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As with much of Ms. Autolitano’s work, while the imagery speaks
for itself, ample space remains for viewer engagement. The obvious
choice would have been to simply cut the flag into two equal halves.
But separating the stars from the stripes representing the original
thirteen colonies produces a much more jarring effect. It symbolizes,
perhaps, not just the partisan divisions of the present day, but a
nation disconnected from its founding.
- Dan Marcus
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of them. To be clear, the point is to make elections an
effective political means, not to end them. The role of
Democrats in particular has been to give weak explanations
of problems and then assert that little or nothing can
be done about them. By treating capital, in the form of
corporate interests, as “partners” in crafting public policy,
o
b
r
i
e the result is that public policy is only possible if they
benefit from it. Whatever Donald Trump’s incompetence,
s a metaphor for American electoral politics, the the Covid-19 pandemic was met with Obamacare, not a
taste test used by marketers of food products is functioning health care system.
a master stroke of misdirection. In a taste test,
Taken at face value, favoring the candidate who
“food” is reduced to a matter of taste—versus can win begs the question: win what? Winning power
digestion, metabolism, nutritional content, conditions without a political program implies that there is no political
of production and aesthetic appeal, for purposes of program, when in the present context, such quite profoundly
comparison. The products being compared are chosen to isn’t the case. The existing order is a web of economic and
affect a predetermined outcome—they aren’t the result of political relationships that remain largely invisible until
honest inquiry. Finally, majority opinion—a social artifact, they are disturbed. Once disturbed, their defense quickly
is used to place dissenters in a minority position. Choosing becomes the top priority of the political realm. This can
a losing product calls one’s judgment into question.
be seen through the rapid delivery of trillions of dollars
In the run-up to the Democratic primary in the of public funds to nominally private enterprises during
Spring,
real
problems
the pandemic shutdown and
in need of being solved
during the Great Recession.
were
put
forward.
As generations of
Environmental degradation,
outsiders entering government
the concentration of political
through reform politics and
and economic power in
official programs of inclusion
ever fewer hands, unhinged
have demonstrated, the
militarism being driven
“system”—the institutional
by business interests, the
prerogatives of capitalist
inability of the electoral
democracy, determines the
system to affect needed
politics, rather than elected
changes to the economy,
officials determining the
and the inability of
system. The Congressional
elected officials to plan
Black and Progressive
and implement programs
Caucuses have overseen
necessary to ensure the
the ascendance of capital,
perpetuation of the species,
providing
ineffectual
are political problems in
resistance—and with it
need of solutions. By the
the illusion of democratic
time of the general election,
opposition, along with
these are but distant
capitulation at crucial points
memories.
to restore the political
Implied in the
economy they were elected
selection of Joe Biden as
to challenge. The same is
the Democrat’s presidential
true of European Social
– Rob Urie
candidate is that capital,
Democrats, who reliably
rather than “the people,”
act as spokespersons and
substantially controls the electoral process in the U.S. guardians for capital during crises to enforce the capitalist
As much as the contest is proclaimed to be about the order.
restoration of reasoned and responsible governance, the
Capitalist institutions don’t intend to cause
credentialed technocrats—the experts, being called upon environmental destruction, inspire wildly murderous wars
to save “us,” are but a different flavor of the tacky shills with few determinable goals or positive achievements,
for capital in the Republican party. How do we know this? cause mass economic dislocations, and with them social
Because capital—the form of U.S. political economy, can upheaval, or undermine democratic processes. These are
plausibly be claimed to be the bi-partisan cause of each of by-products of the logic of capitalist social relations. And
these problems, as well as the central impediment to their this is the basis of the political logic that solving these
resolution.
problems will cause more economic harm than social
Not generally considered is that modern elections benefit. Politicians see the perpetuation of their own
are an impediment to actionable politics, not an expression power through the logic of the system that produced it.
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The farce of elections lies in the premise that changing the
players will somehow change the nature of this political
and economic order.
Regardless of who wins the upcoming presidential
election, the U.S. will resume the nuclear arms race,
consume its way to global environmental devastation,
consolidate more income and wealth in fewer hands,
continue to build out the public-private infrastructure of
surveillance and social control, and create an architecture
of racial reconciliation that shifts the onus for disparate
political and economic outcomes onto those least able to
affect them. These are ultimately economic outcomes.
Each reflects developed and deeply integrated economic
relationships that are difficult to reverse without causing
debilitating economic dislocations.
Nuclear weapons are cheaper per unit of
destructive capacity than other types of weapons,
and military production is central to U.S. economic
production. This focus on thrift, particularly given the
contribution that military production makes to the national
economy, frames economic austerity in a broader light.
The production of nuclear weapons makes public-private
“capitalists” rich and serves the alleged national purpose
of “defense,” while the focus on thrift helps legitimate tax
avoidance by those who benefit from this process. In fact,
the capitalist defense against cuts to military spending is
to fire thousands of military production workers.
This same defense mechanism supports the
continuation of potentially world-ending environmental
destruction. As data shows, environmental destruction
is overwhelmingly a product of the rich. From the
birth of the modern environmental movement to today,
environmentalism has successfully been portrayed by
opponents as an elite and effete concern. In the 1970s
environmental regulations were enacted with little
thought given to the economic dislocations that were
their predictable consequence. Competent environmental
politics would have assured meaningful employment for
dislocated workers.
This broad array of economic relations,
institutional organization, and prerogatives of power are
aligned to perpetuate the existing distribution of power
and wealth, and to cause severe economic dislocations
if it is threatened. The path of least resistance is now
toward environmental, geopolitical and social calamity.
Insightful in a limited way is the assertion that the 2020
electoral choice is between fast (Trump) and slow (Biden)
annihilation. Related is the call for political “breathing
room,” as if every day that environmental problems
remain unresolved means they won’t be that much harder
to resolve in the future.
In 1975, the Church Committee re-forbade the
CIA to conduct domestic surveillance and propaganda
operations, leaving the option open for it to purchase
“private” surveillance. A recent Netflix documentary on
surveillance and social control through so-called social
media, “The Social Dilemma,” resembles the taste test in
terms of misdirection. Not only does social media reside
on hardware and software technologies created by the U.S.
Issue 77
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military, but the CIA was a major funder of social media
companies. The oft stated irony is that users of social
media willingly give the CIA, NSA, FBI and state and
local police information through social media that they
would guard with their lives if these agencies asked for it
directly.
However, this formulation still lets “private”
interests off the hook for political behavior hidden behind
commercial motives. The problem for capitalists at
the outset of the twentieth century was that past a low
threshold, people didn’t want the stuff that capitalism
produces. Propaganda, rechristened advertising after
the Nazis sullied the concept, isn’t necessarily about
selling particular products. Modern retailers rely on
people buying what they weren’t looking for when they
walk into a store. Social media broadens and brings
this want generation process—the virtual store, to the
people. In this sense, social media extends the (social)
construction of consumer culture to an even more stilted
and commercialized conception of the self.
This process is political, both in the sense that
“external” worldviews are used to manufacture willing
selves for commercial ends, and through the use of
coercive technologies for explicitly political ends. The
Red Team / Blue Team commercial frame of political
competition uses real class antagonisms—between the
PMC (professional managerial class), working for its own
and the interests of capital, versus the working class and
poor that they have been firing, downsizing, outsourcing,
deskilling, surveilling, multi-tasking, optimizing and
monetizing, since the 1970s. The PMC is the public face
of capital for the rich to hide behind.
What emerged after 2016 was and is the nationalist,
state-corporatism of the PMC versus racialized, nationalist,
state-corporatism of the Trumpists— American versus
European-style fascism if you will. The PMC spent five
decades (as agents of capital) creating the conditions for
capital to benefit from racial and xenophobic scapegoating,
and then blamed the people they had disenfranchised for
looking for scapegoats. And even this doesn’t do justice
to the outcome. The working class and poor by-and-large
didn’t bite. The number of racist groups in the U.S. has
been declining since 2008. But the class divide is real and
gaining momentum.
Deference given by establishment Democrats
to former suburban Republicans, while dismissing the
interests of workers, if not precisely of “labor,” gets
to the point that the absence of an articulated political
program is no less a political program because it is
politically expedient to leave it unstated. Former suburban
Republicans are the PMC. A return to ‘normalcy’ means
the PMC (and capital) continues to prosper while the lesser
90% of the population continues to see its lot diminished.
A recent drive across the heartland found 300 Trump signs
for every 1 Biden sign. With the PMC cloistered in cities
and the rich suburbs, true and deep class loathing seems
ready to boil over.
With respect to commercial propaganda and
social media, it is a mistake to grant undue power to shape
10

