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“I wish it need not have happened in my time," said Frodo.

"So do I," said Gandalf, "and so do all who live to see such
times. But that is not for them to decide. All we have to de-
cide is what to do with the time that is given us.”

—J.R.R. Tolkien, Fellowship of the Ring
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“To be truly radical is to make hope possible rather than  
despair convincing”

Raymond Williams―Raymond Williams

This selection of essays is drawn from columns I wrote between Janu-
ary 2016 and November 2021. These are my favorites, minus the ones
already included in my previous, thematic collections,  The Failures of
Farming and the Necessity of Wildtending (2018) and  Roadtripping at
the End of the World (2019). 

The  title,  “From  Outside,”  has  multiple  meanings.  First,  topically:
many of the essays relate to the environment—to the “outside” world.
Second, spatially: since 2016, I have spent the majority of my time in
rural areas, “outside” of cities and also “outside” as in camping or liv-
ing off-grid. My intended audience has often been urban people who
live both “inside” the city and in “inside” spaces with modern com-
forts, a lifestyle that insulates one from so much of what’s going on in
the “outside” world, especially the systems of resource extraction that
make city life possible, and which I have been witnessing on my trav-
els. Third, culturally: most of the perspectives I present here would be
considered “outside” conventional norms. 

When it comes to US culture, I’ve felt like I’m outside looking in since
the age of eleven. My alienation has been the one constant variable in
a life that has taken me all over the country, through a multitude of
jobs, homes and relationships, in what has felt like a series of experi-
ments. 

Focusing on this type of writing—the non-fiction column—has itself
been an experiment. I’ve appreciated the form for decades, and have
always had a rotating set of favorite columnists, first in newspapers
back in the day and now online. A large part of its appeal to me is its
flexibility: I can report news or merely comment on it; I can carefully
research a subject and cite it Chicago style, or I can share a personal
story, revealing my heart; I can talk about history, current events, or
speculate about the future. It’s all legit, and it’s all included in this col-
lection.

iii



My dedication to the column peaked during an eleven month period
from late 2019 to 2020, when I put out one every week no matter
what, just to see if I could do it. Writing that regularly had the notice-
able (to me) effect of improving my craft and helping me to develop a
cultural analysis. So, in these selected columns, you will see me revis-
iting  and  drawing  connections  among  a  certain  set  of  issues:  the
mounting environmental crisis, the horror of war, the abuses of agri-
culture, the brutality of settler colonialism, the prevalence of racism
and sexism,  the  need to  return  land to  the  Native  Americans,  the
moral and political  failings of the Democratic party and the liberal
class, the importance of media criticism, the shortcomings of “green
energy,” our collective alienation from nature, and the problem of civ-
ilization itself.

I put this collection together because, although I expect to continue
writing  columns  from  time  to  time,  my  output  appears  to  have
crested, so it’s good timing for a “greatest hits.” so to speak. Also,
the time period covered here encompasses the Trump era, which was
an historical pivot point, both in ways that are already apparent and in
others that are still unfolding. The decline of the US, economically and
socially, will be increasingly obvious from now on. People will be re-
acting in various ways, like denial, anger and sadness but  ―but also with
hope, acceptance and relief and―but  we can expect challenges (to say the
least). Most of the essays herein grapple with this reality in one way or
another, and though some might become “dated” as time goes on, I
like to think that I’ve managed to express some universality as well.
You can be the judge of that, and I hope you enjoy reading.

Kollibri terre Sonnenblume
11/27/21

Gila River valley, NM
Occupied Apache territory
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Climate Change: Why is it so 
often “sooner than predicted?”

June 18, 2019

A June 15th headline in the Independent elicited feelings of both shock
and déjà vu for me: “Climate change: Arctic permafrost now melting
at levels not expected until 2090.”1 Shock because that’s quite a bit
ahead of  time.  Déjà  vu because  how often  does  a  climate  change
headline or story contain a phrase like that? “At levels not expected
until” or “faster than expected” or “sooner than predicted?” I opened
a search engine and started plugging in such variants to find out. It
didn’t take long to answer my question: quite regularly, as it turns out.

Here are a few examples, from 2014 to the present [emphasis mine]:

• “As the Climate Council has reported, hot days have doubled 
in Australia over the past half-century. During the decade from
2000 to 2009, heatwaves reached levels not expected until the
2030s. The anticipated impacts from climate change are arriv-
ing more than two decades ahead of schedule” [The Conversa-
tion2 ].

• “Climate change will reduce crop yields sooner than thought”
[Science Daily3 ].

• “New research shows climate change will reduce crop yields
sooner than expected” (different study) [Arizona State Univer-
sity News4]. 

• “Dangerous global warming will happen sooner than thought
—study: Australian researchers say a global tracker monitor-
ing  energy  use per  person points  to 2C warming by 2030″
[The Guardian5]. 

• “Scientists  Warn  Drastic  Climate  Impacts  Coming  Much
Sooner Than Expected: Former NASA scientist James Hansen
argues  the  new study  requires  much faster  action  reducing
greenhouse gases.” [Inside Climate News6]. 
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• “Florida Reefs Are Dissolving  Much Sooner Than Expected”
[ClimateCentral7].

• “Scientists caught off-guard by record temperatures linked to
climate change:” “We predicted moderate warmth for 2016,
but nothing like the temperature rises we’ve seen” [Thomson
Reuters Foundation8].

• “Ice-free Arctic may happen  much sooner than predicted so
far: study” [DownToEarth9]. 

• “Ground that is not freezing in the Arctic winter could be a
sign the region is warming  faster than believed” [“Scientists
surprised to find some Arctic soil may not be freezing at all
even in winter,” [CNBC10]. 

• “Paris global warming targets could be exceeded sooner than
expected because of melting permafrost, study finds” [Inde-
pendent11]. 

• “Climate change impacts  worse than expected, global report
warns” [National Geographic12].

• “Ocean Warming is Accelerating  Faster Than Thought, New
Research Finds” [The New York Times13].

• “Scientists warn climate change could reach a ‘tipping point’
sooner  than  predicted as  global  emissions  outpace  Earth’s
ability to soak up carbon” [Daily Mail14]. 

• “Scientists who study the northern Bering Sea say they’re see-
ing changed ocean conditions that were  projected by climate
models—but not until 2050.” [AP News15]. 

• “New Climate Report Suggests NYC Could Be Under Water
Sooner Than Predicted” [Gothamist16] 

• “Antarctic  Ice  Sheet  Is  Melting  Way Faster  Than Expected,
Scientists Warn” [Huffington Post17] 

• “Arctic Permafrost Melting  70 Years Sooner Than Expected,
Study Finds” (The original source for the Independent article)
[The Weather Channel18] 

So why does this keep happening? There are several reasons:

#1: IPCC as standard-setter
The  conventional  baseline  for  predictions  is  set  by  the  IPCC,  the
United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. For gov-
ernments,  NGOs and media,  the IPCC reports  are  the  institutional
yardstick.
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However, the bureaucratic process that produces IPCC reports is not
exclusively  scientific.  Final  documents  are  created  by  consensus
among all the participants, some of whom are policy-makers without
scientific backgrounds or knowledge. Political  concerns are applied,
such as how the recommendations will affect their home industries
and what kind of narrative they’re presenting to their populace. Addi-
tionally, because this process is slow, the data is not current. When an
IPCC report is released, its numbers are often at least five years old.

In describing how the IPCC operates, Meteorologist Nick Humphrey
said they are “essentially making sure it’s not too dire [and] shows
economic paths to success.”19 Clearly, such methodology has been un-
derestimating the actual situation, which is not in anybody’s interest.

#2: The Situation is Complex
Though the over-arching term is “global warming,” the situation isn’t
as simple as consistently increasing temperatures everywhere all the
time. For example, a warming Arctic is destabilizing the jet stream,
which in some cases sends polar air south, chilling regions to below
their normal ranges. Such localized cold snaps are not the proof that
global warming isn’t real, as some will claim, but rather a demonstra-
tion of just how real it is.

Further, multiple feedback loops are in effect that are not easily pre-
dictable individually, let alone in the aggregate. For example, less ice
in the Arctic Sea leads to more heat being absorbed by the ocean
(since open water is darker in color than ice). These rises in tempera-
tures cause permafrost to thaw, which releases methane into the at-
mosphere, increasing the greenhouse effect. So more ice melts, and
more heat is absorbed by the ocean, and so on, in a loop.

