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ARE GENETICALLY 
MODIFIED FOODS A 
GUT-WRENCHING 
COMBINATION?

J E F F R E Y  M .  S M I T H

Gluten sensitivity is currently estimated to affect 
as many as 18 million Americans. Reactions to 
gluten, a protein found in wheat, rye, and bar-
ley, are becoming increasingly common. Glu-

ten sensitivity can range in severity from mild discomfort, 
such as gas and bloating, 
to celiac disease, a seri-
ous autoimmune condi-
tion that can, if undiag-
nosed, result in a 4-fold 
increase in death. Genet-
ics alone cannot explain 
the rapid rise in gluten-
related disorders, and 
experts believe that there 
must be an environmental 
trigger. There continues 
to be much debate about 
what that environmental 
trigger may be. 

Some assert that 
a higher gluten content of 
modern wheat is to blame 
for the rising prevalence 
of gluten-related disor-
ders. But a 2013 review 
of data commissioned 
by the United States De-
partment of Agriculture 
found no evidence to sup-
port this. Others blame 
increased consumption 
of wheat overall, age of 
wheat introduction, ce-
sarean birth, breastfeed-
ing duration, or altera-
tions in intestinal micro-
fl ora. All of these do offer 
some explanation, but 
they cannot completely 
account for the drastic in-
crease in gluten sensitivi-
ties that we have seen in recent years. 

Another possible environmental trigger may 
be the introduction of genetically modifi ed organisms 
(GMOs) to the American food supply, which occurred in 
the mid-1990s. GMOs are created by a laboratory process 

G M O  F O O D

A clear explanation for 
the rising rate of gluten-

related disorders 
remains elusive. Multiple 

factors interact, with 
no clear or original 

cause. But genetically 
modifi ed foods and 
their primary chemical 

residue, glyphosate, may be 
an important piece of the 

puzzle.  
-- Jeffrey M. Smith

that transfers genetic material into the DNA of an organ-
ism. There are nine genetically modifi ed (GM) food crops 
currently on the market: soy, corn, cotton (oil), canola 
(oil), sugar from sugar beets, zucchini, yellow squash, Ha-
waiian papaya, and alfalfa. Notice that wheat is not one of 
these. Although wheat has been hybridized through natu-
ral breeding techniques over the years, it is not in fact a 
GMO.

Most GM crops are engineered to tolerate a weed 
killer called Roundup®, whose active ingredient is glypho-
sate. These crops, known as Roundup-Ready crops, accu-
mulate high levels of glyphosate that remain in the food. 
Corn and cotton varieties are also engineered to produce 
an insecticide called Bt-toxin. The Bt-toxin is produced 
in every cell of genetically engineered corn and ends up 
in corn chips, corn tortillas, and other ingredients derived 

from corn. A recent analy-
sis of the research suggests 
that Bt-toxin, glyphosate, 
and other components of 
GMOs, are linked to fi ve 
conditions that may ei-
ther initiate or exacerbate 
gluten-related disorders: 
Intestinal permeability; 
Imbalanced gut bacteria; 
Immune activation and 
allergies; Impaired diges-
tion; Damage to the intes-
tinal wall.
Intestinal permeability 

G l u t e n - r e l a t e d 
disorders are commonly 
accompanied by and pos-
sibly triggered by intesti-
nal permeability, which is 
commonly referred to as 
“leaky gut.” Leaky gut oc-
curs when gaps form be-
tween intestinal cells and 
large particles from the 
digestive tract enter the 
bloodstream, potentially 
triggering immune or aller-
gic reactions. The Bt-toxin 
produced by genetically 
modifi ed corn kills insects 
by punching holes in their 
digestive tracts, and a 2012 
study confi rmed that it 
punctures holes in human 
cells as well. Bt-toxin is 

present in every kernel of Bt corn, survives human diges-
tion, and has been detected in the blood of 93% of preg-
nant women tested and 80% of their unborn fetuses. This 
“hole-punching toxin” may be a critical piece of the puz-
zle in understanding gluten-related disorders. 
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Imbalanced gut bacteria 
Gluten-sensitive individuals, and especially those 

with celiac disease, also commonly have an imbalance in 
their gut fl ora. The reason that cesarean section increases 
risk and breastfeeding decreases risk for gluten sensitivity 
is likely due to their respective effects on microbial bal-
ance in the infant’s gut. Glyphosate used on GM crops is 
not only an herbicide, but also a potent antibiotic. Even 
with minimal exposure, glyphosate can signifi cantly re-
duce the population of benefi cial gut bacteria and pro-
mote the overgrowth of harmful strains. An overgrowth 
of harmful bacteria can promote infl ammation, leaky gut, 
and immune reactions, all of which are linked to gluten-
related disorders. 
Immune activation and allergies 

Many people do not develop reactivity to gluten 
until later in life, which supports the notion that it can be 
triggered by environmental factors. The only study to date 
that has been able to effectively trigger an immunological 
shift to gluten sensitivity was done in mice in 2011. The 
study showed that retinoic acid, a metabolite of vitamin A, 
activated a specifi c immune response to gluten under in-
fl ammatory conditions in the gut. It turns out that glypho-
sate, the primary herbicide used on GM crops, increases 
retinoic acid activity. If glyphosate activates retinoic acid, 
and retinoic acid activates gluten sensitivity, eating GMOs 
soaked with glyphosate may play a role in the onset of 
gluten-related disorders. 

Bt-toxin may also activate the immune system. 

G M O  F O O D
When mice were exposed to Bt-toxin, they not only 
mounted an immune response to it directly, but they sub-
sequently reacted to foods that had not formerly triggered 
a response. There was something about the Bt-toxin that 
primed the immune system to become reactive to other, 
once benign, foods. If humans exposed to Bt-toxin react 
in a similar manner, eating GM corn could directly lead to 
the development of gluten or other food sensitivities. 
Impaired digestion 

Decreased digestive enzymes can create undigest-
ed food particles, contribute to the overgrowth of harmful 
bacteria, and promote symptoms of gluten-related disor-
ders. Studies of mice eating Roundup Ready soy and fi sh 
exposed to glyphosate show that these compounds reduce 
digestive enzymes. All soybeans contain trypsin inhibitor, 
which blocks an important enzyme needed to digest pro-
tein, but Roundup Ready® soybeans contain as much as 
seven times more than non-GMO soy. The results of these 
studies suggest that genetically engineered foods may lead 
to serious digestive compromise. 
Damage to the intestinal wall 

A common result of gluten sensitivity is damage 
to the lining of the intestinal tract. Celiac disease results in 
fl attening of the microvilli lining the walls of the intestine. 
Both Bt-toxin and glyphosate have produced structural 
damage to microvilli in animal studies; animals exposed 
to these substances developed microvilli that were broken 
off, discontinuous, or shortened.
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Stay Away from GMOs 
A clear explanation for the rising rate of gluten-re-

lated disorders remains elusive. Multiple factors interact, 
with no clear or original cause. But genetically modifi ed 
foods and their primary chemical residue, glyphosate, may 
be an important piece of the puzzle. Whether GMOs are 
indeed a causative factor in the escalating trend of gluten 
sensitivity or merely an obstacle to cure is yet to be deter-
mined. 

Many clinicians already prescribe non-GMO diets 
for their gluten-sensitive patients. Physicians and patients 
have reported improvement in their symptoms after elimi-
nating GMOs from their diets. Internist, Emily Linder 
MD, says, “Based on my clinical experience, when I re-
move genetically modifi ed foods as part of the treatment 
for gluten sensitivity, recovery is faster and more com-
plete. I believe that GMOs in our diet contribute to the rise 
in gluten sensitivity in the U.S. population.” 

Unfortunately, many people who discover they 
are gluten-sensitive actually increase their intake of 
GMOs because they switch from wheat products to corn 
products. With 88% of the U.S. corn crop genetically engi-
neered, avoidance of GMOs in the gluten-free community 
presents a unique challenge to consumers. 

The best way to avoid GMOs is to consult the 
NonGMOShoppingGuide.com or download the free 
iPhone app ShopNoGMO. Look for products with either 
the “Non-GMO Project Verifi ed” or the “Certifi ed Organ-
ic” seal. Avoid ingredients derived from the foods most 

G M O  F O O D
likely to be genetically modifi ed. These include soy, corn, 
cottonseed, canola, sugar, papaya from Hawaii or China, 
zucchini, and yellow squash. 

If you have seen improvement in a gluten-related 
condition after eliminating GMOs from your diet, please 
email healthy@responsibletechnology.org to share your 
story. If you have a friend or relative suffering from gluten 
sensitivity, ask them if they eat GMOs and refer them to 
our site. 

Jeffrey M. Smith is the Executive Director of the Institute for 
Responsible Technology. This article is excerpted from the In-
stitute’s website. The full article can be found there. 
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R E L I G I O N

WHAT’S 
FUNDAMENTAL TO 

RELIGION?
D . F .  S W A A B

As far as I’m concerned, the most interesting 
question about religion isn’t whether God exists 
but why so many people are religious. There 
are around 10,000 different religions, each of 

which is convinced that there’s only one Truth and that 
they alone possess it. 
Hating people with a dif-
ferent faith seems to be 
part of belief. Around the 
year 1500, the church re-
former Martin Luther de-
scribed Jews as a “brood 
of vipers.” Over the cen-
turies the Christian ha-
tred of the Jews led to 
pogroms and ultimately 
made the Holocaust pos-
sible. In 1947, over a mil-
lion people were slaugh-
tered when British India 
was partitioned into India 
for the Hindus and Paki-
stan for the Muslims. 
Nor has interfaith hatred 
diminished since then. 
Since the year 2000, 43 
percent of civil wars 
have been of a religious 
nature.

Almost 64 per-
cent of the world’s popu-
lation is Catholic, Protes-
tant, Muslim, or Hindu. 
And faith is extremely 
tenacious. For many 
years, Communism was 
the only permitted belief 
in China and religion was 
banned, being regarded as 
the opium of the masses. 
But in 2007, one-third of 
Chinese people over the 
age of 16 said that they 
were religious. Since 
that fi gure comes from a state-controlled newspaper, the 
China Daily, the true number of believers is likely at least 
that high. Around 95 percent of Americans say that they 
believe in God, 90 percent pray, 82 percent believe that 
God can perform miracles, and over 70 percent believe in 

life after death. It’s striking that only 50 percent believe 
in hell, which shows a certain lack of consistency. In the 
Netherlands, a much more secular country, the percent-
ages are lower. A study carried out in April 2007 showed 
that in the space of 40 years, secularization had increased 
from 33 to 61 percent. Over half of the Dutch people doubt 
the existence of a higher power and are either agnostic or 
believe in an unspecifi ed “something.” Only 14 percent 
are atheists, the same percentage as Protestants. There are 
slightly more Catholics (16 percent).

In 2006, during a symposium in Istanbul, Herman 
van Praag, a professor of biological psychiatry, taking his 
lead from the 95 percent of believers in the United States, 
tried to convince me that atheism was an “anomaly.” 

