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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the memory of Father Miguel D’Escoto Brockmann, M.M. Father D’Escoto, a Maryknoll priest and Liberation Theologian, served as the first Foreign Minister of the Sandinista government of Nicaragua and later as president of the UN General Assembly. He also served briefly as Libya’s UN ambassador in the final days of the Gaddafi government. Amongst his many accomplishments, Father D’Escoto was the moving intellectual force behind Nicaragua’s groundbreaking case against the United States before the International Court of Justice—a case dealt with in depth in this book. While Nicaragua won this case, it has yet to receive the justice due under it.
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“[The US] is the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today.”
―Dr. Martin Luther King (1967)

“[The United States] is the most warlike nation in the history of the world.”
―Jimmy Carter, 39th President of the United States (2019)



Foreword

BY S. BRIAN WILLSON

“The law locks up the hapless felon who steals the goose from the Common, but lets the real felon loose who steals the Common from the goose.”

―Author unknown, from lyrics of an old English labor song critiquing class

CURRENTLY, THE US IS ILLEGALLY bombing seven countries, imposing crippling illegal sanctions on a number of others, illegally dispatching Special Forces units to 70 percent of the world’s countries, and overthrowing or attempting to achieve illegal “regime change” in others with markedly selective “humanitarian intervention.” It has 800 military bases positioned in seventy countries. What the hell?

They say peace is priceless. But peace is impossible in a predatory capitalist society. Bipartisan support for military spending and war earnestly continues, with little resistance. The totally rigged political system is not capable of reversing course, because its deep function is to continue and expand the obscene oligarchic profit system. It is part of it. The government bombs; the people shop. Disappointingly, these days it matters not who is elected president, or to the Congress. To understand this is a precondition for movement toward revolutionary nonviolence.

The Monday, December 12, 2019, Washington Post published an explosive report, The Afghanistan Papers, disclosing that the Pentagon wasted $1 trillion of the US tax dollars in a deliberate effort to lie and mislead the US American public in a war the military knew was unwinnable but kept that knowledge secret. “We were devoid of a fundamental understanding of Afghanistan. We didn’t know what we were doing,” according to Gen. Douglas Lute, who oversaw the US war under Presidents Bush and Obama. Another Pentagon Papers–type revelation, but apparently so what? But this we do know: lots of components of the military-industrial-intelligence-banking-Wall Street-Congressional-corporate media complex made lots of money on the longest war in US history, and it still continues.

Despite this, on Wednesday, December 14, only two days later, 188 House Democrats joined a nearly united Republican caucus to pass a comprehensive $738 billion military spending bill that continues endless wars, including Yemen, as well as funds for Trump’s Space Force. Even more insane, Congress rewarded the war bureaucracy with $22 billion more than it had asked for. So what if 775,000 troops were dispatched to Afghanistan, killing 2,300, wounding 21,000, while murdering 150,000 Afghans? And now, we may be on the verge of but another war, this time with Iran. Words cannot express my horror at all this.

My own robot-like obedience to patriarchal authority in Viet Nam simply continued a several-millennia pattern. There have been 14,600 reported major wars documented over the past 5,600 years, proving perhaps that war is the original “sin” of humanity.1 Patriarchy, and hierarchy, both very harmful to a healthy human community, emerged with the advent of “civilization” about 6,000 years ago, producing patterns of systematic violence and war previously unknown.2 Joseph Conrad, in his 1899 novel Heart of Darkness, captured this ugly side of humans, depicting how “civilization” conceals the harsh realities of the cruel exploitation upon which it is built.3

Consistent with the nearly 15,000 major wars over the past 5,600 years, there have been 8,400 treaties made since 1500 BCE. This does not count the 400-plus treaties made between the US Government and various indigenous tribes, each violated by the government. Search for being war-free is extremely commendable, though treaties have for the most part proven to be unsuccessful in achieving peace,4 despite some that temporarily ameliorated tensions.

In analyzing the futile efforts of treaty making, British historian and sociologist F. J. P. Veale cites the highly touted 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact. A serious effort to restrain wars, it was nonetheless terribly flawed because political leaders continually justified exemptions incorporated into the self-defense provisions of the Treaty. It was violated at least ten times in its first two decades by a number of the 63 nations who had signed it.5

Veale noted that the Nuremberg Principles derived from the 1945–46 Nuremberg Trials (where my uncle was a young Army lawyer investigator) were a magnanimous effort to prevent further heinous crimes like those committed by Germany. Yet it, too, was severely flawed because it established the dangerous precedent of victors’ justice. All restraints on horrific future warfare were removed, because it exempted the war crimes of the US and its allies, most notably all the bombings of civilian targets in England and Germany, but worse, the US atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The number of civilians murdered by Allied bombings in Germany and Japan far exceeded the bombing casualties of the Axis. Ironically, the signing on August 8 of the London Agreement and Charter authorizing Nuremberg occurred only two days after the August 6, 1945, atomic bombing of Hiroshima, and one day before the August 9 plutonium bombing of Nagasaki. The exception of aerial bombardment as a war crime assured the continuance of global lawlessness.6

In trying to understand a way toward a world without war, we can learn from our history and anthropological studies. Cultural historian Lewis Mumford has argued that we may be nearing the end of a long epoch of several thousand years of what we call “civilization.” After centuries of forcefully dispossessing others by rule of a small elite class, we ended up with societies gone mad and subsequent nation-states, “democratic” or not, convinced that their continuation is the sole purpose of existence.7 Certainly in the West, we have been deluded into believing that our “superiority” justified the plundering of “inferiors.” Systematic, massive theft and murder have been rationalized under noble rhetoric to assure obscene wealth to a handful of European-based societies, while simultaneously bringing “democracy” (not) and “salvation” (not) to the non-European “savages” of the world. The United States emerged from this “colonizer’s model of the world.”8

This pattern of arrogantly and forcefully dispossessing others enabled the creation of the US, and its “religion” of “exceptionalism.” The latter is a totally fake story that permits us Americans to avoid feeling the important social emotion of shame, making it seem unnecessary to address the critical questions about our egregious genocidal origins of the indigenous and Africans. The presence of the past in the psyche never disappears, as Freud has suggested.9 Therefore, without acknowledging and addressing its lessons, we fall into a kind of spell or stupor with our sense of being superior, which easily morphs into stupidity—thoughtlessness. And the original Grand Lie is preserved with subsequent multiple lies throughout our history.

