The Osage Indian Murder Mystery
Exclusive: The European arrival in North America led to genocide against Native
Americans along with various schemes to steal their land by both government and
individual murderers, as James DiEugenio explains.

By James DiEugenio
White America has deployed any number of subterfuges to steal land from the
Native Americans, with a favorite tactic being the signing of treaties that were
voided whenever it became convenient – and especially when the Native American
land was found have something valuable in it. Then, the deal was “renegotiated”
or the U.S. Army arrived to slaughter some tribe for going “off the
reservation.”

But there were also more local strategies, hatched by greedy operatives and
enforced by targeted killings, such as the murders of Osage Indians at the heart
of a new book by David Grann, Killers of the Flower Moon.
The Osage Indian nation dated back to well before the formation of the United
States, when the Osage roamed through what are now four states (Kansas,
Missouri, Arkansas and Oklahoma). After the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 when the
new U.S. government “bought” vast tracts of territory west of the Mississippi
River from France and after a series of negotiations, the Osage ceded 52 million
acres in return for the U.S. government’s protection from other tribes. But the
Osage had more to fear from the white men.
In 1870, the Osage were ultimately pushed onto their final destination, the
north central portion of Oklahoma, where they lived by subsistence farming and
by leasing land to ranchers for grazing. Under the agreement negotiated by Chief
James Bigheart, the land was owned by the Osage though administered by the U.S.
government. Bigheart also negotiated a deal in which the Osage maintained

mineral rights to their land.
That proved important because oil was discovered in Osage County making the
tribe relatively wealthy due to a system called headrights. This meant that each
tribe member would be allotted royalties from both the sale of the oil leases
and also for a percentage of the extracted petroleum. Since some of the bidders
on the leases were people like Frank Phillips, George Getty and Frank Sinclair,
the auctions on some leases would begin at $500,000 and end at over $1 million.
In 1923, in just one day, $14 million in oil leases were sold: over $200 million
in today’s dollars.
This wealth helped transform Osage territory; with the main villages — Fairfax,
Hominy, and Pawhuska – becoming the equivalent of Western boomtowns. Horses and
wagons were replaced by Model T Fords; one-level wooden frame stores gave way to
five-story brick office buildings; telegraph offices were replaced by blocks and
blocks of telephone poles and wires.
Envious Whites
By standards of the time, the Osage Indians became rich; some employing
servants, living in large homes, even purchasing grand pianos. In other words,
the Osage began behaving like rich white Americans, but – because they were
Indians – their displays of wealth provoked a backlash in the U.S. press. For
instance, in writing about the auctions, a journalist for Harper’s
Monthly asked, “Where will it all end? Every time a new well is drilled the
Indians are that much richer.

The Osage Indians are becoming so rich that

something will have to be done about it.”

(Grann, p. 76)

Two things were done. First, the federal government instituted a system of
guardianships. This meant that each Osage tribe member could be deemed
“incompetent,” and that necessitated a guardian be appointed to the case. As
Grann notes, this appointment was nearly always based on the quantity “of Indian
blood in the property holder; or what a state supreme court justice referred to
as ‘racial weakness.’“ (ibid, p. 78)
Congressmen would study and analyze expenditures made by each individual Osage
and criticize the amounts spent on certain items. At times these assessments
echoed Rudyard Kipling’s famous dictum about England bearing the white man’s
burden for colonized natives, or as Grann quotes a congressman:
“Every white man in Osage County will tell you the Indians are now running
wild. The day has come when we must begin our restriction of these moneys or
dismiss from our hearts and conscience any hope we have of building the Osage
Indian into a true citizen.” (ibid, p. 79)

Therefore, in 1921, not only were the Osage limited by needing approval from
their guardians for expenditures, but limits were placed on how much they could
annually withdraw from their trust fund. Practical exceptions like having
medical bills or wanting to send children to private colleges did not matter. As
one can imagine, this guardian system also provided ample opportunities for
embezzlement of the Osage “trust” funds.
The second method that the local power structure utilized to control the Osage
wealth was exercised through a legal loophole. That loophole specified that the
Osage trust funds could be passed on through family inheritance. What this meant
was that if an Osage woman married someone outside the tribe, her husband could
inherit her wealth.
A Killing Spree
But there was even a more sinister side to these arrangements. Osage women
started disappearing and people who dared investigate started turning up dead.
In May 1921, Mollie Burkhart began to worry about Anna Brown, her missing
sister. Three years earlier, her sister Minnie had died at age 27 after a brief,
mysterious illness. And about a week before Anna’s disappearance, a man named
Charles Whitehorn, another Osage, had vanished. Whitehorn’s body was soon found
at the base of an oil derrick. He had been shot execution-style with two bullets
between the eyes. (ibid, p. 14)
A few days before her disappearance, Anna had gone to see a play with Mollie’s
husband, Ernest Burkhart, and his brothers Bryan and Horace. Ernest assured
Mollie that Anna would show up soon. But Anna never returned alive. Her body was
found by a boy out squirrel hunting at the edge of a creek. She had been killed
by a .32 caliber bullet to the rear of the skull. (ibid, p. 19)
Because local authorities seemed reluctant to investigate her sister’s murder,
Mollie turned to a man named William Hale, who was a pallbearer at Anna’s
funeral. Hale had been a prosperous rancher in Osage county for two decades, a
reserve deputy sheriff and a political ally of the county prosecutor. Hale once
said, “I will always be the Osages true friend.”
The inquest found that Bryan Burkhart was the last known person to have seen
Anna alive. He said he brought her back to her home and never saw her again. His
brother, Ernest Burkhart, said, “I don’t know of enemies she had or anyone that
disliked her.” (ibid, p. 31)
After eliminating local outlaws and her former husband as suspects, the local
Justice of the Peace closed the case in July 1921. He concluded that both Anna
Brown and Charles Whitehorn had died at “the hands of parties unknown.” (ibid,

p. 35)

That same month, Mollie’s mother Lizzie also passed away. Bill Smith,

Mollie’s brother-in-law, became convinced Lizzie had been poisoned.
The mysterious deaths didn’t stop there. In February 1922, a 29-year-old Osage
named William Stepson died, also believed to have been poisoned. Five months
later, Joe Bates, another Osage tribe member in his 30s also died of suspected
poisoning. (ibid, pgs. 67-68)
With the death toll climbing, but the public and private inquiries yielding
meager results, the Osage turned to Barney McBride, a wealthy white oil man whom
they trusted and who was genuinely sympathetic to Indian affairs. He knew
several people in Washington who might help.
The night McBride arrived in Washington, he stopped at the Elks Club to play
billiards. As he departed, someone wrapped a burlap bag tightly over his head to
silence him. The next morning, McBride’s body was found near a culvert in
Maryland. He had been stabbed 20 times, his head was bashed in, and, except for
his shoes and socks, his body was stripped naked. The authorities suspected
McBride had been followed from Oklahoma. The Washington newspapers called
McBride’s killing “the most brutal in crime annals in the District.” (ibid, p.
69)
A few weeks later, the dead body of Henry Roan was found in his car. He had been
a friend of William Hale, the rancher who had vowed to help solve the murder of
Anna Brown. (ibid, pgs. 81-82)
But the killing spree only got worse. A spectacular explosion tore through the
house of Mollie Burkhart’s sister and brother-in-law, Rita and Bill Smith, the
man who had voiced his certainty that Mollie’s mother Lizzie had been poisoned.
Rita Smith and a maid Nettie Berkshire died in the blast and Bill Smith
died four days later.
That incident attracted the attention of a former prosecutor, W.W. Vaughn, who
learned that a potential witness was in a hospital in Oklahoma City suffering
from suspected poisoning, George Burkhart, a nephew of tribal chief James
Bigheart. When Vaughn reached the hospital room, he met alone with the ailing
man shortly before he died. Vaughn then called the Osage County sheriff and told
him he now had all the information he needed and would take the first train to
pass on the evidence to the sheriff. The sheriff asked him if he knew who killed
Bigheart. Vaughn replied that he knew a lot more than that. (ibid, p. 94)
But Vaughn never arrived in Pawhuska to meet with the sheriff. He was dragged
from his Pullman car and his is body was found 36 hours later with his neck
broken. Whatever notes he took concerning his interview with Bigheart had

disappeared. With Vaughn’s death, the official number of murders in the Osage
case rose to 24. The local and state authorities seemed powerless to stop it.
Whoever was running the plot seemed beyond the reach of the law.
Federal Attention
In the summer of 1925, the head of Washington’s Bureau of Investigation decided
it was time to intervene in a serious way. One of the functions of the Bureau,
which had not yet been named the FBI, was to investigate crimes on Indian
reservations. The director was 29-year-old J. Edgar Hoover, who knew his
position was tenuous. Hoover decided the only way to prevent more bad publicity
was to call in a law enforcement acquaintance from the area and give him the
power he needed to crack the case.
The man Hoover called upon was Tom White, a Texas Ranger for 12 years before
joining the Bureau in 1917. Hoover offered White the stewardship of the Oklahoma
City office and the freedom to select his own task force. Hoover made a good
choice and was wise to give White the independence he needed.
White decided to pursue the conspiracy on two levels. He would stay in Oklahoma
City as the public face of the inquiry. From there, he and his chief assistants
– most notably John Burger – would review the files that had accumulated from
all law enforcement agencies over the last four years. Secretly, White would
employ a team of undercover agents who would slowly flow into the Osage area
seeking to make friends and to find leads. One of these agents was John Wren, a
Ute Indian.
White

was interested in finding out if Bill Smith, the bombing victim, had

revealed anything before he died. Through all his suffering and slipping in and
out of comas at the hospital, Smith had managed to say that he had only two
enemies in the world. They were William Hale, the rancher who had professed his
devotion to the Osage people, and his brother-in-law Ernest Burkhart, Mollie’s
husband and Hale’s nephew. (ibid, p. 152)
But there was something else White discovered during his inquiry into Smith’s
final hours. Before Smith died, David Shoun, a popular doctor in Osage County,
got him to sign a document making Shoun’s brother James, who was also a doctor,
the administrator of Smith’s dead wife’s estate. (ibid, p. 153)
That document led White to uncover a massive system of graft and embezzlement,
involving as much as $8 million stolen from the Osage through the guardian
system (or about $112 million in today’s dollars).
In reviewing the evidence, White thought it was odd that Hale was never
considered a suspect in the murder of Henry Roan because Hale was the recipient

of a $25,000 insurance policy upon Roan’s death. And employees of the insurance
company said Hale had approached them to sell Roan the policy. When an agent
suggested $10,000 as the sum, Hale upped it to $25,000. Since Hale was not a
relative, he had to prove that Roan owed him money in order to collect on the
policy of a man who was not yet 30. Hale produced a document that said Roan owed
him the precise amount of the policy. White later found that the document had
been doctored. (ibid, p. 159)
White also discovered another curious aspect of the Hale/Roan relationship. Hale
had unsuccessfully tried to purchase Roan’s mineral headrights. But the attempt
led White to another lead. While studying the record of the murders, and the
scam that Dr. Shoun had pulled on Smith before his death, White concluded that,
with Mollie Burkhart’s relatives dying off one by one, more and more headrights
were ending up with Mollie, who was married to Ernest Burkhart, Hale’s nephew.
Was this the objective of the conspirators? White reasoned that if he was right
about Hale, it was time to turn to the criminal underworld for more information.
In talking to local criminals who specialized in cracking safes, White came
across a source who said he knew the man who had created the “box” – the
nitroglycerine fuse and package – for the Smith bombing. It turned out that,
while in the process of a jewel heist, this man had been killed by a local
merchant. But, as White later learned, the robber was killed because Hale had
tipped off the merchant. (ibid, p. 176)
Financial Motive
The case was broken when White went back into the files and discovered an
informant named Blackie Thompson, who was half Cherokee. He told White that
Ernest Burkhart and William Hale had tried to enlist him in the Smith bombing,
but he was arrested for theft before the bombing was carried out. White
confronted Burkhart with Thompson’s sworn affidavit. When Burkhart still denied
it, he had Thompson enter the room to endorse the document. Burkhart then
admitted his role, saying that when he expressed reservations about the bombing,
Hale said to him, “What do you care. Your wife will get the money.” (ibid, p.
190) Burkhart also revealed the names of the killers who Hale had recruited to
murder Henry Roan and Anna Brown.
Hale did everything to escape justice. He attempted to influence the grand jury,
he tried to have his case moved out of federal court and into state court. He
even hired an assassin to murder a key witness. But White heard about it before
it could occur and confronted the accused assassin. Hale and three accomplices
were eventually convicted.
In his book about the mystery, author Grann argues that if the victims had been