This is only one example of many, which are all interrelated in ways
we don’t understand, and which each have their own “tipping points”
when runaway change strikes,  leading to rapid transformations.  We
have yet to experience one of these tipping points in modern times,
but  paleoclimatologists  have  found  evidence  of  such  events  in  the
past. The most recent example, the Younger Dryas (12,900 to 11,700
years ago), is a period of colder climate that corresponds to the rise of
agriculture in the Mideast, which ironically established both civiliza-
tion and ecocide, leading us directly to our sorry situation today.

A little-discussed and poorly-understood factor in all these trends is
climate sensitivity, and the difference between short and long term
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sensitivity. For a brief explanation, I quote Peter Wadhams, Professor
of Ocean Physics, and Head of the Polar Ocean Physics Group in the
Department of Applied Mathematics and Theoretical Physics, Univer-
sity of Cambridge, who commented:

“There is a big difference between the short term sensitivity,
which is used to calculate warming over a few years, and
the long term sensitivity which represents how much warm-
ing the earth is going to be subjected to if you don’t add
more  CO2 but  let  the effects  of  the present  levels  work
their way fully through the climate system. Short term sensi-
tivity is 2-4.5 C, but long term is more like 10C. The crime
of IPCC and other modelling outfits is that they are aware
of this difference between short and long term, but still use
the short term value even when they are doing hand-waving
studies of what is going to happen over the next century or
two.”20

#3: Lack of Big Picture Perspective
“Climate change is an interdisciplinary problem,” is how Humphrey
puts it. “Marine biologists, conservation biologists, sociologists, polit-
ical scientists, geologists, meteorologists, glaciologists, etc., really fill
the gap where the climate scientists do not go because it simply isn’t
their specialization.”21

The increasing specialization of the sciences and the isolation of its
many branches from one another is a century-long trend that has be-
come extreme at  this point.  One could say there is  a tendency not
merely to miss the forest for the trees, but the trees for the leaves.

In  order  to  fully  comprehend,  accurately  predict,  and  rationally  re-
spond to  our  situation,  we must  look  at  the  big  picture—how the
leaves make up the forest—but very few people are doing that. This is
a job for generalists capable of integrating seemingly disparate, but in
actuality, intimately connected threads, and of clearly conveying what
they see. However, neither academia nor the corporate world encour-
age generalists at this time; quite the opposite, in fact. Virtually the
only way to find your place and make your way in the sciences is by
establishing a very particular niche. This is not serving us.
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#4: No Money for Predicting Undesirable Outcomes
Researchers  require  financial  resources,  which  nearly  100% of  the
time entails pleasing an institution, whether that’s an employer or a
grantor. Such funders have their own agendas, and few (if any) are in-
terested in unhappy endings.

#5: Scientists Hit the Hopium Pipe Too
Finally, scientists are products of our culture just like everybody else,
and our culture is primarily one of denial, whether that’s about the re-
ality of our past (genocide and slavery) or our present (brutal  mili-
tarism,  economic  hegemony,  inverted  fascism).  Most  scientists  not
only don’t want to deliver a dire message, but they don’t want to be-
lieve it themselves either, even if that’s what their findings show. This
is understandable on a personal level. Scientifically, though, it is fun-
damentally dishonest.

Okay, so then what?
It’s increasingly clear that our situation is worse than we’ve been told,
perhaps far, far worse. You can choose to scoff at  those predicting
drastic  outcomes like near-term human extinction,  but  how do you
support that kind of dismissal when “reasonable” projections have so
far proven to be woeful underestimates?

But  when  it  comes  to  making  accurate  predictions,  maybe  it’s  no
longer important. Perhaps the lesson here is just that it’s worse than
we think and worse than we want and—we must consider this possi -
bility—worse than we can fix. So then our challenge is to accept that
and to take responsible action.

What’s “responsible?” If you hit someone on the road, the responsible
action is to go back and see how s/he is. It’s fair to describe US culture
as a high speed vehicle striking one innocent creature after another
without ever looking back, individually or collectively. This is unten-
able in a multitude of ways, and always has been.

Acting with malice takes a toll on both perpetrator and victim. In our
case, the victim is the planet and she’s turning the tables on us, on her
own schedule, whether we see it coming or not. Heads up!
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Putting the Heart Back in the 
Valley by Putting the Fire Back in
the Ground

A place-based, indigenous approach to ecological 
restoration in eastern Oregon 

January 6, 2021

“Restoration  of  habitats  and regenerative,  localized food
production need to be foundational in our economies mov-
ing forward. We should be turning resources towards these
efforts with the same vigor the destruction and depletion
was carried out with. Sucking the life out of our lands while
polluting the water to grow human fodder void of nutrition
and send it oversees to the highest bidder is a march toward
extinction and most are chained to this way of life by the
corporate oligarchies that have more rights than human be-
ings or the very sources of our lives. Many of us know and
are implementing place based solutions that ensure a future
for all.” —Bobby Fossek, II

(Fossek’s quotations are drawn from my January 2021 pod-
cast interview with him.1)

Cove, Oregon, is a tiny town in the eastern part of the state that most
Oregonians haven’t  even heard of.  Surrounded by fields of  conven-
tional  monocrops in  the heart  of  conservative ranching country,  it
seems an unlikely place for leading edge cultural transformation, and
yet it is, thanks to what might strike some as an unlikely partnership
between Native Americans and the Episcopal Church. 

I first visited Cove, and met Bobby Fossek and his family, in the sum-
mer of 2017. I was traveling in the area with a friend on a foraging
and wildtending mission that also took us to Hell’s Canyon. Bobby’s
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place was our base camp for a few days of picking and processing
cherries from nearby trees, and we cooperated together in setting up
drying racks and running their steam juicer. 

Bobby  is  a  Walla  Walla  and  Yakima descendant  from the  Umatilla
Reservation. In his youth, he picked up some traditional knowledge
from his father, but it wasn’t until later in life that he committed more
fully to learning and practicing the  skills  of  his  ancestors.  Perhaps
ironically, the Episcopal Diocese of Eastern Oregon provided the par-
ticular means to do so that he is now pursuing.

The Diocese is based in Cove, and has been running the Ascension
School Camp there for decades. Bobby attended the camp regularly
during  his  childhood  because  his  father  married  an  Episcopalian
woman. As an adult, he visited the place again, and heard that the
Diocese wanted to “right some wrongs” with the indigenous people
whose  land  they  were  occupying.  He inquired  about  this  and they
ended up inviting him to help lead the effort.

The background of this invitation is that, at its General Convention in
2009, the Episcopal Church passed a resolution repudiating the Doc-
trine of Discovery and calling on congregations to support efforts by
indigenous people seeking respect for “their inherent sovereignty and
fundamental human rights.” Steve Newcomb, a Lenape and Shawnee
scholar at the gathering, said of the resolution that he hoped it would
cause Christians to “look at how the Doctrine of Discovery is reflec-
tive of a mentality and type of behavior that is so destructive to the
ecological systems of the planet.”2

For his part, Bobby has at times been wary of Christians because of
“the long history of people using the name of Christ  and calling it
Christianity while snuffing out anyone who stood in the way of indus-
trial  progress”  but  he  recognized  that  these  Episcopalians  were
“open-minded and open-hearted” and he accepted their offer. 

Eventually, they provided him and his family housing at the camp, as
well as a salary, and now he is known as the “Habitats Manager” for
the property. 

Too much of the time, “restoration” just entails removing non-native
vegetation (frequently with herbicides), plunking a few plants in the
ground, and returning only for occasional “monitoring.” Additionally,
humans are often explicitly excluded from such areas, partly from a
misbegotten  concept  of  “wilderness”  that  ignores  the  fundamental
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role played by indigenous people in creating the original, pre-colonial
landscapes that are presumably what are being restored. 

That is to say, many of the ecosystems that the Europeans pillaged for
their agriculture and extractive industries were not “unpeopled” and
“pristine” but rather the result of intentional shaping by Native Ameri-
cans. Plants were bred, propagated, and introduced into new regions.
Fires were set to maintain certain stages of succession that would best
provide food and medicine. Such activities are sometimes described
under the heading of “wildtending.” 

The Grande Ronde valley, where Cove is situated, was no different.
Before European settlement it was a land of streams, wetlands and
prairie that supported a diverse variety of foods, among them Camas,
a root crop that thrives in riparian zones. According to Bobby, when
the first European settlers looked down from the hills onto the fields
of blooming Camas in valley, they mistook the masses of blue blos-
soms for bodies of water. 

The streams were home to Salmon, who swam up from the Pacific by
way of the Columbia and Snake rivers. The slow-moving waterways
meandering under the shelter of overhanging vegetation provided per-
fect habitat for the fish to lay their eggs and their young to develop. 

