The Tragic Saga of Gary Webb
Starring Jeremy Renner as the late Gary Webb, the movie of Webb’s investigation
of the CIA’s Contra-cocaine scandal and of Webb’s destruction by mainstream news
outlets is set to begin filming this summer. If Hollywood gets the story right,
it will be a dark and enlightening tale, says H. “Corky” Johnson.

By H. “Corky” Johnson
While there was the usual glitz and glamour at this year’s Oscars, the star not
strolling down the red carpet was actually an intelligence arm of the U.S.
government. By bestowing “Argo” with its top award, the Academy gave props to
the CIA for the forgotten heroic mission to save six Americans trapped in Iran.
“Zero Dark Thirty,” also up for best picture, portrayed CIA analysts as heroes
ridding the planet of a psychopathic murderer.
But the CIA is not likely to be singing “Hurrah For Hollywood” for long. The
glow from Hollywood’s bright lights the CIA has been basking in of late might
fade to black as a new movie starts shooting this summer. “Killing The
Messenger,” starring Jeremy Renner of “The Hurt Locker,” “The Avengers” and “The
Bourne Legacy” as journalist Gary Webb, will focus on the CIA’s not so
flattering side, casting another shadow on the dark, murky world of warcraft.
So, why is Hollywood so interested in an “ancient” story that has traversed
through time over the past three decades? Because Gary Webb, with a Hunter S.
Thompson-esque swagger, was the quintessential investigative reporter a dogged
inquisitor with innately crazy-good skills. Because Gary Webb was tough. And
because, eight years after his series “Dark Alliance” which detailed tangential
ties between crack kingpins and the CIA, Gary Webb fired two shots into his head
killing himself. Two shots. Even in desperation Gary was determined.
Based on the book by Nick Schou, “Kill The Messenger” will focus on Gary Webb’s
sad saga, forced to defend himself from withering criticism — not just from the
government but from within the ranks of his own profession. Hollywood obviously
cares about the tragic tale of Gary Webb because it has all the elements of an
explosive drama: conflict, controversy, and political intrigue. It provides for
worthy commentary fodder on a slew of our democratic institutions.
Beyond the immensely important aspects connecting the CIA to drug dealers, the
rest of us should care because behind this little slice of history is a
cautionary tale for all news gatherers and consumers of the New Media. Because,
while on the surface, Webb’s “Dark Alliance” series for the San Jose Mercury
News in 1996 was based on old-school gumshoe reporting techniques, it helped

usher in the digital world of news dissemination.
Print media might be on its deathbed, but even in a twitterverse our quest — and
thirst – for in-depth, explanatory journalism should never wane. As
“computersumers,” we face a digital dilemma — one that sometimes pits expediency
and quantity over content and quality.
To understand the importance of “Kill The Messenger” we have to spend some time
with Gary’s story. To prepare, it’s necessary to travel back into history. We
owe it to Gary Webb. More importantly, at a time when the way we are receiving
our news is changing, we owe it to ourselves.
When I first read — back in the day — Webb’s 1996 account in the San Jose
Mercury News linking the CIA to the funneling of cocaine into inner city Los
Angeles, I thought, “Big Deal.” To me, this was old news. You see, I knew much
of what Gary was reporting had been written before.
Soon, the firestorm erupted. My thinking changed: “Gary my boy, what the hell
have you gotten into.” As a fellow journalist, I had both a personal and
professional interest in Gary’s expose. But it was my reporter’s hat that I
initially and instinctively put on my head. Thus, the cautionary tales begin.
My professional interest in Gary’s report dated back ten years prior, to the
time of colorful Oliver North and the Reagan administration’s proxy war in
Nicaragua. Better known as the Contra War, it culminated in humiliation for
Reagan and the CIA when it was revealed they had been trading arms to Iran in
exchange for the release of American hostages in Lebanon. The money Iran paid
for American missiles was passed through covert back channels to the Contras
fighting against the Nicaraguan socialist Sandinista government. Better known as
the Iran-Contra scandal, all of this was, of course, against U.S. policy. At
least that’s what Congress thought.
While Congress was going apoplectic, all of the reporters in Washington — myself
included — were attempting to put flesh on the bones of the Reagan
Administration’s skeleton officials were desperately trying to keep shoved in
the proverbial closet.
(One of my stories prior to the Iran-Contra revelation found that CIA director
William Casey, Defense Department officials and a prominent U.S. senator had
dealings with a Greek arms broker who was doing his best to ship U.S. made Cobra
attack helicopters to Iran. The story, preserved in the Almanac of American
Politics, caused a minor uproar. But such intelligence matters are almost always
conducted in secret under the guise of national security. Due to such nebulous
conditions we will probably never know if this case had any direct or indirect