particular outcomes to these. The insight that we come to
know ourselves through our social relations is the basis of
a century old effort to construct capitalist selves— homo
economicus, to fill the need for compliant consumers of
capitalist products. The statistical saw that as categories
are added, people move toward particularity illustrates
the ultimate indeterminacy of commercial selves. And
to the studied idiocy that Russia used psychological
coercion to swing the 2016 election to Donald Trump, the
Democrats and Republicans used exactly and precisely
the same methods with several hundred million times
more resources.
There are myriad real and pressing problems
in need of resolution. And we can only solve them by
replacing the existing order with social organizations
determined to solve them. We had to try the bird-inthe-hand of electoral politics. But it didn’t work. In
and of itself, that wouldn’t be sufficient reason to write
the electoral route off. But what was illustrated is that
not only is the electoral route not open to the left, but
without a revolution to dislodge the power of capital first,
it never will be. This capitulation is undoubtedly what
the Democrats were hoping for. However, with a wall of
foreclosures and evictions due early next year, and the
total unemployed from the pandemic still in the multiple
tens of millions of people, establishment politicians are
about to get a taste of interesting times.
Rob Urie writes in CounterPunch and other publications. His last book
is Zen Economics.
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power. It delivers a wealth of information, but social media
constricts expression to tweets and a paucity of characters,
minimizing critical thinking and making it difficult for
dissenting voices to make headway against the powerful
status quo. Its one-dimensional dynamic lends itself to
quick-hitting, packaged positions and not interactive
discussions.
Trump has mastered this kind of “communication,”
spreading doses of distortion into the cybersphere that are
devoid of the propositional value necessary to generate
significant debates. His tweets are reactive snips of
policy that don’t factor since he lacks a larger theory of
governance, and snipes at personal targets, throwing
o h n
a n e cancellation tantrums that reveal the thwarting of his desire
to exert total authority. But the performance peccadilloes
A Letter on Justice and Open Debate,” published by and substance confusion of the Trump spectacle distract
Harper’s Magazine (7/7/20), lauds the recent climate from the conformity of an agenda that more rigidly
of protest for spurring calls for police reform as well authorizes neoliberalism.
as greater inclusion and equality, but laments what
Trump’s response to the pandemic reveals the
came with it: a new set of
effects of this rigidity
“moral attitudes and political
and how the thwarting of
commitments that tend to
his desire to exert total
weaken our social norms of
control leads to ever more
open debate and toleration
cancellation tantrums that
of differences in favor of
reinforce the chaotic effects
ideological conformity.”
of his administration’s
Yet
polarization
ideological conformity.
has been the norm for some
This crisis demands
time and open debates
strong, decisive authority
the exception. Scripts and
but also flexibility, an
slogans face off in sound-byte
openness to the suggessensationalism
between
tions of Mayors and
Democrats and Republicans,
Governors
and
other
liberals and conservatives,
players along the chain of
left and right, leaving the
authority. Trump ignores
engagement with the ideas
most of what he hearsthat can heal this malady
--especially the science
lacking. The free exchange of
pertaining to Covid---and
ideas is the lifeblood of liberal
dissenters
reprimands
society and the precondition
while the virus spreads. In
for democracy, but access to
a national emergency the
information by a plurality
get-government-out-ofof citizens who have time to
our-lives mindset has to be
process it for this purpose is
suspended; the profit-driven
necessary for quality debates.
private sector that links
– John O’Kane
This liberal pluralist model is
health care to employment
becoming endangered, some
must be transcended. The
say, though in fact it has barely ever existed.
application of absolute authority can be efficient and
The production and dissemination of information humane. Witness how China, and other countries with
has become concentrated in fewer and fewer corporations benevolent governmental traditions like Germany and
since the mergers-and-acquisitions mania arrived in the South Korea, refunctioned private power to quickly master
late 70s. This has helped repress alternative voices, the the crisis.
resulting power imbalance nullifying the necessity for
Trump’s authoritarian failure has produced a
the entrenched interests to engage in debates. The rise of mess of inefficiencies---leaving a near epidemic lack of
the internet promised to expand access to the increasing inclusion and equality open to view---that must be denied
information flow, thus empowering more citizens to or scapegoated away. But the unnecessary deaths are
participate in debates. But the net we have now is a the most striking consequence of this failure, which fall
conglomerated species of this corporate concentration, disproportionately on the most vulnerable sectors. Total
offering quite limited individual access to its algorithmic authority directed against those with the least power in
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society will qualify as fascist, a charge efficiently hurled
at Trump for some time now. Fascism invariably targets a
special sector or ethnic group of the powerless, and usually
for extinction. The greater incidence of deaths among
blacks and other minorities certainly qualifies, though their
lack of access to good jobs with healthcare also predisposes
them and other deprived cultures---like the white working
class---to conditions that make them more vulnerable.
The disproportionate incarceration of blacks
in institutions where the virus is especially lethal is the
product of a systemic racism functional for generations.
Trump’s position on migrants and asylum seekers has been
labeled racist, his alleged targeting of the racial groups
from the “s-hole” countries of the south for deportation
possible evidence of a fascist agenda, not to mention the
existence of ICE’s detention centers (loosely compared to
the Nazi death camps). Yet it should be noted that Obama
deported more illegals to these same countries than Trump
has (Zachary B. Wolf, “Yes, Obama Deported More People
Than Trump,” CNN, 7/13/2019). This “deporter-in-chief”
possessed a degree of immunity for his immigration
policies, his diplomatic demeanor positive reinforcement.
Trump’s inflammatory rhetoric has compounded
his policy negatives. And his reticence if not full refusal
to disavow support for alt-right and white-supremacist
fringe groups---whose ideas are pandered by Stephen
Miller, his senior advisor---reinforces the suggestion of
racism. A recent book traces this influence (Jean Guerrero,
Hatemonger, William Morrow). The Republican Party’s
dismal representation of blacks since the Goldwater loss
in 1964---the Obama elections excepted---weighs heavy
on efforts to counter such influence. Nearly 10% of blacks
voted for Trump in 2016, one of the highest percentages,
but that is sure to decline in the upcoming election.
The Trump administration’s execution of
neoliberalism, a rigid Social Darwinist rendition, indirectly
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targets the mass of vulnerable. No need for camps or
middlemen. The unprotected and uninsured are efficiently
converted to statistics and banished from the census. This
system freely develops itself while many of its subjects
freely express their individualism, ignoring whatever they
might notice about how this systemic classism functions.
The prolific attacks against Trump the person, his style,
have screened us from learning how.
One of the positives of the current protest
climate, according to the “Letter,” is the “calls” for more
inclusion and equality, more verbal attention to this issue
in the hope that substantive policies might follow. But new
attitudes stewing in this climate have stiffened the political
activism, obviating the desire for debate, and leaving a
tendency to “dissolve complex policy issues in a blinding
moral certainty.” The brutality and transparency of the
George Floyd killing was perhaps the catalyst for the most
aggressive protest movement in generations, steeped in a
righteous consensus. Scripts were accordingly weaponized
in the urgency of the moment, doing battle to cancel the
wrong responses and ideas and censor erupting differences.
Absolute morality---too much moral certainty--can produce an epiphanic blindness that endorses the
quick embrace of correctness, and the oversimplifications
that prejudge the facts. It is fed by abstractions that bear
little relation to reality’s messy contradictions that must
be seen and grasped to form a semblance of the truth.
Relative morality on the other hand is fed by hesitation in
the face-off with unpredictable existence, the reserving of
judgment to prepare for necessary adjustments.
It’s difficult to understand the immoral
consequences associated with the profusion of righteous
scripts, the series of reprisals erupting from such a
potentially-liberating moment. Like the firing of the New
York Times op-ed page editor for publishing Senator Tom
Cotton’s support for sending Federal troops to stabilize
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zones still occupied by protestors; and the firing of the
employee who cited data from a study by Omar Wasow,
Princeton political scientist, showing how the riots in the
late 1960s coincided with a shift of support toward law and
order and the election of Richard Nixon (a kind of maiming
the messenger blooper that slighted the role of the media in
shaping such shifts in opinion).
Media censorship always comes into play to
manage protest events, with mainstream venues decidedly
supportive of “law and order.” During the last great
uprising, the Seattle WTO protests that terminated the
Clinton presidency, the narrative that unorganized labor was
fighting the global sweat-shopping forces stewed beneath
the story that destructive anarchists were sabotaging the
progress of world trade (see “Trading Terror, Making
Democracy,” Left Curve, #27). The momentum of the
recent protests has perhaps mandated a form of payback--politically-correct compensation for perennial biases---that
immunizes activists. DemocracyNow, for example, slights
or ignores the violence perpetrated by blacks against others
and their own, targeting mostly the events that secure their
victimization.
Then there’s the vigilante statue-censorship. The
Robert E. Lee types are a slam dunk and long overdue
to be canceled. But some, like that of Ulysses S. Grant,
for example, are far from consistent representations of
racism or any other disease. Their historical contradictions
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will no longer be visibly present as a stimulant for future
generations to master them. And canceling, like silencing,
breeds more of the same, steadily eliminating choices and
narrowing the boundaries of what can be said. The solution
to this in the “Letter” is to add options and expose citizens
to more arguments.
But since the market of ideas is mostly owned
and controlled by the few, how realistic is it to endorse
the imaginary freedom of the liberal pluralist model as
a solution? Not everyone can add their two cents to the
arguments equally. The evolution of the protests was
dictated by the participants’ reactions to this imbalance, the
need to force issues into the limelight and strive for some
degree of relative parity. The enveloping moral certainty
and conformity were not caused by the protests, which
were the effect of a culture conditioned by a lack of the free
exchange of ideas, years of talk by representatives failing
to work the system successfully.
The George Floyd flashpoint galvanized “certainty,”
and the subsequent tactics mimicked the memes and means
at hand, the proof shaped by our weakened norms for open
debate---and Mr. Trump’s actions---that it’s okay to skip
steps and authorize at will to get results; oversimplify to
spawn a process that can lead to the complexity of positive
actions; cancel in order to avoid final cancellation.
These are the tactics of the cultural activists--doing battle through the logic of the new social movements
that survive the new left’s decline---that conservatives have
condemned over the years, the aggressive push to teach
the un-enlightened the errors of their ways and accept that
America needs to be more diverse, racist-free, sexist-free,
homophobic-free, etc. Against charges of forcing it, and
even resorting to fascist methods, these activists proceed
with an eyes-wide-open “moral certainty” that might cut
a few corners but succeed in canceling a lot of bad and
progressing toward a more inclusive, democratic citizenry.
What have the Democrats done to extract positives
from the protest climate and possibly cancel the tendencies
the “Letter” claims emerged from them? Their convention
was about unity, projecting the idea that beating Trump is
their overriding purpose, so lively debates of the issues
were hardly expected. But the issues that were debated
before Sanders folded his campaign reflected a great
deal of disunity, and they were on the table due to the
emergence of one of the most progressive eruptions in the
country’s history. This was just after the 2010 mid-term

16

elections that brought Tea Party activists to Congress,
provoking a left-populist reaction that seeded the Occupy
Movement which began raising the issues pertaining to
socio-economic justice that Sanders crystalized in his bid
for power. This legacy was responsible for pushing the
debates in the 2020 election cycle to the left in the runup
to the convention, which effectively ended with Biden’s
South Carolina victory.
And at the convention itself we witnessed the
silencing and---at times---the cancellation of this legacy,
replaced with the blinding moral certainty of the evil
Donald Trump and the darkness he has wrought. We have
lost our soul and need to restore it, said the Democrats. We
are in a “battle for the soul of our nation.” Nothing about
the culture that brought him to power or subsumed us in
darkness. No reflection of their role in restructuring the
post-Reagan political economy, their underwriting of an
inequality-generating system that marginalizes the lower
classes through the fascism of market rationality. Nothing
about their perspective on racial diversity, prominent since
the mid-70s, that stresses improving color demographics
and emphasizing the positives of racial and ethnic identity
to the exclusion of policies that work to substantially
eliminate inequality. Biden’s choice of Kamala Harris in
this sense was perhaps perfectly consistent, a candidate
from an elite background passing the skin-color test.
Instead of reflecting on these issues and engaging
in open debates about their consequences, the Democrats
stooped to the Republican obsession with mis-statement,
though on a lesser scale. A fact check published in the New
York Times found problems with several issues. Here’s two
of them.
The Democrats claimed that Trump’s proposed
suspension of payroll taxes for those earning less than
$100,000 will lead to a permanent draining of the Social
Security fund but it was a temporary, short-term offering
subject to forgiveness, and is the exact measure Obama
enacted in 2011. Exaggerating threats to Social Security
is one of the Democrats’ obsessions, and such distortions
reflect their dearth of policy options on this issue (Linda Qiu,
“Fact-Checking the Democratic National Convention,”
8/21/2020).
The Democrats’ alarm over Postmaster Louis
DeJoy’s “reforms” of the Post Office---more like “shock
doctrine” assaults--- is reflected in the $25 billion the House
recently voted to undo them and give it the financial ability

