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Introduction

 

By David Talbot

Our media has become such an all-encompassing echo chamber of power—or its corollary, a bright and shiny distraction from our misery—that it’s a shock whenever a dissident voice breaks through this wall of sound. One of the most singular and bracing voices of dissent in our time belongs to Chris Hedges. He is no stranger to the corporate ranks of journalism, toiling for over two decades as a war correspondent, primarily for the New York Times, where he shared a Pulitzer Prize for team reporting on the events of 9/11. But even as a Times man, Hedges clearly stood out from the press pack. His fearless reporting from Central America (before he joined the Times), and later from the Middle East, Africa and the Balkans, routinely contradicted the official line, evoking the rigorous independence of his literary heroes, George Orwell and James Baldwin. Like Orwell and Baldwin, Hedges has consistently refused to toe party lines or trim his reporting to fit conventional patterns. He inevitably developed a reputation for being “abrasive” at the Times, and after he reaffirmed his independence of mind by speaking out against George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq at the commencement ceremony of a—until then –placid Midwestern campus, life at the newspaper of record became untenable for Hedges, who struck out on his own.

Life as an independent thinker and writer has presented a different set of challenges. It is not easy to support oneself, much less a family, as a public intellectual without the benefits of a university teaching position or think-tank sinecure or the rainbow of corporate endowments that grace the lives of the dutiful courtiers who dominate our national discourse. Hedges lives in Princeton, New Jersey, but he is not on the faculty at Princeton (although he has had two visiting professorships at the university). He teaches, rather, college credit courses in a maximum security prison. Still, he has managed to make a living through the power of his writing and speaking—and although his books are customarily slighted and impugned by his former newspaper, they have attracted a large and loyal following and have succeeded in shouldering their way onto the New York Times Bestseller List.

Among his significant titles are War Is a Force that Gives Us Meaning, a provocative reflection on the gods of fire and death that rule our lives (including, for two decades, Hedges’); and American Fascists: The Christian Right and the War on America; Death of the Liberal Class; and Wages of Rebellion: The Moral Imperative of Revolt—books filled with alarming insights into the devolution of American society and politics and radical calls for action, even against seemingly invincible odds.

Hedges, who has put his writing and speaking skills at the services of the Occupy movement and many other apparently quixotic crusades for social justice, calls this indomitable will to resist “the sublime madness of the soul,” quoting the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. “Perhaps in our lifetimes we will not succeed,” Hedges has written. “Perhaps things will only get worse. But this does not invalidate our efforts. Rebellion – which is different from revolution because it is perpetual alienation from power rather than the replacement of one power system with another—should be our natural state.”

Hedges, who is the son of a Presbyterian minister and a graduate of the Harvard Divinity School, has the temperament of a biblical prophet as he rails against the evils of the capitalist system, US imperialism and racism—and the brutal treatment of those whom our ruling powers have turned into what Noam Chomsky calls “the unpeople,” including Palestinians, immigrants, prisoners and the poor. His friend, Stephen Kinzer, once told Hedges: “You’re not a journalist. You’re a minister pretending to be journalist.” And there is some truth to that, concedes Hedges. The columns he writes for publications such as Truthdig—and collected in volumes like The World As It Is—do read like sermons. But these are not the sermons of a kindly and serene suburban minister—they are meant to stir unease and trouble. “Sermons, when they are good, do not please a congregation,” he writes. “They do not make people happy. They are not a form of entertainment. They disturb many, if not most, of the listeners. They resonate only with a minority…Sermons force those who hear them to be self-critical.”

Hedges is particularly committed to disturbing the tranquility of the powerful. He is proud of the fact that he never was considered a member of the elite media club. “My former employer, the New York Times, with some of the most able and talented journalists and editors in the country, not only propagated the lies used to justify the war in Iraq, but also never saw the financial meltdown coming,” he writes in the introduction to The World As It Is. “These journalists and editors are besotted with their access to the powerful. They look at themselves as players, part of the inside elite. They went to the same elite colleges. They eat at the same restaurants. They go to the same parties and dinners. They live in the same exclusive neighborhoods. Their children go to the same schools… The media treat criminals on Wall Street as responsible members of the ruling class. They treat the criminals in the White House and the Pentagon as statesmen…The media are hated for a reason. They deserve to be hated. The few journalists who do not function as entertainers and celebrities are so timid and removed from the suffering of our dispossessed working classes that they are rightly despised.”