Because of all this bounty, the valley was a traditional gathering place
in certain seasons for many tribes. Bobby says he has felt a genetic
connection to the area from a young age, so it made total sense to
take up restoration work there. 

There’s a lot of work to do, too. The Camas fields are gone—their
wetland home having been drained—replaced by wheat, alfalfa and
mint. The streams were straightened, channelized and converted into
irrigation  ditches  so  now the  water  runs  too  warm and  swift  for
proper habitat;  not that many Salmon make it this far anymore be-
cause of the multitude of dams on the Columbia and Snake. The sea-
sonal, multi-tribe gatherings were interrupted long ago.

The 88 acres on the Ascension property were planted as cherry and
plum orchards by the first settlers, and a few of those trees remain
around  the  edges,  feral,  but  still  producing  fruit  for  humans  and
wildlife alike. The fields were monocropped with wheat and alfalfa for
75 years.

Now Bobby is reintroducing native bunch grasses such as Great Basin
Wildrye,  Blue Fescue,  Bluebunch Wheatgrass,  Tufted Hairgrass,  and
others. Grasses are often overlooked in favor of trees and wildflowers,
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but they play vital roles in their ecosystems, providing food, habitat,
soil stabilization, nutrient transference, and more. As a stage in eco-
logical succession, they are a precursor to other plants that would not
make it on their own without the shelter they provide. Additionally,
grasses provided materials for crafts for indigenous cultures. 

This year, a wave of trees and shrubs were planted, like Serviceberry
(aka  Saskatoon),  Golden  Currants,  Elderberry,  Red  Osier,  Cotton-
woods, Mock Orange, and Woods Rose. More are planned for next
year.  Not  everything  that’s  planted  survives  of  course,  but  always
more than if nothing had been planted at all.

Waterway restoration is also underway to help the meanders to return,
which will make the system more hospitable to fish. A culvert was re-
moved this  year  and floods are  being encouraged rather  than pre-
vented.  The wet areas are once again hosting Wapato,  a first  food
whose roots grow in the mud underwater. It stands out with its dis-
tinctive arrow-shaped leaves. 

How are these activities different from most restoration projects im-
plemented by universities,  conservation non-profits  or  the like? Be-
cause they are the latest expression of cultural practices that go back
thousands of years, and are not merely educated guesses and theo-
ries. Repairing the land is directly linked to repairing a way of life. Not
just an ecosystem is being restored, but “home.” Said Bobby:

“Our creation story and how we came to be is all centered
around taking care of our ecosystem, and of the natural
functions  of  this  region  particularly…  This  old  societal
function plays a vital role in adapting and moving forward
as we are trying to find ways of getting out of this mess.
Food scarcity and poverty—it’s all man made. If we follow
natural law, we’ll be okay, even in times of hardship. There
are cycles of famine and stuff but they are exacerbated by
us. By us changing a natural way of life.”

Bobby’s work is not limited to the Ascension School Camp. He and his
family, sometimes with other folks, make treks into the surrounding
country, which includes the Wallowa Mountains. Often by horse, they
harvest traditional plants not only for food but also for crafts, which
they are also relearning. They collect seeds and tubers for plant propa-
gation, a traditional activity of indigenous people everywhere around
the world that hasn’t gotten as much attention as hunting, but which
was fundamental. 
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Though the Native American cultures of the northwest had some per-
manent settlements, much of the population lived in a migratory fash-
ion, moving around the greater area with the seasons to take advan-
tage of different food sources. Extensive trail systems once existed,
now in different states of upkeep as they crisscross private and public
land. Bobby has an interest in revitalizing these networks, building re-
lationships  with  land  owners  where  necessary,  so  that  traditional
routes could be followed again. 

Bobby coordinated the return of an important event to the Cove area
in 2020: the Camas Bake. Back in the day, the Camas Bake there was
a  major  event,  attracting  many  families  from different  tribes.  The
cooking process itself takes multiple days and serious preparation. A
pit is dug, rocks are placed in the bottom, and the rocks are heated
with fire. Then, a layer of mud, Great Basin Ryegrass and native mint
is laid in. The peeled Camas roots are spread on top of that, and cov-
ered with another layer of mint and Ryegrass and mud. Then, a fire is
set on top of everything and is kept going for three days. 

This was a lot of work, so everyone cooked their food together this
way, communally, rather than a separate pit  for each family. These
events were an opportunity for deep connection, very different from
contemporary life, which is marked by speed and isolation. 

The 2020 Bake involved Walla Walla, Umatilla and Cayuse folks, and
as far as anyone knew was the first time it had happened in nearly a
century. It also represented a dream come true for Bobby, who had
been holding the idea in his heart for many years: 

“We like to think of it as putting the heart back in the valley
by putting that fire back in the ground, and cooking that
Camas in the belly of the Mother again here… That alone
gives us something to work on most of the year, because
when we we gather the Camas, we’re not just gathering Ca-
mas. We’re gathering Wild Carrots and other summer foods
as well. And then that three days around the fire baking it
gives us an opportunity to really connect and pass along
teachings  and share  a  lot  of  skills  and  knowledge.  Last
year, we were only able to have a small group of mostly
family due to coronavirus, but on into the future we hope to
make it a yearly event for our community. [For] the Ascen-
sion School, part of their reconciliation and reparation ef-
forts are to allow us the use of their campus and facilities
for any of our revitalization efforts.”
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Another key aspect of the restoration work is language. Says Bobby:

“You can’t restore the landscape without restoring the in-
digenous presence.  And you can’t  restore our indigenous
presence without  revitalizing those languages that hold a
key to a lot aspects of how that land works and how our
relationship is with it….

“The language and the place names are like a track that was
left to remind us that this place is known for having a lot of
this or this place we went for that. So that will tell you what
time of year and what we were there for. 

“And then the foods: all the foods and the plants and the
animals, learning their names while gathering them. And,
through the various practices that go with them. Because
for every step of the process, there are certain words you
use and certain songs you sing for different things. 

“What  we  have  found  is  that  the  best  way  to  retain  is
through doing it. That’s why we’re working towards having
a  seasonal  round  immersion  program where,  throughout
the  entire  year,  we have  various  opportunities  to  be  im-
mersed in what we are doing at that time of year, what the
original laws guide us to be doing at that time of year, and
doing that in an immersed setting, camping there.”

So when it comes to these place-based solutions, we are not talking
about just what science tells us, but also about values and relationships
as they were culturally practiced and retained. 

At that level, Bobby and other indigenous people who are doing this
work have “skin in the game,” so to speak, in a way that settler-colo-
nialists do not. Of course, those of us who were born into that culture
can open ourselves to these other ways of acting and experiencing, as
the Episcopalians have done. Bobby says that their working relation-
ship has not always been easy; they’ve had their ups and downs but so
far they have been able to work through things together. 

As time goes on, and other cross-cultural collaborative projects like
the one in Cove are undertaken, surely more friction will be experi-
enced.  We  settler-colonialists  will  be  challenged  repeatedly  as  we
strive to break free from our privilege and our roles as oppressors. Our
culture is crass and our urges are adolescent. We have much to learn
about respect and maturity. This is not to lionize all Native Americans,
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who are, after all, just people too; but they have a cultural foundation
that we lack. Our own indigenous forebears in Europe were wiped out
a very long time ago.

The work won’t always be easy, but it’s essential. Western culture is
inherently domineering and that quality has brought us to the brink of
disaster and, perhaps, extinction. Fortunately for us, other traditions
still exist that demonstrate another way. I suspect we are incapable of
adopting them completely all at once; our collective trauma probably
prevents that, but I believe the next generations can manage to return. 

14



The Latest BLM Hoodwinkery: 
“Fuel Breaks” in the Great Basin

February 19, 2020

If there’s one thing we can count on when it comes to the Bureau of
Land Management (BLM), it’s that they’ll say whatever they need to in
order to serve their primary constituents: the ranching and resource
extraction industries. Not for nothing are they colloquially known as
the Bureau of Livestock and Mining. On February 14th, they released
their latest con: the “Final Programmatic Environmental Impact State-
ment for Fuel Breaks in the Great Basin” (hereinafter, “the PEIS”).

“Fuel breaks?” Must have something to do with fighting all the wild-
fires that are becoming the new normal under Climate Change, so this
must be a good idea, right? Moving right along, then… 

Wait—not so fast! Even a cursory look with an environmental eye re-
veals the act of wanton destruction that this project actually is, and a
practical appraisal shows that it won’t even be effective in preventing
big wildfires. 