“That depends on who 
you compare yourself 
to,” I replied. In 1996 a 
poll of American scien-
tists revealed that only 
39 percent were believ-
ers, a much smaller per-
centage than the national 
average. Only 7 percent 
of the country’s top sci-
entists (defi ned for this 
poll as the members of 
the National Academy 
of Sciences) professed a 
belief in God, while al-
most no Nobel laureates 
are religious. A mere 3 
percent of the eminent 
scientists who are mem-
bers of Britain’s Royal 
Society are religious. 
Moreover, meta-analysis 
has shown a correlation 
among atheism, educa-
tion, and IQ. So there 
are striking differences 
within populations, and 
it’s clear that degree of 
atheism is linked to intel-
ligence, education, aca-
demic achievement, and 
a positive interest in nat-
ural science. Scientists 
also differ per discipline: 
biologists are less prone 
to believe in God and the 
hereafter than physicists. 
So it isn’t surprising that 
the vast majority (78 

percent) of eminent evolutionary biologists polled called 
themselves materialists (meaning that they believe physi-
cal matter to be the only reality). Almost three quarters (72 
percent) of them regarded religion as a social phenomenon 
that had evolved along with Homo sapiens. They saw it as 

In this way, religious ideas 
like the belief that there’s life 
after death, that if you die as 
a martyr you go to paradise 
and are given 72 virgins as 
a reward, that unbelievers 
should be persecuted, and 

that nothing is more 
important than belief in 
God are also passed on from 

generation to generation 
and imprinted in our brain 

circuitry. 
--D.F. Swaab



Issue 51 15

part of evolution, rather than confl icting with it.
It does indeed seem that religion must have afford-

ed an evolutionary advantage. Receptiveness to religion is 
determined by spirituality, which is 50 percent genetically 
determined, as twin studies have shown. Spirituality is a 
characteristic that everyone has to a degree, even if they 
don’t belong to a church. Religion is the local shape given 
to our spiritual feelings. The decision to be religious or not 
certainly isn’t “free.” The surroundings in which we grow 
up cause the parental religion to be imprinted in our brain 
circuitries during early development, in a similar way to 
our native language. Chemical messengers like serotonin 
affect the extent to which we are spiritual: The number 
of serotonin receptors in the brain corresponds to scores 
for spirituality. And substances that affect serotonin, like 
LSD, mescaline (from the peyote cactus), and psilocybin 
(from magic mushrooms) can generate mystical and spiri-
tual experiences. Spiritual experiences can also be induced 
with substances that affect the brain’s opiate system.

Dean Hamer believes that he has identifi ed the 
gene that predisposes our level of spirituality, as he de-
scribes in The God Gene (2004). But since it will prob-
ably prove to be simply one of the many genes involved, 
he’d have done better to call his book A God Gene. The 
gene in question codes for VMAT2 (vesicular monoamine 
transporter 2), a protein that wraps chemical messengers 
(monoamines) in vesicles for transport through the nerve 
fi bers and is crucial to many brain functions.

The religious programming of a child’s brain 
starts after birth. The British evolutionary biologist Rich-

R E L I G I O N
ard Dawkins is rightly incensed when reference is made to 
“Christian, Muslim, or Jewish children,” because young 
children don’t have any kind of faith of their own; faith 
is imprinted in them at a very impressionable stage by 
their Christian, Muslim, or Jewish parents. Dawkins right-
ly points out that society wouldn’t tolerate the notion of 
atheist, humanist, or agnostic four-year-olds and that you 
shouldn’t teach children what to think but how to think. 
Dawkins sees programmed belief as a byproduct of evolu-
tion. Children accept warnings and instructions issued by 
their parents and other authorities instantly and without 
argument, which protects them from danger. As a result, 
young children are credulous and therefore easy to indoc-
trinate. This might explain the universal tendency to retain 
the parental faith. Copying, the foundation of social learn-
ing, is an extremely effi cient mechanism. We even have a 
separate system of mirror neurons for it. In this way, reli-
gious ideas like the belief that there’s life after death, that 
if you die as a martyr you go to paradise and are given 72 
virgins as a reward, that unbelievers should be persecuted, 
and that nothing is more important than belief in God are 
also passed on from generation to generation and imprint-
ed in our brain circuitry. We all know from those around 
us how hard it is to shed ideas that have been instilled in 
early development.
Evolutionary Advantage of Religion

“Religion is excellent stuff for keeping common 
people quiet.” — Napoleon Bonaparte

The evolution of modern man has given rise to 
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R E L I G I O N
fi ve behavioral characteristics common to all cultures: lan-
guage, toolmaking, music, art, and religion. Precursors of 
all these characteristics, with the exception of religion, can 
be found in the animal kingdom. However, the evolution-
ary advantage of religion to humankind is clear.

(1) First, religion binds groups. Jews have been 
kept together as a group by their faith, in spite of the Di-
aspora, the Inquisition, and the Holocaust. For leaders, be-
lief is an excellent instrument. As Seneca said, “Religion 
is regarded by the common people as true, by the wise 
as false, and by rulers as useful.” Religions use various 
mechanisms to keep the group together. 

One is the message that it’s sinful to marry an un-
believer (that is, someone with a different belief). As an 
old Dutch proverb states, “When two faiths share a pillow, 
the devil sleeps in the middle.” This principle is common 
to all religions, with attendant punishments and warnings. 
Segregating education according to faith makes it easier to 
reject others, because ignorance breeds contempt.

Another is the imposition of numerous social rules 
on the individual in the name of God, sometimes accom-
panied by dire threats about the fate of those who don’t 
keep them. One of the Ten Commandments, for instance, 
is lent force by the threat of a curse “unto the fourth gen-
eration.” Blasphemy is severely punished in the Old Tes-
tament and is still a capital offense in Pakistan. Threats 
have also helped to make churches rich and powerful. In 
the Middle Ages enormous sums were paid in return for 
“indulgences,” shortening the time that someone would 
spend in purgatory. As Johann Tetzel, a preacher known 

for selling indulgences is alleged to have put it, “As soon 
as a coin in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.” 
In the beginning of the previous century, Catholic clerics 
were still automatically awarded indulgences based on the 
rank they held in the church. Threats and intimidation are 
effective even in this day and age. In Colorado, a pastor 
has introduced the idea of “Hell Houses,” where funda-
mentalist Christian schools send children to frighten them 
about the punishments that await them in the afterlife if 
they stray from the straight and narrow.

A further binding mechanism is being recogniz-
able as a member of the group. This can take the form 
of distinguishing signs, like black clothing, a yarmulke, a 
cross, a headscarf, or a burka; or physical characteristics, 
like the circumcision of boys or girls; or knowledge of the 
holy scriptures, prayers, and rituals. You must be able to 
see who belongs to the group in order to obtain protec-
tion from fellow members. This mechanism is so strong 
that it seems senseless to try to ban people from wearing 
distinguishing accessories or items of clothing like heads-
carves. Social contacts within the group also bring with 
them considerable advantages and play an important role 
in American churches. The feeling of group kinship has 
been strengthened over the centuries by holy relics wor-
shiped by the various faiths. It doesn’t matter that there 
are wagonloads of Buddha’s ashes in temples in China and 
Japan, nor that so many splinters of the True Cross have 
been preserved that, according to Erasmus, you could 
build a fl eet of ships from them. The point is that such 
things keep the group together. The same applies to the 20 
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or so churches that claim to have Christ’s original foreskin 
in their possession. (According to Jewish tradition, he was 
circumcised at the age of eight days.) Some theologians 
have argued that Christ’s foreskin was restored on his as-
cension to heaven. However, according to the 17th-centu-
ry theologian Leo Allatius, the Holy Prepuce ascended to 
heaven separately, forming the ring around Saturn.

Finally, most religions have rules that promote re-
production. This can entail a ban on contraception. The 
faith is spread by having children and then indoctrinating 
them, making the group bigger and therefore stronger. 

(2) Traditionally, the 
commandments and prohibi-
tions imposed by religions 
had a number of advantag-
es. Besides the protection of-
fered by the group, the social 
contacts and prescriptions 
(like kosher food) had some 
benefi cial effects on health. 
Even today, various studies 
suggest that religious belief 
is associated with better men-
tal health, as indicated by 
satisfaction with life, better 
mood, greater happiness, less 
depression, fewer suicidal in-
clinations, and less addiction. 
However, the causality of 
these correlations hasn’t been 
demonstrated, and the links 
aren’t conclusive. More-
over, the reduced incidence 
of depression applies only to 
women. Men who are regular 
churchgoers are in fact more 
likely to become depressed. 
An Israeli study showed that, 
in complete opposition to 
the researchers’ hypothesis, 
a religious lifestyle was as-
sociated with a doubled risk 
of dementia 35 years later. 
Moreover, there are studies 
showing that praying is posi-
tively correlated with psychiatric problems.

(3) Having a religious faith is a source of com-
fort and help at diffi cult times, whereas atheists have to 
solve their diffi culties without divine aid. Believers can 
also console themselves that God must have had a purpose 
in affl icting them. In other words, they see their problems 
as a test or punishment, that is, as having some meaning. 
“Because people have a sense of purpose, they assume 
that God, too, acts according to purpose,” Spinoza said. 
He concluded that belief in a personal god came about 
because humans assumed that everything around them 
had been created for their use by a being who ruled over 
nature. So they viewed all calamities, like earthquakes, 

accidents, volcanic eruptions, epidemics, and fl oods, as 
a punishment by that same being. According to Spinoza, 
religion emerged as a desperate attempt to ward off God’s 
wrath.

(4) God has the answer to everything that we 
don’t know or understand, and belief makes you optimis-
tic (“Yes, I’m singin’ a happy song/With a Friend like Je-
sus I’ll stand strong”). Faith also gives you the assurance 
that even if times are hard now, things will be much better 
in the next life. Curiously, adherents of religion always 
claim that it adds “meaning” to their life, as if it were im-

possible to lead a meaningful 
life without divine interven-
tion.

(5) Another advan-
tage of religion, it would 
seem, is that it takes away 
the fear of death — all re-
ligions promise life after 
death. The belief in an after-
life goes back 100,000 years. 
We know this from all the 
items found in graves: food, 
water, tools, hunting weap-
ons, and toys. Cro-Magnon 
people also buried their dead 
with large amounts of jew-
elry, as is still done in Asia 
today. You need to look good 
in the next life, too. Yet be-
ing religious doesn’t invari-
ably make people less afraid 
of dying. The moderately re-
ligious fear death more than 
fervent believers and those 
who are only very slightly re-
ligious, which is understand-
able when you see how often 
religion uses fear as a bind-
ing agent. Yet many appear 
to feel a little uncertain about 
the promised life after death. 
Richard Dawkins rightly 
wondered, “If they were truly 
sincere, shouldn’t they all be-

have like the Abbot of Ampleforth? When Cardinal Basil 
Hume told him that he was dying, the abbot was delighted 
for him: ‘Congratulations! That’s brilliant news. I wish I 
was coming with you.’ ”

(6) A very important element of religion has al-
ways been that it sanctions killing other groups in the 
name of one’s own god. The evolutionary advantage of 
the combination of aggression, a group distinguishable by 
its belief, and discrimination of others is clear. Over mil-
lions of years, humans have developed in an environment 
where there was just enough food for one’s own group. 
Any other group encountered in the savanna posed a mor-
tal threat and had to be destroyed. These evolutionary 

R E L I G I O N
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traits of aggression and tribalism can’t be wiped out by 
a few generations of centrally heated life. That explains 
why xenophobia is still so widespread in our society. The 
whole world is full of confl icts between groups with dif-
ferent faiths. Since time immemorial the “peace of God” 
has been imposed on others by fi re and sword. That’s un-
likely to change soon.

