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    To the viewers, readers, and listeners of Democracy Now! who believe that independent media is essential to the functioning of a democratic society.


INTRODUCTION: GOING TO WHERE THE SILENCE IS

[image: Images]

It was December 1995. I was at an underground safe house in Haiti during the presidential election there, interviewing members of a political party who feared for their lives. I got a phone call from a colleague at the Pacifica Radio network, asking if I would be interested in hosting a new daily news hour that we had been developing, covering the 1996 presidential election . . . in the United States. The importance of covering elections weighed heavily on me, especially from Haiti, a country where people took incredible risks simply to vote.

The political violence that had consumed Haiti since the US-backed coup in 1991, which ousted democratically elected President Jean-Bertrand Aristide, had left thousands of Haitians dead. Thousands more fled the Caribbean island nation, making the dangerous trip, often in unsafe boats, to land on the shores of Florida. President Bill Clinton feared that this influx of refugees from Haiti would lose him the crucial swing state of Florida. He knew the only way to end the refugee crisis was to restore Aristide to his presidency. So Clinton reversed his support of the Haitian coup, and returned Aristide to power for the fifteen months that remained in his term. In return, he forced Aristide to give up his demand that he serve his full five years, since the coup had robbed him of three of them. As the 1995 Haitian elections approached, many Haitians were terrified, but went to the polls nevertheless. Yet in the United States, where that kind of violence at the polls is nearly unheard of, less than half of those eligible bother to vote in presidential elections, and even fewer turn out for midterms.

Many have attributed low participation in US elections to voter apathy. I have never believed this. The low turnout is directly related to the many obstacles put in place that deter people from voting (for example, holding elections on just one day when most people are working, limiting hours that polling places are open, or requiring photo identification that disproportionately disenfranchises poor people and people of color). And then there are those who feel that there isn’t a significant difference between the candidates, or that money distorts the process so much that their vote doesn’t really count. Yet people are engaged in their communities all over the country. If they aren’t voting, what are they doing? These were the questions we would ask while covering each state primary—not to focus on polls but to focus on people at the grassroots and what they cared about.

On February 19, 1996, I began hosting Democracy Now!, the only daily election news hour in public broadcasting. This was the election in which President Bill Clinton ran against Republican Senator Bob Dole of Kansas and Reform Party candidate Ross Perot.

Our hope was that the issues in the presidential race were important enough and listeners cared enough that they would tune in to daily coverage that brought them voices and ideas not normally heard in the corporate media.

That’s how we started: giving a voice to the grassroots. When the 1996 election wrapped up, with President Clinton easily reelected, we thought that Democracy Now! would wrap up as well. But there was more demand for the show after the elections than before. Why? There is a hunger for authentic voices—not the same handful of pundits on the network shows who know so little about so much, explaining the world to us and getting it so wrong.

Twenty years later, after airing on nine community radio stations in 1996, Democracy Now! is broadcast on over 1,400 public television and radio stations around the world and on the internet. The show, which I have cohosted since the beginning with the remarkable journalist Juan González, is the largest public media collaboration in the United States. Democracy Now! is broadcast on Pacifica, community and college radio and television stations, as well as on many NPR radio stations, and can be seen on public access TV, PBS TV stations, and via satellite television on Free Speech TV and Link TV. Millions access the program at democracynow.org and by video and audio podcasts that are among the most popular on the internet.

Early on, we learned that giving voice to those who are outside the mainstream comes with risk. In 1997, just a year after Democracy Now! started, we dared to broadcast the commentary of prisoner Mumia Abu-Jamal, who had been on Pennsylvania’s death row for fifteen years. As journalists, we didn’t think this was that daring. It’s our job to go to where the silence is.

Abu-Jamal did not talk about his case. He talked about his experience behind bars. Actually, bars behind bars, because he was on death row. How rare to have a voice from one of the most controversial spaces in the world.

A former journalist and Black Panther in Philadelphia, Abu-Jamal was sentenced to death after having been convicted of the 1981 murder of a police officer. Abu-Jamal maintains he is innocent of the charges, and an international solidarity movement has grown around his case. Among those who have called for a new trial have been the European Parliament and the late South African President Nelson Mandela. Amnesty International and many other human rights groups say Abu-Jamal never received a fair trial. After almost thirty years on death row, in 2011 the US Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit vacated Abu-Jamal’s death sentence on the grounds that it was unconstitutional; he is now serving a sentence of life without parole.

Mumia Abu-Jamal has been an outspoken advocate for the thousands of people on death rows around this country. He has written articles for the Yale Law Review, among other publications. In 2014 he delivered a commencement address from prison to his alma mater, Goddard College in Vermont. His popular book Live from Death Row, published in 1995, is a collection of his commentaries.

Working with Prison Radio’s Noelle Hanrahan, we taped thirteen commentaries with Abu-Jamal in October 1996, and Democracy Now! began airing the pieces in early February 1997. But minutes before the first broadcast, the twelve stations in Pennsylvania that are owned by Temple University and that aired Democracy Now! pulled our show entirely and ended their contract with the Pacifica Network. They said it was “inappropriate” to air the commentaries of Mumia Abu-Jamal; his voice should not be heard on the public airwaves. Temple is a quasi-public university, so for us it was not only an issue of freedom of the press but also an issue of academic freedom.

When Temple University took us off the air, the reason it gave was that listeners demanded more jazz. Being a jazz lover, this was doubly insulting.

A tremendous outcry followed. The president of Temple received more than a thousand calls, emails, letters, and faxes from academic groups and activists all over the country. The Washington Post and the New York Times both framed it as a free speech issue.

The day that Democracy Now! aired the first commentary, we interviewed two representatives of the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ). (We’d also invited the Fraternal Order of Police to come on, but the organization declined.) The SPJ said that the commentaries were extremely important, and they were shocked at what happened.

“I am outraged that administrators at Temple University decided to silence an alternative voice,” Steve Geimann, SPJ president, said to the Washington Post. “SPJ, like Pacifica Radio, isn’t taking a stand on Abu-Jamal’s guilt or innocence. This issue today is all about allowing him—and other prisoners—the right to be heard.”

The problem for Jazz FM, the Temple station, was that it had already sent out its program guide stating that Democracy Now! was its most successful show and that it was using us as a model for its other programs.

That’s some model: air alternative voices and get kicked off the air.