Iran-Contra implications.)
Iran-Contra wasn’t the first big scandal, however, involving the CIA’s-sponsored
war in the dark forests of Central America. At least it shouldn’t have been. A
year before news of Iran-Contra made headlines, Associated Press reporters
Robert Parry and Brian Barger broke a story saying the Contras were exporting
drugs to the U.S. to help pay for the war effort. Big Media all but ignored the
story. There was no follow-up or flushing out by the major newspapers, but there
was by our new Secretary of State — then Massachusetts Sen. John Kerry.
Kerry and his band of merry staffers started digging. As part of the Foreign
Relations Committee, Kerry confirmed the Contras were involved in the drug
trade. The committee report stated unequivocally that U.S. government agencies
knew about the drug trafficking. In fact, at least four companies paid $800,000
by the State Department to deliver aid to the Contras were known “fronts” owned
by narcotics smugglers.
Thanks to Ollie North himself, other documentation was provided. North’s
handwritten meeting notes suggest the Contras got $14 million in financing from
drug profits to buy a cache of Honduran weapons. One noted a Contra commander
surrounded himself with people who are in the war not only to fight but to “make
money,” including some dealing drugs. Another memo said a Honduran airplane
delivering supplies to the Contras from New Orleans was “probably” making return
drug runs into the U.S. The list goes on.
Of course, the Reagan folks did their best to hush up the dirty details.
Perhaps, given Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” to drugs pet project, they just
didn’t want the embarrassment. President Reagan, who publicly had all but
compared these “freedom fighters” to our Founding Fathers is said to have
privately complained they were little more than thugs. Reports were rampant the
Contras had engaged in rape and pillage in border villages.
And, even though the work done by Parry, Barger and Kerry linking major
narcotics dealing to the U.S. by an Army-sanctioned, paid for and blessed, by
our government was — through the hindsight of history — arguably a bigger
scandal than Iran-Contra itself, again Big Media basically ignored it. Just as,
at best, U.S. government agencies looked the other way as the Contras helped
deliver drugs to our streets, the media looked the other way, at best not
realizing the importance of the story staring right at us.
Authors Peter Dale Scott and Jonathan Marshall pretty much put an exclamation
point on the government’s complicity in this sordid world of drug running in the
1991 book Cocaine Politics.

So, we fast-forward to Gary Webb and his “Dark Alliance” series. As I looked
over the wire story, I immediately remembered the AP investigations and the
Kerry Committee report. “This is old news,” I thought. Then I realized what Gary
had accomplished.
As any good investigative reporter working on the local level, Gary had taken
forgotten dispatches from far off places and out-of-focus facts from government
reports and put a flesh and blood face on this sordid story. He provided needed
context to a disturbing episode of out-of-control politics. Webb had done what
other reporters probably should have done years before. Except now he was
exposing the true damage wrought by the drug thugs — crack. In their twisted
genius, pushers had transformed a mundane narcotic into this cheap hideously
addictive monster.
Now working in television in Ohio, I witnessed the crack dens and the horribly
harming impact crack was having, irreparably destroying lives — especially those
lives of minorities in the urban corridors. But it was Gary who was providing
some of the genesis for this scourge. His work should have been celebrated. But
in Big Media circles it wasn’t.
Webb and the Mercury News soon faced the cudgel of Big Media. Papers like the
L.A. Times, The New York Times and even The Washington Post published page one
stories critical of Webb’s findings. Page one. Remember our history. These
papers didn’t cover the original reports of government complicity in drug
dealing on page one.
Why the prominent journalistic lambasting? The big complaint from Big Media
seemed to be that Webb and his paper had overreached in its writing and
conclusions. They said he had implied the CIA, acting as a coke-crazed puppet
master, orchestrated the Contra drug operation as if Langley had dispatched
agents to help them unload the coke from the planes, set up the crack labs and
stood cloaked in trench coats on street corners displaying the rock for sale.
Therefore, Gary’s entire supposition was tainted.
Except that’s not really what his story said. Webb’s piece said that the drug
traffickers had ties to Contras backed by the CIA. It wasn’t a CIA operational
plot, but rather it sanctioned the Contras and failed to stop the illegally
gotten gains. In fact, in one case the CIA asked the Department of Justice to
give back funds confiscated during a Contra drug bust in California.
The big three papers harped on “Dark Alliance” conclusions that millions of
dollars from the California coke ring went back into Contra coffers. They said
that figure was hugely inflated. They also said the series was wildly off the
mark in linking crack’s insidious spread across the country to the L.A. Contra-

