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Here are a few questions to ask Pres-
ident Obama the next time (also 
the last time) you’re invited to 
one of his press conferences:

1. Which is most important to you – de-
stroying ISIS, overthrowing Syrian presi-
dent Assad, or scoring points against Rus-
sia?

2. Do you think that if you pointed out 
to the American people that Assad has 
done much more to aid and rescue Chris-
tians in the Middle East conflicts than any 
other area leader that this would lessen 
the hostility the United States public and 
media feel toward him? Or do you share 
the view of the State Department spokes-
person who declared in September that 
“The Assad regime frankly is the root of 
all evil”?

3. Why does the United States maintain 
crippling financial sanctions and a ban on 
military aid to Syria, Cuba, Iran and other 
countries but not to Saudi Arabia?

4. What does Saudi Arabia have to do to 
lose its strong American support? Increase 
its torture, beheadings, amputations, 
whippings, stonings, punishment for blas-
phemy and apostasy, or forced marriages 
and other oppression of women and girls? 
Increase its financial support for ISIS and 
other jihadist groups? Confess to its role in 
9-11? Attack Israel?

5. What bothers you more: The Saudi 

bombing of the people of Yemen or the 
Syrian bombing of the people of Syria?

6. Does the fact that ISIS never attacks 
Israel raise any question in your mind?

7. Does it concern you that Turkey ap-
pears to be more intent upon attacking 
the Kurds and the Russians than attacking 
ISIS? And provides medical care to wound-
ed ISIS soldiers? Or that ISIS deals its oil 
on Turkish territory? Or that NATO-mem-
ber Turkey has been a safe haven for ter-
rorists from Libya, Chechnya, Qatar, and 
elsewhere? Or that last year Vice President 
Biden stated that Turkish President Erdo-
gan’s regime was backing ISIS with “hun-
dreds of millions of dollars and thousands 
of tons of weapons.”?

8. If NATO had never existed, what ar-
gument could you give today in favour of 
creating such an institution? Other than – 
as some would say – being a very useful 
handmaiden of US foreign policy and pro-
viding American arms manufacturers with 
trillions of dollars of guaranteed sales.

9. Does the United States plan on releas-
ing any of its alleged evidence to back up 
its repeated claims of Syrian bombing and 
chemical warfare against the Syrian peo-
ple? Like clear photos or videos from the 
omnipresent American satellite cameras? 
Or any other credible evidence?

10. Does the United States plan on re-
leasing any of its alleged evidence to back 
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up its repeated claims of Russian invasions 
of Ukraine in the past year? Like clear pho-
tos or videos from the omnipresent Amer-
ican satellite cameras? Or any other cred-
ible evidence?

11. Do the numerous connections be-
tween the Ukrainian government and 
neo-Nazis have any effect upon America’s 
support of Ukraine?

12. What do you imagine would have 
been the outcome of the Second World 
War if the United States had opposed Sovi-
et entry into the war because “Stalin must 
go”?

13. Would you prefer that Russia played 
no military role at all in Syria?

14. Can the administration present 
in person a few of the Syrian opposition 
“moderates” we’ve heard so much about 
and allow the media to interview them?

15. Have you considered honoring your 
promise of “No boots on the ground in 
Syria” by requiring all American troops to 
wear sneakers?

The adventures of a State  
Department spokesman 

Excerpts from a State Department daily 
press briefing, November 24, 2015, follow-
ing the Turkish shootdown of a Russian 
plane, conducted by Mark Toner, deputy 
spokesperson:

QUESTION: President Obama said he will 
reach out to President Erdogan over the 
next few days.
MR TONER: Yeah.
QUESTION: Did not mention Putin. That 
really puts you squarely on Turkey’s side, 
doesn’t it?
———————
QUESTION: You’re saying Turkey has the 
right to defend itself; President Obama 
said the same thing. What defense are you 
talking about? Does anyone think Russia 
was going to attack Turkey?
MR TONER: Again, I mean, this is –
QUESTION: Do you think so?

