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Detroit is the end 
result of a global 
economic system 
unfettered by labor 
or environmental 
standards. The 
city is the deadly 
consequence 
of capital freely 
moving across the 
planet, forever 
in search of a 
lower common 
denominator of 
working conditions, 
pollution and 
corruption

The vultures are picking at the 
bones again: “Two French photog-
raphers immortalize the remains 
of the motor city on film”. That’s 

how Time magazine describes a recent photo 
series by Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre 
titled “Detroit’s Beautiful, Horrible Decline”.

I’d like to know who appointed these edi-
tors coroner, anyway? Where I come from, 
which happens to be Detroit, anytime you 
are immortalizing somebody’s remains, they 
are dead. In this case I find it odd to send 
in two French photographers to conduct the 
forensics and perform the cultural autopsy. 
Who are these guys? How long did they 
spend in the city? What do they even know 
about Detroit?

Their photograph of a grand old theatre 
with its roof collapsing is certainly striking. 
Only problem is that it could have been tak-
en 25 years ago. In fact, it was. When I was 
the editor and publisher of the Metro Times 
in the 80’s, we paid photographers to break 
into abandoned theatres across downtown to 
rally the community to save these civic trea-
sures. Yes, we lost some like the United Artist 
and Michigan. But we also saved the Fox, the 
State, the Gem and the Grand Circus, all in 
the same neighborhood.

If Time wanted to show the world some 
images of Detroit, maybe they could have 
contacted a local photographer. There are 
many great ones. Bruce Giffin, for example, 

with whom I worked for many years.  Bruce’s 
powerful, respectful photographs from the 
streets of the city are deeply moving. They 
are authentic – I doubt if he jumps on the 
first plane to Paris after a photo session.

After all the political rhetoric, all the cor-
porate funded white papers and messed up 
mainstream media coverage, Detroit is the 
truth. Detroit is the end result of a global 
economic system unfettered by labor or en-
vironmental standards. The city is the deadly 
consequence of capital freely moving across 
the planet, forever in search of a lower com-
mon denominator of working conditions, 
pollution and corruption. Add an utter lack 
of vision (and too often integrity) on the part 
of the local business and political leadership 
and the result has been an urban implosion 
unmatched in scale and depth anywhere in 
the United States. The amount of suffering 
and heartbreak is so acute and so real that it 
can take your breath away.

So does Detroit still matter? Or should we 
just bulldoze what is still standing and scat-
ter the remaining residents across the coun-
try as the Bush administration did with the 
victims of Hurricane Katrina? Blame it on 
the post-industrial hurricane called global 
free market capitalism.

Part of the answer lies in the city’s history. 
Detroit was the Silicon Valley of the industri-
al age with people starting automobile com-
panies in their garages instead of tech com-

Chasing the vultures 
away from Detroit
Don’t write off Motor City, writes Ron Williams,  
like it or not, Detroit is the future of the United States 
Photographs by Bruce Giffin
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Detroit was the 
place, more than 
any other, that 
gave real power 
to working men 
and women 
through collective 
bargaining

panies. The world may not have defeated 
fascism and genocide without the “Arsenal 
of Democracy” running full tilt with count-
less women doing the heavy lifting. It was 
the place, more than any other, that gave real 
power to working men and women through 
collective bargaining. It was a crucible of 
Black pride and Black political power. And 
Detroit is birthplace to some of the best R&B, 
blues, jazz, rock & roll and hip hop the world 
has ever heard.

DO NOT underestimate the capacity of 
this city to achieve great things.

Detroit not only still matters, but it is at 
this moment the single most important city 
in North America. Detroit is coming to a 
neighborhood near you – it is an early warn-
ing of what urban communities across the 
US and far beyond are facing as those post-
industrial, peak oil hurricane winds gather 
strength.

There is a flip side to Detroit’s devastation. 
With the disinvestment and abandonment 
of the city at such an extreme and criminal 
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Brush Park: Once it housed 
the mansions of Detroit 

Mathias, resident of  
Detroit’s Highland Park.
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Clothesline from homeless living in the 
abandoned Detroit Public Schools warehouse 
in the shadows of Michigan Central Depot

Playground monkey bars covered in blankets as 
alternative housing in the shadow of a Detroit casino



6  TheReader  | May 2010

Lost In The USA / 1

There are now 
800 community 
gardens on 
abandoned lots, 
peace zones for 
public safety, green 
retrofitting of 
empty houses, new 
open source media 
projects and an 
exploding hip hop 
and poetry scene
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Family walking on Hamilton Street  
in the Highland Park area (5 degrees)

Brush Park area  
of Detroit
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What better place 
for the United 
States to take all 
that talk about 
building a green 
economy and put 
it into practice 
than the city that 
put the internal 
combustion engine 
on every street?

level, the usual entrenched interests are far 
weaker and less capable of controlling the 
landscape. Call it the VOID. Nowhere else are 
the opportunities to re-invent, re-think, re-
build and re-imagine a major American city 
greater than Detroit today.

With the city’s current leadership hypno-
tized by what they see as a civic death spiral, 
new leadership is coming from the bottom 
up. This new cycle is a grassroots affair with 
an astonishing number of people fashioning 
solutions and affirming life. There are now 
800 community gardens on abandoned lots, 
peace zones for public safety, green retrofit-
ting of empty houses, new open source me-
dia projects and an exploding hip hop and 
poetry scene. 

This June, 10,000 people from around the 
world will be convening in Detroit for the US 
Social Forum, organizing around the state-
ment: “Another Detroit is Happening,” and 
have chosen the city because it is ground 
zero in today’s global financial meltdown.

Detroit is ground zero for the sustain-
ability movement as well. Green celebrities, 
high-end eco fashion and $125,000 electric 

sports cars – they are all good. But today’s hip 
“green lifestyle” is overwhelmingly a white, 
academic, upper middle class phenomenon. 
I don’t understand how so much passion and 
energy can yield so few results and be so dis-
connected from most people’s lives.

The Green movement can never succeed 
without placing social justice at its very 
heart. Sustainability will never gain real trac-
tion in North America without coming to 
terms with how it can engage with commu-
nities of color, those with lower incomes and 
people who are struggling. How do we make 
sustainability relevant to those losing their 
jobs, losing their homes?

What we need now is a collaborative ef-
fort that could echo around the world. An 
Urban Green Lab. What possible better stage 
than the 11th largest city in the United States 
which is experiencing Depression-level eco-
nomic conditions? Let’s take sustainability 
home. Detroit’s solutions are likely to be the 
very same solutions every community will 
need in the years ahead.

Can you imagine if the socially respon-
sible business community via Social Ven-
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Walking by the abandoned 
Detroit Central Depot

Home sweet 
home
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ture Network, BALLE and SOCAP, powerful 
membership organizations such as the Sier-
ra Club, NRDC, Greenpeace and the Nature 
Conservancy, sustainable urban planning 
departments, student environmental organi-
zations, activists in food security, renewable 
energy, green building, new media and al-
ternative currencies, were to join in a shared 
commitment to the people of the city?

The result would be a wonder to behold 
– justice and compassion and a powerful 
validation of the elusive promise the envi-
ronmental movement has always held. A gift 
from our brains, our hands and our hearts.

Let’s be clear: The people of Detroit don’t 
need anyone to “save” them. But they sure 
could use a little help.

Grassroots organizations such as Detroit 
Summer, Friends of Detroit, Michigan Welfare 
Rights, Community Food Security Network, 
Boggs Center, 1515 Broadway, Earthworks Ur-
ban Farm, Hush House, Heidelberg Project 
and East Michigan Environmental Action 

are doing unbelievable things with few re-
sources. National organizations such as The 
Apollo Alliance, Green for All, Bioneers and 
the Green Party are all active in southeastern 
Michigan but none appear to fully grasp the 
opportunity in Detroit.

Barack should come too. The world is go-
ing to wake up sooner than it realizes and 
find that it desperately needs an electric grid 
and transportation system that runs on re-
newable energy. 

What better place for the United States 
to take all that talk about building a green 
economy and put it into practice than the 
city that put the internal combustion engine 
on every street?

Ignore the mainstream media. Detroit 
is not about architectural ruins. The future 
of Detroit is happening in plain sight. The 
people of the D are re-imagining their lives 
and their city in fresh and courageous ways. 
They are on the front lines and there is a lot 
to learn from them. 			   CT

Ron Williams 
is president of 
3rdWhale Mobile 
and Chair of the 
Free Speech TV 
board of directors.
He is the co-
founder and 
former editor and 
publisher of Metro 
Times (Detroit) 
and founder of 
happyfrog.ca.

Bruce Giffin 
has spent more 
than 25 years 
shooting pictures 
on the streets of 
Detroit where he 
wanders with his 
wonderfully huge 
black dog Henry. 
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Detroit skyline from the 
abandoned Fisher 21 Plant
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When he refused 
to fabricate 
charges of illegal 
voting among 
immigrants, 
his firing was 
personally ordered 
by the President of 
the United States, 
George W. Bush, 
under orders from 
his boss, Karl Rove

Behind the scenes  
in Arizona
My investigation in Arizona discovered the real intent  
of the show-me-your-papers law, writes Greg Palast

Don’t be fooled. The way the me-
dia plays the story, it was a wave 
of racist, anti-immigrant hysteria 
that moved Arizona Republicans 

to pass a sick little law, signed last week, re-
quiring every person in the state to carry pa-
pers proving they are US citizens.

I don’t buy it. Anti-Hispanic hysteria has 
always been as much a part of Arizona as the 
Saguaro cactus and excessive air-condition-
ing. What’s new here is not the politicians’ 
fear of a xenophobic “Teabag” uprising.

What moved GOP Governor Jan Brewer to 
sign the Soviet-style show-me-your-papers 
law is the exploding number of legal Hispan-
ics, US citizens all, who are daring to vote – 
and daring to vote Democratic by more than 
two-to-one. Unless this demographic loco-
motive is halted, Arizona Republicans know 
their party will soon be electoral toast. Or, if 
you like, tortillas.

In 2008, working for Rolling Stone with civ-
il rights attorney Bobby Kennedy, our team 
flew to Arizona to investigate what smelled 
like an electoral pogrom against Chicano vot-
ers … directed by one Jan Brewer.

Brewer, then Secretary of State, had or-
ganized a racially loaded purge of the voter 
rolls that would have made Katherine Harris 
blush. Beginning after the 2004 election, un-
der Brewer’s command, no less than 100,000 
voters, overwhelming Hispanics, were 
blocked from registering to vote. In 2005, 

the first year of the Great Brown-Out, one in 
three Phoenix residents found their registra-
tion applications rejected. 