The basics of the plan: Create “fuel breaks” by clearing vegetation
along 11,000 miles of BLM roads and rights-of-way, to a width of 500
feet (250 feet on each side). The total area that will potentially be af-
fected directly  is just over 1,000,000 acres. 

This is a big project and a big fraud.

I’ve spent time camping on BLM land in various parts of the Great
Basin and some of the “roads” are just two ruts with vegetation be-
tween.  They’re  no  more  than  ten  feet  across,  so  they  would  be
widened by a factor of fifty. In other words, what are now in many
cases relatively minor disturbances will become quite significant.

I am reminded of the “roadside hazard reduction” that the Forest Ser-
vice  implemented  in  the  wake  of  forest  fires  in  southern  Oregon,
where all trees were clear cut on both sides of the road in wide strips.
The excuse was that burned trees could fall into the road and pose
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danger to public safety. The Forest Service never explained how this
could possibly apply to trees on the steep slopes far  below the road-
ways, which they also removed. 

As for the “fuel breaks” project, it will be executed with a variety of
means, according to the PEIS:

• Prescribed burns, both aerial and hand ignited
• Mechanical treatment
• Chemical treatment
• Targeted grazing
• Seeding
• Conifer removal

Some details on these methods follow, below. 

In researching this article, I communicated by email with Katie Fite,
Director of Public Lands for Wildlands Defense, and by phone with
Laura  Cunningham,  California  Director  of  the  Western  Watersheds
Project (WWP). Cunningham also forwarded to me the 73 page letter
that was submitted to the BLM during the comment period for this
project by the WWP, the Center for Biological Diversity, the Oregon
Natural Desert Association, the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance,
Basin and Range Watch, the Grand Canyon Trust, and Defenders of
Wildlife. I will cite this document as “comment letter.”

Mechanical Treatment
From the PEIS: 

“Mechanical  treatment methods are  for  vegetation reduc-
tion or removal, seedbed preparation, seeding, and special
uses… Vegetation removal equipment includes agricultural
mowers  and masticators.  An agricultural  mower  can  be
used to reduce the height of herbaceous vegetation. Masti-
cators can also be used to cut and chop or grind vegetation
which is usually left in place as mulch. Debris will be re-
moved from the road surface to allow for access through
the treatment area. A common type of masticator uses a
rotary drum equipped with steel chipper tools to cut, grind,
and clear vegetation… Seedbed preparation equipment in-
cludes disks and plows, chains and cables, pipe harrows,
rails and drags, land imprinters, and root plows. Equipment
used  for  seeding  includes  drills,  broadcast  seeders,  seed
dribblers,  brillion  seeders,  sur face  seeders,  interseeders,
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and hydro seeders. Finally, mechanical tools for special uses
includes transplanters,  roller  choppers,  dozers  and blades,
trenchers,  scalpers  and  gougers,  fire  igniters,  chemical
sprayers, and steep-slope scarifier seeders.”

That’s a lot of heavy, motorized, pollution-spewing equipment ripping
up the landscape. Plants are not the only things ripped up by this ac-
tivity; mammals in their burrows and birds in their nests are buried
and smashed, the eggs and larvae of insects are killed, and delicate
living soil crusts are destroyed. It’s virtually impossible to tally up all
the victims of such an assault. The area left behind is susceptible to
erosion and is an ideal setting for non-native annual grasses that are
themselves fire hazards. In this case, “mechanical treatment” is an-
other way of saying “massive disruption.”

Chemical Treatment
This means “herbicides.” The PEIS provides a list of substances and
describes their means of dispersal: 

“2,4-D,  bromacil,  chlorsulfuron,  clopyralid,  dicamba,  di-
uron, glyphosate [the active ingredient in Monsanto’s noto-
rious  Round-Up],  hexazinone,  imazapyr,  metsulfuron
methyl,  picloram,  sulfometuron  methyl,  tebuthiuron,  tri-
clopyr, imazapic, diquat, diflufenzopyr (in formulation with
dicamba), fluridone, aminopyralid, fluroxypyr, and rimsul-
furon. Chemical treatment application methods can be ap-
plied on the ground with vehicles or manual application de-
vices or aerially  [!]  with helicopters or fixed-wing aircraft.
The success of any method or tool is subject to a wide vari-
ety  of  environmental  factors;  given  this  complexity,  it  is
sometimes  necessary  to  treat  an  area  multiple  times  to
achieve the desired objectives.”

The use of herbicides in any setting is deeply problematic, but espe-
cially so in the wild. Collateral damage to non-target plants is virtually
guaranteed, especially when applied from the air. Even if applied by
people at ground level, wind will invariably carry the chemicals out-
side the 500 foot wide zone. I could write an entire article just about
this list of toxins, so suffice it to say that they’re all bad news. 

The comment letter notes: “The herbicide Plateau (active ingredient
imazapic) kills a wide range of native plant species and often com-
pletely wipes out all native species on a site.” Brutal. 
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Further,  they note:  “The impacts  of  these dangerous  chemicals  on
specific locations mapped in this PEIS, in sensitive habitats in such
places as the Eastern Sierra of California, and high-value native plant
communities and species at risk in many other states.” The BLM is
definitely under-playing the deleterious effects of chemical treatment. 

Targeted Grazing
The BLM plans call for inviting ranchers to bring their cows and sheep
to help clear the fuel breaks of vegetation. States the comment letter:
“This is an untested method that has the potential to create its own
resource damage, including increasing the very exotic plants it is sup-
posed to reduce.” Furthermore: 

“Targeted grazing on mowed strips introduces an unpermit-
ted use of public lands, apparently without Annual Operat-
ing Instructions or grazing fees,  and with vague targeted
grazing plans  that  would  be  site-specific  and  apparently
outside of the NEPA review process. Livestock will prefer-
entially graze native perennial grasses in these vegetation
communities, over Cheatgrass, so any use of targeted graz-
ing in these plant communities will lead to degradation of
native  perennial  grasses  and trampling  of  biological  soil
crusts, reducing resistance to non-native species invasion.”

Also, bringing domesticated sheep into new areas risks spreading dis-
ease  to  wild  Bighorn  sheep,  whose  populations  have  already  been
hammered this way.

Seeding
After the 500 foot wide strip is cleared of vegetation, it will then be—
get this—reseeded. Will the BLM plant native species, which would
be appreciated by native animals and insects? Yes, but not exclusively.
States  the  PEIS:  “Requiring  native  seeds  for  reseeding  fuel  breaks
could limit the viability of reseeding and the effectiveness of the fuel
breaks to modify fire behavior.” The BLM will follow the guidelines
set  forth  in  their  own  “Integrated  Vegetation  Management  Hand-
book.”

These guidelines allows for the use of “Non-native Plant Materials” if
[quoting directly]: 

• Suitable native species are not available,
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• The natural biological diversity of the proposed management
area will not be diminished,

• Exotic and naturalized species can be confined within the pro-
posed management area

• Analysis of ecological site inventory information indicates that
a site will not support reestablishment of a species that histori-
cally was part of the natural environment and,

• Resource management objectives cannot be met with native
species

What does this mean in practice? According to Fite:

“When the BLM says ‘integrated’ weed management, the
phrase  is  meaningless.  It  is  largely  a  spray,  spray,  spray,
treat, treat, treat at-all-costs mentality. For example, under
the ‘integrated” strategy, BLM could beat the land to death
with cows instead of mowing it each year as Fuel Break
‘maintenance.’ The BLM ignores passive restoration, which
should be the #1 action in any integrated strategy.  What
good does it do to have these ugly strips if every thing sur-
rounding them gets beaten to death and becomes a Cheat-
grass hellhole too? The conditions of lands before fires of-
ten greatly affects how they recover after fires. So ending
grazing to recover native understories before a fire ‘crisis’
happens should be the foremost action undertaken. Instead,
BLM has designed the perfect storm of actions for spread-
ing Cheatgrass and other weeds at warp speed across the
landscape: 11,000 miles of torn up country, right by roads
where vehicles will be transporting weed seeds, and where
cows get trailed along and loaf.”