Though it comes at 
a price, belonging to a group 
brought with it many advan-
tages. The protection it of-
fered against other groups im-
proved survival chances. But 
the harm caused by religions 
— largely to outsiders, but 
also to members of the group 
— is enormous. It seems as 
if this situation won’t persist 
indefi nitely, though. A study 
by the British politician Evan 
Luard showed that the nature 
of wars has been changing 
since the Middle Ages and 
that they are gradually be-
coming shorter and fewer in 
number. So we may perhaps 
be cautiously optimistic. 
Since the evolutionary ad-
vantage of religion as a bind-
ing agent and aggression as a 
means of eliminating outsid-
ers will disappear in a global-
ized economy and informa-
tion society, both traits will 
become less important over 
hundreds of thousands of 
years. In this way, freed from 
the straitjacket of outmoded 
religious rules, true freedom 
and humanity will be possible 
for all, no matter what their 
belief — or lack of it.
The Religious Brain

“Emotional excitement reaches men through tea, 
tobacco, opium, whisky, and religion.” — George Bernard 
Shaw 

Spiritual experiences cause changes in brain activ-
ity, which is logical and neither proves nor disproves the 
existence of God. After all, everything we do, think, and 
experience provokes such changes. Findings of this kind 
merely increase our understanding of the various brain 
structures and systems that play a role in both “normal” 
religious experiences and the type of religious experience 
that is a symptom of certain neurological or psychiatric 
disorders.

Functional scans of Japanese monks show that dif-
ferent types of meditation stimulate different areas of the 

brain, namely parts of the prefrontal cortex and the parietal 
cortex. Religious belief is also associated with reduced re-
activity of the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), as is politi-
cal conservatism. Although the causality of these correla-
tions isn’t clear, it’s interesting that taking initiatives, by 
contrast, is associated with increased activity in the ACC. 
The EEGs of Carmelite nuns have shown marked changes 

during mystical experiences 
when they felt they were at 
one with God. In a state like 
this, individuals may also feel 
as if they have found the ul-
timate truth, lost all sense of 
time and space, are in har-
mony with mankind and the 
universe, and are fi lled with 
peace, joy, and unconditional 
love.

N e u r o p h a r m a c o -
logical studies show how 
crucial the activation of the 
dopamine reward system is 
in such experiences. In this 
context, brain disorders are 
also instructive. Alzheimer’s 
disease, for instance, is linked 
to the progressive loss of re-
ligious interest. The more 
slowly it progresses, the less 
religiousness and spiritual-
ity are affected. Conversely, 
hyperreligiosity is associated 
with fronto-temporal demen-
tia, mania, obsessive-compul-
sive behavior, schizophrenia, 
and temporal lobe epilepsy. A 
number of these disorders are 
known to make the dopamine 
reward system more active.

Carmelite nuns were 
asked to remember their most 

mystical Christian experience while undergoing function-
al scans. The scans showed a complex activation pattern 
of brain areas. Activation occurred in (1) the center of the 
temporal lobe, possibly relating to the feeling of being one 
with God (this region is also activated in temporal lobe 
epilepsy, sometimes causing intense religious experienc-
es); (2) the caudate nucleus (an area in which emotions 
are processed), possibly relating to the feeling of joy and 
unconditional love; and (3) the brain stem, insular cortex, 
and prefrontal cortex, possibly relating to the bodily and 
autonomic reactions that go with these emotions and corti-
cal consciousness of them. Finally, the parietal cortex was 
also activated, possibly relating to the feeling of changes 
in the body map similar to those in near-death experiences.

It’s sometimes hard to draw a line between spiri-
tual experiences and pathological symptoms. The former 
can get out of hand, leading to mental illness. Intense re-
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ligious experiences occasionally spark brief episodes of 
psychosis. Paul Verspeek, hosting a local Dutch radio 
show on Boxing Day 2005, asked psychiatrists how they 
would recognize Jesus Christ if he returned to Earth. How 
would they distinguish between him and mentally ill pa-
tients who claimed to be Christ? The psychiatrists were 
stumped for an answer. During the 1960s, when medita-
tion and drug use were popular, many people developed 
psychiatric problems. They were unable to control their 
spiritual experiences, which derailed their psychological, 
social, and professional functioning. In some cultures and 
religions, however, voluntary engagement in meditative 
practices, trance, depersonalization, and derealization are 
quite normal and therefore can’t be seen as symptoms of a 
psychiatric disorder. Phenomena that Western culture clas-
sifi es as chicanery or nonsense, like magic arts, voodoo, 
and sorcery, are considered normal in other cultures. Some 
also regard visual and auditory hallucinations of a reli-
gious nature (like seeing the Virgin Mary or hearing God’s 
voice) as a normal part of religious experiences. That said, 
a high proportion of patients with psychoses are religious, 
as their condition often prompts an interest in spirituality. 
And many use religion as a way of coping with their dis-
order. So problems with a religious bearing always need 
to be looked at in the light of what is considered normal 
in a particular era or cultural setting. Only in this way can 
“purely” religious and spiritual problems be distinguished 
from neurological or psychiatric ones…
Excerpted from We Are Our Brains, with author’s permission. 
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BORN TO BUY?
A N J A  L Y N G B A E K

With Christmas past, household consump-
tion reached its yearly peak in many coun-
tries. While this celebration still brings up 
a homely picture of tranquility, the truth is 

that Christmas is characterized more by frenzied shop-
ping, stress and overspending than by peace and quality 
time. As in so many other areas of our lives, we have been 
sold on the idea that satisfaction, even happiness, comes 
through purchase.

Two generations back, my Norwegian grand-
mother was overjoyed as a child when receiving one mod-
est gift and tasting an imported 
orange for Christmas. Today, 
in a time dominated by long-
distance trade and excess con-
sumption, nobody gets even 
mildly excited by tasting a for-
eign fruit or receiving a small 
gift. Instead, adults dive into a 
cornucopia of food, typically 
followed by dieting, while 
children expect numerous ex-
pensive gifts, with electronic 
toys, games, gadgets and de-
signer clothes topping the list.

This comparison in 
time is not about romanticizing 
the past or putting down the 
present, but a small example 
of how consumption has come 
to replace the things that give 
meaning; for example, creat-
ing with our own hands, shar-
ing and interacting with others. 
In the process, we have been 
robbed of the ability to take 
pleasure from small wonders.

Most of us know that we are living a time of ex-
cessive consumption, eloquently defi ned as “consumer 
culture” – a rather fancy title for something that has more 
in common with an affl iction of abuse and dependency, 
such as bulimia or alcoholism, than it has to do with cul-
ture.

Rampant consumerism doesn’t happen by itself, it 
is encouraged by an economic system based on perpetual 
economic growth. When national economies show signs 
of stress, citizens are invariably called upon to increase 
consumption. Curiously, when the talk turns to the down-
side of consumerism – resource depletion, pollution etc. 
– it is human nature/greed and the consumer that gets 
blamed. We are asked to engage in “responsible shopping” 
– voting with your purse. 

Whereas I have no doubt that consumerism does 

create greed – greed for the latest model of computers, 
mobile phone, clothes or cars – it has nothing to do with 
human nature, but all to do with artifi cially-induced be-
havior. Our world-spanning corporate-controlled econo-
my is hatching consumers like never before. From early 
childhood our eyes, ears and minds are fl ooded with im-
ages and messages that seek to undermine our identity, 
culture and self-esteem, creating false needs and teaching 
us to seek satisfaction and approval through consumption 
of industrial and corporate products.

No people have been more exposed to this on-
slaught than the US citizen. According to the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, the average young person in the 
US views more than 3,000 ads per day on television, the 
internet, billboards and in magazines(1). While the fi gure 

may be lower for other coun-
tries, there is no doubt that we 
are all increasingly exposed 
and vulnerable to advertising, 
particularly through the inter-
net which now has over 600 
million users globally.

Spending on global 
advertising is astronomic, 
amounting to some US$500 
billion in 2012, a fi gure, 
which by way of comparison, 
could keep some 13 million 
senior citizens out of poverty 
for a year in the US(2). Not 
surprisingly, the “American 
way of life” – living through 
consumption – has been emu-
lated and adopted almost ev-
erywhere to various degrees, 
despite cultural, bio-climatic 
and spiritual differences.

Half of the global 
“consumer class” can now 
be found in the developing 
world. China and India alone, 

consume more than Western Europe, although the average 
Chinese or Indian member consumes substantially less 
than the average European(3).

Marketing strategies – advertising, trend-setting 
through celebrities, product placement and product tie-
ins with movies, TV shows etc. – have evolved to target 
an ever younger audience, all the way down to the one-
year old, according to Juliet Schor. In her book Born to 
Buy, she talks about “age compression,” referring to the 
marketing of products to children that were previously 
designed for adults and older-age groups. For example, 
make-up for young girls, violent toys for small boys and 
designer clothes for the fi rst grader. Schor shows that the 
more children are exposed to media, the more consumer-
ist they become. It also shows that they are more likely to 
become depressed, anxious and develop low self-esteem 
in the process(4).

The Pope (Francis) – an 
institution in himself 

– has taken an 
admirable step, with 
his profound and public 

critique of the prevailing 
economic system.

-- Anja Lyngbaek
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ity to develop their own (corporate-free) identity and the 
imagination and creativity that comes with childhood.

After returning to our land-based life in Mexico, 
my son is slowly regaining his self. He is still a teenager 
concerned with looks, but he no longer cares about brands. 
The electronic gadgets that he so longed to buy with his 
savings now seem less important and have been supersed-
ed by a wish to save up to buy a small piece of land.

We can make positive changes on a personal level 
by disengaging from consumerism to the extent possible, 
focusing instead on the aspects that bring true satisfac-
tion, such as face-to-face interaction, building community 
ties, creativity, and contact with nature. However, last-
ing changes will not come from personal changes alone 
–structural changes are required.

With dwindling natural resources at our disposal, 
excess waste and increasing levels of pollution and CO2 
emissions, saving on the earth’s resources and making the 
most of what we have is common sense. Yet no nation 
state seems willing to renounce the “economic growth 
model” despite its disastrous effects on people and planet.