Our cultural attitudes and politics remind me of a bumper sticker I saw at Ft. Benning, Georgia, a few years ago: “Why do we torture? Because we can!” What or who is able to stop us? Not the law, certainly. Only when people awaken to, or reaccess, their evolutionary inborn social emotion of empathy will they possess the visceral fuel to do that which is necessary to save themselves and other life forms from near extinction or destruction. It will not come through writing a letter to your Congressperson. In the US we now live under a National Security regime that serves as a Fourth Estate, preserved by corporate media that control the neoliberal narrative. The political system is a huge bribery scheme, and our predatory capitalism makes everyone either a predator or prey, destructive to any kind of emotionally secure, justice-based society.

With the advent of vertical “civilization” several thousand years ago, a new organizational idea emerged―what Mumford calls a “megamachine”―comprised totally of human parts to perform colossal tasks never before imagined.10 Creation of a bureaucracy directed by a power complex consisting of an authority figure (a king), with scribes and messengers, organized labor machines (masses of workers) to construct pyramids, irrigation systems, huge grain storage systems, among other structures, all enforced by a military. It separated people into classes, required forced labor, created arbitrary inequality of wealth and privilege, and established military power.11 Mumford makes clear his bias that autonomy in small groups is a human archetype that has been repressed in deference to obedience to technology and bureaucracy.12

“Civilization” demands massive civil obedience to enable hierarchical authority structures to prevail. Class is an egregious consequence. Autonomous freedoms that people once enjoyed in precivilization tribal groups now defer to belief in authority structures and their controlling ideologies, described as oppressive “domination hierarchies,” where private property and male subjugation of women prevail, by force as necessary.13 Along with forced stratification (class), the separation of people from their intimate connections with the earth has produced deep insecurity, fear, and trauma to the psyche. Ecopyschologist Chellis Glendinning suggests that our disconnection from the intimate earth caused an original, primordial trauma of fragmentation, leading to multiple layers of subsequent traumas. Healing requires us “to reclaim the wisdom of Native peoples and reconnect the psyche to the primal matrix of the Earth.14

The weakness of modern vertical power structures is that they are totally dependent upon mass cooperation. Simply writing and adopting more peace treaties, or laws, is futile without addressing the inherent corruption and psychological alienation built into a rigged winner-take-all economic-political cabal. Noncooperating with hierarchical power frees us to begin withdrawing our complicity, while simultaneously reconstructing locally based cooperative economies living within each bioregion’s carrying capacity.15 Horizontal power, in anthropological terms, is often described as tribalism. Though in our mythology we had abandoned tribalism, it turns out that tribalism (various forms and structures of local community) “is not only the preeminently human social organization, it’s also the only unequivocally successful social organization in human history (italics in original).16 From an evolutionary perspective, sustainable communities are rooted in innate human characteristics of empathy, mutual respect, equity, and cooperation.

When the Spanish conquistadors conquered Latin American lands 500 years ago, they forcefully introduced a new concept—ownership of property (fiction of “title”). Land with access to water is the most sacred, indispensable resource enabling sustainable human culture. The indigenous occupants of the land lived and farmed communally. Ownership was a foreign, alienating value. Thus was introduced the idea of protected (via military dictatorships and oligarchic-created Constitutions) private, versus communal, land. The consequential tensions have been played out since: private profit/individualism versus public/social/community; planter (oligarch) versus peasant/indigenous (serf); competition/greed versus cooperation/sharing. By choosing to not directly address this structural “sin” of private versus social good, nothing of substance significantly changes.

The money cabal rules. But this destructive political economy is human-made. As US American fiction writer Ursula K. LeGuin (1929–2018) proclaimed: “We live in capitalism. Its power seems inescapable. So did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings.”17

In 1936, Australian archaeologist V. Gordon Childe (1892–1957) concluded a masterful archaeological study, Man Makes Himself, with these words: “[Behavior] is not fixed and immutable: it is constantly changing as society deals with ever new circumstances. Tradition makes the man [sic], by circumscribing his [sic] behavior within certain bounds; but it is equally true that man [sic] makes the traditions. And so, we can repeat with deeper insight, ‘Man [sic] makes himself’ [sic].”18

Will modern humanity recognize the imperative, and promise, of empathic cooperation, locally and internationally? How much do we really want to live in mutual respect, absent greed and arrogance, reclaiming authentic humility? Will we choose to liberate ourselves from dependence upon traditional institutions that are part of the money-grabbing neoliberal system?

A radical, epistemological, evolutionary shifting of values―from separation from nature to intrinsic integration with nature―cannot be ruled out for the simple reason that our dignified survival is absolutely dependent upon it. Panic leads to the neuro-physiologically-released energy of adrenaline that can change conditions today that seemed impossible yesterday. The choice is ours.



Introduction

AS I WRITE THIS BOOK, the international story du jour is that of Turkey invading northern Syria to attack Kurdish forces who had been partnering for the last few years with the United States in ostensibly fighting ISIS—though, of course, the US also aided ISIS and other extremist fighters at times in Syria to try to topple the government of Bashar Assad. 19 The coverage of this event is quite alarmist, much of it focusing on how the US has betrayed its Kurdish allies, as it has done many times before, by leaving northern Syria and thus paving the way for Turkey to move in and assault the Kurds. The thrust of much of the coverage is interventionist—that is, focusing on the need of the US to stay in Syria to protect the Kurds from Turkey.

There indeed seems to be great fear that Trump will be true to his word and pull troops not only from Syria, but the rest of the Middle East. The liberal media is absolutely hysterical in the face of President Trump’s tweeting such things as: “The United States has spent EIGHT TRILLION DOLLARS fighting and policing in the Middle East. Thousands of our Great Soldiers have died or been badly wounded. Millions of people have died on the other side. GOING INTO THE MIDDLE EAST IS THE WORST DECISION EVER MADE. . .”20

Whatever one thinks of Donald Trump, he is, at least in this instance, factually correct and makes a pretty unassailable point. However, the media, always wedded to incessant US interventions, is now latching on to the Kurdish issue to push against the prospect of the US’s possible pullout from the Middle East.