Said Cunningham, on the subject of which non-native seeds might be
planted:

“It’s  totally  for  livestock forage.  Crested Wheatgrass  and
Russian Wildrye are two very common grasses from Eurasia
that are coarse perennial grasses brought over for cattle for-
age. They have zero use for Sage Grouse. Sage Grouse avoid
these.  So  they’re  going  to  create  these  monocultures…
That’s  not  creating wildlife  habitat.  But  it’s  also fuel,  so
how is that going to stop a fire if you’re planting Crested
Wheatgrass  in  a  500 wide  swathe  of  linear  land?  It’s  a
giveaway to livestock operators.” 
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The comment letter posited:

“We  believe  the  agencies  will  be  using  livestock  forage
plants such as Crested Wheatgrass, Russian Wildrye, and
forage Kochia, which will invite the use of livestock to graze
them in a giveaway of public lands to private interests. A vi-
cious cycle may result, where, as targeted grazing occurs
over the years, with unanalyzed stocking rates and seasons
of use, the soils will be further disturbed and Cheatgrass
will increase.” 

As if that isn’t bad enough, GMOs (genetically modified organisms)
could also be a component of the BLM’s reseeding. From the com-
ment letter: 

“We  do  not  agree  with  using  genetically  altered  native
grasses that are bred for livestock forage more than they
are for restoring sage-steppe habitat. Seeds should be col-
lected locally from native grasses, forbs, and shrubs, and
reseeded into wildfire burns or fuel breaks.”

Conifer Removal
Lastly, and tragically, Pinyon-Juniper woodlands will be targeted by
this project. The PEIS claims this project will be remedying “pinyon-
juniper encroachment” but there’s no such thing. From the comment
letter:

“Boundaries of these species have been fluctuating through
thousands of years, according to woodrat midden studies,
so “encroached” areas may actually be within the range of
natural vegetation. Ly ford et al, (2003) recorded long dis-
tance  dispersal  of  Utah  juniper  into  northern  Utah  and
Wyoming  in  the  early  Holocene  7,500-5,400  years  ago,
based on sampling of woodrat midden subfossil plant ma-
terial  that  was  radiocarbon-dated.  A  subsequent  wet  cli-
matic phase delayed expansion, and then a following dry
phase 2,800 years ago lead to a rapid expansion of juniper
across the area. Thus juniper ‘encroachment’ may simply be
part of this long-term Holocene expansion and fluctuation.
Pinyon-juniper communities should be managed as native
plant  communities,  and  not  ‘excessive  fuel’  or  ‘invasive
species.’”
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One doesn’t have to go that far back, though. A dirty trick that the
BLM and other federal agencies play is setting the date for the extent
of the “natural” Pinyon-Juniper range at  the beginning of the 20th
Century. In actuality, the original assault on these woodlands by Euro-
peans took place in the second half  of the  1800s,  when thousands
upon thousands of acres of trees were cleared to provide fuel for char-
coal kilns as part of the mining industry, and also to carve out pasture
for cattle. These actions reduced the range of Pinyon-Juniper signifi-
cantly. Regrowth into these areas is then called “encroachment.” 

Cunningham flatly stated: “If it’s native, it’s not ‘encroaching.'”

Fite recommended: 

“The BLM should be spending every penny it’s  going to
waste on the fuel breaks in destroying native plant commu-
nities and making the weed problem much worse across six
western states in restoring native Pinyon-Juniper and Sage
communities. The first step there is terminating grazing, and
then replanting Sage and Pinyon-Juniper.”

That’s right: remove the cattle entirely. There can be no restoration or
rejuvenation for native habitats on public lands in the West until ranch-
ing is removed. 

Overall Impacts
The Fuel Breaks project will have the effect of slicing-and-dicing mil-
lions of acres into pieces. This is territory that in many cases has been
negatively impacted, to greater or lesser degrees, by ranching, mining,
fracking,  clear-cutting,  irrigation,  and  other  commercial  activities.
Many species are already under stress.

Said Cunningham: 

“One of the things in conservation biology is that you don’t
want to fragment habitat. Sage Grouse in particular need
large  chunks  of  undisturbed  Sagebrush…  So  when  you
start  cutting  these  giant  new fuelbreaks  with  bulldozers
and  masticators  and  mowing  machines,  500  feet  wide,
that’s a huge fragmenting of an old growth Sagebrush habi-
tat. And they want to have ‘targeted grazing’ which is just
bringing cattle in from a rancher without even a permit, to
reduce the Cheatgrass. Well, the Cheatgrass comes in with
the cattle; Cheatgrass likes the disturbed ground. So then
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they’ll have to do herbicides to get rid of the Cheatgrass. So
now you’re just creating this huge, ruined, disturbed, poi-
soned piece of land where there was just a trail before or
even just a right of way.”

“Even just a right of way”: That’s right. The PEIS names “BLM ROWs”
(rights of way) as targets for the fuel break treatment, not just along
already established roads.  According to Cunningham, this  could in-
clude areas that are no more than “lines on a map” where, for exam-
ple, transmission wires or pipelines were merely planned but have not
(and might  never  be)  constructed.  There are  cases  where the  land
“might not even have ever been touched” but now a 500 foot wide
swath of destruction will be forced through. That’s horrendous. 

Fite mentioned that the BLM is planning to upgrade many of their mi-
nor roads, and that the easier access will bring more human distur-
bance to the area, including human-caused fires. She also anticipates
that  fewer trees  and shrubs  along motorized routes  will  encourage
more off-road driving, which is another source of habitat destruction.

And BTW, the Fuel Breaks Won’t Even Work
Adding insult to injury is that the entire project is unlikely to be effec-
tive in stopping or slowing wildfires, especially the severe blazes that
are becoming more frequent with climate change.

Maddeningly, the PEIS itself admits as much, but due to Trump-era dic-
tates, is not allowed to mention “climate change,” though in this pas-
sage, it describes the effects of exactly that:

“For much of the past several decades, most of the project
area has experienced multi-year droughts and changes in
the  type,  seasonality,  and  distribution  of  precipitation.
Lower than average precipitation and higher than average
temperatures in winter and spring can result in vegetation
becoming  cured  earlier  in  the  fire  season  and  over  a
broader area. This increases the risk of wildfire ignition and
spread. Surface disturbance, including in burned areas, has
contributed to an upward trend in the distribution of inva-
sive  annual  grasses,  which  is  expected  to  increase  the
spread of wildfires and the subsequent reestablishment of
invasive annual grasses. This is expected to perpetuate the
trend toward shorter fire return intervals.”
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From the comment letter:

“Moreover, fuel breaks are generally ineffective in the hot,
windy, dry conditions in which most large fires burn. Many
wildfires  that  sweep  across  Great  Basin  landscapes  are
driven by high winds and embers would be carried beyond
fuel  breaks,  making these  artificial  features  useless.  Fuel
breaks would not help stop these natural processes, only
further fragment sagebrush communities.”

“Extreme wind-driven fires due to climate change will not
be halted by even 500-foot wide fuel breaks. The Martin
Fire, for example, burned across 435,569 acres with high
winds at 25 mph carrying embers and sparks horizontally
across shrub and grass fuels. The fire was carried quickly
across many roads and highways.  It  is  therefore doubtful
whether 500-feet fuel breaks could stop such a fire. In any
case, wildfires have been observed spotting over large natu-
ral fuel breaks, such as interstate highways and the Colum-
bia River. Given the ability of large, weather-driven fires to
overcome such barriers, it is highly unlikely that any type of
fuel break would be effective under similar conditions.”

“There  is  no  science  to  support  the  efficacy of  the  pro-
posed  fuel  breaks.  There  is  science  showing  that  Sage
Grouse  are  harmed  by  fragmentation  of  their  sagebrush
habitat, including via linear features like roads.” 

Cui Bono?
So why is the Bureau of Livestock & Mining pushing ahead with this
project if it’s not even going to work as advertised? Who benefits?

Fite minced no words in answering this question:

“Welfare Ranchers. And the BLM, so it can keep sucking in
huge congressional appropriations under the guise of ‘fuels’
management and pretend it is doing something to save Sage
Grouse and siphon $$$ off for other things at times, too.
The distraction of fuel breaks provide more ’space’ for oil
and gas development,  mining, etc. to  continue to plunder
public lands. ‘Oh, look we’re solving the fire problem. No
need to worry about eating into more habitat.’ Private con-
tractors  with  heavy  equipment  benefit.  Herbicide  spray
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plane contractors and herbicide corporations benefit.  The
fuel breaks,  like the Pinyon-Juniper killing and Sagebrush
‘treatments’ are in part aimed at creating the illusion that
BLM is doing something to save Sage Grouse, and that the
BLM can ‘control’ climate driven fires, which they cannot.” 

Fite  went  on to explain  that  not  only  are  the  fuel  breaks sacrifice
zones where native flora is removed and replaced by exotic cow for-
age,  but  that  additionally,  the chunks between are thereby isolated
and more easily turned into the “equivalent of feedlots.” 