white, Hale would have received the death penalty. But since they were Indians,
the conspirators were sentenced to life in prison. Ernest Burkhart and Hale were
eventually paroled. Hale later said, “If that damn Ernest had kept his mouth
shut, we’d be rich today.” (ibid, p. 248)
Shortly after Hale went to jail, White retired from the Bureau and became a
prison warden. Hoover closed the case. But that meant the public never
discovered who stabbed Barney McBride in Washington and who threw W. W. Vaughn
from that Oklahoma City train.
Grann looked up Vaughn’s surviving descendants and was told that Vaughn’s family
was threatened not to pursue the matter any further. (ibid, p. 259) But they
did, and information was passed on from one generation to another. Their major
suspect was a local banker named H. G. Burt, who tried to embezzle money from
Vaughn’s estate and was later sued by his widow.
White had discovered that Burt and Hale were close associates. In fact, White
had one informant who labeled Burt a murderer. And Burt had a motive for his
involvement in the conspiracy. After George Bigheart died, his valuable
headrights were passed on to Bigheart’s daughter whose guardian was Burt. Burt
also was on the train with Vaughn when it departed Oklahoma City and he reported
Vaughn’s disappearance. And, when Hoover sent Tom White to Oklahoma City to take
over the case, Burt moved to Kansas. (ibid, p. 264)
At the end of the book, Grann looked up the records of Indian guardianships that
the Bureau of Indian Affairs maintained. Two things struck him as revealing
about these records. The first is the recurrence of guardianship rights to
powerful people in Osage County like Burt and the owner of the local Trading
Company. Some of these local luminaries

had as many as 13 wards. The second

curious matter was the number of wards who died mysteriously under guardianship.
(ibid, p. 281)
After doing an inquiry into other cases in which the Bureau had information that
did not lead to the Hale plot, the author concludes that the official number of
Osage dead greatly exceeds the 24 named by the FBI. Grann believes that one of
the most common forms of murder was through hypodermic needle overloaded with
morphine. Then, cooperative doctors, like the Shoun brothers, would conceal the
actual cause of death. (p. 290)
The book leaves the reader with the clear implication that the conspiracy to
kill and rob the Osage was much wider than the one that Hale organized. As one
authority on the case told Grann, “If Hale had told what he knew, a high
percentage of the county’s leading citizens would have been in prison.” (ibid,
p. 291)

James DiEugenio is a researcher and writer on the assassination of President
John F. Kennedy and other mysteries of that era. His most recent book
is Reclaiming Parkland.

Agent Orange: Vietnam’s Ongoing Calamity
The U.S. government’s crime of saturating large swaths of Vietnam with poisonous
Agent Orange got short shrift in PBS’ “The Vietnam War,” but it remains an
ongoing calamity, write Marjorie Cohn and Jonathan Moore.

By Marjorie Cohn and Jonathan Moore
Watching the Ken Burns-Lynn Novick 18-hour series, “The Vietnam War,” is an
emotional experience. Whether you served in the U.S. military during the war or
marched in the streets to end it, you cannot remain untouched by this
documentary. The battle scenes are powerful, the stories of U.S. veterans and
Vietnamese soldiers who fought on both sides of the war compelling.
The toll in human terms caused by the war is staggering. Nearly 58,000 Americans
and 2 million to 3 million Vietnamese, many of them civilians, were killed in
the war. Untold numbers were wounded. Many U.S. veterans of the war suffer from
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. More U.S. Vietnam War vets have committed
suicide than died in the war. However, those numbers do not begin to tell the
complete story of the war.
In one of its most serious omissions, the series gives short shrift to the
destruction wreaked by the U.S. military’s spraying of deadly chemical
herbicides containing the poison dioxin over much of Vietnam, the most common of
which was Agent Orange. This is one of the most tragic legacies of the war. Yet,
aside from a few brief mentions, the victims of Agent Orange/dioxin, both
Vietnamese and American, are not portrayed in the series. More importantly, the
ongoing harm created by this chemical warfare program is never mentioned.
Agent Orange/dioxin was an herbicidal chemical weapon manufactured by U.S.
chemical companies like Dow and Monsanto and sprayed by the U.S. military from
1961 to 1971.

Dioxin is one of the most toxic chemicals known to humankind.

Approximately 3 million Vietnamese and thousands of U.S. and allied soldiers
were exposed to Agent Orange/dioxin.
The U.S. government was aware that the use of poison as a weapon of war was
forbidden by international law well before it authorized its use in Vietnam. In

fact, the U.S. government suppressed a 1965 report, called the Bionetics study,
that showed dioxin caused many birth defects in experimental animals. It was not
until the results of that study were leaked that the use of Agent Orange/dioxin
was stopped.
Horrific Birth Defects
Those exposed to Agent Orange/dioxin often have children and grandchildren born
with serious illnesses and disabilities. There is a virtual unanimity of opinion
within the international scientific community that exposure to Agent
Orange/dioxin caused some forms of cancers, reproductive abnormalities, immune
and endocrine deficiencies, and nervous system damage.
Second- and third-generation victims continue to be born in Vietnam, as well as
to U.S. veterans and Vietnamese-Americans in the United States. For many of them
and their progeny, the suffering continues.
Mai Giang Vu was exposed to Agent Orange while serving in the Army of South
Vietnam. He carried barrels of chemicals to spray in the jungle. His sons were
unable to walk or function normally. Their limbs gradually “curled up” and they
could only crawl. By age 18, they were bedridden. One died at age 23, the other
at age 25.
Nga Tran, a French Vietnamese woman who worked in Vietnam as a war
correspondent, was there when the U.S. military began spraying chemical
defoliants. A big cloud of the agent enveloped her. Shortly after her daughter
was born, the child’s skin began shedding. She could not bear to have physical
contact with anyone. The child never grew. She remained 6.6 pounds – her birth
weight – until her death at the age of 17 months.
Tran’s second daughter suffers from alpha thalassemia, a genetic blood disorder
rarely seen in Asia. Tran saw a woman who gave birth to a “ball” with no human
form. Many children are born without brains; others make inhuman sounds. There
are victims who have never stood up. They creep and barely lift their heads.
Rosemarie Hohn Mizo is the widow of George Mizo, who fought for the U.S. Army in
Vietnam. After he refused to serve a third tour, Mizo was court-martialed, spent
2½ years in prison and received a dishonorable discharge. Before his death from
Agent Orange-related illnesses, Mizo helped found the Friendship Village where
Vietnamese victims live in a supportive environment.
Dr. Jeanne Stellman, who wrote the seminal Agent Orange article in Nature, said,
“This is the largest unstudied [unnatural] environmental disaster in the world.”
Dr. Jean Grassman, of Brooklyn College at the City University of New York,

stated dioxin is a potent cellular disregulator that alters several pathways and
disrupts many bodily systems. She said children are very sensitive to dioxin,
and the intrauterine or postnatal exposure to dioxin may result in altered
immune, neurobehavioral and hormonal functioning. Women pass their exposure to
their children both in utero and through the excretion of dioxin in breast milk.
These were some of the witnesses who testified at the International Peoples’
Tribunal of Conscience in Support of the Vietnamese Victims of Agent Orange,
held in Paris in 2009.
Empty Promise of Compensation
In the 1973 Paris Peace Accords, the Nixon administration promised to contribute
$3 billion for compensation and postwar reconstruction of Vietnam. That promise
remains unfulfilled.
In 2004, both U.S. veteran and Vietnamese victims sued the chemical companies
who knowingly manufactured Agent Orange and other herbicides, which they knew
contained an unnecessary but lethal amount of dioxin. The victims were prevented
from suing the U.S. government because of the doctrine of sovereign immunity.
Despite agreeing to compensate U.S. veterans in an earlier lawsuit for some
maladies caused by their exposure to Agent Orange and other herbicides, the U.S.
government and the chemical companies maintained before the courts and to this
day that there was no evidence to support a connection between exposure and
disease.
The efforts by veterans’ groups and others to take care of our vets has resulted
in a compensation scheme administered by the Veterans Administration. It
annually pays out billions of dollars to veterans who can demonstrate they were
in a contaminated part of Vietnam and have an illness that is associated with
exposure to Agent Orange.
Unfortunately, the Vietnamese who were exposed to Agent Orange on a scale
unheard of in modern warfare have been left out in the cold. The failure to
include this history in the Burns/Novick series is unconscionable. Indeed, one
could argue that even the mention of Agent Orange in the series was seriously
misleading. For example, in the last episode, the narrator notes the spraying
campaign but does so against a verdant backdrop of green fields and abundant
crops.
The actions of the U.S. government and the U.S. manufacturers of Agent Orange
and other deadly herbicides is a moral outrage. The U.S. government has funded
the cleanup of dioxin at the Danang airport, only one of the 28 “hot spots”
still contaminated by dioxin. But this effort ignores the damage caused to the

people who live there and eat the crops, animals and fish from the surrounding
area. All of these hot spots need to be remediated.
Rep. Barbara Lee (D-California) has introduced H.R. 334, the Victims of Agent
Orange Relief Act of 2017, which has 23 co-sponsors. The bill would lead to the
cleanup of dioxin and arsenic contamination still present in Vietnam. It would
provide assistance to the public health system in Vietnam directed at the 3
million Vietnamese people affected by Agent Orange. It would also extend
assistance to the affected children of male U.S. veterans who suffer the same
set of birth defects covered for the children of female veterans. It would
enable research on the extent of Agent Orange-related diseases in the
Vietnamese-American community and provide them with assistance. Finally, it
would support laboratory and epidemiological research on the effects of Agent
Orange.
If you agree that much more needs to be done to address this ongoing calamity of
the Vietnam War, contact your representative and ask him or her to sign on as a
co-sponsor of H.R. 334. Effective compensation for Agent Orange/dioxin victims
is a moral imperative.
?Marjorie Cohn http://marjoriecohn.com/, a veteran of the antiwar movement, is
on the national advisory board of Veterans for Peace. She is co-author (with
Kathleen Gilberd) of Rules of Disengagement: The Politics and Honor of Military
Dissent. And she served as one of seven judges from three continents at the
International Peoples’ Tribunal of Conscience in Support of the Vietnamese
Victims of Agent Orange, held in Paris in 2009. Jonathan Moore was one of the
attorneys who filed a lawsuit to gain compensation for Vietnamese who were
exposed to Agent Orange/dioxin. Cohn and Moore are co-coordinators of the
Vietnam Agent Orange Relief & Responsibility Campaign.

America’s Long History of Warfare
Americans like to view their country as a force for peace in the world when the
historical reality is almost the opposite, a reality ignored by the PBS Vietnam
War documentary, writes Lawrence Davidson.

By Lawrence Davidson
If you go to the Wikipedia page that gives a timeline of U.S. foreign military
operations between 1775 and 2010, you are likely to come away in shock. It seems
that ever since the founding of the country, the United States has been at war.

It is as if Americans just could not (and still cannot) sit still, but had to
(and still have to) force themselves on others through military action.
Often this is aimed at controlling foreign resources, thus forcing upon others
the consequences of their own capitalist avarice. At other times the violence is
spurred on by an ideology that confuses U.S. interests with civilization and
freedom. Only very rarely is Washington out there on the side of the angels.
Regardless, the bottom line seems to be that peace has never been a deeply
ingrained cultural value for the citizens of the United States. As pertains to
foreign policy, America’s national culture is a war culture.
It is against this historical backdrop that the recent Ken Burns 18-hour-long
documentary on the Vietnam War comes off as superficial. There is a subtle
suggestion that while those American leaders who initiated and escalated the war
were certainly deceptive, murderously stubborn and even self-deluded, they were
so in what they considered to be a good cause. They wanted to stop the spread of
Communism at a time when the Cold War defined almost all of foreign policy, and
if that meant denying the Vietnamese the right of national unification, so be
it. The Burns documentary is a visual demonstration of the fact that such a
strategy could not work. Nonetheless, American leaders, both civilian and
military, could not let go.
What the Burns documentary does not tell us – and it is this that makes the work
superficial – is that none of this was new. Almost all preceding American
violence abroad had been rationalized by the same or related set of excuses that
kept the Vietnam slaughter going: the Revolutionary War was about “liberty,” the
genocidal wars against the Native Americans were about spreading “civilization,”
the wars against Mexico and Spain were about spreading “freedom,” and once
capitalism became officially synonymous with freedom, the dozens of bloody
incursions into Central and South America also became about our “right” to carry
on “free enterprise.” As time went by, when Washington wasn’t spreading
“freedom,” it was defending it. And so it goes, round and round.
A Ghastly Process
Understanding the history of this ghastly process, one is likely to lose all
faith in such rationales. However, it seems obvious that a large number of
Americans, including most of their leaders, know very little of the history of
American wars (as against knowing a lot of idealized pseudo-history). That is
why Ken Burns and his associates can show us the awfulness of the Vietnam War to
little avail. The average viewer will have no accurate historical context to
understand it, and thus it becomes just an isolated tragedy. While it all might
have gone fatally wrong, the American leaders were assumed to be well
intentioned.