A very illuminating editorial in the New York Times illustrates the press’s true concern with Trump―that he threatens to overturn the post-WWII consensus, enforced by what President Eisenhower termed the “military-industrial complex,” that the US must be engaged in permanent war in order to preserve its empire and to feed the voracious defense industry, which depends upon war for its profiteering. An astute article on the alternative news website, MintPress, analyzes this article:21


David R. Sanger, writing in the October 7 New York Times, represents “liberal” establishment views in support of US imperialism: “Mr. Trump’s sudden abandonment of the Kurds was another example of the independent, parallel foreign policy he has run from the White House, which has largely abandoned the elaborate systems created since President Harry Truman’s day to think ahead about the potential costs and benefits of presidential decisions.”

There you have it. Trump is accused of having an “independent” foreign policy, emanating out of his office of all places, even though he is the elected President of the US and the one charged with executing foreign policy.

Who is Trump “independent” from? It’s not the US citizenry according to the Times. As the article points out: “Mr. Trump sensed that many Americans share his view—and polls show he is right… Mr. Trump has correctly read the American people who, after Iraq and Afghanistan, also have a deep distaste for forever wars.”

So, who might Trump have betrayed? According to the article, it’s “circumventing the American generals and diplomats who sing the praises of maintaining the traditional American forward presence around the world.” This is who his alleged crime of independence is against. They fear Trump could “abandon” the post-war imperial consensus.



In other words, the true concern about Trump is that he might actually give in to the will of the American people in ending the US’s permanent war footing. The crocodile tears shed for the Kurds is simply a fig leaf for this real preoccupation.

Of course, it is true that the Kurds have suffered greatly, including at the hands of Turkey, but the worst of their suffering has largely gone unnoticed and unreported because of the circumstances of their suffering―that is, when the US has been actively participating in their oppression as opposed to just standing aside. As Noam Chomsky explains the situation:


What’s going on in Turkey is pretty bad. On the other hand, it doesn’t begin to compare with what was going on in the 1990’s. The Turkish state was carrying out a major terrorist war against the Kurdish population: tens of thousands of people killed, thousands of towns and villages destroyed, probably millions of refugees, torture, every kind of atrocity you can think of. The [New York] Times barely reported it.

They certainly didn’t report—or if they did, it was very marginal—the fact that 80 percent of the weapons were coming from the U.S., and that Clinton was so supportive of the atrocities that in 1997, kind of when they were peaking, that single year Clinton sent more arms to Turkey than in the entire Cold War period combined up until the onset of the counterinsurgency campaign. That’s pretty serious. You won’t find it in the New York Times. Their correspondent in Ankara, Stephen Kinzer, barely reported anything. Not that he didn’t know. Everybody knew.22



Another terrible case of Kurdish oppression, of course, came at the hands of Iraq’s Saddam Hussein at the end of Iraq’s war with Iran in 1988—a war that the US supported with large amounts of material support, sometimes to both sides of the conflict. Ultimately, when Hussein was put to death after he was captured in the aftermath of the US invasion in 2003, it was his crimes against the Kurds that sealed his fate. And, as recently explained in The Intercept, the US aided and abetted these crimes while the compliant media kept quiet:23


During the 1980s, the Iraqi government moved on to actual genocide against the Kurds, including the use of chemical weapons. The Reagan administration was well aware of Saddam’s use of nerve gas, but because they liked the damage Saddam was doing to Iran, it opposed congressional efforts to impose sanctions on Iraq. The US media also faithfully played its role. When a Washington Post reporter tried to get the paper to publish a photograph of a Kurd killed by chemical weapons, his editor responded, “Who will care?”



In truth, The Intercept does not quite capture the complicity of the US in this genocide, for it fails to mention that the US, along with Germany and other allies, actually supplied the “dual use” chemical agents that Saddam used to carry out the gassing of the Kurds (and Iranians, as well).24 The US also provided the helicopters that Saddam used to rain the lethal gas down upon the Kurds, killing around five to eight thousand Kurdish civilians, mostly women, children, and the elderly.25

The point is that the worst the US has done to the Kurds has been to actively support their murder at the hands of countries like Turkey and Iraq, but it is those sins of commission, rather than omission, that go largely ignored and unmourned. This is because the prevailing ideology in the United States is that the US military does not commit or aid in the commission of genocide; rather, that it is necessary to the prevention of genocide. The episodes discussed above were swept under the rug by the press because they do not fit this narrative.

Meanwhile, no one seems particularly concerned that Trump is sending in hundreds of troops to prop up the retrograde monarchy of Saudi Arabia and to assist it in its brutal war against Yemen. That sort of maneuver, after all, is quite according to plan.

One of the individuals who has been critical to promulgating the prevailing narrative of the necessity of US intervention is Samantha Power―an individual who first gained acclaim with her Pulitzer Prize-winning book, titled A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide.26 The revealing thing about this book is that it decries only other peoples’ genocides, and none of those actually committed by the US and Western allies. Rather, the thrust of the book is that the US and the West in general have failed the world not by carrying out genocide, but by failing to act (usually militarily) to prevent it. Power, through this book, became one of the most important intellectual authors of what has come to be known as “humanitarian” interventionism.

Meanwhile, Power would go on to be able to put her views on “humanitarian” interventionism into practice when she was appointed President Obama’s UN Ambassador. However, Power’s most significant acts in this role were not to promote humanitarianism, but instead to undermine it. One of Power’s greatest acts of treachery was to run interference at the Security Council to make sure that the US-backed war in Yemen, still ongoing, be permitted to continue without pause and without any pesky war crimes investigations getting in the way.27 This was no small failing on Power’s part, for it helped pave the way for what quickly became the very worst humanitarian crisis on Earth.