Temple University law school held a forum; it was packed. Students protested. Nevertheless, Temple stuck by its decision. So did we. Democracy Now! grew by leaps and bounds as station after station began broadcasting the show.

One of the reasons that Abu-Jamal’s commentaries broke new ground is that you rarely heard voices from prison, because journalists were increasingly being blocked from going there. At the time, Pennsylvania, along with Virginia, California, Indiana, and Illinois, were among the states where journalists’ access to jails was heavily restricted.

Abu-Jamal has faced multiple obstacles as he has tried to have his voice heard. On August 12, 1999, Abu-Jamal called in to Democracy Now! to comment on the release of sixteen Puerto Rican political prisoners. As he began to speak, a prison guard yanked the phone out of the wall. Abu-Jamal called back a month later and recounted that “another guard appeared at the cell door hollering at the top of his lungs, ‘This call is terminated!’ I immediately called to the sergeant standing by and looking on and said, ‘Sergeant, where did this order come from?’ He shrugged his shoulders and answered, ‘I don’t know. We just got a phone call to cut you off.’ ”

Abu-Jamal actually first recorded his commentaries for National Public Radio. Ellen Weiss, then the executive producer for the news program All Things Considered, said, “He is a good writer and brings a unique perspective to the air.” She added that the commentaries were a way for public radio to broaden its coverage of crime and punishment.

But then the Fraternal Order of Police put enormous pressure on National Public Radio. NPR decided to kill the series of commentaries, though it had publicized them heavily.

We felt it was critical to air Abu-Jamal’s commentaries on Democracy Now! The commentaries touched on a broad range of issues. He spoke of capital punishment being punishment for those without capital. And he talked about “father hunger”: the idea that so many young black men in prisons don’t know their fathers. Abu-Jamal mused on the irony of being a father figure to those prisoners, despite the fact that he couldn’t be a father to his own children or grandchildren. He wrote:

“Here, in this restrictive place of fathers without their children and men who were fatherless, one senses and sees the social costs of that loss. Those unloved find it virtually impossible to love, and those who were fatherless find themselves alienated and at war with their own communities and families.”

There’s a reason why our profession is the only one explicitly protected by the US Constitution: journalists are supposed to be the check and balance on power, not win popularity contests. The United States has 5 percent of the world’s population but 25 percent of the prisoners. It’s the job of journalists to put our microphones between the bars and broadcast the voices of those inside.

ROOTS

I come originally from Pacifica Radio, which was founded in 1949 by a man named Lew Hill. He was a war resister who came out of the compulsory work camps for conscientious objectors in World War II. Hill said we need a media outlet that’s not run by corporations that profit from war, but run by journalists and artists.

As George Gerbner, the late dean of the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania and the founder of the Cultural Environment Movement, which advocates greater diversity in the media, would say, we need a media “not run by corporations that have nothing to tell and everything to sell that are raising our children today.”

The first Pacifica station was KPFA, launched in Berkeley, California, in 1949. In 1959 KPFK went on the air in Los Angeles, and in 1960 WBAI started broadcasting in New York. In 1970 KPFT went on the air in Houston, and WPFW came to the airwaves in Washington, DC, in 1977.

What happened to KPFT says a lot about how independent media threatens the status quo. It was the only radio station in the country whose transmitter was blown up. In May 1970, just two months after KPFT began broadcasting, the Ku Klux Klan dynamited the station’s transmitter, knocking it off the air for several weeks. The explosion came in the middle of Arlo Guthrie’s antiwar song, “Alice’s Restaurant,” just as he was singing, “Kill, kill, kill,” as he spoofed the draft. Not long after the transmitter tower was rebuilt and the station returned to the air, the Klan blew it up again with fifteen times the dynamite used the first time, knocking the station off the air for more than three months. Jimmy Dale Hutto, the Grand Dragon of the local Ku Klux Klan, who was convicted of the bombing, said blowing up KPFT was his proudest act.

When KPFT finally went back on the air for the third time in January 1971, it was a national event. PBS broadcast its rebirth on television. Arlo Guthrie came back to Houston to pick up where he was so rudely interrupted: he finished singing “Alice’s Restaurant” live on the air.

The Klan leader understood how dangerous independent media is. Because when you hear someone speaking for themselves—whether it’s a Palestinian child or an Israeli grandmother, or an uncle in Afghanistan or an aunt in Iraq—it challenges the stereotypes that fuel the hate groups. It’s not that you have to agree with what you hear. How often do we agree even with our family members? But you begin to understand where they’re coming from. That understanding is the beginning of peace.

I believe the media can be the greatest force for peace on Earth. Instead, all too often, it is wielded as a weapon of war. That has to be challenged.

I come from the radio network where Chris Koch worked. Koch was sent by WBAI as the first American journalist to cover the war from North Vietnam. What he saw there changed him. The American people were being led to believe that the United States would prevail against the Vietcong. Koch saw something very different, and he dared to talk about it in his reports for Pacifica.

“When Koch returned home to the United States from that first trip in 1965, he became one of the first US journalists to conclude America should withdraw from Vietnam, and his own countrymen were not nearly as easy to get along with as those he met in North Vietnam,” reported a Vietnamese news agency in 2012.

Koch recalled, “When I lectured at a university in Plattsburgh, New York, they had to lead me out the back door because people were getting very angry, beginning to shout at me. In Denver, Colorado, they really got angry. They began coming on the stage. I had to climb out a window in the back of the room and get in my car. Americans were not ready to listen to what I had to say.”

When he returned from North Vietnam, Koch was interviewed by ABC, CBS, and NBC. None of the national networks ran the interviews. Koch didn’t have official permission to go where he went and say what he saw. He was too controversial. That’s why we need a media that is independent.

The first book I wrote was with my brother, journalist David Goodman, called The Exception to the Rulers. That’s what the media should be: the exception to the rulers.

Our next book was called Static. Even in this high-tech digital age with high-definition television and digital radio, still all we get is static: that veil of distortion, lies, misrepresentations, and half-truths that obscure reality.

We need the media to give us the dictionary definition of static: Criticism. Opposition. Unwanted interference.

We need a media that covers power, not covers for power.

We need a media that is the fourth estate, not for the state.

And we need a media that covers the movements that create static and make history. That is the power of independent media. That is a media that will save us.