connected pushers.
Perhaps the most disingenuous critique came from the L.A. Times which reported
Webb had puffed up the importance of the local drug kingpin central to the
story. “Even on the best day Ricky Ross had, there was way more crack cocaine
out there than he could ever control,” they quoted a police source. There’s just
one problem. Webb was echoing what the Times had said about this local dealer
two years before.
“If there was a criminal mastermind behind crack’s decade-long reign, if there
was one outlaw capitalist most responsible for flooding Los Angeles streets with
mass-marketed cocaine, his name was Freeway Rick,” the Times’ earlier story
said. Credibility? Okay.
We know there were a number of cocaine pipelines into the U.S. — even from the
Contras, but Ricky Ross did peddle the drug into my hometown of Cincinnati.
Reports state his coke empire reached into Pennsylvania and New York. According
to my GPS, that qualifies as spreading the epidemic.
And how do we know how much money was funneled to the Contras from any one
particular drug deal? There is conflicting evidence. But it’s not like the
Contras, the CIA or Ollie North were using Price Waterhouse CPA’s to keep track.
Simply, there are plenty of discrepancies between the statements of this band of
thieves.
Some critics even got into the semantic quibble of what’s the difference between
a CIA officer, an agent, an asset and an operative. If it quacks does it matter
if it’s a Mallard or Daffy the Duck?
To be sure, the series did warrant a few criticisms for misplaced hyperbole, but
not to be shish-kebob-ed on Big Media’s skewer. The biggest mistake Webb made
was not placing the perfunctory call to the CIA for comment. Who knows, maybe,
like a reformed addict, it would have come clean. But by relying on CIA denials,
many of which turned out not to be true, and contradictory court testimony to
debunk “Dark Alliance,” Big Media itself was guilty of overzealousness.
Steve Weinberg, one of the deans of investigative reporting wrote, “Even if Webb
overreached in a few paragraphs — based on my careful reading, I would say his
overreaching was limited, if it occurred at all — he still had a compelling,
significant investigation to publish.”
The Washington’s Post own ombudsman said the paper should have concerned itself
with advancing the story rather than tearing down a competitor. Interestingly,
in another sign of the retrenching of print, the Post recently announced it is
dissolving its reader’s advocate position.

Yes, Gary Webb did have some supporters. The press’ full-press attack took its
toll, though. While at first editors at the Mercury News defended its series, it
didn’t take them long to cave from the pressure.
“We did not have proof that top CIA officials knew of the relationship (between
Contras and coke),” the paper’s editor wrote. Odd, since there was proof Langley
knew. Odder still, other in-house criticism seemed to center on what a few wellplaced qualifying adverbs, adjectives and attribution could have fixed. Fixes
which editors are paid to make.
As a result, the Mercury News wouldn’t run Webb’s follow-up stories. True, they
didn’t fire him but the damage was done. Gary eventually quit the paper, feeling
crushed from failing to land another daily paper job.
But his story had legs — at least inside government circles. The firestorm over
“Dark Alliance” sparked an in-depth reviews by both the CIA’s and Justice
Department’s Inspectors General. Of course they both took swipes at Webb while
at the same time unearthing a torrent of unsettling material regarding nefarious
dealings by those under the Agency’s imprimatur.
The CIA IG reported that at least 50 Contras and Contra-related entities
participated in the drug trade. These drug dealing Contras weren’t just lowlevel grunts, some were in high command. It was with one of these military
commanders that the drug lords in Webb’s piece met in Nicaragua. Langley knew
from Day One that Contras were using drug profits to fund operations.
In one bizarre case, a Honduran general tried to import $40 million worth of
coke to the U.S. Incredibly, the money was to finance the assassination of the
Honduran president. The general was caught but because he was a chief CIA
liaison within the Contra network, he was given a reduced sentence at “Club Fed”
in Florida.
In another remarkable example, the Agency put a known drug operative with the
CIA pseudonym “Ivan Gomez” in charge of a contra commander. It was a family
affair, with “Mr. Gomez’s” two brothers bringing in large amounts of coke.
According to some sources, the Gomez family supplier might have aided the mighty
Medellin coke cartel in its nascent days.
Sticking by the apocryphal story of duplicitous deniability, the former CIA
chief in charge of the Contras said in reference to Ollie North that it was a
“moral outrage” to imply a Reagan Administration official “would have
countenanced” drug trafficking. Then again, given such “groupthink,” perhaps
this cast of characters was in actual psychological denial.
A former CIA Central American Station Chief told the Agency IG they knew early