E
to handle mail-in voting. However welcome this move was
to shore-up confidence in this important public institution,
the problems with the Post Office predate DeJoy’s
arrival. They’ve been created by neoliberal privatizers in
Congress, including many Democrats. This hypocrisy was
not reflected upon in their proceedings, however, only the
issue of the difficulty Social Security beneficiaries have in
getting their checks. Against the broad suggestion that this
pertained to the vast majority of recipients, the fact check
found this: “In August, 549,818 received their checks
through the mail, while more than 63 million people---or
about 99.1 percent---received their benefits through direct
deposits.”
The repression of voices to project unity inevitably
demands conformity, specious moral certainty, censorship
and cancellation in order to maintain the illusion of
normalcy. A critical face-off with the disunity could help
the Democrats forge a more representative narrative that
transcends the polarization and offers a real difference.
But this repression moved the Democrats closer to the
Republicans in fact despite the heated personal attacks
against Trump and his performance which conjures a
great divide. Their inability to push the issues attached
to these repressed voices---like Universal Basic Income,
Medicare For All, the Green New Deal, funding of the
Pentagon, the power of organized labor, etc.---signals that
they’re likely near the threshold of cancellation. After all,
Biden represents the victory of the mainstream wing of
the Democratic Party. And they likely wanted to keep a
discussion of these issues from the public out of fear that
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this would destroy the convention spectacle, the aura of
unity, but also to lessen the risk of being too far left and
losing support at the ballot box. This means they have
to be more like the Republicans---hence the large invite
list to speak from across the aisle. It also suggests we are
moving closer to an elite-managed one-party system with
two wings, despite the strong support among the public for
these issues. Masterful censorship!
The danger of such a dumbing-down display,
however, is to intimate an Obama administration redux that
might not be attractive to many potential voters. So there
had to be a re-branding process. As Jeffrey St. Clair claims
in this regard, “Hope and change have been replaced by
empathy, soul and faith” (“Roaming Charges: Conventional
Weapons at the DNC,” CounterPunch, 8/21/2020). The
gorging on religious symbolism, or more appropriately
abstract spirituality, versus the debating of the material
concrete---why not some spinoffs from liberation theology
that apply abstractions to the improvement of everyday
life?---drugs the public into dropping out, searching for
answers in alternative, non-thinking streams of images.
The DNC elite serves up opiates to divert attention from
itself and its machinations.
Without debating the material concrete for the
purpose of lifting bodies from the darkness of deprivation
to have a go at quality survival and even prosperity, battles
for the elusive soul of the nation will spawn misguided
crusades and inquisitions.
Reprinted from CounterPunch.
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137 W. 6th St., Long Beach, CA90802
Issue 77

17

R

E

P A

R

A T

I

O

N

S

REPARATIONS,
NOT RETRIBUTION

strength, and prosperity rely greatly on our collective
ability to lift ourselves above the fray and overcome
great odds to secure a better future for ourselves and our
posterity.
It has been proven time and again that, as a
society, we are only as strong as our weakest part. We
ohn
yde
a r n a r d have demonstrated a propensity to assist the weakest and
most vulnerable amongst us when we come together. In
ACRAMENTO, Calif., August 29, 2020 (AP)— this way, as a nation we have achieved a sustained growth
California lawmakers are setting up a task that secures our future. The examples are numerous and
force to study and make recommendations for have created great opportunities and advancements in
reparations to African Americans, particularly the our brief history: the original thirteen colonies coming
descendants of slaves, as the nation struggles again with together to form one nation, the creation and ratification of
civil rights and unrest following the latest shooting of a the Constitution as the supreme law of the land, the early
Black man by police. The state Senate supported creating American System of canal and road building financed
the nine-member commission on a bipartisan 33-3 vote with the help of the federal government, the Civil War
that thwarted an attempt to
Saturday.
bifurcate the Union and
Why and how? It
resulted in ending the
seems to be an immense
institution of slavery and
undertaking that not only begs
further
strengthening
the question of how to rectify
the bonds that bind us,
the inequities of slavery, but
the industrial growth in
also leads inevitably to a
railroads, energy, and
more fundamental question:
production that followed
“Why am I, a person of
and the ramifications that
the twentieth-first century,
changed labor and secured
asked to participate in the
better working conditions
establishment of reparations
for the common man, the
for the descendants of
Panama Canal, WWI and
slaves from the nineteenth
WWII, technology, the
century?The answer may be
first man on the moon, and
found in the very concept
the information age—all
of American ideals and
of these are remarkable
principles. The answers are
accomplishments
that
found in the very concept
relied on all of us coming
of American ideals and
together as one to achieve a
principals.
better society.
The word “fasces”
We now come to a
refers to an arrangement of
moment in our history
rods bound together that
– John Hyde Barnard
where the nation needs to
symbolizes the strength
recognize a great injustice
derived from many coming
that has been a cancer on the
together as one. The name
comes from the Latin fascis, meaning “bundle.” If one rod civil body since the early days of colonization—slavery
or one portion of the fasces is broken or weakened, then and its lasting influence of racial injustice and disparity.
Although its greatest immediate impact is felt by
the strength of the bundle as a whole is diminished.
Frequently displayed as a symbol on government those of us who possess African ancestry, it profoundly
buildings throughout the United States, the fasces touches us all in a negative way. The consequence of this
connote another Latin expression: E pluribus unum, “out blemish, whether ignored, fostered, or allowed to fester,
of many, one.” There are fasces prominently positioned is a society of unequal justice, economy, and mobility.
on either side of the speaker’s rostrum in the House of Without a doubt, it is a burden that denies to all the ability
Representatives, buttressing a statue of George Washington to reach our highest level of achievement.
The lingering cancer of slavery must be addressed
at the Washington Monument, and represented abundantly
in the Lincoln Memorial. The message of E pluribus unum in order to secure the survival of the nation and guarantee
the promise of the Declaration: “We hold these truths to
is ubiquitous and clear.
As a society, we the people of the United States be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they
further reinforce this concept. Although we view ourselves are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable
as individuals and rely on Constitutional protections Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit
to secure our individual rights, as a nation our security, of Happiness.”
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the lasting influence

of slavery and
continue to

do nothing to
rectify this plague.
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MONDAY
75 cent wings, $6 BBQ Bacon Burger or Chicken
Sandwich (add a side for $2.50), $3 touchdown shots,
$3 domestic pints.
TUESDAY
2 for 1 burgers. All day.
Entertainment With MIC Dangerously 1st Tuesday
of every month.
WEDNESDAY
1/2 (half) off Bottles of Wine Starting at 5PM.
Build your own grilled cheese for $9.95.
THIRSTY THURSDAY
$3 domestic pints, $8 domestic pitchers,
$14 import pitchers, $16 craft pitchers and
karaoke at 9pm. Build your own Mac and cheese
for $9.95.
FRIDAY
Happy hour buy one get one for a penny - well drinks
and draft pints. All you can eat fish and chips.
All day.
SATURDAY & SUNDAY
All you can eat pancakes 9am til 11am, $7 double
bloody Mary’s, $7 double screwdrivers, $5 Micheladas,
$3 touchdown shots til 5pm, $7 bottomless mimosas
with food purchase of $8.95 or more til 2pm.
$4 Irish Dunsmore whiskey all day every day!
Live entertainment on the weekends!
Showing all your favorite sports here!
Niner empire and LFC Long Beach Home.
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There is no time for equivocation––reparations
must be implemented to rectify this injustice. Reparations
are not retribution. They are not a punishment, a wearing of
ashes and sackcloth, or a repentance for deeds committed
by our ancestors. Deuteronomy 24:16 states: “Fathers
shall not be put to death because of their children, nor shall
children be put to death because of their fathers. Each one
shall be put to death for his own sin.”
Our sin would be to ignore the lasting influence of
slavery and continue to do nothing to rectify this plague.
Granted, most Americans are not generationally invested
in antebellum America. However, the country in which we
all now reside, not unlike a house requiring repair, needs
the problem attended to and rectified. By allowing an
injustice to exist, we are all complicit and less secure in
our liberties.
Our salvation as a people and as a nation will be
to act upon this curse and seek a lasting cure. But how?
There have been past attempts at reparations:
•
Forty acres and a mule—never fulfilled,
•
In the closing months of the Civil War, General
Sherman’s Special Field Orders No. 15 specified that
400,000 acres of coastal land be awarded to former
slaves––later rescinded by President Andrew Johnson
after the murder of Lincoln,
•
In March 1867, House Speaker Thaddeus Stevens
introduced a bill (H.R. 29) giving land to the recently
freed slaves, only to have it bottled up in Congress where
it died.
•
Numerous other attempts to redress the wrongs of
two hundred and forty years of institutionalized slavery all
came to naught.
What has occurred is the intentional and
consequential infliction of a degraded, inferior designation
of the African-American community that has persisted to
the present day. The denial of equality enforced by Jim
Crow laws, redlining, low wages and underemployment,
inadequate health care, substandard housing, and unequal
justice in the criminal and civil courts––largely based
on racism—has left a legacy that negatively impacts all
Americans.
However, there is a remedy.
The process of reparation can be achieved
sensibly and systematically without causing a major
disruption to either the African-American community or
to the health and prosperity of the nation as a whole. In
fact, the basic framework and boiler-plate contract for
reparations already exists in our body politic: TITLE II
of the Public Law CHS. 266,268-CHS.266,268, June 20,
1944—commonly referred to as the G.I. Bill.
The success of the G.I. Bill impacted the nation
socially, economically, and politically. For every dollar
invested through this legislation, seven dollars was
returned back into the American economy. This same
dynamic can be achieved with reparations for slavery.
Based on recapitulation theory, which states that
ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny, e.g. an organism in
the course of its development passes through the same
successive stages (in abbreviated form) as does the
20

