-
nadians aren’t. An EKOS poll released earlier this month 
found that support for the mission has fallen from 60 
per cent in 2002 to just 34 per cent today. Yet two more 
years remain in our commitment. Meanwhile, best to 
avoid weddings in Afghanistan, particularly if the party 
includes any “males of fighting age.”                       CT

Linda McQuaig’s latest book is Holding The Bully’s 
Cloak: Canada and the US Empire

NATO, the unwelcome 
wedding guest
By Linda McQuaig 
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