BREAKING GROUND AND BREAKING NEWS

In 1999 we headed to Seattle to cover one of the first meetings of the World Trade Organization (WTO). The corporate media had barely mentioned the WTO, a powerful, secretive body established in Geneva, Switzerland, in 1995 with the strong support of President Bill Clinton. It can overturn local laws in the name of “free trade”—or, more accurately, corporate-managed trade. As with the Trans-Pacific Partnership today, a trade agreement among twelve Pacific Rim countries and the United States, WTO trade bureaucrats from nearly 150 countries, as well as from many corporations, were saying, in effect, you can pass your laws in your democratically elected legislatures to protect workers or the environment, but supranational bodies such as the WTO can throw out those local laws on the grounds that they are barriers to trade and thus “WTO-illegal.” This means that everything from Thailand putting a warning on cigarettes, to the requirement that genetically modified food be labeled, could be overturned.

Tens of thousands of people from around the world descended on Seattle to show this shadow corporate government how people feel when their democracy—and their jobs, environment, and right to participate—is stolen out from under them. They were religious people, trade unionists, doctors and nurses, students, environmentalists, and steelworkers in a global uprising against corporate power.

As all this was about to unfold, activists confronted a dilemma: What media would cover their actions? Protesters knew that the corporate media would belittle or misrepresent them—or ignore them completely.

Democracy Now! cohost Juan González also works at the New York Daily News as a news columnist. When he asked his editors to send him to Seattle to cover the WTO, they responded, “The what?”

The Daily News is one of the largest city newspapers in the country. But in the end, it wasn’t the media behemoth, the Daily News, that sent him, but his other DN—the nonprofit Democracy Now! As this major global protest erupted, the Daily News called Juan repeatedly for reports from the front lines. His editors were proud that their reporter was on the scene, scooping the other New York papers. Privately, they kept asking him, “How did you know this was going to happen?”

A new kind of media was rising up. People came together with pens and pencils, tape recorders and video cameras, and established an Independent Media Center (IMC).

Tens of thousands of marchers were tear-gassed and shot with rubber bullets and pepper spray. The mayor of Seattle declared martial law for the first time since World War II. The city established “no-protest zones.”

As the corporate media networks scrambled to buy plane tickets and book hotel rooms from which to cover the protest, this new independent media movement had already swung into action. When CNN, citing police sources, denied that protesters were being shot with rubber bullets, the IMC’s new website at www.indymedia.org was showing photographs of people picking up rubber bullets by the handful. As one person carrying a video camera would get tear-gassed and arrested, he or she would hand that camera to someone else. The Democracy Now! team spent many long hours in the streets with journalists from the IMC, being gassed and harassed by police dressed in futuristic black body armor as we documented the explosion of anticorporate globalization activism onto the world stage.

People are hungry for unfiltered, real-time coverage from real people’s perspectives. So hungry for the truth that during the “Battle of Seattle,” there were more hits on indymedia.org than on CNN’s website.

The Battle of Seattle resulted in over six hundred arrests and the eventual failure of the WTO talks in America’s largest export city, then home to Boeing, Microsoft, Amazon, and Starbucks. Seattle police chief Norm Stamper resigned within days. Ten years later, Stamper admitted on Democracy Now! that he’d made some of the worst decisions of his career that week, among them “not vetoing a decision to use chemical agents, also known as tear gas, against hundreds of nonviolent demonstrators.”

He now sounds more like the WTO protesters whom his forces tear-gassed: “We’re now reaping what we have sown in the form of unbridled globalization and unfettered free trade . . . It’s time for all of us in this country, as we attempt to pull ourselves out of this global economic meltdown, to really take a look at what issues of social and economic justice mean within the context of globalization.”

AN INDEPENDENT REPORTER’S RAP SHEET

As reporters, we shouldn’t have to get a record for putting things on the record. But here’s my rap sheet for covering the news during the last twenty years:

1998: Detained with Democracy Now! producer Jeremy Scahill at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland while covering nuns and priests from the pacifist Plowshares movement who threw blood on a B-1 bomber used to bomb Iraq in 1996. Several hundred thousand people had come to the base for an air show. We were released many hours later after being investigated by the judge advocate general (JAG) and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), among other levels of law enforcement. Our tape was confiscated but returned months later following legal action.

1999: Detained and deported by Indonesia twice while trying to reach Indonesian-occupied East Timor to cover a UN independence referendum.

2003: Arrested in front of the White House on International Women’s Day with writers Maxine Hong Kingston, Alice Walker, Terry Tempest Williams, Honor Moore, and others while covering their protest against the impending Iraq War.

2008: Arrested at the Republican National Convention in Saint Paul, Minnesota, when demanding that police release Democracy Now! producers from custody. They had been filming antiwar protests.

2009: Detained by Canadian border guards while driving into Canada to speak about press freedom at the Vancouver Public Library and the University of Victoria.

Government crackdowns on journalists are a threat to democracy.

A disturbing example of this is what happened at the 2008 Republican National Convention, where police were systematically targeting journalists. In Saint Paul, the press was free to report on the official proceedings of the Republican National Convention but it was much more difficult to report on the police violence and mass arrests directed at those who had come to petition their government: to protest.

The Republican National Convention began on Labor Day. The Democrats had held their convention the week before, in Denver. Protests against war took place all week there, as Barack Obama prepared to accept his party’s nomination. On the first day of the Republican National Convention, an even larger antiwar march took place. Ten thousand people joined in the march in Saint Paul, including local families, students, veterans, and concerned citizens from around the country. The protesters greatly outnumbered the Republican delegates.

There was a festive feeling as people gathered under a blue sky. Later in the day, after the march, as the crowd dispersed, the police—clad in full body armor, with helmets, face shields, batons, and canisters of pepper spray—charged. They forced marchers, onlookers, and working journalists into a nearby parking lot, and then surrounded the people and began handcuffing them.

Democracy Now! producer Nicole Salazar was videotaping. Her tape of her own violent arrest is chilling. Police in riot gear charge her, yelling, “Get down on your face!” You hear her voice, clearly and repeatedly announcing “Press! Press! Where are we supposed to go?” She was trapped between parked cars. Suddenly she was hit from the front and behind. The camera dropped to the pavement amid Nicole’s shouts of pain and shock. Her face was smashed into the pavement, and she was bleeding from her nose as an officer rammed a boot or knee into her back. Another officer was pulling on her leg. The police threw Democracy Now! senior producer Sharif Abdel Kouddous up against the wall and kicked him in the chest, and he was bleeding from his arm.

