
Toward a Fully Democratic Society or More Disasters?

It’s up to us — “We the People”

by Doug Dowd

Introduction

For almost all who read this, Obama’s victory in 2008 was something of a

miracle, a lessening of racism, reversal of decades of raw conservatism at

home and of arrogant militarism abroad. But it wasn’t a miracle at all. The

two most important reasons he won were these:

(1) He had a large number of (mostly young) people knocking on doors,

raising money for him.

(2) For well over a year the economy had been slipping into a serious

recession. Many who had heretofore gone along no-matter-what realized

golly, it’s time for a change — so they finally came around. But only when it

sank in that the White House giving billions and billions to those who had

created the problem. Unfortunately and worrisomely, Obama hasn’t

managed to do much better. (But remember that during the campaign

brand Obama received more Wall Street money than the loose-cannon

Republican crew.)

I write in the summer of 2009. In many ways, it has been both a relief and a

pleasure to have Obama in the White House. His decency and his

intelligence are almost unique for politicians. However, as [Howard] Zinn

points out:



Obama was and is a politician, so we must not be swept away

into an unthinking and unquestioning acceptance of what [he]

does. Our job is not to give him a blank check or simply to be

cheerleaders. ...We want the country to go beyond where it has

been, to make a clear break with the past. ...There is a common

thread that has run through all American history and all of its

presidents that has consisted of two elements: nationalism and

capitalism. Obama is not yet free of that powerful double

heritage. (Zinn, [2009])

Nor, Zinn adds, can Obama free himself from that burdensome twin

heritage without pressure and strong support from us. The multiple troubles

facing the USA today are both domestic and global, brought about by the

interactions of that double heritage (as will be discussed below). There is

little or no reason to expect that, left to themselves, either Obama or the

current leaders of other nations will undertake what is required to reverse

ongoing economic, military, or environmental troubles. They must be

pushed from below. But will we have the gumption? Do we have he nerve?

For several decades “we the people” have been acquiescent participants in

both the domestic and foreign follies of those in power. Beginning now, we

must awaken and re-activate that kernel of what is best in ourselves. It’s a

big step. It won’t be easy and we may fail. But to go down with the doomed

and sinking ship of those who rule — without a struggle — would be a

betrayal of our humanity. It’s also patently suicidal.

What we must struggle against are the two dominating social systems we

have learned to view as both natural and desirable, as the best of all possible

worlds, as the benign culmination of civilization. These twin enemies are

Page 2 of  52



capitalism and nationalism. Both must be challenged (as Zinn noted). In less

than a century, these monsters have thrust us into two depressions and two

world wars. We are unlikely to survive a third of either.

And even were we (barely) able to survive, our increasingly poisoned

environment would soon finish us off. That said, and because both

capitalism and nationalism are taken for granted, it is vital to make clear

why they are neither natural nor desirable. The attempt to do so in what

follows will begin with their intrinsic and dangerous natures, beginning

capitalism’s political economy (the distribution of power) and its social

economy (the [non]meeting of human needs). Then US nationalism and its

wars will be analyzed. Indeed, as though that were not enough bad news, we

will conclude with worries about our environmental recklessness.

Capitalism

The dark side of modern history has had several dimensions. As the

medieval world faded away, the nature of societal institutions changed. The

place of racism, colonialism, and militarism was taken by capitalism and

nationalism. Both of these were greatly strengthened by accelerating

developments in science and technology. Taken together, their always

tighter interactions became the foundations for the modern world. The new

world saw the transformation of not-exactly-tame colonialism into the more

ravenously deadly imperialism. It saw worker exploitation explode into the

socially comprehensive depredations of monopoly capitalism. And it

witnessed raw imperialism put on the sheep’s clothing of the more

sophisticated globalization. Waiting around the corner were two otherwise
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avoidable world wars and what have come to be giant steps toward

environmental suicide, the slippery slope toward human extinction.

Some who read this essay will have studied economics — that is, taken

“econ” courses; a few may even be teaching them. In either case, and

particularly for those in the USA, your teachers are unlikely ever to have

mentioned the word capitalism. Instead, econ discussions demurely focus the

virtues of “free enterprise” or “the market system.” But, as is never pointed

out, these exalted virtues can exist only in a vacuum — which, of course,

nature abhors. In a word, it’s all fiction, mirage, fantasy, delusion.

The problem is this: Economic theory abstracts from reality. It either “takes

as given” or “assumes away” any and all disturbing — and essential —

aspects of capitalism’s reality. Thus, in the vacuous world of economic

theory, there’s no exploitation, no concentrated economic power denying

people the essentials of life, no political corruption, no waste, no

institutionalized greed. You name it — if it’s real, in economic theory it’s

gone missing. These doctrinally dismissed parts of economic theory and

their ways and means will be examined in what follows. (For their birth and

early history, see Tawney [1926]; G. N. Clark; Mantoux; Bowden.)

Basic Principles

Capitalism began to take hold in the 17  century. As it spread andth

strengthened, it came to be touted as the basis for economic progress.  That

is to say, it was trumpeted as beneficial by the tiny minority who prospered

because of it. Meanwhile, its essential worker exploitation was becoming

increasingly disastrous for the majority upon which capitalism depends.

Despite various flailing attempts to move along a different path, capitalism
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became an always more effective roadblock to what might have evolved into

an always better economic and social world for all.

If there’s only one class of people — The People Class — there’s no

capitalism. So sitting at the center of our roadblock to a better world has

been the very definition of capitalism: two classes. One tiny class, the

capitalist class, owns and controls the means of production; the much larger

working class serves their masters in order to survive. It is taken for granted

by capitalists that businesses can and should use the means of production —

that is, the means of life — to make profits. For themselves alone.

Also taken for granted (if not in these words) is that profits require workers’

wages be less than the value of what they produce. (The capitalists, of

course, keep the difference.) Workers are just another cost that needs to be

minimized. To be kept as cheap as possible, they really shouldn’t be paid at

all, but, sadly, slavery was not deemed appropriate. Besides, slaves had to be

clothed and housed, however minimally. Workers could simply be shooed

out the door at will. The best arrangement for owners was thus minimal

payment to workers, whose utter dependency came to be known as wage

slavery.

That bitter basic principle of capitalism finally came to be modified by

workers’ organized union strength — as the wage slaves started fighting

back. That’s the story of much of the 20  century. The increasingth

disorganization of unions since from the 1970s on has brought that

capitalist principle back to an always stronger life. Wages have stagnated.

Benefits are “given back.” Class differences become ever greater. The 21st

century is a world of masters and servants.
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For capitalism to flourish, economic, political, and social behavior have had

to function in harmony with inequalities of income and wealth and,

therefore, inequalities of power, their blood brother. The residual “power of

the people” is found in our right to vote. Even that particular right was

uncommon until late in the 19  century (and then only for “white men”).th

The formal political power of the aggregation of people has always been

tamed by corrupted governments and, more recently, by always more

effective “mind management.” (See Schiller [1989]; Phillips [1994].) As will

be seen below, power now sits in the hands of a tiny minority of capitalists,

assisted by highly-paid lobbyists, and legislators bowing to campaign

financiers. Before proceeding further, it is germane to look back at what

opened the gates to the present era.

Capitalist Socialization

Since no later than the 19  century, we have become accustomedth

to an always deeper and broader socialization process that inures us to the

harm done by capitalist ways and means. Our critical skills are anesthetized

until they wither. We internalize the values of the capitalist class. We don’t

even think about questioning capitalism. It becomes as natural as the divine

right of kings, as time-honored as slavery, as obvious as a pie-in-the-sky

father-deity. We love Big Brother.