species in its evolutionary development. In accordance
with that basic concept, both the G.I. Bill and reparations
for slavery can be regarded in terms of successive stages
used to achieve the goal of bringing individuals back
into American society on an equal footing. The returning
soldiers from WWII were afforded benefits that would
secure their equal reintroduction into American society
through education, employment, and access to affordable
housing. Reparations, based on a similar framework,
would achieve the same for the descendants of slavery. It
would not only benefit the African-American community;
it would greatly strengthen the civil, economic, and social
structure of American society as a whole.
President Lincoln’s words, delivered in
Springfield, Illinois, on June 16, 1858, are as significant
today as they were when he first uttered them: “A house
divided against itself cannot stand.” His warning went
unheeded, resulting in the calamity of the Civil War. We
can and must avoid a similar fate. It is time to address the
cancer of slavery, rectify the problem of inequality, and
unite the nation as one America.
Reparations are for all of us. To ignore this issue
is to deny our own future.
John Hyde Barnard is an L.A.-based writer, historian, and musician. His
short story “The Lot” was a recent winner of the Jerry Jazz Musician
Short Fiction Contest.
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URBAN HOSPITALS
OF LAST RESORT
CLING TO LIFE

Jordan Rau,
Emmarie Huetteman

V

the safety-net hospitals’ best-insured patients.
These combined financial pressures have been
exacerbated by the pandemic at a time their role has
become more important: Their core patients — the poor
and people of color — have been disproportionately
stricken by COVID-19 in metropolitan regions like
Chicago.
“We’ve had three hospital closures in the last year
or so, all of them Black neighborhoods,” said Dr. David
Ansell, senior vice president for community health equity
at Rush University Medical Center, a teaching hospital on
Chicago’s West Side. He said the decision to close Mercy
“is really criminal in my mind, because people will die as
a result.”
Mercy is following the same lethal path as did two
other hospitals with largely lower-income patient bases
that shuttered last year: Hahnemann University Hospital
in Philadelphia, and Providence Hospital in Washington,
D.C., which ended its inpatient services. Washington’s
only public hospital, United Medical Center — in the
city’s poorest ward — is slated to close in 2023 as well,
and some services are
already curtailed.

ictor Coronado felt lightheaded one morning
last month when he stood up to grab an iced tea.
The right side of his body suddenly felt heavy.
He heard himself slur his words. “That’s when I
knew I was going to have a stroke,” he said. Coronado was
rushed to Mercy Hospital & Medical Center, the hospital
nearest his home on Chicago’s South Side. Doctors there
pumped medicine into his veins to break up the clot that
had traveled to his brain.
Coronado
may
outlive the hospital that
Slow Death of Urban
saved him. Founded 168
Safety Nets
years ago as the city’s first
hospital, Mercy survived the
So far, urban hospital
Great Chicago Fire of 1871
closures have remained
but is succumbing to modern
infrequent compared with
economics, which have
the cascading disappearance
underfinanced the hospitals
of their rural counterparts.
serving the poor. In July, the
But the closing of a few
412-bed hospital informed
could portend problems at
state regulators it planned to
others. Even some of those
shutter all inpatient services
that remain open may cut
as soon as February.
back crucial specialties like
“If something else
labor and delivery services
happens, who is to say
or trauma care, forcing
if the responders can get
patients to travel farther
my husband to the nearest
for help when minutes can
hospital?” said Coronado’s
matter.
wife, Sallie.
Nancy Kane, an
While rural hospitals
adjunct
professor
at
have been closing at a
Harvard T.H. Chan School
quickening pace over the past
of Public Health who has
two decades, a number of
studied urban safety-net
– TJordan Rau, Emmarie Huetteman
inner-city hospitals now face
hospital changes since
a similar fate. And experts
2010, said that “some close, but most of them have tried to
fear that the economic damage inflicted by the COVID-19 get into a bigger system and hang on for a few more years
pandemic on safety-net hospitals and the ailing finances of until management closes them.”
the cities and states that subsidize them are helping push
For much of the 20th century, most cities ran
some urban hospitals over the edge.
their own hospitals to care for the indigent. But after the
By the nature of their mission, safety-net hospitals, creation of Medicare and Medicaid, and as the rising cost
wherever they are, struggle because they treat a large share of health care became a burden for local budgets, many
of patients who are uninsured — and can’t pay bills — or jurisdictions turned away from that model. Today only
are covered by Medicaid, whose payments don’t cover 498 of 5,230 general hospitals in the country are owned
costs. But metropolitan hospitals confront additional by governments or a public hospital district.
threats beyond what rural hospitals do. State-of-the-art
Instead, many hospitals in low-income urban
hospitals in affluent city neighborhoods are luring more of neighborhoods are run by nonprofits — often faith-based
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— and in some cases, for-profit corporations. In recent
years owners have unloaded safety-net hospitals to entities
with limited patience for keeping them alive.
In 2018, the for-profit hospital chain Tenet
Healthcare Corp. sold Hahnemann to Joel Freedman,
a California private equity investor, for $170 million. A
year later, Freedman filed for bankruptcy on the hospital,
saying its losses were insurmountable, while separating its
real estate, including the physical building, into another
corporation, which could ease its sale to developers.
In 2018, Tenet sold another safety-net hospital,
Westlake Hospital in Melrose Park, Illinois, a suburb
west of Chicago, to a private investment company. Two
weeks after the sale, the firm announced it would close the
hospital, which ultimately led the owners to pay Melrose
Park $1.5 million to settle a lawsuit alleging they had
misled local officials by claiming before the sale they
would keep it open.
Some government-run hospitals are also
struggling to stay open. Hoping to stem losses, the District
of Columbia outsourced management of United Medical
Center to private consulting firms. But far from turning
the hospital around, one firm was accused of misusing
taxpayer funds, and it oversaw a string of serious patient
safety incidents, including violations in its obstetrics ward
so egregious that the district was forced to shut the ward
down in 2017.
Earlier this year, the district struck a deal with
Universal Health Services, a Fortune 500 company with
400 hospitals and $11 billion in revenues, to run a new
hospital that would replace United, albeit with a third
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fewer beds. Universal also operates George Washington
University Hospital in the city in partnership with George
Washington University. That relationship has been
contentious: Last year the university accused the company
of diverting $100 million that should have stayed in the
medical system. In June, a judge dismissed most of the
university’s complaint.
No Saviors for Mercy
Chicago has three publicly owned hospitals, but
much of the care for low-income patients falls on private
safety-net hospitals like Mercy that are near their homes
and have strong reputations. These hospitals have been
sources of civic pride as well as major providers of jobs in
neighborhoods that have few.
Fifty-five percent of Chicagoans living in poverty
and 62 percent of its African American residents live
within Mercy’s service area, according to Mercy’s 2019
community needs assessment, a federally mandated report.
The neighborhoods served by Mercy are distinguished by
higher rates of death from diabetes, cancer and stroke.
Babies are more likely to be born early and at low weight
or die in infancy. The nearest hospitals from Mercy can be
15 minutes or more away by car, and many residents don’t
have cars.
“You’re going to have this big gap of about 7
miles where there’s no hospital,” Ansell said. “It creates a
health care desert on the South Side.”
Dr. Maya Rolfe, who was a resident at Mercy
until July, said the loss of the hospital’s labor and delivery
department would cause substantial harm, especially since
African American women suffer from a higher rate of
maternal mortality than do white women. “Mercy serves a
lot of high-risk women,” she said.
Mercy, a nonprofit, has been in financial trouble
for a while. In 2012, it joined Trinity Health, a giant
nonprofit Roman Catholic health system headquartered in
Michigan with operations in 22 states. In the next seven
years, Trinity invested $124 million in infrastructure
improvements and $112 million in financial support.
During that time, the hospital continued to be
battered by headwinds facing hospitals everywhere,
including the migration of well-reimbursed surgeries and
procedures to outpatient settings. Likewise, patients with
Issue 77
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private insurance, which provides higher reimbursements
than government programs do, departed to Chicago’s
better-capitalized university hospitals, including Rush, the
University of Chicago Medical Center and Northwestern
Memorial Hospital. Seventy-five percent of Mercy’s
revenues come from government insurance programs,
Medicare and Medicaid.
Only 42 percent of its beds were occupied on
average, according to the most recent state data, from
2018. Mercy told state regulators it is losing $4 million
a month and required at least $100 million in additional
building upgrades to operate safely.
Trinity said it spent more than a year shopping
for a buyer. After that yielded no success, Mercy joined
forces with three other struggling South Side hospitals
to consolidate into a single health system planning to
build one hospital and a handful of outpatient facilities
to replace their antiquated buildings. They sought state
financial help.
The plan would have cost $1.1 billion over a
decade. At the close of the legislative session, Illinois
lawmakers — already strapped for funding because of
the economic effects of the pandemic — balked at the
hospitals’ request for the state to cover half the cost.
Lamont Robinson, a Democratic state representative
whose district includes Mercy Hospital, said that was
because the group did not declare where the new hospital
would be built. “We were all supportive of the merger but
not with the lack of information,” Robinson said.
Mercy said in an email that the location would
have been chosen after the hospital organizations combined
and chose new leaders. Trinity said in a statement: “We
are committed to continuing to serve the Mercy Chicago
community through investment in additional ambulatory
and community-based services that are driven by
high-priority community needs.”
Blame for Mercy’s closure has been spread widely
to include the city and state governments as well as Mercy’s
owner. Trinity Health had $8.8 billion in cash and liquid
investments at the end of March and until the pandemic
hit had been running a slight profit. Earlier this year in
Philadelphia, Trinity Health announced it would phase
out inpatient services at another of its safety-net hospitals,