We need to pressure our governments to disen-
gage from the global growth model and put a break on 
corporate control. It may sound undoable, but the system 
is manmade, so can be unmade. The trade treaties and 
agreements favoring corporations over nations, global 
over local, profi t over people and planet, can be boycot-
ted, revoked and transformed. All it may take is an alliance 
of a few strategic countries willing to say “STOP,” to start 

However, children can become victims of the 
corporate induced consumer-culture even without direct 
exposure to advertising and media, as I learned during a 
sabbatical year spent in my native Denmark, together with 
my 12-year-old son.

Prior to our stay in Denmark, my son had lived 
in rural Mexico with limited exposure to TV, internet and 
advertising, surrounded by children coming from homes 
with dirt fl oors and hand-me-down clothes. The need for 
designer wear and electronic gadgets had therefore never 
entered his mind.

After a few months of trying to fi t in with Danish 
children, my son became a victim of fashion, exchanging 
his usual trousers for the narrow sleek kind with low, dia-
per-like bottoms that impede proper movement. Soon style 
alone wasn’t enough. The right brand-name of clothes was 
added to the list of things required to be happy. The same 
process was repeated with other things. Where in Mexico 
play would consist of an array of invented games, a month 
in Denmark was suffi cient for him to feel too ashamed to 
invite anyone home because he didn’t own an X-box. Dur-
ing the year, he cried bitter tears over the absence of things 
that he had never lacked before – video games, Samsung 
galaxies, iPads and notebooks.

This rapid conversion of an individual person to a 
global consumer wasn’t a result of direct advertising, but 
of the indirect infl uence of corporations on our minds and 
lives. The other children were as much victims as my own 
child, having to a large extent been robbed of the possibil-
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a movement of nations willing to reclaim their economies.
The Pope (Francis) – an institution in himself – 

has taken an admirable step, with his profound and public 
critique of the prevailing economic system:

“Some people continue to defend trickle-down 
theories which assume that economic growth, encour-
aged by a free market, will inevitably succeed in bringing 
about greater justice and inclusiveness in the world…This 
opinion, which has never been confi rmed by the facts, ex-
presses a crude and naive trust in the goodness of those 
wielding economic power and in the sacralized workings 
of the prevailing economic system.”(5)

Anja Lyngbaek is Programs Coordinator at the International So-
ciety for Ecology and Culture (ISEC). She is also co-founder 
and Programs Director of “Microcuenca del Rio Citlalapa”- a 
local NGO in Veracruz, Mexico focused on sustainable com-
munity development. She has co-founded a rural primary school 
with this in mind. Anja gives talks, holds workshops and teaches 
on a variety of subject related to food and farming, localization 
and eco-technologies to children and adults. She currently lives 
in Mexico on a small-holding with her family.
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MAKE THE FED A 
PUBLIC UTILITY
E L L E N  B R O W N

December 23rd, 2013, marks the 100th anniver-
sary of the Federal Reserve, warranting a re-
view of its performance. Has it achieved the 
purposes for which it was designed? The an-

swer depends on whose purposes we are talking about. For 
the banks, the Fed has served quite well. For the laboring 
masses whose populist movement prompted it, not much 
has changed in a century.
Thwarting Populist Demands

The Federal Reserve 
Act was passed in 1913 in re-
sponse to a wave of bank crises, 
which had hit on average every 
six years over a period of 80 
years. The resulting economic 
depressions triggered a populist 
movement for monetary reform 
in the 1890s. Mary Ellen Lease, 
an early populist leader, said 
in a fi ery speech that could have 
been written today:

“Wall Street owns the 
country. It is no longer a gov-
ernment of the people, by the 
people, and for the people, but 
a government of Wall Street, by 
Wall Street, and for Wall Street. 
The great common people of 
this country are slaves, and mo-
nopoly is the master. . . Money 
rules. . .Our laws are the out-
put of a system which clothes 
rascals in robes and honesty in 
rags. The parties lie to us and 
the political speakers mislead 
us. . .We want money, land and 
transportation. We want the ab-
olition of the National Banks, 
and we want the power to make 
loans direct from the govern-
ment. We want the foreclosure 
system wiped out.” 

That was what they wanted, but the Federal Re-
serve Act that they got was not what the populists had 
fought for, or what their leader William Jennings Bryan 
thought he was approving when he voted for it in 1913. In 
the stirring speech that won him the Democratic presiden-
tial nomination in 1896, Bryan insisted:

“[We] believe that the right to coin money and is-
sue money is a function of government. . .Those who are 

opposed to this proposition tell us that the issue of paper 
money is a function of the bank and that the government 
ought to go out of the banking business. I stand with Jef-
ferson. . .and tell them, as he did, that the issue of money 
is a function of the government and that the banks should 
go out of the governing business.”

He concluded with this famous outcry against the 
restrictive gold standard: “You shall not press down upon 
the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not cru-
cify mankind upon a cross of gold.”  

What Bryan and the populists sought was a na-
tional currency issued debt-free and interest-free by the 
government, on the model of Lincoln’s Greenbacks. What 
the American people got was a money supply created by 
private banks as credit (or debt) lent to the government 
and the people at interest. Although the national money 

supply would be print-
ed by the U.S. Bureau 
of Engraving and Print-
ing, it would be issued 
by the “bankers’ bank,” 
the Federal Reserve. 
The Fed is composed of 
twelve branches, all of 
which are 100 percent 
owned by the banks 
in their districts. Until 
1935, these branches 
could each indepen-
dently issue paper dol-
lars for the cost of print-
ing them, and could 
lend them at interest.
1929: The Fed Trig-
gers the Worst Bank 
Run in History

The new sys-
tem was supposed to 
prevent bank runs, but 
it clearly failed in that 
endeavor. In 1929, the 
United States experi-
enced the worst bank 
run in its history.

The New York 
Fed had been pouring 
newly-created money 
into New York banks, 

which then lent it to stock speculators. When the New 
York Fed heard that the Federal Reserve Board of Gov-
ernors had held an all-night meeting discussing this risky 
situation, the fl ood of speculative funding was retracted, 
precipitating the 1929 stock market crash.

At that time, paper dollars were freely redeemable 
in gold; but banks were required to keep suffi cient gold to 
cover only 40 percent of their deposits. When panicked 
bank customers rushed to cash in their dollars, gold re-

It may be time for a new 
populist movement, one 

that demands that 
the power to issue 
money be returned to 
the government and the 

people it represents; 
and that the Federal 

Reserve be made a public 
utility, owned by the people 

and serving them. 
-- Ellen Brown
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serves shrank. Loans then had to be recalled to maintain 
the 40 percent requirement, collapsing the money supply.

The result was widespread unemployment and 
loss of homes and savings, similar to that seen today. In 
a scathing indictment before Congress in 1934, Represen-
tative Louis McFadden blamed the Federal Reserve. He 
said:

“Mr. Chairman, we have in this Country one of 
the most corrupt institutions the world has ever known. 
I refer to the Federal Reserve Board and the Federal Re-
serve Banks . . .The depredations and iniquities of the Fed 
have cost enough money to pay the National debt several 
times over.” 

Some people think that the Federal Reserve Banks 
are US Government institutions. They are private monop-
olies which prey upon the people of these United States 
for the benefi t of themselves and their foreign customers; 
foreign and domestic speculators and swindlers; and rich 
and predatory money lenders.

These twelve private credit monopolies were de-
ceitfully and disloyally foisted upon this country by the 
bankers who came here from Europe and repaid us our 
hospitality by undermining our American institutions.
Freed from the Bankers’ “Cross of Gold”

To stop the collapse of the money supply, in 1933 
Roosevelt took the dollar off the gold standard within the 
United States. The gold standard had prevailed since the 
founding of the country, and the move was highly contro-
versial. Critics viewed it as a crime. But proponents saw 
it as fi nally allowing the country to be economically sov-
ereign.

This more benign view was taken by Beardsley 
Ruml, Chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York, in a presentation before the American Bar Associa-
tion in 1945. He said the government was now at liberty to 
spend as needed to meet its budget, drawing on credit is-
sued by its own central bank. It could do this until price in-
fl ation indicated a weakened purchasing power of the cur-
rency. Then, and only then, would the government need 
to levy taxes—not to fund the budget but to counteract 
infl ation by contracting the money supply. The principal 
purpose of taxes, said Ruml, was “the maintenance of a 
dollar which has stable purchasing power over the years. 

Sometimes this purpose is stated as ‘the avoidance of in-
fl ation.’”

It was a remarkable realization. The government 
could be funded without taxes, by drawing on credit from 
its own central bank. Since there was no longer a need for 
gold to cover the loan, the central bank would not have to 
borrow. It could just create the money on its books. Only 
when prices rose across the board, signaling an excess of 
money in the money supply, would the government need 
to tax—not to fund the government but simply to keep sup-
ply (goods and services) in balance with demand (money).

Ruml’s vision is echoed today in the school of eco-
nomic thought called Modern Monetary Theory (MMT). 
But after Roosevelt’s demise, it was not pursued. The U.S. 
government continued to fund itself with taxes; and when 
it failed to recover enough to pay its bills, it continued to 
borrow, putting itself in debt.
The Fed Agrees to Return the Interest 

For its fi rst half century, the Federal Reserve con-
tinued to pocket the interest on the money it issued and 
lent to the government. But in the 1960s, Wright Patman, 
Chairman of the House Banking and Currency Commit-
tee, pushed to have the Fed nationalized. To avoid that re-
sult, the Fed quietly agreed to rebate its profi ts to the US 
Treasury.

In The Strange Case of Richard Milhous Nixon, 
published in 1973, Congressman Jerry Voorhis wrote of 
this concession:

“It was done, quite obviously, as acknowledg-
ment that the Federal Reserve Banks were acting on the 
one hand as a national bank of issue, creating the nation’s 
money, but on the other hand charging the nation interest 
on its own credit—which no true national bank of issue 
could conceivably, or with any show of justice, dare to 
do.”

Rebating the interest to the Treasury was clearly 
a step in the right direction. But the central bank funded 
very little of the federal debt. Commercial banks held a 
large chunk of it; and as Voorhis observed, “[w]here the 
commercial banks are concerned, there is no such repay-
ment of the people’s money.” Commercial banks did not 
rebate the interest they collected to the government, said 
Voorhis, although they also “‘buy’ the bonds with newly 
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created demand deposit entries on their books—nothing 
more.”

Today the proportion of the federal debt held by 
the Federal Reserve has shot up, due to repeated rounds of 
“quantitative easing.” But the majority of the debt is still 
funded privately at interest, and most of the dollars fund-
ing it originated as “bank credit” created on the books of 
private banks.
Time for a New Populist Movement?

The Treasury’s website reports the amount of in-
terest paid on the national debt each year, going back 26 
years. At the end of 2013, the total for the previous 26 
years came to about $9 trillion on a federal debt of $17.25 
trillion. If the government had been borrowing from its 
own central bank interest-free during that period, the debt 
would have been reduced by more than half. And that was 
just the interest for 26 years. The federal debt has been ac-
cumulating ever since 1835 when Andrew Jackson paid it 
off and vetoed the Second US Bank’s renewal; and all that 
time it has been accruing interest. If the government had 
been borrowing from its central bank all along, it might 
have had no federal debt at all today.