MR TONER: Look, I don’t want to parse 
out this incident. I said very clearly that we 
don’t know all the facts yet, so for me to 
speak categorically about what happened 
is – frankly, would be irresponsible.
———————
QUESTION: Even if you accept the Turkish 
version that the plane traveled 1.3 miles in-
side Turkey and violated its airspace for 17 
seconds – that’s according to Turkey – do 
you think shooting down the plane was 
the right thing to do?
MR TONER: Again, I’m not going to give 
you our assessment at this point. We’re 
still gathering the facts.
———————
QUESTION: In 2012, Syria shot down a 
Turkish plane that reportedly strayed into 
its territory. Prime Minister Erdogan then 
said, “A short-term border violation can 
never be a pretext for an attack.” Mean-
while, NATO has expressed its condemna-
tion of Syria’s attack as well as strong sup-
port for Turkey. Do you see the inconsis-
tency of NATO’s response on this?
MR TONER: As to what President Erdogan 
may have said after that incident, I would 
refer you to him.
———————
QUESTION: Turkoman forces in Syria said 
they killed the two Russian pilots as they 
descended in parachutes.
MR TONER: Yeah.
QUESTION: Turkoman forces are support-
ed by Turkey and are fighting against the 
Syrian government, they are part of the 
rebel force there. Do you consider these 
rebels to be a moderate force in Syria?
———————
QUESTION: I’m trying – I mean, do you 
think that everybody has the right to de-
fend themselves?
MR TONER: We’ve said very clearly that 
people have the right to defend them-
selves.
QUESTION: Right? Including the Assad re-
gime?
MR TONER: No. 				      CT
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still fighting

Oh, no! Not another American war 
against evil! This time, it’s the Is-
lamic State (IS). After the attacks in 
Paris, Barack Obama, spokesman-

in-chief for the United States of America, 
called that crew “the face of evil.” Shades of 
George W. Bush. The “evildoers” are back. 
And from every mountaintop, it seems, 
America now rings with calls to ramp up its 
war machine.

By the way, George W., how did that last 
war against the “evildoers” work out for 
you? Not quite the way you expected, right? 
I bet you didn’t imagine that your Global 
War on Terror would plant the seeds of an 
Islamic State and turn significant stretches 
of Iraq (and Syria) into fertile soil on which 
IS would grow into a brand new, even more 
frightening enemy.

But that’s the way wars against evil al-
ways seem to work.

Pardon me if I vent my exasperation with 
all the Washington policymakers, past and 
present, surrounded by their so-called ex-
perts and those war-drum-beating pundits 
in the media. I know I shouldn’t be shocked 
anymore. I’ve seen it often enough as a his-
torian studying wars against evil in the past 
– ever since biblical times, in fact – and as 
a citizen watching wars in my own lifetime, 
ever since the one that tore Vietnam (and, 
incidentally, America) apart.

Still, it drives me crazy to watch poli-

cymakers and experts making the same 
dumb mistakes time after time, several 
mistakes, actually, which synergistically 
add up to one self-defeating blunder after 
another.

What’s worse, the dominant trend in 
public opinion is so often on the side of 
just those mistakes. You’d think someone 
would learn something. And in that some-
one I include “we, the people,” the nation 
as a whole.

Yet now, facing the Islamic State, you 
guessed it: We’re doing it all over again.

Let me try to lay out our repetitive mis-
takes, all six of them, one by one, starting 
with...

Mistake No. 1: Treating the enemy as 
absolute evil, not even human.

Barack Obama called the Paris tragedy “an 
attack on all of humanity,” which means 
that, even for the president, IS fighters 
stand outside that category. They are evi-
dently some other species and merely ap-
pear to be human. And this was the mildest 
of descriptions in this overheated political 
season of ours. “The face of evil” sounds 
modest indeed compared to the vivid im-
ages offered by the Republicans vying to 
replace him. For Ben Carson, IS are a bunch 
of “rabid dogs;”  for Ted Cruz, “scorpions.”  
Donald Trump calls them “insane,” “ani-
mals.”

The reckless war on evil 
America’s wars are self-defeating and have no end, writes Ira Chernus
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still fighting

All point to the same dangerous conclu-
sion: Because we are human and they are 
not, we are their opposite in every way. If 
they are absolute evil, we must be the abso-
lute opposite. It’s the old apocalyptic tale: 
God’s people versus Satan’s. It ensures that 
we never have to admit to any meaningful 
connection with the enemy. By this logic, it 
couldn’t be more obvious that the nation 
our leaders endlessly call “exceptional” 
and “indispensable,” the only nation ca-
pable of leading the rest of the world in the 
war against evil, bears no relationship to 
that evil.  

That leads to...