What has come to be our unconscious acceptance of this “education” was

foreseen long ago by at least two critics of the capitalism of their time: Karl

Marx (who gave capitalism its name) and R. H. Tawney. Although differing

in many ways, both saw that capitalism’s very nature requires a

dehumanizing and anti-democratic class society. Both sought to replace it

with a social economy presided over by and for the people. Not a minuscule
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minority of rulers, but the people themselves! And both understood that

capitalism’s intrinsic differences in income, wealth, and power will be

sustained and increased by any means necessary. Marx (and Engels) saw that

already in 1848, in The Communist Manifesto:

Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted

disturbance of all social conditions, ever-lasting uncertainty

and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier

ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient

and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all

new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All

that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man

is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions

of life and his relations with his kind.

Tawney was a socialist but not a Marxist. He strongly agreed with the above

position in both his Acquisitive Society (1920) and again in Equality (1931,

1938). Until his death in 1962 Tawney was the most influential thinker of

the British Left. As he wrote in the 1938 edition of his Equality:

Inequality is the critical basis of capitalism…. A tiny

percentage of very wealthy people year by year take nearly one-

quarter of Britain’s annual output of wealth….Far from being

an economic asset, the wealthy are an economic liability of

alarming dimensions. They involve:

(1) a perpetual misdirection of limited resources

to the production of upkeep of costly futilities,

when what the nation requires for its welfare is
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more and better food, more and better houses,

more and better schools.

(2) They mean that, for the lack of these simple

necessities, the human energies which are the

source of all wealth are, in the case of the majority

of the population, systematically underdeveloped

from birth to maturity.

(3) They result in the creation of a jungle of

special interests, which stubbornly resist all

attempts to reconstruct the economy on a more

just and rational line.

Tawney wrote these words over 75 years ago, focusing on his England. His

indictment is far from outdated; it applies with a vengeance to today’s

capitalism, especially U.S. capitalism. Not having the experience (and thus

the memory and basis for comparison) of a non-capitalist history, the USA

has been the most capitalist of all. In addition, from the outset US class

inequality was much nourished by the racial discrimination and murder of

native tribes and black slaves; lessened, but continuing with variations even

down to the present.

Today social domination by capitalist goals has opened the door to crises

well beyond those of Marx or Tawney. Our “jungle of special interests”

makes Tawney’s seem not much worse than a neighbor’s smelly garden,

except for this: He was writing in 1938, as what was creeping out of the

jungle was World War II. That meant deep disasters for many years.

Worrisomely, today’s realities and tendencies point to what could become
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worse — the all too real possibilities of life-on-earth ending calamities of

nuclear war; or if we somehow avoid that, of environmental collapse.

In what follows we examine the grim realities and threatening problems of

capitalist social economy. That done, nationalism and its wars will be

studied, to be followed by the causes and consequences of our increasingly

poisoned environment. (As we go along, there will be brief discussions of

what needs doing by us if President Obama is to be able to reverse our

present terminal lurching toward one of more looming disasters.)

A functioning economy has several dimensions: production, consumption,

finance, investment, and trade. Herein the political economy will be

concerned mostly with the power of capitalists, and the ways and means of

corruption. The social economy examined here will focus upon the failure of

history’s richest economy — ours — to meet people’s basic needs of

nutrition, housing, education, and health care.

Big Business and its Financialization

From the late 19  century on, capitalist economies came to be dominatedth

by always more giant companies. As the 1920s ended, giant corporations

were coming to dominate in steel, electric power and products, autos, and

banks. (See Veblen [1923]; Soule.) That period was the mere infancy of Big

Business. Today in the USA a few dozen of the Fortune 500 directly or

indirectly dominate the whole society. A handful of giant corporations run

the whole show. (This set-up also common elsewhere.)
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US Steel (in whose Research Division I worked in the 1930s) was the first

giant, but their parade came to be led by another colossus — General

Electric. GE began with light bulbs, home appliances and radios.

Nowadays...it still makes light bulbs and home appliances. But much, much

more. Here is an official summary of its diverse corporate activities. GE is

T One of the largest manufacturers of major appliances in

the world

T The world’s leading producer of jet engines

T Provider of a wide assortment of integrated electrical

power delivery equipment

T Provider of energy products and services to more than

120 countries

T Provider of medical imaging and information

technologies

T Provider of consumer, commercial, and industrial

lighting products

T Owner of NBC Universal, the prominent media and

entertainment company

T Provider of complete solutions for the oil and gas

industry

Page 10 of  52



T The leading supplier to the world’s railroads

T Provider in more than 30 countries of security, safety,

and lifestyle enhancements

T A leading global supplier of water and wastewater

treatment systems

Plus, GE has been a powerhouse of finance. GE Capital (at least until

recently) provided more than 40 percent of the profits of the entire

corporation. This transformation from providing goods and services to

finance was an early instance of what became today’s financialized economy.

From the 1970s on, the US financial system underwent three connected

changes:

1. It overtook the industrial sector in terms of income and profits.

2.  It was freed from the regulations meant to prevent a repetition of “the

crash of 1929.”

3. It changed its address, its way of doing business, its modus operandi

from Wall Street — to Las Vegas.

Unfortunately, the economic story doesn’t end there. Not only did finance

come to dominate production, but since the 1970s, a few giant companies

have come to dominate a globalized economy — itself dominated by

speculation. Among the latter’s many harmful effects — not least the

ongoing financial crisis — have been the following:
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1. In the rich countries workers’ bargaining strength has been weakened

and the jobs have been threatened, deskilled, cut back, or eliminated.

2. The poor-but-dignified farmers in the weak countries lost their lands

to such monster corporations as Archer Daniels Midland.

3. The newly disenfranchised ex-farmers were forced to work for dirt

wages in foreign-owned factories.

But what profits! So three cheers for globalization.

As these developments were unfolding, the basis for a global financial

earthquake was taking hold. Its first tremors were felt in 2006 as the

subprime housing crisis began. This was an early warning of what to fear

from an increasingly berserk financial system — a system operating as if

perpetrated by a weekend rampage of drunken frat rats.

Gaining speed during and after the 1980s, one or another of always riskier

and interacting gambles came to dominate finance. Rather than traditional

banking, money manipulation came to mean asset-backed securities —

derivatives — such as structured investment vehicles (SIVs), colleteralized

debt obligations (CDOs), funds of funds of hedge funds, credit default

swaps (CDSs), and other arcana. These instruments were structurally

complicated, almost completely unregulated, individually hard (or

impossible) to unravel, and ultimately unsustainable. But what profits — for

a while.

But how could all that happen? I mean, hadn’t the financial collapse of 1929

been followed by a series of congressional laws to prevent it from happening
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again? Indeed it had, but beginning in the 1980s, step by step those laws

were being weakened. In the 1990s, with Clinton as President and Summers

as Treasury Secretary, they were utterly demolished.

Not only in the Bush, but also in the Obama administration, the largest

financial companies (together with their CEOs) have been “punished” with

hundreds of billions of our dollars. (What’s the moral here?) Also

unsurprisingly, what first took hold in the USA soon spread over the globe.

Item: Iceland, long known for its austere landscape and rich fish-based

economy, now struggles with a broken financial system in which, for

example, credit cards no longer work. (It used to be joked that Icelanders

would pay for a pack of chewing gum with a credit card.)

Meanwhile, the USA and the world economy limp along in ways pointing

to a transformation from recession to depression. The “stimuli” of both

Bush and Obama have been great for the financial big shots who created the

problem. The stimuli will continue to be inadequate for the rest of us so

long as Obama listens more to them than to us. We should speak up. In

fact, we should shout!

Corruption

Another major part of the explanation as to why the USA is now

experiencing something akin to 1929 is found in what we now examine —  

corruption. It has many homes; here the summary focus will be on lobbying

and campaign finance. (A considerably fuller and readable treatment may to

be found in several books of Phillips, beginning with Arrogant Capital.)
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“There’s nothing new under the sun” applies all too much to corruption.