Describing the Vietnam War in terms of intentions is simply insufficient. In the
case of war the hard-and-fast consequences of one’s actions are more important
than one’s intentions. The United States killed roughly 2 million Vietnamese
civilians for ideological reasons that its own leaders, and most of its
citizens, never questioned.
Most of its citizens, but not all. There was, of course, a widespread and
multifaceted anti-war movement. The anti-war protesters were, in truth, the real
heroes, the real patriots of the moment. Along with the accumulating body bags,
it was the anti-war movement that brought an end to the slaughter. However, once
more Burns’s documentary comes off as superficial.
Burns leaves the viewer with the impression that the only truly legitimate antiwar protesters were veterans and those associated with veterans. But those were
only a small part of a much larger whole. Yet the millions of other Americans
who protested the war are essentially slandered by Burns. The documentary
presents them as mostly Communist fellow-travelers. We also see various
representatives of that non-veteran part of the movement apologize for their
positions. There is the implication that the movement had bad tactics.
Here is an example: one of the points that the Burns documentary makes is how
distasteful was the labeling of returning soldiers as “baby killers.” Actually
this did not happen very often, but when it did, one might judge the charge as
impolitic – but not inaccurate. You can’t kill 2 million civilians without
killing a lot of babies. If we understand war in terms of the death of babies,
then there might be fewer wars.
U.S. leaders also sent 58,000 of their own citizens to die in Vietnam. Why did
these citizens go? After all, this was not like World War II. North Vietnam had
not attacked the United States (the Bay of Tonkin incident was misrepresented to
Congress). The Vietcong were not Nazis. But you need an accurate take on history
to recognize these facts, and that was, as usual, missing. And so, believing
their politicians, the generals, and most of their civic leaders, many draftees
and volunteers went to die or be maimed under false pretenses.
The inevitable post-war disillusionment was seen by subsequent U.S. leaders as a
form of mental illness, and they labeled it “the Vietnam Syndrome.” The
“syndrome” was as short-lived as popular memory. In March 2003, President George
W. Bush invaded Iraq under false pretenses and U.S. forces proceeded to kill
half a million civilians.
In the end, American behavior in Vietnam was not just tragically flawed – it was
criminal. But it was also historically consistent – an expression of a longstanding and deep-seated war culture, a culture that still defines the American

worldview and has become the very linchpin of its domestic economy. That is why
the wars, large and small, never stop.
A Gun Culture, Too
America’s propensity to violence in other lands is but one side of a two-sided
coin. Callous disregard for civilian lives abroad is matched by a willful
promotion of violence at home. That willful promotion is the product of a rightwing ideological orientation (stemming from a misreading of the Second Amendment
to the U.S. Constitution) that demands a nearly open-ended right of all
Americans to own an almost unlimited number and types of firearms. The result is
gun regulation laws that are embarrassingly ineffective.
Again, the consequences of this position are much more profound than any claim
that its supporters’ intentions are to defend citizens rights to own guns. Since
1968 about as many Americans have been killed in-country by gun violence (1.53
million) as have died in all of America’s wars put together (1.20 million). The
numbers are too close to be dismissed as coincidence. Both reflect a culture of
exceptionalism that grants at once the United States government, and its
citizens, extensive rights to act in disregard of the safety and security of
others.
You would think Americans would recognize an obvious contradiction here. You
cannot maintain a safe population and, at the same time, allow citizens the
right to own and, largely at their own discretion, use firearms. Nonetheless,
some Americans imagine that they have squared this circle by claiming that their
guns are for “self-defense” and therefore do make for a safer society.
This is just like the U.S. government’s constant exposition that all its
violence is committed in the name of civilization and freedom. In both cases we
have a dangerous delusion. Ubiquitous gun ownership makes us unsafe, just as
does the endless waging of war.
The inability to see straight is not the sort of failing that can be restricted
to one dimension. If you can’t grasp reality due to ideological blinkers or
historical ignorance, you are going to end up in trouble both at home and abroad
– not just one place, but both.
And, the more weaponized you are, both as a state and as a citizen, the greater
the potential for disaster. In the end the United States cannot stop killing
civilians abroad unless it finds the wisdom to stop killing its own citizens at
home – and vice versa. That is the U.S. conundrum, whether America’s 320 million
citizens realize it or not.
Lawrence Davidson is a history professor at West Chester University in

Pennsylvania. He is the author of Foreign Policy Inc.: Privatizing America’s
National Interest; America’s Palestine: Popular and Official Perceptions from
Balfour to Israeli Statehood; and Islamic Fundamentalism. He blogs at
www.tothepointanalyses.com.

The Rise of Britain’s ‘New Politics’
As more Britons turn toward Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn, the British
establishment is upping the pressure on the “radical” Corbyn to conform to U.S.U.K. militarism and interventionism, as John Pilger explains.

By John Pilger
Delegates to the recent Labour Party conference in the English seaside town of
Brighton seemed not to notice a video playing in the main entrance. The world’s
third biggest arms manufacturer, BAe Systems, supplier to Saudi Arabia, was
promoting its guns, bombs, missiles, naval ships and fighter aircraft.
It seemed a perfidious symbol of a party in which millions of Britons now invest
their political hopes. Once the preserve of Tony Blair, it is now led by Jeremy
Corbyn, whose career has been very different and is rare in British
establishment politics.
Addressing the conference, the campaigner Naomi Klein described the rise of
Corbyn as “part of a global phenomenon. We saw it in Bernie Sanders’ historic
campaign in the US primaries, powered by millennials who know that safe centrist
politics offers them no kind of safe future.”
In fact, at the end of the U.S. primary elections last year, Sanders led his
followers into the arms of Hillary Clinton, a liberal warmonger from a long
tradition in the Democratic Party.
As President Obama’s Secretary of State, Clinton presided over the invasion of
Libya in 2011, which led to a stampede of refugees to Europe. She gloated at the
gruesome murder of Libya’s president. Two years earlier, Clinton signed off on a
coup that overthrew the democratically elected president of Honduras. That she
has been invited to Wales on Oct. 14 to be given an honorary doctorate by the
University of Swansea because she is “synonymous with human rights” is
unfathomable.
Like Clinton, Sanders is a cold-warrior and “anti-communist” obsessive with a

proprietorial view of the world beyond the United States. Sanders supported Bill
Clinton’s and Tony Blair’s illegal assault on Yugoslavia in 1998 and the
invasions of Afghanistan, Syria and Libya, as well as Barack Obama’s campaign of
terrorism by drone (although he did vote against George W. Bush’s invasion of
Iraq). These days, Sanders backs the provocation of Russia and agrees that the
whistleblower Edward Snowden should stand trial. Sanders has called the late
Hugo Chavez – a social democrat who won multiple elections in Venezuela – “a
dead communist dictator.”
While Sanders is a familiar American liberal politician, Corbyn may be a
phenomenon, with his indefatigable support for the victims of American and
British imperial adventures and for popular resistance movements.
For example, in the 1960s and 1970s, the Chagos islanders were expelled from
their homeland, a British colony in the Indian Ocean, by a Labour government. An
entire population was kidnapped. The aim was to make way for a U.S. military
base on the main island of Diego Garcia: a secret deal for which the British
were “compensated” with a discount of $14 million off the price of a Polaris
nuclear submarine.
I have had much to do with the Chagos islanders and have filmed them in exile in
Mauritius and the Seychelles, where they suffered and some of them “died from
sadness,” as I was told. They found a political champion in a Labour Member of
Parliament, Jeremy Corbyn.
So did the Palestinians. So did Iraqis terrorized by Tony Blair, a Labour prime
minister’s invasion of their country in 2003. So did others struggling to break
free from the web of Western power. Corbyn supported the likes of Hugo Chavez,
who brought more than hope to societies subverted by the U.S. behemoth.
A Silent Foreign Policy
And yet, now although Corbyn is closer to power than he might have ever
imagined, his foreign policy remains a secret. By secret, I mean there has been
rhetoric and little else.
“We must put our values at the heart of our foreign policy,” he said at the
Labour conference. But what are these “values”?
Since 1945, like the Tories, British Labour has been an imperial party,
obsequious to Washington: a record exemplified by the crime in the Chagos
islands. What has changed? Is Corbyn saying Labour will uncouple itself from the
U.S. war machine, and the U.S. spying apparatus and U.S. economic blockades that
scar humanity?

His shadow Foreign Secretary, Emily Thornberry, says a Corbyn government “will
put human rights back at the heart of Britain’s foreign policy.” But human
rights have never been at the heart of British foreign policy — only
“interests,” as Lord Palmerston declared in the Nineteenth Century: the
interests of those at the apex of British society.
Thornberry quoted the late Robin Cook who, as Tony Blair’s first Foreign
Secretary in 1997, pledged an “ethical foreign policy” that would “make Britain
once again a force for good in the world.”
History is not kind to imperial nostalgia. The recently commemorated division of
India by a Labour government in 1947 – with a border hurriedly drawn up by a
London barrister, Gordon Radcliffe, who had never been to India and never
returned – led to blood-letting on a genocidal scale.
Shut up in a lonely mansion, with police night and day
Patrolling the gardens to keep the assassins away,
He got down to work, to the task of settling the fate
Of millions. The maps at his disposal were out of date
And the Census Returns almost certainly incorrect,
But there was no time to check them, no time to inspect
Contested areas. The weather was frightfully hot,
And a bout of dysentery kept him constantly on the trot,
But in seven weeks it was done, the frontiers decided,
A continent for better or worse divided.

W.H. Auden, ‘Partition’.

It was the same Labour government (1945-51), led by Prime Minister Clement
Attlee – “radical” by today’s standards – that dispatched General Douglas
Gracey’s British imperial army to Saigon with orders to re-arm the defeated
Japanese in order to prevent Vietnamese nationalists from liberating their own
country. Thus, the longest war of the century was ignited.
Mideast Despots

It was a Labour Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, whose policy of “mutuality” and
“partnership” with some of the world’s most vicious despots, especially in the
Middle East, forged relationships that endure today, often sidelining and
crushing the human rights of whole communities and societies. The cause was
British “interests” – oil, power and wealth.
In the “radical” 1960s, Labour’s Defence Secretary, Denis Healey, set up the
Defence Sales Organisation (DSO) specifically to boost the arms trade and make
money from selling lethal weapons to the world. Healey told Parliament, “While
we attach the highest importance to making progress in the field of arms control
and disarmament, we must also take what practical steps we can to ensure that
this country does not fail to secure its rightful share of this valuable
market.”
The doublethink was quintessentially Labour. When I later asked Healey about
this “valuable market,” he claimed his decision made no difference to the volume
of military exports. In fact, it led to an almost doubling of Britain’s share of
the arms market. Today, Britain is the second biggest arms dealer on earth,
selling arms and fighter planes, machine guns and “riot control” vehicles, to 22
of the 30 countries on the British Government’s own list of human rights
violators.
Will this stop under a Corbyn government? The preferred model – Robin Cook’s
“ethical foreign policy” – is revealing. Like Jeremy Corbyn, Cook made his name
as a backbencher and critic of the arms trade.
“Wherever weapons are sold,” wrote Cook, “there is a tacit conspiracy to conceal
the reality of war” and “it is a truism that every war for the past two decades
has been fought by poor countries with weapons supplied by rich countries.”
Cook singled out the sale of British Hawk fighters to Indonesia as “particularly
disturbing.” Indonesia “is not only repressive but actually at war on two
fronts: in East Timor, where perhaps a sixth of the population has been
slaughtered … and in West Papua, where it confronts an indigenous liberation
movement.”
As Foreign Secretary, Cook promised “a thorough review of arms sales.” The then
Nobel Peace Laureate, Bishop Carlos Belo of East Timor, appealed directly to
Cook: “Please, I beg you, do not sustain any longer a conflict which without
these arms sales could never have been pursued in the first place and not for so
very long.”
Belo was referring to Indonesia’s bombing of East Timor with British Hawks and
the slaughter of his people with British machine guns. He received no reply.