In 1977, Congress gave the Fed a dual mandate, 
not only to maintain the stability of the currency but to 
promote full employment. The Fed got the mandate but 
not the tools, as I’ve discussed earlier. 

It may be time for a new populist movement, one 
that demands that the power to issue money be returned to 
the government and the people it represents; and that the 
Federal Reserve be made a public utility, owned by the 
people and serving them. The fi rehose of cheap credit lav-
ished on Wall Street needs to be re-directed to Main Street.

Ellen Brown is an attorney, president of the Public Banking 
Institute, and author of twelve books including the best-sell-
ing Web of Debt. In The Public Bank Solution, her latest book, 
she explores successful public banking models historically and 
globally. http://WebofDebt.com http://PublicBankSolution.com 
and http://PublicBankingInstitute.org
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Wyatt shuffl es across the Boardwalk, closer to 
the pagoda, looking up and down the strip. 
As he approaches it he feels more confi dent, 
his steps become more measured. He looks 

briefl y back toward the café, as if to get a fi rm picture 
in his mind, then waves, like he’s saying goodbye to an 
imaginary friend, and passes the pagoda. He keeps walk-
ing until he sees shapes 
emerge a few hundred feet 
in front of him, three or four 
frames that begin separating 
from each other and move 
toward him. He stops brief-
ly and turns north, parallel 
with the water, freezing in 
his tracks at the sound of a 
voice from the group. 

“Hey, what’s yer 
business over there?...
what’s yer name?”

Wyatt’s tempted to 
turn around and head back 
to the Boardwalk. The voice 
is unnerving, but somewhat 
reassuring. The shapes 
move closer toward him, so 
he decides to face them. 

“Just lookin for a 
friend who came out here a 
while ago, and need…”

“…sure offi cer, we 
can help ya…we’ll cooper-
ate fully with the law…yer 
pals were just here a while 
ago!” another voice bel-
lows. 

“No, no, I aint 
no…you gotta be kiddin…
me?...I avoid em all the 
time, don’t know anyone 
who’s a cop, honest!”

They stop about fi fty feet away as he fi nishes, like 
they’re the cops and following procedure to apprehend a 
suspect. 

“Don’t move another step,” the original voice 
commands, “just get down on all fours and be still!” 

Wyatt obeys while continuing to protest. “Yer ma-
kin a mistake, been hangin inland for a long time, don’t 
you know me?” 

The frames congeal and surround Wyatt as he 
keeps muttering. He loses it as one of them, apparently 

the leader, begins to frisk him. 
“What ya doin!?...aint got nothing to…who ya 

looking for?”
The frisker fi nishes a once-over and looks de-

ceived, bursting into laughter. He dittos the process more 
persistently with the same results. 

“Proves you a cop!...where’s all yer stuff?”
“No way!...been storing it all over on Rennie at a 

friend’s place…never carry ID, man!”
“Well, what ya doin out here anyway?...we never 

seen ya round here…heat’s been all over here in the past 
few hours, something about somebody gettin it on the 
other side of Main…they swept through and picked up a 
whole buncha folks along the sand, some were never even 

down here before!”
“Like I said, just 

lookin for a friend and, 
well, need to get away…
think cops’ll be back?”

“Whatya worried 
bout?...your eyes say you 
hidin something…why ya 
wanna be down here?”

Wyatt’s at a loss 
as to how he could be sus-
pected.

“Your eyes say 
you’re paranoid…got ev-
erybody fi gured before you 
even give em a chance!”

“Give em a break 
Evol, we can handle’m if 
we have ta,” a shape behind 
him answers. 

Wyatt accepts this 
as the best he’ll get from 
any welcoming committee. 
He turns around to inspect 
the source of the comment, 
but by then it’s shifted loca-
tion and he’s not sure who 
it was, especially since now 
other shapes come closer to 
form a circle around him. 
The only one he can iden-
tify for sure is Evol. 

“Yeah, we all got 
something to hide boss, specially you!” a voice from the 
periphery punctures the momentary ceasefi re. 

Evol remains silent, eyes fi xed on Wyatt, undaunt-
ed by the comment. It’s the eyes that Wyatt notices most, 
brown ovals that seem to change shape with the infl ection 
of his sentences. And they look directly at you, actually 
through you, like he’s focused on the backside of his brain. 
Most everyone on the street had poor eye contact, like 
they lacked the energy to stay at it. Their glances fi dgeted 
over the visual fi eld like they were starved hypes, fi nding 
mostly fuzzy fi gures. Their eyeballs were covered with an 

ESCAPE FROM EDGE 
CITY 

J O H N  O ’ K A N E  

He seems to lack the 
machinic mannerisms 

of a military type, though 
perhaps they’re buried 

beneath layers of street 
chaos where rank is a 

whimsical reward and 
friends and enemies 

shift allegiances 
faster than low-cloud 

burnoff in August.
-- John O’Kane
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oily fi lament that forced away gazes from even the stub-
bornly gregarious. 

Wyatt fades, putzes back and forth. 
“Yeah, just what I thought, you hidin!...you para-

noid bout yourself!”
“I’m too wasted to be paranoid!”
Evol pulls away confi dent, and suggests they 

bring Wyatt to their camp down the beach. The rest of the 
band falls into line and escorts Wyatt, who suspects he’s 
their prisoner and prepares for another round of tests. 

Evol seems to have a power over the rest that’s 
based in respect. He takes charge naturally, as if he’s ex-
pressing their wishes. Wyatt notices that his movements 
are quicker. Perhaps he’s pumped by his position and has 
more energy. Otherwise he seems mostly like the rest. 

They wear a ragtag blend of styles taken from chic 
boutiques or display tables along the beach or the better 
thrift stores, or lifted from the dumpsters near them, or 
bartered from the underground recycler network where 
many of these objects end up, wherever they can get what 
they need for whatever. Some are adorned in military par-
aphernalia from this or that war, fatigue shirts and pants, 
medals, hats, helmets, etc. A few are vets but they often 
forget which war they were in, at times boasting of actions 
in one they weren’t in, or even a made up one. Not many 
are from Nam or other covert jungle wars. Those are often 
too burned out from years of struggle and end up fl ushed 
into the inland street jungle, catatonic civilians doting on 
their pensions in private. It’s mostly those from the desert 

confl icts that stick it out, fi nding the stormy sand strip a 
convenient and natural habitat. 

Evol looks like a very curious kind of warrior to 
Wyatt, not one easily transposed to any of the existing 
hotspots around the globe he knows of. He’s wearing a 
green beret that seems fairly new and unsoiled, along with 
a bandana, or at least what passes for one. It looks like an 
extra-wide brown paisley tie that perhaps surfaced from 
a trunk in some grandma’s attic. It’s wrapped around his 
head unevenly, dipping slightly on the left side. He’s cov-
ered by an oversize down coat, dark and soiled, which has 
hand-drawn stripes on the shoulders. Underneath the coat 
are what seems like a pajama top and gray fl annel exercise 
bottoms. He’s wearing two different cowboy boots, one 
black and fairly new, the other abstracted and smudged, 
once a snake-leather pattern, which lacks a heel. His hands 
are adorned in garden gloves. Wyatt decides that Evol’s 
habitat could only be some unknown, covert theater.

He seems to lack the machinic mannerisms of a 
military type, though perhaps they’re buried beneath lay-
ers of street chaos where rank is a whimsical reward and 
friends and enemies shift allegiances faster than low-cloud 
burnoff in August. Maybe they never existed. He was 
hushhush about his past. But rumors fl ared. One was that 
he’d been a mime artist who performed on the beach for 
spare change and over time became profi cient at disguises. 
His getup does seem a bit contrived. 

“Seen you somewhere before…over at…sure you 
ain’t a cop?” one of the guards says to Wyatt as they cross 
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over the lip of the sand and down toward water’s edge. 
He seems suspicious but also like he’s making an effort 
to bridge the distance. “I’ll member in a minute,” he con-
tinues. 

“Na, you guys don’t…”
 “…let’s crash it for the night, Arf,” Evol inter-

rupts, “we aren’t going to get anything from him anyway.” 
Arf stares at Evol while he rocks back and forth on the 
balls of his feet, as if he’s ready to spring at Wyatt. He 
backs off slowly. 

“I can git it!”
The group continues moving south along the wa-

ter with Wyatt. Down a hundred feet or so there’s an al-
cove, a miniature rocky bay with a mound set above it 
at its eastern edge. It’s roughly ten feet or so above the 
water. Along the coast of the bay below are the equivalent 
of jagged cliffs. The wall of soil and sand is embedded 
with boulders, and gives the impression of being recently 
formed from the tide’s ferocity, leaving the innards of the 
earth exposed, another strip crumbling into the sea, per-
haps a stark visual hint of society’s fragility. It’s a per-
fect habitat for burrowing into its foundations, and hiding 
out for a while. Between some boulders are spaces where 
caves have been dug out. Others are natural survivals of 
the collapse that have been reclaimed for use. With a little 
imagination it could be a crude miniature replica of one of 
those prehistoric cities built out of a rocky mountainside 
in the southwest. 

There aren’t many “residents” in evidence, prob-
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ably because of the earlier sweeps. A few frames rustle 
here and there. An occasional pair of eyeballs surfaces 
from the shifting moonlight, becoming quickly shadowed 
in the next shift. Along the shore are a couple of ambula-
tory frames looking around who acknowledge the group’s 
return. Above on the mound, covered with medium sized 
eucalyptus trees, are two stationary frames. One looks in-
land, the other observes the area down below. 

Evol gives a signal to everyone with his arm, a 
kind of sweeping gesture that seems to say that every-
thing’s under control. 

“How bout puttin him in JuJu’s place?” Yram 
says, the only female present who so far has remained sta-
tionery and stoic. “She won’t be back for at least a few 
days.”

“Well, that should…but probly best to put him 
nearer to us…no tellin what some a the others will do who 
don’t know who he is, especially after last night.” 

Yram’s physical appearance blends in with the 
others. It’s only a slight variation on what appears to be 
a very eclectic tribal uniform. But her voice betrays an 
amicable feeling tone. It’s not necessarily a female voice, 
but is soothingly different from the male norm. He’s sur-
prised to hear it since the stories he’d heard about the strip 
rarely mention women. He’d once been fascinated with 
the idea, from a Sociology class in college, that women are 
less prone to aggression and violence and therefore more 
sensitive guides. He now feels hopeful that he might not 
be a prisoner. 

Arf steps toward Wyatt and urges him to the wall, 
causing Wyatt to recoil. He looks toward Yram, who has 
faded into the shadows. 

“Here’s your motel room, copper!...bet you’re not 
ready for this, are ya!” Arf blurts, as if mentally challeng-
ing Wyatt’s physical resistance. 