“Journalism is printing
what someone
else does not want printed.
Everything else
is public relations.
– George Orwell
Advertise with AMASS:
amassmagpress@gmail.com
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Mercy Catholic Medical Center-Mercy Philadelphia
Campus, a 157-bed hospital that has been around since
1918.
“People put their money where they want to,” said
Rolfe, the former medical resident at Mercy in Chicago.
Noting that the city has no qualms about spending large
sums to beautify its downtown while other neighborhoods
are in danger of losing a major institution, she said: “It
shows to me that those patients are not that important as
patients that exist in other communities.”
Jordan Rau and Emmarie Huetteman write for Kaiser Health News and
other publications.
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IS FOOD AS
HEALTHY AND
TASTY AS IT USED
TO BE?

budget went to feed the family. Since then, food prices
have come down so dramatically that average Americans
spend a mere 7 percent of their budget on it — less than
people spend in any other nation on earth. That seems
like progress, but just look at us! Three-quarters of us
are overweight, and 6 out of 10 of us suffer from chronic
illnesses such as diabetes, heart disease, asthma and
hepatitis. Does our cheap food have anything to do with
that? Looking for answers, I turned back the clock.
When I was growing up in Connecticut, my
mother bought corn, poultry and tomatoes from the farm
u t h
e i c h l next door. Our milk came from the Loudon Dairy, down
the road. The farm is long gone, and the dairy is now a
’ve been writing about food for 50 years, yet it took the golf course, but I never gave much thought to why they
COVID-19 crisis to show me just how much I didn’t disappeared. It was not, it turns out, an accident.
As we entered World War II, almost a quarter of
know. Facing empty supermarket shelves for the first
Americans
were employed in farming. After the war ended
time in my life, I reached out to the people who keep
and
the
Cold
War began, our government decided that
us fed. As I spoke with farmers, fishermen, ranchers, chefs
growing
bigger,
better and substantially more food than
and cheese makers, I finally began to understand how our
the
Soviets
did
would
be a great way to spread democracy.
food system really works.
They
began
by
converting
into fertilizer the enormous
Here’s the thing: We are all aware that our food
stockpile of ammonium
tastes have changed. We
nitrate left over from the
know that Americans now
explosives program. The
eat more salsa than ketchup
new nitrate-rich fertilizer
and that ramen is as familiar
dramatically
increased
as Campbell’s tomato soup.
productivity.
Meanwhile,
Still, when it comes to the
new laborsaving machines
basics, we tend to believe
replaced inefficient horses,
that we’re eating pretty much
and
progressive
plant
the same food that our grandbreeding
improved
yields.
parents did.
Scientific advances such
Consider Thanksas the use of antibiotics to
giving dinner. Since 1863,
make animals grow faster
when Abraham Lincoln
were also introduced.
declared Thanksgiving a
By 1960, our farms
national holiday, Americans
had
become
so efficient
everywhere have been sitting
—
and
can’t
pay
bills
—
or
that
fewer
farmers
were
down to roast turkey, stuffing
able
to
grow
significantly
and mashed potatoes. “This
more food, and farmers
tastes just like my granddwindled to 9 percent of
mother’s,” my husband says
the population. Small farms
every year, as we revel in
were gobbled up by bigger
the fact that we are literally
ones, and in suburban
eating history.
America, farms began to
His memory is
–
Ruth
Reichl
vanish. Urban dwellers
playing tricks on him. The
barely noticed, but we were
food on my table — and
starting
to
lose
touch
with
the
way our food was grown.
yours — does not resemble in any way what our ancestors
Things
got
so
bad
that,
10
years
ago, when I handed a
once ate. A turkey hatched 50 years ago would look with
cucumber
to
a
New
York
City
kid,
he looked at it with
deep suspicion at that bird you’re carving, the farmer of
wonder.
“What’s
that?”
he
asked.
the past would barely recognize the potatoes on your plate,
But we weren’t losing just farms. My family used
and the wheat in the bread we use for stuffing is nothing
to
pile
into
Dad’s old woody station wagon every summer,
like the amber grains on the plains of the past. American
stopping
to
eat at local restaurants as we drove across the
food is being transformed at such a rapid pace that a few
country.
I
remember
my first taste of Rhode Island stuffies
years from now, it’s entirely possible our turkeys will no
and
the
thrill
of
Iowa
loose-meat sandwiches, and, as we
longer even be hatched from eggs.
drove
to
South
Carolina,
I repeated the words “Frogmore
Although I may not remember how Grandma’s
stew,
Frogmore
stew,”
over
and over, wondering what that
food tasted, I certainly remember her complaining about
regional
specialty
would
taste
like. Those trips ended in
its cost. Little wonder, as almost a third of her household
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By the nature of their

mission, safety-net
hospitals,

wherever they are,

struggle because
they treat a large share of

patients who are uninsured
are covered by Medicaid,

whose payments

don’t cover costs.
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the ‘60s: Restaurants that served those dishes began to
close, and road trips were a lot less fun when the only
dining places left served fast food. Americans had chosen
consistency over tradition, yet we lost more than regional
flavors: We lost some of the glue that held rural America
together.
Efficiency also invaded our homes. In the early
‘50s, Poppy Cannon’s The Can-Opener Cook Book
charged onto the best-seller list with its suggestions for
fast, easy family meals. When Mom became a fan, Dad
and I began to dread dinner. I recently looked up the recipe
for one of her favorite dishes: Casserole à la King. It turns
out to be canned macaroni and cheese mixed with canned
Chicken à la King and topped with grated cheese, bread
crumbs and butter. Did Mom really think it was palatable?
Did anyone? I expect that much of Poppy’s success was
due to her promoting her specious theories on America’s
favorite new medium, television.
But she was just a sign of the times. By the
mid ‘50s, most American kitchens were equipped with
refrigerators, and housewives filled their new freezers
with three iconic foods of that moment: TV dinners, fish
sticks and Tater Tots. Frankly, after Poppy Cannon’s
concoctions, they were a thrill; those chicken TV dinners,
with their peas and mashed potatoes, were some of the
best meals Mom ever made.
“What we want is to make life more easy for
our housewives,” Vice President Richard Nixon told
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev in the famous “kitchen
debates” of 1959. My mother and legions of other women
held Nixon to his word. For them, even TV dinners took
too much time.
“Instant” became my mother’s favorite word as
she happily embraced an entirely new group of foods
designed to get her out of the kitchen quickly. Instant
mashed potatoes, freeze-dried instant coffee, Pop-Tarts,
Tang and, of course, Carnation Instant Breakfast began
to line our cupboard shelves. Mom bragged she could get
dinner on the table in 15 minutes flat.
Some people had second thoughts about all this.
The price of air travel had dropped dramatically, and
hordes of American tourists went off to explore Europe
and other parts of the world on $5 a day. They came
home hungry for the delicious foods they’d tasted on their
travels. Julia Child was there to help.
“This book,” she wrote in the introduction to
Mastering the Art of French Cooking, first published in
1961, is for the “American cook who can be unconcerned
with budgets, waistlines or … anything which might
interfere with the enjoyment of producing something
wonderful to eat.”
But the ‘60s were a decade of enormous culinary
conflict. Women, entering the workforce in record numbers,
yearned for ever-easier and faster foods to prepare for their
families. Frozen bread dough, frozen piecrusts, Green
Giant peas and Cool Whip all entered the market to make
their lives easier. And if they were a little late getting home
from work, that problem was easily solved: Snack-food
options were exploding, with the introduction of Pringles,

O

O

D

Ruffles, Bugles, Chipos and Doritos.
The Julia Child crowd, however, had a new friend
in the White House. Eleanor Roosevelt had served hot
dogs to the king of England, and Mamie Eisenhower once
plied the king of Greece with toasted Triscuits, but the
new first lady was eager to show off a different side of
America.
Jackie Kennedy lured a serious chef, René
Verdon, to Washington so she could regale the president’s
guests with quenelles and sole Véronique — two recipes
straight from Julia’s book. Long before anyone had heard
of farm-to-table cooking, Verdon was growing vegetables
on the White House roof and herbs in the East Garden.
Perhaps that inspired Howard Johnson to hire an
equally accomplished French chef to upgrade the food at
his iconic chain of American restaurants. Jacques Pépin is
one of America’s unsung heroes. At Howard Johnson’s,
Jacques went back to the basics, making everything from
scratch. He understood what American food could be:
His kitchens turned out 10 tons of fresh hot dogs daily,
and he insisted on real potatoes in the clam chowder and
real clams in the fried strips. To this day, if you ask me to
define American food, the first thing that comes to mind
are my memories of those crisp, delicious fried clams.
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But another thing happened in the ‘60s that shook
up our ideas about food. Congress revamped immigration
policy, and that opened the doors to chefs from all over the
world. I will never forget my first taste of Thai cooking.
Initially my head exploded, then tears ran down my face
… and then I wanted more. And more.
The new flavors from China were also a shock:
For the first time, cooks from provinces other than Canton
entered the country, and we all discovered Szechuan and
Hunan food. Is it any wonder that we embarked on a
spicy-food craze from which we have yet to recover? Last
year, Americans spent $700 million just on hot sauce.
Even so, when I wrote my first cookbook, in
1971, and included a recipe for a Chinese chicken dish I’d
learned from a chef in Manhattan’s Chinatown, my editor
was horrified. “Will people really want to cook that?” she
asked. She was equally wary of the Greek moussaka I’d
brought back from a trip abroad. Americans, she insisted,
didn’t like lamb; couldn’t I substitute beef? What she
really wanted, it turned out, was more desserts. “Baking,”
she explained, “is why people turn to cookbooks.”
Perhaps that was why Americans were growing
so fat. In 1950, about 10 percent of Americans were
overweight or obese; that percentage jumped to 44 percent
by the ‘60s and to some 72 percent today. Along came
Weight Watchers — by the time Jean Nidetch published
the first Weight Watchers cookbook in 1966, a million and
a half copies flew off the shelves. And yet, though Weight
Watchers has been joined by dozens of other diet systems
in the intervening years, we have not stopped growing.
Like everyone who writes about food, I have
produced dozens of articles on the subject. We should stop
drinking. We should stop eating carbohydrates. We should
exercise more. All good advice but probably beside the
point. The real answer, I think, is staring us in the face.
Eating is learned behavior, and from the moment our
children are born, we begin teaching them that the most
delicious foods are filled with fat, sugar and salt.
Back in the ‘60s, a young writer named Nora
Ephron took a worried look at the schizophrenic American
diet and wondered which way it would go. “Whatever
happens,” she wrote in 1968, “the Food Establishment at
this moment has the power to change the way America
eats. And in fact, about all it is doing is showing how
to make a better piecrust and fill a bigger breadbox.”
She had a point. Those in the food press were so busy
discovering new cuisines, so involved with recipe writing
and restaurant reviews, that they paid scant attention to
what was really happening to our food.
It wasn’t good. Nixon’s secretary of agriculture,
Earl Butz, was determined to make food even cheaper for
Americans. It was the Cold War on steroids, as he urged
farmers to “get big or get out.” The result was the demise
of even more small farms and the rise of ever larger and
more efficient factory farms. These advances all came at a
cost, including to flavor. One day in the ‘70s, I boarded a
plane while carrying a flat of heirloom strawberries from
a small California farmer. The effect was electric. The
perfume of those aromatic berries filled the plane and, one
28