As Foreign Policy noted back in October 2015,28 the fact that the United States was supporting the Saudi coalition military offensive against Yemen—in the form of intelligence, logistics (including midair refueling of Saudi jets), and even cluster bombs—and “inflicting extreme hardship on civilians in one of the Mideast’s poorest countries provides an awkward counterpoint to the Obama administration’s stated commitment to stand up for the region’s oppressed people.” The same article noted that even some US lawmakers were concerned about the legal implications for the United States: “The humanitarian crisis in Yemen has received too little attention, and it directly, or indirectly, implicates us,” said Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-Vt.), who noted that the airstrikes may violate legislation he authored barring the United States from providing security assistance to countries responsible for gross human rights abuses. “The reports of civilian casualties from Saudi air attacks in densely populated areas compel us to ask if these operations, supported by the United States, violate” that law, Leahy told Foreign Policy in an emailed statement.29

In addition to the military support for the Saudi coalition operations, this same piece mentions that the United States also provided diplomatic cover to these operations at the United Nations. Thus, the US Mission to the UN Security Council, including Samantha Power herself, scuttled a proposal that merely would have asked all the key actors to cooperate with human rights investigations in Yemen and would have reminded them to abide by international humanitarian law norms and human rights law in the prosecution of the conflict. Even this was too much for the United States, which has been hell-bent on seeing that this war goes on without limit.

Moreover, even after such serious criticism was being leveled against his actions, Obama decided to double down support for the Saudi coalition offensive, approving the sale of $1.29 billion in smart bombs to Saudi Arabia—a sale that among other things, was intended to replenish Saudi Arabia’s arsenal in attacking Yemen.30

For his part, President Trump entered into a historically massive arms deal with Saudi Arabia near the beginning of his term in the spring of 2017, and as the war continued unabated. As The Independent explained,31 Donald Trump has signed the largest arms deal in history with Saudi Arabia despite warnings he could be accused of being complicit in war crimes and after blaming Saudi Arabia himself for producing the terrorists behind 9/11. The President confirmed he had signed a weapons deal with the Saudis worth $109.7 billion, predicted to grow to a $380 billion Saudi investment within ten years, during his first trip abroad since his Inauguration.

And, of course, Trump has been very open about the fact that the Saudi war on Yemen is great for US arms manufacturers, who are making a killing on sales to Saudi Arabia as a result. And, indeed, they are. As an article in In These Times explains, “US arms merchants . . . have grown rich” on the war on Yemen.32 These merchants of death include General Dynamics, Raytheon, Boeing, Lockheed Martin, and General Electric, who have all made billions on this war.33 Indeed, the CEO of Lockheed Martin, Marillyn Hewson, publicly stated, “I love the war in Yemen! It’s great for business!”34 That pretty much sums it up.

Meanwhile, the human toll of the Yemen conflict is simply staggering. Indeed, the war on Yemen could in fact be the worst humanitarian disaster since WWII. In early 2018 Al Jazeera quoted UN humanitarian chief Mark Lowcock as saying that what we are witnessing in Yemen “looks like an apocalypse” and predicting that Yemen could become the worst humanitarian disaster in half a century, with millions on the verge of starvation; the largest cholera outbreak in modern history, with a million people afflicted so far; and with an epidemic of diphtheria that will “spread like wildfire.”35

In terms of Yemenis starving as a result of the combination of the war and US/Saudi blockade, the numbers are monumental. As the UN Office for the Coordination of Human Affairs (OCHA) relates:


After more than three years of escalating conflict, Yemeni people continue to bear the brunt of ongoing hostilities and severe economic decline. An alarming 22.2 million people in Yemen need some kind of humanitarian or protection assistance, an estimated 17.8 million are food insecure—8.4 million people are severely food insecure and at risk of starvation—16 million lack access to safe water and sanitation, and 16.4 million lack access to adequate healthcare. Needs across the country have increased steadily, with 11.3 million who are in acute need—an increase of more than one million people in acute need of humanitarian assistance to survive.36



Yemeni health officials have predicted that six million children could starve if the war on Yemen continues.37

Millions will certainly die in Yemen as a result of the US-backed campaign of the Saudis, as even Power recognized at the time, but neither she nor our nation’s press corps will ever view this as a “problem from hell,” or even as a matter to be much concerned about at all.

And quite tellingly, Power does not even mention the Yemen conflict once in her new memoir, ironically titled The Education of an Idealist, nor does she even once mention the nation of Saudi Arabia. Apparently, a holocaustal number of dead children does not even deserve an honorable mention, recalling to mind a similar indifference shown by Power’s mentor, Madeleine Albright, another “humanitarian” interventionist, when asked whether 500,000 dead Iraqi children due to US sanctions was worth it. Albright famously said, “Yes.”

Quite curiously, though, Power did recently sign on to a letter urging Trump to stop aiding the Saudi war effort in Yemen. Discussing this letter, an article by CNN first explains that “[a] report from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project in June found that more than 91,000 people have been killed in the conflict since 2015. It also found that the Saudi-led coalition and its allies had been responsible for more than 8,000 of the approximately 11,700 deaths connected to the direct targeting of civilians in the conflict.”38 CNN goes on to relate that Power, along with her former partner in crime, Susan Rice―another proponent of “humanitarian” intervention and another official in the Obama Administration who was complicit in the Administration’s criminal Yemen policy―both signed on to this letter even though it amounted to their opposing the very “policy they were instrumental in implementing.” Sadly, when these two “humanitarians” had the chance to prevent this genocidal policy, they did not do so.

Meanwhile, for her part, Susan Rice was just carted out by National Public Radio to decry Trump’s Syria pullout as a great betrayal of human rights.39 Rice is a quite interesting figure herself, for while she is always quick to claim to support US intervention in support of human rights, she has, like Power, aided and abetted yet another of the worst human rights catastrophes in modern history.

As an expose in The Atlantic explains, Rice, while serving in Bill Clinton’s diplomatic corps, played a key role in providing diplomatic coverage for Rwanda and Uganda as they, with military support from the US, invaded and plundered the Democratic Republic of the Congo, leading to the deaths of at least six million, and quite possibly as many as eight million, Congolese.40 This was but another example of a notable human rights advocate, blind to the evils of US intervention, becoming a major war criminal.

Quite tellingly, in her NPR interview, Rice decried the decision to pull out of Syria as “Trump’s Saigon”―referring of course, to the 1975 fall of the capital of the US’s puppet government in South Vietnam that followed the US military’s withdrawal. As an interventionist, the problem for Rice was not the US’s invasion and brutal war on Vietnam that killed anywhere between two and four million, mostly civilian Vietnamese, but the US’s inevitable pullout from the country that ultimately left the country in peace. We are actually seeing such a development toward a permanent peace in Syria now, with the Kurds agreeing with the sovereign government of Syria to accept Syrian protection against the Turkish incursion―the only realistic and permanent solution to the problem of the Kurds in Syria.