That statistic caught my attention. Voting 
or registering to vote if you’re not a citizen is 
a felony, a big-time jail-time crime. And ar-
resting such criminal voters is easy: after all, 
they give their names and addresses. 

So I asked Brewer’s office, had she busted 
a single one of these thousands of allegedly 
illegal voters? Did she turn over even one 
name to the feds for prosecution? 

No, not one. 
Which raises the question: were these 

disenfranchised voters the criminal, non-cit-
izens Brewer tagged them, or just not-quite-
white voters given the José Crow treatment, 
entrapped in document-chase trickery?

The answer was provided by a federal 
prosecutor who was sent on a crazy hunt all 
over the Western mesas looking for these il-
legal voters. “We took over 100 complaints, 
we investigated for almost 2 years, I didn’t 
find one prosecutable voter fraud case.”  

This prosecutor, David Iglesias, is a pros-
ecutor no more. When he refused to fabricate 
charges of illegal voting among immigrants, 
his firing was personally ordered by the Pres-
ident of the United States, George W. Bush, 
under orders from his boss, Karl Rove.

Iglesias’ jurisdiction was next door, in 
New Mexico, but he told me that Rove and 
the Republican chieftains were working na-
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It is important 
to see the 
Republicans’ latest 
legislative horror 
show, sanctioning 
cops to stop 
residents and 
prove citizenship, 
as one more step 
in the party’s 
desperate plan to 
impede Mexican-
Americans from 
marching to the 
ballot box

tionwide to whip up anti-immigrant hyste-
ria with public busts of illegal voters, even 
though there were none. “They wanted some 
splashy pre-election indictments,” Iglesias 
told me. The former prosecutor, himself a 
Republican, paid the price when he stood up 
to this vicious attack on citizenship.

But Secretary of State Brewer followed the 
Rove plan to a T. The weapon she used to 
slice the Arizona voter rolls was a 2004 law, 
known as “Prop 200,” which required proof 
of citizenship to register. It is important to 
see the Republicans’ latest legislative horror 
show, sanctioning cops to stop residents and 
prove citizenship, as one more step in the 
party’s desperate plan to impede Mexican-
Americans from marching to the ballot box. 

[By the way, no one elected Brewer. 
Weirdly, Barack Obama placed her in office 
last year when, for reasons known only to 
the Devil and Rahm Emanuel, the President 
appointed Arizona’s Democratic Governor 
Janet Napolitano to his cabinet, which auto-
matically moved Republican Brewer into the 
Governor’s office.]

State Senator Russell Pearce, the Repub-
lican sponsor of the latest ID law, gave away 
his real intent, blocking the vote, when he 
said, “There is a massive effort under way to 
register illegal aliens in this country.” 

How many? Pearce’s PR flak told me, five 
million. All Democrats, too. Again, I asked 
Pearce’s office to give me their the names 
and addresses from their phony registration 
forms. I’d happily make a citizens arrest of 
each one, on camerwa. Pearce didn’t have 
five million names. He didn’t have five. He 
didn’t have one.

The horde of five million voters who 
swam the Rio Grande just to vote for Obama 
was calculated on a Republican website ex-
trapolating from the number of Mexicans in 
a border town who refused jury service be-
cause they were not citizens. Not one, in fact, 
had registered to vote: they had registered to 
drive. They had obtained licenses as required 
by the law.

The illegal voters, “wetback” welfare 
moms, and alien job thieves are just GOP 

website wet-dreams, but their mythic PR 
power helps the party’s electoral hacks chop 
away at voter rolls and civil rights with little 
more than a whimper from the Democrats. 

Indeed, one reason, I discovered, that 
some Democrats are silent is that they are 
in on the game themselves. In New Mexico, 
Democratic Party bosses tossed away ballots 
of Pueblo Indians to cut native influence in 
party primaries. But what’s wrong with re-
quiring folks to prove they’re American if 
they want to vote and live in America? The 
answer: because the vast majority of per-
fectly legal voters and residents who lack ID 
sufficient for Ms. Brewer and Mr. Pearce are 
citizens of color, citizens of poverty. 

According to a study by professor Matt 
Barreto of Washington State University, mi-
nority citizens are half as likely as whites 
to have government ID. The numbers are 
dreadfully worse when income is factored 
in. Just outside Phoenix, without Brewer’s or 
Pearce’s help, I did locate one of these evil 
un-American voters, that is, someone who 
could not prove her citizenship: 100-year-old 
Shirley Preiss. Her US birth certificate was 
nowhere to be found as it never existed. 

In Phoenix, I stopped in at the Maricopa 
County prison where Sheriff Joe Arpaio hous-
es the captives of his campaign to stop illegal 
immigration.  Arpaio, who under the new 
Arizona law will be empowered to choose 
his targets for citizenship testing, is already 
facing federal indictment for his racially-
charged and legally suspect methods. 

I admit, I was a little nervous, passing 
through the iron doors with a big sign, “NO-
TICE: ILLEGAL ALIENS ARE PROHIBITED 
FROM VISITING ANYONE IN THIS JAIL.” I 
mean, Grandma Palast snuck into the USA 
via Windsor, Canada. We Palasts are illegal 
as they come, but Arpaio’s sophisticated de-
portee-sniffer didn’t stop this white boy from 
entering his sanctum.

But that’s the point, isn’t it? Not to stop 
non-citizens from entering Arizona – after 
all, who else would care for the country club 
lawn? – but to harass folks of the wrong col-
or: Democratic blue. 			   CT

Lost In The USA / 2

Greg Palast 
has investigated 
the illegal 
disenfranchisement 
of voters for BBC 
Television, Rolling 
Stone (with 
Robert Kennedy 
Jr.), Harper’s, 
The Nation and 
Truthout.org. Palast 
is the author of the 
New York Times 
bestseller, The Best 
Democracy Money 
Can Buy.
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I click on 
operations 
manager, curious 
what duties such 
a position at a 
mortuary might 
entail. Assign 
holes to be 
dug? Bodies 
to be dressed 
or cremated? 
Gravestones 
to be lifted, set 
into place? 
Coffins to be 
bought and sold?

My American nightmare
Once a publisher, now a farmhand, Stacey Warde  
contemplates a new career – in the funeral business

Worried that I might sink into 
a hole, squeaking out an 
inadequate living as a part-
time Californian farmhand, 

mom suggests that I look into an opening at 
Fairhaven Memorial Park and Mortuary, not 
far from where she lives.

“They’re looking for a funeral director,” 
she says excitedly. 

“Mom, I’m not qualified for a position 
like that.”

“You might,” she responds. “You’re good 
with people and you’re low-key.”

I try to imagine myself – sober demean-
or, faint smile, slight signs of hope and 
compassion carefully constructed across my 
face, voice subdued – doing the business of 
a funeral director: “So sorry for your loss. 
How may we assist you?”

A warm, professional grasp of the hand 
and on to the next order of business. “So 
sorry for your loss….”

“Mom, thanks. I’d really like to stay in 
the field I grew up with. I like stories.”

I’ve spent most of my adult life pursu-
ing stories for newspapers and magazines. 
I grew up believing that there’s a place for 
stories that present life not as another pro-
motional campaign but as it is actually lived 
by real people. Unfortunately, the market 
for these kinds of stories seems to be dwin-
dling.

“You could get a whole bunch of stories 

working at a mortuary.”
“I’m sure I could mom.”
She tells me it’s worth looking into; the 

job has been advertised for more than three 
weeks, she adds; they might just consider 
me. “It doesn’t look like they’ve found any-
one.”

“Mom, that’s what businesses do; they 
run an ad for a few weeks, build up a candi-
date pool, and make their selections.”

“Well, you could look into it, get some 
stories, write a book and get rich.”

“I’ll look into it, mom.”
It’s not a bad idea, really. There’s likely 

to be more job security in this business, of 
course, because there’s never a shortage of 
dead people. It’s unlikely to be a dead-end 
job (no pun intended), and the story possi-
bilities … well, you’d have be six feet under 
not to see them.

I go online, find the mortuary website 
and locate “career opportunities.” The site 
lists openings for Assistant Sales Manager, 
Family Services Counselor, Sales, and Op-
erations Manager.

I click on operations manager, curious 
what duties such a position at a mortuary 
might entail. Assign holes to be dug? Bodies 
to be dressed or cremated? Gravestones to 
be lifted, set into place? Coffins to be bought 
and sold?

The ad reads: “Premiere…mortuary seek-
ing an individual looking for a challenging 
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Welcome to 
the economy of 
dashed hopes, 
where nearly an 
entire generation 
is forced out of 
retirement to 
survive the sudden 
loss of personal 
financial resources 
built up over a 
lifetime, where 
careers have 
been severely 
downsized or 
eliminated entirely

opportunity that offers the ability to grow 
and develop a strong employee staff.”

The “challenging opportunity” sounds 
interesting but the ad offers no details. I 
can only imagine the possibilities: “Hey 
Hector! How come you haven’t filled that 
goddamned hole yet? It was supposed to 
have been done yesterday. We have another 
graveside service scheduled in the next plot 
at noon. What’s taking you so long? … The 
furnace broke down again? Damn it! We’ve 
got five stiffs whose ashes we’re supposed to 
deliver by morning….”

As for growing and developing a “strong 
employee staff,” I like people but have nev-
er felt comfortable managing them: “Here’s 
the deal guys, I’m used to working a dead-
line, just not at a mortuary.”

Unfortunately, they want an “experi-
enced manager with a minimum of 5 years 
of funeral home management experience.” 
That eliminates me right away. The call vol-
ume of “over 700 cases” a year I could han-
dle. Hell, I used to handle almost that many 
calls in a week as a newspaper editor.

Additionally, the job prefers an individu-
al who’s a California licensed funeral direc-
tor. That’s probably a good idea. Someone 
with a license can be expected to get the job 
done right. No Maxwell House Coffee cans 
as urns in this business.

Next, the Family Services Counselor’s 
duties include “promotion of the funeral 
home through public relations.” Well, here’s 
another opportunity to create stories. “At 
Fairhaven, everyone’s dying to get in….”

I hate public relations. I agree with the 
late comedian Bill Hicks, who said that peo-
ple who earn their living convincing others 
they should accept things that aren’t true, 
or buy things they don’t need, should just 
go ahead and kill themselves. “You’ll be do-
ing a public service,” he said.

I also hate sales and skip over the remain-
ing ads, so much for career opportunities in 
the funeral business. The year 2010 seems 
to be the year of deflated career options.