on that some Contras were “scoundrels” dealing drugs but at the direction of
Director Casey they were “going to play with these guys.”
While insisting he doesn’t believe the CIA targeted any specific community,
then-Sen. John Kerry told PBS, “There’s no question in my mind that people
affiliated with or on the payroll of the CIA were involved in drug trafficking
while in support of the Contras.”
There’s now practically a cargo plane full of records replete with connections
between the CIA and drug trafficking. Was the CIA complicit in the Contra drug
trade? Check. Did the CIA and the U.S. pay the same Contra contractors who were
also shipping drugs to the U.S.? Check. Did CIA Director William Casey obtain a
special dispensation from the Attorney General to allow his Contra-support team
to “look the other way” regarding the drug dealing? Check. Did the CIA
deliberately deny to other agencies knowledge of Contra-connected dealers?
Check.
For more on this staggering litany of connections I recommend two sites: Robert
Parry’s Consortiumnews.com site (and its stories on Webb’s case such as “The
Warning in Gary Webb’s Death”).and George Washington University’s National
Security Archive.
Not surprisingly, it wasn’t just in Central America where the CIA ignored drug
trafficking. It seems they used the same template with the poppy-peddling Afghan
mujahedeen during their fight against the Soviets.
By operating in the subterranean world of arms and drug smuggling, the CIA took
us down the rabbit hole where narco-mad hatters weren’t about to give us any
straight dope, where the spooks had no clue and didn’t care where this
unfettered trafficking would lead and where they were powerless to predict how
many lives would be ruined in the country they were sworn to protect.
At the same time, Gary Webb was sucked into his own crevasse, spiraling down to
his demise. To me, that is personal. It’s personal because I was a college
classmate of Gary’s. It’s personal because when Gary faced this struggle I
wasn’t in any position to offer assistance. I had just waged my own personal
battle with a media corporation — left high and dry by the outside press.
It should be personal when it makes you mad — when it makes you hurt. And it’s
easy to be mad over this media debacle. Yes, I’m mad at Gary, the gruff, saltytalking swashbuckler who might have been too stubborn to accept that sometimes
the personal, as well as the professional, message needs massaging.
Mostly, I’m mad at the rest of us. All too often reporters, editors and media
bosses forget what our job is — the responsibility we have been entrusted with.

Our responsibility isn’t to our egos, to be first, to win awards or to any
arbitrary agendas set by bosses. The media’s responsibility is to pursue truthtelling with intellectual honesty and fairness. To understand that no one story,
no singular investigation will encompass the entirety of truth’s intricacies. If
we follow that approach, debate and democracy will benefit.
As with all democracies, though, most of the responsibility lies with the
content users, citizens who must decide if they play a passive or active role as
information providers shift to the more interactive delivery of the New Media.
To help them decide, I’ll provide a starting point — a few lessons we can all
learn from Gary Webb’s sacrifice and his “Dark Alliance” cautionary tale:
Perhaps what really upset reporters and editors at the big papers was they had
missed the thrust of “Dark Alliance,” that the government could have done more
to bust the early coke rings. And now, to top it off, African-American leaders
in urban communities and members of the Congressional Black Caucus were
outraged. They rightly demanded some answers.
This was all happening in the back yards of our greatest and most prestigious
news outlets. Instead of using the Not-In-My-Backyard effect to further the
story, Big Media used it to adopt a defensive mode. Whenever readers come across
important news information — like ProPublica’s Dollars for Docs study — they
should contact their local media outlets to promote it and to put their own
NIMBY imprint on it.
Green With Envy: Journalists are normally sincere, extremely talented and
dedicated. But I’m going to say it: on occasion they can be a jumbled mess. Yes,
fragile. Sure, stress is a factor, but I’m not referencing the physical or
emotional aspects of getting the story. Reporters are trained to take the
psychological heat that comes from editors and story subjects. It’s more about
fear of failure.
Reporting — especially with the New Media’s never-ending news cycle — is as
competitive as any sport or Wall Street wheeling-and-dealing. This
competitiveness, inherent to the job, however, can produce great guilt — guilt
of missing the big story, guilt for getting beat. Sometimes the symptom is
jealousy. I know I was jealous of my old friend’s “big get.”
Sometimes the symptoms resulting from envy manifests in defensive postures. I
believe it was this collective guilt that contributed to Big Media’s obsession
with proving Webb’s piece wrong. Instead, we need to celebrate and participate
in the reasoned risk-taking of colleagues. When journalists are fired or
vilified, New Media consumers should use the Internet’s connective voice as a
review board, showing support by demanding transparent accountability.

Watchdogging The Watchdogs: From their own infamous foot-in-mouth examples, The
New York Times and Washington Post certainly know there will always be a place
for journalistic critique.
Reality dictates that in this brave New Media World, with ubiquitous “pseudo”
news sites proliferating the Web, we need more rather than fewer media
watchdogs. When sites like Drudge and Breitbart can spread headlines based on
bogus reports, we need watchdoggers to keep the
Web honest.
But Gary Webb wasn’t like those practitioners of the spurious. He was part of
the team at the Mercury News that won a Pulitzer Prize. He was cocky and
confident, with a perceived cowboy persona, but, like they say, this wasn’t his
first rodeo. With “Dark Alliance,” Webb wasn’t picking fantasy facts out of thin
air. He had volumes of documentation.
In a kind of twisted irony, the Mercury News became one of the first to put a
major news investigation online. As a companion to the “Dark Alliance” series,
it added source material such as court records and audio interviews to the
cloud.
While that didn’t dissuade Webb’s detractors, it showed the true power of the
New Media. Hits on the series skyrocketed and we got our first glimpse of how
the cloud could unleash unlimited potential for research. Because cloud storage
is infinite, New Media reporting should not suffer from the space limitations of
the past.
In looking back at Gary’s career, it struck me that some of his best, awardwinning investigations were conducted with the help or support of other
journalists — either reporters or editors he respected. He might have lacked
those close relationships at the Mercury News.
I urge reporters to always call on that mentor or colleague to peer review
important pieces. Share a byline with someone in your shop, keep a wise editor
up to speed on a regular basis or seek out an old college prof that can spend
time going over your material. And access to a good First Amendment attorney is
a must.
The public holds both journalists and attorneys in low regard, so it’s an irony
that we need to support each other in protecting the public’s rights. Another
irony is that while journalism is a defender of democracy it is not democratic.
The competitive nature of journalists and the capitalistic companies they work
for can place the reporter into a conflicting position. The support system can
help diffuse such contention.