As an initial matter, when considering the situation in Syria, it is important to first acknowledge that what is taking place there is a civil war with, quite predictably, extreme violence on all sides. While the West is quick to condemn the Assad government for acts of brutality―real, imagined, and made-up―and to justify intervening in Syria’s civil war based on these acts, this ignores the fact that all civil wars are marked by brutality, even the US Civil War. As one historian reminds us:41

The most dramatic forgotten atrocity in the Civil War occurred 155 years ago when Union General Philip Sheridan unleashed a hundred-mile swath of flames in the Shenandoah Valley that left vast numbers of women and children tottering toward starvation . . .


In August 1864, supreme Union commander Ulysses S. Grant ordered Sheridan to “do all the damage to railroads and crops you can . . . If the war is to last another year, we want the Shenandoah Valley to remain a barren waste.” Sheridan set to the task with vehemence, declaring that “the people must be left nothing but their eyes to weep with over the war” and promised that, when he was finished, the valley “from Winchester to Staunton will have but little in it for man or beast.” . . .

After one of Sheridan’s favorite aides was shot by Confederate soldiers, Sheridan ordered his troops to burn all houses within a five mile radius. After many outlying houses had been torched, the small town at the center, Dayton, was spared after a federal officer disobeyed Sheridan’s order. The homes and barns of Mennonites―a peaceful sect who opposed slavery and secession―were especially hard hit by that crackdown, according to a 1909 history of Mennonites in America.

By the end of Sheridan’s campaign, the former “breadbasket of the Confederacy” could no longer even feed the women and children remaining there. . . .

Some defenders of the Union military tactics insist that there was no intent to harshly punish civilians. But, after three years of a bloody stalemate, the Lincoln administration had adapted a total war mindset to scourge the South into submission.



Of course, Syria has now been involved in a civil war for almost nine years, and with a number of other nations and armed militias, such as ISIS, intervening to fan the flames of this conflict, something that was not a factor in the US Civil War.

This is not to justify such internecine violence, but such violence also should not be seen as some type of carte blanche for nations to get involved in other’s civil conflicts, especially, when, as in the case of Syria, other nations, most notably the US, were greatly responsible for starting the civil conflict there in the first place. Thus, the dirty little secret is that the US was the prime mover in destabilizing Syria to begin with and creating the conditions for the civil war that ultimately has taken place. And the US has done so by supporting terrorists in Syria at times and fighting these same terrorists as it suited its purposes.

An opinion piece in the London Guardian concisely explains:42


A revealing light on how we got here has now been shone by a recently declassified secret US intelligence report, written in August 2012, which uncannily predicts―and effectively welcomes―the prospect of a “Salafist principality” in eastern Syria and an al-Qaida-controlled Islamic state in Syria and Iraq. In stark contrast to western claims at the time, the Defense Intelligence Agency document identifies al-Qaida in Iraq (which became Isis) and fellow Salafists as the “major forces driving the insurgency in Syria”―and states that “western countries, the Gulf states and Turkey” were supporting the opposition’s efforts to take control of eastern Syria.

Raising the “possibility of establishing a declared or undeclared Salafist principality,” the Pentagon report goes on, “this is exactly what the supporting powers to the opposition want, in order to isolate the Syrian regime, which is considered the strategic depth of the Shia expansion (Iraq and Iran).

. . . A year into the Syrian rebellion, the US and its allies weren’t only supporting and arming an opposition they knew to be dominated by extreme sectarian groups; they were prepared to countenance the creation of some sort of “Islamic state”―despite the “grave danger” to Iraq’s unity—as a Sunni buffer to weaken Syria.



As the Guardian piece concludes, “US and western policy in the conflagration that is now the Middle East is in the classic mould of imperial divide-and-rule. American forces bomb one set of rebels while backing another in Syria. . . . However confused US policy may often be, a weak, partitioned Iraq and Syria fit such an approach perfectly.”


For his part, the great journalist Stephen Kinzer, who has spent decades criticizing US intervention, explains the roots of the current crisis confronting the Kurds in Syria which few will discuss, and it is a crisis borne of many years of disastrous US foreign policy. As Kinzer explains, “[t]he deeper history of our Middle East tragedy begins in 1980, when President Carter declared that any challenge to American power in the Persian Gulf region would be repelled “by any means necessary, including military force.”43 One of the first manifestations of the “Carter Doctrine”, of course, was the US support of the brutal Mujahadeen in Afghanistan, a portion of which, led by Osama bin Laden, would later become Al Qaeda. Then, as Kinzer notes, President George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq would lead to the formation of ISIS. Not to be outdone, Obama would himself foster terrorism in the region.


Kinzer explains:

The more recent set of causes for our Kurdish misadventure began in 2011, when President Obama ordered President Bashar al-Assad of Syria to “step aside.” Beyond the arrogance that leads American presidents to think they can and should decide who may rule other countries lay the utter impossibility of achieving that goal.

Following the example his predecessor set when invading Afghanistan, Obama looked for “partners” who would fight the anti-Assad war for us. Many of the militias we hired and armed were connected to jihadist terror gangs. That made sense, because the Assad government is resolutely secular and those fanatics hate secularism.





While Kinzer properly mentions the invasion of Iraq as the first blow against stability in neighboring Syria as the consequence of the rise of ISIS, he does not mention one other huge result of the disastrous intervention. Thus, the US invasion of Iraq created a refugee crisis (as wars often will) that ultimately sent over one million Iraqis fleeing into Syria, a small country of about twenty million at the time.44

Amnesty International explained in a 2008 report, “it is costing Syria billions of dollars to host so many refugees from Iraq and . . . the cost is continuing to rise. In addition to the strain placed on education and health infrastructures, the number of refugees is said also to have had a large impact on water resources, garbage disposal and other aspects. The Syrian government subsidizes key items such as petrol, flour, gas and electricity, which both Syrians and refugees then buy at reduced cost. Despite the large number of Iraqi refugees in Syria and despite pledges made by the international community at the Geneva conference in April 2007 to support Iraqi refugees, Syria has received little bilateral financial assistance.”45 And the US was not one of the countries that provided such assistance, despite its responsibility for the refugee crisis.