The latest reports suggest that many 
boomers like myself are working at “sur-

vival” jobs such as checkout clerks at chain 
hardware stores earning $10 an hour; or the 
lucky ones have found positions for which 
they are severely over-qualified at slightly 
more than $10 an hour and far less than 
the six-figure salaries they had before the 
economy crashed.

“I never thought it would be like this,” 
they collectively groan. “I was supposed to 
retire and spend my golden years taking it 
easy.”

In a recent Frontline episode on PBS, 
“Close to Home,” which features a local hair 
salon in the upscale Upper East Side of New 
York City, a woman in her mid-forties la-
ments: “I’ve had to borrow money from my 
mother just make ends meet.” She’s embar-
rassed, and surprised that she’s admitting 
her sudden unexpected dependency as an 
adult.

A former middle-aged executive who’s 
been out of work for more than two years 
admits he never anticipated long-term un-
employment. The hardest hit age group in 
the U.S. for periods of unemployment last-
ing two years or longer are people 50 and 
above. 

And so it goes, as regular salon customers 
complain of their reduced circumstances: “I 
never thought it would be like this.”

Welcome to the economy of dashed 
hopes, where nearly an entire generation 
is forced out of retirement to survive the 
sudden loss of personal financial resources 
built up over a lifetime, where careers have 
been severely downsized or eliminated en-
tirely, and where a banking industry on the 
verge of collapse, recently bailed out by the 
federal government, refuses to renegotiate 
home loans for people unable to make ends 
meet.

So far, we seem to be taking it in the 
shorts without much complaint, but here’s 
what one struggling homeowner recently 
said he’d do if the bank refuses to renego-
tiate: “If the fuckin’ bank comes after my 
home, I’m gonna call my buddy, who’s gotta 
‘dozer, and I’m gonna have him bring it over 
here, and I’m gonna get on that thing, drive 
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it off the trailer and plow it right through 
the middle of that fuckin’ house. And you 
know what? I’m gonna tell the bank, ‘You 
can have your piece-a-shit house.’”

Another friend recently called me a 
“malcontent” because I’ve never been 
happy with the status quo, with the little 
bit of truth or good that squeaks out of 
Washington, D.C. or Sacramento; I’ve never 
quite trusted Wall Street. I do, however, see 
something positive in the crumbling condi-
tion of our global banking and business en-
terprises, which seem to have forgotten the 
smaller economies of Main Street. 

We’ve been challenged to reduce con-
sumption, to find more sustainable models 
for doing business, to turn to our neigh-
bors and friends for help and support, and 
to think independently from the “experts” 
who run our government and industry.

In my own neighborhood, we’ve talked 
about how to grow more of our own food, 
and ways to earn a little more money by 
selling the surplus, and saving money by 
doing more of our own repairs. Maybe it’s 
a pipe dream but already one of our own 

opened up his yard as a nursery because he 
can’t find enough work as a landscaper.

Selling plants won’t make him rich, he 
says, but it’s a better alternative to having 
nothing.

I’ve never lived so close to the ground, 
planting, tending crops, working as a farm-
hand, as I have in these reduced circum-
stances, thinking how much better it is to 
be above ground eking out a living than to 
be below ground pushing up daisies.

Still, there’s enough uncertainty and 
desperation in this economy for people 
like my mother to suggest that maybe, 
just maybe, her malcontent of a son might 
qualify for another ground-breaking en-
deavor such as working as a funeral direc-
tor at a premier mortuary. 

I won’t waste my time pretending that I 
might qualify for such an opportunity, but 
at least it’s an opportunity. 		  CT

Stacey Warde was until recently editor 
of the Californian Literary monthly, 
Rogue Voice. He can be reached at 
roguewarde@gmail.com
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“I don’t call myself an artist;
if you think it’s art, that’s all right; 
if you don’t think it’s art, that’s all right too, 
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We have been 
siccing the Yankee 
Mugabes on 
America for just 
about exactly as 
long as the real 
deal has been 
similarly afflicting 
Zimbabwe

Pardon me for noticing, but my 
country is going down the toilet. 
Speaking of which, I just couldn’t 
help but be struck by the two ar-

ticles on either side of the same New York 
Times op-ed page recently.

In one, Nicholas Kristof reports the in-
credibly dismal fact that the kleptocrats of 
the Mugabe regime in Zimbabwe have so 
thoroughly disemboweled the country they 
rule that people there actually pine for the 
“old, racist, white regime of what was then 
called Rhodesia”. Oh boy. Said one farmer, 
“It would have been better if whites had 
continued to rule because the money would 
have continued to come. It was better under 
Rhodesia. Then we could get jobs. Things 
were cheaper in stores. Now we have no 
money, no food.”

Meanwhile, over on the other side of the 
page, Gail Collins details the latest deploy-
ment of insane right-wing politics in Amer-
ica, as scary Virginia governor Bob McDon-
nell has been singing the virtues of the 
Confederacy (again), conveniently omitting 
that minor historical footnote of slavery so 
that yet another white, Southern politician 
can court the racist vote (again).

Do I really live in a country this stupid? Is 
it really possible that parasites like McDon-
nell and virtually every other Republican 
politician can continue the Zimbabwefica-
tion of America with the actual assistance 

of the very clowns who are the victims of 
this grand rip-off, simply by feeding them 
a little race-bait to make them feel better 
about themselves?

These two articles feel a lot like “Before” 
and “After” snapshots of America and its 
struggle with a fast-growing national can-
cer.

Except for one thing. We are no longer 
terribly “Before” anymore. Indeed, we have 
been siccing the Yankee Mugabes on Amer-
ica for just about exactly as long as the real 
deal has been similarly afflicting Zimbabwe. 
The same year that brought him to power 
there introduced the Reagan era in the US. 
(Worse, with our battered but still extant 
democracy, we have far less excuse than 
the poor Zimbabweans.) Presidents come 
and go in America, but – with the complete 
co-optation of the Democratic Party under 
Clinton and Obama – the predatory ideol-
ogy of Reaganism remains.

Shifting wealth
Few have laid out the case in a more com-
pelling fashion than Tony Judt, in the recent 
edition of the New York Review of Books. Not-
ing the massive shifts of wealth in America 
these last decades, he writes:

“Inequality, then, is not just unattractive 
in itself; it clearly corresponds to pathologi-
cal social problems that we cannot hope to 
address unless we attend to their underlying 

We’re on the road  
to Zimbabwe!
David Michael Green is worried about the direction the USA’s 
leaders are taking their people – is Mugabe the new role model?
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Turns out that 
Ralph Nader 
was actually 
wrong. It’s not 
just Tweedledee 
and Tweedledum 
that we get to 
choose from in 
American politics. 
It’s Tweedledee, 
Tweedledum and 
Tweedledumber

cause. There is a reason why infant mortal-
ity, life expectancy, criminality, the prison 
population, mental illness, unemployment, 
obesity, malnutrition, teenage pregnancy, il-
legal drug use, economic insecurity, person-
al indebtedness, and anxiety are so much 
more marked in the US and the UK than 
they are in continental Europe.

“The wider the spread between the 
wealthy few and the impoverished many, 
the worse the social problems: a state-
ment that appears to be true for rich and 
poor countries alike. What matters is not 
how affluent a country is but how unequal 
it is. Thus Sweden and Finland, two of the 
world’s wealthiest countries by per capita 
income or GDP, have a very narrow gap sep-
arating their richest from their poorest citi-
zens – and they consistently lead the world 
in indices of measurable well-being. Con-
versely, the United States, despite its huge 
aggregate wealth, always comes low on such 
measures. We spend vast sums on health 
care, but life expectancy in the US remains 
below Bosnia and just above Albania.”

Hey, at least no one can say the richest 
country in the world is worse off than Alba-
nia, eh?! The twin-axis graphs Judt presents 
illustrating his article make the same points 
visually. In every case, the US of A is sitting 
off by its lonesome in the unhappiest cor-
ner of the plot. Juxtapose income inequality 
with either social mobility, health or homi-
cides, and there’s the US over there by itself, 
in the stinker corner. Most inequality, least 
mobility. Most inequality, worst health. 
Most inequality, most murders. Woo-hoo!

Look, there will always be Mugabes out 
there. And there will always be the victims 
of such predators. And there will always be 
unimaginable horrors awaiting those with 
the political courage to call out such crimes 
for what they are. But what is most aston-
ishing is when folks voluntarily contribute 
to their own demise, and when they do so 
in an environment relatively free from coer-
cion and relatively open to change if only it 
were demanded.

Worse still, such change actually is be-

ing demanded right now. It’s called the Tea 
Party movement, and what it demands is a 
full-on exacerbation of the crises its politics 
have already made so acute, under a differ-
ent guise (then we just called it Republican-
ism). Somehow, this is the only political 
movement in America with any juice these 
days, despite the almost sheer inanity of its 
content.

This means that the choices du jour fac-
ing voters are: the Republican Party, the 
other Republican Party, and – should the 
tea-boneheads come to power – an Even 
More Republican Republican Party. Turns 
out that Ralph Nader was actually wrong. 
It’s not just Tweedledee and Tweedledum 
that we get to choose from in American 
politics. It’s Tweedledee, Tweedledum and 
Tweedledumber. Who says we have no real 
political choice here in the good ol’ USA?

Where’s the Left?
The real $64,000 question of American pol-
itics right now is what happened to the left? 
Or, where is the New New Left we might 
expect to see today? Could conditions be 
more ripe for a progressive flowering, short 
of a world war over nothing or a Great De-
pression caused by the right (as opposed to 
the mere Great Recession they’ve (so far) 
caused this time)? Isn’t economic melt-
down for 98 percent of the country while 
the other two percent grows rich of the rest 
of us sufficient? ‘Cause, if not, I can throw 
in two really stupid and endless wars! No? 
Do Americans still need more? How about 
ongoing planetary destruction in the name 
of profits for the few? Not enough yet? How 
about strangling levels of national debt 
which will inevitably result in shredding fur-
ther the already tattered social safety net? 
Do we need to drown an entire American 
city to get peoples’ attention? Oops, never 
mind. Been there and done that.