I was at the convention, interviewing delegates on the floor of the Xcel Energy Center when senior producer Mike Burke called my cell phone. He said that police had beaten and arrested Sharif and Nicole. Filmmaker Richard Rowley of Big Noise Films and I raced on foot to the scene. Out of breath, we arrived at the parking lot. I went up to the line of riot police and asked to speak to a commanding officer, saying that they had arrested accredited journalists.

Having just come from the convention floor, I had, in full view around my neck, my credentials that allow me to interview presidents, vice presidents, Congress members, and others. Within seconds, the riot police grabbed me, pulled me behind the police line, pushed me onto a car, forcibly twisted my arms behind my back, and handcuffed me, forcing me up against a wall and then onto the ground. The rigid plastic cuffs dug into my wrists. I saw Sharif across the parking lot. I demanded that the police take me to him. Standing next to each other in handcuffs, we kept repeating that we were journalists, whereupon a Secret Service agent came over and ripped our credentials from our necks. I was taken to the Saint Paul police garage, where cages were set up for protesters. Nicole and Sharif were taken to jail, facing felony riot charges. I was charged with obstruction of a peace officer.

If only there was a peace officer in the vicinity.

There was an outcry as news spread of our arrest. Thousands of phone calls, emails, faxes, and tweets were directed at city officials, demanding our release. I was let go after a number of hours. Sharif’s and Nicole’s release took longer, but they did get out. I returned to the convention center, where I was ushered to the NBC skybox, to be interviewed about my arrest. Afterward, an NBC reporter came up to me and asked, “Why wasn’t I arrested?”

I said, “Oh, were you out covering the protesters too?”

“No,” he replied.

“I don’t get arrested in the skyboxes either,” I said.

Journalists have a special job. We have to cover the convention floor to question the delegates and politicians. We have to get into the corporate suites to see who is paying for the conventions. And we have to get out on the streets where the uninvited guests are—sometimes thousands of them. These protesters have something important to say as well. Democracy is a messy thing. And it’s our job to capture it all. During the week of the 2008 Republican National Convention, more than forty journalists were arrested.

At these conventions, dissent is threatened by a massive array of paramilitarized police, operating under the US Secret Service, granted jurisdiction over the “National Special Security Events” that the conventions have been dubbed. Corporations pay millions to the host committees, earning exclusive access to lawmakers and candidates. The host committees in turn indemnify the city, which means that police can operate with impunity, all but guaranteeing injuries, unlawful arrests, and expensive civil litigation for years to come. More than just a campaign-finance loophole that must be closed, this is a national disgrace.

We brought a lawsuit against the Saint Paul and Minneapolis police departments and the Secret Service. The lawsuit took several years, but we ultimately won a $100,000 settlement, and an agreement that officers would receive training in First Amendment rights of the media and the public.

Throughout the convention week of 2008, one of the twenty-five original typeset copies of the Declaration of Independence was on display at Saint Paul City Hall—not far from where crowds were pepper-sprayed, clubbed, tear-gassed, and attacked by police with concussion grenades. As the clouds cleared, it is instructive to remember the words of one of the Declaration’s signers, Benjamin Franklin:

“Those who would give up essential liberty to obtain a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty nor safety.”

9/11

By chance, Democracy Now! was slated to begin a daily television broadcast the week of September 11, 2001. It would air on the public access station Manhattan Neighborhood Network. We were operating from Downtown Community Television Center in a converted hundred-year-old firehouse, the closest national broadcast to what would become Ground Zero. Our small studio was in the garret. Yes, we did slide down the brass fire pole when in a hurry, but that is another story.

September 11, 2001, was mayoral primary day in New York. At that time, we broadcast live at 9:00 a.m. EST. (We now air at 8:00 a.m.) The first plane hit the World Trade Center at 8:47 a.m., the second at 9:03 a.m. We were preparing our show and didn’t know what had happened.

We were doing a special segment that day on the connection between terror and September 11—that is, September 11, 1973. In Chile, this was the day that democratically elected Chilean President Salvador Allende died in the palace as the forces of General Augusto Pinochet—sadly, the US-backed, ITT-backed Pinochet forces—seized power and ruled that country for seventeen years, killing thousands of Chileans and other Latin Americans.

No, this wasn’t the first time that September 11 was connected to terror. Consider Guatemala, where anthropologist Myrna Mack, a vocal critic of the government, died at the hands of Guatemalan security forces on September 11, 1990—US-backed Guatemalan forces.

Then there was September 11, 1977. Steve Biko, founder of the Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa, was beaten severely in the back of a van by pro-apartheid forces—US-backed pro-apartheid forces. He died early the next morning.

And there’s September 11, 1971, in Attica, New York. From September 9 to 13, prisoners rose up to protest conditions at the Attica State Correctional Facility. New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller called out a thousand state troopers and members of the National Guard on September 13. Under a cloud of tear gas, they stormed the prison and opened fire, killing forty-three men—prisoners and guards—and injuring hundreds more.

There’s also September 11, 1988, in Haiti. On that date, at least thirteen people were murdered when the St. Jean Bosco church was attacked and burned by a group of former secret police while the charismatic priest named Jean-Bertrand Aristide was preaching. Aristide would soon be elected president. On the fifth anniversary of the massacre, September 11, 1993, in the midst of the US-backed coup that had ousted Aristide, Haitian businessman Antoine Izméry, an Aristide ally, led a memorial procession and was assassinated.

But September 11, 2001, is a date no one will ever forget. Almost three thousand people were incinerated in an instant. We’ll never actually know how many people died that day, as those who go uncounted in life go uncounted in death: the homeless around the World Trade Center, and the undocumented workers who may have been there that day.

We stayed in the firehouse for four days. We were located inside the evacuation zone and feared that if we left, we would not be allowed back in. And we knew we needed to keep broadcasting. We saw people interviewed on other TV networks calling for revenge. But we saw very quickly that was not the general sentiment of people on the ground.

Photographs were pasted on every lamppost and every park bench with messages that read, “Have you seen my wife, last seen near Tower One?” “Have you seen my son, last seen in Tower Two?”

