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RE-IMAGINEERING 
OBAMA

R A C H E L  M A D D O W

President Obama’s BP oil disaster speech re-imag-
ineered--re-imagineered into something that I 
fi nd more satisfying. The should’ve, would’ve, 
could’ve version, direct from the not even remote-

ly offi cial Oval Offi ce of my mind.
You know how sometimes after you get into an 

argument or a confrontation with somebody, you can’t 
help afterwards thinking of 
all the things you wish you’d 
said. You run it over and over 
in your mind, imaging the per-
fect comeback or the perfect 
way to have made your point.

Well, last night after 
the president’s big Oval Offi ce 
speech on the BP oil disaster, 
I had a version of that expe-
rience. I hadn’t, of course, 
been in an argument with the 
president or anything. I just 
couldn’t stop running tape in 
my head of what I wish that 
speech had been like, what I 
wish he’d said.

An Oval Offi ce ad-
dress is a priceless chance to 
get the nation to stop what it’s 
doing, to stop every other TV 
show in the country, to get us 
all to pay attention, all at once, 
to this crisis and to what the 
president has to say about it.

What if he had started off by saying, “Good eve-
ning”? OK, actually, he did start off by saying, “Good eve-
ning.” But what if right after he said, “Good evening,” he 
said, I’m here to announce three major developments in 
the response to the BP oil disaster that continue right now 
to ravage the beloved gulf coast of the United States of 
America.

I wish I could tell you that the fi rst development 
is that BP has capped the well, stopped the leak. They 
haven’t. They can’t. They don’t know how. And no one 
else does either. Their best hope is a relief well, which 
poses its own risks and challenges and which, even in a 
best-case scenario, affords no relief until August.

All this, the might of this, the mightiest nation 
on earth and the combined expertise of the richest, most 
technologically ambitious corporations the world has ever 
seen cannot, it turns out, cannot cap an oil well when it 

O I L  S P I L L

When the benefi ts 
of drilling accrue to 
a private company, 
... the risks of that 

drilling accrue to ... the 
American people....

-- Rachel Maddow

breaks 5,000 deep in the ocean.
It’s something that mankind does not yet have the 

technological capability to fi x. And that brings us to the 
fi rst development in this disaster that I am announcing to-
night.

Never again will any company, anyone be allowed 
to drill in a location where they are incapable of dealing 
with the potential consequences of that drilling.

When the benefi ts of drilling accrue to a private 
company, but the risks of that drilling accrue to we, the 
American people, whose waters and shoreline are savaged 
when things go wrong, I, as fake president, stand on the 
side of the American people and say to the industry, “From 
this day forward, if you cannot handle the risk, you no lon-
ger will take chances with our fate to reap your rewards.”

Our nation’s regulatory oversight of the oil in-
dustry has been a joke in many ways for decades, from 

the revolving door of industry 
apparatchiks taking supposed 
oversight jobs in the govern-
ment in which they just rubber 
stamp the desires of the indus-
try to which they were loyal, to 
energy industry lobbyists them-
selves being allowed in secret 
meetings to write our nation’s 
policies.

In light of the state of 
the gulf right now, my fellow 
Americans, the details of how 
industry has infi ltrated and in-
fected the government that was 
supposed to be a watchdog, 
protecting the American pub-
lic from them, those details are 
enough to turn your stomach.

But no detail tells you 
more about the corroding pow-
er of the industry against the in-
terests of the American people 
than the simple fact that they 

have been allowed to drill in American waters without be-
ing forced to fi rst prove that that drilling is safe.

That will never happen again, as long as I am fake 
president. When I announced in March that my adminis-
tration’s energy policy would include expanded offshore 
drilling, that policy change was predicated on our accep-
tance of the oil industry’s assurances, our acceptance of 
their assurances that they knew how to do that kind of 
drilling safely.

They were lying. It cannot be done safely, not 
when no technology exists to cap a blowout on the sea 
fl oor. Offshore drilling will not be expanded in American 
waters. The moratorium will be held fi rm and in place, 
unless and until this industry conclusively demonstrates 
major advances in safety.

Oil industry jobs are important and I will work 
with industry to mitigate the impact on American families 
who survive on oil company paychecks. But in the 21st 



Issue 37 9

century and in the name of the 11 oil workers who were 
killed when the Deepwater Horizon rig blew out, we will 
not play Russian roulette with workers’ lives and we will 
not play Russian roulette irreversible national environ-
mental disaster for the sake of some short-term income.

The second major development I’m announcing 
tonight, my fellow Americans, concerns another oil indus-
try assurance we can no longer believe. The industry has 
long assured us that they were capable of handling spilled 
oil.

In BP’s own disaster response plan for the Gulf of 
Mexico, they claimed they were perfectly capable of con-
taining and cleaning up to 250,000 barrels of oil a day, that 
no signifi cant amount 
of oil spill of even 
that size would get to 
shore, foul beaches, 
kill wildlife or de-
stroy wetlands. They 
were lying when they 
gave that assurance.

And the in-
dustry is lying when 
it says it takes seri-
ously its responsi-
bilities to contain and 
cleanup disasters that 
they cause. The same 
low-tech ineffective 
equipment and tech-
niques are being used 
to respond to this oil 
disaster that were 
used in the 1960s and 
‘70s to respond to 
spills. 

That’s because the industry has not invested in 
any new containment and cleanup technology in all of 
these decades, because they haven’t cared too much about 
it as an issue and it shows. It shows both in the inept tech-
nology that we have to deploy, to contain, to clean up a 
spill like this.

And it also shows in the lackadaisical, uncoordi-
nated and unprofessional way this inept technology has 
been deployed by BP. Beaches have been fouled. Wetlands 
have been destroyed. Wildlife has been killed that should 
have been saved. Pensacola Bay in Florida, if properly 
boomed, should never have been breached by oil. Perdido 
Pass of Orange Beach, Alabama should never have been 
breached by oil.

Queen Bess Island, the pelican nesting ground and 
Barataria Bay in Louisiana--Barataria Bay itself--none of 
these areas should have been breached by oil even given 
the sad state of existing technology to stop it. But the fact 
that those areas were breached is BP’s human error.

And tonight, as fake president, I’m announcing 
a new federal command specifi cally for containment and 
cleanup of oil that has already entered the Gulf of Mexico 
with priority of protecting shoreline that can still be saved, 

shoreline that is vulnerable to what’s still coming. 
I’ve asked the Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 

to assist me in the diplomatic side of this, in soliciting, 
green lighting and expediting all international offers of 
help, from experts in booming and skimming all over the 
world.

We will bring in the best experts and the best 
equipment from anywhere on earth to dramatically in-
crease our efforts to get the oil out of the water and off the 
coast. Oil industry workers are often trained in booming 
and skimming.

I’m hereby directing BP to fund booming and 
skimming crash academies for all available oil industry 

personnel any-
where in the 
world to radi-
cally overhaul 
what has been 
a haphazard, 
halfhearted, 
totally unac-
ceptable pro-
tection effort 
starting im-
mediately.

N o 
expense will 
be spared 
and no ex-
cuses will 
be brooked. 
Even if the oil 
leak is capped 
today, the oil 
in the wa-

ter will continue to surge towards shore for weeks if not 
months. As fake president I will personally issue a public 
update on cleanup and containment efforts every single 
day until this disaster is under control.

And fi nally, the third development I have to an-
nounce to you tonight in the response to this oil disaster 
in the Gulf of Mexico is about how we got here and how 
that will change.

Every president in the modern era has complained 
that America must get off oil. Richard Nixon, Gerald 
Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush, 
Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and now, I, fake President 
Obama—we have all intoned solemnly that we must get 
off oil.

Now that we have, at the hands of the oil industry, 
experienced the worst environmental disaster in American 
history, the time for talk is over. The world is different 
now. Our country is different now. The scales have fallen 
from our eyes.

People say we’re not ready. They’re right. We’re 
not ready. We also weren’t ready to fi ght in World War 
II before Pearl Harbor happened. But events forced that 
upon us and events have forced this fi ght upon us now.

I no longer say that we must get off oil like every 
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president before has said, too. I no longer say we must 
get off oil. We will get of oil and here is how. The United 
States Senate will pass an energy bill this year. The Sen-
ate version will not expand offshore drilling. The earlier 
targets in that bill for energy effi ciency and for renewable 
energy sources will be doubled or tripled. If senators use 
the fi libuster to stop the bill, we will pass it by reconcilia-
tion which still ensures a majority vote.

If there are elements of a bill that cannot proce-
durally be passed by reconciliation, if those elements can 
be instituted by executive order, I will institute them by 
executive order.

The political cowardice that has kept politicians 
from doing right by this country, fi nally, on energy--fi nal-
ly, standing up to the oil industry--that cowardice has been 
drowned in oil on Queen Bess Island.