The following week Cook called journalists to the Foreign Office to announce his
“mission statement” for “human rights in a new century.” This PR event included
the usual private briefings for selected journalists, including the BBC, in
which Foreign Office officials lied that there was “no evidence” that British
Hawk aircraft were deployed in East Timor.
A few days later, the Foreign Office issued the results of Cook’s “thorough
review” of arms sales policy. “It was not realistic or practical,” wrote Cook,
“to revoke licences which were valid and in force at the time of Labour’s
election victory.” Suharto’s Minister for Defense, Edi Sudradjat, said that
talks were already under way with Britain for the purchase of 18 more Hawk
fighters. “The political change in Britain will not affect our negotiations,” he
said. He was right.
Modern Atrocities
Today, replace Indonesia with Saudi Arabia and East Timor with Yemen. British
military aircraft – sold with the approval of both Tory and Labour governments
and built by the firm whose promotional video had pride of place at Labour’s
2017 party conference – are bombing the life out of Yemen, one of the most
impoverished countries in the world, where half the children are malnourished
and there is the greatest cholera epidemic in modern times.
Hospitals and schools, weddings and funerals have been attacked. In Riyadh,
British military personnel are reported to be training the Saudis in selecting
targets.
In Labour’s current manifesto, Jeremy Corbyn and his party colleagues promised
that “Labour will demand a comprehensive, independent, UN-led investigation into
alleged violations … in Yemen, including air strikes on civilians by the Saudiled coalition. We will immediately suspend any further arms sales for use in the
conflict until that investigation is concluded.”
But the evidence of Saudi Arabia’s crimes in Yemen is already documented by
Amnesty and others, notably by the courageous reporting of the British
journalist Iona Craig. The dossier is voluminous.
Labour does not promise to stop arms exports to Saudi Arabia. It does not say
Britain will withdraw its support for governments responsible for the export of
Islamist jihadism. There is no commitment to dismantle the arms trade.
The manifesto describes a “special relationship [with the U.S.] based on shared
values … When the current Trump administration chooses to ignore them … we will
not be afraid to disagree.”

As Jeremy Corbyn knows, dealing with the U.S. is not about merely “disagreeing.”
The U.S. is a rapacious, rogue power that ought not to be regarded as a natural
ally of any state championing human rights, irrespective of whether Trump or
anyone else is President.
When shadow Foreign Secretary Emily Thornberry, in her conference speech, linked
Venezuela with the Philippines as “increasingly autocratic regimes” – slogans
bereft of facts and ignoring the subversive U.S. role in Venezuela — she was
consciously playing to the enemy: a tactic with which Jeremy Corbyn will be
familiar.
A Corbyn government will allow the Chagos islanders the right of return. But
Labour says nothing about renegotiating the 50-year renewal agreement that
Britain has just signed with the U.S. allowing it to use the base on Diego
Garcia from which it has bombed Afghanistan and Iraq.
A Corbyn government will “immediately recognise the state of Palestine.” There
is silence on whether Britain will continue to arm Israel, continue to acquiesce
in the illegal trade in Israel’s illegal “settlements” and treat Israel merely
as a warring party, rather than as an historic oppressor given immunity by
Washington and London.
Money for Militarism
On Britain’s support for NATO’s current war preparations, Labour boasts that the
“last Labour government spent above the benchmark of 2 per cent of GDP” on NATO.
It says, “Conservative spending cuts have put Britain’s security at risk” and
promises to boost Britain’s military “obligations.”
In fact, most of the £40 billion Britain currently spends on the military is not
for territorial defense of the U.K. but for offensive purposes to enhance
British “interests” as defined by those who have tried to smear Jeremy Corbyn as
unpatriotic.
If the polls are reliable, most Britons are well ahead of their politicians,
Tory and Labour. They would accept higher taxes to pay for public services; they
want the National Health Service restored to full health. They want decent jobs
and wages and housing and schools; they do not hate foreigners but resent
exploitative labor. They have no fond memory of an empire on which the sun never
set.
They oppose the invasion of other countries and regard Blair as a liar. The rise
of Donald Trump has reminded them what a menace the United States can be,
especially with their own country in tow.

The Labour Party is the beneficiary of this mood, but many of its pledges –
certainly in foreign policy – are qualified and compromised, suggesting, for
many Britons, more of the same.
Jeremy Corbyn is widely and properly recognized for his integrity; he opposes
the renewal of Trident nuclear weapons; the Labour Party supports it. But he has
given shadow cabinet positions to pro-war MPs who support Blairism, tried to get
rid of him and abused him as “unelectable.”
“We are the political mainstream now,” says Corbyn. Yes, but at what price?
John Pilger is an Australian-British journalist based in London. Pilger’s Web
site is: www.johnpilger.com. His new film, “The Coming War on China,” is
available in the U.S. from www.bullfrogfilms.com

Recalling Japan’s ‘Comfort Women’ Rapes
Japan’s current nationalist leadership downplays and denies many crimes from
World War II, but a global movement continues to press for a recognition of the
mass rapes and murders of so-called “comfort women,” reports Dennis J Bernstein.

By Dennis J Bernstein
On Sept. 22, a global campaign demanding justice and reparations for the
Japanese military’s “Comfort Women” unveiled a bronze statue in San Francisco
memorializing the Korean and other Asian women who were sexually abused by
Japan’s soldiers during World War II.
The statue, erected by a coalition of local groups led by the Comfort Women
Justice Coalition, shows three young women, holding hands in a circle, facing
outwards, as an old woman looks on.
I spoke with retired San Francisco Superior Court Judges Lillian K. Sing and
Julie Tang, leaders of the movement of the Comfort Women Justice Coalition, and
Flashpoints correspondent K.J. Noh, about the war crime in which as many as
400,000 women were mass raped and often murdered by the Japanese.
Dennis Bernstein: K.J., lay out a brief background on the so-called “comfort
women.” When did this mass kidnapping and rape take place…and basically who was
responsible?
K.J. Noh: The term “Comfort Women” is a euphemism for the young women and girls

forced into sexual slavery by the Japanese military between 1932 and 1945
throughout the Asia Pacific region of Japan’s colonial “co-prosperity sphere.”
It’s estimated that approximately between 200,000-400,000 women and girls, some
as young as thirteen, were forced into an industrialized system of rape,
“servicing” up to 60 soldiers a day. Scholars estimate that this resulted in a
fatality rate of up to 90%. The system has been described as “considered
unprecedented in its cruelty and magnitude,” and survivors have referred to
“comfort stations” as “a living hell”, “a slaughter house”.
The Empire of Japan was a theocratic military dictatorship at that time, and its
military government systematically planned, implemented, trafficked,
transported, enslaved and, towards the end of war, slaughtered these women. This
crime against humanity has still not been officially acknowledged by the
Japanese government.
Dennis Bernstein:The prime minister of Japan, Shinzo Abe, apparently does not
believe that these World War II Comfort Women deserve anything.
K.J. Noh: Prime Minister Shinzo Abe is the grandson of Japan’s postwar Prime
Minister, Nobusuke Kishi, a class-A war criminal, and is the figurehead of the
hyper-nationalist Liberal Democratic Party faction that would like to see Japan
restored as a global imperial superpower. Because of this, Abe has made Japanese
historical denialism official government policy, launching a massive global PR
campaign to “correct” the world’s understanding of Japan’s colonial and WWII
history.
Abe has also come out with some very bellicose statements against North Korea
and is a big proponent of military action. Recently he wrote an op-ed for The
New York Times in which he misrepresented the history of nuclear negotiations
with North Korea, arguing that diplomacy will not work. He writes that,
“Prioritizing diplomacy and emphasizing the importance of dialogue will not work
with North Korea.”
In order to back up his argument, he lies about the breakdown of the 1994 agreed
framework, which effectively stopped the North Korean nuclear program until
2002. He fails to mention that the framework contained promises to normalize
relations with North Korea, to remove trade barriers, and to enact a nonaggression pact, and that none of these conditions were upheld by the US. He
glosses this over and then makes the argument that there is no possibility of
dialogue.
Interestingly, in this op-ed, Abe mentions the abduction of a young Japanese
girl by the North Koreans as proof of how immoral and unethical they are. What

is interesting is that the North Koreans have acknowledged abducting between
thirteen and seventeen Japanese citizens and condemned those actions, although
they have not given formal reparations yet. But to this day, Abe has not even
acknowledged the abduction of between 200,000 and 400,000 young women and girls
from Korea and the colonies.
Dennis Bernstein: Last week a memorial was unveiled in San Francisco to the
Comfort Women, over the vehement opposition of the Japanese government.
Lillian Sing: I was born in Shanghai, China, where over 200,000 girls and women
were kidnapped and forced into sexual slavery. As an Asian-American woman, I
will not be silenced. How can I not get involved, when my sisters were kidnapped
and raped over and over again–sometimes over eighty times a day?! What is most
heinous is that the Japanese government has refused to recognize their role in
these crimes. Justice delayed is justice denied. Over 400,000 Comfort Women were
kidnapped, and now there are only a few dozen left.
Julie Tang: I grew up learning about the Japanese atrocities committed during
World War II. In 1991 these now elderly women told the world what had happened
to them. But it was really the Japanese government denial of what had happened
that drove me to become involved. The Japanese government has done everything it
could to prevent this memorial from being built, but we have been able to
overcome all the hurdles.
Dennis Bernstein: Could you describe the multiple struggles you faced getting
this memorial constructed?
Lillian Sing: Japan is very afraid of the truth. It even went before the US
Supreme Court to block a memorial in Glendale of a little girl sitting on a
chair. It feared that that memorial would interfere with Japanese/US relations.
Now the mayor of Osaka has threatened to break off its sister-city relationship
with San Francisco if a memorial is erected there. The Japanese government is
now accusing China of being behind this, of trying to drive a wedge between
South Korea and Japan over this memorial.
Julie Tang: I think it is extremely insulting to the victims for the Japanese
leadership to be blaming everybody but themselves. First it claimed that these
women were willing prostitutes. Now they are pointing fingers at China. They are
saying that Judge Sing and I are essentially puppets of the Chinese government,
that we are attempting to drive a wedge between South Korea and Japan in their
efforts to contain North Korea.
K.J. Noh: The key thing to re-emphasize is that Japan was a fascist military
dictatorship with a wartime command economy that controlled every aspect of

procurement, distribution and recruitment of all material, including human
labor.
We know for a fact that these women were trafficked over thousands of miles, all
over the colonies. There are documents that requisition thousands of girls, who
were often procured and delivered in short periods of time. These actions would
not have been possible without coordinated government actions.
Another point to highlight is that this was not simply the largest case of
sexual trafficking, it was also an unprecedented femicide. Between 75-90%
percent of these women died during their sexual enslavement. That makes it a
modern femicidal holocaust.
The Japanese government has never taken any responsibility for this. From time
to time they make generic statements of remorse which mean nothing. They refuse
to recognize, take responsibility, and to make any reasonable official
reparations. And they have refused to ratify any of their apologies in the
Japanese Diet, which is what would be necessary for a state apology.
A memorial is actually a poor substitute for what is really needed, which is
justice, reparations, education and apology. A monument is just a small symbolic
gesture against a backdrop of one of the most extraordinary cases of silencing
in modern history.
The Western human rights complex has had a very selective attention, including
in the case of the Comfort Women. That is because it is largely driven by
imperial geopolitical design. We see that with the statements of the State
Department, of Wendy Sherman in particular, who poo-pooed the whole Comfort
Women issue, saying they needed to get over it and it shouldn’t be used for
nationalistic purposes, and the statements of Anthony Blinken, who urged that
South Korea get behind the absurd, fraudulent 2015 “agreement”, the written text
of which can be found nowhere. The memory of the Comfort Women is something that
needs to be highlighted but is being erased.
What we are seeing now is the remilitarization of Japan as a key factor in
waging war against China, the rising regional hegemon. The issue of Japanese
colonization ties in intimately, is an impediment to the legitimacy of Japanese
remilitarization.
Lillian Sing: San Francisco is being threatened not to accept this memorial. We
want to make sure that San Francisco does not allow itself to be threatened in
this way by its Japanese counterpart. Mr. Abe makes annual visits to the
Yasukuni Shrine to honor class-A war criminals. We in San Francisco would like
to have a memorial to honor the war victims. Our memorial is for peace, not war.

And there will be no peace in Asia without Japan apologizing.
Julie Tang: I’d like to invite people to visit the memorial. Actually, it is not
yet open to the public but we hope it will be soon, with the help of the mayor
and the board of supervisors.
Dennis J Bernstein is a host of “Flashpoints” on the Pacifica radio network and
the author of Special Ed: Voices from a Hidden Classroom. You can access the
audio archives at www.flashpoints.net.