Arf leads Wyatt to his lodgings. It’s a fairly wide 
and shallow space, and not far above the sand. Inside 
there’s a chaotic mess of items, like the occupier threw 
them in hastily before making a quick exit, perhaps using 
the space for storage. But there’s a bedroll inside that’s 
in fairly good shape, giving the space a lived-in feeling. 
It garnishes a heap of crushed paper, fi les and newspaper 
clippings, what appear to be legal documents, a few torn 
photos, and several candles of variable lengths. On the 
very fringe, set off on a plateau of compacted sand, are an 
ornate crucifi x and a long series of books that the owner 
has carefully arranged. The picture is somewhat incongru-
ous, suggesting that more than one type of person occupies 
the space. Wyatt tries to read the book titles but there isn’t 
enough light, and fatigue rushes him. He buries himself in 
the bedroll like he’s trying to erase his conscious existence 
and trip back to the womb. 

He awakes abruptly and his eyes open unnaturally 
wide like he never really took the fatigue-plunge, so acute-
ly aware of the potential danger that he hovers on the edge 
of consciousness. He doesn’t know how long he’s been 
under. It seems like a very short time. But the area out-
side the cave, especially the inlet, seems to have changed. 

The shadows cast by the moonlight are different, as if the 
night’s coming closer to its end. The waves are noticeably 
calm, and except for a few cawing seagulls there’s virtu-
ally no sounds. It’s that sensation he knew so well from 
being out and about on the street in the darkest wee hours, 
when he could think and see better without the clutter of 
persons and things. The guards are no longer patrolling the 
shore. He looks up to the mound and sees no one there. He 
takes a deep breath and holds it for several seconds, lets 
it out slowly and sees everything clearly before him. He 
bolts toward the water and walks upright into the weak 
waves…

From The Easy Rider Fan Club. 
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FOX AND THE 
REPUBLICAN 
OBAMACARE 
ALTERNATIVE

N A T A L I E  G R E E N

Fox News hyped a new GOP 
health care proposal as a vi-
able alternative to the Afford-
able Care Act (ACA) that 

it claimed could reduce health care 
costs, lower premiums, and extend 
coverage more than the ACA. But 
Fox omitted other analyses that 
found the new GOP proposal 
would allow insurance com-
panies to discriminate against 
individuals with pre-existing 
conditions, reduce Medicaid 
expansion, and charge older 
Americans more for coverage. 
On January 27, Republican 
Senators Orrin Hatch (R-UT), 
Tom Coburn (R-OK), and Rich-
ard Burr (R-NC) released their 
legislative proposal, The Patient 
Choice, Affordability, Respon-
sibility, and Empowerment Act 
(or CARE), as an alternative to 
the ACA.

During the January 31 
edition of Special Report with 
Bret Baier, Fox’s chief con-
gressional correspondent Mike 
Emanuel highlighted a friend-
ly analysis of the CARE Act 
from an organization opened 
by former Congressional Bud-
get Offi ce director and McCain 
presidential campaign adviser 
Douglas Holtz-Eakin. Emanuel 
said that according to this study, 
the CARE Act would “reduce 
health care costs, lower premiums, 
and provide health care coverage to 
more Americans than Obamacare.”

But other reports on the 
CARE Act have found that it may 
negatively affect many Americans 
with its stated goal of repealing the 
ACA. On the Washington Post’s 
Wonkblog, Sarah Kliff reported that 
the GOP plan has “structural similari-
ties to Obamacare,” but would end 
the ACA’s guarantee that insurance 
companies will cover individuals 

with pre-existing conditions:
“The Republican proposal 

would do this in a more limited way: 
It would end pre-existing conditions 
limitations for those who remain con-
tinuously insured. That means if you 
lost your job and health insurance, 
and immediately purchased a plan on 
the individual market, your insurance 
company could not use your medical 
history to set prices. If your coverage 
did lapse, however, there would be the 
possibility of facing underwriting fees 
when purchasing an individual plan.”

Kliff also pointed out the 

GOP plan would limit Medicaid ex-
pansion to pregnant women and chil-
dren living below the poverty line:

“The Republican plan puts 
less emphasis on expanding Medic-
aid; Obamacare relies on that public 
program for half of the entire insur-
ance expansion. The replacement plan 
would limit any Medicaid expansion 
to pregnant women and children liv-
ing below the poverty line, and give 
states the option to decide whether 

to participate. And even then, those 
people would have more of a choice: 
They could decide whether to partici-
pate in Medicaid, or use a tax credit to 
buy private insurance. Under Obam-
acare, there isn’t that option.”

Edwin Park, the Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities’ Vice 
President for Health Policy, explained 
that these provisions of the CARE Act 
proposal would likely “lead to fed-
eral Medicaid funding shortfalls that 
could cause many poor benefi ciaries 
to lose needed care; leave coverage 
unaffordable for many low-income 

people by signifi cantly 
raising their premiums, co-
payments, and other charg-
es compared to current 
law; and drop or signifi -
cantly weaken the ACA’s 
consumer protections and 
market reforms, especially 
for people with pre-exist-
ing conditions.”

NPR health pol-
icy correspondent Julie 
Rovner explained that the 
CARE Act would allow 
health insurance compa-
nies to charge older en-
rollees more than they are 
allowed to under the ACA: 
“The GOP plan also would 
let insurers charge older 
people more than the ACA 
does, which could lower 
premiums for younger 
people. The ACA limits 
premium differences for 
older people to three times 
more than those for young 
people; the GOP proposal 
would allow premiums 
for older people to be as 
much as fi ve times higher, 

although states could opt for different 
‘age rating’, staffers said.” 

Besides these negative ef-
fects that received no mention from 
Fox News, the analysis mentioned by 
Fox isn’t as great for the CARE Act as 
Fox suggested. According to the anal-
ysis, only 1 percent -- just 1 percent 
-- more Americans would be insured 
by 2023 compared to the ACA. And 
after reports questioned how much 
the proposal’s fi nancing plan would 

Sarah Kliff reported that 
the GOP plan has 

“structural similarities 
to Obamacare,” but 

would end the ACA’s 
guarantee that 

insurance companies 
will cover individuals 
with pre-existing 

conditions. 
-- Natalie Green
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harm Americans receiving insurance 
from their employers, TPM report-
ed that a new explainer was posted to 
the proposal, changing how much it 

taxes employer-sponsored insurance 
plans in a major way. Once again, Fox 
News is acting as the GOP’s public 
relations arm in support of GOP alter-

natives to Obamacare! 

Natalie Green is a columnist at Media-
Matters.org. 
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BEYOND 
ORWELL’S WORST 

NIGHTMARE
M A R J O R I E  C O H N 

“Big Brother is Watch-
ing You,” George Or-
well wrote in his dis-
turbing book 1984. 

But, as Mikko Hypponen points out, 
Orwell “was an optimist.” Orwell 
never could have imagined that the 
National Security Agency (NSA) 
would amass metadata on 
billions of our phone calls 
and 200 million of our text 
messages every day. Orwell 
could not have foreseen that 
our government would read 
the content of our emails, fi le 
transfers, and live chats from 
the social media we use.

In his recent speech 
on NSA reforms, President 
Obama cited as precedent 
Paul Revere and the Sons 
of Liberty, who patrolled 
the streets at night, “report-
ing back any signs that the 
British were preparing raids 
against America’s early Pa-
triots.” This was a weak ef-
fort to fi nd historical support 
for the NSA spying program. 
After all, Paul Revere and his 
associates were patrolling the 
streets, not sorting through 
people’s private communica-
tions. 

To get a more accu-
rate historical perspective, Obama 
should have considered how our 
founding fathers reacted to searches 
conducted by the British before the 
revolution. The British used “general 
warrants,” which authorized blanket 
searches without any individualized 
suspicion or specifi city of what the 
colonial authorities were seeking.

At the American Continen-
tal Congress in 1774, in a petition to 
King George III, Congress protested 
against the colonial offi cers’ unlim-
ited power of search and seizure. The 
petition charged that power had been 
used “to break open and enter hous-

es, without the authority of any civil 
magistrate founded on legal informa-
tion.”

When the founders later put 
the Fourth Amendment’s prohibition 
on unreasonable searches and seizures 
into the Bill of Rights, they were at-
tempting to ensure that our country 
would not become a police state.

Those who maintain that gov-
ernment surveillance is no threat to 
our liberty should consider the abuse 
that occurred nearly 200 years later, 
when FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover 
conducted the dreaded COINTEL-

PRO (counter-intelligence program). 
It was designed to “disrupt, misdirect, 
discredit and otherwise neutralize” 
political and activist groups. Dur-
ing the McCarthy witch hunts of the 
1950s, in an effort to eradicate the 
perceived threat of communism, our 
government engaged in widespread 
illegal surveillance to threaten and si-
lence anyone with unorthodox politi-
cal views. Thousands of people were 
jailed, blacklisted, and fi red as the 
FBI engaged in “red-baiting.”

In the 1960’s, the FBI tar-
geted Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 
a program called “Racial Matters.” 

King’s campaign to register African-
American voters in the South raised 
the hackles of the FBI, which disin-
genuously claimed that King’s orga-
nization was being infi ltrated by com-
munists. But the FBI was really wor-
ried that King’s civil rights campaign 
“represented a clear threat to the es-
tablished order of the U.S.” The FBI 
went after King with a vengeance, 
wiretapping his phones, and securing 
personal information which it used to 
try to discredit him, hoping to drive 
him to divorce and suicide.

Obama would likely argue 
that our modern day “war 
on terror” is unlike COIN-
TELPRO because it targets 
real, rather than imagined, 
threats. But, as Hypponen 
says, “It’s not the war on 
terror.” Indeed, the Privacy 
and Civil Liberties Over-
sight Board, an indepen-
dent federal privacy watch-
dog, found “no instance in 
which the program directly 
contributed to the discov-
ery of a previously un-
known terrorist plot or the 
disruption of a terrorist at-
tack.”

The NSA spy-
ing program captures all 
of us, including European 
leaders, people in Mexico, 
Brazil, the United Nations, 
and the European Union 
Parliament, not just the ter-
rorists. Although Obama 
assured us that the govern-
ment “does not collect in-

telligence to suppress criticism or dis-
sent,” our history, particularly during 
COINTELPRO, tells us otherwise.

Obama proposed some re-
forms to the NSA program, but left 
in place the most egregious aspects. 
He said that the NSA must secure ap-
proval of a judge on the Foreign Intel-
ligence Surveillance Court before it 
gets access to the phone records of an 
individual. But that is a secret court, 
whose judges are appointed by the 
conservative Chief Justice John Rob-
erts, and it has almost never turned 
down an executive branch wiretap-
ping request since it was created in 

To get a more accurate 
historical perspective, 

Obama should have 
considered how our 
founding fathers 

reacted to searches 
conducted by the British 

before the revolution.
-- Marjorie Cohn 
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1978. Most signifi cantly, Obama did 
not say that surveillance without judi-
cial warrants or individual suspicion 
should be halted.

“One of [Obama’s] biggest 
lapses,” a New York Times editorial 
noted, “was his refusal to acknowl-
edge that his entire speech, and all 
of the important changes he now ad-
vocates, would never have happened 
without the disclosures by [Edward] 
Snowden, who continues to live in 
exile and under the threat of decades 
in prison if he returns to this country.”