There is a new reality in this country that has been 
forced on us by this disaster. As president, I pledge to you 
that the land and sea and livelihood and lives of American 
people will be put fi rst as with every other thing that is 
humanly possible to stop this disaster.

We will never again let the oil industry put Ameri-
ca at this kind of risk. We will save what can still be saved 
that is directly at risk in the gulf and we will free ourselves 
as a nation, once and for all, from the grip of this industry 
that has lied to us as much as it has exploited us, as much 
as it has befouled us with its toxic affl uent.

The oil age, America, is over. If you are with me, 
let your senator know it. I will next speak to you about the 

BP oil disaster tomorrow with my fi rst public update and 
the cleanup effort in the gulf. God bless you and God bless 
the United States of America.

Oh, and one more thing. I’ve also decided I’m not 
a White Sox fan anymore. I’m a Red Sox fan and I’m clos-
ing Guantanamo. Thank you. Bye.

So in my mind, last night, that’s what the president 
said which is why I will never run for anything because I 
say stuff like “toxic affl uent” and I get all weepy when I’m 
mad. Also, when I’m mad, I get blotchy and nobody likes 
a blotchy president.

Printed with permission from The Rachel Maddow Show, June 
16th, 2010, on MSNBC. 
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and immediate. It also means that people and businesses 
will have to get in line.

The real number for the escrow account in 2010 
is $5 billion—six months from now at the earliest. To put 
this in perspective, BP has been bringing in between $26 
billion and $36 billion annually in profi ts on revenue of 
$250 billion, and pays out more than $10 billion in divi-
dends yearly.

According to a report in Forbes, BP could absorb 
$35 billion in spill costs before it would have a “material 
impact” on its operations. But instead, it will be allowed 
a paltry $5 billion a year, in an installment plan over four 
years. 

Another measure of perspective can be had by 
comparison of this $5 billion per year voluntary set-aside 
to the accumulated potential fi nes and penalties under the 
Clean Water Act. BP can be fi ned $4,300 per barrel of oil 
spilled as a consequence of gross negligence. With the re-

cent acknowledgment that the 
spill volume is 60,000 barrels 
per day, that is a potential pen-
alty of over $250 million per 
day. Put another way, every 60 
days accumulates a potential 
$15 billion fi ne under the Act. 
The voluntary arrangement to 
set aside $5 billion per year is 
meager in comparison.

This, of course, re-
fl ects Obama’s unwilling-
ness to exercise legal author-
ity against BP. Department 
of Justice lawyers could be 
initiating prosecutions for the 
accumulated fi nes, but aside 
from the announcement of po-
tential investigations, this has 
not occurred.

Obama denies that his 
deal with BP will function as 

a cap on its liability, but this remains to be determined. 
The deal appears to functionally provide a shield for BP. 
As one investment advisor told the Wall Street Journal, 
the agreement puts “an end to the fi nancial bleeding,” and 
allows investors to assess what BP’s total liabilities might 
be. So while President Obama stresses that the plan is not a 
cap on liability, it certainly appears as one. The installment 
terms of the payments themselves limit the amounts that 
will be made available while people are seeking claims.

Mr. Feinberg to the rescue—again
President Obama announced that the fund will be 

administered by Kenneth Feinberg, a Washington lawyer 
who made $5.7 million in his law practice in 2008. Mr. 
Feinberg has played a particular role in Washington at the 
time of virtual uprising against the banks and bankers’ bo-
nuses. He was appointed to be the “pay czar” by Obama 
reviewing and approving many of the obscene bonuses 
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BP ESCROW DEAL
S E I Z E  B P

People all around the country have put so much 
pressure on the Obama administration that it had 
to “do something” to look like it was standing up 
to BP. The announcement today of a so-called $20 

billion escrow fund from BP would never have happened 
without mass pressure. But does this fund truly respond to 
the needs of the people in the Gulf Coast states? 

Too much is at stake for people to let down their 
guard and accept the “feel good” sound-bite version of 
what took place today in the meeting between President 
Obama and BP’s executives.

The White House and BP are creating a mythol-
ogy, or “spin,” on what the tenta-
tive agreement signifi es.

It is noteworthy that BP’s 
executives are very happy with 
the new agreement. Their neces-
sary goal as a corporation is to 
maximize profi ts, and not to pay 
damages to all of those who have 
been harmed. As the Washington 
Post reported after the meetings, 
“Behind the scenes, the company 
had signaled what it expected 
from Wednesday’s meeting—
and the company appears to have 
gotten exactly what it wanted.”

It is quite clear to us, 
even though much more will be 
revealed in the coming days and 
weeks, that we have to accelerate 
the movement for justice. This 
agreement is not only inadequate 
but attempts to shield BP from 
paying all the damages and compensation for lost work, 
ruined small businesses, and a devastated ecosystem.

At fi rst glance, one would believe, based on the 
headlines that the Obama Administration compelled BP to 
set aside $20 billion dollars in an escrow account to meet 
the needs of people and communities harmed by BP’s 
criminal negligence.

But this is actually a great deal for BP.

The facts on the “escrow” account
The “escrow account” in 2010 is not $20 billion 

dollars. BP will put in $3 billion dollars in the third quar-
ter of 2010 (ending September 30) and another $2 billion 
in the fourth quarter (ending December 31). Thereafter, it 
will have to make installments of $1.25 billion each quar-
ter for the next three years.

This means that the necessary money will not be 
available to pay the tens of billions in losses that are real 

Obama denies that 
his deal with BP will 
function as a cap on 
its liability, but this 

remains to be 
determined. 

-- Seize BP
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doled out to AIG and other executives after they were 
bailed out with hundreds of billions of dollars of taxpay-
ers’ money. As Reuters wrote today, “He has been hailed 
for soothing the egos of Wall Street executives clutching 
on to big paychecks, while still looking tough to a general 
public shocked by massive payouts to fi rms on a govern-
ment lifeline.”

There is very little other information about how 
claims will be processed. There will have to be determi-
nations made as to what, in the parlance of both BP and 
President Obama, is a “legitimate” claim. While Obama 
stated that anyone can fi le a claim, that doesn’t  mean that 
the claim will be accepted or paid. Nor does it appear that 
the decision-making process will include any of the af-
fected Gulf coast residents or their representatives from 
the fi shers, shrimpers, crabbers, unions, small business 
people and workers in the tourism and recreation industry, 
local elected offi cials, clergy, and independent scientists 
and environmentalists.

Details must be forthcoming about claims pay-
ments and standards. Can we expect tens of thousands of 
people to receive checks by the end of the month? One 
thing is clear: The limited level of the fund necessarily 
means that claims cannot be paid equivalent to the dam-
ages incurred right now.

The creation of the so-called escrow fund was the 
result of a nationwide mass movement. Now is the time to 
step up our organizing to make sure that we have the kind 
of escrow fund that can really meet the needs of the people 
and repair the vast environmental damage caused by BP.
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What do nine dead Gaza activists in the Medi-
terranean, nine-plus percent unemployment, 
and ninety years of oil catastrophe clean-up 
have in common? How about one astonish-

ingly tepid president? How about one guy in the White 
House who squirms in his chair anytime someone uses the 
word “bold” and actually means it? How about one dude 
in the Oval Offi ce who seems much more interested in 
making deals to determine who should be the Democratic 
candidates for various state 
offi ces than in actually solv-
ing national problems? 

We could hardly 
have a president more ill-
suited to our time if we were 
to dig up Herbert Hoover and 
prop his weary bones up on 
the presidential throne. 

Barack Obama 
has fi ve major problems as 
president. The fi rst is that he 
doesn’t understand priorities. 
The second is that he seems 
to have little strong convic-
tion on any given issue. The 
third is that to the extent he 
stands for anything, it is for 
maintenance of a status quo 
that continues to wreck the 
country in order to service 
the greed of a few oligarchs. 
The fourth is that he funda-
mentally does not understand 
the powers and the role of the 
modern presidency. And the 
fi fth is that he maintains the 
worst communications ap-
paratus in the White House 
since Jimmy Carter prowled 
its corridors. 

In fairness to his 
communications team, 
though, he has given them al-
most nothing to sell. You try 
singing the praises of bailing 
out Goldman Sachs one hundred cents on the dollar, or 
of a health care plan that forces people to buy plans they 
don’t want from hated insurance vultures. It ain’t easy, pal. 
Yet, on the other hand, Bush and Cheney had far less than 
nothing to sell when it came to the Iraq war--indeed, they 

had nothing but lies--and their team handled that master-
fully.