by one, people rose from their seats to beg for a taste.
“Oh,” crooned one woman, closing her eyes as
a look of ecstasy crossed her face, “I’d forgotten what
strawberries used to taste like.” We’d all forgotten. Yes,
the strawberries, corn, tomatoes and peaches in our
supermarkets were big. They were beautiful. They lasted a
long time, too. The meats were plentiful. It’s just that none
of it tasted like much anymore.
Some people also began to wonder if the new
foods were as nutritious as they once had been. And what
about those animals that were being raised in cages? In
1971, Frances Moore Lappé published Diet for a Small
Planet, which proved to be a wake-up call for millions of
young people, including me.
Pointing out that raising meat is an extremely
inefficient way to produce calories, she urged her readers
to get their protein by combining grains and legumes.
We were all very earnest, and as Anna Thomas’ The
Vegetarian Epicure appeared, followed by Mollie Katzen’s
Moosewood Cookbook, and William Shurtleff and Akiko
Aoyagi’s The Book of Tofu, a lot of us started down the
path to vegetarianism.
You might call the ‘70s the granola decade:
Farmers markets opened, soda bottles began to be
recycled, and counterculture foods such as Celestial
Seasonings herbal teas and Yoplait yogurt appeared on our
supermarket shelves, and Ben & Jerry’s opened their first
store.
Then the food scares started. In the ‘80s, when
I became the food editor of the Los Angeles Times, the
newspaper’s lawyers insisted we put warnings on all
recipes featuring undercooked or raw eggs. The American
egg supply was so badly contaminated by salmonella that
we even advised our readers to avoid soft-boiled eggs. The
terms “salmonella,” “botulism” and “mad cow disease”
entered our vocabularies. We were accustomed to being
cautious about what we ate when we went abroad, but few
people of my generation had ever worried about the safety
of American food. It was a shock, though temporary.
In 1993, Reese Schonfeld had an idea to change
the way we thought about food: a television channel
devoted exclusively to what we eat. TV’s Food Network
started on a shoestring budget, but within 15 years had
become a juggernaut that changed America’s ideas about
food and cooking, and made chefs the coolest people on
the planet. Viewers wanted to taste new foods, travel to
new places — and cook. Cooking, once relegated to the
“women’s pages” of newspapers, had finally broken free.
I don’t think it is possible to overstate the positive
influence of food television. It may have begun with silly
shows such as the kitschy Japanese Iron Chef and with
Emeril Lagasse shouting “Bam!” — but it paved the way
for the enormous range of programs that have become part
of popular culture. Most important, thoughtful cooks like
Anthony Bourdain inspired a generation to look at food
in a way Americans never had. For the first time in our
history, we are starting to understand that how and what
we eat have consequences far beyond the table.
People who care about the environment, for
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instance, have driven the cause of organic farms, whose
numbers have doubled in the past 10 years. Old-time
farmers had it right: Plants grown in fertile soil are not
only more nutritious; they also require less water. Major
companies such as General Mills and Nestlé are starting to
put millions into regenerative agriculture, and that is cause
for rejoicing.
But the most revolutionary changes in food
production revolve around meat. Research has shown
that a meat-based diet increases the risk of heart disease
and cancer. And environmentalists worry about the vast
amount of water it takes to produce a pound of beef
(mostly to grow food for the cattle). Bring on the plantbased burgers! They’re everywhere — and meat, egg
and fish alternatives are showing up on menus across the
country. (Though note: Many of those alternatives rely on
genetically modified beans and grains, along with a range
of unpronounceable chemicals.)
The coronavirus disrupted the American food
supply, and it changed the way I shop, cook and eat. Seeing
packing plants turned into COVID-19 hot spots made me
question how we process our meat. Watching the domino
effects of the restaurant shutdowns — dairies having to
dump milk, fishermen who lost so much business that they
simply docked their boats — has inspired me and many
other Americans to spend in ways that could more directly
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benefit our food suppliers and producers.
Indeed, across the country, people in lockdown
began to cook again, and the family meal — long
threatened — returned in earnest. Many who had never
before put their hands into the dirt planted gardens; seed
sales have soared. People like me, who live in rural parts
of the country, began buying our food straight from the
farm, just like my mother once did. I know I’ll be doing
that for the rest of my life.
And there’s another reason to be hopeful. As
Nixon told Khrushchev in 1959, “The American system
is designed to take advantage of new inventions and new
techniques.” For most of our lifetimes, that technology was
used to give us cheaper food. We’re finally beginning to
understand the hidden costs and far-reaching consequences
of those inventions, and there’s no reason to believe that
new technology will not bring us food that is increasingly
healthful, nutritious and flavorful. If there is anything to
be learned from the history of American food, it is that we
are capable of enormous changes, at the drop of a fork.

Cookbook author and memoirist Ruth Reichl was the restaurant critic
for the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times, and was the editor
in chief of Gourmet Magazine. Her latest memoir is Save Me the Plums
(2019).
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LONG BEACH LAND
USE: DON’T BLOCK
THE SUN

to change the zoning throughout the
entire city, declaring that such action
was mandated by state law.
I got involved. Turns out there
was no mandate; the city just lied to
o b e r t
o x get its way.
The Southern California
ell, we know the attack Association of Governments (SCAG)
now. Too bad it’s not wanted to increase density throughout
southern California. If you didn’t go
true.
along with them, you’d lose your state
Nigel Lifsy said, “During the grant money (turns out there wasn’t
Land Use Element (LUE) discussions, much money for the long run). Several
Robert Fox opposed low-income cities refused SCAG. Had the LUE
been successful the way it was written,
housing.”
Now
Michael
Clemson is parroting the
same thing in his opinion
piece.
Guess this is
the Cindy Allen strategy
since they can’t seem to
find anything improper in
my background. Invented
attacks are always funny,
and so easily disprovable.
For the RECORD:
That is an outright
LIE. I was always fighting
FOR low-income housing
as the LUE would have
gentrified entire sections
of our city and expelled our
low and very low-income
residents.
Have
you
noticed the high-rises
downtown? They are all
market-rate
buildings
– Robert Fox
(they paid offset fees
instead of providing the “required” it would have created potential housing
low-income housing). Gentrification for 400,000 people in Long Beach. We
has dispersed our population and simply don’t have the infrastructure for
made Long Beach unaffordable for that kind of population, nor do we have
working class people. I fought against the money to create the infrastructure.
that. I was the first to use the phrase In fact, we’ve lost population in the
“no construction without no loss of past five years.
We organized and fought
apartments.” Now it is “no net loss.”
So I think I was on board before the back. Originally, we just wanted the
city council woke up to the issue of facts. What was this about really?
We had to dig deep and do a
displacement and the exodus of our
lot of research, no thanks to the city
people only two months ago.
Two years ago, Corliss that tried to thwart our efforts in every
Lee brought the Land Use Element way. Eventually, even with the shifting
up for discussion at the Council of of colors on the Place Type Maps,
Neighborhood Organizations (CONO). we got the sense of what was being
The majority of our associations proposed. The mayor agreed with me
were shocked. Without notice, the to keep the unlimited height zoning
Long Beach Development Services and the construction of new projects
Department wanted the city council in the downtown sector. Midtown was
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The truth is

to allow ten stories. But the LUE plan
called for raising the zoning heights
in Alamitos Beach, North Alamitos
Beach, the Washington neighborhood,
and other areas across the city so
that developers—who were giving
tons of money to the mayor’s office
holder account—could continue their
demolition of old Long Beach.
At the Whaley Park meeting
I made my most direct assault against
the LUE. I stated that I was firmly
opposed to seven stories being
designated in Alamitos Beach and
adjacent neighborhoods up to 10th
Street, as well as five
stories on Broadway,
4th Street, 7th Street
and 10th Street, on the
grounds that such zoning
would be a developer’s
dream. and potentially
displace 30,000 renters.
Long Beach is the
cheapest land along the
California coast from
Bodego Bay to the
Mexican border. This is
prime oceanfront land.
If you zone the Alamitos
Beach
neighborhood
to a profitable height—
especially during an
economic downturn—
people will sell their
land to developers. They
move on, but the people
who are still living
(renting) there will be
expelled. This would create the most
massive exodus of working people
from the city in its history.
Also at the Whaley Park
meeting, I disclosed that this increased
zoning height would be to my benefit,
as I own property in the area. So I
made it clear that I was arguing against
my own self-interest. I opposed the
LUE to protect our working people
from evictions due to gentrification;
I also opposed it’s implementation
without first updating the traffic
element and doing a parking study.
(Without parking or worse, without a
car, how do you get to City Council at
5 p.m. and then go home after 10 p.m?
The bus stops running at that time.) So
much for an open democracy for the
working people.