Ignoring Today’s ‘Great Hungers’
The U.S. government presents itself as the beneficent superpower, but the
reality of Washington’s endless wars and lavish spending on bombs – while
millions face starvation and disease – suggest a different reality, as Kathy
Kelly notes.

By Kathy Kelly
Earlier this year, the Sisters of St. Brigid invited me to speak at their Feile
Bride celebration in Kildare, Ireland. The theme of the gathering was: “Allow
the Voice of the Suffering to Speak.”
The Sisters have embraced numerous projects to protect the environment, welcome
refugees, and nonviolently resist wars. I felt grateful to reconnect with people
who so vigorously opposed any Irish support for U.S. military wars in Iraq. They
had also campaigned to end the economic sanctions against Iraq, knowing that
hundreds of thousands of Iraqi children suffered and died for lack of food,
medicine and clean water.
This year, the Sisters asked me to first meet with local teenagers who would
commemorate another time of starvation imposed by an imperial power. Joe Murray,
who heads Action from Ireland (Afri), arranged for a class from Dublin’s
Beneavin De La Salle College to join an Irish historian in a field adjacent to
the Dunshaughlin work house on the outskirts of Dublin.
Such workhouses dot the landscape of Ireland and England. In the mid-Nineteenth
Century, during the famine years, they were dreaded places. People who went
there knew they were near the brink of death due to hunger, disease, and dire
poverty. Ominously, behind the workhouse lay the graveyard.
The young men couldn’t help poking a bit of fun, at first; what in the world

were they doing out in a field next to an imposing building, their feet already
soaked in the wet grass as a light rain fell? They soon became quite attentive.
We learned that the Dunshaughlin workhouse had opened in May of 1841. It could
accommodate 400 inmates. During the famine years, many hundreds of people were
crowded in the stone building in dreadful conditions.
An estimated one million people died during a famine that began because of
blighted potato crops but became an “artificial famine” because Ireland’s
British occupiers lacked the political will to justly distribute resources and
food. Approximately one million Irish people who could no longer feed themselves
and subsist on the land emigrated to places like the U.S. But seeking refuge
wasn’t an option for those who couldn’t afford the passage.
Evicted by landowners, desperate people arrived at workhouses like the one we
were visiting. Our guide read us the names of people from the surrounding area
who had been buried in a mass grave behind the workhouse, their bodies
unidentified. They were victims of what the Irish call “Greta Mor”—”The Great
Hunger.” It was recently, as I tried to better understand the migration of
desperate and starving people now crossing from East Africa into Yemen, that I
began to realize how great the hunger was.
A Global Holocaust
During that same period as the Irish famine — in the latter half of the
Nineteenth Century — there were 30 million people, possibly 50 million, dying of
famine in northern China, India, Brazil and the Maghreb. The terrible suffering
of these unknown people, whose plight never made it into the history books, was
a sharp reminder to me of Western exceptionalism.
As researched and described in Mike Davis’s book, The Late Victorian Holocaust,
El Nino and La Nina climate changes caused massive crop failures. What food
could be harvested was often sent abroad. Railroad infrastructure could have
been used to send food to people dying of hunger, but wealthier people chose to
ignore the plight of the starving. The Great Hunger, fueled by bigotry and
greed, had been greater than any of its victims knew.
And now, few in the prosperous West are aware of the terror faced by people in
South Sudan, Somalia, northeast Nigeria, northern Kenya and Yemen. Millions of
people cannot feed themselves or find potable water.
Countries in Africa, which the U.S. has helped destabilize such as Somalia, are
convulsed in fighting which exacerbates effects of drought and drives helpless
civilians toward points of hoped-for refuge. Many have chosen a path of escape
through the famine-torn country of Yemen.

But the U.S. has been helping a Saudi-led coalition to blockade and bomb Yemen
since March of 2015. Sudanese fighters aligned with Saudi Arabia have been
taking over cities along the Yemeni coast, heading northward. People trying to
escape famine find themselves trapped amid vicious air and ground attacks.
In March 2017, Stephen O’Brien, head of the United Nation’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, traveled to Yemen, Somalia, South Sudan and
Northern Kenya. Since that trip, he has repeatedly begged the U.N. Security
Council to help end the fighting and prevent conflict-driven famine conditions.
Regarding Yemen, he wrote, in a July 12, 2017 statement to the U.N. Security
Council that: “Seven million people, including 2.3 million malnourished (500,000
severely malnourished) children under the age of five, are on the cusp of
famine, vulnerable to disease and ultimately at risk of a slow and painful
death. Nearly 16 million people do not have access to adequate water, sanitation
and hygiene, and more than 320,000 suspected cholera cases have been reported in
all of the country’s governorates bar one.” This number has since risen to
850,000.
Spreading Famine
Ben Ehrenreich describes famine conditions along what the Israeli theorist Eyal
Weizman calls the “conflict shoreline,” an expanding band of climate changeinduced desertification that stretches through the Sahel and across the African
continent before leaping the Gulf of Aden to Yemen. He notes that this vast
territory, once the site of fierce resistance to colonial incursions, is now
paying the heaviest price, in disastrous climate conditions, for the wealth of
the industrialized north. As the deserts spread south, ever more dire conflicts
can be expected to erupt, causing more people to flee.
Of a drought-stricken area of Somaliland, Ehrenreich writes: “People were
calling this drought sima, ‘the leveller,’ because it affected all of the clans
stretching across Somaliland and into Ethiopia to the west and Kenya to the
south.”
“The women’s stories were almost all the same,” writes Ehrenreich, “differing
only in the age and number of children sick, the number of animals they had lost
and the number that survived. Hodan Ismail had lost everything. She left her
husband’s village to bring her children here, where her mother lived, ‘to save
them,’ she said. ‘When I got there, I saw that she had nothing either.’ The
river and streams, their usual source of drinking water, had gone dry and they
had no option but to drink from a shallow well at the edge of town. The water
was making all the children sick.”

In 1993, at the Rio de Janeiro “Earth Summit,” delegates conveying the views of
then-President George H.W. Bush, voiced a refrain of the statement, “the
American lifestyle is not up for negotiation.” U.S. demands of the summit
incalculably restricted the changes to which it might have led.
Representing President Bill Clinton six years later, Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright defended planned bombardment of Iraq, saying “If we have to
use force, it is because we are America; we are the indispensable nation. We
stand tall and we see further than other countries into the future, and we see
the danger here to all of us.”
A Downward Spiral
There is danger that must be recognized. The danger is real and the danger is
spreading. Violence spreads the famine, and the famine will spread violence.
I find myself repulsed by assertions voicing U.S. exceptionalism, yet my own
study and focus often omits histories and present realities which simply must be
understood if we are to recognize the traumas our world faces.
In relation to conflict-driven famines, it becomes even more imperative to
resist the U.S. government’s allocation of $700 billion to the Department of
Defense. In the U.S., our violence, and our delusions of being indispensable
stem from accepting a belief that our “way of life” is non-negotiable.
Growing inequality, protected by menacing arsenals, paves a path to the
graveyard: It is not a “way of life.” We still could acquire a great hunger: a
transforming hunger to share justice with our planetary neighbors. We could shed
familiar privileges and search for communal tools to preserve us from
indifferent wealth and voracious imperial power.
We could embrace the theme of the Irish sisters at their Feile Bride gathering:
“Allow the Voice of the Suffering to Speak” and then choose action-based
initiatives to share our abundance and lay aside, forever, the futility of war.
Kathy Kelly (kathy@vcnv.org) co-coordinates Voices for Creative Nonviolence
(www.vcnv.org)

How 2nd Amendment Distortions Kill
Exclusive: The Las Vegas massacre underscores the intellectual dishonesty of the

“gun rights” lobby, which falsifies Second Amendment history and pretends armed
citizens could shoot back to stop slaughters, writes Robert Parry.

By Robert Parry
Many politicians, especially those on the Right, pretend they are strictly
adhering to the U.S. Constitution when they often are just making the founding
document mean whatever they want – but perhaps nowhere is that as dangerous as
with their make-believe Second Amendment.
In the wake of Sunday’s mass shooting in Las Vegas – where one individual firing
from a high-rise hotel murdered 58 people and wounded more than 500 at a country
music festival – we are told that the reason the United States can’t do anything
to stop this sort of carnage is the Second Amendment’s “right to bear arms.”
“Gun rights” advocates insist that pretty much any gun control violates the
design of the Constitution’s Framers and thus can’t be enacted no matter how
many innocent people die.
Some on the Right, as well as some on the Left, even claim that the Founders, as
revolutionaries themselves, wanted an armed population so the people could rebel
against the Republic, which the U.S. Constitution created. But the
Constitution’s Framers in 1787 and the authors of the Bill of Rights in the
First Congress in 1789 had no such intent.
Arguably other individuals disconnected from the drafting of those documents may
have harbored such radical attitudes (at least rhetorically), but the authors
didn’t. In fact, their intent was the opposite.
The goal of the Second Amendment was to promote state militias for the
maintenance of order at a time of political unrest, potential slave revolts and
simmering hostilities with both European powers and Native Americans on the
frontiers. Indeed, the amendment’s defined purpose was to achieve state
“security” against disruptions to the country’s new republican form of
government.
The Second Amendment reads: “A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the
security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall
not be infringed.”
In other words, if read in context, it’s clear that the Second Amendment was
enacted so each state would have the specific right to form “a well-regulated
militia” to maintain “security,” i.e., to put down armed disorder and protect
its citizens.

In the late Eighteenth Century, the meaning of “bearing” arms also referred to a
citizen being part of a militia or army. It didn’t mean that an individual had
the right to possess whatever number of high-capacity killing machines that he
or she might want. Indeed, the most lethal weapon that early Americans owned was
a slow-loading, single-fired musket or rifle.
No Anarchists
Further to the point, both the Constitution and the Bill of Rights were the work
of the Federalists, who – at the time – counted James Madison among their ranks.
And whatever one thinks about the Federalists, who often are criticized as
elitists, they were the principal constitutional Framers and the leaders of the
First Congress. They constituted the early national establishment, people such
as George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, Gouverneur Morris and Madison.
The Federalists feared that their new creation, a constitutional republic in an
age of monarchies, was threatened by the potential for violent chaos, which is
what European aristocrats predicted for the new United States. Democracy was a
largely untested concept that was believed likely to fall victim to demagoguery
and factionalism.
So, the Framers sought a political system that reflected the will of the
citizens (the House of Representatives) but within a framework that constrained
public passions (the Senate and other checks and balances). In other words, the
Constitution sought to channel political disputes into non-violent competition
among various interests, not into armed rebellions against the government.
The Framers also recognized how fragile the nation’s independence was and how
domestic rebellions could be exploited by European powers. Indeed, one of the
crises that led to the Constitutional Convention in the summer of 1787 was the
inability of the old system under the Articles of Confederation to put down
Shays’s Rebellion in western Massachusetts in 1786-87. Washington saw the
possible hand of British agents.
So, the Federalists were seeking a structure that would ensure “domestic
Tranquility,” as they explained in the Constitution’s Preamble. They did not
want endless civil strife.
The whole idea of the Constitution – with its mix of voting (at least by some
white male citizens), elected and appointed representatives, and checks and
balances – was to create a political structure that made violence unnecessary.
So, it should be obvious even without knowing all the history that the
Framers weren’t encouraging violent uprisings against the Republic that they

were founding. To the contrary, they characterized violence against the
constitutional system as “treason” in Article III, Section 3. They also
committed the federal government to protect each state from “domestic
Violence,” in Article IV, Section 4.
Putting Down Rebellion
One of the first uses of the new state militias formed under the Second
Amendment and the Militia Acts, which required able-bodied men to report for
duty with their own muskets, was for President Washington to lead a federalized
force of militiamen against the Whiskey Rebellion, a tax revolt in western
Pennsylvania in 1794.
In the South, one of the principal reasons for a militia was to rally armed
whites to put down slave uprisings. On the frontier, militias fought against
Native Americans over land. Militias also were called up to fight the British in
the War of 1812.
But you don’t have to like or dislike how the Second Amendment and the Militia
Acts were used to recognize how the Framers intended these legislative
provisions to be used.
The Second Amendment was meant to maintain public order, even an unjust order,
rather than to empower the oppressed to take up arms against the government.
That latter idea was a modern reinterpretation, a distortion of the history.
The revisionists who have transformed the meaning of the Second Amendment love
to cite provocative comments by Thomas Jefferson, such as a quote from a 1787
letter criticizing the Constitution for its commander-in-chief provisions.
Jefferson argued that violence, like Shays’s Rebellion, should be welcomed. He
wrote, “The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood
of patriots and tyrants. It is it’s [sic] natural manure.”
Jefferson, of course, was a world-class hypocrite who rarely believed what he
was saying or writing. He crafted noble words, like “all men are created equal,
… endowed, by their Creator, with certain unalienable Rights, that among these
are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness,” but he was a major slaveholder
who raped at least one and likely more slave girls and had slave boys whipped.
He also was never willing to risk his own blood as that “natural manure” of
liberty. During the Revolutionary War when Benedict Arnold led a force of
Loyalists against Richmond, Jefferson, who was then Virginia’s governor, fled
the capital. Later, when British cavalry approached Charlottesville and his home
of Monticello, Gov. Jefferson again took flight.