I could go on and on here, but if that isn’t 
enough to wake people out of their regres-
sive slumbers, just what will? And how in 
the world would we ever survive it, what-
ever that might be?
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Liberalism didn’t 
fail (unless you like 
low wages, child 
labor, illiteracy, 
racism, sexism, 
homophobia and 
war), so much as 
it was abandoned 
by those who were 
entrusted with its 
care, those who 
decided that, at 
the end of the day, 
money and fame 
were much cooler 
things than taking 
responsible care 
of millions of lives

There are, to be sure, some signs of hope, 
rare and bare as they might be. Young peo-
ple today are not quite as politically stupid 
(i.e., conservative) as their parents (you 
know, the folks who left them holding the 
bag in every way imaginable). But that’s 
kinda like being the best pole vaulter in 
your sixth grade home room class. Sure, it’s 
an achievement, but …

Making matters uglier
I don’t really know how to explain our col-
lective narcolepsy at a moment that fairly 
well screams out for a progressive r-thing 
(you know, what they used to call revolu-
tions). Maybe it’s just that the right has 
been so brilliant at their task that they’ve 
not only ripped people off blind, but have 
left them without any consciousness of 
their own looting. Worse, now, they are un-
able to envision a way out that doesn’t in-
volve making matters even uglier.

Even worse yet, they seem to lack the 
very consciousness of their mental state. 
Isn’t the greatest crime one in which the 
victim doesn’t even know he’s been victim-
ized? Here’s where articles like Judt’s are 
so valuable for their comparative analysis, 
but so lonely out there in the media wilder-
ness. 

How many Americans have the slight-
est clue that their country isn’t the greatest 
in the world on all meaningful measures? I 
mean that question seriously. American na-
tionalism makes it almost treason to won-
der whether other folks – especially those 
effete French! – are living better, healthier, 
happier and longer lives than we are. Which, 
of course, also makes it not so much impos-
sible as irrelevant to spend any time think-
ing about alternative policy solutions.

But it is precisely upon the question of 
such policy solutions where I depart from 
Tony Judt, who infers that progressives are 
today every bit as ideologically spent as are 
regressives. Not only is this not the case, but 
the greatest shame of our time (and that’s 
saying a lot) is that these solutions are right 
there before us, in our own past and in Eu-
rope’s (for instance) present. We don’t need 
to reinvent these ideas. We just need to re-
implement them.

Liberalism didn’t fail (unless you like low 
wages, child labor, illiteracy, racism, sexism, 
homophobia and war), so much as it was 
abandoned by those who were entrusted 
with its care, those who decided that, at the 
end of the day, money and fame were much 
cooler things than taking responsible care 
of millions of lives. Not every particular pro-
gram of the New Deal – Great Society era 
was wonderful in every particular respect. 
But the gist of the approach, and the vast 
bulk of the actual programs, were massively 
successful and massively beneficial. As they 
still are – along with ones we never got 
around to – for the people who are lucky 
enough to live under them in places like Eu-
rope or Canada.

We should be headed back in that direc-
tion.

Instead, we’re trying to out-Zimbabwe 
Zimbabwe.

When we get there, no doubt we’ll won-
der why.

Assuming, that is, that by then we still 
have the capacity to wonder at all.	  CT 

David Michael Green is a professor of 
political science at Hofstra University in New 
York. More of his work can be found at his 
website, www.regressiveantidote.net.

Read the best of frontline magazine 
http://coldtype.net/frontline.html

http://www.regressiveantidote.net
http://coldtype.net/frontline.html
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Don’t believe for 
a second that rot 
about America 
having the world’s 
best medical care 
or the shortest 
waiting lists: I’ve 
been to hospitals 
in Australia, New 
Zealand, Europe, 
Singapore, and 
Thailand, and 
every one was 
better than the 
“good” hospital I 
used to go to back 
home

Lost In The USA / 5

Americans, I have some bad news 
for you: You have the worst 
quality of life in the developed 
world – by a wide margin.

If you had any idea of how people really 
lived in Western Europe, Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada and many parts of Asia, 
you’d be rioting in the streets calling for a 
better life. In fact, the average Australian or 
Singaporean taxi driver has a much better 
standard of living than the typical Ameri-
can white-collar worker.

I know this because I am an American, 
and I escaped from the prison you call 
home.

I have lived all around the world, in 
wealthy countries and poor ones, and there 
is only one country I would never consider 
living in again: The United States of Amer-
ica. The mere thought of it fills me with 
dread.

Consider this: you are the only people in 
the developed world without a single-payer 
health system. Everyone in Western Europe, 
Japan, Canada, Australia, Singapore and 
New Zealand has a single-payer system. If 
they get sick, they can devote all their en-
ergies to getting well. If you get sick, you 
have to battle two things at once: your ill-
ness and the fear of financial ruin. Millions 
of Americans go bankrupt every year due 
to medical bills, and tens of thousands die 
each year because they have no insurance 

or insufficient insurance. And don’t believe 
for a second that rot about America having 
the world’s best medical care or the shortest 
waiting lists: I’ve been to hospitals in Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Europe, Singapore, and 
Thailand, and every one was better than the 
“good” hospital I used to go to back home. 
The waits were shorter, the facilities more 
comfortable, and the doctors just as good.

This is ironic, because you need a good 
health system more than anyone else in the 
world. Why? Because your lifestyle is almost 
designed to make you sick.

Genetically modified diet
Let’s start with your diet: Much of the beef 
you eat has been exposed to fecal matter in 
processing. Your chicken is contaminated 
with salmonella. Your stock animals and 
poultry are pumped full of growth hor-
mones and antibiotics. In most other coun-
tries, the government would act to protect 
consumers from this sort of thing; in the 
United States, the government is bought off 
by industry to prevent any effective regula-
tions or inspections. 

In a few years, the majority of all the 
produce for sale in the United States will 
be from genetically modified crops, thanks 
to the cozy relationship between Monsanto 
Corporation and the United States govern-
ment. Worse still, due to the vast quantities 
of high-fructose corn syrup Americans con-

America:  
The grim truth
Lance Freeman has left the country – and he wonders 
when you’re going to join him
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The fact is, 
they work you 
like dogs in the 
United States. 
This should come 
as no surprise: 
the United 
States never got 
away from the 
plantation/sweat 
shop labor model 
and any real 
labor movement 
was brutally 
suppressed

sume, fully one-third of children born in the 
United States today will be diagnosed with 
Type 2 diabetes at some point in their lives.

Of course, it’s not just the food that’s kill-
ing you, it’s the drugs. If you show any sign 
of life when you’re young, they’ll put you 
on Ritalin. Then, when you get old enough 
to take a good look around, you’ll get de-
pressed, so they’ll give you Prozac. If you’re 
a man, this will render you chemically im-
potent, so you’ll need Viagra to get it up. 
Meanwhile, your steady diet of trans-fat-
laden food is guaranteed to give you high 
cholesterol, so you’ll get a prescription for 
Lipitor. Finally, at the end of the day, you’ll 
lay awake at night worrying about losing 
your health plan, so you’ll need Lunesta to 
go to sleep.

With a diet guaranteed to make you sick 
and a health system designed to make sure 
you stay that way, what you really need is 
a long vacation somewhere. Unfortunately, 
you probably can’t take one. I’ll let you in 
on little secret: if you go to the beaches of 
Thailand, the mountains of Nepal, or the 
coral reefs of Australia, you’ll probably be 
the only American in sight. And you’ll be 
surrounded by crowds of happy Germans, 
French, Italians, Israelis, Scandinavians and 
wealthy Asians. Why? Because they’re paid 
well enough to afford to visit these places 
AND they can take vacations long enough 
to do so. Even if you could scrape together 
enough money to go to one of these incred-
ible places, by the time you recovered from 
your jetlag, it would time to get on a plane 
and rush back to your job.

If you think I’m making this up, check 
the stats on average annual vacation days 
by country:

Finland: 44 Italy: 42 France: 39 Germany: 
35 UK: 25 Japan: 18 USA: 12

The fact is, they work you like dogs in the 
United States. This should come as no sur-
prise: the United States never got away from 
the plantation/sweat shop labor model and 
any real labor movement was brutally sup-
pressed. Unless you happen to be a mem-
ber of the ownership class, your options 

are pretty much limited to barely surviving 
on service-sector wages or playing musical 
chairs for a spot in a cubicle (a spot that will 
be outsourced to India next week anyway). 
The very best you can hope for is to get a 
professional degree and then milk the sys-
tem for a slice of the middle-class pie. And 
even those who claw their way into the mid-
dle class are but one illness or job loss away 
from poverty. Your jobs aren’t secure. Your 
company has no loyalty to you. They’ll play 
you off against your coworkers for as long as 
it suits them, then they’ll get rid of you.

Of course, you don’t have any choice in 
the matter: the system is designed this way. 
In most countries in the developed world, 
higher education is either free or heavily 
subsidized; in the United States, a universi-
ty degree can set you back over US$100,000. 
Thus, you enter the working world with a 
crushing debt. Forget about taking a year 
off to travel the world and find yourself – 
you’ve got to start working or watch your 
credit rating plummet.

Paying back the interest
If you’re “lucky,” you might even land a job 
good enough to qualify you for a home loan. 
And then you’ll spend half your working life 
just paying the interest on the loan – wel-
come to the world of American debt slav-
ery. America has the illusion of great wealth 
because there’s a lot of “stuff” around, but 
who really owns it? In real terms, the aver-
age American is poorer than the poorest 
ghetto dweller in Manila, because at least 
they have no debts. If they want to pack up 
and leave, they can; if you want to leave, 
you can’t, because you’ve got debts to pay.

All this begs the question: Why would 
anyone put up with this? Ask any Ameri-
can and you’ll get the same answer: because 
America is the freest country on earth. If you 
believe this, I’ve got some more bad news 
for you: America is actually among the least 
free countries on earth. Your piss is tested, 
your emails and phone calls are monitored, 
your medical records are gathered, and you 
are never more than one stray comment 
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If you don’t think 
American media 
is mere corporate 
propaganda, 
ask yourself the 
following question: 
have you ever 
heard a major 
American news 
outlet suggest that 
the country could 
fund a single-payer 
health system by 
cutting military 
spending?

away from writhing on the ground with two 
Taser prongs in your ass.

And that’s just physical freedom. Mental-
ly, you are truly imprisoned. You don’t even 
know the degree to which you are torment-
ed by fears of medical bankruptcy, job loss, 
homelessness and violent crime because 
you’ve never lived in a country where there 
is no need to worry about such things.

But it goes much deeper than mere sur-
veillance and anxiety. The fact is, you are not 
free because your country has been taken 
over and occupied by another government. 
Fully 70% of your tax dollars go to the Pen-
tagon, and the Pentagon is the real govern-
ment of the United States. You are required 
under pain of death to pay taxes to this oc-
cupying government. If you’re from the less 
fortunate classes, you are also required to 
serve and die in their endless wars, or send 
your sons and daughters to do so. You have 
no choice in the matter: there is a socio-eco-
nomic draft system in the United States that 
provides a steady stream of cannon fodder 
for the military.