that building market rate

housing will never

help low-income
residents; it will only
make surrounding

rentals more
expensive.
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Just for the record, low-income
housing was not mentioned in the
LUE (ask Linda Tatum, assistant city
manager; she repeated it over and over
again). We were not allowed to even
mention low-income housing during
the debate as it was deemed irrelevant.
As a side note, we influenced all the
districts of the city except the Second
District. Jeannine Pearce mistakenly
believed that high-rise development
would somehow create low-income
housing. That was a false narrative
from the start. We tried to inform and
educate her at the round table meeting,
but to no avail.
My position is and always
will be to preserve the low and
moderate-income housing we have.
“No net loss” is the new catchphrase
in City Council. I spoke of it over two
years ago. I will never support new
development unless they replace the
exact amount of affordable housing
they destroy. The LUE was a template
to create a paradise for developers.
We saved what we could but were not
successful throughout the city. The
Second District still held to the notion
that building anything would help
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everything. The truth is that building
market rate housing will never help
low-income residents; it will only make
surrounding rentals more expensive.
Our signs said, “High Density
+ No Parking = Bad Plan” (black on
orange).
As always, I have spoken out
for all the people of Long Beach for
their benefit.
I was opposed to the concept
of replacing our Miami by the sea with
an Iowa by the sea, which I envisioned
would result from the explosion of
development on the horizon blocking
the sun, the marine breezes, and the
fresh sea air from our city. Since we
have never developed a sunshine
law, unlimited development can also
cast permanent shadows on adjacent
neighbors. Everyone deserves to feel the
sun on their faces and breathe fresh air.
I have always supported the
equal distribution of low-income
housing throughout the city. I even
wrote the thirty-three bullet point
“Affordable Housing Plan for the
City” (we won thirty-two out of
thirty-three). I wrote the introduction
to the “Voucher Housing Program

for Landlords” for Allison King,
and have always supported housing
vouchers, Housing Opportunities for
Persons with Aids (HOPWA), Brilliant
Corners, etc. The last time I heard
from Michael Clemson, who works
for Long Beach Transit, he said, “If
we built one more parking space in
the City of Long Beach, we would be
going in the wrong direction.” Sorry,
Michael, I will not support that. Our
people need and deserve parking. We
cannot balance the budget on the backs
of the working poor. And we cannot
penalize people for our bad planning.
People cannot afford to pay $70 street
sweeping tickets and still pay for food
and housing. Fairness and justice are
more important than philosophical
rants.
Integration
and
wide
distribution of housing vouchers
citywide is the law for good reason.
We all become good neighbors and
together we thrive and advance by the
interaction with each other.
Robert Fox is running for City Council in Long
Beach.
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JOB PROTECTION
VERSUS MASS
LAYOFFS

on saving jobs, the United States
has directed its financial assistance
to individuals and businesses.
Consequently, millions of American
workers are now dependent on
r e g o ry
e i r e s temporary unemployment insurance.
European workers are not living
he United States faces its with the psychological trauma
greatest unemployment crisis affecting American workers who
since the Great Depression fear they may never be able return
in the wake of the economic to their jobs or face long-term, even
wreckage of the coronavirus permanent, unemployment. What’s
more, American workers have lost
pandemic. Not so in Europe.
The Euro area has only their employer-provided health-care
experienced a blip in
joblessness since the
outbreak of the coronavirus
as the unemployment rate
increased from 7.2 percent
in February to 7.4 percent
in May. In contrast, the
official
unemployment
rate in the United States
more than tripled from
3.5 percent in February to
11.1 percent in June.
The differences
in unemployment levels
reflect
dramatically
contrasting philosophies
about the role of
government and public
policy—dare we say
even opposing moral
perspectives. European
countries
generally
responded to the pandemic
by taking steps to help
– Gregory N. Heires
companies keep workers
on their payroll.
On the other hand, in the
United States, the federal government coverage, whereas their counterparts
allowed mass layoffs to occur while in Europe have government-provided
providing temporary unemployment insurance.
Germ an y ’s
Ku rzarb ei t
insurance benefits to the affected
system
in
which
the
government
pays
workers–and largely doing nothing
most
of
the
salary
of
laid
off
workers
to guarantee that they will be able to
return to their jobs once the pandemic for up to 12 months during an
economic downturn has served as the
is over.
model for the response of European
Job Security for European Workers governments to the coronavirus
T hr oughout
Europe , economic crisis. Germany adopted the
governments are helping companies program during the Great Recession
keep their workers on payroll with more than a decade ago. The system
subsidies that cover anywhere from 60 allows companies to furlough workers
percent to 90 percent of their wages. or deeply reduce their salaries while
Essentially, the affected workers are officially keeping them on the payroll.
During the financial crisis
on paid furlough.
While Europe has focused of the late 2000s, the Kurzarbeit

G

T

N. H

system meant that companies could
retain workers with fewer hours
as the government covered the
cost of the reduced paychecks of
workers. Germany’s unemployment
basically remained the same as the
unemployment rate in other European
countries skyrocketed.
Today, Germany is covering
up to 67 percent of workers’ salaries
to avoid job losses. France pays
70 percent of the gross earnings of
workers whose hours are cut or totally
eliminated. The Irish government
covers up to 85 percent
of the pay of furloughed
workers. The United
Kingdom is paying as
much as 80 percent. The
Netherlands is paying
for 90 percent of wages.
All told, 35
million workers in the
continent’s five largest
economies—German,
France, the U.K., Italy
and Spain—count on
government support to
make up for their lost
wages.

The differences in
unemployment levels

reflect dramatically
contrasting philosophies

about the role of

government and public
policy—dare we say

even opposing moral
perspectives.
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Job Insecurity for U.S.
Workers

By relying on the
unemployment systems
of its 50 states to support
laid off workers, the
United States has in
effect cast millions of
workers into a harsh
state of joblessness with
an uncertain future. Many workers
fear their jobs will disappear.
The United States
has principally addressed the
country’s mass layoffs by providing
unemployment benefits for 26 weeks.
The $2.2 trillion Coronavirus Aid,
Relief, and Security Act (CARES)
includes an extra $600 a week. The
$600 payment ended on July 31. A
component of CARES, the Paycheck
Protection Program, is similar to the
European response. It provides loans
to participating small companies to
keep workers on payroll during the
economic crisis. But critics charge that
the program is woefully underfunded.
The initial $350 billion

Beauty by the Beach Salon
Elizabeth Harrison Ramos
Salon owner - Hairstylist
Hairdresser
wanted for booth
rental in neighborhood
salon!

562.254.1214
2234 East Broadway, Long Beach, CA 90803
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provided for the program was
exhausted quickly, leading the federal
government to allocate an additional
$310 billion. Viral Acharya, an
economics professor at New York
University, estimates the federal
would need to spend up
B government
S
to $1.5 trillion to cover three months
of payroll for all small businesses.
Small business owners have
complained that loans are difficult to
obtain. What’s more, an investigation
by the Associated Press found that 94
publicly traded companies received
$365 million of the assistance meant
for small businesses. These included
companies with thousands of
employees and market values of well

over $100 million. A quarter of the
companies had disclosed to investors
before the coronavirus that they were
in danger of going out of business.
The government adopted a sensible
policy with the airline industry,
thanks to union pressure to make a
$25 million bailout contingent on the
agreement of companies not to carry
out layoffs.
An Avoidable Tragedy
“The unemployment crisis
in the United States clearly could
have been avoided if our government
followed the path of Europe of
helping companies keep their workers
on their payroll,” observed Trudy

$5 off your next in store purchase of $25 or more!
Includes any service & accessories.
One coupon per transaction.
Expires: 9/30/20

Goldberg, chair of the National Jobs
for All Network, a full-employment
advocacy group.
“The mass unemployment is a
tragedy that shows what a poor safety
net we have in the United States. This
is why—whether you are talking
about addressing mass employment or
solving structural unemployment—
we believe government should play a
greater role in our society and why we
support sensible public policies like
the federal jobs guarantee.”

A version of this article appeared in The New
Crossroads.

MON-FRI: 11AM-6PM
SAT: 11AM-5PM
SUN: 11AM-4PM

562.336.1423 • 1906 EAST 4TH STREET • LONG BEACH, CA 90802
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alifornia’s November ballot
will feature a challenge to
the notorious Proposition
13, which in 1978 helped to
inaugurate the decades-long neoliberal
assault on labor.
Prop 13’s anti-tax, small
government campaign, with a
dog-whistle racist subtext, created a
national template for conservatives
to simultaneously attack public sector
unions, public employees,
and the people they served.
For the right wing, this
was the lab experiment for
Austerity 101.
In a time of
high inflation, Prop 13
exploited
fear—older
homeowners on fixed
incomes were afraid that
rising taxes would drive
them out of their homes.
It rolled back assessments
to 1975 rates, set property
taxes at 1 percent of value,
and capped increases at 2
percent per year, no matter
the inflation rate or the
increase in market price
of the property. When it
passed, grandma breathed
more easily.
But
grandma
was not the biggest
beneficiary of Prop 13.
The same rules applied to commercial
property—including giant corporateowned properties like Chevron and
Disney. The consequent plunge in
property tax revenues to local and
state government forced enormous
cuts to social programs and schools,
led to layoffs of public employees,
and established a new normal in the
Golden State, described by former
California Federation of Teachers
president Raoul Teilhet as “poor
services for poor people.”

and community groups, now known
as Schools and Communities First,
with a couple of previous progressive
tax victories under its belt. Prop
15’s passage will mean commercial
property is assessed at current market
value, not purchase price, for tax
purposes. In a non-COVID year that
change will raise $10 to $12 billion
for schools and local services. In the
Pandemic Depression, it will mean a
bulwark against soaring class sizes and
public sector layoffs due to plunging
tax revenues.
Carefully crafted after years
of opinion research funded by public

Carefully crafted

with the AFT), California Calls,
and the Alliance of Californians for
Community Empowerment.
They have been joined in
the Schools and Communities First
coalition by virtually the entire labor
movement, as well as hundreds of
community, civil, and immigrant
rights organizations, and a seemingly
odd bedfellow or two like the
Chan Zuckerberg Foundation, the
philanthropic arm of Facebook founder
Mark Zuckerberg and his wife.
Although the measure is
opposed by the usual suspects like
the California Chamber of Commerce
and the right-wing
Howard Jarvis Taxpayers
Association, some large
commercial
property
owners like Facebook
stand to gain from the
measure: Prop 15 would
level the playing field
that currently gives an
unfair tax advantage
to older businesses
that purchased their
properties decades ago.
Although the
COVID-19 pandemic
d i s ru p t ed signature
gathering,
initially
causing worries whether
the measure would
qualify for the ballot,
in fact the coalition
had already pulled in
a record-breaking 1.7
million signatures by
the end of March. This
was due to the scope of the coalition
and a massive volunteer effort
alongside paid signature collection.