Quite relevant to the issue right now of Turkish forces attacking the Kurds in Syria, The Gray Zone just did an exposé on how the US has been funding and arming nearly all of these Turkish forces for years. Thus, The Gray Zone, noting the fierce attack on Trump’s current Syria withdrawal by liberal politicians and pundits, explains that


the fighters involved in the atrocities in northern Syria were not just random tribesmen assembled into an ad hoc army. In fact, many were former members of the Free Syrian Army, the force once armed by the CIA and Pentagon and branded as “moderate rebels.” This disturbing context was conveniently omitted from the breathless denunciations of US officials and Western pundits.

According to a research paper published this October by the pro-government Turkish think tank, SETA, “Out of the 28 factions [in the Turkish mercenary force], 21 were previously supported by the United States, three of them via the Pentagon’s program to combat DAESH. Eighteen of these factions were supplied by the CIA via the MOM Operations Room in Turkey, a joint intelligence operation room of the ‘Friends of Syria’ to support the armed opposition. Fourteen factions of the 28 were also recipients of the US-supplied TOW anti-tank guided missiles.” . . .

In other words, virtually the entire apparatus of anti-Assad insurgents armed and equipped under the Obama administration has been repurposed by the Turkish military to serve as the spearhead of its brutal invasion of northern Syria.46



In addition, as the UN, Amnesty International, and Human Rights Watch have all reported, US forces have been directly involved in war crimes in Syria through, amongst other things, massive aerial bombing campaigns that have killed untold numbers of Syrian civilians―most likely many more than the US and its allies are willing to admit.47

Intellectuals such as Power and Rice, with the help of the press, which gives them a ready megaphone for their views, purposefully obscure such facts and, along with them, the lesson we should have learned from such cruel interventions in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, the DRC, and Vietnam―that human rights are best protected by not intervening in the first place.

Or, as Noam Chomsky has been advising for many years, these countries would have been better off if the US had abided by the first precept of the Hippocratic Oath: “Do No Harm,” which, as Chomsky, as well as many physicians who believe in taking the least invasive approach to medicine, interpret as meaning, “Do Nothing.”

And this is in fact the lesson that international law teaches us, as well—that taking the least invasive approach to foreign policy is not only best, it is required.

* * *

Meanwhile, as I write this book, President Trump has announced that the US has no intention to leave Syria any time soon after all; that it indeed intends to keep troops there to continue occupying about one-third of Syria’s land mass and to exploit the oil and gas reserves found therein. Indeed, Russian satellite imagery shows that the US has been smuggling oil out of Syria for some time. 48 As Yahoo Finance explains, “[a]ccording to the [Russian Defense] ministry, the photos confirm that ‘Syrian oil, both before and after the routing defeat of the Islamic State terrorists in land beyond the Euphrates River, under the reliable protection by US military servicemen, oil was actively being extracted and then the fuel trucks were massively being sent for processing outside of Syria.’”49

This, by the way, constitutes a war crime, violating the Fourth Geneva Convention prohibitions against pillaging.50 Indeed, law professor James Graham Stewart, who was interviewed about this, pointed “to a chilling precedent. ‘One defendant at Nuremberg called Walther Funk, who was the chairperson of the Continental Oil Company, was convicted of pillaging oil from throughout occupied Europe . . . precisely because the German army expropriated it for the purposes of the Nazi apparatus.’”51

For his part, Trump has stated, “We’re keeping the oil—remember that. . . . We want to keep the oil. Forty-five million dollars a month? Keep the oil. We’ve secured the oil.”52 Trump further explained, “What I intend to do, perhaps, is make a deal with an ExxonMobil or one of our great companies to go in there and do it properly . . . and spread out the wealth.”53

The above reveals the dirty little truth about Western intervention—somehow, it always comes back to being about controlling other peoples’ resources, regardless of the lofty reasons invariably given for the intervention. Indeed, Trump received well-deserved props for his candor from Syrian President Bashar Assad, who opined that “Trump is ‘the best American president.’ . . . Why? Not because his policies are good. . . . But because he’s the most transparent president.”54 As Assad explained, and quite correctly, I might add:


All American presidents commit crimes and end up taking the Nobel Peace Prize and appear as a defender of human rights, and the “unique” and “brilliant” American or Western principles. . . .

But all they are is a group of criminals who only represent the interests of the American lobbies of large corporations in weapons, oil and others.



This recalls to mind the following remarks of philosopher Bertrand Russell regarding British claims about its war aims. As Belgian physicist and philosopher Jean Bricmont relates, “[d]uring the Boer War, the British prime minister, Lord Salisbury, declared that it was ‘a war for democracy,’ and ‘we seek no goldfields, we seek no territory.’ Bertrand Russell, citing these remarks, commented that ‘cynical foreigners noted that we nevertheless got both goldfields and territory.’”55 Bricmont also notes, by the way, how “Hitler, for his part, waged his wars to protect (German) minorities and defend Europe from Bolshevism.” That is, even Hitler claimed to be a “humanitarian” interventionist of sorts, which should give anyone pause about such self-serving claims.

Meanwhile, US troops are already killing hundreds of Syrians, and possibly Russians too, in the pursuit of the goal to exploit Syrian oil.56 However, given that this is quite according to the US’s imperial plan, one can expect to see little hand-wringing from the liberal humanitarians.



ONE

“Humanitarian” Intervention from King Leopold to Samantha Power

“The domination of the West is the worst in human history, in its duration and in its planetary extension.”

―Edgar Morin, Vers l’abîme? (Paris 2007)

WHEN THINKING OF “HUMANITARIAN” INTERVENTIONISM, we must first face the fact that such interventions, as Jean Bricmont has noted, invariably run, like the Mississippi River, from North to South.57 And this is because the countries of the Global North―and in this book I am focusing on those northern countries most commonly referred to as the West, which includes the US, Canada, and Western Europe―have the superior military might to invade the poorer of nations of the South and, believing themselves to be morally superior as well, have almost always justified such invasions as serving the lofty goals of advancing civilization, democracy, and human rights.