Those images connected us with people all over the world who suffer from terror—such as the mothers who walked the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires, Argentina, bearing photos of their children who vanished during that country’s US-backed “dirty war” in the 1970s and 1980s. “Mothers of the disappeared,” they are called. The women’s signs read, “Have you seen my son? Have you seen my granddaughter?”

September 11 united Americans with people around the world who have been victims of terror. Sadly, all too often, if those civilians were killed or bombed or tortured by a US ally, or by the US itself, the media coverage is often qualified. From Iraq, to Haiti, to Syria, to Yemen, to Afghanistan, if the media even reports on the atrocities, excuses are made: “It’s more complicated than that . . .” “Collateral damage is part of war . . .” And so on.

But in the case of 9/11, there was a collective revulsion at the mass killing, as there should have been. The model of media coverage was to find the families who had lost loved ones, tell us their stories, give us their names. Those are the details that dignify a life; that’s what makes us feel the loss. The portraits of grief, the profiles of children left without a parent, the deeds of unsung heroes—this kind of reporting should be the model for how all atrocities are covered. Whether it’s a US bombing of a Doctors Without Borders hospital in Kunduz, Afghanistan, or the stories of millions of refugees fleeing their homes in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, or Libya, when people learn of others’ pain, they are moved to act.

HOPE AND MOVEMENTS

What gives me hope? It’s the movements.

Movements often start with a courageous act of resistance. These are not isolated acts. They are inspired by past movements. And they inspire future ones.

Take Jonathan Butler, an African American graduate student at the University of Missouri, also known as Mizzou. In the fall of 2015, African American students at the university staged weeks of demonstrations against what they called a lax response to racism. Then Butler decided to put his body, and perhaps his life, on the line: he launched a hunger strike that he said would end only with the resignation of University of Missouri President Tim Wolfe.

Butler laid out the grievances of African American students in a letter that he issued at the start of his hunger strike: “In the past 90 days alone we have seen the MSA (Missouri Students Association) President Payton Head being called the n-word on campus, graduate students being robbed of their health insurance, Planned Parenthood services being stripped from campus, #ConcernedStudent1950 peaceful demonstrators being threatened with pepper spray, and a matter of days ago a vile and disgusting act of hatred where a MU student drew a swastika in the Gateway residential hall with their own feces.”

Butler was inspired and empowered by the Black Lives Matter movement and the protests in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014, following the police killing of Michael Brown, an unarmed African American teenager. (See chapter 8, “When the Killer Wears a Badge.”) Butler was among a group of Mizzou students who drove two hours back and forth to Ferguson to join the protests. He had never seen African Americans engage in mass protest in this way. “It was monumental in terms of how it influenced me,” Butler said. The Mizzou protests, he explained, were part of “the post-Ferguson effect.”

Mizzou students set up a campus encampment in support of Butler’s action. They dubbed themselves Concerned Student 1950, a reference to the year that the school’s first black student enrolled. The administration also faced opposition from graduate students who fought to win back their health coverage and activists who denounced a move to sever ties with Planned Parenthood under Republican pressure.

Then some powerful allies joined the fight. On November 7, 2015, a number of African American University of Missouri football players tweeted a photo of thirty African American team members linking arms alongside the statement “The athletes of color on the University of Missouri football team truly believe ‘Injustice Anywhere is a threat to Justice Everywhere.’ ” They were quoting Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

The Mizzou football players announced they would no longer take part in any football activities until President Wolfe resigned or was removed “due to his negligence toward marginalized students’ experience.” White players, the coach, and the athletic department quickly came out in support of the team.

The Mizzou football team is the center of power at the university. College football is a multimillion-dollar enterprise. Mizzou—which was cutting health care for graduate students as it invested $72 million in a new football stadium—stood to lose $1 million for every football game it forfeited, and the next game was days away. The football coach is paid $4 million per year—nearly nine times as much as the college president.

As sports commentator Dave Zirin observed on Democracy Now!, African American students comprise about 7 percent of the student body but almost 70 percent of the football team—these players, thus, “are at the fulcrum of the political, economic, social, and psychological life of campus, but none of those billion-dollar gears move at all if they choose not to play.”

The pressure on President Wolfe snowballed. The following day, members of a “Concerned Faculty” group at the University of Missouri voted to stage a walkout, and the Missouri Students Association, representing twenty-seven thousand undergraduates, called on Wolfe to resign.

On November 9, 2015, the president announced that he was resigning, along with the chancellor of the campus in Columbia, Missouri, R. Bowen Loftin. Michael Middleton, an African American civil rights attorney and former vice chancellor of the university, was named interim president.

Concerned Student 1950 continued its activism, calling in a statement for “detailed plans to address issues such as minority student enrollment; faculty, staff and administration recruitment; and health resources for students.”

Jonathan Butler ended his hunger strike when Wolfe resigned. He insisted that what brought about change “was not me alone. It was these people that I’m standing here on the stage with. It was the black community. It was the black faculty. It was the other faculty. It was the Forum on Graduate Rights. It was the people with Planned Parenthood. It was everybody who chose to stand up in this time who made this possible.”

The uprising at the University of Missouri ignited Yale University, which held a march in solidarity with the Mizzou students. Yale students also raised questions about systemic racism on their own campus, which led Smith College to protest, then Columbia, Princeton, Stanford, and Ithaca College, among many others. #BlacksOnCampus was trending everywhere. In January 2016, the Ithaca College president, Tom Rochon, resigned as well.

“WE CANNOT REWRITE HISTORY, BUT WE CAN RIGHT HISTORY”

More than fifty years have passed since Bloody Sunday, that seminal event in US civil rights history when African Americans and their allies attempted to march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, demanding the right to vote. The date was March 7, 1965. As soon as they crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, they were violently attacked by the Alabama State Police, beaten with nightsticks and electric cattle prods, set upon by police dogs, and tear-gassed. They were chased off the bridge, all the way back to Selma’s Brown Chapel AME Church, where the march began. News and images of the extreme and unprovoked police violence, in contrast to the conduct of the six hundred marchers, who practiced disciplined nonviolence, spread across the globe. Within months, President Lyndon Johnson would sign the 1965 Voting Rights Act, responding to the public outrage and the pressure applied by a skillfully organized mass movement.