Because he stands in contemptuous opposition to the media establishment, Hedges has been marginalized. He does not get invited to comment on the major issues of the day by the cable news networks or even by public television or National Public Radio, which were intended to give space to a diversity of voices. He will never be given a prestigious platform to comment on the crimes of Wall Street and our permanent war machine, or the criminalization of poverty and the legal immunity of the privileged, or the corporate and political exploitation of women’s bodies, or the crying need for a radical transformation of our society. But Hedges does talk about all this and much more in the following pages.

He says that it does not trouble him being sidelined by the corporate media. “If you measure your success by your impact…then you will easily be seduced into re-configuring what you do,” Hedges told me in the course of our lengthy conversation. “Obviously, I want to have an impact. But I don’t want to cater to the wider culture. I won’t speak in ways that they dictate. At that point I become like them…You have to hold fast to your integrity. I am shut out for a reason.”

But if his marginalization doesn’t bother Hedges, it should bother us. His insights and opinions—which have been hard-earned over a tumultuous career of covering war and revolution, suffering and liberation—should be part of our national debate.

This is why we are launching the “Unspeakable” series at Hot Books/Skyhorse, to provide another venue for people like Hedges—those essential thinkers, writers and activists who have been kept carefully away from the media spotlight.

I spoke with Hedges over a marathon, six-hours stretch on a chilly March day in Princeton, huddling over cups of tea and salads and sandwiches at a vegetarian restaurant and then at a nearby tavern. In the following weeks, we kept the conversation going through email. Since we’re both writers, we polished some of our questions and answers during the editing process, for clarity and precision.

The conversation with Chris Hedges is the first in the “Unspeakable” series. We hope to lift the political conversation in America from the imbecilic and benighted depths to which it has sunk. We believe the public is ready for a discourse that assumes their intelligence and whets their appetite for taboo ideas. We all want to understand not only how we got into our current abysmal predicament, but how we might crawl out.

Our body politic has grown sluggish and dull-witted, stuffed with a steady diet of junk media and corporate propaganda. It’s time to light a fire under this slumbering giant, American democracy. It’s time to think dangerous thoughts. Welcome to Hot Books…and our “Unspeakable” series.


I. The Making of a Radical

 

What made you a radical?

It’s a combination of factors—including my personality type. I grew up in a literate household, in a farm town of 2,000 people in upstate New York called Schoharie. My mother, when I was a kid, was a teacher and ended up becoming an English professor. My father was a World War II army veteran—he had been a cryptographer in the North Africa, Palestine and Iran—and a Presbyterian minister. They were very involved in the 1960s in the civil rights movement and the anti-war movement. My dad took my younger sister and me to protests.

Dr. Martin Luther King, especially in rural white enclaves, was at the time one of the most hated men in America. Standing up for racial justice in a town where there were no people of color was unpopular. My father, who left the army largely a pacifist, hated war and the military. He told me that if the Vietnam War was still being waged when I was eighteen and I was drafted, he would go to prison with me. To this day I have images of sitting in a prison cell with my dad.

My father was, finally, a vocal and early supporter of the gay rights movement. His youngest brother was gay. He understood the pain of being a gay man in America in the 1950s and 1960s. The rest of my father’s family disowned my uncle. We were the only family my uncle and his partner had. My father’s outspokenness about gay rights defied the official policy of the Presbyterian Church.

By the time I was in college at Colgate University, my father had a church in Syracuse. When he found that Colgate, which was an hour from Syracuse, had no gay and lesbian organization he brought gay speakers to the campus. My father encouraged the gay and lesbian students to form a formal campus organization. They were too intimidated – not surprising given Colgate’s outsized football program and fraternity system—to do so. This was a problem my dad solved by one day taking me to lunch and telling me, although I was not gay, that I had to found the school’s gay and lesbian group—which I did. I used to go into the dining hall and the checker would take my card and had it back to me with saying “faggot.”