Former network anchor Tom Brokaw tells a story about a columnist at the New
Republic complaining that the problem with journalists is they have glass jaws —
they go down with the first punch of criticism.
In the “Dark Alliance” case, editors at the Mercury News caved when facing
criticism from other news organizations. Gary Webb’s jaw wasn’t glass it was
steel. It would have been better had it been made of rubber. Journalists not
only need to absorb criticism but bend with it, finding a way to incorporate
what are sometimes conflicting views and conclusions.
Twitter is, no doubt, a great resource. It can alert us to important events. But
citizens need more content, not less. I’m talking about online journalists
taking the time to tell a complete and thoroughly researched story. And I’m
talking about citizens being responsible to take the time to digest fully
realized pieces of reporting.
The New Media can provide this in-depth content to a mass market faster and in
more forms than ever before. But it doesn’t matter how content is delivered.
It’s no secret print publications are in peril, yet online users need to keep
reading or viewing complex, long-form stories.
Be dedicated to democracy. Remember: Watergate wasn’t told in Tweets. The press
— in whatever form — is known as the Fourth Estate for a reason. Don’t let that
die. (Hint: You’ve made a start by reading this essay.) Save the Tweets for
offering feedback to reporters and editors. Better yet, send a lengthy email —
you remember those.
As for the CIA’s new starring role in Hollywood? I’m predicting “Killing The
Messenger” won’t have the same Oscar buzz as “Argo.” Hollywood loved its feelgood part, producing a faux movie to flimflam the Iranian Mullahs.
This time around, the Agency will be playing the bad guy, willing to fool the
American public in a Cold War super-sized paranoid pursuit of communists. The
reversed roles are both accurate portrayals of our most complex and paradoxical
agency. And so it is for our best and brightest in the media.
H. “Corky” Johnson is an award-winning investigative reporter/producer with more
than 30 years of experience. His work has appeared in The Washington Post, on
“60 Minutes” and in many other media outlets. [This story originally appeared at
Op-Ed News and was reprinted with the author’s permission.]

Applying the Golden Rule to Peace
Rather than making serious efforts at peace settlements, President Obama is
skating toward possible U.S. involvement in two more Middle Eastern wars, with
Syria and Iran. And ex-Vice President Cheney has no regrets about the Iraq War.
Such attitudes ignore a core principle of all major religions, writes Winslow
Myers.

By Winslow Myers
Sixty years ago, the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson gave a talk in India on the
Golden Rule, a formulation that occurs, with some variation, in all the major
religions. Judaism: “What is hateful to yourself, do not do to you fellow man.”
Islam: “No one of you is a believer until he desires for his brother what he
desires for himself.” Christianity: “Do unto others as you would have them do
unto you.”
Erikson’s theme was the creative potential of mutuality, between spouses,
parents and children, doctors and patients, teachers and pupils, even between
nations. Mutuality, Erikson asserted, is a relationship in which partners depend
upon each other for the enhancement of their respective strengths. The curiosity
of a student elicits from the teacher the skills for transmitting the excitement
of learning in a way that benefits both teacher and student.
In the case of nations, fear of Hobbesian chaos if leaders relax their futile
race toward military superiority makes it difficult to encourage mutuality.
Ruthless power relations turn the life-giving spirit of mutuality on its head:
do not even think of trying to destroy me because if you do I will destroy you.
This paranoia rationalizes the unabated manufacture of ever more destructive
weaponry, irrespective of sensible policy goals, by ever more powerful
corporations. As the vulgarism derived from the Golden Rule puts it, those with
the gold make the rules.
The ersatz American idea of mutuality (adore us, obey us, give us your oil) has
often resulted in tragedy, or tragic farce, viz. former Vice President Dick
Cheney asserting recently regarding the Iraq War that given the chance to do it
all over, he wouldn’t change a thing.
Is there anything that we have learned about the context of international
relations in the years since Erikson gave his talk that might make his paradigm
of mutuality not only more relevant but also more realistic? Can the Golden Rule
become more persuasive than gold?

First, establishment strategists schooled in pitiless power politics like Henry
Kissinger have come to the reluctant conclusion that nuclear weapons cannot
serve as a useful tool for furthering anyone’s national interest.