That it has always been with us does not, however, mean that we can shrug

it off with c’est la vie. As with out polluted air, unless we clean up our

society, we will be done in by it. We have allowed getting ahead and getting

rich to supercede, erode, or nullify our humanity and idealism. Especially in

politics. Consider this excerpt from an editorial about the U.S. national

election of 2008, “The Selling of America’s presidential candidates”.

The sticker price for U.S. presidential candidates and

congressional elections is rocketing toward $5 billion, shocking

even professionals who figure the ante in the opening Iowa

round may cost $500 per voter….By next Election Day the two

presidential candidates will be at the $1 billion mark in

combined spending: a 50% rise over the outrageously high

price of the 2004 campaign. (IHT, 2007-12-14)

Of course, corruption is not limited to politicians and politics. In fact, it is

not limited at all. Corruption has been rampant in the scandals concerning

the CEOs and their companies (Exxon, Tyco, Citigroup, et al.), to say

nothing of our educational system, to say nothing of judges and police, to

say nothing of sports...and to say nothing of another elephant in the room,

our health care system (coming up later).

Hold your nose as we now we now take a closer look at the political

corruption accomplished by its leading actors: lobbyists and campaign

finance. Lobbying and campaign financing have been significant for only

about a century. Limited though democracy is now, it was even more

restricted before World War I — which is saying a lot.
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Lobbying

“Lobbying” came to be called that because in its early days those who sought

to create, eliminate, or modify governmental policies hung our in the lobbies

of national and state legislatures, waiting to buttonhole those with open

pockets and malleable principles. The country and its media were still

young.

There is a difference between lobbying and campaign financing in the USA,

but they have steadily become interdependent in influencing and controlling

legislation, most especially for those businesses who know just what they

want and how to get it: those in finance, health care, the military industries,

and oil. (See Kaiser.)

Literally sitting in the lobby is now quaint in the USA. It continues mostly

in doctors’ offices, although all too often drug reps simply barge into the

back office and make their pitch. (Meanwhile in the waiting room, the sick

patients stack up.) The lobbying business — and it is a big business — is

more efficient than ever. No need to waste time hanging around — just dial

a number. Already in 1991 there were 90,000 lobbyists in Washington,

D.C., alone (then with mean annual incomes of $250,0000). (See Phillips

[1994]; Kuttner [1996].)

Drug companies — Big Pharma — are not in the health business; their

business is selling. Their corporate behavior, whether hard sell, soft sell, or

soft soap, is rather to be expected. They have to move product. No sales, no

profits. But given that life and death are so much involved in health care,

perhaps the doctors, pharmacists, and hospitals are the most shameless of all.

If there were a booby prize, though, we plain folks would win it — for
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having sat back and let the rich and powerful get away with murder all these

years.

Campaign Finance

Like the CIA and NSA budgets, campaign finance amounts may be either

stated or off the books. The amounts we know about are, of course, only

those admitted to have been directly raised by candidates in all levels for all

offices —  including, mind you, judges. There are legal limits to any one

person can contribute for a candidate and for the soft money raised by a

political party for a particular candidate indirectly. Are the laws enforced?

Make a guess.

Then there is this: Although illegal, it is common in many businesses to

“ask” their employees to contribute to a given campaign. It doesn’t take

much imagination to deduce that a high percentage of those “voluntary

individual contributions” are either coerced or even reimbursed by the

employee’s friendly boss.

There are two kinds of campaign contributions: hard and soft; one is legal.

For an obvious reason we can’t know the quantities of illegal “softies”; this is

the black budget of campaign financing. We do know already in the

national campaigns of 2000 that more than $3 billion were “contributed,”

and that more than ten times than that for lobbyists. (See Alan Krueger,

“Lobbying by businesses overwhelm their campaign contributions,” NYT,

2002-09-19.)

So what’s wrong with a little or even a lot of corruption? Plenty, unless one

sees the ongoing financial crisis and its associated economic collapse (among
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much else still to be discussed) as merely así es la vida. Those who have lost

their homes and/or their jobs and/or much else can tell you it’s hell on

wheels. (Soon we will turn to the social economy and our country’s

disgraceful not meeting the basic needs of its own people.)

First, the connections between our economy’s ongoing deep troubles and its

deep corruption. All too many of who read this will have been victims of the

financial collapse whose first obvious steps occurred in 2006–7 as the

housing bust rolled into view. That there was a “bust” is in itself demanding

of an explanation. There would not have been a bust unless there had been

an expansion that had little to do with housing and a great deal to do with

gambling. That gambling was made possible by a corrupted Congress and a

corrupted White House that had rid the nation of the laws specifically

designed to prevent it.

As touched on earlier, that corruption process began its tight hold beginning

in the Reagan years; it was then that the torpedoing began of the laws meant

to keep speculation out of the housing market. One step led to the next up

into the 1990s, when the Clinton-Summers crew put the axe to the last

significant regulations, culminating with the repeal of the venerable Glass-

Steagall Act. Now for the first time since 1933, bank holding companies

could own other financial companies. The casino doors were wide open.

Thus, it was the 1920s all over again — but with a vengeance, with the past

being a timid prologue. What was different this time around? Since 1929,

the economy has changed in several ways that have brought all nations and

their peoples into a tight dance, a dance swinging on to the tunes whistled

by a Wall Street high on the heady economic drugs of derivatives. The

philosophy guiding banks and insurance companies and builders — and Mr.
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and Ms. America — was simple (make that simple-minded): “What goes up

no longer comes down.” It was the end of history, the final triumph of

capitalist invention, the forever balloon of wealth creation. Soon the Dow

(Jones Average) was sure to reach 30,000...

As also noted above, virtually all financial institutions joined the game, and

all have hit the wall. But the ongoing financial collapse, though it could not

help but bring 1929 to mind, was importantly different in both its causes

and its effects: different in ways that may well take us to a crisis both deeper

and broader than the earlier crash. Why? Here I give only a simple answer,

in three steps:

1. The imperialism preceding and following 1929 was neither so pervasive

nor explosive as today’s globalization plus financialization.

2. Today’s world economy has been critically dependent upon the USA as

its all-important buyer.

3. Up to 1929, the USA had been the world’s greatest lender; since 1980,

the USA has been the world’s greatest borrower. There is no one to lift the

USA, let alone the world, out of this crisis; nor, it needs adding, was the

1930s world lifted out its crisis, except by World War II. Some lift!

(Brushing modesty aside, I refer readers to Chapters 5–7 of Dowd [2009]

for a more substantial analysis of the economy, and Chapters 9–10 for basic

needs and the social economy.)
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Health Care, a Prime Example of the

Social Economy of the USA

How is that the richest society in all history is also the one that, among all

industrial nations, is the worst in the meeting of its people’s basic needs of

nutrition, housing, education, and health care? As I now offer a least a

partial answer to the conundrum of richest country-poorest services, the

discussion will be concentrated on the US health care system. The criticisms

also apply (with variations) to nutrition, housing, and education. All are

disgracefully inadequate, all are subject to corruption.

I begin with the critique of Arnold S. Relman, M.D., professor emeritus of

medicine and social medicine, Harvard University, and former editor in

chief of the New England Journal of Medicine. First an excerpt from his

recent article in the NYRB (2009-07-02), “The Health Reform We Need &

Are Not Getting.” (And see his book, cited in References.)

Health care in the US is about twice expensive per capita as in

other developed countries — nearly 17 percent of GDP in

2008 — and its costs are rising faster….[That fact] accounts

for another problem: nearly 50 million people are uninsured

and the number is rapidly rising, the main reason for which is

the ever-expanding use of expensive kinds of diagnosis and

treatment, such as new drugs, diagnostic tests, etc. Physicians

in other advanced countries have access to the same resources

but use them less. The difference is explained by a higher

proportion of specialists in the US….one reason why primary

care doctors are now in short supply.
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And you thought that the Hippocratic Oath that doctors take had them

promising to keep the good of the patient as the highest priority. Maybe it

used to be. It still us for us. But now when docs graduate most sing, “Money

makes the world go around, the world go around, the world go around,”

and the oath floats like an autumn maple leaf into the wastebasket.