The fundamental characteristic of the Obama 
presidency is that the president is a reactive object, essen-
tially the victim of events and other political forces, rather 
than the single greatest center of power in the country, and 
arguably on the planet. He is the Mr. Bill of politicians. 
People sometimes excuse the Obama torpor by making 
reference to all the problems on his plate, and all the en-
emies at his gate. But what they fail to understand--and, 
most crucially, what he fails to understand--is the nature 
of the modern presidency. Successful presidents today (by 
which I mean those who get what they want) not only drive 
outcomes in their preferred direction, but shape the very 
character of the debate itself. And they not only shape the 
character of the debate, but they determine which items 
are on the docket.

Moreover, there is a continuously evolving and 
reciprocal relationship be-
tween presidential bold-
ness and achievement. In 
the same way that noth-
ing breeds success like 
success, nothing sets the 
president up for achieving 
his or her next goal bet-
ter than succeeding dra-
matically on the last go 
around. 

This is absolutely 
a matter of perception, 
and you can see it best 
in the way that Congress 
and especially the Wash-
ington press corps fawn 
over bold and intimidat-
ing presidents like Rea-
gan and George W. Bush. 
The political teams sur-
rounding these presidents 
understood the psychol-
ogy of power all too 
well. They knew that by 
simultaneously creating 
a steamroller effect and 
feigning a clubby atmo-
sphere for Congress and 
the press, they could leave 
such hapless hangers-on 
with only one remaining 
way to pretend to preserve 
their dignities. By jump-
ing on board the freight 
train, they could be given 

the illusion of being next to power, of being part of the 
winning team. And so, with virtually the sole exception 
of the now retired Helen Thomas, this is precisely what 
they did. 

But the game of successfully governing is sub-

DO-NOTHING 44TH 
PRESIDENT

D A V I D  M I C H A E L  G R E E N

P O L I T I C S

The fundamental 
characteristic of the 
Obama presidency is 

that the president is 
a reactive object, 

essentially the victim of 
events and other political 

forces, rather than the 
single greatest center of 
power in the country, and 

arguably on the planet. 
-- David Michael Green
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stantive as well as psychological. More often than not, 
timidity turns out not to yield the safe course anticipated 
by those with weak knees, but rather their subsequent un-
doing. The three cases mentioned at the top of this essay 
are fundamental. 

By far and away the most crucial problem on the 
minds of most Americans today is the economy, as is often 
the case, but now more than ever. It’s hard to quite fi gure 
where Barack Obama is on this issue. What is always most 
puzzling with this guy is reconciling the fundamentally 
irrational behavior of his presidency with the obvious in-
tellectual abilities of the president and the administrative 
masterfulness of the campaign he ran to obtain that offi ce. 
It seems to me that there are four options for understand-
ing Obama’s self-defeating tendency when it comes to the 
economic disaster he inherited. 

One is that he simply isn’t so smart, and doesn’t 
get the ramifi cations of continued unemployment at the 
level it’s currently running. The second option is that 
he’s just a policy bungler, who has the right intentions 
but makes lousy choices for trying to get there. The third 
possibility is that Obama recognizes this latest recession 
as the capstone (we hope) of a three decade long process 
by the economic oligarchy seeking nothing less than the 
downsizing of the American middle class, and he simply 
lacks the courage to attempt any reversal of this tsunami 
of wealth redistribution. The fi nal, and scariest--but by no 
means least probable--explanation for Obama’s behavior 
is that he is ultimately no less a tool in that very piracy 
project than was George W. Bush or Bill Clinton. 

Whatever the explanation, Obama’s timidity early 
in his presidency not only failed to solve the problem, but 
more crucially, now precludes him from introducing any 
meaningful subsequent attempt at solving the problem. 
Obama’s management of the economic stimulus bill in 
the fi rst weeks of his presidency was the very model of 
how a president should govern--provided, that is, that the 
nineteenth century hadn’t actually ended over a hundred 
years ago. This president, who has turned deference to 
others--including to his sworn enemies--into an art form, 
told Congress that he wanted a stimulus bill and let them 
fi ll in the details. What he got, accordingly, was a giant 
monstrosity fi lled with pet projects for each congressional 
district in America, with about one-third of it constituted 
by tax cuts in order to buy Republican votes which never 
came anyhow. Nor has there been, to this day, any urgency 
about the spending of those funds. 

The upshot of all of this is threefold, all of it hugely 
negative. First, the government spent an enormous amount 
of money on the stimulus without solving the problem of 
the recession and unemployment. Second, it therefore 
massively exacerbated the national debt problem, with 
little gain to show for it. And, third, the combination of 
the fi rst two factors effectively precludes any subsequent 
stimulus package from emerging out of Congress for the 
foreseeable future, the politics of spending in general and 
the stimulus in particular having become altogether radio-
active.

And here we see how Obama’s failure to lead in 

the fi rst instance has succeeded above all in digging him 
into a hole subsequently. We are likely looking at nine or 
ten percent unemployment for years to come, and Obama’s 
legislative cowardice has created a situation in which the 
only remaining meaningful tool by which to transcend 
this deep recession has been taken off the table. The pub-
lic looks around and asks, “Why should we spend more 
money on economic stimulus, when all it does is fail to 
produce results, while simultaneously increasing the na-
tional debt?” It’s a legitimate question, except that it omits 
consideration of a third alternative, which is to actually do 
a stimulus correctly, pumping money into infrastructure, 
alternative energy projects, unemployment compensation, 
retraining programs and the like, all of which would posi-
tively impact the economy in both the short, medium and 
long terms. 

You see the same phenomenon in virtually every-
thing Obama touches. Lots of spiffy rhetoric. But then lots 
of deference to every other actor in the play (except, of 
course, for the interests of the American public or for his 
base of progressive voters), including those who are overt-
ly trying to destroy the president. “You say that Republi-
cans want to remove the public option from the health care 
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bill? Okay, let’s give that to them. It’s bound to buy, golly, 
what? ... zero whole votes from their caucus!” “You say 
they demand yet more tax cuts be included in the stimulus 
bill? Let’s do that! And watch them vote against it almost 
without exception.” Brilliant. 

In the Middle East, Obama has spent his fi rst year-
and-a-half in offi ce getting bitch-slapped by Noxious Ne-
tanyahu, with nothing to show for it but total embarrass-
ment. It’s gotten so bad that you can no longer tell which 
country is the client state of the other. Is it the one with 
the economy, military, territory, population and political 
power that dwarfs the other, or is it the one that continu-
ally receives fi nancial, military and political support from 
the other, no matter what it does? Including, for example, 
regularly invading its neighbors, strangling a population 
of over a million people, pissing off the whole world, and 
humiliating both the president and vice-president of its 
benefactor country by continuing to build more illegal, 
peace-preventing settlements, in direct, intentional and 
arrogant contravention of their expressed preference to 
the contrary. If Obama could possibly be more passive in 
this situation, it’s diffi cult to know how. Perhaps he could 
strap on a construction belt and assist the Israelis himself 
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in building some apartment complexes in East Jerusalem. 
While he was at it, maybe he’d take his shirt off in the hot 
Mediterranean sun, and get in another one of those hunky 
president photos he seems so fond of. 

The story is the same back in the Gulf of Mexico, 
where Obama recently had his very own Michael Dukakis 
moment. Trying to look tough, like Dukakis did haplessly 
riding around on that tank in the picture that spoke a mil-
lion words (and sank a presidential campaign), Obama 
decided to use a four-letter word to show how serious he 
is about those mean fellows at BP and their errant fl ow of 
oil. Except that this president is so inept that he could only 
manage three of the requisite four letters. He told NBC’s 
Matt Lauer that he has been visiting the oil spill region “so 
I know whose ass to kick.” I mean, raise your hand if you 
think that that little display of anger for the cameras was 
about as authentic as Cheese Whiz. And simultaneously 
both far less and far more cheesy. But it gets worse. It then 
turns out that during all of the last 45 or so days, the presi-
dent hasn’t yet had a phone conversation with the CEO of 
British Petroleum. Turns out Obama traveled all that way 
to New Orleans and still couldn’t get a postal code for the 
limey arse to which to fax over his presidential boot. 

Like he would use it if he had it, anyhow. Can 
you imagine the conversation he might have with Tony 
Hayward? 

Obama: “Hey, Tony, your oil spill is really caus-
ing me problems, so I thought I’d call to kick your ass a 
little.” 

Hayward: “Screw you, punk. You do what I tell 
you.” 

Obama: “Oh god, you’re right. Christ! Sorry. I 
forgot myself. For a minute there I thought I was talking 
to my daughter about her homework.” 

Hayward: “Get your facts straight, pal. Starting 
with who here works for whom.” 

Obama: “Yes, sir. Right away, sir. What can we 
do for you?” 

Hayward: “Nothing at all would be perfect, just 
like you have been doing. Just let us drill where we want, 
spill where want, thrill as is our wont to the sheer brazen-
ness of our lies, and bill your account for the damages. 
We’re not greedy we won’t ask for more than that.” 