Snowden’s revelations will 
reportedly continue to emerge. And 
you can bet that Orwell will continue 
to turn in his grave for a long time to 
come.

Marjorie Cohn is a professor at Thomas 
Jefferson School of Law in San Diego, 
past president of the National Lawyers 
Guild, and a long-time criminal defense 
attorney.  

          
  Perfect

  Brooke Botwinick 

Who is this unknown individual who lives underneath my skin?
 Everyone else sees who I am on the outside.
 I choose what I allow others to see on the inside.

How do I defi ne myself? We live in a world full of people
 pretending to be someone they are not, so

Why not try to be myself as a unique individual. No two
 people are exactly the same.

When did becoming someone else’s defi nition of perfect
 become more important than loving yourself?

Where will life take you, if you can’t strive to be yourself?

What is perfect?

Who are you suppose to be if you don’t even know yourself?

How do you get through the day if you are always trying to
 be someone you are not?

Why do you allow yourself to pull away from trying to
 know who you are?

When did trying to fi t in become more vital than being who
 you really are?

What is perfect?
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50 REASONS WE 
SHOULD FEAR THE 

WORST FROM 
FUKUSHIMA

Fukushima’s missing melted 
cores and radioactive gushers 
continue to fester in secret. 
Japan’s harsh dictatorial cen-

sorship has been matched by a global 
corporate media blackout aimed—
successfully—at keeping Fukushima 
out of the public eye. But that doesn’t 
keep the actual radiation out of our 
ecosystem, our markets … or our 
bodies. Speculation on the ultimate 
impact ranges from the utterly harm-
less to the intensely apocalyptic. The 
basic reality is simple: for seven de-
cades, government Bomb facto-
ries and privately-owned reactors 
have spewed massive quantities 
of unmonitored radiation into the 
biosphere. 

The impacts of these 
emissions on human and ecologi-
cal health are unknown primar-
ily because the nuclear industry 
has resolutely refused to study 
them. Indeed, the offi cial pre-
sumption has always been that 
showing proof of damage from 
nuclear Bomb tests and commer-
cial reactors falls to the victims, 
not the perpetrators. And that in 
any case, the industry will be held 
virtually harmless.

This “see no evil, pay no 
damages” mindset dates from the 
Bombing of Hiroshima to Fuku-
shima to the disaster coming next 
… which could be happening as 
you read this. Here are 50 prelimi-
nary reasons why this radioactive 
legacy demands we prepare for the 
worst for our oceans, our planet, our 
economy … ourselves.

1. At Hiroshima and Naga-
saki (1945), the U.S. military initially 
denied that there was any radioactive 
fallout, or that it could do any dam-
age. Despite an absence of mean-
ingful data, the victims (including a 
group of U.S. prisoners of war) and 
their supporters were offi cially “dis-

credited” and scorned.
2. Likewise, when Nobel-

winners Linus Pauling and Andre 
Sakharov correctly warned of a mas-
sive global death toll from atmospher-
ic Bomb testing, they were dismissed 
with offi cial contempt … until they 
won in the court of public opinion.

3. During and after the Bomb 
Tests (1946-63), downwinders in the 
South Pacifi c and American west, 
along with thousands of U.S. “atomic 
vets,” were told their radiation-in-
duced health problems were imagi-
nary … until they proved utterly ir-
refutable.

4. When British Dr. Alice 
Stewart proved (1956) that even tiny 
x-ray doses to pregnant mothers could 
double childhood leukemia rates, she 
was assaulted with 30 years of heav-
ily funded abuse from the nuclear and 

medical establishments.
5. But Stewart’s fi ndings 

proved tragically accurate, and helped 
set in stone the medical health phys-
ics consensus that there is no “safe 
dose” of radiation … and that preg-
nant women should not be x-rayed, or 
exposed to equivalent radiation.

6. More than 400 commercial 
power reactors have been injected 
into our ecosphere with no meaning-

ful data to measure their potential 
health and environmental impacts, 
and no systematic global data base 
has been established or maintained. 

7. “Acceptable dose” stan-
dards for commercial reactors were 
conjured from faulty A-Bomb stud-
ies begun fi ve years after Hiroshima, 
and at Fukushima and elsewhere have 
been continually made more lax to 
save the industry money.

8. Bomb/reactor fallout de-
livers alpha and beta particle emit-
ters that enter the body and do long-
term damage, but which industry 
backers often wrongly equate with 
less lethal external gamma/x-ray dos-
es from fl ying in airplanes or living in 
Denver.

9. By refusing to compile 
long-term emission assessments, the 
industry systematically hides health 

impacts at Three Mile Island 
(TMI), Chernobyl, Fukushi-
ma, etc., forcing victims to 
rely on isolated independent 
studies which it automatical-
ly deems “discredited.”

10. Human health 
damage has been amply suf-
fered in radium watch dial 
painting, Bomb production, 
uranium mining/milling/en-
richment, waste management 
and other radioactive work, 
despite decades of relentless 
industry denial.

11. When Dr. Ernest 
Sternglass, who had worked 
with Albert Einstein, warned 
that reactor emissions were 
harming people, thousands 
of copies of his Low-Level 
Radiation (1971) mysteri-
ously disappeared from their 
primary warehouse.

12. When the Atom-
ic Energy Commission’s (AEC) Chief 
Medical Offi cer, Dr. John Gofman, 
urged that reactor dose levels be low-
ered by 90 percent, he was forced out 
of the AEC and publicly attacked, de-
spite his status as founder of the in-
dustry. 

13. A member of the Man-
hattan Project, and a medical doctor 
responsible for pioneer research into 
LDL cholesterol, Gofman later called 

As Fukushima 
deteriorates behind 

an iron curtain 
of secrecy 

and deceit, we 
desperately need to 

know what it’s doing to 
us and our planet.

-- Harvey Wasserman

N U C L E A R  E N E R G Y

HARV EY WA SSE RMAN
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the reactor industry an instrument of 
“premeditated mass murder.”

14. Stack monitors and other 
monitoring devices failed at Three 
Mile Island (1979) making it impos-
sible to know how much radiation 
escaped, where it went or who it im-
pacted and how.

15. But some 2,400 TMI 
downwind victims and their families 
were denied a class action jury trial by 
a federal judge who said “not enough 
radiation” was released to harm them, 
though she could not say how much 
that was or where it went. 

16. During TMI’s meltdown, 
industry advertising equated the fall-
out with a single chest x-ray to every-
one downwind, ignoring the fact that 
such doses could double leukemia 
rates among children born to involun-
tarily irradiated mothers.

17. Widespread death and 
damage downwind from TMI have 
been confi rmed by Dr. Stephen Wing, 
Jane Lee and Mary Osbourne, Sis-
ter Rosalie Bertell, Dr. Sternglass, 
Jay Gould, Joe Mangano and others, 
along with hundreds of anecdotal re-
ports.

18. Radioactive harm to farm 

and wild animals downwind from 
TMI has been confi rmed by the Balti-
more News-American and Pennsylva-
nia Department of Agriculture.

19. TMI’s owner quietly paid 
out at least $15 million in damages 
in exchange for gag orders from the 
affected families, including at least 
one case involving a child born with 
Down’s Syndrome.

20. Chernobyl’s explosion 
became public knowledge only when 
massive emissions came down on a 
Swedish reactor hundreds of miles 
away, meaning that—as at TMI and 
Fukushima—no one knows precisely 
how much escaped or where it went. 

21.  Fukushima’s on-going 
fallout is already far in excess of that 
from Chernobyl, which was far in ex-
cess of that from Three Mile Island.

22.  Soon after Chernobyl 
blew up (1986), Dr. Gofman pre-
dicted its fallout would kill at least 
400,000 people worldwide.

23. Three Russian scientists 
who compiled more than 5,000 stud-
ies concluded in 2005 that Chernobyl 
had already killed nearly a million 
people worldwide. 

24.  Children born in down-

N U C L E A R  E N E R G Y
wind Ukraine and Belarus still suffer 
a massive toll of mutation and illness, 
as confi rmed by a wide range of gov-
ernmental, scientifi c and humanitar-
ian organizations.

25. Key low-ball Chernobyl 
death estimates come from the World 
Health Organization, whose num-
bers are overseen by the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, a United Na-
tions organization chartered to pro-
mote the nuclear industry. 

26. After 28 years, the reac-
tor industry has still not succeeded in 
installing a fi nal sarcophagus over the 
exploded Chernobyl Unit 4, though 
billions of dollars have been invested.

27. When Fukushima Units 
1-4 began to explode, President 
Obama assured us all the fallout 
would not come here, and would 
harm no one, despite having no evi-
dence for either assertion.

28. Since President Obama 
did that, the U.S. has established no 
integrated system to monitor Fukushi-
ma’s fallout, nor an epidemiological 
data base to track its health impacts 
… but it did stop checking radiation 
levels in Pacifi c seafood.

29. Early reports of thyroid 
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abnormalities among children down-
wind from Fukushima, and in North 
America, are denied by industry 
backers who again say “not enough 
radiation” was emitted though they 
don’t know how much that might be. 

30. Devastating health im-
pacts reported by sailors stationed 
aboard the USS Ronald Reagan near 
Fukushima are being denied by the 
industry and Navy, who say radiation 
doses were too small to do harm, but 
have no idea what they were.

31. While in a snowstorm off-
shore as Fukushima melted, sailors 
reported a warm cloud passing over 
the Reagan that brought a “metal-
lic taste” like that described by TMI 
downwinders and the airmen who 
dropped the Bomb on Hiroshima.

32. Though it denies the sail-
ors on the Reagan were exposed to 
enough Fukushima radiation to harm 
them, Japan (like South Korea and 
Guam) denied the ship port access be-
cause it was too radioactive (it’s now 
docked in San Diego).

33. The Reagan sailors are 
barred from suing the Navy, but 
have fi led a class action against To-
kyo Electric Power (Tepco), which 

has joined the owners at TMI, the 
Bomb factories, uranium mines, etc., 
in denying all responsibility.

34. A U.S. military “lessons 
learned” report from Fukushima’s 
Operation Tomodachi clean-up cam-
paign notes that “decontamination of 
aircraft and personnel without alarm-
ing the general population created 
new challenges.”

35. The report questioned the 
clean-up because “a true decontami-
nation operations standard for ‘clear-
ance’ was not set,” thereby risking 
“the potential spread of radiological 
contamination to military personnel 
and the local populace.”

36. Nonetheless, it report-
ed that during the clean-up, “the use 
of duct tape and baby wipes was ef-
fective in the removal of radioactive 
particles.”

37. In league with organized 
crime, Tepco is pursuing its own 
clean-up activities by recruiting im-
poverished homeless and elderly citi-
zens for “hot” on-site labor, with the 
quality of their work and the nature 
of their exposures now a state secret. 

38. At least 300 tons of ra-
dioactive water continue to pour into 

the ocean at Fukushima every day, 
according to offi cial estimates made 
prior to such data having been made 
a state secret.