This is the Continuing Legacy of Agriculture
The BLM’s latest project—“fuel breaks” in the increasingly fire-prone
Great Basin—superficially sounds like something reasonable and re-
sponsible, but it is anything but. Rather, it’s yet another land grab for
the ranchers and their cows and sheep. Apparently, that ravenous in-
dustry will not be satisfied until every last acre of wilderness is con-
verted into pasture on the public dime. 

It  would  be  easy  to  blame  the  Trump administration  for  this,  and
though its roll-backs of environmental regulation are indeed both far-
reaching  and  unprecedented  in  modern  US  history,  its  crimes  are
merely the latest in a legacy that goes back centuries on this conti-
nent. After all, it was Spanish missionaries who first introduced cattle
to the arid west, long before the area was part of the US.

And, we must remind ourselves, humans instituted such ecocidal be-
havior in the Middle East eight to ten millennia ago with the Agricul-
tural Revolution, where they deforested and desertified entire regions
long before the Americas were “discovered” by Europeans. 

As with all agricultural endeavors, a habitat of native flora and fauna
thriving in the natural commons is wiped out and replaced by domes-
ticated species for generating profit and power for private parties. It’s
nothing new, and we should have learned our lesson by now, but it’s
only too obvious that we have not. 

What we must choose at this point is a return to healthy relationships
with life on this planet, in attitude and action. At one time we lived
that way. It is not beyond us. Indeed, it is our truest nature to do so.
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Dear Fellow Gen Xers: Let’s Step 
Aside for the Millennials

Oct. 9, 2016

This summer I caught up with an old college friend on the phone. We
hadn’t been in touch since the 1990’s, so had a lot to talk about. We
got into politics,  of  course,  and he  mentioned that  since  the Baby
Boomers are reaching the end of their run, “our turn”—that is, Gener-
ation X’s—is coming up.

That’s  true.  Gen Xers  are  increasingly in positions of  leadership in
business and government,  and in art and culture we took the reins
long ago. This is probably the last or second-to-last presidential elec-
tion  that  will  be  contested  exclusively  among  Boomers.  Especially
given this year’s candidates, I believe I can speak for much of Genera-
tion X when I say, “It’s about time!”

About time that the Boomers get out of the way, that is. But not nec-
essarily for Gen X to step up. As I have reflected on my conversation
with my friend over the last  few months, I’ve come to believe that
even though we have the right of way to go next,  so to speak,  we
should yield and hand off the torch directly to the Millennials instead.

Previous generations have made quite a mess of the world, to put it
mildly, and the multiple crises that we face today threaten all life on
earth. Nuclear radiation, pesticides, deforestation, water and air pollu-
tion, all produced for the purpose of profit: these are the legacies of
the  “Greatest  Generation”  and the  Boomers.  Not  only  is  there  no
chance that the Millennials will “do as well” as their parents economi-
cally, it is plausible that they won’t live lives that are as long either. Cli-
mate Change might already be on a runaway track, with lethal condi-
tions inevitable in the near future. Things are looking grim.

I observe this situation and I look at my generation, and it strikes me
that we’re not up for the task. Enough of us benefited from the status
quo that there is no collective desire to change it. We just want to tin-
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ker with the tuning and ignore the engine. We lack imagination, inspi-
ration and idealism. We are already done trying.

We are also behind the times. We needed to be convinced that gays
weren’t perverts,  that  blacks weren’t  crooks and that women were
fully human. The Millennials grew up in a different world. Sexuality,
race and gender that isn’t hetero, white and male is no big deal to
them. There’s nothing scandalous about a mixed race couple of what-
ever orientation.

According to an article in the  Archives of Sexual Behavior, “56% of
millennials in their late teens and 20s said they had no problem with
same-sex relationships. Only 26% of Gen Xers felt the same way when
they were that age, as did a mere 21% of baby boomers.”1

Politically, the massive support for Bernie Sanders among Millennials
was a bright sign, even given his limitations (namely, his refusal to ad-
dress imperialism and the military industrial complex). The Millenni-
als don’t have much interest in Hillary or Trump. In fact, according to a
poll just released by UMass Lowell, “nearly a quarter of Americans
ages 18 to 35 would rather see a giant meteor strike the Earth than
see either Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump in the White House.”2

Frankly, that settles it for me! That’s some clear vision compared to
the myopia of my Generation X.

Unconvinced? Here’s some demographic details about the Millennials
(sources listed in endnotes):

• 43% non-white 

• Best educated generation in US history 

• Only 1/4 are married; 44% say that marriage is becoming ob-
solete 

• More tolerant of races and groups than older generations (47%
vs. 19%) 

• Less religious 

• Views of media growing more negative 

• 61% “worried about the state of the world and feel personally
responsible to make a difference” 

• 92% “believe that business success should be measured by 
more than just profit” 
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• 83% “agreed with the statement, ‘there is too much power 
concentrated in the hands of a few big companies,'” which is 
higher than all other generations 

• 64% “would rather make $40,000 a year at a job they love 
than $100,000 a year at a job they think is boring” 

• 88% “prefer a collaborative work culture rather than a com-
petitive one” 

• Most importantly, more Millennials believe in the reality of 
Climate Change than any other generation 

These  are  helpful  characteristics  and  admirable  traits  for  the  chal-
lenges that face us. By 2020, Millennials will make up 40% of the elec-
torate so we could be in for a big shake-up. I for one would welcome
that!

Of course, some people will insist that the Millennials aren’t ready for
leadership; that they are too young. My counter to that is simple: Let-
ting the geezers run things certainly hasn’t been working out too well,
has it? And we Gen Xers are already over-the-hill. Old dogs can’t learn
new tricks, and it’s new tricks that we desperately need now.

A Millennial that I met recently asked me if I thought it’s true that
people get more conservative as they age.

I asked, “You mean like that old cliche, ‘Whoever isn’t liberal in their
youth has no heart, but who isn’t conservative in their old age has no
head?'”

She nodded.

“Yes, in this culture I think that’s usually true. But it doesn’t have to
be. I myself am getting more radical with age. Your generation can
break that cycle.”

She smiled, pleased at the encouragement. I was grateful to deliver
that message.

It is true that Millennials have higher rates of depression than preced-
ing generations. But does that have to be viewed as negative? Don’t
they have more to be depressed about, after all? Perhaps they are sim-
ply less in denial. If so, and even if this sensitivity is not fully con-
scious, isn’t less denial essential if we are going to make the changes
that need to be made in the world?

Basically, it boils down to this for me: the Millennials will be bearing
the brunt of the shitstorm that the Greatest/Boomers manufactured
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and the Xers insist on maintaining. Let’s not make them wait to defend
themselves and this beautiful planet we live on. This is our chance, fel-
low Gen Xers, to show that we aren’t a bunch of selfish pricks like our
parents and grandparents. This could be our legacy: that we made the
best choice we could by just getting out of the way of the younger
folks and then dedicating ourselves to following their lead.

Are you up for it? I am. Consider this my declaration that I  would
rather put my skills to use in a support role for the next generation
than take charge as a member of my own. I really think they’ll do a
better job than we can.

I do have one request of the Millennials, though: Please don’t listen to
everything on “shuffle.” If you’re delving into the music of the ‘60s
through the ‘90s, keep in mind that much of it was released as “al-
bums,” which are collections of music put together by the band or mu-
sician  in  a  particular  order,  and  intended to  be  experienced in  se-
quence from beginning to end. Examples include, the Beatles’ “Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Heart’s Club Band” (arguably the first “album”), Liz
Phair’s “Exile in Guyville,” Prince’s “Lovesexy,” Men Without Hats’
“Pop Goes the World,” and anything by Pink Floyd. Shuffling songs
from a bona fide album is like reading the chapters from a book at ran-
dom. You’ll appreciate it more if you go through it the way the artist
desired. Thank you!
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Hey White People: We’ve Got to 
Stop Claiming We’re Not Racist

Jan 2, 2018

I am White person born and residing in the USA. These words are ad-
dressed to other White people here. If I focus particularly on liberals,
that’s because much of my adult life was spent in the Democratic bas-
tions of Minneapolis, Boston, and Portland (Oregon).

One thing that People of Color have been telling us for years is that
White Supremacy is something we Whites need to deal with. There is
work to do on ourselves that only we can do. They’re right. It is in this
spirit that I am speaking today, “between us.”

First of all, we can neither deny the existence of White Supremacy nor
avoid its consequences.