But of course, the West’s claim of moral superiority is at best a dubious one, and, almost invariably, the wars it has waged on the world, while usually having some type of humanitarian goal as a pretext, are about theft, pillage, and domination.

A classic case of the West’s moral decrepitude, and of the lie of “humanitarian” intervention, was the foray of Belgium’s King Leopold in Congo in the early part of the 20th century. Leopold’s incursion into Congo coincided with other Western countries’ forays into Africa, including the US’s substantial intervention in South Africa, as these countries would seek to exploit African labor in their homelands after the trans-Atlantic slave trade had ended.58 Historian Gerald Horne relates that “the imminent decline of enslavement of Africans as the basis for society signaled by 1865 led to a renewed scramble for Africa as what then ensued was exploiting Africans shamelessly on their home turf.”59

As so well explained in Adam Hochschild’s King Leopold’s Ghost,60 Leopold took over Congo in order to plunder this vast nation of its rich resources, most notably ivory and rubber. But, for a very long time, Leopold convinced the gullible liberal do-gooders of the West (it seems we have always been plagued by such fools) that he was in Congo on a humanitarian mission.

It is credibly estimated that King Leopold’s reign in Congo killed 10 million Congolese, or half of Congo’s population,61 making this one of the greatest known mass killings in world history.

Current Western interventionists understand all too well that King Leopold himself “recognized that a colonial push of his own would require a strong humanitarian veneer. Curbing the [very real Arab] slave trade [in Congo], moral uplift, and the advancement of science were the aims he would talk about, not profits. In 1876, he began planning a step to establish his image as a philanthropist and advance his African ambitions: he would host a conference of explorers and geographers” to whom he would put his alleged humanitarian concerns on display.62 Leopold even set up a magnanimous-sounding International African Association as a front for his imperialist schemes. As Hochschild explains, “[t]he new body was welcomed throughout Europe. Prominent citizens, from the Rothschilds to Viscount Ferdinand de Lesseps, the builder of the Suez Canal, hastened to send contributions. . . . Viscount de Lesseps, for one, declared Leopold’s plans ‘the greatest humanitarian work of this time.’”63

And what did this great “humanitarian” work look like in reality? Like something out of a horror film. Thus, Hochschild details Leopold’s rule over the Congolese, which was enforced systematically by whippings with “the chicotte—a whip of raw, sun-dried hippopotamus hide, cut into a long sharp-edged cork-screw strip.” 64 Such whippings were meted out liberally by sadistic overseers, to adults and children alike. Hochschild describes one scene in which a recent arrival to Congo, Stanislav Leflanc, is disturbed by the sound of screaming:


On tracing the howls to their source, Lefranc found “some thirty urchins, of whom several were seven or eight years old, line up and waiting their turn, watching terrified, their companions being flogged. Most of the urchins, in a paroxysm of grief . . . kicked so frightfully that the soldiers ordered to hold them by the hands and feet had to lift them off the ground . . . 25 times the whip slashed down on each of the children.” The evening before, Lefranc learned, several children had laughed in the presence of a white man, who then ordered that all the servant boys in town be given fifty lashes.65



The cruelty of Leopold’s reign over Congo knew no bounds. Thus, this reign was famously marked by the enslavement of millions of Congolese who were forced to harvest ivory and rubber, and to build the massive infrastructure necessary for the international trade in these items; the mass cutting off of hands and penises of Congolese men; the kidnapping and rape of girls and women; the maintenance of “child colonies” in which children were forcibly raised to be soldiers to oppress their fellow countrymen; and forced starvation.66

As Hochschild tells us, the US was the first nation in the world to recognize Leopold’s dominion over Congo, with then-Secretary of State Frelinghuysen announcing in 1884:


The Government of the United States announces its sympathy with and approval of the humane and benevolent purposes of the International Association of the Congo, administering, as it does, the interests of the Free States there established, and will order the officers of the United States, both on land and sea, to recognize the flag of the International African Association as the flag of the Government.67



This recognition, wrote explorer and mapper Henry Morton Stanley, the Welsh-American of “Stanley and Livingstone” fame who aided King Leopold in his takeover of Congo and who curiously was a veteran of both sides of the US Civil War, “‘was the birth unto new life of the Association,’ . . . and he was right.”68 This was also the birth of “humanitarian” interventionism, as it is known today―the fantastic doctrine pursuant to which the West, and especially the US, forcibly spreads disaster and chaos throughout the world in the name of human rights and freedom.

It must be pointed out that this US recognition of Leopold’s giant slave plantation in the heart of Africa made perfect sense, for the US―even at the time, decades after the Civil War―continued to maintain a huge slave economy.

As Douglas A. Blackmon, then-Atlanta bureau chief of the radical left-wing newspaper, the Wall Street Journal, explains in his groundbreaking book, Slavery by Another Name,69 possibly hundreds of thousands of African Americans were enslaved in the South after the end of the Civil War until “the dawn of WWII.” This mass enslavement was accomplished, he tells us, through the systematic manipulation of vagrancy and loitering laws that allowed African Americans to be arrested for the “offense” of standing or waiting around, including, for example, in a suit waiting for a train, while black. Then, the courts would intentionally impose debt upon these innocents they could not pay. And so, they were forced to work off this debt, many times till premature death, through back-breaking work in the burgeoning industry of the South, including the coal mines of such “reputable” companies as Pittsburgh’s US Steel.

Blackmon explains:


Altogether, millions of mostly obscure entries in the public record offer details of a forced labor system of monotonous enormity.

Instead of thousands of true thieves and thus drawn into the system over decades, the records demonstrate the capture and imprisonment of thousands of random indigent citizens, almost always under the thinnest chimera of probable cause or judicial process. The total number of workers caught in this net had to have totaled more than a hundred thousand and perhaps more than twice that figure. . . . Hundreds of forced labor camps came to exist, scattered throughout the South—operated by state and county governments, large corporations, small-time entrepreneurs, and provincial farmers. Where mob violence or the Ku Klux Klan terrorized black citizens periodically, the return of forced labor as a fixture in black life ground pervasively into the daily lives of far more African Americans.