Obama: “You got it, Mr. Hayward. We’ll get right 
on it. Raaaahhm!!!” 

The only thing more grim than the visage of the 
pathetic Obama administration in non-action is a consider-
ation of the opportunity lost here. Obama had all the cards 
stacked in his favor, ranging from a destroyed opposition 
party, to a series of crises, to a public demanding change, 
to massive majorities in Congress, to global good will. 
He’s pissed it all away in his unrelenting dedication to me-
diocrity and inoffensiveness. 

And the only thing more grim than that is to con-
sider where this all leads. Every day I shudder a little 
more as yet another two-by-four is crow-barred out from 
the edifi ce of America’s experiment in liberal democracy. 
Every time the Supreme Court hands down a decision, it 
means more power for the state, more power for the impe-
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rial president (whom they also select when they feel like 
it), and especially, more power for the rich. Every day 
more people are dying in the stupid and endless wars of 
the twilight empire, for which nobody can even articulate 
a purpose. Every election cycle more lethally vicious re-
gressives are victorious, crushing common sense and hu-
man rights in tandem, moving the country further in the 
direction of mindless fascism. There’s no other word for it. 
This country is just plain rotting from within.

And, thus, perhaps the most tragic aspect of the 
Obama regime will not be the embarrassingly hapless 
conduct of this baseball of a president, getting smacked 
around by big steroid-sculpted biceps swinging fat slabs 
of menacing lumber at the velocity of their choice. Nor 
will it be the blown opportunities of epic proportion, not 
likely to be seen again for a long time. 

It is likely to be, instead, the consequences from 
the door being opened for far worse people to infl ict dam-
age upon the American public and the world. By failing to 
stand for anything while the country crumbles, Obama has 
virtually begged those who would make the trains run on 
time to seize power. 

And why shouldn’t they “take their country back” 
from this president, anyhow? 

I mean, the guy wasn’t even born in America, 
right? 

David Michael Green teaches politics at Hofstra. Email: dmg@
regressiveantidote.net.
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Did the Federal Reserve collude with the big 
banks to hold millions of houses off the market until the 
Fed fi nished adding $1.25 trillion to the banks’ reserves? 
Did the Fed do this to make it appear that its bond purchas-
ing plan (quantitative easing) was stabilizing prices when, 
in fact, it was the reduction in supply that stopped prices 
from plunging? It sure looks 
that way. This is from Bloom-
berg News:  

“U.S. home foreclo-
sures reached a record for the 
second consecutive month in 
May, with increases in every 
state, as lenders stepped up 
property seizures, according to 
Realty Trac Inc. Bank reposses-
sions climbed 44 percent from 
May 2009 to 93,777, the Irvine, 
California-based data company 
said today in a statement. Fore-
closure fi lings, including de-
fault and auction notices, rose 
about 1 percent to 322,920. One 
out of every 400 U.S. house-
holds received a fi ling.”

Inventory steadily de-
clined during the period the Fed 
was exchanging cash-for-trash 
(toxic assets and non perform-
ing loans for reserves) with the 
banks. Now inventories have 
begun to rise again as the banks 
get back to business as usual, 
in other words, throwing people out of their homes. The 
sudden uptick in repossessions and property seizures co-
incides perfectly with the ending of the Fed’s giant “no 
bankster left behind” program. Clearly, there must have 
been a quid pro quo.

What’s so impressive about Bernanke’s trillion 
dollar sleight-of-hand operation is its utter simplicity. 
We’re just talking “supply and demand” here, not rocket 
science. The banks agreed to cut supply (by temporarily 
stockpiling homes) while the Fed loaded them up with a 
cold trillion-plus in reserves. Meanwhile, John Q. Public 
assumed (incorrectly) that Bernanke’s program helped to 
stabilize prices. It’s a very ingenious deception worthy of 
a professional conman.

Readers may remember that quantitative easing 
(QE) was promoted as a way to increase lending to con-

sumers and to keep interest rates on mortgages low. But 
that was all just public relations hype. Consumer lending 
contracted in the last year while interest rates on the 30-
year mortgage have fallen since Bernanke’s QE program 
ended at the end of March. 

  So what does it all mean? It means the public was 
snookered yet again. It also means that housing prices will 
fall further as banks dump more inventory on the market. 
How far prices drop will depend on how quickly the banks 
clear their shadow inventory which, in turn, depends on 
(secret) agreements they’ve made with the Fed and the 
other banks. Housing inventory is being released in drips 
and drabs according to an unknown plan.  Some would 
call it price-fi xing. 

Here’s an excerpt from an article in the Wall Street 
Journal claiming there’s a 9-year backlog of distressed 

homes: “How much 
should we worry about 
a new leg down in the 
housing market? If the 
number of foreclosed 
homes piling up at 
banks is any indica-
tion, there’s ample 
reason for concern. As 
of March, banks had 
an inventory of about 
1.1 million foreclosed 
homes, up 20% from a 
year earlier....

Another 4.8 
million mortgage 
holders were at least 
60 days behind on 
their payments or in 
the foreclosure pro-
cess, meaning their 
homes were well on 
their way to the inven-
tory pile. That “shad-
ow inventory” was up 
30% from a year ear-
lier. Based on the rate 

at which banks have been selling those foreclosed homes 
over the past few months, all that inventory, real and shad-
ow, would take 103 months to unload. That’s nearly nine 
years. Of course, banks could pick up the pace of sales, but 
the added supply of distressed homes would weigh heav-
ily on prices--and thus boost their losses” (“Number of 
the Week: 103 Months to Clear Housing Inventory,” Mark 
Whitehouse, Wall Street Journal).

Here’s a clip from Housing Wire with a slightly 
different perspective: “The amount of REO property held 
by the banks is also known as the “shadow inventory” of 
foreclosures. According to Morgan Stanley, it would take 
47 months for the market to clear the roughly 7.5m fi rst-
lien mortgages in danger or already in foreclosure” (“Fore-
closed Properties Held by Banks Up 12.4% in Q110: SNL 
Financial,” Jon Prior).

HOUSING 
INVENTORY BULGE 

M I K E  W H I T N E Y

The sudden uptick
in repossessions and 

property seizures 
coincides perfectly 
with the ending of the 
Fed’s giant “no bankster 

left behind” program.
--Mike Whitney
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No matter how you look at it, housing will be in a 
funk for the next 5 to 10 years. There’s just too much prod-
uct and too few buyers. Austerity measures by the Obama 
team will only put more pressure on sales and prices. 

Now that the government’s homebuyer credits, 
subsidies and incentives have ended, demand for hous-
ing is drying up fast. The Mortgage Bankers Association 
(MBA) reports that new mortgage purchase applications 
have tumbled nearly 40 percent to their lowest level since 
April of 1997. Sales are in freefall. Prices have already 
slipped 30 percent from their peak in 2006. Another 10 
percent could be the straw that breaks the camel’s back, 
as Whitney Tilson explains in a recent article titled, “The 
Housing Non Recovery.” 

“Today about 17.2% of homeowners are under-
water. But if home prices drop 10% from here, 27% of 
homeowners would go underwater. In other words, a 10% 
drop in home prices would cause a 56% increase in the 
number of people underwater…which would almost cer-
tainly lead to another surge in defaults” (“The Housing 
Non Recovery,” The Daily Reckoning). 

This excerpt deserves a second reading. The next 
10 percent plunge in prices will be more painful than 
the fi rst 30 percent. The market is on a knife’s edge and 
one false move could be deadly. More than 7 million ho-
meowners have already stopped paying their mortgages 
which means that the inventory-pipeline will be bulging 
for years to come. The administration needs to get on top 
of this problem before the downward spiral begins and the 
next disaster becomes unavoidable. 
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UNMELTING POT 
J O H N  O ’ K A N E

I M M I G R A T I O N

The most recent measure signed by Arizona Gover-
nor Jan Brewer makes it illegal for public school 
courses to “advocate ethnic solidarity.” It’s sup-
posedly meant to challenge programs that teach 

Mexican-American students about their history and cul-
ture in the belief that they produce “ethnic chauvinism,” 
the words of Tom Horne, the state’s top education offi cial. 

Horne’s claim is that these classes lead students 
to believe they are an “oppressed minority.” This comple-
ments the state’s earlier leg-
islation that requires police 
to profi le suspected undocu-
mented immigrants. The belief 
apparently is that racism is fos-
tered by the support of group 
awareness, not potentially 
eliminated by it; that racism 
is pretty much history in this 
country and attention to group 
identity will only re-infl ame 
it. Instead of promoting the 
ethnic group and its solidarity, 
we need to treat “pupils as in-
dividuals.” 

The profi ling pecca-
dillo was scary enough. This 
lean-and-mean pedagogical 
stripping threatens to remand 
consciousness to some pre-
civil rights stone age. Together 
they’re a lethal weapon indeed. 