If you call a life of surveillance, anxiety 
and ceaseless toil in the service of a govern-
ment you didn’t elect “freedom,” then you 
and I have a very different idea of what that 
word means.

If there was some chance that the coun-
try could be changed, there might be rea-
son for hope. But can you honestly look 
around and conclude that anything is going 
to change? Where would the change come 
from? The people? Take a good look at your 
compatriots: the working class in the Unit-
ed States has been brutally propagandized 
by jackals like Rush Limbaugh, Bill O’Reilly 
and Sean Hannity. Members of the working 
class have been taught to lick the boots of 
their masters and then bend over for anoth-
er kick in the ass. They’ve got these people 
so well trained that they’ll take up arms 
against the other half of the working class 
as soon as their masters give the word.

If the people cannot make a change, how 
about the media? Not a chance. From Fox 
News to the New York Times, the mass me-

dia in the United States is nothing but the 
public relations wing of the corporatocracy, 
primarily the military industrial complex. 
At least the citizens of the former Soviet 
Union knew that their news was bullshit. In 
America, you grow up thinking you’ve got 
a free media, which makes the propaganda 
doubly effective. If you don’t think Ameri-
can media is mere corporate propaganda, 
ask yourself the following question: have 
you ever heard a major American news out-
let suggest that the country could fund a 
single-payer health system by cutting mili-
tary spending?

Corrupt politicians
If change can’t come from the people or 
the media, the only other potential source 
of change would be the politicians. Unfor-
tunately, the American political process is 
among the most corrupt in the world. In 
every country on earth, one expects politi-
cians to take bribes from the rich. But this 
generally happens in secret, behind the 
closed doors of their elite clubs. In the Unit-
ed States, this sort of political corruption 
is done in broad daylight, as part of legal, 
accepted, standard operating procedure. 
In the United States, they merely call these 
bribes campaign donations, political action 
committees and lobbyists. One can no more 
expect the politicians to change this system 
than one can expect a man to take an axe 
and chop his own legs out from underneath 
him.

No, the United States of America is not 
going to change for the better. The only 
change will be for the worse. And when I 
say worse, I mean much worse. As we speak, 
the economic system that sustained the 
country during the post-war years is col-
lapsing. The United States maxed out its 
“credit card” sometime in 2008 and now 
its lenders, starting with China, are in the 
process of laying the foundations for a new 
monetary system to replace the Anglo-
American “petro-dollar” system. As soon as 
there is a viable alternative to the US dollar, 
the greenback will sink like a stone.
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Once the shit 
really hits the fan, 
do you really think 
you’ll just be able 
to jump into the 
old station wagon, 
drive across the 
Canadian border 
and spend the 
rest of your 
days fishing and 
drinking Molson?

While the United States was running 
up crushing levels of debt, it was also busy 
shipping its manufacturing jobs and white-
collar jobs overseas, and letting its infra-
structure fall to pieces. Meanwhile, Asian 
and European countries were investing in 
education, infrastructure and raw materials. 
Even if the United States tried to rebuild a 
real economy (as opposed to a service/fi-
nancial economy) do think American work-
ers would ever be able to compete with the 
workers of China or Europe? Have you ever 
seen a Japanese or German factory? Have 
you ever met a Singaporean or Chinese 
worker?

There are only two possible futures facing 
the United States, and neither one is pretty. 
The best case is a slow but orderly decline 
– essentially a continuation of what’s been 
happening for the last two decades. Wages 
will drop, unemployment will rise, Medicare 
and Social Security benefits will be slashed, 
the currency will decline in value, and the 
disparity of wealth will spiral out of control 
until the United States starts to resemble 
Mexico or the Philippines – tiny islands of 
wealth surrounded by great poverty (the 
country is already halfway there).

Equally likely is a sudden collapse, per-
haps brought about by a rapid flight from 
the US dollar by creditor nations like China, 
Japan, Korea and the OPEC nations. A re-
lated possibility would be a default by the 
United States government on its vast debt. 
One look at the financial balance sheet of 
the US government should convince you 
how likely this is: governmental spending 
is skyrocketing and tax receipts are plum-
meting – something has to give. If either 
of these scenarios plays out, the resulting 
depression will make the present recession 
look like a walk in the park.

Whether the collapse is gradual or gut-
wrenchingly sudden, the results will be 
chaos, civil strife and fascism. Let’s face it: 
the United States is like the former Yugo-
slavia – a collection of mutually antagonis-
tic cultures united in name only. You’ve got 
your own version of the Taliban: right-wing 

Christian fundamentalists who actively 
loathe the idea of secular Constitutional 
government. You’ve got a vast intellectual 
underclass that has spent the last few de-
cades soaking up Fox News and talk radio 
propaganda, eager to blame the collapse on 
Democrats, gays and immigrants. You’ve 
got a ruthless ownership class that will use 
all the means at its disposal to protect its 
wealth from the starving masses.

On top of all that you’ve got vast factory 
farms, sprawling suburbs and a truck-based 
shipping system, all of it entirely dependent 
on oil that is about to become completely 
unaffordable. And you’ve got guns. Lots of 
guns. In short: the United States is about to 
become a very unwholesome place to be.

Keeping them out – and you in
Right now, the government is building fenc-
es and walls along its northern and south-
ern borders. Right now, the government is 
working on a national ID system (soon to be 
fitted with biometric features). Right now, 
the government is building a surveillance 
state so extensive that they will be able to 
follow your every move, online, in the street 
and across borders. If you think this is just 
to protect you from “terrorists,” then you’re 
sadly mistaken. Once the shit really hits the 
fan, do you really think you’ll just be able 
to jump into the old station wagon, drive 
across the Canadian border and spend the 
rest of your days fishing and drinking Mol-
son? No, the government is going to lock the 
place down. They don’t want their tax base 
escaping. They don’t want their “recruits” 
escaping. They don’t want YOU escaping.

I am not writing this to scare you. I write 
this to you as a friend. If you are able to read 
and understand what I’ve written here, then 
you are a member of a small minority in the 
United States. You are a minority in a coun-
try that has no place for you.

So what should you do?
You should leave the United States of 

America.
If you’re young, you’ve got plenty of 

choices: you can teach English in the Mid-
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 If you can’t qualify 
for a work, student 
or retirement 
visa, don’t let that 
stop you – travel 
on a tourist visa 
to a country that 
appeals to you and 
talk to the expats 
you meet there

dle East, Asia or Europe. Or you can go to 
university or graduate school abroad and 
start building skills that will qualify you for 
a work visa. If you’ve already got some real 
work skills, you can apply to emigrate to 
any number of countries as a skilled immi-
grant. If you are older and you’ve got some 
savings, you can retire to a place like Costa 
Rica or the Philippines. If you can’t qualify 
for a work, student or retirement visa, don’t 
let that stop you – travel on a tourist visa to 
a country that appeals to you and talk to the 
expats you meet there. Whatever you do, go 
speak to an immigration lawyer as soon as 
you can. Find out exactly how to get on a 
path that will lead to permanent residence 
and eventually citizenship in the country of 
your choice.

You will not be alone. There are millions 
of Americans just like me living outside the 
United States. Living lives much more ful-
filling, peaceful, free and abundant than we 
ever could have attained back home. Some 
of us happened upon these lives by accident 
– we tried a year abroad and found that we 

liked it – others made a conscious decision 
to pack up and leave for good. You’ll find us 
in Canada, all over Europe, in many parts 
of Asia, in Australia and New Zealand, and 
in most other countries of the globe. Do we 
miss our friends and family? Yes. Do we oc-
casionally miss aspects of our former coun-
try? Yes. Do we plan on ever living again in 
the United States? Never. And those of us 
with permanent residence or citizenship 
can sponsor family members from back 
home for long-term visas in our adopted 
countries.

In closing, I want to remind you of some-
thing: unless you are an American Indian or 
a descendant of slaves, at some point your 
ancestors chose to leave their homeland 
in search of a better life. They weren’t trai-
tors and they weren’t bad people, they just 
wanted a better life for themselves and their 
families. Isn’t it time that you continue their 
journey?					     CT

This essay originally appeared at  
www.americathegrimtruth.wordpress.com
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Where you would 
normally expect 
to find ads for cell 
phones or museum 
exhibitions, 
Washington’s 
subway, the 
second busiest 
in the country, 
instead displays 
full color backlit 
billboards for some 
of the most deadly 
– and expensive – 
weapons systems 
ever produced

As a visitor to our nation’s capital, 
I cannot tell you how disconcert-
ing it is to step off the metro and 
find yourself face to face with a 

F-35 fighter jet. Where you would normally 
expect to find ads for cell phones or muse-
um exhibitions, Washington’s subway, the 
second busiest in the country, instead dis-
plays full color backlit billboards for some 
of the most deadly – and expensive – weap-
ons systems ever produced.

The ads for such companies as Lockheed 
Martin, the world’s largest weapons produc-
er, Goodrich, KBR, AGI, BAE Systems and 
Northrop Grumman can be found in many 
of the metro stations in the Washington 
metropolitan area. 

Not surprisingly, the heaviest concentra-
tion is at Pentagon City and near govern-
ment offices at the Federal Center and Capi-
tol South stations. Undoubtedly, the ads 
aim to influence key decision-makers, but 
they also serve the purpose of selling to the 
general public the concept that only our su-
perior military prowess can protect us from 
a hostile world.

The billboards range from explicit ads 
for attack helicopters and combat vehicles 
to more subtle billboards for companies 
such as little-known DRS, owned by Ital-
ian weapons maker Finmeccanica and 26th 
among the top 100 Pentagon contractors, 
or for “rugged” Dell computers designed to 

meet Defense Department specifications for 
military use.

Far from subtle is Northrop Grumman’s 
marketing approach in the Capitol South 
metro station, the closest to Congress. In 
an all out assault on the visual senses, the 
station has been literally festooned by the 
country’s third largest military contractor. 
Apparently considering the usual ad space 
along the tracks to be insufficient, Northrop 
Grumman ads can also be found on all 
four sides of columns installed near the 
turnstiles, on banners strung up along the 
railings upstairs and even on the floor just 
before the escalators. CBS Outdoor, respon-
sible for the ad space in DC metro stations, 
claims that “Capitol Hill Station Domina-
tion is an impactful way to get your mes-
sage in front of the Congress and decision-
makers in DC.”