As Obama seeks to move the health care industry toward decency, it is

unfortunately relevant to begin with what was done and undone in the

Clinton presidency. In 1993, Bill and Hillary organized a conference of

doctors, hospitals, health care insurance, and drug companies to discuss

“The Clinton Health Care Plan.” Their stated intention was fine: to bring

about a single-payer system of the sort common to Canada and all of

Western Europe. But for reasons never explained by them to us, the

conference began with the agreement that single-payer was not even to be

discussed. In the years since the conference, health care costs (doctors,

insurance, drugs, hospitals) have skyrocketed. But oh, the profits!

Poll after poll in the USA shows about two-thirds of the people in the

country — when shown how the health care in the other rich countries

works — favor that system for the USA. And by the way, how do they

work? Here it seems appropriate to give some personal experience:

I have lived with the US healthcare system both as a citizen and as an

assistant in surgery in San Francisco’s public hospital. I have experienced the

system of Italy in my many years of teaching as a visitor and, in recent years,

as an official resident. The two sets of experiences have been wildly diverse.

I worked as an assistant in surgery on the night shift at San Francisco Public

Hospital (and going to school during the day). Our stations was just above
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the Emergency Room. For me, the routine was simple: When I heard the

siren of the approaching ambulance, I would rush down below to the ER to

pick up the patient.

One night I went down to bring up a man screaming in pain who, at the

same time was being asked questions: “How much money do you have?”

Scream! “How much?” Scream!

Finally the guy could speak: He managed to choke out that he had $300 in

the bank. He was put back in the ambulance and taken to a private hospital.

Three days later I saw him upstairs in Recovery — broke. That’s the USA.

Here’s Italy. In 1966 in my first week in Italy I was hit by a car, loaded into

an ambulance, and hospitalized. At the hospital, they asked for was

identification. I produced my California driver’s license. No demands of

how much money can I pay or whether I can pay at all. For you see, there

was no charge.

Several times since then I have been hospitalized in Italy. I have never had to

pay a doctor, but I did have to pay for prescriptions. Now I am an official

resident and I don’t have to pay for my medicines. I have my family doctor

and specialist doctors, and every month — not unusual for someone my age

— I have to get a bagful of prescriptions. My haul would cost several

hundred dollars a month in the USA. In Italy: zero.

Why is such a system as Italy’s a four-letter word in the USA? Because only

We The People want it. Robert Reich was Clinton’s Secretary of Labor, and

he strongly supported the single player plan. This is his explanation of the

US situation:
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When you’ve got so many lobbyists and PR professionals and

lawyers swarming over the Hill for [these] corporations they

also can come together against the public; and the public’s

voice can easily be downed out….Even Democrats are

reluctant take on the big power players….The problem is not

just the pharmaceuticals and the American Medical

Association, Blue Cross/Blue Shield and so on; the whole

system is now dominated by for-profit corporations. (See

Moyers.)

So if single-payer was off the table, what was discussed at the infamous

Clinton conference? In a nutshell, it was what the players wanted to talk

about. It was what would suit their aims. That was profits. The cheerful

result was to assure us that companies could be always more business-like.

(See Gordon for the Clinton fiasco; Relman and/or Starr for an overall

critique; and Moyers for much more regarding lobbyists.)Now some

disgusting facts, taken from Drs. Himmelstein and Woolhandler (H&W),

also of Harvard, unless otherwise indicated.

Government expenditures accounted for 59.8 percent of US health care

costs in 1999. At $2,604 per capita, government health care spending was the

highest of any nation; including those with national health insurance. (That

figure includes expenditures of $65 billion to buy private insurance for

government employees.) In that same year, a family of four spent $7,015 for

their own health expense and $10,416 in health care taxes for government

workers and government health programs like Medicare and Medicaid.

(Today it’s worse.)
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Well, so what, if our people are healthier than those of other countries? But

they’re not. In fact, far from it.

“The US ranks high on the list of infant mortality, right up

there with the poorest countries; the American health care

system, despite the highest expenditures in the world, is badly

in need of an overhaul.” (Editorial, IHT, 2008-10-22)

We pay the highest health care taxes, but much of that money is

squandered. The wealthy get tax breaks, and the HMOs and drug

companies pocket billions in profits at the taxpayers’ expense. Meanwhile,

politicians claim we cannot afford universal coverage. Every other developed

nation has national health insurance. We already pay for it: public money,

private control. (H&W)

Although the US spends more per capita for health care nation, we also

provide the least coverage to the average citizen. About 20 percent of us are

completely without coverage; among the other rich countries, the worst rate

is less than 1 percent while, those other countries also have higher

longevities and lower infant morality rates. France is best, Italy next; the US,

richest country, are worse off than impoverished Colombia. (Russell)

But do not Medicare and Medicaid and emergency rooms take care of those

with too little (or no) coverage? No. First, Medicare: IF you can find a

doctor, and IF there’s no serious problem, OK. However: it covers only 90

days of hospital care, and a “permanent supplement” is required to pay for

doctors and drugs. It began as $3 a month; it is now close to $100 a month.

Medicaid? It covers only half of the poor. Aren’t emergency rooms a a kind

of socialized medicine for the poor? Not quite: after waiting in line for an
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hour or more, and then you will find that they are not free: the average cost

of a visit is over $1,000. (Ehrenreich, 2001) That’s when you can find one;

they are closing all over, disgracefully in the huge county hospital of Los

Angeles.

Then there’s the matter of prescription drugs, which takes us to nine huge

companies of Big Pharma.  Read the annual Fortune 500. They are the most

profitable, with profit margins four times the average of the others. (H&W.)

What they are making profits on are the very high prices of their tightly

patented products. (Multinational Monitor, September 2001, “Profits”) And

the profits trickle up. The CEOs of Big Pharma have long averaged incomes

of at least $20 million a year (not counting stock options, bonuses, and the

like.)

To protect their interests, Big Pharma has thousands of lobbyists in

Washington, D.C., and more in the states. From 1998 to 2006  the

pharmaceutical industry spent close to $1 trillion on lobbying activities — 

more than any other industry.

Now why would they spend all that money? Because, thanks to their

lobbyists, abetted by a complacent government and bribed doctors — and

now facilitated by the once-forbidden right to advertise — they have

succeeded in achieving their dream. They maintain high-priced monopolies

on innumerable prescribed products. What profits! But these exorbitant

prices mean, quite literally, premature deaths for who-knows-how many?

It is not pleasant to dwell on the large-scale cooperation of medical

professionals, as the drug companies bribe them to recommend their

products. Here’s a personal example. My pharmacist is a ski nut who also

Page 24 of  52



likes beaches. He gets to visit both regularly at “conferences,” paid for by

guess-who. Then there is their tax-deductible spending on the promotion of

their products: Ten years ago Big Pharma paid more than $13 billion for

their doctor reps. Today it’s worse, with the benefits of direct-to-patient

advertising, whereby patients come to the doctor’s office to ask for (or

demand) a drug they’ve seen ads for. (H&W)

That’s more badly wrong with US health care. We have been effectively

socialized to believe that our health care system is the best in the world. We

might as well believe the world is flat. The fact is that among the rich

countries, US health care is the worst — easily the worst — and it is also the

most costly. For the richest nation in the history of the world, this state of

affairs is a disgrace. We are deeply in need of substantial reforms. As of now,

we won’t even get modest changes unless Obama has active and vocal

support from a public demanding that decency and good sense get a chance.