The US as a nation has been a project of White Supremacy from its
very inception. The idea that Whites are superior to everyone else has
been  a  constant.  You’ve  got  to  believe  you’re  superior  to  justify
slaughtering  the  original  non-white  inhabitants  of  this  continent  to
steal their land. You’ve got to believe you’re superior to justify captur-
ing non-white people from still another continent and enslaving them
here to make yourself rich. You’ve got to believe you’re superior to jus-
tify  incinerating  two  cities  full  of  non-white  people  with  nuclear
bombs to assert your global dominance. Last but not least, you’ve got
to believe you’re superior to insist all this is in the past and doesn’t
matter now.

These were grievous acts of malice. They were also events that are
historically responsible for creating the USA as we know it today. Each
played  an  essential  role  in  building  the  nation’s  immense  material
wealth of which we are  all beneficiaries today—every one of us. It’s
true that  the size of  each person’s  share of  the blood-soaked loot
varies, but a more equitable distribution of it will not ameliorate the
crimes. Rather, a radical reworking of the very foundations of society
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is required, and must include the honoring of treaties and the offering
of reparations, just to start with.

In our hierarchical society, the question “Who am I?” is answered by
finding one’s place on the social ladder. Your rung exists only in com-
parison to others, below and above; who is your boss and whom is, in
the vernacular, your “bitch.” In the US, Whites are above People of
Color on the social ladder and everyone knows it.

Prejudice is inculcated into all of us in thousands of small ways, shap-
ing our attitudes and spurring our actions and inactions. Starting at
birth, an immiserating deformation is insidiously inserted into each of
us, into our individual sense of self. It’s a like a tangle of knots in a
rope, or wadded trash in a water main, or a rotting corpse in a ventila-
tion duct. It’s a foreign blockage that prevents proper function. It’s in-
side all of us, to one degree or another, fellow White people.

All defenses of White Supremacy are nonsense. They don’t deserve
any  respect—intellectual,  ethical,  or  otherwise.  Not  that  they
shouldn’t be refuted. Allowing a bad idea to stand without response
strengthens it. Ignoring something doesn’t always make it go away;
sometimes it gives it room it to fester and swell.

*  *  *
Speaking of the grotesque, Trump’s election has indeed emboldened
more open expressions of White Supremacy and other bigotries in the
United States. Given a standard bearer, some loathsome people have
hit the street with enthusiasm. As a native of Nebraska, a decidedly
“red state,” I’m familiar with the hate. I  moved away as soon as I
could to avoid that demographic.

But many Whites in blue communities are “shocked” at the hideous
torch-carriers. With exhortations of “I just can’t believe it!” they ad-
mit  an ignorance  that  can only be afforded by White  privilege,  of
which they seem unaware. Who’s not surprised? Plenty of People of
Color.

The difference between racism before and after Trump’s ascendancy
is of degree but not kind. From 2008-2016, while some Whites slept
with self-satisfaction,  other Whites agitated themselves into a fury.
Now here we are.

The ugliness of the Trump crowd does not make the rest of us pretty,
however much we might like to think so. Any amount of racism is a ab-
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horrent. Instead of asking for pats on the back, we should concentrate
on how to travel the remaining distance.

Individual journeys can join to become collective efforts, and we need
strive for that end. Or rather for that means, with the end of White
Supremacy being the end.

In a group context, we should be wary of contests wherein points are
given and subtracted solely on the basis of one’s vocabulary; different
words emerge from different  intersections of  identifiers  (class,  sex,
race, etc.) and they are all correspondingly charged or freighted. That
is, no lexicon will ever be flawless that emerges from this faulty sys-
tem. Language is something but it’s not everything. Let us keep ac-
tions in the forefront of our efforts.

*  *  *
It speaks volumes about the persistence of White Supremacy that it
was not only able to accommodate itself to a Black president but actu-
ally strengthened itself too.

Reality check on the Obama years and racism:

• If you voted for him, that doesn’t mean you’re not racist. 
• The fact that he was elected didn’t “cure” US racism. 
• His  administration  perpetrated  viciously  racist  policies  and

practices domestically and abroad, like every president before
him. 

What few Whites understood then or now is that supporting US for-
eign policy is the same as supporting White Supremacy, regardless of
the color of the Commander-in-Chief.

To take but one example: On the Mediterranean coast of Africa, the
rape and pillage of  Libya in 2011 remains almost  completely unac-
knowledged in White circles, from right to left. The only exceptions
are a few Libertarians on one side and some peace activists on the
other.

A middle-class, secular nation that provided free education and free
healthcare  to its  citizens,  Libya was hammered into pieces  and its
leader assassinated by Obama’s administration—at Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton’s insistent urging—and then descended into a chaotic
failed state whose scraps are contested by various violent factions.

It’s a travesty what the US and NATO did to Libya, and a  bona fide
cluster of war-crimes. It was also an act of White Supremacy. The lack
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of protest against it was another. Why did so few Whites protest the
assault on Libya? In part because some Whites proclaimed that  any
criticism of Obama or his administration was racist, which is absurd.
Others were Democrats who would never call any Democrat to ac-
count no matter what, which is pathetic. Most, however, simply didn’t
know what was happening because the only media they consume is
corporate. Corporate media is White Supremacist and played its ac-
customed role of obfuscating the facts and cheer-leading the aggres-
sors, being “objective” in no way.

As my friend Angel commented, when I shared a draft of this article
with him: “So many people on the ‘left’ are happy to have Trump to
hold up as a shield and disguise. Turning a blind eye to the global rav-
ages of white imperialism and then getting upset when some puss-
filled sores appear in the homeland is a great hypocrisy. Allowing the
first insures the later… and one cannot claim to be separate from it in
doing so.”

*  *  *
Hey White People: We’ve got to stop claiming we’re not racist. That’s
lying. Yes I mean this collectively, but first I mean it individually. It’s a
fact that each of us supports White Supremacy as a matter of course
through everyday choices we make. Because it is the reigning philoso-
phy of the US, we are supportive of White Supremacy whenever we
are passive about it. We must also remember that our ability to ignore
it is itself a privilege conferred by our Whiteness.

*  *  *
White  Supremacy  is  not  native  to  human  nature.  To say  so—as  in
“racism has always been around”—aids and abets racism. Why? Be-
cause once it’s rendered endemic other labels are easily applied and
then it is easily excused. From “always been around” we get “normal,”
“natural,”  and then “inevitable” and “unstoppable.”  Those are  bad
enough, but what a slippery slope! One small step away is “divinely or-
dained” and “god-given.”

But no, the normal is not natural,  neither by genome nor by grace.
White Supremacy is an aberration, culturally impressed upon us,  not
hard-wired. As shown by the vast majority of our history as a species
(going back at least 200,000 years) we can live without it; in fact, live
much better without it.
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Each of us must cultivate awareness in ourselves so we can spot the
racism inside and go about extracting it. One method is to ask ques-
tions. When we interact with other Whites, are we paying attention to
how White Supremacy lurks behind so many of our learned assump-
tions? Are we seeing how we participate in building the edifice? What
does it feel like to be involved?

As with any kind of internal trait—and indeed more broadly, as with
any thought or emotion—the ability to recognize racism in yourself
makes it easier to see in others. Moreover, it also makes it more diffi-
cult for others to conceal from you. As your witnessing spreads from
yourself to the world, your knowledge deepens and expands. The fa-
miliar reflected unfolds into the universal.

A trait identified is now a trait operating under supervision. Shine a
bright light on it to see what it is. Imagine yourself without it. This is
doable.

We could call it a “process of illumination.”

*  *  *
I am just scratching the surface here. We White people have a lot to
look at, learn about and dispose of. It helps to expose ourselves to the
voices of People of Color, for whom White Supremacy is an unavoid-
able, everyday reality. They have plenty for us to learn, though none of
them are beholden to teach us anything.

Ultimately, only one person is responsible for my racism and that’s me.
The same goes for the rest of you and your own. What that means is
that nobody is off the hook.
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The Ugly Patriarchal Truth: 
In the US, Most Men Simply 
Don’t Like Women

January 9, 2018

“To understand how any society functions you must under-
stand the relationship between the men and the women.”

Angela Davis―Raymond Williams

Sexual abuse and harassment have been getting some overdue atten-
tion lately from the online #MeToo movement and with the IRL expo-
sures  of high profile  perpetrators in Hollywood and DC. Also con-
tributing to increasing awareness for the past year has been the pres-
ence in the Oval Office of a verifiable rake. The fact that more men
are now questioning their own behavior is a good thing. It’s only a
start but it’s requisite for social progress.

We’ll see how far it goes. We are just scratching the surface, consider-
ing the depth and breadth of sexism in our culture.