An estimated 17,000 Capitol South met-
ro passengers are confronted daily with 
Northrop Grumman Global Hawks and X-47 
Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicles, which 
boast a 4500-pound weapons bay, E-2D Ad-
vanced Hawkeyes, Viper Strike-armed Fire 
Scout unmanned helicopters and E-8C Joint 
Surveillance Target Attack Radar Systems 
(STARS), all designed “for an unsafe world.” 
According to the centrist Brookings Insti-
tute, 90% of drone casualties in “targeted” 
strikes in Pakistan have been innocent civil-
ians. Yet ads for these systems, which carry 

Inside occupied 
Washington DC
Stephanie Westbrook rides the subway  
and doesn’t like what she sees on the walls
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price tags ranging hundreds of millions 
of dollars when factoring in development 
costs, are on full display. 

Perhaps most startling of all the Capitol 
South billboards is the ominous scene of a 
bombed out apartment building above the 
slogan “By the time you find the threat, 
we’ve already taken it out of the picture.” 
Northrop Grumman fails to fill us in on 
what happened to the people living in those 
apartments.

Following the trend of major defense 
companies wishing to cozy up to power-
brokers in Congress and at the Pentagon, 
Northrop Grumman announced plans to 
relocate its California headquarters to the 
DC area. Officials from Washington, Vir-
ginia and Maryland have been falling over 
themselves trying to influence the decision 
of the $34 billion company. The District of 
Columbia has gone as far as offering a $25 
billion incentive package for what Northrop 
Grumman estimates to be a measly 300 
jobs, which will be filled primarily by com-
pany executives moving from Los Angeles!

The defense contractor presence on the 
DC metro is but one example of the ubiq-
uitous signs of militarism in Washington. 
Standing out like sore thumbs, military 
personnel dressed in camouflage can be 
seen everywhere from the food court at the 
shopping mall to the line at the bank. Com-
bat fatigues were ordered everyday wear for 
all service members, including those with 
desk jobs, following the September 11, 2001 
attacks. I asked several camouflaged service 
members the reason behind the combat 
uniforms and all sheepishly replied that is 
was in support of the “troops in the field.” 
One woman told me, “That’s a good ques-
tion. You feel kind of funny wearing this.” 
Looking down at her desert boots, she said, 
“It’s not exactly office wear.” But it is a clear 
and constant reminder that the nation con-
tinues to be on a war footing.

Signs calling for support of the troops 
can be found on everything from restau-
rant walls to dump trucks. Cheering on the 
“troops in the field” is also the Liberty gas 

station on Columbia Pike in Arlington. Di-
rectly above the gas pumps is a red, white 
and blue sign that reads “Support Our 
Troops.” This is either the result of disturb-
ingly twisted logic or an astonishingly can-
did call for protecting U.S. access to Middle 
East oil reserves.

Walking the halls of Congress, you will 
find memorials at the offices of many repre-
sentative and senators for the fallen troops 
from their district or state. What you will 
not find are any memorials for the 2,200 
veterans who died in 2008 as a result of a 
lack of health insurance.

At Union Station, Amtrak passengers 
should not be surprised if a soldier or two 
cut in line. Signs in the station invite uni-
formed military personnel to skip to the 
head of the ticket line. According to Amtrak, 
which is the only Department of Defense 
approved rail passenger carrier in the US, 
it is a way for the company to “extend 
their thanks.” That’s all and good but why 
wouldn’t Amtrak want to do the same for 
teachers, healthcare professionals, firefight-
ers, librarians or non-profit volunteers?

Much of this is not necessarily new; 
the militarization of our society has been 
progressing for decades, permeating our 
schools, research and development pro-
grams, law enforcement and culture. And 
despite the heavy concentration in Wash-
ington DC, the phenomenon is certainly not 
limited to the nation’s capital. The signs of 
militarism in our country are ever-present 
to the point of becoming virtually invisible, 
while subconsciously persuading us to ac-
cept violence and war as not only a suitable 
solution to conflict, but the only one.

The fighter jets and missile-firing drones 
are anything but invisible to the people in 
Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Let’s rebel 
against their apparent “normalcy” here in 
the US. As a start, contact Dan Langdon, 
CBS Outdoor’s Vice President and Regional 
Manager letting him know that ads for dead-
ly weapons systems have no place on the 
DC metro, or anywhere else for that matter! 
Dan.Langdon@cbsoutdoor.com.            CT

Standing out like 
sore thumbs, 
military personnel 
dressed in 
camouflage  
can be seen 
everywhere from 
the food court at 
the shopping mall 
to the line at  
the bank
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Foreign Affairs

The boy was laid 
out on a cream-
colored polyester 
blanket with 
part of his brain 
exposed where a 
brick had crushed 
his skull

Jesse Hagopian, a teacher in Seattle, was 
in Haiti with his wife, who works on HIV 
education in the country, and one-year-old 
son when the earthquake hit. They spent 
the spent the next week trying to help with 
makeshift rescue and relief efforts.  
Three months later, he looks at how the forc-
es of poverty and genocide shaped not only 
his own personal background, but the lives 
of millions of Haitians who suffered through 
the quake.

Since my family and I survived the te 
tromble – Creole for the 7.0 earth-
quake that devastated Haiti – I have 
returned home with unshakable 

thoughts of life and death.
Only two days before the quake, my 

son Miles and I had accompanied my wife, 
Sarah – who works as an HIV educator for 
health care workers – to Haiti. When the 
Enriquillo faultline shifted at 4:53 p.m. on 
January 12, 2010, our bed was sent across 
the hotel room, the other side of the build-
ing collapsed, and, as we would soon find 
out, Haiti was devastated.

We had one Emergency Medical Techni-
cian (EMT) at our hotel, and when the word 
got out that there was a trained medical 
professional, people began flocking to what 
became a makeshift medical clinic for hun-
dreds of badly injured Haitians. The EMT 
quickly deputized my wife and I as order-

lies in his driveway “emergency room,” and 
without any prior medical training, we as-
sisted in whatever way we could – ripping 
sheets to use as bandages, setting splints, 
tying tourniquets.

It was during the second day after the 
quake that I witnessed, for the first time, 
someone die. This beautiful boy was about 
8 years old, and I remember he was wearing 
a bright yellow shirt with a graphic of the 
sun rising over mountains. His father had 
worked all night, a translator relayed to us, 
digging him out of the concrete debris that 
had been their home. His son’s screams, 
which had served to guide rescuers to his 
location, had turned to irregular intervals of 
low moans by the time he reached us.

The boy was laid out on a cream-colored 
polyester blanket with part of his brain ex-
posed where a brick had crushed his skull. 
His father knelt at his side blowing franti-
cally into his mouth. The father was not ad-
ministering CPR – I doubt he had any train-
ing for it. Rather, it was a devoted attempt to 
animate his son’s listless body with his own 
life force. Yet even as we began dressing his 
abrasions, the boy took his final breath.

The father, with a look of anguish that 
made me avert my eyes, quickly fled the 
area to grieve in seclusion, and the child’s 
motionless body lay on the blanket for some 
time before anyone could bring themselves 
to remove him.

The unshakable  
truth in Haiti
Three months after the earthquake, Jesse Hagopian  
takes a critical look at relief efforts in Haiti 
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Of the many 
disturbing images 
that continue 
to invade my 
thoughts about 
that day, perhaps 
most distressing 
was the legion 
of armed UN 
troops who 
were guarding 
their collapsed 
headquarters, 
rather than 
attending to the 
relief effort

I have since learned that some 270,000 
other Haitians were also crushed to death 
by falling cement walls and ceilings – which 
were themselves a product of the crushing 
poverty in Haiti that leaves people with the 
barest of building materials.

Shaped by History
While this is the first time I have personally 
witnessed death, it is not the first time I have 
reflected on how mass death has played a 
role in shaping who I am. My family story – 
on both sides – is one of survival from some 
of history’s most merciless chapters.

My mother’s side of the family, on her fa-
ther’s side, came from Armenia. Her grand-
father, Ardash Hagopian, was already out 
of the country in 1915 when Turkey com-
menced its killing of 1.5 million Armenians. 
However, my great-grandfather’s first wife 
and kids were in Armenia at the time and 
did not survive what Armenians call “The 
Great Calamity” – a genocide widely recog-
nized by scholars and nations alike, with 
the notable exceptions of the Turkish and 
U.S. governments.

My father is African American, and we 
trace our roots back to slaves on planta-
tions in New Orleans, La., and Natchez, 
Miss. My ancestors, then, at some unre-
corded point in history, survived the mid-
dle passage between Africa and America 
– a journey that inflicted the deaths of 
millions Africans.

The natural disaster I lived though in Hai-
ti was, of course, different than these willful 
acts of mass extermination my ancestors 
endured so many years ago. The wreckage 
we saw was not the result of mortar shells. 
The hundreds of thousands who perished 
were not beaten to death, thrown over-
board, marched to their death, or rounded 
up for the firing squad.

And yet, I cannot help but appreciate 
the analogy between the slaughter that my 
forebears survived and the bloodshed of the 
Haitian people.

On the third day after the earthquake, 
we drove around central Port-au-Prince and 

soon realized that the Haitian people had 
been abandoned to catastrophe. The first 
thing we noticed was that everyone had 
their shirt pulled over their nose or was 
wearing a facemask to shield themselves 
from the stench of rotting bodies. Some 
who had managed to find the dead body 
of a relative ran through the streets with 
wooden coffins.

As I took in the sight of Haitians scram-
bling over toppled building – desperately 
trying to uncover loved ones with only their 
bare hands – I soon realized there were 
likely tens of thousands of living people still 
trapped in the wreckage.

In all of our hours of driving that day we 
didn’t see a single uniformed official – U.S., 
UN or otherwise – digging anyone out of 
the rubble or providing water for people on 
the verge of fatal dehydration. Of the many 
disturbing images that continue to invade 
my thoughts about that day, perhaps most 
distressing was the legion of armed UN 
troops who were guarding their collapsed 
headquarters, rather than attending to the 
relief effort.

The only help we saw from any govern-
ment came in the form of cadaver removal, 
as bulldozers scooped scores of decaying 
bodies and hoisted them into the back of 
Mack trucks. It is hard to bring myself to 
estimate how many could have been saved 
if those who were marooned under slabs 
of fractured concrete, yet still alive, had re-
ceived water on that critical third day after 
the quake.

We have heard multiple excuses for why 
the UN and the U.S., a mere 90 minutes away 
by plane, could not get the aid to the Haitian 
people in a timely manner. We were told the 
collapse of UN headquarters and the death 
of the top two officials made it difficult to 
launch an immediate relief effort.