Obama knows that and is seeking to gain our support to move in that

direction. It is probably fair to say that he would be pleased if the US

Congress were to pass legislation taking us toward the governmental health

programs of Canada and Western Europe. But he is facing strong obstacles

for any governmental program, unless it is approved by the rulers of the

ongoing system: many doctors, all health insurance companies, hospitals,

and Big Pharma. Presently, they are working together to ensure that the

members of Congress they have bribed in one way or another will come

through for them. Note these rat-a-tat stories from The New York Times,

June 2009:

� “New drive on health care planned by Obama” (2009-

06-08)
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� “In poll, wide support for government-run health”

(2009-06-21)

� “Doctors’ Group [the American Medical Association]

opposes public insurance plan. Health services should be provided in private markets.” (2009-06-11)

� June 22: “Senate panel might revise health-care bill.”

(2009-06-22)

In sum, by hook and their crooks the health care industry has through its

lobbyists and its campaign financing hoodwinked the public into believing

that our health care system is both the cheapest and the best in the

industrialized world, when in reality is the most expensive and the worst.

Obama wants to change all that for the better. He can’t do it without lots of

push and support from us.

Nationalism, Wars, and the Environment

Dangerous and disgusting all of the foregoing is, what we have yet to discuss

is even more threatening: our many wars and our struggling environment. If

current tendencies in either (let alone both) are not transformed, total

disaster awaits. Led by the USA, the entire world has been lurching toward

both calamities for half a century.

First, let’s define our terms. It is important first to distinguish between

patriotism and nationalism. Patriotism refers to the love of one’s country. It

means — or should mean — that when the country is behaving badly or
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dangerously, its citizens will see it as their duty to work to make the beloved

country lives up to its ideals. A patriot is the vigilant upholder of these

ideals.

In the USA, nationalism has come to mean something entirely different. It’s

mantra is “my country, right or wrong.” (“I will never apologize for the

United State of America,” whined George H. W. Bush.)  US history is

stuffed with behavior betraying its ideals. Indeed, such nastiness even

preceded our become a nation.

The new country began with the theft of the lands and extirpation of the

lives of the continent’s native peoples. The country continued a tradition of

centuries — murderous slavery. The country started well over a hundred

large and small wars — for gain — north and south, east and west of “our”

land. I am not alone in believing that, except for our Civil War, there has

been only one other war that can be justified: World War II. (For a full

listing, see W. A. Williams [1980].)

Disturbing though our many small and large wars of the past, those most

disturbing have been the illegal wars after World War II: Korea, Vietnam,

Iraq, and Afghanistan (with Iran all too possible). All were Officially

Justified as Necessary and Unavoidable (during or after), but all have been

shown to have been acts of naked aggression, which is to say they were all

“wars of choice.” (For Korea, see Cumings; for Vietnam, see Young.)
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Vietnam

For a quick look at the USA in Vietnam, we need only to focus on Robert

McNamara, Secretary of Defense under LBJ. He proudly masterminded the

Vietnam war. He cheerfully oversaw the murder of more than three million

Vietnamese, Laotians, and Cambodians. He sanguinely plotted the

distortion and destruction of the societies and ways of life of those countries

and their ways of life. Then he had a change of heart. McNamara in 1968:

“The goddamned bombing campaign has been worth nothing, done

nothing: we’ve dropped more bombs than in all of World War II and it

hasn’t done a f***ing [sic] thing; we made a mistake and should simply

withdraw.” BG: “Nuclear Madness,” 2009-07-19).

We didn’t withdraw. Instead, LBJ fired McNamara, the war went on, and

most of its dead and wounded occurred after 1968. (See also NYT, 1968-07-

06–08 regarding McNamara’s role; see Young for the best analysis of the

war.)

McNamara was wrong. The Vietnam war was not a “mistake.” It was a

prolonged criminal act. Even the rationale for the war, the reason given as to

why we were there in the first place, was a lie. The US government

fabricated an instigation, an incident that never happened. We said the

North Vietnamese had attacked one of our naval craft. (Years later, the

captain of the US vessel finally admitted the tale had been made up.)

Tell it to the three million Southeast Asians dead. Tell it to their wounded.

Tell it to the more than half a million casualties among the invaders. Tell it

to the Vietnamese living today in misery today, with bodies devastated and

minds mutilated by our Agent Orange. Tell it to the Southeast Asians who
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still lose limbs and lives to our land mines. But you can’t tell it to Robert

McNamara. He died in his sleep recently at the age of 93.

Present Wars

Now to the present. The USA is already at war in Iraq and Afghanistan. As

this is written in July 2009, war with Iran is all too possible. If and when

such a war occurs, it is likely to be initiated by Israel, which has been itching

to bomb Iran’s nuclear facilities (with all too much encouragement from

some elements in the USA). After Iran’s (fixed) election of 2009, and quite

apart from the position taken by Obama, congressional Republicans could

scarcely hide their glee as they condemned the easily condemnable

Ahmadinejad. It is to be hoped, but as of now unlikely, that ways will be

found by the Iranians, the USA, and others) to find a peaceful and otherwise

desirable means for avoiding what could and all too probably would pave

the way for “the war to end all wars.” In short, we are presently stuck in

three traps largely of our own doing (that of Iran assisted by Israel). What

follows is a mere skimming of ongoing developments in Iraq, Afghanistan,

and Iran. First, we examine the two ongoing wars.

Iraq  Critics of the Cold War (myself included) have argued that had Stalin

not existed, the USA would have had to invent him. The same may be said

of Saddam Hussein and Ahmadinejad. I agree that all three of them are (or

were) dangerous brutes, harmful to their own countries and worrisome for

neighbors. But the same can be said for many others the USA has assisted,

cooperated with, or supported. Here’s a short list: Mobutu in the Congo;

Pinochet in Chile, Franco in Spain. (See, in that order, Hochschild, Blum,

Brenan.)
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And here (without documentation) is a longer list:

1. Argentina: Videlia

2. Bolivia: Banzer

3. Cuba: Batista

4. Dominican Republic: Trujillo

5. Egypt: Mubarak

6. Guatemala: Montt

7. Haiti: Papa Doc (and Baby Doc)

8. Indonesia: Suharto

9. Iran: The Shah

10. Nicaragua: Somoza

11. Panama: Noriega

12. Paraguay: Stroessner

In addition, the USA posed as “neutral” as fascism won over in Italy,

Germany, and France, and Spain, where neutrality meant assent. (When the

supporters of democracy in Spain asked the USA for help during the Franco

revolt, the reply was, “Golly, sorry, we’d like to help you, but we can’t  —

we’re neutral. Our hands are tied.”) After World War II, the USA

cooperated all too nicely with the one remaining fascist dictator, Spain’s

Franco — from 1937 until his death in 1975.

The role of oil  Oil hasn’t always been the main reason for the intervention of

the USA in the Middle East and Central Asia, but more often than not it

has played a crucial role. It needs adding that the decades-long US financial

and political support of Israel (and its aggressiveness toward Iran) has been

supported in part in the USA because of its politically strong Jewish

population and because of Israel’s location in the Middle East. (Lest you see
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that as an anti-Semitic — that is, anti-Jewish — position, note 1.) that a

substantial number of Israelis have agreed with this assessment; and 2.)

because my mother was a Jew, had I been accessible to him, Hitler would

have killed me along with the millions of others.)

The position taken here is a simple one; namely, were it not for Iraq’s oil

deposits and its strategic location, the USA would have never have invaded

it. That done, the USA is now stuck. If and as we depart, we will leave

behind a thoroughly destroyed nation, 2–3 millions of whose people have

fled, with many millions more left behind whose lives have been ruined, and

a society in chaos. That is bad enough for the Iraqis. For the USA, the chaos

left behind is a threat to long-emerging US strategic and economic interests.

As matters now stand, it is all too likely that the USA — with or without

Obama as President — will find reasons to maintain substantial military

forces in Iraq for an indefinite but presumably long-term period.

The USA first became seriously involved in Iraq mostly to satisfy the desires

of its giant oil companies. How and when it will ever get out is anybody’s

guess. The dangers and costs of seeking to remain are unknowable at this

time. They have already been great and are likely to become worse as we sink

deeper and deeper into the quagmire of Afghanistan (with Iran bubbling

next door).