. . . Revenue from the neo-slavery poured the equivalent of tens of millions of dollars into the treasuries of Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, Florida, Texas, North Carolina, and South Carolina—where more than 75 percent of the black population in the United States then lived.70



Quite tellingly, Hochschild fails to even mention the US’s parallel slave system during this time even in the context of the US’s ready acceptance of Leopold’s enslavement of Congo. Instead, he incessantly tries to draw comparisons between Leopold and Joseph Stalin, in what I view as an apparent, and quite typical, attempt to avoid the painful realization that what Leopold was doing in Congo was not so different from what the US and other Western nations have done, and indeed continue to do, around the world. For Hochschild, and so many other Western thinkers, the Leopolds of the world must be seen as an aberration, not as the norm that they in fact are.

Not too surprisingly, then, Hochschild ends up drawing the wrong conclusion from his otherwise excellent description of Leopold and Congo—that is, that, in his view, the current Western human rights movement is a direct descendant of the anti-imperialist movement that brought Leopold down, and that “there is no tradition more honorable.”71

The problem is that Hochschild, as so many others under the spell of Western hubris, fails to see that the current human rights movement tends to enforce empire, and that is what distinguishes it from the explicitly anti-imperialist movement that ultimately ended Leopold’s hold over Congo. Indeed, the current human rights movement is an enabler of the King Leopolds of our time, not an impediment. And, while Hochschild believes that the human rights movement remains “a profound threat to the established order of most countries on earth,”72 the truth is that it is only a real threat to the countries of the Global South and is used against them by the countries of the North.

For example, one of the chief examples he gives of his thesis is “the half-century of resistance that brought Nelson Mandela to power in South Africa.”73 But where did this resistance, or at least the most effective part of it by far, come from? It certainly did not come from Western governments that, led by the US, Britain, and Israel, supported Apartheid until the bitter end. Moreover, Western human rights groups were not particularly helpful.

And indeed, Amnesty International (AI)―the quintessential Western human rights NGO and the organization Hochschild claims to be the successor to the groups that successfully challenged King Leopold’s hold over Congo―would not even back the Free Mandela Campaign because of Mandela’s advocacy of armed struggle, or at least, that was the ostensible reason.74 I suspect that AI’s anticommunism had as much to do with its refusal to support Mandela. Indeed, there is strong evidence of this, with Amnesty International cofounder Peter Benenson, a man with close ties to the pro-Apartheid British Foreign Office and Colonial Office, stating in 1963, “Communist influence should not be allowed to spread in this part of Africa, and in the present delicate situation, Amnesty International would wish to support Her Majesty’s Government in any such policy. . . .”75 Of course, the British and US policy of fighting what they saw as Communist influence in South Africa made them active allies in propping up the Apartheid government.

Whatever the reasons, Amnesty International was, in the end, not even able to condemn the Apartheid system in South Africa. As Professor Francis A. Boyle explained,


Amnesty International refused adamantly to condemn Apartheid in South Africa. Despite my best efforts while I was on the board, and other board members, they would not do it. They are the only human rights organization in the world to have refused to condemn Apartheid in South Africa. Now they can give you some cock-and-bull theory about why they wouldn’t do this. But the bottom line was that the biggest supporter, economic and political supporter of the criminal Apartheid regime in South Africa was the British government, followed by the United States government. And so no matter how hard we tried, no matter what we did, they would not condemn Apartheid in South Africa.76



Similarly, Amnesty International has been quiet in opposing the US’s armed interventions in countries like Iraq and Libya, if not even tacitly supporting such violent intervention in the name of humanitarianism.

Meanwhile, the main resistance to Apartheid came of course from the South African people themselves, led by the ANC, the allied South African Communist Party, and by the significant military assistance of Cuba and the USSR—two countries of the Global South and East, respectively, which were deemed morally deficient by Western human rights groups, but which actually supported the anticolonial struggles of the Global South against the imperialist United States.

As Mandela would say, “I appreciate the Soviet Union because it was the one country that long ago condemned racialism . . .”77 But even more so, Mandela appreciated Cuba, who, with the force of arms, legally assisted the sovereign nation of Angola with its self-defense against the CIA-backed counterrevolutionary groups in Angola as well as the South African military itself, which was occupying the nation of Namibia just to the south of Angola. The South African military, “urged by Washington,” was violently trying to roll back the anticolonial uprisings taking place throughout what was known as the Southern African front-line states, including Angola.78

All told, the intervention of both South Africa and the US under Ronald Reagan in the war against the front-line states―a war we were told was for democracy and freedom when it was anything but―cost the lives of at least 1.5 million Africans. As Noam Chomsky explains, “I recall it during the 1980s, by then there was enormous pressure to end all support for the Apartheid government. Congress passed legislation barring trade and aid. The Reagan administration found ways to evade the congressional legislation, and in fact trade with South Africa increased in the latter part of the decade. This is incidentally the period when Collin Powell moved to the position of national security adviser. The US was strongly supporting the Apartheid regime directly and then indirectly through allies. Israel was helping get around the embargo. . . . In Angola and Mozambique, the neighboring countries, in those countries alone, the South African depredations killed about million-and-a-half people and led to some $60 billion in damage during the period of constructive engagement with the US support. It was a horror story.”79

In case readers have forgotten, or maybe never knew, which side the US was on during this time, a retrospective in McClatchy newspapers explained:80


Concerned that communism could triumph as post-colonial conflicts raged in a region abounding in strategic minerals and Western corporate investments, President Ronald Reagan swung US policy from opposition to support of South Africa’s white rulers soon after his 1980 election.

“Can we abandon a country that has stood by us in every war we’ve fought, a country that is strategically essential to the free world?” Reagan asked in a 1981 CBS News interview.

The Reagan administration invited senior South African security officials to the United States, violating a UN arms embargo, and the United States vetoed a UN Security Council resolution that would have imposed economic sanctions on Pretoria.

Reagan also had Mandela placed on the US international terrorist list, where the anti-Apartheid leader remained until 2008.



Again, it bears repeating that Amnesty International did nothing to counter the designation of Mandela as a terrorist.

Meanwhile, Cuba voluntarily entered the fray in Angola at a critical moment and, with help from the USSR, beat back this counterrevolutionary effort.81
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