While there can be no doubt that the UN 
personnel were dealing with losses of their 
own, this alone cannot explain the failure 
to act quickly to save Haitian lives. After all, 
the UN mission (dubbed MINUSTAH) had 
built up infrastructure since its occupation 
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Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
said publicly that Iran “doesn’t di-
rectly threaten the United States.” 
Her momentary lapse came while 

answering a question at the U.S.-Islamic 
World Forum in Doha, Qatar, on Feb. 14.

Fortunately for her, most of her Fawn-
ing Corporate Media (FCM) fellow travelers 
must have been either jet-lagged or sunning 
themselves poolside when she made her 
unusual admission.

And those who were present did Clinton 
the favor of disappearing her gaffe and ig-
noring its significance. (All one happy trav-
eling family, you know.)

But she said it: it’s on the State Depart-
ment Web site. Those who had been pool-
side could even have read the text after 
showering. They might have recognized a 
real story there  –  but, granted, it was one 
so off-message that it would probably not 
we welcomed by editors back home.

In a rambling comment, Clinton had 
lamented that, despite President Barack 
Obama’s reaching out to the Iranian lead-
ers, he had elicited no sign they were willing 
to engage:

“Part of the goal – not the only goal, but 
part of the goal – that we were pursuing was 
to try to influence the Iranian decision re-
garding whether or not to pursue a nuclear 
weapon. And, as I said in my speech, you 
know, the evidence is accumulating that that 

[pursuing a nuclear weapon] is exactly what 
they are trying to do, which is deeply con-
cerning, because it doesn’t directly threaten 
the United States, but it directly threatens a 
lot of our friends, allies, and partners here 
in this region and beyond.” 

Qatar afraid? Not so much
The moderator turned to Qatari Prime Min-
ister Sheikh Hamad Bin Jassim Al-Thani 
and invited him to give his perspective on 
“the danger that the Secretary just alluded 
to…if Iran gets the bomb.”

Al-Thani pointed to Iran’s “official an-
swer” that it is not seeking to have a nuclear 
bomb; instead, the Iranians “explain to us 
that their intention is to use these facilities 
for their peaceful reactors for electricity and 
medical use…

“We have good relations with Iran,” he 
added. “And we have continuous dialogue 
with the Iranians.”

The prime minister added, “the best 
thing for this problem is a direct dialogue 
between the United States and Iran,” and 
“dialogue through messenger is not good.”

Al-Thani stressed that, “For a small coun-
try, stability and peace are very important,” 
and intimated  –  diplomatically but clearly  
–  that he was at least as afraid of what Israel 
and the U.S. might do, as what Iran might 
do.

All right. Secretary Clinton concedes that 

In a rambling 
comment, Clinton 
had lamented that, 
despite President 
Barack Obama’s 
reaching out to the 
Iranian leaders, he 
had elicited no sign 
they were willing 
to engage

Is Iran really a threat  
to world peace?
The Obama administration ratchets up the rhetoric about Iran,  
but Ray McGovern wonders if this is just more dangerous hype
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Our normally 
articulate 
President 
stuttered his way 
through with a 
mini-filibuster 
answer, the 
highlight of which 
was, “And, as far 
as Israel goes, 
I’m not going to 
comment on their 
program …”

Iran does not directly threaten the United 
States; so who are these “friends” to whom 
she refers? First and foremost, Israel, of 
course. 

How often have we heard the Israelis 
say they would consider nuclear weapons 
in Iran’s hands an “existential” threat? But 
let’s try a reality check.

Former French President Jacques Chirac 
is perhaps the best-known statesman to 
hold up to ridicule the notion that Israel, 
with between 200 and 300 nuclear weap-
ons in its arsenal, would consider Iran’s 
possession of a nuclear bomb an existential 
threat.

In a recorded interview with the New 
York Times, the International Herald Tribune, 
and Le Nouvel Observateur, on Jan. 29, 2007, 
Chirac put it this way:

“Where will it drop it, this bomb? On 
Israel?” Chirac asked. “It would not have 
gone 200 meters into the atmosphere be-
fore Tehran would be razed.” Thus, Iran’s 
possession of a nuclear bomb would not be 
“very dangerous.”

Chirac and a hard place
Soon, the former French president found 
himself caught between Chirac and a hard 
place. He was immediately forced to retract, 
but did so in what seemed to be so clumsy a 
way as to deliberately demonstrate that his 
initial candor was spot on.

On Jan. 30, Chirac told the New York 
Times: “I should rather have paid attention 
to what I was saying and understood that 
perhaps I was on record. … I don’t think I 
spoke about Israel yesterday. Maybe I did 
so, but I don’t think so. I have no recollec-
tion of that.”

The Israeli leaders must have been laugh-
ing up their sleeve at that. Their continued 
ability to intimidate presidents of other 
countries – including President Barack 
Obama – is truly remarkable, particularly 
when it comes to helping to keep Israel’s 
precious “secret,” that it possesses one of 
the world’s most sophisticated nuclear ar-
senals.

Shortly after Obama became U.S. Presi-
dent, veteran reporter Helen Thomas asked 
him if he knew of any country in the Middle 
East that has nuclear weapons, and Obama 
awkwardly responded that he didn’t want 
to “speculate.”

On April 13, 2010, Obama looked like a 
deer caught in the headlights when the 
Washington Post’s Scott Wilson, taking a leaf 
out of Helen Thomas’ book, asked him if he 
would “call on Israel to declare its nuclear 
program and sign the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty.”

Our normally articulate President stut-
tered his way through with a mini-filibuster 
answer, the highlight of which was, “And, as 
far as Israel goes, I’m not going to comment 
on their program …”

The following day the Jerusalem Post 
smirked, “President Dodges Question 
About Israel’s Nuclear Program.” The article 
continued: “Obama took a few seconds to 
formulate his response, but quickly took 
the weight off Israel and called on all coun-
tries to abide by the NPT.”

The Jerusalem Post added that Israeli De-
fense Minister Ehud Barak chose that same 
day to send a clear message “also to those 
who are our friends and allies,” that Israel 
will not be pressured into signing the Nucle-
ar Non-Proliferation Treaty.

(Also the following day, the Washing-
ton Post made no reference to the question 
from its own reporter or Obama’s stumbling 
non-answer.)

In his response to Scott Wilson, Obama 
felt it necessary to tack on the observation 
that his words regarding the NPT represent-
ed the “consistent policy” of prior U.S. ad-
ministrations, presumably to avert any ad-
verse reaction from the Likud Lobby to even 
the slightest suggestion that Obama might 
be ratcheting up, even a notch or two, any 
pressure on Israel to acknowledge its nucle-
ar arsenal and sign the NPT.

The greatest consistency to the policy, 
however, has been the U.S. obsequiousness 
to this double standard. Clearly, Washing-
ton and the FCM find it easier to draw black-



60  TheReader  | May 2010

Taking Sides

I am reminded of 
an early Sunday 
morning talk show 
over five years 
ago at which 
Sen. Richard 
Lugar, then chair 
of the Senate 
Foreign Relations 
Committee, was 
asked why Iran 
would think it has 
to acquire nuclear 
weapons

and-white distinctions between noble Israel 
and evil Iran if there’s no acknowledgement 
that Israel already has nukes and Iran has 
disavowed any intention of getting them.

This never-ending hypocrisy shows itself 
in various telling ways. I am reminded of an 
early Sunday morning talk show over five 
years ago at which Sen. Richard Lugar, then 
chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee, was asked why Iran would think it 
has to acquire nuclear weapons. Perhaps 
Lugar had not yet had his morning coffee, 
because he almost blew it with his answer:

“Well, you know, Israel has…” Oops. At 
that point he caught himself and abruptly 
stopped. The pause was embarrassing, but 
he then recovered and tried to limit the 
damage.

Aware that he could not simply leave the 
words “Israel has” twisting in the wind, Lu-
gar began again: “Well, Israel is alleged to 
have a nuclear capability.”

Is “alleged” to have? Lugar was chair of 
the Foreign Relations Committee from 1985 
to 1987; and then again from 2003 to 2007. 
No one told him that Israel has nuclear 
weapons? But, of course, he did know, but 
he also knew that U.S. policy on disclosure 
of this “secret” – over four decades – has 
been to protect Israel’s nuclear “ambigu-
ity.”

Small wonder that our most senior offi-
cials and lawmakers – and Lugar, remem-
ber, is one of the more honest among them  
– are widely seen as hypocritical, the word 
Scott Wilson used to frame his question.

The Fawning Corporate Media, of course, 
ignores this hypocrisy, which is their stan-
dard operating procedure when the word 
“Israel” is spoken in unflattering contexts. 
But the Iranians, Syrians and others in the 
Middle East pay closer attention.

Obama Overachieving
As for Obama, the die was cast during the 
presidential campaign when, on June 3, 
2008, in the obligatory appearance before 
the American Israel Public Affairs Commit-
tee (AIPAC), he threw raw red meat to the 

Likud Lobby.
Someone wrote into his speech: “Jerusa-

lem will remain the capital of Israel and it 
must remain undivided.” This obsequious 
gesture went well beyond the policy of prior 
U.S. administrations on this highly sensi-
tive issue, and Obama had to backtrack two 
days later.

“Well, obviously, it’s going to be up to the 
parties to negotiate a range of these issues. 
And Jerusalem will be part of those nego-
tiations,” Obama said when asked if he was 
saying the Palestinians had no future claim 
to the city.

The person who inserted the offending 
sentence into his speech was not identified 
nor fired, as he or she should have been. My 
guess is that the sentence inserter has only 
risen in power within the Obama adminis-
tration.

So, why am I reprising this sorry history? 
Because this is what Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu sees as the context of 
the U.S.-Israeli relationship.

Even when Israel acts in a manner that 
flies in the face of stated U.S. policy – calling 
on all nations to sign the NPT and to submit 
to transparency in their nuclear programs – 
Netanyahu has every reason to believe that 
Washington’s power-players will back down 
and the U.S. FCM will intuitively understand 
its role in the cover-up.

L’Affaire Biden – when the Vice President 
was humiliated by having Israel announce 
new Jewish construction in East Jerusalem 
as he arrived to reaffirm U.S. solidarity with 
Israel – was dismissed as a mere “spat” by 
the neoconservative editorial page of the 
Washington Post.

Rather than Israel making amends to the 
United States, it has been vice versa.

Obama’s national security adviser, James 
Jones, trudged over to an affair organized by 
the AIPAC offshoot think tank, Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP), to 
make a major address.