Afghanistan  The interest of the USA in Afghanistan first took hold in the

late 1960s, when oil giant UNOCAL anticipated that, given the never-

ending turmoil of the Middle East, it would be wise — that is, profitable —

to have an oil pipeline that could skirt conflict by going through

Afghanistan. (See Everest; Klare.) As will now be seen, that interest was

insanely warmed up thirty years ago, in 1979, during the Carter presidency.
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Then a very small group calling itself “the Taliban” (“the students” or “the

students of Islamic knowledge”) was struggling into existence, while at the

same time the USSR was beginning to make moves there. In July 1979, way

before 9/11), Carter’s National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brezinski

persuaded the president to sign the first of several directives allowing the

CIA to provide weaponry to the infant Taliban. Why? The answer is found

in what “Zbig” — he calls himself Zbig — gave in a boastful interview with

Le Nouvel Observateur in January 1998, 20 years later. This was the aim:

To draw the Russians into the Afghan trap…We didn’t push

the Russians to intervene, but we knowingly increased the

probability that they would.

Three months later, on the very day the Soviet army entered Afghanistan,

Zbig wrote to Carter, “Now we can give the USSR its Vietnam war.” He

was right. After three years of fighting the US-armed Taliban, the USSR

withdrew. The USSR got its Vietnam in Afghanistan, but got off easy. Now

the US is on its way to its second Vietnam, not only in Afghanistan but also

in Iraq and Iran. We are unlikely to get out easily. Our first Vietnam ended

in disgrace... (See Everest; C. Johnson.)

The Taliban’s strength baffled the USSR in the early 1980s. That power

dwindled after the USSR retreated. Then as the 21  century progressed, thest

Taliban got the very smart idea of leading the impoverished peasantry to

become what is now — the world’s leading source of opium. Oh, the

profits! Now the Taliban are increasingly strong, powerful enough both to

dominate Afghanistan and to make substantial headway in Pakistan (a

nuclear power).
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Note the title of a book review by William Dalrymple in the NYRB (2009-

02-22): “Pakistan in Peril.” The book’s title is itself revealing: Descent into

Chaos: The United States and the Failure of Nation Building in Pakistan,

Afghanistan, and Central Asia, by Ahmed Rashid. Writing in 2008, Rashid

had this to say:

American power lies shattered; USA credibility lies in shreds.

The strategies of the Bush administration have created a far

bigger crisis in South and Central Asia than existed before

9/11. [And, he concludes] South and Central Asia will not see

peace and stability unless there is a new global contract among

the leading players…to help the region solve its problems,

which range from settling the Kashmir dispute between India

and Pakistan to funding a massive education and job-creation

program in the borderlands between Afghanistan and Pakistan

and along their borders with Central Asia.

Since the arrogant adventure of Cold Warrier (self-styled) “Zbig,” the US

policies in that region have plumbed depths beyond stupidity and toward

insanity. There has been reason to hope that the Obama presidency would

move in decent and more hopeful ways. But no — with Obama so far it

appears that the US empire rolls on, at all costs: What he has done up to this

writing (the summer of 2009) is to increase the presence of US troops by at

least 20,000, even as our allies reduce theirs.

As matters now stand in Afghanistan, at noted above, the Taliban have

increased their strength and aggressiveness well beyond anything even

thinkable in 1979. They may be horrifying, but they are also hearts-and-

minds smart: They have made it easier for the farmers of Afghanistan to live
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comfortably. The area is a cauldron...The US-created government of

Afghanistan would be laughable were it not dangerously inadequate (and

corrupted)...Pakistan, while instigating and supporting the Taliban in

Afghanistan, is itself increasingly unstable...Kashmir smoulders like a house

fire dancing inside a wall...

President Obama (for whom I did some campaigning) must stop, look, and

listen. But listen to whom? A good start would be to consult Ahmed Rashid.

Iran  Were Obama to seek a different direction for US policies in Central

Asia, he would see the need to rethink and greatly alter the relationship of

the USA with Iran, with or without Ahmadinejad.

 

To understand today’s bristling relationships between the USA and Iran it is

indispensable to take a long look back. (Also see Kornbuhl [1993]; Kinzer

[2003].)

In 1925 Colonel Reza Khan pulled off a coup, installed himself as “Shah”;

and Persia became Iran. In the 1930s his admiration of Hitler led to a joint

UK-USSR invasion and occupation of Iran in 1941, controlling the oil as

well as the location. (Both were important; Hitler had just invaded Russia.)

The invaders stayed until 1946. Kahn had dubbed his son Mohammad Reza

Palavi “Mohammad Shahanhah [“shah in shah” or “king of kings”]. Like

father, like son: The crown prince turned king of kings ruled as an autocrat.

Unlike his father, throughout his long reign, he was quite friendly to the

West (as the invaders correctly figured he would be when he was installed).

Under pressure in 1951, under popular pressure, the young shah allowed a

free election. It was easily won by Mohammed Mossadegh, whose stated
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aims were the overthrow of the autocracy and the nationalization of Iran’s

oil. Truman’s USA did not like that at all. The CIA plotted. With CIA

Director John Foster Dulles providing $1 million seed money, Pres. Teddy

Roosevelt’s grandson and CIA man orchestrated the rise of the Shah in

Shah. After an abortive attempt — Mossadegh had the support of nearly the

entire nation — the CIA finally successfully deposed him. This venerable

lawyer, PhD, trained economist, parliamentarian, and politician had been

democratically elected. Now he was out — oil and power had won. The year

was 1953. But the Iranian people have not forgotten. Or forgiven.

After his coronation, Ronald Reagan &. Co. broke a congressional law

designed specifically to prevent what came to be called “the Iran-Contra”

deal. Nicaragua, tired of its US-bought dictatorial government (like Iran

earlier) did the unthinkable: It elected a democratic government. So a secret

deal was made with our recent enemy Iran. We to buy weaponry from them,

to be given to the Nicaraguan right-wing pals of the USA, the “Contras.” so

they could overthrow the anti-colonial government. That in doing so

Reagan and his people were violating US law was...but who’s counting? The

Contras overthrew the Nicaraguan government, the Iranians made some

money from “the Iran-Contra deal,” and Reagan became a very popular

president. Finally, in early 1987, he apologized to a congressional

committee; sort of:

I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages.

My heart and my best intention still tell me that is true, but

the facts and the evidence tell me it is not. (See Pitt/Ritter;

Wills.)

His approval ratings immediately shot up.
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The USA made Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos into a living hell. We have

never given one word of apology to them — nor to Chile for the USA-

sponsored coup of 1973-09-11 and the subsequent abusive military rule

until 1990. Nor to Iran for Mossadegh’s overthrow and the onerous decades

of the Shah in Shah.

Not to tiny Nicaragua for the US support of the murderous Contras. (In

1986 the World Court adjudged the USA guilty of multiple violations —

international, human rights, and maritime law — in its all-out support of

the Contras.  Ever hear about it? The USA was ordered to pay reparations to

Nicaragua. Has that impoverished country, the second poorest in the

hemisphere, ever received a penny for the damage the USA inflicted upon it?

The USA pay reparations — for anything?! You’ve got to be kidding.)

Given the recent crooked election of Ahmadinejad and his increasingly

repressive measures, it may already be too late to make amends with Iran.

But it’s worth trying: the alternative is to open the door to what could

become the last world war.

Perhaps, someday, we could also choke out an apology to the native tribes of

North America for our centuries of robbery and slaughter. Or to the

descendants of slaves–

That done, we should also add a big oh-my-are-we-sorry to Mother Nature

for having crippled her and sent her into a premature death spiral. Even

better: We could change our ways. Now.
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The Desperate Environment

This section might as well be subtitled When Will we ever Learn? In classical

times, which is to say, way back when, there were four tangible elements:

earth, air, fire, and water. (There was also a fifth, but it was intangible — it

literally couldn’t be touched.) If by environment the reference is to “earth,

air, fire, and water,” humans have been mistreating them to one degree or

another from our species’ beginnings. Millennia passed. Human beings

managed to treat the earth recklessly because we couldn’t yet do much harm,

no matter what. Finally, in the 19  century, the environmental damageth

finally begin to become cumulatively harmful, when our inventiveness

brought about industrialism.