Mistake No. 2: Buried in the assumption 
that the enemy is not in any sense human 
like us is absolution for whatever hand we 
may have had in sparking or contributing 
to evil’s rise and spread. 

How could we have fertilized the soil of abso-
lute evil or bear any responsibility for its suc-
cesses?  It’s a basic postulate of wars against 
evil: God’s people must be innocent.

As a result, we don’t need to look at all 
the ways in which the US, even in battle 
mode, continues to contribute to the suc-
cesses of Islamic State fighters in Sunni 
Arab lands by, for instance, supporting an 
Iraqi Shi’ite regime in Baghdad that has a 
grim history of oppressing Sunnis, a his-
tory that drives many of them to tolerate, 
or even actively support IS.

By refusing a future role of any sort for 
Syria’s Oresident Bashar al-Assad, we have 
hindered the diplomatic process that might 
heal the civil war in that country. Instead we 
let the Syrian chaos continue as a breeding 
ground for IS expansion (though perhaps 
this policy is just beginning to change). 
Our long-term alliance with Saudi Arabia 
is equally counterproductive, protecting 
funding networks that feed a burgeoning 
caliphate.

Just as we don’t look at all this in the 
present, so we blind ourselves to what the 
US has done in the past. Consider this...

Mistake No. 3: Call it blotting out history. 

We lose the ability to really understand the 
enemy because we ignore the actual history 
of how that enemy came to be, of how a 
network of relationships grew up in which 
we played, and continue to play, a central 
role.

The historical record is clear for all who 
care to look: The US (the CIA in particular) 
was a key to the creation, funding, and arm-
ing of the mujahideen, the rebel fighters in 
Afghanistan who took on the Soviet army 
there in the 1980s, the men (often extreme 
Islamists) whom President Ronald Reagan 
compared to our founding fathers. From 
that situation came al-Qaeda.

George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq cracked 
the region open and paved the way for the 
Islamic State. The Bush administration 
tore Iraq to shreds and then demobilized 
Saddam Hussein’s army and dispatched its 
members to the unemployment lines of a 
wrecked country.

One of those shreds, al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
populated by disaffected officers from that 
disbanded army, would later transform it-
self into the nucleus of the new Islamic 
State movement. Indeed the US nurtured 
the present leadership of that movement in 
American military prisons in Iraq, where we 
introduced them to each other, so to speak. 
The process was at least hastened, and per-
haps ultimately caused, by the vehement 
anti-Sunni bias of the Shi’ite Iraqi govern-
ment, which the US installed in power and 
also nurtured.

To sustain our image of ourselves as in-
nocents in the whole affair, we have to blot 
out this empirical history and replace it 
with a myth (not so surprising, given that 
any war against evil is a mythic enterprise). 
That’s not to say that we deny all the facts. 
We just pick and choose the ones that fit 
our myth best.

In that tale, the enemy is simply what 
Christians for centuries have called the 
devil, which brings us to...
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Mistake No. 4: We assume that the enemy, 
like Lucifer himself, does evil just for the 
sake of doing it. 

Even the most liberal parts of the media of-
ten can’t see IS fighters as more than luna-
tics bent on slaughter for its own sake.

Under such circumstances, what a fool-
ish task it obviously is even to think about 
the enemy’s actual motives. After all, to do 
so would be to treat them as humans, with 
human purposes arising out of history. It 
would smack of sympathy for the devil.

Of course, this means that, whatever we 
might think of their actions, we generally 
ignore a wealth of evidence that the Islamic 
State’s fighters couldn’t be more human or 
have more comprehensible motivations.  In 
fact, if you look hard enough, you can find 
evidence of just that.

The Atlantic, for instance, gained some 
attention for publishing an article by 
Graeme Wood that explored the complex 
religious ideas of the IS movement. In the 
New York Review of Books, Scott Atran and 
Nafees Hamid offered insights from people 
who had taken the time to actually talk 
with IS fighters or former fighters about its 
strategy and their own motives in becom-
ing part of it. In this manner, Atran and 
Hamid helped explain the great mystery of 
IS (if you believe it is an inhuman organiza-
tion): How can it attract so many young fol-
lowers, especially from the US and Europe?  
Why do some disaffected young men and 
women find the movement profoundly al-
luring?