I got to wondering, after reading his text, 
which planet Jones lives on. He devoted his 
first nine paragraphs to fulsome praise for 
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Even a 
rudimentary 
Iranian capability 
could work as a 
deterrent the next 
time the Israelis 
decide they would 
like to attack 
Lebanon, Syria 
or Gaza. Clearly, 
the Israelis would 
prefer not to have 
to look over their 
shoulder at what 
Tehran might 
contemplate doing 
in the way of 
retaliation

WINEP’s “objective analysis” and scholar-
ship, adding that “our nation  –  and indeed 
the world  –  needs institutions like yours 
now more than ever.”

Most importantly, Jones gave pride of 
place to “preventing Iran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons and the means to deliver 
them,” and only then tacking on the need 
to forge “lasting peace between Israelis and 
Palestinians.” He was particularly effusive 
in stating:

“There is no space  –  no space  –  be-
tween the United States and Israel when it 
comes to Israel’s security.” 

Those were the exact words used by Vice 
President Joe Biden in Israel on March 9, 
before he was mouse-trapped by the an-
nouncement of Israel’s plans for East Jeru-
salem.

The message is inescapably clear: Netan-
yahu has every reason to believe that the 
Siamese-twin relationship with the United 
States is back to normal, despite the sug-
gestion from CENTCOM Commander, Gen. 
David Petraeus, earlier this year that total 
identification with Israel costs the lives of 
American troops. 

Petraeus’s main message was that this 
identification fosters the widespread im-
pression that the U.S. is incapable of stand-
ing up to Israel. The briefing that he spon-
sored reportedly noted, “America was not 
only viewed as weak, but there was a grow-
ing perception that its military posture in 
the region was eroding.”

However, in the address to WINEP, Na-
tional Security Adviser Jones evidenced no 
concern on that score. Worse still, in hyping 
the threat from Iran, he seemed to be chan-
neling Dick Cheney’s rhetoric before the at-
tack on Iraq, simply substituting an “n” for 
the “q.” Thus:

“Iran’s continued defiance of its interna-
tional obligations on its nuclear program 
and its support of terrorism represents (sic) 
a significant regional and global threat. A nu-
clear-armed Iran could transform the land-
scape of the Middle East…fatally wounding 
the global non-proliferation regime, and 

emboldening terrorists and extremists who 
threaten the United States and our allies.”

A Bigger Mousetrap?
Jacques Chirac may have gone a bit too far 
in belittling Israel’s concern over the possi-
bility of Iran acquiring a small nuclear capa-
bility, but it is truly hard to imagine that Is-
rael would feel incapable of deterring what 
would be a suicidal Iranian attack.

The real threat to Israel’s “security inter-
ests” would be something quite different. If 
Iran acquired one or two nuclear weapons, 
Israel might be deprived of the full freedom 
of action it now enjoys in attacking its Arab 
neighbors.

Even a rudimentary Iranian capability 
could work as a deterrent the next time 
the Israelis decide they would like to attack 
Lebanon, Syria or Gaza. Clearly, the Israelis 
would prefer not to have to look over their 
shoulder at what Tehran might contemplate 
doing in the way of retaliation.

However, there has been a big downside 
for Israel in hyping the “existential threat” 
supposedly posed by Iran. This exagger-
ated danger and the fear it engenders have 
caused many highly qualified Israelis, who 
find a ready market for their skills abroad, 
to emigrate.

That could well become a true “existen-
tial threat” to a small country traditionally 
dependent on immigration to populate it 
and on its skilled population to make its 
economy function.

The departure of well-educated secular 
Jews also could tip the country’s political 
balance more in favor of the ultra-conser-
vative settlers who are already an important 
part of Netanyahu’s Likud coalition.

Still, at this point, Netanyahu has the 
initiative regarding what will happen next 
with Iran, assuming Tehran doesn’t fully ca-
pitulate to the U.S.-led pressure campaign. 
Netanyahu could decide if and when to 
launch a military strike against Iran’s nucle-
ar facilities, thus forcing Washington’s hand 
in deciding whether to back Israel if Iran 
retaliates.
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Netanyahu may not be impressed – or 
deterred – by anything short of a public pro-
nouncement from Obama that the U.S. will 
not support Israel if it provokes war with 
Iran. The more Obama avoids such blunt 
language, the more Netanyahu is likely 
to view Obama as a weakling who can be 
played politically.

If Netanyahu feels himself in the catbird 
seat, then an Israeli attack on Iran seems 
to me more likely than not. For instance, 
would Netanyahu judge that Obama lacked 
the political spine to have U.S. forces in 
control of Iraqi airspace shoot down Israeli 
aircraft on their way to Iran? Many analysts 
feel that Obama would back down and let 
the warplanes proceed to their targets.

Then, if Iran sought to retaliate, would 
Obama feel compelled to come to Israel’s 
defense and “finish the job” by devastating 
what was left of Iran’s nuclear and military 
capacity? 

Again, many analysts believe that Obama 
would see little choice, politically.

Yet, whatever we think the answers are, 
the only calculation that matters is Israel’s. 
My guess is Netanyahu would not anticipate 
a strong reaction from President Obama, 
who has, time and again, showed himself to 
be more politician than statesman.

James Jones is, after all, Obama’s national 
security adviser, and is throwing off signals 
that can only encourage Netanyahu to be-
lieve that Jones’s boss would scurry to find 
some way to avoid the domestic political 
opprobrium that would accrue, were he to 
seem less than fully supportive of Israel.

Backing Off the NIE?
Netanyahu has other reasons to take heart 
with the political directions of Washington.

According to the Washington Post, the 
U.S. intelligence community is preparing 
what is called “a memorandum to holders 
of Iran Estimate,” in other words an update 
to the full-scale National Intelligence Esti-
mate (NIE) completed in November 2007, 
which downplayed Iran’s nuclear capabili-
ties and intentions.

The NIE’s update is now projected for 
completion this August, delayed from last 
fall reportedly because of new incoming in-
formation.

The Post article recalls that the 2007 
NIE presented the “startling conclusion” 
that Iran had halted work on developing a 
nuclear warhead. Why “startling?” Because 
this contradicted what President George W. 
Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney had 
been saying during the previous months.

It is a hopeful thing that senior intelli-
gence officials from both CIA and the De-
fense Intelligence Agency have, the way 
the Post puts it, “avoided contradicting the 
language used in the 2007 NIE,” although 
some are said to privately assert that Iran is 
seeking a nuclear weapon.

The Post says there is an expectation 
that the previous NIE “will be corrected” to 
indicate a darker interpretation of Iranian 
nuclear intentions.

It seems a safe, if sad, bet that the same 
Likud-friendly forces that attacked experi-
enced diplomat Chas Freeman as a “real-
ist” and got him “un-appointed,” after Na-
tional Intelligence Director Dennis Blair had 
named him Director of the National Intelli-
gence Council, will try to Netanyahu-ize the 
upcoming Memorandum to Holders.

The National Intelligence Council has 
purview over such memoranda, as well as 
over NIEs. Without Freeman, or anyone 
similarly substantive and strong, it seems 
likely that the intelligence community will 
not be able to resist the political pressures 
to conform.

Nevertheless, the intelligence admirals, 
generals and other high officials seem to be 
avoiding the temptation to play games, so 
far.

The Director of the Defense Intelligence 
Agency, Gen. Ronald Burgess, and the Vice 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. 
James Cartwright, hewed to the intelligence 
analysts’ judgments in their testimony to 
the Senate Armed Services Committee last 
month.

Indeed, their answer to the question as 
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to how soon Iran could have a deliverable 
nuclear weapon, if fact, sounded familiar:

“Experience says it is going to take you 
three to five years” to move from having 
enough highly enriched uranium to hav-
ing a “deliverable weapon that is usable… 
something that can actually create a deto-
nation, an explosion that would be consid-
ered a nuclear weapon,” Cartwright told the 
panel.

What makes Cartwright’s assessment fa-
miliar – and relatively reassuring – is that 
five years ago, the director of DIA told Con-
gress that Iran is not likely to have a nuclear 
weapon until “early in the next decade”  
–  this decade. Now, we’re early in that de-
cade and Iran’s nuclear timetable, assuming 
it does intend to build a bomb, has been 
pushed back to the middle of this decade at 
the earliest.

Indeed, the Iranians have been about 
five years away from a nuclear weapon for 
several decades now, according to periodic 
intelligence estimates. They just never seem 

to get much closer. But there’s not a trace 
of embarrassment among U.S. policymakers 
or any notice of this slipping timetable by 
the FCM.

Not that NIEs – or U.S. officials – matter 
much in terms of a potential military show-
down with Iran. The “decider” here is Ne-
tanyahu, unless Obama stands up and tells 
him, publicly, “If you attack Iran, you’re on 
your own.”

But don’t hold your breath.		   CT

Ray McGovern works with Tell the Word, the 
publishing arm of the ecumenical Church of 
the Saviour in inner-city Washington. During 
his 27-year career as a CIA analyst, he 
chaired National Intelligence Estimates and 
prepared and briefed the President’s Daily 
Brief. He serves on the Steering Committee of 
Veteran Intelligence Professionals for Sanity 
(VIPS).

This essay originally apeared at 
www.consortiumnews.org

Indeed, the 
Iranians have 
been about 
five years away 
from a nuclear 
weapon for 
several decades 
now, according 
to periodic 
intelligence 
estimates. They 
just never seem to 
get much closer

newsletterAustrAliA: Bold new styling for fastest-growing daily in  

the country; and a facelift for Queensland weekly – Page 7

irelAnd: Southern group gets new size, new fonts  

and new templates in sport section redesign – Page 6

irelAnd:  Tabloid switch at north western weekly – Page 2

PolAnd:  Big changes  for Krakow daily – Page 6

July 2009

news design associates

sOuth africa’s 
sOccer weeklyndA helps launch brand-new tabloid 

as country prepares to host Africa’s  

first soccer World Cup finals – Page 4

neW

See more of our worK aT www.newsdesign.net

Read All  
About Us
News Design Associates designs and 
produces The ColdType Reader and all of 
its associated publications each month. We 
also do work for many newspapers, magazines 
and organisations around the world. 
Download our latest 8-page Newsletter from 
our website at www.newsdesign.net and 
meet some of our most recent clients. 
Then contact Tony Sutton at  
tonysutton@newsdesign.net for  
a quote for your next job

http://www.consortiumnews.org
http://www.newsdesign.net
http://www.newsdesign.net
http://www.newsdesign.net
http://www.newsdesign.net
mailto:tonysutton@newsdesign.net


www.coldtype.net

Writing worth  
reading

ColdType

http://www.coldtype.net