In March 2015, the Democracy Now! team went to Selma to cover Bloody Sunday’s fiftieth anniversary. Over a hundred thousand people came to Selma for the occasion. They came to march across the Edmund Pettus Bridge. Pettus was a US senator from Alabama. But he was also the Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan, and a Confederate general who was captured three times and escaped.

On March 21, 1915, a motion picture was screened for the first time inside the White House. President Woodrow Wilson sat down to watch D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. The silent film, considered one of the most nakedly racist of all time, falsifies the history of post–Civil War Reconstruction, depicting African Americans freed from slavery as dominant, violent, and oppressive toward Southern whites.

President Wilson said of the film, “It’s like writing history with lightning. My only regret is that it is all so terribly true.” The film would serve as a powerful recruiting tool for the Ku Klux Klan.

One hundred years later, in January 2015, another film was screened at the White House, this time at the invitation of the first African American president. The film was Selma. Director Ava DuVernay watched it with the first couple. She told me, “It was beautiful to be in the White House in 2015 with a film like Selma, knowing that in 1915, the first film to ever unspool at the White House was The Birth of a Nation.”

Selma highlights the story of Dr. Martin Luther King and a young John Lewis, then the twenty-five-year-old leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and one of the march organizers in 1965. Lewis would go on to be a longstanding member of Congress. On that Bloody Sunday in 1965, after Lewis told the Alabama troopers that the six hundred marchers were going to stop and pray, the state troopers didn’t hesitate: they assaulted the protesters with full force. They fractured Lewis’s skull.

DuVernay put the march into historical context. “Selma is a story of justice and dignity. It’s about these everyday people. That’s what I loved about it. It was about the power of the people,” she told me. The story is also about Dr. King, who played a central role in organizing the marches after Bloody Sunday. He wasn’t there in that initial march when Lewis was beaten down with so many others. But King led a second march two days later, and ultimately led the march that ended in a rally of 25,000 people on the steps of the State Capitol in Montgomery on March 25, 1965. It was there that King delivered his famous “How Long, Not Long” speech.

DuVernay told me, “There’s been no major motion picture released by a studio—no independent motion picture in theaters with King at the center in the fifty years since these events happened—when we have biopics on all kinds of ridiculous people. Nothing on King? No cinematic representation that’s meaningful and centered. It was just something I couldn’t pass up.”

Selma gained national attention. All over the country, students in middle schools and high schools could watch the movie for free. I think that inspired what happened on March 7, 2015, when so many people of all ages and races came out to reenact the crossing of the Edmund Pettus Bridge.

But when it came time for the Oscars in 2015, Ava DuVernay was not nominated for best director, prompting a furor on social media under the Twitter hash tag #OscarsSoWhite. The following year, outrage mounted when the nominations were announced for the 2016 Academy Awards. Not one African American was nominated in any of the lead categories, which include best actors, best supporting actors, best picture, and best director. A 2012 survey conducted by the Los Angeles Times found that Oscar voters are 94 percent white and 76 percent male, with an average age of sixty-three. In response to the national outcry, Cheryl Boone Isaacs, the first African American president of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, announced that the Academy would double the number of women and members of color by 2020.

As for Selma, some critics called Ava DuVernay’s portrayal of President Lyndon Johnson unfair—saying he’d led the voting rights movement, and yet she had shown him as a reluctant supporter of voting rights.

DuVernay responded, “I’m not here to rehabilitate anyone’s image or be a custodian of anyone’s legacy. We have to work without permission, especially as women in the industry. Who are we asking for permission to do what we want to do? That should be eradicated. You need to set a path and start walking.”

Around the time that I interviewed Ava DuVernay at the annual Sundance Film Festival in Utah, another real-life modern drama was unfolding in South Carolina. It concerned a group of civil rights activists called the Friendship Nine. In 1961 these young African American men sat at a whites-only lunch counter in Rock Hill, South Carolina. They were arrested and sentenced to thirty days hard labor in a county prison camp.

In January 2015, the chief administrative judge for South Carolina’s Sixteenth Judicial Circuit, John C. Hayes III, overturned their convictions. The judge addressed the activists, now elderly men, saying, “We cannot rewrite history, but we can right history.”

Judge Hayes closed a circle: he is the nephew of the judge who’d sentenced the men fifty-four years earlier.

A few weeks after the Friendship Nine were convicted in 1961, South Carolina hoisted a Confederate battle flag over its statehouse. The flag would fly over the capitol or on its grounds for fifty-four years. It would take another nine people, known as the Beautiful Nine, victims of a horrific crime, to force the flag down forever. These were the eight African American parishioners and their pastor, Reverend Clementa Pinckney, who were murdered by a white supremacist in the historic Mother Emanuel AME Church in Charleston. (See chapter 9, “ ‘This Flag Comes Down Today.’ ”)

I went back and looked at the front page of the New York Times on March 8, 1965, the day after Bloody Sunday. Next to the top headline, “Alabama Police Use Gas and Clubs to Rout Negroes” and a photo of John Lewis and others being beaten by state troopers, captioned “Crushing Voter Demonstration,” was another headline about the first US Marines sent to Vietnam.

John Lewis eloquently linked racism at home and militarism abroad when he declared, “President Johnson sent soldiers to Vietnam, but he can’t send federal troops to protect us in his own country, in Selma.”

From the civil rights movement of half a century ago, to communities confronting police brutality today under the banner of Black Lives Matter, from the antiwar movement of the Vietnam War years to the peace movement today, broad movements are making valuable linkages across issues, demanding change. This is ultimately the hope.

•  •  •

How to capture the remarkable journey of the first two decades of Democracy Now!?

That was the challenge in writing this book. I found the answer by going back to our original mission: go to where the silence is and give voice to the movements that are shaping our world.

That mission was eloquently captured by my colleague Juan González when he was inducted into the New York Journalism Hall of Fame in November 2015, the first Latino journalist to receive the honor. Juan said of his quarter-century as a columnist:

I figured my modest contribution would be . . . not writing about outcast neighborhoods, but from them. Not simply to entertain but to change. Not after the fact, but before it, when coverage could still make a difference.

. . . I have tried to use as many of my columns as possible to probe the injustices visited upon the powerless. Yes, the rich and famous are also victims on occasion. But they have so many politicians, lobbyists, lawyers, gossip columnists and even editorial writers ready to jump to their defense that they’ll always do fine without my help.