As the 20  century took hold, the interactions between our technology andth

industrial capitalism had already opened wide the door to environmental

suicide. In 1950 the ecological economist Karl William Kapp clearly warned

us of where we were headed, in his Social Costs of Private Enterprise.

Production, he argued, affects the both community and the environment.

Unlimited economic growth, he argued, is not the greatest possible good

(pace classical economists). In the decades between his original work and the

present crises, Kapp’s warnings have been verified. Now, because of the

interactions of many technological advances with globalization, the

increasing problems of rampant production have taken us to the brink of

environmental disasters. If these issues are not resolved soon, life on the

planet will be done for. As the song says, “It’s now or never.”

Now a summary look at “earth, air, fire, and water” and their infantile

mistreatment. As you read what follows, keep in mind that the various

elements of Mother Nature -- as with our bodies’ hearts, lungs, blood and
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nervous systems -- are interdependent and interacting. (For a fuller analysis

see my Waste of Nations.)

Earth

As discussed here “earth” comprises the dangerous misuse of agricultural,

forest, and mineral resources. In brief, agricultural lands have been replaced

by cities (most recently and spectacularly in China) while at the same time

countless millions have too little to eat. Many had once farmed for their

food. Much land once used for food is now used for biofuels or other

hoped-fo profits and great forests have been permanently chopped down for

diverse purposes, while harming both animal and human life. Spain is only

now recovering a bit from two thousand years of deforestation. (La Mancha

wasn’t always a plain.)

Air

In 1962, Rachel Carson stirred up discomfort with her book Silent Spring. It

told us of the polluted air, the disappearance, the chemical killing off of

beneficial insects, the poisoning of soil, plants, and water. Although the

book generated considerable public support, and was even a Book of the

Month Club selection, Monsanto and other the chemical industry giants

said don’t pay any attention to Ms. Carson — a respected scientist — she’s

just a “hysterical woman.”  But that was only Round One. All of what she

described has worsened greatly since she penned her classic. And chemical

and agribusiness shills continue to criticize her. (See Manning.)
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Fire

Combustion includes not only accidental and deliberate forest fires, but also

the poisoning of our air by billions of auto (and motorcycle, truck, and bus)

exhausts every day. Add airplanes, with their jet fuel or leaded (!) gasoline.

To that add factory smoke, the monster polluting of the motorized military.

(The US military, for example, is the largest polluter in the country.) Then

there’s the burning of coal. (China, for example, loves coal.) And the flaring

of natural gas at oil wells. (Nigeria, for example, can’t sell the stuff; so it

burns it off.) To top everything off, there’s the loss of normal forest-cleaning

of the air resulting from the wholesale clearcutting of forests. If trees are the

lungs of the planet...

Water

Whether in rivers, lakes, or oceans, the supply is shrinking or becoming

poisoned at an increasing rate. The (fresh) water that is being release from

glaciers is disturbing the overall salinity of the oceans, with a disastrous

future for the world-wide flow of seawater.

A Fifth Element

There is a fifth element of the classical (that is, the ancient) world. It was

literally intangible. The element was conceived of as a void, or aether, or

simply something not of this earth. In our 20  and 21  century world, thisth st

element has many names: uranium, plutonium, radium, radon, thorium,

americium, neptunium, actinium, polonium...in all, about three dozen

names. Many of the incarnations of this element are not of this earth; hey

were invented, cobbled together. When I was born there were 88 known
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elements. Now there are 118. The upper limit is, I understand, currently

thought to be 155. Just about one-half of the total will be radioactive.

This fifth element (sometimes known in classical times as the

“quintessence”) may well be our undoing. If we use radioactive elements for

power (nuclear energy), we end up making part of the earth uninhabitable,

basically forever. Generating the power also costs a fortune, mostly in

construction. And there is talk of nuclear energy making a comeback. Even

Italy, where I live, is discussing the option, previously unthinkable here. Let

me add that, in the last analysis, nuclear energy does make sense — but only

if it comes from the sun.

Across the globe looms a more immediate threat from the fifth element. I

refer to he hydrogen bomb. H bombs won’t split the earth in half (as was

believed some decades ago), but they are incredibly, almost unbelievably,

powerful:

Thermonuclear bombs can be hundreds or even thousands of

times more powerful than atomic bombs. The explosive yield

of atomic bombs is measured in kilotons, each unit of which

equals the explosive force of 1,000 tons of TNT. The explosive

power of hydrogen bombs, by contrast, is frequently expressed

in megatons, each unit of which equals the explosive force of

1,000,000 tons of TNT. Hydrogen bombs of more than 50

megatons have been detonated, but the explosive power of the

weapons mounted on strategic missiles usually ranges from 100

kilotons to 1.5 megatons. Thermonuclear bombs can be made

small enough (a few feet long) to fit in the warheads of

intercontinental ballistic missiles; these missiles can travel
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almost halfway across the globe in 20 or 25 minutes and have

computerized guidance systems so accurate that they can land

within a few hundred yards of a designated target.

(“Thermonuclear Bomb,” EB)

Two countries have thousands: the USA and Russia. Seven other have some

(in alphabetical order): China, France, India, Israel, North Korea, Pakistan,

United Kingdom. 

There is serious cause for worry, as the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists

describes:

In a globalized world with porous national borders, rapid

communications, and expanded commerce in dual-use

technologies, nuclear know-how and materials travel more

widely and easily than before — raising the possibility that

terrorists could obtain such materials and crudely construct a

nuclear device of their own. The materials necessary to

construct a bomb pervade the world — in part due to

programs initiated by the United States and Soviet Union to

spread civilian nuclear power technology and research reactors

during the Cold War.

As a result, according to the International Panel on Fissile

Materials, substantial quantities of highly enriched uranium,

one of the materials necessary for a bomb, remain in more than

40 non-weapon states. Save for Antarctica, every continent
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contains at least one country with civilian highly enriched

uranium. (“Doomsday clock overview”)

A Plea

For their healthy functioning and survival, all living creatures require the

healthy functioning and survival of earth, air, fire, and water. All are

increasingly misused, poisoned, increasingly scarce. That would be bad

enough were there no alternatives in the realms of consumption and

production; but there are. Another world really is possible! Yet the reality

staring us in the face has been rejected. There has been a virtually

uncontested response by attentive only to profits and power and supportive

of our habitual militarism. I say, enough already!

Toward a Safer, Saner, and Better World

Our ongoing disasters are avoidable, but the required changes toward

necessary policies will not fall from the sky. Those who have taken us here

are not going to change their ends and means — so we must change ours.

To do that we must abandon shopping till we drop, and switch to a steady

focus on human needs and possibilities. Up to now, we have allowed the

aims and means of the Fortune 500 and war-loving fans and beneficiaries to

take us to the cliff’s edge of disaster. We must work to insure that human

needs and possibilities take over.

What are our needs? What must we do to achieve them?
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The answers that follow will concentrates upon what we must begin to do

and to stop doing. As 2009 took hold, we were caught up in a global crisis.

Its origins were in the actions of those who had the social economic power

to take us here. They abuse the power they should not even have. Now we

in the USA (and those of other countries) must substantially reduce the

steepness of the steeply pyramidal structure of power so long taken for

granted.

Whether the focus is upon the USA, Europe, Africa, Asia, or Latin America,

today’s mounting troubles were, of course, created by those with the

decision-making power. In the poorer countries, they usually rule by force.