Olivier Roy, a leading scholar of politi-
cal Islam, has answered that many of these 
youth, full of “frustration and resentment 
against society,” are lured by the fantasy of 
joining a “small brotherhood of super-he-
roes.”  But a recent study by the Program in 
Extremism at George Washington Univer-
sity, full of rich details on American IS sup-
porters, concluded that “their motivations 
are diverse and defy easy analysis.”

Add up this sort of evidence and you’re 

likely to come to a startling and, in our pres-
ent context, deeply unsettling conclusion. 
It’s not just that IS fighters are distinctly 
human, but that in some ways they are ee-
rily like us. After all, we, too, have a military 
that uses an ideological narrative to recruit 
young people and prepare them to be will-
ing to die for it. Our military, too, is savvy in 
using social media and various forms of ad-
vertising and publicity to deploy its narra-
tive effectively. Like IS recruits, youngsters 
join our military for all sorts of reasons, but 
some because they are rootless, disaffected, 
and in search of a belief system, or at least 
an exciting adventure (even one that may 
put them in danger of losing their lives). 
And don’t forget that those young recruits, 
like the IS fighters, often have only the 
sketchiest grasp of what exactly they are 
signing up to die for or of the nature of the 
conflicts they may be involved in. 

Our state ideology is, of course, secular. 
But most of us are certainly familiar person-
ally (or at one remove) with American reli-
gious fundamentalists whose beliefs share 
much with the IS narrative. On both sides, 
people want to turn back the clock of history 
and live according to a sacred plan suppos-
edly etched in stone many centuries ago.

There are, in fact, striking parallels – and 
I say this as a professor of religious studies 
– between the evangelical mood and meth-
ods of our fundamentalists and those of 
the Islamic State.  Both agree that one must 
choose between God’s truth (derived from 
an ancient text) and the devil’s. Both offer 
the psycho-social comfort of a community 
supposedly living by immutable laws. Some 
of our fundamentalists, such as the Christian 
Reconstructionists, would be happy to see 
this nation governed under religious law, as 
long as it’s their religion we’re talking about.

Whatever any of us think of our home-
grown fundamentalists, we would hardly 
deny them their humanity, even if we often 
wonder what leads them to such (to many 
of us) strange beliefs. So here’s the ques-
tion: Why shouldn’t we be just as curious 
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about the believers of the Islamic State, 
even if they are our enemies?

Remember, to understand is not to justi-
fy. Quite the opposite, understanding often 
opens up ways of thinking more construc-
tively and creatively about how to respond 
to such a challenge. It’s clear that Islamic 
State strategists understand American and 
European political cultures well indeed 
and, as they’ve repeatedly shown, they use 
that understanding to their grim advantage. 
They know just how to provoke us into an-
ti-Muslim rhetoric and belligerent policies, 
which they find most useful to their project 
and their movement. Like classic judo war-
riors, they employ our immense strength 
remarkably effectively against us. 

Every one of Washington’s words and 
acts of war, every ally, such as Great Britain 
that joins the bombing campaign against IS, 
only confirms the Islamic State’s message 
that Muslims are under attack by the West. 
All of it only plays into the IS’s apocalyptic 
worldview.  Every step in the process makes 
the IS more attractive to Muslims who feel 
oppressed and marginalized by the West. So 
think of every threat uttered in the presiden-
tial campaign here and every bomb now be-
ing dropped as yet more global recruitment 
posters arriving “like manna from heaven” 
for that movement.  Each is an invitation to 
launch yet more Paris-style attacks.

Our blindness to them as human beings, 
and to all the ways we have influenced them, 
increases their power and undermines our 
power to shape the outcome of events in 
Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere in the Greater 
Middle East. Ironically, we accept this loss 
of power willingly, even eagerly, because it 
allows us to hold on to what seems to mat-
ter most to us: our vision of a war against 
inhuman evildoers, which brings us to... 

Mistake No. 5: To convince ourselves that 
the Islamic State is evil incarnate, we 
imagine that the enemy is as relentless, 
intractable, and implacable as the devil 
himself. 

As a result, we also imagine that nothing 
we could do might diminish their will to 
evil. Since, as we see it, we had nothing to 
do with creating these monsters, no chang-
es in our policies or actions could possibly 
influence their behavior.  And since they 
are just crazy – not capable of normal ra-
tionality – there is no point in trying to talk 
with them.

By this route we finally, inevitably, arrive 
at...

Mistake No. 6: The belief that we have only 
one option: annihilation. 