I prefer the desperate unknown reader who comes to me because he or she has gone everywhere else and no one will listen. More often than not I come across unexpected gems, human beings whose tragedies illuminate the landscape and whose courage hopefully inspires the reader to believe that there is indeed some greater good served by a free press than just chronicling or influencing the ouster of one group of politicians by another.

This book celebrates some of the people and movements who have been making history during our first twenty years. This is not an exhaustive history, nor is it intended as a “greatest hits” of Democracy Now! This book is just our way of giving back by celebrating some of the ordinary heroes who have done extraordinary things to make the world a better place.


CHAPTER 1

[image: Images]

THE WAR AND PEACE REPORT

As I have walked among the desperate, rejected, and angry young men, I have told them that Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their problems. I have tried to offer them my deepest compassion while maintaining my conviction that social change comes most meaningfully through nonviolent action. But they ask—and rightly so—what about Vietnam? They ask if our own nation wasn’t using massive doses of violence to solve its problems, to bring about the changes it wanted. Their questions hit home, and I knew that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today: my own government.

—From “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Silence” speech by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., April 4, 1967

The United States is engaged in what can only be called endless war. The war in Afghanistan is the longest in US history. The invasion and occupation of Iraq, launched in 2003 based on lies that are far too often described politely as “faulty intelligence,” killed hundreds of thousands of people, if not over a million, and displaced many millions more. Despite the US troop withdrawal in 2011, Iraq is still consumed by violence, which has spilled over to further inflame the massively destructive Syrian civil war. Elsewhere, US special forces wage clandestine operations in the dark of night, killing and kidnapping. Guantánamo Bay’s notorious prison complex exists outside the reach of courts, the press, or any sense of due process, as men arbitrarily swept off the dusty roads of distant countries and held without charge continue to engage in hunger strikes to protest their imprisonment.

The coverage of war is critical to our mission at Democracy Now! Our first broadcast was on Monday, February 19, 1996. It was the day before the New Hampshire primary. When we looked into that primary, into that state, we found a striking intersection of issues that would come to be central to our journalism at Democracy Now!: war, race, and the power of the media.

So much of US presidential electoral politics is shaped by two of the whitest states in the nation: Iowa, with its caucus vote taking place first in the nation every four years, followed by the New Hampshire primary. Presidential campaigns have now become, essentially, permanent, with presidential hopefuls visiting Iowa and New Hampshire years in advance, “testing the waters.” As the primary elections near, the campaigns and their Super PAC supporters pour millions of dollars into organizing and advertising in these two states, setting the tone for the entire national election.

By 1996, New Hampshire was the last holdout against designating an official holiday in honor of Martin Luther King Jr., ten years after it first went into effect in the majority of states. It also had just one statewide newspaper, the Manchester Union-Leader (now called the New Hampshire Union Leader). It was considered one of the most conservative papers in the country, thanks to the vicious editorials penned by its owner and publisher, William Loeb III. Loeb had long railed against the civil rights movement, and against King in particular. King’s assassination on April 4, 1968, prompted a flurry of invective from Loeb, splashed across his signed editorials on the paper’s front page. “Dr. King was a brave man, a determined man, but also—in our carefully considered opinion—a clever demagogue,” Loeb declared just two weeks after King’s death, adding that he was “sick and tired of sentimental slop” about King. Loeb was the racist before whom every Republican presidential hopeful would prostrate himself in pursuit of his coveted endorsement.

Loeb died in 1981, as the fight for a day honoring King was beginning in New Hampshire. His widow, Nackey Scripps Loeb, continued his policy at the paper, inveighing against adoption of the holiday. The Manchester Union-Leader offered this odd rationale: King shouldn’t be honored, its reasoning went, because he was opposed to the war in Vietnam, and thus unpatriotic. This rhetorical contortion failed to mask the publisher’s racism, which was only amplified when, on Monday, January 15, 1996 (that year’s federally recognized Martin Luther King Jr. Day), a racist group from Mississippi rallied at the New Hampshire state capitol, thanking the state for its stalwart stand against MLK Day.

The Manchester Union-Leader endorsed Republican candidate Patrick Buchanan that year, helping to propel him to victory in the critical New Hampshire primary. Buchanan had never held elective office, but he’d worked as an advisor in both the Nixon and Reagan administrations, and was an outspoken pundit on the far right of American politics, with regular appearances on PBS, CNN, and his own syndicated radio show. He was a principal architect of the “southern strategy,” which he’d laid out in a 1971 memo to President Nixon, whereby the Republican Party captured white Democratic voters in the South by appealing to their racism. In a 1993 column, Buchanan wrote, “How long is this endless groveling before every cry of ‘racism’ going to continue before the whole country collectively throws up?”1

Buchanan’s inflammatory rhetoric served him well when campaigning in New Hampshire. He pledged, “I promise you that I will tear out this whole diversity program root and branch: Affirmative Action, discrimination, and all racial set asides, they will all be gone.”2

Among our guests on that first episode of Democracy Now! was Reverend Bertha Perkins, pastor at the New Fellowship Baptist Church and a board member of Southern New Hampshire Outreach for Black Unity, who explained, “When you talk about racism in New Hampshire, they have a very unique way of doing it. And they do it by—basically, just excluding us, a denial that we exist.”

The state’s position on the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday, and the Manchester Union-Leader’s disingenuous opposition to it, though, affords an opportunity to revisit that remarkable antiwar speech that King gave on April 4, 1967, one year to the day before he was assassinated. That landmark speech clearly marks the moment that King publicly embraced the antiwar movement, and eloquently expresses the importance of coalition building, of organizing across issues, of uniting disparate sectors. This type of organizing has become standard in recent years. Back then it was groundbreaking.

The “Beyond Vietnam” speech clearly struck a chord with William Loeb. Shortly after King’s death, Loeb denigrated his memory: “King charged in a vicious address, sponsored by the Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam, that American GIs were killing innocent civilians,” Loeb wrote, referencing the speech directly. In “Beyond Vietnam,” King detailed the history of how the US role escalated in Vietnam. Then he linked the expense of the war to poverty at home, saying, “A few years ago, there was a shining moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there was a real promise of hope for the poor—both black and white—through the poverty program. There were experiments, hopes, new beginnings. Then came the buildup in Vietnam, and I watched this program broken and eviscerated, as if it were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad on war, and I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like some demonic destructive suction tube. So, I was increasingly compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such.”