I saw my father, who I admired immensely, attacked for taking what were moral stances—stances that defied the institutional church where he worked and the values of the community in which we lived. I understood at a young age that you are not rewarded for virtue. Virtue must be its own reward. I saw that when you do what is right it is not easy or pleasant. You make enemies. Indeed, if you take a moral stance and there is no cost, it is probably not that moral. This was a vital lesson to learn as a boy. It prepared me for how the world works. I saw that when you stood with the oppressed you were usually treated like the oppressed. And this saved me from disillusionment. I saw my father suffer—he was a very gentle and sensitive man—when he was attacked. And here personality comes into play. I was born with an innate dislike for authority—my mother says that part of the reason she agreed to send me to boarding school was because I was “running the house”—and thrived on conflict. My father did not. He paid a higher emotional price for defiance.

Where were you sent to school?

I was given a scholarship to attend a boarding school, or pre-prep school, in Deerfield, Massachusetts called Eaglebrook when I was 10. I went to Loomis-Chaffee, an exclusive boarding school—the Rockefellers went there—after Eaglebrook. The year I graduated from Loomis-Chaffee, John D. Rockefeller III was our commencement speaker.

Boarding school made me acutely aware of class. There were about 180 boys at Eaglebrook, but only about ten percent were on scholarship. Eaglebrook was a school for the sons of the uber-rich. I was keenly aware of my “lower” status as a scholarship student. I saw how obscene wealth and privilege fostered a repugnant elitism, a lack of empathy for others and a sense of entitlement.

C. Wright Mills understood how elites replicate themselves. The children of the elites are, as Mills pointed out in The Power Elite, shaped not so much by the curriculum of exclusive schools but by intimate relationships with teachers, who often went to the same schools and prep schools, and by each other. This acculturation takes place through sports teams, school songs and rituals, shared experiences, brands and religious observances, usually Episcopalian. These experiences are often the same experiences of the boys’ fathers and grandfathers. It molds the rich into a vast extended fraternity that, because of these unique experiences, are able to communicate to each other in a subtle code. No one outside this caste knows how to speak in this code. This is what Gatsby finds out. He can never belong.

Who were some of the names you went to school with?

The Mellons, the Buckleys, the Scrantons, the Bissell family, the son of the former Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall and others. A friend of mine’s father owned Cartier’s jewelers, along with K-Mart and other businesses. I was at the estate of Governor Bill Scranton, who was the Republican governor of Pennsylvania and later a UN ambassador, and watched him come home from work in a helicopter. I had never seen an indoor swimming pool that big.

The rich have disdain for anyone who does not belong to their inner circle. They believe that their wealth and privilege is conferred upon them because of their superior attributes. They define themselves not by what they are in private—in private they are usually bastards—but by the public persona created for them by publicity. They see their possessions and power, which in most cases they inherited, as natural and proper because they believe they are inherently better than others. Balzac said that behind every great fortune lies a great crime. He got that right.

All these families—the Mellons, the Rockefellers, the Carnegies, the Morgans—started out as gangsters. They hired gun thugs to murder union organizers and strikers. We had the bloodiest labor wars in the industrialized world. Hundreds of workers were killed. Tens of thousands were blacklisted. These oligarchic families pillaged, looted and ruthlessly shut down competitors. Their grandsons were sitting next to me in class at Eaglebrook in their school blazers, which by the way could only be purchased at Lord and Taylor.

The refinement of the rich is a veneer. They can afford good manners because they use others—including the machinery of state—to carry out their dirty work. They often know the names of the great authors and artists, but they are culturally and intellectually bankrupt. They are consumed by gossip, a pathological yearning for status and obsessed by brands and possessions—mansions, yachts, cars, gourmet food, clothes, jewelry or vacations at exclusive resorts. They epitomize the cult of the self and the unchecked hedonism that defines a consumer society. They talk mostly about money—the money they made, the money they are making and the money they will make. They are philistines.