Kissinger’s

boss Richard Nixon wanted to use them against North Vietnam, but was dissuaded
lest other nuclear powers be drawn in.
Fortunately we were mature enough to accept defeat rather than suicidal
escalation, and that restraint has continued. It may be a sign that we are
gradually maturing beyond the folly of war altogether that most American wars
since Vietnam, since Korea in fact, have been inconclusive stalemates.
When American, Israeli and Iranian diplomats, or their proxies, sit down to
talk, do they simply threaten each other? Or do they hypothesize together what
will inevitably occur down the time-stream if they fail to establish the basic
trust upon which mutuality can be built?
Is it possible for them to help each other see the possibility of shared
survival goals despite the chasm of divergent motives and stories? Can they
acknowledge how other nations have already gone through the futile process of
arming themselves to the point of being able to pound each other’s rubble, only
to arrive, a few months before Erikson’s long-ago talk, at the Cuban Missile
Crisis?
Do they share with each other the reality that the detonation of only a few
nuclear weapons has the potential to cause nuclear winter, endangering not just
specific parties to conflict but the planet as a whole?
The second basis for mutuality even between enemies, following upon the
realization that anything else leads to nuclear extinction, is the model of
mutuality found in nature, pressed upon us by all the ecological revelations and
challenges that have arisen since Erikson spoke.
Humans exist only through their mutual relationship with the air they breathe
and the food they consume, with the sun that fuels photosynthesis, ocean
currents, wind and rain. Mutuality, whether or not we decide to make it our
conscious goal, is our essential condition.
Adversaries have the option to build mutuality upon these two principles: first,
war in the nuclear age solves nothing and has become obsolete, and second, at
every level from the personal to the international, we know now how deeply
interdependent and interrelated all humans are with each other and their lifesupport system.
These two realities have come down upon us a thousand fold since Erikson posited
mutuality as an ethical touchstone, renewing and deepening the implications of

the universal Golden Rule. These realities can help guide contemporary diplomats
from all nations through the dilemmas that raw military power cannot address.
Threats become less effective than initiating people-to-people exchanges or
giving the “enemy” fully-equipped hospitals, gestures of good will that lessen
fear and build relationship. Such initiatives are exponentially lower in price
than war itself.
As Erikson put it: “Nations today are by definition units of different stages of
political, technological and economic transformation . . . insofar as a nation
thinks of itself as a collective individual, then, it may well learn to
visualize its task as that of maintaining mutuality in international relations.
For the only alternative to armed competition seems to be the effort to activate
in the historical partner what will strengthen him in his historical development
even as it strengthen the actor in his own development, toward a common future
identity.”
Finally, Erikson’s “common future identity”, after we understand that we are
first of all a single species before we are Persian or Jew, Muslim or Christian,
requires the acknowledgement of a further mutuality, the mutuality of earthhuman relations.
Our very survival, let alone our flourishing, depends upon cooperation to
strengthen the living systems out of which we came, in order to strengthen
ourselves. The Golden Rule, priceless beyond gold, calls us to swear on the
lives of our grandchildren not only to treat our enemies as we would wish to be
treated, but also the earth itself.
Winslow Myers leads seminars on the challenges of personal and global change. He
is the author of “Living Beyond War: A Citizen’s Guide.” He serves on the
Advisory Board of the War Preventive Initiative, is a member of the Rotarian
Action Group for Peace, and writes for Peacevoice.

Ronald Reagan’s Hollow Conservatism
In the early 1990s, Republicans turned Ronald Reagan into an icon; they hailed
him for “winning the Cold War;” they used his name to put conservatism beyond
challenge. But this deification was hollow, a reality that today’s thoughtful
conservatives, like the Independent Institute’s Ivan Eland, recognize.

By Ivan Eland

As usual, at the recent Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), speaker
after speaker idolized the stylized image of Ronald Reagan. Unfortunately,
humans believe images, which often diverge from reality; that’s why advertising
on TV works. The same is true in politics.
And since politics depends heavily on selling yourself, accusations from the
Left were misplaced that Reagan, as a mere actor, was not qualified to be
president. Since William McKinley, the president’s main role is that of
cheerleader-in-chief (it is another illusion that the charismatic Teddy
Roosevelt pioneered the president’s use of the “bully pulpit”), using the media
to go over the heads of members of Congress to sell his policies to the American
public.
Thus, given this relatively recent primary presidential role and that Reagan had
been an actor, Reagan was possibly the most qualified man ever to hold the
modern presidency. He was an expert at creating an image, that of a
conservative, and getting everyone to believe it.
Yet during the last years of his presidency, 1986 to 1988, most conservatives
were furious at Reagan for having sold out the movement. Reagan’s image,
however, benefited from the presidency of Bill Clinton, ironically a man who was
in some respects more conservative than the Gipper. During the Clinton
presidency, certain Republican operatives dusted off an idolized Reagan image
and began using it to attack Clinton.
Reagan is always associated with his rhetorical advocacy of small government.
However, during his presidency, average annual government spending increased as
a percentage of GDP, whereas under Clinton it was reduced. (In fact, Clinton was
the only president since Harry Truman to reduce per capita federal spending.)
Moreover, Reagan came in second among post-Truman presidents in average annual
increases in the number of federal civilian employees in the executive branch as
a portion of the population, exceeded only by the John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B.
Johnson period.
Reagan is most famous as a tax cutter; yet Reagan is last among post-World War
II Republicans in reducing average annual taxes as a percentage of GDP. Although
he did reduce taxes as a portion of GDP slightly, his spending increases as a
percentage of GDP rendered his net tax cuts largely fraudulent.
Thus, he ran big federal deficits, thus tripling the national debt and turning
the U.S. from being the largest creditor into being the largest debtor nation.
He was number one in post-Truman presidents in increasing average annual debt as
a proportion of GDP.