But more to the point, Jefferson was not a delegate to the Constitutional
Convention, nor was he in the First Congress, which produced the Second
Amendment. In other words, it’s a historical error to cite Jefferson in any way
as speaking authoritatively about what the Framers intended with the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights. He was not directly involved in either.
A Collective Right
The real history of the Second Amendment was well understood both by citizens
and courts in the generations after the Constitution and Bill of Rights were
enacted. For most of the years of the Republic, the U.S. Supreme Court
interpreted the Second Amendment as a collective right, allowing Americans to
participate in a “well-regulated Militia,” not an individual right to buy the
latest weaponry at a gun show or stockpile a military-style arsenal in the
basement.
It’s true that many Americans owned a musket or rifle in those early years
especially on the frontier, but regulations on munitions were still common in
cities where storing of gunpowder, for instance, represented a threat to the
public safety.
As the nation spread westward, so did common-sense restrictions on gun violence.
Sheriffs in some of the wildest of Wild West towns enforced gun bans that today
would prompt a recall election financed by the National Rifle Association.
However, in recent decades — understanding the power of narrative on the human
imagination — a resurgent American Right (and some on the Left) rewrote
the history of the Founding era, dispatching “researchers” to cherry-pick or
fabricate quotes from Revolutionary War leaders to create politically convenient
illusions. [See, for instance, Steven Krulik’s compilation of apocryphal or outof-context gun quotes.]
That bogus history gave rise to the image of the Framers as wild-eyed radicals –
Leon Trotskys of the Eighteenth Century – encouraging armed rebellion against
their own Republic. Rather than people who believed in the rule of law and
social order, the Framers were contorted into crazies who wanted citizens to be
empowered to shoot American police, soldiers, elected representatives and
government officials as agents of “tyranny.”
This false history was advanced particularly by the American Right in the last
half of the Twentieth Century as a kind of neo-Confederate call to arms, with
the goal of rallying whites into a near-insurrectionary fury particularly in the
South but also in rural areas of the North and West.
In the 1950s and 1960s, some white Southerners fancied themselves an armed

resistance against the tyrannical federal government as it enforced laws on
racial integration and other supposed infringements on “states’ rights.” In the
1990s, armed “citizens militias” began to pop up in reaction to the election of
Democrat Bill Clinton, culminating in the Oklahoma City bombing of 1994.
While designed primarily for the weak-minded, the Right’s faux Founding history
also had an impact on right-wing “intellectuals” including Republican lawyers
who worked their way up through the federal judiciary under Ronald Reagan,
George H.W. Bush, George W. Bush, and now Donald Trump.
By 2008, these right-wing jurists held a majority on the U.S. Supreme Court and
could thus overturn generations of legal precedents and declare that the Second
Amendment established an individual right for Americans to own guns. Though even
these five right-wing justices accepted society’s right to protect the general
welfare of the population through some gun control, the Supreme Court’s ruling
effectively “validated” the Right’s made-up history.
The ruling created a political dynamic to which even liberals in national
politics — the likes of Barack Obama and Joe Biden — had to genuflect, the
supposed Second Amendment right of Americans to parade around in public with
guns on their hips and high-powered semi-automatic rifles slung over their
shoulders.
What the Framers Wanted?
As guns-right activists struck down gun regulations in Congress and in
statehouses across the nation, their dominant argument was that the Second
Amendment offered no leeway for restrictions on gun ownership; it’s what the
Framers wanted.
So, pretty much any unstable person could load up with a vast killing capacity
and slouch off to a bar, to a work place, to a church, to a school or to a highrise Las Vegas hotel and treat fellow Americans as targets in a real-life
violent video game. Somehow, the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness was overtaken by the “right” to own an AR-15 with a 30-or-100-bullet
magazine.
When right-wing politicians talk about the Second Amendment now, they don’t even
bother to include the preamble that explains the point of the amendment. The
entire amendment is only 26 words. But the likes of Sen. Ted Cruz, R-Texas, find
the preamble inconvenient because it would undercut their false storyline. So
they just lop off the first 12 words.
Nor do they explain what the Framers meant by “bear arms.” The phrase reflected
the reasoning in the Second Amendment’s preamble that the whole point was to

create “well-regulated” state militias to maintain “security,” not to free up
anybody with a beef to kill government officials or citizens of a disapproved
race or creed or just random folks.
So, even after the massacre of 20 first-graders and six educators in Newtown,
Connecticut, in December 2012, Fox News personality Andrew Napolitano declared:
“The historical reality of the Second Amendment’s protection of the right to
keep and bear arms is not that it protects the right to shoot deer. It protects
the right to shoot tyrants, and it protects the right to shoot at them
effectively, with the same instruments they would use upon us.”
At the time, the clear message from the Right was that armed Americans must
confront the “tyrannical” Barack Obama, the twice-elected President of the
United States (and the first African-American to hold that office) especially if
he pressed ahead seeking common-sense gun restrictions. But Napolitano was
simply wrong on the history.
Another dubious argument from the gun-rights lobby was that armed citizens could
take down a gunman and thus stop a mass shooting before it became a full-fledged
massacre.
But a gunfight among largely untrained civilians would likely add to the
slaughter, not stop it. For instance, a 2012 mass shooting occurred in a
darkened theater in Aurora, Colorado. Does anyone logically think that a bunch
of terrified gun carriers exchanging fire in such a situation – not knowing who
the original shooter was – would solve the problem?
And how about Sunday’s massacre in Las Vegas where the shooter positioned
himself on the 32nd floor of the Mandalay Bay Hotel and fired down on a packed
concert venue, a substantial distance away?
Assuming that the concertgoers were armed and tried to defend themselves, they
would likely have ended up shooting other innocent concertgoers because of the
initial confusion as to where the shooter was positioned. That would have
further complicated the challenge to police who could have mistakenly opened
fire on armed people in the crowd rather than locate and stop the original
killer as he kept firing from his sniper’s perch. In other words, the horrific
death toll could have been even higher.
To pretend that such carnage was the intent of the Constitution’s Framers, who
wrote about achieving “domestic Tranquility,” or the goal of the First Congress,
which drafted the Second Amendment to promote “the security of a free State,” is
intellectually dishonest and a true threat to the lives of American citizens.
Investigative reporter Robert Parry broke many of the Iran-Contra stories for

The Associated Press and Newsweek in the 1980s. You can buy his latest book,
America’s Stolen Narrative, either in print here or as an e-book (from Amazon
and barnesandnoble.com).

Pilger Criticizes Ken Burns’s ‘The
Vietnam War’
For decades, the U.S. mainstream media has shied away from a clear-eyed view of
the Vietnam War, not wanting to offend the war’s apologists, a residue of which
tainted the recent PBS series, as John Pilger told Dennis J Bernstein.

By Dennis J Bernstein
Ken Burns’s 18-hour documentary on the Vietnam War, which aired on PBS and BBC,
presented extraordinary footage of the war’s grotesque brutality but also softpedaled the motivations of U.S. policymakers as well-meaning albeit misguided,
or as the prologue put it, a conflict begun in “good faith by decent people out
of fateful misunderstandings.”
This glossing over of U.S. neocolonialism and its deadly consequences angered
John Pilger, who cut his journalistic teeth covering the Vietnam War for a
decade. I spoke to Pilger after he watched the first couple of hours of the
highly touted series.
Dennis Bernstein: I was reading your piece called “The Killing of History” and
these lines stood out for me: “The revisionism never stops and the blood never
dies. The invader is pitied and purged of guilt while ‘searching for some
meaning in this terrible tragedy’.” What is your initial response to the
framework of the film?
John Pilger: That quote, “searching for some meaning in this terrible tragedy,”
is from Lynn Novick, who is Ken Burns’ collaborator on this series on the
Vietnam War. If we don’t understand the meaning of the Vietnam War by now, I
don’t know where our brains have been all these years.
Like so many colonial wars, it was an invasion based on a series of deceptions
and lies. This is effectively denied in the Burns series. It starts off with the
narrator saying that it was all conducted in good faith by decent people. It was
all a big misunderstanding that grew out of the Cold War, and so on. That is
complete nonsense.

The Vietnam War started specifically with the US arming the French to reclaim
their colony in Indochina after the Second World War. It really got underway for
the US with the Gulf of Tonkin incidents, following which Congress gave
President Johnson the authority to start one of the longest bombing campaigns in
the history of warfare, called “Rolling Thunder.” The long litany of official
documents say it all.
But these filmmakers put aside all this demonstrable truth and obfuscate what
really happened in Vietnam. The word “invasion” was never used by the press
during the Vietnam War and it still isn’t being used. Instead that awful word
“involved” is used. The United States was “involved” in Vietnam. It must be very
difficult for truly decent Americans and especially veterans to watch. But it is
very interesting, we get such a supply of special forces officers. Maybe we will
see the drafted men later on. They were the truth-tellers, in my experience.
DB: You write in your piece The Killing of History: “The meaning of the Vietnam
War is no different than the meaning of the genocidal campaign against the
Native Americans, the colonial massacres in the Philippines, the atomic bombings
of Japan, the leveling of every city in North Korea. The aim was described by
Colonel Edward Lansdale, the CIA man who served as the model for the character
in the Graham Greene story ‘The Quiet American.’ He said, ‘There is only one
means of defeating an insurgent people who will not surrender, and that is
extermination. There is only one way to control a territory that harbors
resistance, and that is to turn it into a desert.'”
JP: This is the concept of total war, which the US adopted from Korea. The
devastation of the Korean War, the millions killed, the new weapons, including
napalm, that were used, the dikes that were bombed, costing countless lives.
This was the model and it was during this time that the United States assumed
its post-World War II imperial role. This concept of total war has been pursued
in every colonial war that the US has been involved in since, either directly by
the Americans or indirectly through proxies.
In Vietnam, for instance, they established “free fire zones.” You ringed an
enormous area with heavy artillery, then you bombed it from above and then you
strafed it, so that it would be a miracle if anyone survived. When I went to the
province of Quang Ngai, where the massacre of My Lai took place in the late
1960’s, free fire zones had killed something like 50,000 people.
It happened also in neighboring Laos, the most bombed country in history. In
southern Vietnam, since the end of the war, something like 40,000 people have
died from unexploded ordnance, a great many of them children. We can go on
forever talking in these terrible statistics.

You get some sense of that in this PBS series, the archive is really
astonishing. But the way it is projected reminds me of the Newsweek cover that
described the My Lai massacre as “an American tragedy.” You get a sense of the
same thing in the Burns film. Yes, they interview Vietnamese, yes, you see
terrible things happening, but the overall sense you are meant to come away with
is that it was a great perplexing tragedy, a great blunder.
The whole thing was genocidal. The bombing of Cambodia between 1969 and 1975 was
something like five times the equivalent of Hiroshima. According to one study
that seemed to have credibility, something like 750,000 Cambodians were killed
in that bombing. And that was simply a sideshow to the main event in Vietnam.
Total war is a form of industrialized killing. The obsession in Vietnam was with
body counts and we get no sense of that from the Burns film.
DB: There is a lot of discussion now of how dangerous Trump is, but if you look
back at the Vietnam policy, Trump seems to fit right in.
JP: Trump’s specialty is abusing the world. But you’re right, he is just the
latest on the team. In fact, he is a bit of a wimp in comparison with the ones
who have come before. Obama was probably one of the most violent presidents in
US history. He conducted a record of seven simultaneous wars, not to mention his
assassination campaign.
This is not to say that Trump cannot get up in speed to equal this terrible
record. But Trump should be understood as a symptom and a caricature of a
violent, extremist system. Once you understand that, you can understand how the
past has helped create the present. Trump is not an aberration, he is a
caricature. Much more interesting is the way the suave Obama went about his
violent presidency without due recognition.
DB: Let’s not forget that Hillary Clinton threatened to “totally obliterate”
Iran.
JP: She said that when she was running against Obama. Well, Iran has 80 million
people.
DB: She and Colonel Lansdale were talking the same language.
JP: Yes, and President Truman was talking the same language when he dropped two
atomic bombs for reasons that had nothing to do with making the Japanese
surrender. These were the first terrible explosions in the Cold War, aimed at
intimidating the Soviet Union.
DB: What responsibility does the corporate media have for the US and world
population not knowing the real story?