My mother’s family was from Maine. I spent most of my summers with her family, fishing and hunting. They were working class. My grandfather worked in a post office. One of my uncles—who had fought in the South Pacific in World War II—came back destroyed physically and psychologically. We did not have an understanding of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. He suffered alone. He was an alcoholic and lived in a trailer. He worked in my great-uncle’s lumber mill. But this was only because he was family. Once he was paid, he often disappeared to drink away his paycheck. He reappeared when his money ran out. Another uncle, who was the soul of decency, was a plumber. Many of my relatives, especially my grandfather, were quite intelligent. But none of them had much of an education. My grandfather had to drop out of high school to work his sister’s farm after her husband died.

Going back and forth between that world of an elite prep school and this mill town in Maine—Mechanic Falls—I realized that in terms of native intelligence and aptitude, there were people in my family who were as gifted as anyone in my prep school. The difference was that they, like most of the working poor, were never given a chance. And that is what it means to be poor in America. You don’t get a chance while the rich get chance after chance after chance.

Look at George W. Bush, a man of limited intelligence and dubious morals. He was a drunk, a cocaine addict, went AWOL from his National Guard unit, and never really held much of a job until he was 40. And he ends up as president. Affirmative action is alive and well, at least for the rich. They know how to take care of their own. And it does not matter how mediocre they are.

You obviously were closely observing your fellow students’ in their native habitats. When you speak of their “disdain” you mean the attitude that these rich kids had toward their servants?

Yes, I watched how the elites and the children of the elites treated those “beneath” them. I saw my classmates—boys of eleven or twelve—order around adults who were their servants, cooks and chauffeurs. It was appalling. The rich lack empathy for those who are not also rich. Their selfishness makes friendship, even among themselves, almost impossible. Friendship for them is defined as “what’s in it for me.” They are conditioned from a young age to kneel before the cult of the self. I do not trust the rich. To them everyone is part of their elite club or, essentially, the help. It does not matter how liberal or progressive they claim to be. I would go back to Maine and it would break my heart. I knew what my classmates thought of people like my relatives. I also knew where I came from. I knew whose side I was on. And I have never forgotten. My family was a great gift. They kept me grounded.

Did your rich friends ever visit you where you lived?

No.

Is that because you didn’t want them to?

(Pauses) Probably. I’ve never thought about it. I didn’t see my family very much. My father worked on the weekends. I used to go to New York with a friend of mine —this is the boy whose father owned Cartier’s. His father would send the Rolls Royce down on Friday with the chauffeur so we could go to New York for the weekend. There wasn’t really the opportunity for me to have friends over. I lived several hours from the school. But I felt it. When my father picked me up in his old Dodge Dart, classmates would be getting into their limousines.

Were you embarrassed?

I don’t know that I was embarrassed, but I was conscious of it. I didn’t like these people. I didn’t want to have a limousine, but you were once again called out as the scholarship kid. The world of the rich is very hierarchical. It is built on gradations of wealth. Some scholarship kids, maybe most, desperately wanted to join the elites—that’s the story of Gatsby. They were terrible conformists, aping the manners and attitudes of rich classmates. I loathed the rich.

Why do you think your parents—who were from modest backgrounds and were involved in social activism—sent you to privileged schools like this?

There were a few reasons. My father was at war with the local public school authorities. We had in our community a group of very poor, mixed-race people—probably a mix of white, Indian and black, known in racist slang as sloughters. They lived in remote areas outside the village. When the kids from these families got into trouble—and this gets back to my point about how the poor at best get once chance – the principal expelled them. The only person these families could turn to was my father, the local minister. My father hated the principal, who was destroying the lives of these children by denying them an education. So my father was finally banned from entering the school— I think they put a restraining order on him. He was not violent, but he could get angry, especially when children were being hurt.

My mother was teaching in a neighboring village. My parents transferred my sister to her school. I was sent to boarding school, something I never considered for my own children. It was out of Dickens. The youngest boys were bullied by older boys. I fought back, which meant they usually left me alone. I was, however, in a few fights. I still have chipped teeth and once ended up in the hospital with internal bleeding. Boys that did not fight back were crushed. My closest friend at Eaglebrook, a sensitive and sweet boy who should have never been sent to boarding school, committed suicide as a teenager. He may have been gay. The bullying was an accepted part of the culture. Boys were supposed to be tough, not to whine or complain. They were expected to stand up for themselves, to become “men.”
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