39. To the extent they can be 
known, the quantities and make-up of 
radiation pouring out of Fukushima 
are also now a state secret, with inde-
pendent measurement or public spec-
ulation punishable by up to ten years 
in prison.

40. Likewise, “There is no 
systematic testing in the U.S. of air, 
food and water for radiation,” ac-
cording to University of California 
(Berkeley) nuclear engineering Pro-
fessor Eric Norman.

41. Many radioactive iso-
topes tend to concentrate as they 
pour into the air and water, so deadly 
clumps of Fukushima’s radiation may 
migrate throughout the oceans for 
centuries to come before diffusing, 
which even then may not render it 
harmless. 

42. Radiation’s real world 
impact becomes even harder to mea-
sure in an increasingly polluted bio-
sphere, where interaction with exist-
ing toxins creates a synergy likely to 
exponentially accelerate the damage 

N U C L E A R  E N E R G Y



Issue 51 45

being done to all living things.
43. Reported devastation 

among starfi sh, sardines, salmon, sea 
lions, orcas and other ocean animals 
cannot be defi nitively denied without 
a credible data base of previous ex-
perimentation and monitoring, which 
does not exist and is not being estab-
lished.

44. The fact that “tiny” doses 
of x-ray can harm human embryos 
portends that any unnatural introduc-
tion of lethal radioactive isotopes into 
the biosphere, however “diffuse,” can 
affect our intertwined global ecology 
in ways we don’t now understand.  

45. The impact of allegedly 
“minuscule” doses spreading from 
Fukushima will, over time, affect the 
minuscule eggs of creatures ranging 
from sardines to starfi sh to sea lions, 
with their lethal impact enhanced by 
the other pollutants already in the sea. 

46. Dose comparisons to ba-
nanas and other natural sources are 
absurd and misleading as the myriad 
isotopes from reactor fallout will im-
pose very different biological im-
pacts for centuries to come in a wide 

range of ecological settings.
47. No current dismissal of 

general human and ecological im-
pacts—”apocalyptic” or otherwise—
can account over time for the very 
long half-lives of radioactive isotopes 
Fukushima is now pouring into the 
biosphere. 

48. As Fukushima’s impacts 
spread through the centuries, the 
one certainty is that no matter what 
evidence materializes, the nuclear in-
dustry will never admit to doing any 
damage, and will never be forced to 
pay for it. 

49. Hyman Rickover, father 
of the nuclear navy, warned that it is a 
form of suicide to raise radiation lev-
els within Earth’s vital envelope, and 
that if he could, he would “sink” all 
the reactors he helped develop. 

50. “Now when we go back 
to using nuclear power,” he said in 
1982, “I think the human race is going 
to wreck itself, and it is important that 
we get control of this horrible force 
and try to eliminate it.”

As Fukushima deteriorates 
behind an iron curtain of secrecy and 

deceit, we desperately need to know 
what it’s doing to us and our plan-
et. It’s tempting to say the truth lies 
somewhere between the industry’s 
lies and the rising fear of a tangible 
apocalypse. In fact, the answers lie 
beyond. Defi ned by seven decades of 
deceit, denial and a see-no-evil dearth 
of meaningful scientifi c study, the 
glib corporate assurances that this lat-
est reactor disaster won’t hurt us fade 
to absurdity. Fukushima pours mas-
sive, unmeasured quantities of lethal 
radiation into our fragile ecosphere 
every day, and will do so for decades 
to come. Five power reactors have 
now exploded on this planet and there 
are more than 400 others still oper-
ating. What threatens us most is the 
inevitable next disaster … along with 
the one after that … and then the one 
after that …

Pre-wrapped in denial, pro-
tected by corporate privilege, they are 
the ultimate engines of global terror. 

Harvey Wasserman edits www.nukefree.
org, and wrote Solartopia! Our Green-
Powered Earth.
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COTTAGE FOOD 
LAWS AND SMALL 

BUSINESS
K E L L Y  D A M E W O O D

Dan Flynn recently wrote 
an article on Food Safety 
News discussing Virginia’s 
plans to loosen its cottage 

food laws. Cottage food 
laws are basically laws that 
allow small-time producers 
to use appliances in their 
homes to bake, cook, can, 
pickle, dry or candy certain 
low-risk foods for sale. By 
contrast, state laws require 
all other food producers to 
process foods in licensed 
kitchens.

According to 
Flynn’s article, some del-
egates in Virginia want to 
allow a broader range of 
producers to sell food un-
der its cottage food laws. 
To some, this means more 
opportunities for small pro-
ducers to generate income. 
To others, this may mean 
increasing the public’s risk 
of foodborne illness.

Both sides have 
valid points. The differ-
ence between producers who operate 
under cottage food laws versus stan-
dard food laws is the difference be-
tween building a cottage and building 
a house. Building a cottage is simpler, 
requires fewer materials, and is more 
affordable. Similarly, cottage food 
laws are for simple, low-risk and low-
cost foods. 

But when does a cottage be-
come a house? As building plans be-
come bigger and more complex, the 
structure eventually crosses the line 
from a cottage to a house. Similarly, 
as food operations grow, eventually 
they no longer qualify for cottage 
food laws. Thus, the hard question is: 
Where should the law draw the line 
between simple, small operations and 
larger, more regulated operations?

What Do Cottage Food Laws Do?
Cottage food laws are de-

signed to give the small guys a break. 
They allow small-time producers 
to try their hand at a food business 
without having to comply with oner-
ous, expensive licensures and codes. 
Because foods produced under these 
laws are exempt from certain licen-
sures and codes, they generally only 
apply to low-risk foods. Low-risk 
foods are foods like breads, which 
tend not to pose risks of foodborne 

illness. High-risk foods are foods like 
meat, dairy, and eggs, which have a 
high risk of transporting foodborne 
illnesses.

A good indicator of whether 
a food can be sold under most cottage 
food laws is refrigeration. Generally, 
if a food requires refrigeration, such 
as a meringue pie, then it is high-risk 
and cannot be sold. But a baked good 
like a scone is probably okay. Note 
that while a scone may contain high-
risk ingredients like dairy or eggs, it 
is still low-risk because it has been 
cooked at a high temperature and no 
longer requires refrigeration. How-
ever, scones that contain a perishable 
ingredient such as sausage are still 
high-risk.

Canned foods are another 
example of how cottage food laws 
work. Certain bacterial spores that 
live harmlessly in soil and water 

can, under conditions created by the 
canning process, produce a deadly 
toxin. This toxin causes botulism, a 
deadly foodborne illness. As long as 
the producer takes precautions such 
as cleaning utensils and canning at 
high temperatures, the risk of botu-
lism is low. Additionally, the natural 
acid in some foods neutralizes botu-
lism. Thus, canning acidic foods such 
as fruit, e.g. jam, under cottage food 

laws is usually allowed. But 
canning low-acidic foods 
such as vegetables and meat 
is generally not allowed. For 
the most part, people who 
benefi t from cottage food 
laws are producers who sell at 
farmers markets, farm stands, 
or other direct-to-consumer 
situations. Cottage food laws 
vary by state, and maybe even 
by county, but they usually 
limit where and to whom pro-
ducers can sell their products.

Do Cottage Food Laws 
Make Sense for Food Safe-
ty? 

Cottage food laws 
help small-time producers 
make modest profi ts. They can 
help new or young producers 
get their food businesses off 
the ground, and they can help 
small farmers diversify and 

generate income. Economics aside, 
some food safety advocates question 
whether exempting producers from 
standard processing requirements like 
licensed kitchens increases the risks 
of foodborne illness outbreaks. But, 
for the most part, cottage food laws 
pose few food safety concerns. Small 
producers have a fair amount of over-
sight and control over how food is 
made, so, as long as they make low-
risk foods, it makes sense to allow 
producers to sell food without meet-
ing onerous requirements.

But the bigger, more complex 
an operation becomes, the less cot-
tage food laws make sense. For start-
ers, when a producer has multiple em-
ployees, he or she begins to have less 
oversight. This increases the chances 
of mistakes — such as unwashed 
hands, unsanitized counters, spoiled 
ingredients, etc. Of course, hiring em-

But no bright line exists 
between when an 

operation should fi t under 
cottage food laws 
and when an operation 
is large enough to 
comply with regular 

state food laws. 
-- Kelly Damewood
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ployees does not mean that safe han-
dling practices will end, but it does 
increase the risks. And, if a producer 
can hire more than one employee, 
then that producer may be able to af-
ford the fees and costs of complying 
with standard food regulations any-
way.

Additionally, cottage food 
laws make less sense when produc-
ers are selling mostly to strangers. If a 
consumer buys food from a neighbor, 
friend, or even an acquaintance, then 
that consumer presumably knows 
enough about the operation to make 
an informed decision. But buying 
food from a vendor at a large farmers 
market or stand is a bit different. Con-
sumers can ask questions and make 
deductions about whether the food 
has been safely prepared, but they 
are nonetheless taking a risk. In the 
case of simple, low-risk foods such 
as baked goods, it makes sense to al-
low these stranger-to-stranger trans-
actions. But when foods start requir-
ing more safe handling precautions 
— like low acidic canning — allow-
ing stranger-to-stranger transactions 
probably makes less sense.

Some argue that, regardless 
of the level of risks, it is the consum-
er’s right to decide whether to take the 
risk. However, this argument is com-
plicated by the fact that parents make 
most food decisions for their children, 
and children are the most susceptible 
to serious consequences, including 
death, from foodborne illnesses. In 
theory, the law tries to fi nd a balance 
between parental rights and protect-
ing the welfare of children. So, with 
this consideration in mind, it proba-
bly makes sense to limit cottage food 
laws to the sale of low-risk foods.  

Should States Expand Cottage 
Food Laws?

Many groups have called for 
an expansion of cottage food laws. 
These changes make sense if they 
encompass more small-time, simple 
producers. But no bright line exists 
between when an operation should fi t 
under cottage food laws and when an 
operation is large enough to comply 
with regular state food laws. Thus, 
the diffi cult decisions will be how to 

deal with the in-between operations 
— those that are too large for cottage 
food laws but still too small to meet 
the fees and burdens of standard food 
laws.

States want to ensure that they 
do not extend cottage food laws to 
homeowners, e.g. producers that are 
large enough to meet standard food 
regulations. So to preserve these spe-
cial laws for cottage dwellers while 
still accommodating the in-between 
operations, states might consider al-
ternative solutions such as fee waiv-
ers, training programs, or discounted 
kitchen space for larger producers or 
higher-risk foods.

Some might argue that ad-
justing cottage food laws for these 
in-between operations is appropriate. 
However, it might make more sense 
to help bring larger, higher-risk pro-
ducers into full compliance rather 
than tamper with laws designed for 
very small, low-risk producers. In 
other words, instead of relaxing cot-
tage food laws to encompass in-be-
tween operations, states could instead 
provide other assistance to help them 
navigate the regulatory burdens of 
full food safety law.

Whatever the solution may 
be, at some point states probably 
need to draw the line between cottage 
dwellers and homeowners while still 

accommodating those in between.

Kelly Damewood is a columnist at Food-
SafetyNews.com.
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