Learning to think and 
act as an individual speaks to 
our cultural identity. America 
was founded on the democrat-
ic challenge of individuals--
white males at least--to a re-
pressive state. We should keep 
this idea alive but also realize 
that it’s less of a fact than a 
promising orientation toward 
the world. Individuals rise or 
fall with a big boost from the powers of association, the 
quid-pro-quo transactions that make the self-made men. 
Yet the personal angle keeps us consumed with ourselves 
and allows power to remain on the periphery. 

We’ve been in a “post-racial” world for some 
time. The backlash against the civil rights movement 
gained steam in the Reagan years, culminating in moves 
to eliminate affi rmative action in the 90s. The emerging 
commonsense was that group catch-up had become suf-
fi ciently complete and barriers to success were mainly in 
the mind. This was evident for example in the changed 

welfare law, TANF, in ’96. The entitlement to support es-
tablished in the New Deal era was taken away in the belief 
that institutions were fair vehicles for the upwardly moti-
vated. Poverty and joblessness became the responsibility 
of the individual who now faced a limited term for collect-
ing benefi ts. 

Even our African-American president sympathiz-
es with this commonsense. Obama rejects policies—just 
ask the Congressional Black Caucus—that target specifi c 
races. In his major speech on race in the run-up to the elec-
tion Obama appealed to universals, weaving a social fab-
ric where we cohabit as diverse citizens; e pluribus unum, 
the many in the one. He was hardly suggesting we forget 
the past, believing passionately in the civil rights struggles 
that nurtured his life chances, and committed to Martin 

Luther King’s spirit of inte-
gration. 

But he’s no repara-
tionist, insisting we forgive 
past sins and move on. One 
of his purposes was to dis-
tance himself from those like 
the Reverend Wright who at 
least dallied with the idea of 
redress. The stress should 
be on the person, the energy 
of the committed individual 
to break through barriers of 
all kinds in a society where 
they’re diminishing. The 
speech ended with stories 
that showed personal loyal-
ties trumping collective ones, 
a very American affectation. 

We make believe 
groups are secondary; racial 
clusters are temporary. This 
was spurred by the arrival 
of immigrants, waves and 
waves since the beginning 
who wanted to think of them-
selves as Americans fi rst in 
this fabric of the many-in-
the-one. Successes made this 
a valuable goal. Newcomers 
at the bottom of the hierarchy 
did jobs no one else wanted 
while making do among 

themselves. They moved up and out of their stations as 
individuals believing they could rise on their own merits, 
melt into the mass and disperse throughout the larger so-
ciety. 

So holding on to the old ways, or clustering with 
your own kind, prevents you from embracing what it 
means to be an American. 

The melting pot idea was exactly that, an “idea” 
which bore some relation to reality, at least during the 
waves of immigration from Europe, since the Irish, Poles, 
Italians and others were degrees of white. Getting rid of 

We need something like 
that “correxit” which BP 
used to clean up the oil, 
but which actually 

works...Individualizing 
the immigrant issue is 
the correxit that will 

pollute the pot for 
generations and kill 
species of working 

life.
--John O’Kane
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the accent was the big barrier to overcome before the 
grand dispersal. Then it was every man for himself in the 
urban and suburban frontiers. 

The melt was supposed to be relatively friction-
free once the initiation rites concluded. Color and cultural 
differences were just spicy variations, a stew of merely 
other Americans. The limits to this idea were exposed in 
the 60s when European immigration was mostly complete 
and the additions to the pot from Asia, Africa and South 
America were more different than the same. As the “po-
tato eaters” and “organ grinders,” who’d already made ef-
forts to assimilate, exchanged recipes and mates, differ-
ences were mostly invisible. But for the new immigration, 
colorful differences were more than slight variations, and 
brought the potential for friction. Familiarity can breed 
contempt, and full-blown prejudice and racism. 

This partial freeze is an honest adjustment to the 
realities of assimilation that reveal how striving to achieve 
the American Dream is hampered by melting into the mass 
as individuals. Selective assimilation was an answer to the 
dilemma. The power to challenge the system and rise in it 
comes from large numbers staying together in networks. 
Dispersing throughout mainstream society as an individ-
ual of a race still experiencing signifi cant inequality is the 
formula for more of the same. 

Teaching Arizona students to view themselves as 
melted individuals is more than a little ironic since about 
30% of the state’s population is Latino, and continuing to 
rise. These numbers suggest that perhaps in the not too 
distant future whites will be put upon to melt into a quite 
different kind of pot, and that is one source of the problem: 
the demographic shift and the balance of power. Though 
while the numbers benefi t Latinos, the migration into the 
state of white retirees and other conservatives continues as 
well, fueling anti-ethnic fl ames (Sonali Kolhotcar, “Upris-
ing,” 5/27, KPFK, Los Angeles). 

 If the balance was even remotely close to fair and 
equal, if the defi cits Mr. Obama wants to ignore were min-
imal, then solidarity and group awareness would not be 
such a necessity. If school curricula had included more La-
tino history in the fi rst place, the drive to develop special 
classes and programs would not have been so necessary. 

Withdrawing the education now that prepares 
students to close the gap might create a greater demand 
for what’s missing, remind them of past defi cits and cause 
worse resentment. How can the truth be avoided in a state 
whose land once belonged to Mexico? Despite the cur-
riculum defi ciencies, most know how that transfer took 
place. Dinner table conversations must be quite strained 
when the oral history gets to garnish the main course from 
the school textbooks. The kin links that go back genera-
tions have to overspill the classroom. The southwest US, 
witness California, is awash in Spanish labels. 

The mid-19th century was a bloody affair out 
west. That history, which precedes the arrival of the fi rst 
Anglos, must pose a threat. But it’s likely too late. Efforts 
to trash solidarity and encourage Latinos to see themselves 
as unaffi liated will backfi re once we separate the authentic 
issues of immigration that need attention from how vic-
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tims are being scapegoated by another agenda. 

A good starting point would be to fi x the cause of 
the immigrant gusher, rather than criminalizing the vic-
tims. Illegals are civil violators who’ve come across the 
border for reasons of survival to do jobs that in many cases 
whites won’t. But the conditions they confront here make 
them bend the law, and employers have a stake in keep-
ing them illegal since they’re easier to control, and this 
represses wages. And this creates envy. Many are upset at 
the illegals who don’t have to get licensed to work at the 
same jobs they do, and for not having to pay taxes. This is 
hardly conducive to building a unifi ed workers’ response 
to employers. 

If employers benefi t from the surplus of seekers 
after the dwindling number of jobs, you’d think we’d still 
have an open door policy. Come one and all to the land 
built from immigrant labor! Why not simply make them 
legal? They do after all contribute to the economy. Em-
ployers would have less control but still be able to pick 
and choose and pay very low wages. This is one of the rea-
sons why many say that since employers are going against 
their economic interests, they must be racists. 

The privatized, for profi t prison system excepted, 
the decriminalization of immigrants would have a very 
positive ripple effect throughout society.
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NAFTA looms large. A unifi ed front against this 
stepchild of neoliberalism, the Clinton administration’s 
early demonstration that it could outdo the master at Rea-
ganomics, is needed. What this “free trade” agreement set 
in motion needs to be reversed. It was viewed in 1993, 
when the long post-73 downturn had yet to lift, as a pana-
cea for job growth and productivity. Just release the cor-
porations, who’d already begun hightailing it to offshore 
sweatshops in the globalizing 70s, from fealty to country 
and they’d solve the perennial problem of matching work-
ers to available jobs. They succeeded, fi nding minimalist 
wages across borders, particularly in the south. Our heav-
ily subsidized and protected companies out-competed the 
local ones the old-fashioned way, as trusted monopolies, 
leading to their collapse and spikes in the jobless destined 
for the American border and beyond. 

This was the beginning of the dumpster towns and 
makeshift plants along the Mexican border to accommo-
date workers trying to take advantage of the “free” market. 
They’ve now become ground zero in the killing fi elds of 
the drug wars that feed off an even more catastrophic col-
lapse of the Mexican economy, as Charles Bowden shows 
in Murder City. 

It somehow seems so right that expendable work-
ers-on-demand who made our Nikes for a pittance would 
come back to the scene of the crime to haunt the establish-
ment that created the multinational corporations that have 
such thin patriotic skin. 

Another system that’s broken; another instance 
of failed regulation with horrifi c consequences. Let those 
with the drills and fi nancial frills and sweatshop wages 

follow their dreams for the bottom line, and the poker 
chips will fall where they may. If they bring us down, if 
Adam Smith’s or god’s invisible hand fail to deliver us 
from evil, collect on the best bailout insurance lobbyists 
can buy. This wild west idea dies hard, but not the fallout 
from the freedoms of new right cowboys who shaped the 
republican party in the wake of Barry Goldwater’s defeat 
in 1964, Arizona’s least-known, but not forgotten, main-
stream maverick. 