after years of opinion

research funded by public

sector unions,
it exempts commercial property
below $3 million
and all residential

property, including

Answer to a Disaster
Prop 15 is the long-awaited
answer to this disaster. It’s the product
of a 10-year-old coalition of unions
42

rental units.
– Fred Glass

sector unions, it exempts commercial
property below $3 million and
all residential property, including
rental units. It also eliminates a tax
on business equipment that mostly
affected small businesses.
The bulk of the campaign’s
funding comes from two of the biggest
unions in the state, the California
Teachers Association (affiliated with
the NEA) and the state council of the
Service Employees (SEIU). But the
backbone for the coalition over the
years has been three organizations that
spearheaded a Millionaires Tax ballot
campaign in 2011: the California
Federation of Teachers (the other
statewide teacher union, affiliated

Easy to Sell
Until the coronavirus put a
stop to it, I staffed a table on campus
along with other members of my union,
AFT 2121, which represents faculty at
City College of San Francisco. One
union sibling, Kathe Burick, a dance
instructor, said, “I’ve never had such
an easy time filling petitions. Students,
staff, faculty, even administrators—
as soon as they heard what Prop 15
would do, they signed.” Local 2121
contributed 1,600 signatures to the
CFT’s 20,000. In all the campaign’s
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volunteers collected 225,000.
Passage of Prop 15 is not a
slam dunk. By their nature progressive
tax measures attract well-funded
enemies who, in addition to their war
chests, have few scruples about lying
to the electorate. On August 6 a judge
ruled that the election information
guide mailed by the Secretary of
State to every registered voter had
to be changed to eliminate “false or
misleading” arguments by opponents.
One claimed Prop 15 would allow
the legislature to raise taxes on
homeowners.
Another common tactic is to
muddy the waters by implying that the
tax in question will affect everyone.
Undaunted by the judge’s decision,
a spokesperson for the opposition
commented, “This one will be won
once voters know that Prop 15 is a
$12.5 billion tax increase they can’t
afford.”
In fact Prop 15 will draw
92 percent of its revenues from
just 10 percent of commercial
property holders, a reflection of the
concentration of wealth in a state that,
if a country, would contain the world’s
fifth-largest economy—yet can’t seem
to find money to properly resource its

schools and services.
In addition to the usual flood
of misleading advertising, Yes on
15 activists face the challenges of a
pandemic election. Without the ability
to canvass in person, the campaign will
have to rely on phone banking, text
banking, virtual house meetings, and
the like. It remains to be seen whether
labor’s grassroots “people power” can
be channeled as effectively as usual
under such conditions. But the need
and the momentum for progressive
taxes are real.
The
California
Labor
Federation
emerged
from
its
annual convention the first week in
August—held on Zoom—with solid
commitments on two November ballot
initiatives: Yes on 15 and No on 22. The
latter is an attempt by Uber and Lyft
to reverse legislation passed earlier in
the year that reclassified drivers from
contractor status to employees.
Speaking at a recent Zoom
rally for Prop 15 hosted by California
chapters of the Democratic Socialists
of America, United Teachers of Los
Angeles President Cecily Myart-Cruz
said, “We’ve got to be able to pass
Schools and Communities First, as
one measure, and then come back with

another measure, and another, so that
we make the rich pay their fair share.”

Fred Glass is the retired communications
director of the California Federation of
Teachers, and the author of From Mission to
Microchip: A History of the California Labor
Movement (UC Press, 2016).

1501 Santa Fe Ave. Long Beach, CA 90810
310-986-0938 • stevenc.lbca@gmail.com
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shift away from hydrocarbons
THE PANDEMIC AND OIL gradual
toward renewable energy. But

Conn Hallinan

D

uring the reign of the
Emperor
Justinian
I
(527-565 AD), a mysterious
plague spread out of the Nile
Valley to Constantinople and finished
off the Roman Empire. Appearing first
in China and North India, the “Black
Death” (Yersinia pestis) radiated
throughout the Mediterranean and
into Northern Europe. It may well
have killed close to half the world’s
population, some 50 million people.
COVID-19
is
not the Black Death,
but its impact may be
civilizational, weakening
the mighty, raising up the
modest, and rearranging
axes of power across the
globe.
The Middle East
is a case in point. Since
the end of World War II,
the wealth of the Persian
Gulf
monarchies
—
Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates (UAE),
Kuwait and Qatar — has
overturned the traditional
centers of power that
dominated the region for
millennia: Turkey, Egypt,
and Persia. While those
civilizations were built on
agriculture, industry, and
trade, the monarchs were
fabulously wealthy simply because
they sat on a sea of oil. The monarchies
— Saudi Arabia in particular —
have used that wealth to overthrow
governments, silence internal dissent,
and sponsor a version of Islam that has
spawned terrorists from the Caucasus
to the Philippines. And now they are in
trouble.
The Saudi owned oil company,
Aramco, just saw its quarterly earnings
fall from $24.7 billion to $6.6 billion, a
more than 73 percent drop from a year
ago.
Not all the slump is due to
the pandemic recession. Over the past
eight years, Arab oil producers have
seen their annual revenues decline from
$1 trillion to $300 billion, reflecting a

COVID-19 has greatly accelerated that
trend.
For countries like Saudi
Arabia, this is an existential problem.
The country has a growing population,
much of it unemployed and young
— some 70 percent of Saudis are
under 30. So far, the royalty has kept
a lid on things by handing out cash
and make-work jobs, but the drop in
revenues is making that more difficult.
The kingdom —as well as the UAE
— has hefty financial reserves, but
that money will not last forever. In the

Over the past

$75 billion a year.
The oil crisis has spread to
Middle Eastern countries that rely on
the monarchs for investments, aid, and
jobs for their young populations. Cairo
sends some 2.5 million Egyptians to
work in the Gulf states, and countries
like Lebanon provide financial services
and consumer goods.
Lebanon is now imploding,
Egypt is piling up massive debts, and
Iraq can’t pay its bills because oil is
stuck at around $46 a barrel. Saudi
Arabia needs a price of at least $95 a
barrel to meet its budgetary needs —
and to feed the appetites of its royals.
When the pandemic
ends, oil prices will
rise, but they are very
unlikely to reach the
levels they did in the
early 2000s when they
averaged $100 a barrel.
Oil prices have been
low ever since Saudi
Arabia’s ill-conceived
attempt to drive out
smaller competitors and
retake its former market
share. In 2014, Riyadh
deliberately drove down
the price of oil to hurt
smaller competitors and
throttle expensive arctic
drilling projects. But
when China’s economy
slowed, demand for oil
fell, and the price has
never recovered.
Of the top 10 oil
producers in the world, five are in the
Middle East: Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran,
the UAE, and Kuwait. All of them are
in dire straits, although in Iran’s case
this is exacerbated by U.S. sanctions.
With the exception of Iraq — where
massive demonstrations have shaken
the country’s leadership — most of
those countries have been politically
quiet. In the case of the monarchies,
of course, it is hard to judge the level
of dissatisfaction because they do not
tolerate dissent. But how long will the
royals be able to keep the lid on?
“It is a transformation that has
been speeded up by the corona virus
cataclysm,” says Middle East expert
Patrick Cockburn, “and will radically
change the politics of the Middle East.”

eight years, Arab oil producers

have seen their annual
revenues decline from

$1 trillion to $300 billion,
reflecting a gradual

shift away from
hydrocarbons toward

renewable energy.
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– Conn Hallinan
Saudi case, a series of economic and
political blunders have worsened the
crisis.
Riyadh is locked into an
expensive military stalemate in
Yemen, while also trying to diversify
the country’s economy. Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman is pushing
a $500 billion Red Sea mega project
to build a new city, Neom, that will
supposedly attract industry, technology,
and investment.
However, the plan has drawn
little outside money, because investors
are spooked by the Crown Prince’s
aggressive foreign policy and the
murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi.
The Saudis are borrowing up to $12
billion just to pay Aramco dividends of

Issue 77

47

climat
E
N

E

R

G

Y

There is no region untouched
by the current crisis. With the exception
of the presidents of Brazil and the U.S.,
most world leaders have concluded
that climate change is a reality and that
hydrocarbons are the major culprit.
Even when the pandemic eases, oil
use will continue to decline. The virus
has exposed the fault lines among
the mighty. The United States has
the largest economy in the world and
is the greatest military power on the
globe, and yet it simply collapsed in
the face of COVID-19. With 4 percent
of the world’s population, the United
States accounts for 22 percent of the
pandemic’s fatalities.
And the U.S. is not alone. The
United Kingdom has more than 40,000
dead, and its economy has plummeted
9 percent. In contrast, Bangladesh, the
world’s most crowded country, with
twice Great Britain’s population, has
around 4,000 deaths and its economy
has contracted by only 1.9 percent.
“COVID-19 has blown away
the myth about ‘First’ and ‘Third’ world
competence,” says Steven Friedman,
director of the Center for the Study of
Democracy in Johannesburg.
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Turkey, Vietnam, Cuba, and
Nigeria all have far better records
fighting the virus than Great Britain
and the European Union. Partly this is
because Europe’s population is older.
While Europe’s average age is 43,
Africa’s is 19. Younger people infected
with the virus generally have better
outcomes than older people, but age
doesn’t fully explain the differences.
While Turkey developed
sophisticated tracking methods to
monitor measles, and Nigeria did the
same for Ebola, the U.S. and United
Kingdom were systematically starving
or dismantling public health programs.
Instead of stockpiling supplies to deal
with a pandemic, Europe and the U.S.
relied on countries like China to quickly
supply things like personal protection
equipment on an “as needed” basis,
because it was cheaper than producing
their own or paying for storage and
maintenance.
But “need” doesn’t work
during a worldwide pandemic. China
had its own health crisis to deal with.
The lag time between the appearance
of the virus and obtaining the tools to
fight it is directly responsible for the

wave of deaths among medical workers
and first responders.
And while the Chinese
economy has rebounded — enough to
tick the price of oil slightly upwards —
the U.S., Great Britain, and the EU are
mired in what promises to be a painful
recession.
The neoliberal model of low
taxes, privatization of public resources,
and reliance on the free market has
demonstrated its incompetence in
the face of a natural disaster. The
relationship between wealth and
favorable outcomes only works when
that wealth is invested in the many, not
the few.
The Plague of Justinian
destroyed the Roman Empire. The
pandemic is not likely to do that to the
United States. But it has exposed the
fault lines and structural weaknesses
that wealth papers over — until
something like COVID-19 comes
along to shake the glitter off the system.
Conn Hallinan writes for CounterPunch,
Foreign Policy in Focus, and other
publications.
Dispatchesfromtheedgeblog.
wordpress.com.
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