Over three thousand people had gathered to hear King speak that day, in the sanctuary of the Riverside Church in New York City. In his speech, King called the United States “the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today,” and committed to oppose “the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and militarism.” Borrowing a phrase from John F. Kennedy, he said, “Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable.” King’s speech advanced the antiwar movement to a new level. Almost a year later, feeling the pressure from that movement, President Lyndon Johnson would announce his decision not to seek a second term—four days before King’s assassination.

The mainstream backlash against King’s “Beyond Vietnam” speech was immediate. Life magazine, in an editorial in its April 21 issue, accused King of “betraying the cause for which he worked so long,” adding that “much of his speech was a demagogic slander that sounded like a script for Radio Hanoi.” The establishment editorial page of the Washington Post opined, “Dr. King has done a grave injury to those who are his natural allies . . . He has diminished his usefulness to his cause, his country, and his people.” Even the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) weighed in. Its sixty-member board unanimously approved a statement that read in part, “to attempt to merge the civil rights movement with the peace movement . . . is, in our judgment, a serious tactical mistake.”

OBAMA’S WARS

From King, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, jump ahead to the next African American leader to win it: Barack Obama. The first-term senator from Illinois ran for president as the antiwar candidate, first in the Democratic primaries against Senator Hillary Clinton of New York. She refused to admit that her 2002 vote authorizing the invasion of Iraq was a mistake, giving Obama a vital edge throughout the primaries. Then Obama, maintaining his antiwar position, ran in the general election against Senator John McCain, a Vietnam veteran and POW, and won. Nine months into his administration, Obama was named the winner of the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize. Reuters reported that the news “was greeted with gasps from the audience at the announcement ceremony in Oslo.” Obama had no major foreign policy accomplishments at that time, and even he admitted, “I do not feel that I deserve to be in the company of so many of the transformative figures who have been honored by this prize.” Many accepted that the award for Obama was simply the Nobel committee’s tacit repudiation of President George W. Bush and his administration.

On December 10, 2009, Obama went to Oslo, Norway, to receive the Nobel Prize. This was just over a week after he announced a troop surge in Afghanistan. In his thirty-six-minute acceptance speech, he invoked Martin Luther King’s name six times. “As someone who stands here as a direct consequence of Dr. King’s life’s work, I am living testimony to the moral force of nonviolence,” Obama said. Unlike King, though, Obama then made the case for war: “I am the commander in chief of the military of a nation in the midst of two wars . . . the instruments of war do have a role to play in preserving the peace.” Obama went on to defend militarism: “We will not eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations—acting individually or in concert—will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified.” He added, “To say that force may sometimes be necessary is not a call to cynicism—it is a recognition of history; the imperfections of man and the limits of reason.”

In an indirect reference to King, President Obama said, “Our actions matter, and can bend history in the direction of justice.” He was paraphrasing King, who said in his last speech before the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, entitled “Where Do We Go From Here?,” on August 16, 1967, “Let us realize the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”

A Washington Post headline in late 2015 read, “After Vowing to End Two Wars, Obama May Leave Three Behind,” pointing to his about-face on sending ground troops into Syria to fight against the so-called Islamic State, along with the continuing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Add to these other conflicts where US forces play a role, often clandestinely, in Somalia, Yemen, Sudan, central African nations such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and in Colombia.

DRONES, DEATH, AND DEMONSTRATIONS

The aspect of Obama’s wars that perhaps most distinguishes him from his predecessors is his unprecedented reliance on drones. In a remarkable series of articles published by the Intercept, the online news organization founded by Jeremy Scahill, Laura Poitras, and Glenn Greenwald, Scahill wrote, “From his first days as commander in chief, the drone has been President Barack Obama’s weapon of choice, used by the military and the CIA to hunt down and kill.” Scahill and colleagues obtained a trove of leaked secret documents detailing the Obama administration’s assassination and targeted killing program. Intercept journalist Ryan Devereaux reported on a US military campaign in Afghanistan’s Hindu Kush mountain range, from 2011 to 2013, called Operation Haymaker. Devereaux wrote, “The documents show that during a five-month stretch of the campaign, nearly nine out of 10 people who died in airstrikes were not the Americans’ direct targets.” Another analyst he interviewed found that, despite government assurances that drone strikes afford precise targeting, they were “10 times more likely to kill civilians than conventional aircraft.”

Years before cofounding the Intercept, Jeremy Scahill was a long-time producer and correspondent for Democracy Now! and Ryan Deveraux was a Democracy Now! fellow. The Intercept’s groundbreaking reporting adds to the work of others, like the London-based Bureau of Investigative Journalism. BIJ carefully amasses data on drone strikes in Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia, and recently began gathering data in Afghanistan. Drawing from information “reported by US administration and intelligence officials, credible media, academics, and other sources,” BIJ has documented more than seven hundred strikes in these regions, starting from 2002 in Yemen, 2004 in Pakistan, 2007 in Somalia, and 2015 in Afghanistan. Between 3,600 and 5,800 people have been killed, most, according to BIJ, only “suspected” militants. At least 532 were civilians, including children, although the upper range of their estimate is likely closer to the truth, with 1,174 civilians killed.

Juxtapose these casualty figures with Obama’s stated policy on drones, which he delivered in a speech at the National Defense University on May 23, 2013, as Operation Haymaker was being waged: “Before any strike is taken, there must be near-certainty that no civilians will be killed or injured—the highest standard we can set.”

Behind the statistics are real people: children, families, thousands of them. On October 24, 2012, for example, the CIA launched a drone strike in North Waziristan, Pakistan. One person was confirmed killed. Between six and nine were injured. Killed: Mamana Bibi, a sixty-seven-year-old grandmother who was picking okra. Among the wounded: Bibi’s grandson, twelve-year-old Zubair Rehman, and his eight-year-old sister, Nabila. After multiple surgeries, Zubair and Nabila would come to the United States a year later, with their father, Rafiq, a schoolteacher, to testify before Congress. Their lawyer, Shahzad Akbar, was denied a visa to enter the United States. Akbar represents many drone strike victims in lawsuits against the United States and speaks fluent English. He would have helped this family navigate their way into the heart of the very nation that bombed them. No doubt, it was thought that denying Akbar a visa would discourage the family from coming as well. But they would not be deterred. They testified before Congress and then came to our studios in New York.
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