Obama should respond to the “illegals” crisis like 
he fi nally has to the BP oil spill. He’s getting tough, saying 
they will have to pay every dime for the cleanup! Make 
those wielders of power who move the destinies of work-
ers to the bottom pay damages for the market spills that 
threaten to soak them for generations. Talk them into put-
ting their junk bonds and derivatives to work, plugging 
the chasm that keeps them impoverished. Call it operation 
overkill. 

Natural disasters have a different pedigree than 
political-economic ones, even though we tend to view the 
latter as inevitable, like they’re in sync with the blowing 
wind or torrential downpours. Their ebb and fl ow is seen 
as part of the seasonal up-and-down cycles of everyday 
life (pre-global-warming weather patterns at least!). Bad 
people come and go and do evil things, so why get hot and 
bothered about it?

The employment catastrophe engulfi ng Arizona is 
not a natural one, and the oil spill is certainly not either, 
though it requires immediate action. The effects of poli-
cies like NAFTA that negatively impact large numbers are 
far from fully hidden, though the media doesn’t exactly go 
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overboard in exposing the causes and effects of policies. 
Its coverage suggests a natural event about which little can 
be done. Ups and downs are normal. How often do we 
hear the refrain that there’s Obama can do to fi x the job 
crisis! Causes can then be individualized. The burden is on 
the victims to act since policies are mostly abstractions--
not exactly dinner table subjects--framed long ago. 

Blaming policy designers for negligence is futile 
since their decisions are coordinated compromises ex-
ecuted by many with vested interests. Congress repealed 
Glass-Steagall in the late 90s to free the hands of fi nancial 
elites who create wealth and jobs, getting a good chunk 
of campaign contributions to boot. What could be more 
natural! The vested get going and reap rewards. If there’s 
a fl aw in the design, perhaps related to defective drills in 
MBA school, that leads to unintended credit spills, it will 
be drowned out by the obvious positives. 

 The foreclosure crisis is the grand consequence 
of these policies. All those good intentions to get more 
folks in homes and plug into the American Dream not-
withstanding, the sum of the parts collapsed the whole. 
Not one of the super-salaried who bundled these packages 
of opportunity is liable; they merely acted naturally within 
the law to make a profi t. Though the policy stinks from 
hindsight, it comes out in the wash as a practical innova-
tion gone south, and therefore deserving of bailouts. And 
though virtually everyone points the fi nger at Wall Street, 
it’s blameless. Intentions were good, but no one’s perfect. 
Geniuses make mistakes too, and they apologized anyway. 
So bailouts are in order, not bail bondsmen. 

A policy that acknowledges the guilt, passing the 
benefi ts to victims fi rst, is taboo since this would inter-
fere with the individual’s responsibility to take charge of 
their own affairs. Obama said as much, that direct actions 
for homeowners couldn’t discriminate between deserving 
and undeserving individuals. So let the banks mop up the 
credit spill, even try to plug leaks in the fi lter-down tech-
nology. Let it all ride out in the up-and-down-cycles of 
self-correction while individuals fend for themselves. 

Neighbors ignore their foreclosed fallen like the 
plague, who do rapid sell-offs of their belongings alone, 
slipping into the night with bowed heads as scarred statis-
tics. Victims of the recession, victims of NAFTA policies, 
have become an othered population, made untouchable 
and invisible. 

There’s a new ad on TV for a Wall Street broker-
age fi rm that shows a woman, head bowed, who’s clearly 
suffered an economic reversal from the recession, refl ect-
ing about her poor choices and how to prevent them again! 

The only answer to cowboy capitalism across the 
spectrum is to coordinate a sensible policy of fair wages 
with the cleanup of all labor pool spills. This means fac-
ing the technological failings at the core of the setup that’s 
supposed to deliver what the American Dream promises. 
This would alleviate many social problems requiring 
cleanup down the road. 

We need something like that “correxit” which BP 
used to clean up the oil, but which actually works. It is 
meant to absorb and decompose oil, convert it to another 

substance, which unfortunately might be worse than the 
disease, leaving daring toxic microbes afl oat for genera-
tions that kill species of ocean life. 

Individualizing the immigrant issue is the cor-
rexit that will pollute the pot for generations and kill spe-
cies of working life. We need a chemistry that preserves 
the individual but not at the expense of the networks that 
bond them, links the fate of workers and immigrants to the 
machine that delivers a decent living, soaks relationships 
with fairness, and plugs leaks in the wage system. This 
will help minimize damage from fl awed social technolo-
gies, and teach us how to spot and evaluate unnatural di-
sasters and their--sometimes unintended--effects. 

In other words we need more of the kind of educa-
tion this law seems intent on suppressing. One of its not-
so-veiled targets is “critical thinking,” a code for subver-
sion to some on the sectarian fringe. But a critical aware-
ness of the issues and stakes involved is a must to change 
policies and prevent future spills. 

Melt the fear that isolation instills, not the person. 
As Eugene Robinson said recently in the Washington Post 
(5/14), this “angry anti-Latino spasm” is only partly about 
illegality. It’s really about fear and denial. But exactly 
what is needed to cancel these maladies is being denied 
by this legislation. 

Reprinted from Huffi ngtonPost.com
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WARRING FOR 
RESOURCES

D A V I D  S I R O T A

Reading this week’s New 
York Times headline--”U.S. 
Identifi es Vast Riches of 
Minerals in Afghanistan”-

-many probably wondered how this 
information was being presented as 
“news” in 2010. After all, humanity 
has long been aware of the country’s 
vast natural resources.

As Mother Jones 
magazine’s James Ridge-
way said after recalling 
past public accounts of 
the ore deposits, “This 
‘discovery’ in fact is an-
cient history tracing back 
to the times of Marco 
Polo.”

The intrigue in 
the Times dispatch, then, 
is not Afghanistan’s 
“huge veins of iron, cop-
per, cobalt, gold and criti-
cal industrial metals” that 
the paper quotes Pen-
tagon offi cials gushing 
about--it is the gushing 
itself. Indeed, the real 
question is: What would 
prompt the government 
to portray well-known 
geology as some sort of 
blockbuster revelation?

The Atlantic’s 
Marc Ambinder proffers a 
convincing answer. Not-
ing the military’s coordi-
nated quotes in the Times 
piece, he writes that the 
Pentagon is probably try-
ing to bolster Americans’ 
support for the fl agging 
Afghanistan campaign by 
“publicizing or re-publi-
cizing valid but already 
public information about the region’s 
potential wealth.”

This assertion, mind you, is 
not coming from some antiwar ideo-
logue in a “No War for Oil!” T-shirt. 
On the contrary, Ambinder is a quint-
essential buttoned-down establish-

mentarian far more interested in cov-
ering political process than in pushing 
a pet cause--which means his charge 
(later echoed by other Washington 
journalists) is a particularly powerful 
one. And if he’s correct, we may be 
witnessing the fi nal spasm of a radi-
cal shift.

Remember, the idea that the 
U.S. invades countries to pilfer natu-
ral resources was once written off as 
an infl ammatory insult and/or an un-
substantiated conspiracy theory, irre-
spective of corroborating facts (like, 
say, pre-9/11 Pentagon plans to divvy 
up Iraqi petroleum, State Department 

proposals to privatize Iraq’s oil fi elds 
and top government offi cials insist-
ing Saddam Hussein’s overthrow was 
“essential” to protect oil supplies). 
The assumption, of course, was that 
the public opposes resource confl icts 
and that therefore labeling wars as 

such is nothing but disreputable slan-
der designed only to harm a political 
opponent.

This manufactured construct, 
though, began eroding as soon as 
George W. Bush started turning the 
“war for oil” aspersion into a proud 
clarion call.

In 2005, the Associated 
Press reported that the president “an-
swered growing antiwar protests with 
a fresh reason for US troops to con-
tinue fi ghting in Iraq: protection of 
the country’s vast oil fi elds.” During 
a press conference a year later, Bush 
three times pitched petroleum as a 

rationale for war, criti-
cizing “extreme ele-
ments” who “want to 
control oil resources,” 
insisting that “we can’t 
tolerate a new terrorist 
state in the heart of the 
Middle East with large 
oil reserves” and warn-
ing that we must stop 
insurgents from gain-
ing “the capacity to 
use oil as an economic 
weapon.”

Now, under 
President Obama, we 
get leaked Pentagon 
memos cheerily prom-
ising that Afghanistan 
will become “the Saudi 
Arabia of lithium” and 
generals touting the 
minerals’ “stunning 
potential”--the implica-
tion being that America 
is morally obligated to 
exploit such potential 
through armed occupa-
tion.