When these uncomfortable facts are noted, Reaganophiles usually then fall back
to the position that he had to adopt such ruinous fiscal policies to build up
military spending in order to bankrupt the Soviet Union and win the Cold War.
The problem with this line of reasoning, and the corollary that especially
Reagan’s spending on the Star Wars missile defense program made the Soviet Union
insolvent, don’t square with the facts.
Even senior members of the Reagan administration’s national security team, for
example, Jeane Kirkpatrick, Frank Carlucci, Cap Weinberger, and Jack Matlock,
later admitted that Reagan had no master plan to bring down the USSR. Reagan’s
close ally, German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, also concurred that the Gipper had no
goal to topple the Soviet Union.
Nations as powerful as the USSR rarely succumb to foreign pressure, but instead
usually change mainly from domestic causes; the Soviet Union was no exception.
The Soviet economy had been in big trouble since the late 1970s and got far
worse when oil prices plummeted during the 1980s, that is, when Saudi Arabia
decided to teach its cheating fellow OPEC cartel members a lesson by driving
petroleum prices into the cellar.
Although not in OPEC, oil was about the only thing the Soviet Union sold for
hard currency that anyone wanted to buy. Thus, Soviet leaders were willing to
elevate a reformer, Mikhail Gorbachev, who attempted to free up the Soviet
political and economic system while keeping the communist party in charge.
Sovietologists had always predicted that the entire system would collapse if any
reforms were made at all.
Gorbachev ignored such predictions at his own peril and also decided to unload
the sizeable expenses of maintaining Eastern European loyalty by armed force. As
James Mann, who wrote a book on the end of the Cold War, stated, “Reagan didn’t
win the Cold War; Gorbachev abandoned it.”
Why is the Harding-Coolidge period now a better model than the Reagan presidency
for today’s conservatives to follow? After a disastrous and horrific World War
I, Warren Harding restored the country to “normalcy”, a peaceful policy of
military restraint overseas that led to prosperity at home.
Harding shrunk the massive government created to fight World War I to a size
below what it was before the war started, the only time in American history that
this was accomplished. After Harding died in office, Calvin Coolidge continued
Harding’s policies, cutting the federal government in half and maintaining the
restrained foreign policy.
The Harding/Coolidge period is probably the only time in American history that

the Republican Party, when holding the presidency, actually stood for small
government.
Currently, with the American public, especially young people, weary after a
decade of two costly military quagmires, the situation is similar to that of
popular outrage at the carnage of World War I. Like that prior period, the
nation needs to rejuvenate economically by retrenching overseas and returning
resources to the private sector.
The Reagan-like model of incurring huge debt by muscle flexing overseas needs to
be replaced by a modern-day version of Harding/Coolidge military and fiscal
restraint.
Ivan Eland is Director of the Center on Peace & Liberty at The Independent
Institute. Dr. Eland has spent 15 years working for Congress on national
security issues, including stints as an investigator for the House Foreign
Affairs Committee and Principal Defense Analyst at the Congressional Budget
Office. His books include Partitioning for Peace: An Exit Strategy for Iraq The
Empire Has No Clothes: U.S. Foreign Policy Exposed, and Putting “Defense” Back
into U.S. Defense Policy.
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Consortiumnews Web site like the Justin Timberlake movie, “In Time,” in which
time is the new currency and the non-rich are always at risk of “timing out.”
Thus, they scramble to earn more time and survive.

Since Consortiumnews is dependent on donations from our readers, we work extra
hard to generate a steady stream of quality news stories and thoughtful
analyses. We go behind the scenes of current events and we correct historical
narratives and we often combine the two by putting today’s events in context.
A good example of our efforts can be seen in the 71 stories we published in
February. We kept you informed about the battles over Barack Obama’s drone
policy, the neocon assault on Chuck Hagel, and the pressing dispute over Iran’s
nuclear program.
We also reset the storylines for important chapters in U.S. history: Richard
Nixon’s even darker legacy, the rise of the neocons around Ronald Reagan’s
secret dealings with Iran and Central America, and the many falsehoods that

surrounded George W. Bush’s war of aggression in Iraq.
But for us to continue for this investigative Web site not to finally “time out”
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501-c-3 tax-exempt non-profit your donation may be tax-deductible.
You can donate either by credit card online or by mailing a check to Consortium
for Independent Journalism (CIJ); 2200 Wilson Blvd., Suite 102-231; Arlington VA
22201. (For readers wanting to use PayPal, you can address contributions to our
account, which is named after our e-mail address: “consortnew@aol.com”).
Thanks for your support.
Robert Parry
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Internet’s first investigative magazine. He saw it as a way to combine modern
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timidity of the mainstream U.S. news media.
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Some of our special stories in February that focused on the neocons’ bid to
reassert influence, the drone debate, reflections on Iraq War lies, and dark
historical chapters of the Reagan administration.