JP: They are the gatekeepers. People turn to the media for their information, to
be able to make some sense of a difficult world. And they don’t get it. You will
find that most of the exceptions are on the World Wide Web. That is where my
article was published. It would not have been published in The Guardian, where I
used to publish.
I don’t agree that everyone is wildly enthusiastic about Burns’ film. I think
there has been a lot of critical response to the film as well. This is going to
build, and I suppose he has done us a service in opening up the wound so that
people who really experienced Vietnam can describe what happened.
DB: Burns also says he is grateful to “the entire Bank of America family.”
JP: The Bank of America was a corporate prop of the invasion that killed up to 4
million people. That is just corporate speak and it rather demeans a filmmaker
to talk like that.
Dennis J Bernstein is a host of “Flashpoints” on the Pacifica radio network and
the author of Special Ed: Voices from a Hidden Classroom. You can access the
audio archives at www.flashpoints.net.

How Syria’s Victory Reshapes Mideast
The failure of the U.S.-Israeli-Saudi “regime change” project in Syria changes
the future of the Mideast, possibly ushering in an era of greater secularism and
tolerance, writes ex-British diplomat Alastair Crooke.

By Alastair Crooke
Plainly, Syria’s success – notwithstanding the caution of President Bashar alAssad in saying that signs of success are not success itself – in resisting,
against the odds, all attempts to fell the state suggest that a tipping point in
the geopolitics of the region has occurred.
We have written before how the Syria outcome dwarfs that of Israel’s 2006 war
against Hezbollah, significant though the result of that war was, too.
Both events taken together have brought America’s unipolar moment in the Middle
East to an end (though not globally, since the U.S. still retains its necklace
of military bases across the region). The successes have corroded badly the
reputation of the Gulf States and have discredited fired-up Sunni jihadism as a
“go-to” political tool for Saudi Arabia and its Western backers.

But, aside from the geopolitics, the Syria outcome has created a physical
connectivity and contiguity that has not existed for some years: the border
between Iraq and Iran is open; the border between Syria and Iraq is opening; and
the border between Lebanon and Syria, too, is open. This constitutes a critical
mass both of land, resources and population of real weight.
The region will listen intently to what these victors will have to say about
their future vision for the region – and for Islam. In particular, how Syria
articulates the lessons for Middle Eastern societies in light of its war
experience will have a profound import.
This discussion has barely begun in Syria, and has not reached a conclusion –
and may not, for some time; but we can speculate a little.
At present, talk is divided between Levantism, which is based in the idea of
cultural diversity, such as has existed – alongside periodic acute tensions – in
Lebanon and Syria, and Arab nationalism. The framework for both concepts being
understood to be a non-assertive secularism within a state structure,
encompassing equality before the law.
Arab nationalism looks toward a wide Arab cultural unity, rooted primarily in
the Arabic language. Levantism essentially was an Ottoman inheritance. Then (in
Ottoman times), there was no “Syria” (in the sense of a nation–state), but
viliyat (Ottoman provinces), which were more like city-states that were
permitted a large quota of self-administration and discretion for diverse
societies and sects to live in their own cultural and spiritual ways, including
the right to speak their individual languages. (Syrian diversity historically
represented the legacy of many foreign occupations, with each leaving behind
something of their DNA, their cultures and religion).
Colonial Strategies
Under the subsequent French colonial rule, the colonizers first created separate
mini-statelets of these Syrian minorities, but when that policy failed, they
reversed into forced unification of Syria’s diverse parts (apart from Lebanon),
through a stratagem of imposing the French language instead of Arabic; French
law instead of the Ottoman law and mores; and of promoting Christianity in order
to undercut Islam. Inevitably, this created the pushback that gave Syria its
characteristic suspicion of foreign intervention and its determination to
recover a vision of what it was to be Syrian. (The French “regime-changed”
Damascus in 1920, 1925, 1926, and 1945, and imposed martial law during most of
the pauses in between the coups).
But the nationalism, which the French repression had provoked into life, pulled

in two different directions: the Muslim Brotherhood, the major Islamic movement,
wanted to grasp Syria as a Sunni Islamic state, while, in contrast, the more
Westernized urban élites wanted to “take” Syria – as not exactly a separate
nation-state – but more a part of the whole Arab world, and to be domestically
organized as a unified, secular, and at least partly Westernized state.
As Patrick Seale noted in The Struggle for Syria: “Above all, [for the secular
nationalists], disunity had to be overcome. Their answer was to try to bridge
the gaps between rich and poor through a modified version of socialism, and
between Muslims and minorities through a modified concept of Islam. Islam, in
their view, needed to be considered politically not as a religion but as a
manifestation of the Arab nation.
“Thus, the society they wished to create, they proclaimed, should be modern
(with, among other things, equality for women), secular (with faith relegated to
personal affairs), and defined by a culture of ‘Arabism’ overriding the
traditional concepts of ethnicity.”
In short, what they sought was the very antithesis of the objectives of the
already strong and growing Muslim Brotherhood. And by 1973, in an attempt to
square the circle between conservative, assertive Sunnism and the nationalist
“soft” Islam, the fatwa (by a Shi’i cleric) asserting Hafez al-Assad to be Shi’i
Muslim (rather than heretic as Sunnis viewed all Alawites to be), exploded the
situation. (The French brokered constitution required that the head of state be
“Muslim”).
A Cycle of Violence
The Muslim Brotherhood was beside itself in anger at the designation of then
President Hafez Assad as Muslim, and thus began a cycle of bloody violence with
organized terrorist attacks on the government, and on al-Assad’s inner circle –
and retaliatory attacks by the government – which, in effect, is only now coming
to a conclusion with the defeat of militant, jihadi Sunnism’s attempt to seize
the state and to oust the “heretic” Alawite.
The outcome of this iconic struggle has profound regional implications (even if
we cannot, now, see how the deliberations about the vision for the future of the
Levant will finally conclude).
We can say, firstly, Islamism generally is the major loser in the struggle for
the Levant. Both in Syria and Iraq, ordinary Levantine Sunnis have been sickened
by intolerant, puritan Islam. This orientation of Islam (Wahhabism) that
demanded (on pain of death) a linear singularity of meaning to Islam, which
asserts its “truth” from the certainty conveyed from a mechanical, procedural,

approach to validating selected “sayings” of the Prophet Mohammad (known as
“scientific” Salafism), has failed.
Armed jihadism has failed to leverage this linear singularity as the “idea” with
which to crush the polyvalent Levantine model and replace it with a rigid,
monovalent literalism. Just to be clear, it is not just the non-Muslims and the
minority Sunni and Shi’i sects who have had enough of it: Sunni Syrians and
Iraqis, more generally, have too (especially after the experience of Raqa’a and
Mosul).
The public reaction to the Wahhabi interventions in both nations is likely to
push Sunni Islam firstly to embrace polyvalence in Islam more tightly (even to
the extent, possibly, of looking to Iran and its “mode of being” as a possible
model); and secondly, to embrace further the Arab secular “way,” too. In short,
one “fallout” may be a more secular style of Islam, in contrast to the Muslim
Brotherhood’s emphasis on external, visible, exclusionary, identity politics.
But, if the Syrian and Iraqi nationalist Islamic impulse is over, what of the
other “double aspect” to Syria — its legacy of Levantine diversity and
polyvalence versus the secular nationalist perspective that diversity
constitutes a primary cause of national weakness. And which sees its primary
task as that of integrating the population into a single political and social
structure.
Israel’s New Scheme
Well, much in this latter respect will hang on Washington: the French colonists
leveraged the Syrian minorities against the Syrian majority (in the French
interest). And now America seems intent – with Israel pushing hard from behind –
to leverage the Kurds against the Syrian State (in the interest of limiting the
extent of Iranian presence within Syria, and even to try to break the contiguity
between Iraq and Syria).
That latter prospect seems unlikely. The U.S.-Israeli Kurdish “project” in Syria
may fail, as Kurds (much less concentrated in northeastern Syria than they are
in northern Iraq), conclude that it would be better and wiser to come to terms
with Moscow (and therefore find some modus vivendi with Damascus), rather than
trusting to the constancy of American promises of autonomy – amid the almost
universal regional hostility to this high-risk independence project. Ultimately,
it must be obvious to the Kurds that it is Russia (and Iran) that represent the
incoming tide into the northern tier states.
The Syrian Kurds never were in the Masoud Barzani camp and long have had working
relations with the Syrian army and Russian forces (versus ISIS), during the

conflict. It seems, in any event, that the U.S. main focus is shifting away from
Syria to Iraq, as the locus in which they hope to push back against Iran. Again,
the prospects there for the U.S. to achieve this aim are poor (Iran is well dug
in) – and if mishandled, the Kurdish independence “project” easily could spin
into violence and region-wide instability.
Barzani’s leadership is not secure (the Turks are livid at his double-cross of
pretending that the referendum was only to strengthen his negotiating hand with
Baghdad). And the risk of wider conflict, were Barzani to be removed from power,
would be contingent on who ultimately succeeded to the leadership.
In sum, the U.S.-Israeli Kurdish “project” seems – paradoxically – more likely
forcefully to strengthen the nationalist impulse across the Levant, Turkey and
Iran and to make it more assertive – but not in the old way: there is no going
back to the status quo ante in Syria. The processes of de-escalation and
reconciliation facilitated by Russia – in and of themselves – will change
fundamentally the politics of Syria.
A Shift Toward Diversity
If in the past, politics was top-down, it will now be bottom-up. This is where
we see something of a synthesis taking place between Levantism and nationalism.
The needs of local politics, in all its diversity, will be much more the future
drivers of politics. One can see already that this shift to bottom-up politics
is already becoming apparent in Iraq, too. (Again, it has been accelerated by
the war against the extreme jihadism of ISIS, but now may become further
energized by Kurdish claims to disputed Iraqi territories.)
In some respects, the “ground” in Iraq – the mobilization of the people against
these reactionary armed movements – is running ahead of, and away from the Iraqi
political leadership, be it political or religious. The unrest may grow, and the
government – any government – will have to bend to pressures from their base.
The Western leveraging of minorities against the state – now the Kurds – has
already had a major geostrategic impact: that of bringing Turkey, Syria, Iraq
and Iran into close political and military alliance in order to stop this
“Kurdish project” from materializing and dissolving the outlines of major
states, precisely at their most sensitive juncture.
Essentially, this represents another case where the interests of Israel do not
coincide with those of Europe or America. The pursuit of this “Kurdish project”
is empowering an alliance – including a major NATO state – that will be
explicitly hostile to these American aims (though this does not imply any
increase of hostility to the Kurds as a people – though that too may

result). The alienation of these states would hardly seem to be in the Western
interest, but nonetheless, this is what is occurring.
And finally, the “fallout” from the Syria conflict has prompted the northern
tier states to “Look East” – as President Assad recently instructed his
diplomats so to do. For Iran it may be primarily to China (as well as to
Russia), but for Syria, it is more likely to be Russia in a predominantly
cultural way, with China seeing Syria as an “important node” in its Belt & Road
Initiative.
This represents a historic shift in the Middle East. Western officials may
imagine that they have a hold over Syria by holding reconstruction funding
hostage to having their way with Syria’s future: if this is so, they will as
wrong about this as they have been on almost everything pertaining to Syria.
Alastair Crooke is a former British diplomat who was a senior figure in British
intelligence and in European Union diplomacy. He is the founder and director of
the Conflicts Forum.

The Slimy Business of Russia-gate
Special Report: As the U.S. government doles out tens of millions of dollars to
“combat Russian propaganda,” one result is a slew of new “studies” by “scholars”
and “researchers” auditioning for the loot, reports Robert Parry.