The theater of 
battle is different but 
the paradigm is the 
same: Whereas it was 
previously considered 
uncouth for anyone to 
even suggest that eco-

nomic hegemony might motivate U.S. 
military action, our leaders are now 
boldly selling wars as commendable 
instruments of such profi t-focused 
imperialism.

Importantly, this revised 
message relies on the new assumption 

Whereas it was previously 
considered uncouth for 
anyone to even suggest that 
economic hegemony 

might motivate U.S. 
military action, our 
leaders are now boldly 

selling wars as commendable 
instruments of such profi t-

focused imperialism.
-- David Sirota

A F G H A N I S T A N
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that the public now sees resource con-
fl icts not as detestable--but as wor-
thy and even admirable. And should 
that assumption prove true, it would 
mean that this latest exercise in mar-
tial propaganda represents more than 
mere marketing innovation. It would 
signal a disturbing change in what the 
population thinks is--and is not--a just 
reason for war.

David Sirota hosts a radio show at AM 
760 in Colorado. His latest book is The 
Uprising. Email: ds@davidsirota.com.

A F G H A N I S T A N
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AUDACITY OF 
ISRAEL 

C I N D Y  S H E E H A N

I S R A E L
Gaza Freedom Flotilla was under at-

tack in International Waters by IDF 
(Israeli Defense Force) commandoes. 
Immediately, because of previous Is-
raeli crimes against the Free Gaza hu-
manitarians—ramming and fi ring at 
the boats and arresting and illegally 
detaining the participants—my gut 
reaction was the worst-case scenario. 
Minutes after I knew what happened, 
I knew that Israel would turn out to be 
the aggressor and, once again, justify 
its crimes with lies and cries of “self-
defense.”

Israel’s claims of self-defense 
are usually delusional and paranoid. 
It would be like me claiming self-de-
fense if I killed a homeless person for 
asking me for spare change.

Although all life is precious 
and all loss of life mourned, these 
facts should shame anyone who has 

cried “self-defense” (from www.if-
americansknew.org). 

Since 2000: 124 Israeli chil-
dren have been killed by Palestin-
ians and 1441 Palestinian children 
have been killed by Israelis (and all 
of the Gazan children killed from 
2008’s Cast Lead massacre have not 
been counted, yet); 1072 Israelis and 
at least 6448 Palestinians have been 

killed; 8,864 Israelis and 39,019 Pal-
estinians have been injured; The US 
provides about 10 million dollars per 
day in military and other aid to Israel 
and ZERO dollars a day to Palestine; 
One Israeli political prisoner is being 
held in Palestinian jail while 7383 
Palestinians are currently being held 
by Israel; Zero Israeli homes have 
been demolished while 24,145 Pales-
tinian homes have been destroyed to 
make way for Israeli settlements; The 
Israeli unemployment rate is 6.1%, 
while the Palestinian unemployment 
rate in the West Bank is 16.3%, and 
41.3% in Gaza.

I also want to make clear, and 
I think I speak for many people in the 
peace community, that as well as not 
being a “Jew hater”–I am not a Ho-
locaust denier. How can one not look 
at the images from the concentration 

camps and hear the stories 
without being instantly and 
deeply moved and repulsed? 
How can one deny the over-
whelming evidence that it 
did happen and that it was 
an immense tragedy to not 
only Jews, but Catholics, 
gypsies, homosexuals, po-
litical prisoners, and many 
other fringe groups that Nazi 
Germany persecuted? But, 
saying that, in my opinion, 
what happened to the Jews 
during the 30s and 40s does 
not justify in the least little 
bit what the Jewish State 
of Israel has been doing to 
the Palestinian people since 
1947. One genocide does 
not justify another, espe-
cially since the Palestinian 
people had nothing to do 
with the Holocaust and any 
person of conscience or any 
basic intelligence must real-
ize that the Palestinians have 

been forced to suffer for decades for 
the crimes of white Europeans.

I have been impressed by 
the protests arising all over the world 
in response to this crime, but even 
though the latest Israeli atrocity was 
horrible, people of Palestine, Iraq and 
Afghanistan go through this on a dai-
ly basis, and we have trouble raising 
interest for anti-war protests.

Since my son was killed in Iraq 
and I have come to promi-
nence in the peace movement, 
the name I am called with the 

second highest frequency (behind 
“anti-American”) is “anti-Semitic.’

First of all, isn’t it interesting 
if one is anti-violence and pro-peace, 
that automatically makes one anti-
American and anti-Semitic? That just 
tells us that violence and oppression 
are so inherently institutionalized 
in our cultures, that if one is against 
these things, that makes one against 
the entire culture, race or way of life.

It should be funda-
mentally understood that 
criticism of Israel’s program 
of Palestinian pogrom and 
the US’s demented foreign 
policy are not to be con-
strued as hatred of all Jews 
or all Americans.

Here it should be 
pointed out that many Jews 
criticize Israel’s policies, in 
Israel and abroad, and are 
immediately branded as: 
“Self-loathing Jews.” I re-
member when I fi rst met the 
Pentagon Paper’s whistle-
blower, Daniel Ellsberg, 
and he was going off on Is-
rael and its policies. I inter-
rupted him and teased him: 
“Why Daniel, are you a self-
loathing Jew?” And he re-
sponded: “No, I am a Likkud 
(rabid Zionist Israeli politi-
cal party) and Sharon (Ariel 
Sharon, former terrorist and 
prime minister of Israel) hat-
ing Jew.”

I was recently sitting at my 
home in California having a cook-
out with my surviving children and 
grandchildren because we were com-
memorating Casey’s birthday (Memo-
rial Day and Casey’s birthday always 
and unfortunately coincide) when I 
received a call from a friend and col-
league who informed me that the Free 

Minutes after I knew what 
happened, I knew that 

Israel would turn out 
to be the aggressor 
and, once again, justify 

its crimes with lies 
and cries of “self-

defense.”
--  Cindy Sheehan
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I S R A E L
We here in the U.S. need to 

demand that our tax dollars stop go-
ing to help Israel violently occupy 
Palestine and destabilize the region. 

But we also need to look at our own 
complicity. What good does it do to 
go to an occasional protest and hold 
signs, no matter how clever they are, 

while still fi nancing our country’s war 
crimes and crimes against humanity 
by paying our own pound of fl esh to 
the Empire?
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SHARKS SHOULD 
NOT OWN SPORT

J O H N  P I L G E R

S P O R T S

As Tiger Woods returns to 
golf, not all his affairs are 
salacious headlines. The 
Tiger Woods Golf Course 

in Dubai is costing $100 million to 
build. Dubai relies on cheap third 
world labor, as do certain consumer 
brands that have helped make Woods 
a billionaire. Nike workers in Thai-
land wrote to Woods, expressing their 
“utmost respect for your 
skill and perseverance as 
an athlete,” but pointing 
out that they would need 
to work 72,000 years “to 
receive what you will earn 
from [your Nike] con-
tract.” 

Dave Zirin, is one 
of the few sports writers 
to break media silence on 
the corporate distortion 
and corruption of sport. 
His book Bad Sports: How 
Owners Are Ruining the 
Games We Love (Scrib-
ner) blows a long whistle 
on what money power has 
done to the people’s plea-
sure, its heroes like Woods 
and the communities it 
once served. He describes 
the impact of the Texan 
Tom Hicks’s half-ownership of Liv-
erpool Football Club, which followed 
another rich and bored American Mal-
colm Glazer’s “leveraged takeover” 
of Manchester United in 2005. As a 
result, England’s most successful club 
(with Liverpool) is now 716.5 million 
pounds in debt. 

How long has this been going 
on? In 1983, you could buy a ticket 
to a fi rst division game for 75 pence. 
Today, the average at Old Trafford is 
around 34 pounds. Watch the latest 
crop of parents on morose queues to 
buy overpriced club strips and insig-
nia, also made with cheap and often 
sweated labor, with the brand of a 
failed multinational emblazoned on 
it. Profi teering is now an incandes-

cent presence across top-class sport. 
Sven-Goran Eriksson will trouser up 
to two million pounds for just three 
months’ work in Ivory Coast, where 
half the population has barely enough 
to survive. Australia’s fi nest, most 
boorish cricketers are collecting their 
bundles for a few months’ cavorting 
in the Indian franchises. The attitude 
is entitlement, the kind that less tal-
ented “celebrities” fl aunt. It was in no 
way remarkable that in 2007-8 a num-
ber of the heirs to Don Bradman’s 
Invincibles achieved what was once 
nigh on impossible; they were dis-
liked in their own country. Those high 
fi ves and air-punching fi sts have be-

come salutes not to “everyone work-
ing for each other, everyone having a 
share of the rewards” (Bill Shankly), 
but to the voracious sponsor and the 
forensic camera.