“The Lesson in Hagel’s Inquisition” by Robert Parry, detecting a neocon attempt
to reassert a fading influence. Feb. 1, 2013.
“Richard Nixon’s Even-Darker Legacy” by Robert Parry, exposing some of history’s
secrets regarding a disgraced president. Feb. 2, 2013.
“Colin Powell: Conned or Con-Man?” by Ray McGovern, revisiting Powell’s infamous
Iraq-WMD speech. Feb. 4, 2013.
“How the Iraq War Was Sold” by Melvin A. Goodman, describing how the Washington
Post continues to promote a war of aggression. Feb. 5, 2013.
“Guardrail Design Raises Concerns” by Daniel J. Goldstein, reporting on a
dispute over highway safety. Feb. 6, 2013.
“Requiem for Cambodia’s Crafty King” by Don North, reflecting on the death of

Prince Sihanouk. Feb. 6, 2013.
“How Secrecy Corrodes Democracy” by Robert Parry, criticizing the excessive
application of the government’s secrecy stamp. Feb. 6, 2013.
“Drone Memo Puts Brennan on Spot” by Ray McGovern, noting the CIA Directordesignate’s key role in assassination policy. Feb. 7, 2013.
“Blurring the Blame for Iraq War” by Melvin A. Goodman, dissecting the stubborn
misinformation used to justify war. Feb. 7, 2013.
“Empire of Panic and Illusion” by Phil Rockstroh, lamenting how Americans seek
security through weapons not interaction. Feb. 9, 2013.
“Brennan’s Bumbling Case for Terror War” by Melvin A. Goodman, reporting on an
inept defense of counter-terror policies. Feb. 9, 2013.
“John Brennan’s Tenet-Like Testimony” by Ray McGovern, critiquing the CIA
Director nominee’s evasive testimony. Feb. 9, 2013.
“Obama’s Problematic Drone War” by Paul R. Pillar, questioning the effectiveness
of a controversial tactic. Feb. 10, 2013.
“To Obama: Close the Deal with Iran” by Ray McGovern, suggesting that the time
is ripe to finalize a nuclear settlement with Iran. Feb. 12, 2013.
“Hyping Iran Nukes, Again” by Robert Parry, citing some of the usual neocon
suspects in beating more war drums. Feb. 14, 2013.
“How Neocons Messed Up the Mideast” by Robert Parry, revealing new documents on
how the neocons got started on President Reagan. Feb. 15, 2013.
“The L’Enfant Plaza Hotel Mystery” by Robert Parry, exposing Robert McFarlane’s
role in a secret Israel-to-Iran channel. Feb. 17, 2013.
“Thin Line: Good/Bad Guy with a Gun” by Robert Parry, citing how an ex-LAPD cop
explodes an NRA myth. Feb. 18, 2013.
“A Long Pursuit of the Real Jesus” by Rev. Howard Bess, revising how he
understands the Gospels. Feb. 21, 2013.
“How Reagan Promoted Genocide” by Robert Parry, disclosing how President Reagan
coached the Guatemalans on political murder. Feb. 21, 2013.
“Brennan’s Loose Talk on Iran Nukes” by Veteran Intelligence Professionals for
Sanity, questioning sloppy wording on Iran and North Korea. Feb. 22, 2013.

“Eyes Wide Shut on the Iraq War” by Ray McGovern, recalling a moment in 2003
when the curtain was briefly raised on the Iraqi reality. Feb. 24, 2013.
“The Shortsighted History of Argo” by Robert Parry, explaining how the “Best
Picture” missed the bigger Iran story. Feb. 25, 2013.
“Framing the Torture-Drone Debate” by Coleen Rowley, noting the continued
influence of neocons over Washington’s perceptions. Feb. 26, 2013.
“Making ‘Other America’ Fail” by Robert Parry, writing on how Republicans have
sought to defend “Real America.” Feb. 26, 2013.
“Neocon Veto Fails to Block Hagel” by Robert Parry, explaining the outcome of a
nasty nomination fight. Feb. 27, 2013.
“The Neo-Confederate Supreme Court” by Robert Parry, exploring the false history
behind the Court’s assault on voting rights. Feb. 28, 2013.
To produce and publish these stories and many more costs money. And except for
book sales and a few ads, we depend on the generous support of our readers.
So, please consider a tax-deductible donation either by credit card online or by
mailing a check. (For readers wanting to use PayPal, you can address
contributions to our account, which is named “consortnew@aol.com”).