By Robert Parry
The “Field of Dreams” slogan for America’s NGOs should be: “If you pay for it,
we will come.” And right now, tens of millions of dollars are flowing to nongovernmental organizations if they will buttress the thesis of Russian
“meddling” in the U.S. democratic process no matter how sloppy the “research” or
how absurd the “findings.”
And, if you think the pillars of the U.S. mainstream media – The Washington
Post, The New York Times, CNN and others – will apply some quality controls, you
haven’t been paying attention for the past year or so. The MSM is just as
unethical as the NGOs are.
So, we are now in a phase of Russia-gate in which NGO “scholars” produce deeply
biased reports and their nonsense is treated as front-page news and items for
serious discussion across the MSM.

Yet, there’s even an implicit confession about how pathetic some of this
“scholarship” is in the hazy phrasing that gets applied to the “findings,”
although the weasel words will slip past most unsuspecting Americans and will be
dropped for more definitive language when the narrative is summarized in the
next day’s newspaper or in a cable-news “crawl.”
For example, a Times front-page story on Thursday reported that “a network of
Twitter accounts suspected of links to Russia seized on both sides of the [NFL
players kneeling during the National Anthem] issue with hashtags, such as
#boycottnfl, #standforouranthem and #takeaknee.”
The story, which fits neatly into the current U.S. propaganda meme that the
Russian government somehow is undermining American democracy by stirring up
dissent inside the U.S., quickly spread to other news outlets and became the
latest “proof” of a Russian “war” against America.
However, before we empty the nuclear silos and exterminate life on the planet,
we might take a second to look at the Times phrasing: “a network of Twitter
accounts suspected of links to Russia.”
The vague wording doesn’t even say the Russian government was involved but
rather presents an unsupported claim that some Twitter accounts are “suspected”
of being part of some “network” and that this “network” may have some illdefined connection – or “links” – to “Russia,” a country of 144 million people.
‘Six Degrees from Kevin Bacon’
It’s like the old game of “six degrees of separation” from Kevin Bacon. Yes,
perhaps we are all “linked” to Kevin Bacon somehow but that doesn’t prove that
we know Kevin Bacon or are part of a Kevin Bacon “network” that is executing a
grand conspiracy to sow discontent by taking opposite sides of issues and then
tweeting.
Yet that is the underlying absurdity of the Times article by Daisuke Wakabayashi
and Scott Shane. Still, as silly as the article may be that doesn’t mean it’s
not dangerous. The Times’ high-profile treatment of these gauzy allegations
represents a grave danger to the world by fueling a growing hysteria inside the
United States about being “at war” with nuclear-armed Russia. At some point,
someone might begin to take this alarmist rhetoric seriously.
Yes, I understand that lots of people hate President Trump and see Russia-gate
as the golden ticket to his impeachment. But that doesn’t justify making serious
allegations with next to no proof, especially when the outcome could be
thermonuclear war.

However, with all those millions of dollars sloshing around the NGO world and
Western academia – all looking for some “study” to fund that makes Russia look
bad – you are sure to get plenty of takers. And, we should now expect that new
“findings” like these will fill in for the so-far evidence-free suspicions about
Russia and Trump colluding to steal the presidency from Hillary Clinton.
If you read more deeply into the Times story, you get a taste of where Russiagate is headed next and a clue as to who is behind it:
“Since last month, researchers at the Alliance for Securing Democracy, a
bipartisan initiative of the German Marshall Fund, a public policy research
group in Washington, have been publicly tracking 600 Twitter accounts — human
users and suspected bots alike — they have linked to Russian influence
operations. Those were the accounts pushing the opposing messages on the N.F.L.
and the national anthem.
“Of 80 news stories promoted last week by those accounts, more than 25 percent
‘had a primary theme of anti-Americanism,’ the researchers found. About 15
percent were critical of Hillary Clinton, falsely accusing her of funding leftwing antifa — short for anti-fascist — protesters, tying her to the lethal
terrorist attack in Benghazi, Libya, in 2012 and discussing her daughter
Chelsea’s use of Twitter. Eleven percent focused on wiretapping in the federal
investigation into Paul Manafort, President Trump’s former campaign chairman,
with most of them treated the news as a vindication for President Trump’s
earlier wiretapping claims.”
The Neocons, Again!
So, let’s stop and unpack this Times’ reporting. First, this Alliance for
Securing Democracy is not some neutral truth-seeking organization but a
neoconservative-dominated outfit that includes on its advisory board such neocon
luminaries as Mike Chertoff, Bill Kristol and former Freedom House president
David Kramer along with other anti-Russia hardliners such as former deputy CIA
director Michael Morell and former House Intelligence Committee Chairman Mike
Rogers.
How many of these guys, do you think, were assuring us that Iraq was hiding WMDs
back in 2003?
This group clearly has an ax to grind, a record of deception, and plenty of
patrons in the Military-Industrial Complex who stand to make billions of dollars
from the New Cold War.
The neocons also have been targeting Russia for regime change for years because
they see Russian President Vladimir Putin as the chief obstacle to their goal of

helping Israel achieve its desire for “regime change” in Syria and a chance to
bomb-bomb-bomb Iran. Russia-gate has served the neocons well as a very
convenient way to pull Democrats, liberals and even progressives into the neocon
agenda because Russia-gate is sold as a powerful weapon for the anti-Trump
Resistance.
The Times article also might have mentioned that Twitter has 974 million
accounts. So, this alarm over 600 accounts is a bit disproportionate for a
front-page story in the Times, don’t you think?
And, there’s the definitional problem of what constitutes “anti-Americanism” in
a news article. And what does it mean to be “linked to Russian influence
operations”? Does that include Americans who may not march in lockstep to the
one-sided State Department narratives on the crises in Ukraine and Syria? Any
deviation from Official Washington’s groupthink makes you a “Moscow stooge.”
And, is it a crime to be “critical” of Hillary Clinton or to note that the U.S.
mainstream media was dismissive of Trump’s claims about being wiretapped only
for us to find out later that the FBI apparently was wiretapping his campaign
manager?
However, such questions aren’t going to be asked amid what has become a massive
Russia-gate groupthink, dominating not just Official Washington, but across much
of America’s political landscape and throughout the European Union.
Why the Bias?
Beyond the obvious political motivations for this bias, we also have had the
introduction of vast sums of money pouring in from the U.S. government, NATO and
European institutions to support the business of “combatting Russian
propaganda.”
For example, last December, President Obama signed into law a $160 million
funding mechanism entitled the “Combating Foreign Propaganda and Disinformation
Act.” But that amounts to only a drop in the bucket considering already existing
Western propaganda projects targeting Russia.
So, a scramble is on to develop seemingly academic models to “prove” what
Western authorities want proven: that Russia is at fault for pretty much every
bad thing that happens in the world, particularly the alienation of many
working-class people from the Washington-Brussels elites.
The truth cannot be that establishment policies have led to massive income
inequality and left the working class struggling to survive and thus are to
blame for ugly political manifestations – from Trump to Brexit to the surprising

support for Germany’s far-right AfD party. No, it must be Russia! Russia!
Russia! And there’s a lot of money on the bed to prove that point.
There’s also the fact that the major Western news media is deeply invested in
bashing Russia as well as in the related contempt for Trump and his followers.
Those twin prejudices have annihilated all professional standards that would
normally be applied to news judgments regarding these flawed “studies.”
On Thursday, The Washington Post ran its own banner-headlined story drawn from
the same loose accusations made by that neocon-led Alliance for Securing
Democracy, but instead the Post sourced the claims to Sen. James Lankford, ROklahoma. The headline read: “Russian trolls are stoking NFL controversy,
senator says.”
The “evidence” cited by Lankford’s office was one “Twitter account calling
itself Boston Antifa that gives its geolocation as Vladivostok, Russia,” the
Post reported.
By Thursday, Twitter had suspended the Boston Antifa account, so I couldn’t send
it a question, but earlier this month, Dan Glaun, a reporter for Masslive.com,
reported that the people behind Boston Antifa were “a pair of anti-leftist
pranksters from Oregon who started Boston Antifa as a parody of actual antifascist groups.”
In an email to me on Thursday, Glaun cited an interview that the Boston Antifa
pranksters had done with right-wing radio talk show host Gavin McInnes last
April.
And, by the way, there are apps that let you manipulate your geolocation data on
Twitter. Or, you can choose to believe that the highly professional Russian
intelligence agencies didn’t notice that they were telegraphing their location
as Vladivostok.
Mindless Russia Bashing
Another example of this mindless Russia bashing appeared just below the Post’s
story on Lankford’s remarks. The Post sidebar cited a “study” from researchers
at Oxford University’s Project on Computational Propaganda asserting that “junk
news” on Twitter “flowed more heavily in a dozen [U.S.] battleground states than
in the nation overall in the days immediately before and after the 2016
presidential election, suggesting that a coordinated effort targeted the most
pivotal voters.” Cue the spooky Boris and Natasha music!
Of course, any Americans living in “battleground states” could tell you that
they are inundated with all kinds of election-related “junk,” including negative

TV advertising, nasty radio messages, alarmist emails and annoying robo-calls at
dinner time. That’s why they’re called “battleground states,” Sherlock.
But what’s particularly offensive about this “study” is that it implies that the
powers-that-be must do more to eliminate what these “experts” deem “propaganda”
and “junk news.” If you read deeper into the story, you discover that the
researchers applied a very subjective definition of what constitutes “junk
news,” i.e., information that the researchers don’t like even if it is truthful
and newsworthy.
The Post article by Craig Timberg, who apparently is using Russia-gate to work
himself off the business pages and onto the national staff, states that “The
researchers defined junk news as ‘propaganda and ideologically extreme,
hyperpartisan, or conspiratorial political news and information.’
“The researchers also categorized reports from Russia and ones from WikiLeaks –
which published embarrassing posts about Democrat Hillary Clinton based on a
hack of her campaign chairman’s emails – as ‘polarizing political content’ for
the purpose of the analysis.”
So, this “study” lumped together “junk news” with accurate and newsworthy
information, i.e., WikiLeaks’ disclosure of genuine emails that contained such
valid news as the contents of Clinton’s speeches to Wall Street banks (which she
was trying to hide from voters) as well as evidence of the unethical tactics
used by the Democratic National Committee to sabotage Sen. Bernie Sanders’s
campaign.
Also dumped into the researchers’ bin of vile “disinformation” were “reports
from Russia,” as if everything that comes out of Russia is, ipso facto, “junk
news.”
And, what, pray tell, is “conspiratorial political news”? I would argue that the
past year of evidence-lite allegations about “Russian meddling” in the U.S.
election accompanied by unsupported suspicions about “collusion” with the Trump
campaign would constitute “conspiratorial political news.” Indeed, I would say
that this Oxford “research” constitutes “conspiratorial political news” and that
Timberg’s article qualifies as “junk news.”
Predictable Outcome
Given the built-in ideological bias of this “research,” it probably won’t
surprise you that the report’s author, Philip N. Howard, concludes that “junk
news originates from three main sources that the Oxford group has been tracking:
Russian operatives, Trump supporters and activists part of the alt-right,”
according to the Post.

I suppose that since part of the “methodology” was to define “reports from
Russia” as “junk news,” the appearance of “Russian operatives” shouldn’t be much
of a surprise, but the whole process reeks of political bias.
Further skewing the results, the report separated out information from
“professional news organizations [and] political parties” from “some ‘junk news’
source,” according to the Post. In other words, the “researchers” believe that
“professional news organizations” are inherently reliable and that outside-themainstream news is “junk” – despite the MSM’s long record of getting major
stories wrong.
The real “junk” is this sort of academic or NGO research that starts with a
conclusion and packs a “study” in such a way as to guarantee the preordained
conclusion. Or as the old saying goes, “garbage in, garbage out.”
Yet, it’s also clear that if you generate “research” that feeds the hungry beast
of Russia-gate, you will find eager patrons doling out dollars and a very
receptive audience in the mainstream media.
In a place like Washington, there are scores if not hundreds of reports
generated every day and only a tiny fraction get the attention of the Times,
Post, CNN, etc., let alone result in published articles. But “studies” that
reinforce today’s anti-Russia narrative are sure winners.
So, if you’re setting up a new NGO or you’re an obscure academic angling for a
lucrative government grant as well as some flattering coverage in the MSM, the
smart play is to join the new gold rush in decrying “Russian propaganda.”
[For more on this topic, see Consortiumnews.com’s “The Rise of the New
McCarthyism”; “WPost Pushes More Dubious Russia-Bashing”; “The Crazy Imbalance
of Russia-gate”; and “More Holes in Russia-gate Narrative.”]
Investigative reporter Robert Parry broke many of the Iran-Contra stories for
The Associated Press and Newsweek in the 1980s. You can buy his latest book,
America’s Stolen Narrative, either in print here or as an e-book (from Amazon
and barnesandnoble.com).