Or if that proves impossible, despite the 
military forces at our disposal, then at least 
containing them forever. 

In fact, the presidential candidates of 
this moment all demand annihilation and 
nothing less. In Donald Trump’s words, 
“bomb the shit out of ’em.” In Hillary Clin-
ton’s more demure formulation, “crush 
ISIS... break the group’s momentum and 
then its back.”  Even Bernie Sanders agrees: 
“Our priority must be... to destroy the bru-
tal and barbaric ISIS regime.”

The dream of a war of annihilation 
against evil has a long, long history in white 
America.  It began in 1636 when Puritans in 
New England wiped out the Pequot tribe, 
promising that such a lesson would prevent 
further attacks by other tribes. In fact, it 
created a spiral of violence and counter-vio-
lence, and a war-against-evil template that 
the country still follows nearly four centu-
ries later in its “war on terror.” The current 
conflict in Iraq and Syria seems only to be 
locking us into that template and its guar-
anteed cycle of violence ever more firmly.

Why do we as a nation keep on playing 
into the same dismal scenario and commit-
ting the same mistakes? Why this seeming-
ly irresistible urge to fight yet another war 
against evil?

I worry that the answer to such ques-
tions may lie in what I’ve called an Ameri-
can myth of national insecurity. It tells us 
that we will always be at war with evildoers 
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bent on destroying us, that this war (which-
ever the latest one may be) is the mission 
and the meaning of our nation; and that 
the only way to feel like a real American is 
to enlist permanently in permanent war.

In other words, even as we stoke the Is-
lamic State, we stoke ourselves as well. The 
longer we fight, the more deeply we are 
seized by fear. The more we fear, the more 
fiercely we are determined to fight. Perhaps 
the point is not to win the war but to re-
main trapped in this vicious circle, which 
feels perversely comforting because it of-
fers a sense of unified national identity as 
nothing else can in our otherwise deeply 
divided nation.

National myths are, however, invented 

by human beings, and we are always ca-
pable of changing our minds. Who knows? 
Maybe someday the Islamic State will fig-
ure out that brutal killing and other acts of 
horror in the name of the caliphate are not 
such a good idea after all. And maybe the 
United States will figure out that depend-
ing on an eternal, self-defeating war against 
evil for our national identity is a huge mis-
take after all. Maybe.		    CT

Ira Chernus is professor of religious studies at 
the University of Colorado Boulder and author 
of the online MythicAmerica: Essays. He blogs 
at http://mythicamerica.us  
This essay was originally published at  
http://tomdispatch.com
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poet’s corner

Two degrees C? Absolutely 
nothing to worry about

A poem by Philip Kraske

Been reading Hedges on the end of the world,
It’s something I do when I need my hair curled.
And you have to admit that ol’ Chris is right,
The jig is well up and we’re in for a fight.

I’d like to believe that smart folks will think,
Of some way to make the CO2 shrink,
But with all the crap that’s already there up,
One good puff will brimmeth over our cup.

As I hear it, the number’s two degrees C,
Being all that separates my jollies from me.
Then Air Misery will push back from the gate,
And take off so steep that we’ll toss what we ate.

Yet how will this play, this two-degree waltz?
Reports that we’re fine, slight sounding of schmaltz?
Will we make short work of that lame first degree,
Just to be told – whoops! – the number was three?

When the New York subway turns submarine,
And taxis turn gondola, the ground floor eighteen,
And the great Midwest with sleek sand dunes fills,
Will we all then be told to head for the hills?

No, I think we’ll be told to stay in our seats,
And fasten those belts despite minor defeats.
For the CO2’s falling and, Hey, what’s more,
Scientists now figure the number was four!

And on will we soar on this bumpy plane ride,
Floods, winds and heat waves all taken in stride,
Not knowing our pilots see mountains loom close,
As we’re Crunching Candy that does so engross.
 
Yes, those two cheap degrees much make me ponder,
Just when, where and who are the guys that launder
The numbers from which our dear daily do’s hung,
And whether they’d tell us that yet the gong’s rung.

Philip Kraske lives in Madrid, Spain, where he teaches English on a freelance basis and does some translation.  
His four novels, of varied plots but centring on American politics and society, began to appear in 2009.  

His website is http://philipkraske.com

Read the Best of JOE BAGEANT 
at: http://coldtype.net/joe.html
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