Take for example FIFA, 
which effectively took charge of South 
Africa for the World Cup. Along with 
the International Olympic Commit-
tee, FIFA is sport’s Wall Street and 
Pentagon combined. They have this 
power because host politicians be-
lieve the “international prestige” of 
their visitation will bring economic 
and promotional benefi ts, especially 
to themselves. I was reminded of this 
watching a documentary by the South 
African director Craig Tanner, Fahr-
enheit 2010. His fi lm is not opposed 

to the World Cup, but reveals how 
ordinary South Africans, whose game 
is football, have been shoved aside, 
dispossessed and further impover-
ished so that a giant TV façade can be 
erected in their country. 

A new stadium near Nelspruit 
will host four World Cup matches over 
10 days. Jimmy Mohlala, speaker of 
the local municipality, was gunned 
down in his home in January last year 
after whistle-blowing “irregularities” 
in the tenders. An entire school, which 
was in the way, has been removed into 
prefabricated, sweltering steel boxes 
on a desolate site with a road running 
through it. “When the World Cup is 

over,” said the writer Ashwin 
Desai, “it will become obvi-
ous that these stadiums are 
going to be empty shells, that 
our money has been used 
for what is really a pyramid 
scheme.”

A community of 
20,000 people, the Joe Slo-
vo Informal Settlement, is 
threatened with eviction 
from where they live near 
the main motorway between 
Cape Town and the city’s 
airport. They are deemed an 
“eyesore.” Street vendors 
will be arrested if they fail 
to comply with FIFA rules 
about trade and advertis-
ing and mention the words 
“World Cup,” even “2010.” 
FIFA will earn about two and 
quarter billion pounds from 

the TV rights, exceeding its income 
from the last two World Cups com-
bined. 

Incredibly, South Africa will 
get none of this. And this is a country 
with up to 40 per cent unemployment, 
a male life expectancy of 49, and 
thousands of malnourished children. 
This truth about the “rainbow nation” 
is not what fans all over the world 
will see on their TV screens, although 
they may glimpse an unreported fea-
ture of modern South Africa, which is 
a vibrant, rolling resistance that has 
linked the World Cup to an economic 
apartheid that remains as divisive as 
ever. Indeed, another kind of World 
Cup for effective popular protest has 
long been won in the streets of South 

Along with the 
International Olympic 

Committee, FIFA is 
sport’s Wall Street 

and Pentagon 
combined. 

--  John Pilger
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Africa’s townships. 
In his chapter on Liverpool 

FC, Dave Zirin describes a similar 
resistance that also offers inspiration 
to those struggling to reclaim sport 
from the sharks. A fans’ organiza-
tion, Share Liverpool FC, is aiming 
for 100,000 shareholders to buy back 
the club from Tom Hicks and his co-
owner, George Gillett. Liverpool fans 
have also formed the Liverpool Sup-
porters Union (LSU), which has had 
thousands in the streets calling for 
a boycott of the Bank of Scotland if 
it gives Hicks and Gillett any more 
credit. Remember how the boycott of 
Murdoch press succeeded in Liver-
pool following the Sun’s lies over the 
Hillsborough tragedy. “If we stand 
together and speak with one voice, re-
gardless of language or accent,” says 
the LSU, “we can make a genuine dif-
ference to our football club, the city of 
Liverpool and indeed the wider foot-
balling world.” On 17 April, Hicks 
and Gillett announced they were sell-
ing the club. Manchester United fans 
are mounting a similar, principled re-
sistance in defense of the sport they 
love and which they believe rightly is 
theirs. We should support them. 

www.johnpilger.com

S P O R T S
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LONG BEACH 
MUSIC SCENE

G R E G G O R Y  M O O R E

It’s fi tting that Tiger Tank eu-
phoria are precise about the 
way they write out their name 
and initials (TTe), since their 

music—all high-energy syncopated 
grooves, fast yet eminently melodic 
lead lines, and funk-fusion echoes—
is T-I-G-H-T.  But make no mistake: 
this is a L-I-V-E band, its members 
alive to each other’s sonic movement 
through time.  Not only can you hear 
it, but you can see it.  Hear/see TTe 
once and next time they come ‘round 
you won’t have to wonder if you’ve 
seen them before—you’ll remember 
(even if they’re not playing behind a 
troupe of fi re dancers, as took place at 
Hancock University when they closed 
the Haiti benefi t Carnival del Corazón 
on February 28). 

“If you come see us and 

you’re not at least amused, then 
we’re doing this in vain,” says key-
boardist Clancy Cramer, who, with 
drummer Jon Sacks, formed TTe two 
years ago when the fl edgling band’s 
two-song/45-minute set at Shelter 
Surf Shop clicked. Shortly thereafter 
they added bassist Michael J. and gui-
tarist Thor Jensen, and, with the help 
of “the Jonas Brass,” honed their de-
scription-resistant, genreless sound.

Cramer tells me I’ve just 
made his day when I opine that TTe is 
the result of no obvious musical gen-
esis. “One of the things I like about 
playing in this band is that our music 
is not general at all,” he says. “When 
we play, we either offend somebody, 
have the person dislike us totally, or 
they love us.  I’ve never had anyone 
say, ‘Eh, you guys are alright.’”

Although there was no gap in 
their sound, the sixth and last install-
ment in TTe’s monthly residency at 
The Basement Lounge in April was 
their debut with the addition of vocal-
ist Vanessa Acosta. The band say this 
wasn’t planned—in fact, the life and 
growth of TTe seems to have been a 

completely organic affair—but that it 
will be interesting to see where this 
takes things, since some people’s 
attention cannot be held by instru-
mental music. “’What we need is an 
amazingly beautiful woman who can 
sing,’” Cramer recalls musing. “And 
we happened to fi nd one.”

Don’t expect a change in 
sound, though, as TTe continues to 
play live—as they will July 15 at the 
Long Beach Museum of Art (www.
lbma.org)—and works to capture that 
live sound on a full-length recording 
that’s slated for an August 29 release. 
In the meantime, check them out on 
Facebook and on myspace.com/tiger-
tankeuporia.

I distinctly remember the fi rst 
time I heard oto. It was a Saturday 
in late 2006, and in the back room 
of Portfolio three painfully quiet 
Japanese 20-somethings had set up 
a quaint array of instrumentation—
acoustic guitars, melodica, decrepit 
portable organ, tiny xylophone, boxy 
little drum set—and proceeded to 
produce a 20-minute musical breeze 
that wove its way into the spaces in 

M U S I C
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the silence, then announced that they 
had exhausted their repertoire. Didn’t 
matter: they turned me into a fan for 
life at about Minute Three. 

But little did I know then that 
one of them, Hiro Makino, was the 
Damon Albarn of Long Beach—you 
know, that guy who makes every one 
of his projects at least a good one. 
First there had been soto—basically, 
oto’s airy aesthetics with more of an 
electronic bent. From soto came oto 
and the shift to a more organic, woody 
sound. From oto grew Elephant Day, 
a quirky, carefree continuation of this 
musical heredity. Lovely projects, all.

With such unique musical 
offspring, it’s hardly surprising that 
established bands came calling for 
Makino’s magic touch. First came 
Venus Infers, a band that sounds like 
a distant cousin of The Strokes and is 
probably the most straightforward act 
with which Makino’s been involved. 
Then for a brief but glorious two 
months Makino joined Cosmodelion 
and lifted them to space-rock heaven, 
before an inscrutable change of mu-
sical direction in the wake of their 
drummer’s departure left them an 
entirely different band. (Do whatever 
you can to fi nd the three songs they 
recorded with Makino in the mix.)

Never being content unless 
his musical dance card is fi lled (“I 
think I’m just greedy. I want to keep 
playing different stuff”), Makino and 
oto-mate Tai Tajima have recently 
joined longtime Long Beach stand-
out Familiar Trees and will undoubt-
edly augment their ethereal, folkie 
indie pop. 

While Familiar Trees and 
Venus Infers full-lengths are obtain-
able (Venus Infers just played an 
album-release show at the Grove 
of Anaheim), not so with Makino’s 
progeny. “I’ve sort of lost interest in 
making a commercial product,” he 
explains. “I just [fi gured]: If people 
want to listen to songs I make, I’ll 
just give it them [. . . for] right now, 
at least.”

July 17 presents you with a 
stellar opportunity to fi nd out what 
Makino is all about, when oto (in duo 
form: third member Boon is current-
ly in Japan) opens for Familiar Trees 
at Bleicher/Golightly Gallery (1431 
Ocean Ave., Santa Monica 90401). 
Until then—or after then, or at the 
same time if you’ve got one of those 
new-fangled Internet phone contrap-
tions—check out otosound.net; and 
you can fi nd oto, Venus Infers, and 
Familiar Trees on MySpace.

M U S I C
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