In the rich countries, with the USA being poster child, they do so with the

acquiescence of populations bewitched by consumerism and a warped

patriotism. The concern here will be upon the USA, but it has relevance also

for other countries.

Why the New Deal Happened

In the USA the possibilities of a better and safer society were given strength

when Obama was made president. In my judgment he is both the most

intelligent and the most decent president in US history — with a big “but.”

First a question: Is Obama even more promising than Roosevelt (“FDR”)

and his vaunted “New Deal”? The answer to that is critically relevant for us

today. It deserves a sustained look.

FDR was in the White House from 1933 until his death in 1945. When

first elected in 1932, he had been the governor of New York, and a very

good friend of Wall Street and big business. His initial policies in response

to the Crash of 1929 were collectively called the National Recovery
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Administration. It was designed by (and, of course, for) the financial giants.

Its defects are suggested by the fact that Hitler sent advisors to the US to

study it. And they learned quite a bit. (See Zinn.) In fact, the NRA (with its

US flags in all store windows) did more harm than good.

The “New Deal” that took its place (from 1935 on) was in response to

significant changes in FDR’s staff. His new associates convinced him that he

would lose the 1936 election unless he proposed and supported substantial

improvements and reforms to meet the needs of the average person, instead

of continuing to play to his natural constituency, the rich and powerful. He

changed — and ran away with the election, garnering greatest electoral vote

margin in the history of the country (523 to 8) and a stunning 61% of the

popular vote.

When FDR died, I was off in the war. I wept. When Obama won, I almost

wept again, but this time with joy. But then...as Obama bends to the wishes

of Wall Street, the health care profiteers, and the flag waivers, I wince. I do

more than wince as he virtually continues Bush’s policies in Central Asia

and the Middle East. That takes me back to FDR, and an explanation of his

political shift in the mid-1930s, a shift that Obama can and will make only

with both pressure and substantial support from us.

The 1929 crash opened the door to the most severe depression ever. It was

also the beginning of years of the most widespread politicization ever of the

people of the USA. It began with striking — and/or unemployed —

workers. Those without unions took it upon themselves to create them (and

to cleanse already existing but corrupted unions). The most dramatic and

earliest example was when the dock workers on the Pacific Coast brought

about the most significant general strike in US history, in San Francisco.
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(The fine and relevant film On the Waterfront, with Marlon Brando uttering

one of the most famous lines in moviedom — “I coulda been a contendah”

— gives some flavor of the endemic corruption, albeit on the East Coast.)

By 1941, when the US entered World War II, the USA had embarked upon

what became more than two decades of enhanced unionism and general

political participation that lasted until the 1970s. By then the USA had

disgraced itself in Vietnam, workers had become shoppers, elections were

becoming “priced,” and today’s problems had begun to surface. (See Du

Boff ; Zinn).

Now, back to the present and before it is too late, what Obama must learn

from FDR. Between 1935, when FDR’s New Deal began and 1945, when

he died, FDR (with pushes from his wife Eleanor) had been transformed

from being a political conservative into what today would be called a

“liberal.” Tragically, he also had become fatally ill. His untimely exit set the

stage for the ultimate evolution of today’s troubles.

The Trouble with Truman

In the 1940s the Southern states were the most anti-democratic of all the

states. They also had the strongest Democratic majority. With no serious

opposition, Southern Democrats kept getting reelected — and moving up

the seniority ladder in Washington. And then staying at the top. With their

congressional seniorities, they dominated the both the Democratic Party and

Congress.

The Southern Democrats were strongly opposed to Henry Wallace, who had

been FDR’s decent and intelligent vice-president. So, in the 1944
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presidential convention, the South, knowing FDR was fatally ill, replaced

Wallace with Harry Truman (of Missouri). Senator Truman was” one of the

boys” of the notorious and powerful Pendergast machine of Kansas City, the

strongest political gang in the USA. Boss Pendergast (as he was known) had

hand-picked Truman to run for the Senate. And Boss Pendergast wanted to

get rid of Wallace. When FDR died early in 1945 Truman became

president. When Pendergast died in 1945, Truman attended the funeral.

Truman had a good side to him, but he was an enthusiastic militarist and

Pendergast’s “good boy.” His militaristic bent led him to

1. Applaud the bombing of Hiroshima: “We are now prepared to

obliterate more rapidly and completely every productive enterprise

the Japanese have above ground in any city. We shall destroy their

docks, their factories, and their communications. Let there be no

mistake; we shall completely destroy Japan's power to make war....If

they do not now accept our terms they may expect a rain of ruin from

the air, the like of which has never been seen on this earth. ” (HST

statement, 1945-08-06)

2. Work with Churchill to birth the Cold War

3. OK the war in Korea

4. Open the door to the war in Vietnam. (See Young.)

If Wallace had been allowed to remain VP, he would have he would have

put into practice what FDR had proposed after his 1944 re-election in his

State of the Union Address.
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The United States can and must build a basis of security and

prosperity for all; regardless of gender, race, or creed. All of us

should have the right to:

(1) A useful and remunerative job

(2) An income sufficient to provide adequate food and

clothing and recreation

(3) A decent home for every family

(4) Adequate medical care and good health

(5) Protection from the economic fears of old age, sickness,

accident, and unemployment

(6) A full education

Not all of those basic needs were achieved, of course, but at least some got

started. When FDR spoke it sounded like a fairy tale. Now it is possible.

Given today’s technologies, it is not only at least as desirable as in FDR’s

time but also, step by step, attainable for all — everywhere. Put differently,

insofar as we do not move toward that achievement, we are effectively

responsible for the troubles and dangers of a world in which an

overwhelming majority now lives unnecessarily short and dangerous lives, a

world in which disasters (including wars) become the rule.

We need, and should demand of our governments, a “Third Bill of Rights.”

It cannot and will not be achieved without broad, deep, and persisting
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political involvement whose very nature would be the basis for political

movement that would attract all sane and decent people, in the USA or

elsewhere. And most of us, given half a chance, would be sane and decent.

More to the point, in the US, without such a popular movement it is

unlikely that Obama (or anyone else) could move in the desirable direction.

FDR certainly didn’t volunteer. He needed and got the demands and

support of a politicized people to bring out the best in him. So does Obama

— from factory and office workers, students and teachers, patients and

doctors.

So we have to make our demands known. In Obama’s first 100 days,

although he made some fine speeches, he allowed or encouraged a set of

policies more likely to maintain, even to worsen, the challenges facing us,

whether at home or abroad. That unpleasant generalization is as unpleasant

for me to write as it probably is for you to read. What is its basis? Here a

summary glance at both the domestic and the international scenes,

beginning with the financial collapse and its meanings

The Challenge Ahead

Two important elements Obama has inherited must also be overcome and

can be only with prodding and support by the people, who themselves have

come to their senses.

First, the USA must cease its tendency to use military means to resolve the

complex and dangerous problems of Iraq, Afghanistan-Pakistan, Iran, and

Israel-Palestine. To do so, we as a people must face the fact that much of

what has gone wrong in or between those nations has been at least partially
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our doing (as noted earlier), and to continue to deal with them militarily is

all too likely to lead to a third and final world war.

Second, political corruption in the USA and elsewhere is today both

broader and deeper than in the past. Yet today’s voters in all of the rich

countries have been “bewitched, bothered, and bewildered” by the siren

song of consumerism and a deceitful media.

The task for us now is more difficult than in the past, but it is also more

important than ever that we democratize our societies. We the People must

become actively involved in politics, and stay that way.

That’s asking a lot from ourselves, but no more than was accomplished by

our predecessors curing and after the 1930s. They made modest

improvements in domestic policies, but did and could do little to fend off

the worst war in history. That is, the worst so far...

Given globalized trade, industry, and finance, and the possibility of nukes in

spreading wars, to get to work politically is the only sane path to pursue.

And the political Right is working hard to push the USA (and the world)

into a fascist paradise of its making.

We must act. For us to simply acquiesce in it all is to be doomed.
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