At the basic, person-to-person level, we face a tremendous challenge
in the US: Most men simply don’t like women.

By “like” I mean genuinely appreciate, respect and value as another
human being of equal worth.

This bears immediate repeating: Most men don’t appreciate, respect
or value women as human beings.

Take a moment to let that sink in.

So  if  you  are  a  woman  seeking  fulfilling  relationships  with  men,
whether  professional,  friendly  or  romantic  (to  name only  a  few of
many possibilities), your pool of applicants is mostly made up of peo-
ple who do not appreciate, respect or value you as another human be-
ing, to say nothing of considering you of equal worth.
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Sure, there are men who will declare with great gusto that they love
women, but they’re only talking about sexual attraction. Such desires
can can be pursued with genuine appreciation, respect, etc., but more
often than not they are not. Hence #MeToo, etc.

My high  school  was  an  all  boys  Catholic  institution  run  by  Jesuit
priests. This was in the mid 80’s and it was a seriously homophobic
and sexist place. It seemed like every other word I heard was “fag.”
One day there was a class discussion on the topic of women and rela-
tionships. Students were invited to speak frankly and one certainly did
when he got up and said that most guys at the school thought of a girl
as being “a piece of meat with a hole in it.” This got a hearty round of
laughter, but also clearly hit the mark.

In my experiences among men in the three decades since then, I can
attest that this is an attitude that many, many men never grow out of,
regardless of class or race. When I was young and just wanted to fit in
with my fellows,  I  felt  alienated because I  didn’t  share their  senti-
ments. But soon enough, other feelings came to the fore: disgust, rage,
sorrow. As an adult and an activist, I have aspired to be a traitor to the
men’s club.

A cold but impartial appraisal of US culture reveals that most men are
interested in women being just two things: a) sexual outlets and b)
housekeepers / nurses.

They want two roles: Whore or mother.

Not “friend.”

Not even “sister” for that matter.

To say nothing of “mentor,” “adviser” or “hero.”

It’s stark. For men, the roles of women can be reduced to one verb: To
serve.

Are there exceptions? Of course. But finding a few four-leaf clovers in
a field doesn’t make the three-leafed plants any less three-leaved. On
the contrary, it demonstrates their predominance.

The statement, “I do not appreciate, respect or value women as hu-
man beings of equal worth,” does not literally come into most men’s
thoughts. They are unaware of their own inner expectations and of the
social factors that molded them. It’s true that one could say the same
about most women—our society lacks in curiosity-seekers across the
board—but that would be missing the point. All else being equal—in-
cluding ignorance—about one half of the population is considered su-
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perior to the other half. The “inferior” half, moreover, is regularly sub-
jected to a range of abusive treatment including violence. Additional
institutional factors include economic inequities like less pay for the
same work and social  injustices  like lack of access  to reproductive
health care. This is only part of the picture.

So it’s not just a case of adding insult to injury for men to not  like
women. In the greater context, this lack of affinity is mortar for the
edifice. Without it, the wall couldn’t stand.

After all, are you going to let someone you like be mistreated? Would
you  purposefully  hurt  them,  physically  or  otherwise?  If  they  need
something you have will you hold it back from them?

It speaks to the profound sickness of our society that such behaviors
are indeed perfectly acceptable within our nominal “friendships” and
“families.” But in friendships and families that were functional (as op-
posed to dysfunctional), there would be no place for dominance.

Can one “like” one’s servant? In an authoritarian arrangement, equal-
ity is absent by definition. She who is constrained to stay has made no
meaningful choice to be there. He who oversees has reduced person-
hood to property. This is always the undercurrent.

One big tip-off that most men don’t like women is the fact that they
usually don’t have any friends who are. And don’t want to.

Men’s social associations range from the casual (bar buddies) to the
organized (gangs). These bonds (in the binding sense) extrude a cama-
raderie that can be explicitly exclusionary of women, as in “it’s a guy
thing” or more crudely, “bro’s before ho’s.”

Such networks are threaded neatly throughout the fabric of society,
shaping every private and public institution. “The old boys’ club” is
what’s its upper class manifestation is called, but the cloying quality
of that appellation belies its  overbearing malignancy,  which is  any-
thing but pretty.

Regarding their lack of friendships with women, it is sad but true that
most men don’t have the faintest idea what they’re missing out on and
will probably die ignorant of it.

When men are directly presented with the fact of sexism, most react
in one of the following ways:

• deny its existence outright 

• justify it on cultural grounds such as religion or ethnicity 
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• exonerate it with pseudo-scientific criteria (i.e., fake Darwinist
clap-trap) 

• tolerate it as a subject, but refuse to take it seriously 

• pretend to care in order to get laid 

• oppose it in name but not in material deed 

Men like these are all firm believers in the ultimate beneficence of the
status quo. This loyalty to the mainstream blinds them to the reality of
their lives and those of the women they know. Despite any claims to
the  contrary,  they are  men  who simply don’t  like women.  Their  re-
sponses do not express appreciation, respect and value of women as
other human beings of equal worth. They are all supremacy standing
its ground.

Why are so many men like this?

Because patriarchy.

Sexism is but one element of Patriarchy, a larger syndrome that targets
the  planet  itself  for  oppression.  Put  another  way,  men  mistreating
women is part and parcel of “Man” mistreating Mother Nature. This
mode of dominance has cultural roots in the book of Genesis, a text
revered  by  Jews,  Christians  and  Muslims,  all  religions  that  peddle
misogyny.

As a worldwide and powerful, ecocidal phenomena, Patriarchy is no-
body’s friend, not even to men.

As so well said by bell hooks:

“Patriarchy demands of men that they become and remain
emotional cripples. Since it is a system that denies men full
access to their freedom of will, it is difficult for any man of
any class to rebel against patriarchy, to be disloyal to the pa-
triarchal parent, be that parent female or male.”1

So see, nobody’s winning.

Nevertheless, men don’t usually see what’s going on. Not in their own
lives and not in the big picture.

Seeing Patriarchy does not require magic powers. Intrinsically, every-
one has the ability to do so. In practice, though, many do not. How-
ever, it does seem a general rule that the less privilege one has in soci -
ety, the more likely one is to see injustice clearly. This makes perfect
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sense: the more you benefit from the system, the less reason you have
to give it a second thought at all. 

So, any personal trait or circumstance that knocks you down a rung
on the social ladder can inspire an opening in your outlook; for exam-
ple, if you are born a woman, a person of color or if  you discover
you’re not straight. No matter why it is that you start to perceive more
clearly, once you do, your opening can generate its  own energy. The
field of vision can then widen further—Look! there’s the forest I was
missing for the trees—which can generate additional energy—Look!
there’s a new kind of tree—and so on.

Once your seeing has taken on a life of its own, it no longer matters
how you started. What’s crucial is that you started at all.

Together, what we need is liberation.

A movement that frees the individual and the culture. (I would add:
from individuality and  from the cultural,  but  that’s  a whole ‘nother
subject.)

Does this screed just boil down to: “the personal is the political?”
Perhaps. Perhaps only in part. Either way, there’s a fifty year old torch
that that can still set some fires.
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Why We Shouldn’t Wish Jail on 
People

July 10, 2019

“While there is a lower class, I am in it,  while there is a
criminal element, I am of it,  and while there is a soul in
prison, I am not free.” Eugene V. Debs ―Raymond Williams

Way  too  often  I  hear  somebody  wishing  that  a  particular  person
would get thrown in jail, or receive a longer sentence, or not be re -
leased from prison. I know it can be a figure of speech to say that a
person “belongs behind bars” but it’s often meant literally too. The
target might be a person in the news, or a neighbor, or a politician, but
it doesn’t matter. Treating the issue of imprisonment in the US either
flippantly or with unthinking acceptance is dangerous. 

Given that the USA incarcerates more people than any other nation,
perhaps we could claim that we are uniquely qualified here to judge
the institution? I don’t know about that, but let’s take a closer look.

It’s worth dwelling on the US ranking for a moment, because it’s actu-
ally  two #1s: raw number of prisoners  and percentage of population
imprisoned; that is, both the highest total and the highest rate. On the
planet. According to data collected by the World Prison Brief, the US
has 2,094,000 people in jail, which is a rate of 639 per 100,000 peo-
ple. That’s ten times the rate of the Netherlands, five times that of
Poland, and nearly double that of Russia. 

The country with the second highest number of prisoners, China, at
1,710,000, has a far lower incarceration rate of 121 per 100,000, due
to their much larger population. The US does not compare favorably
with perennial “enemy” Iran (228), nor with neighbors Canada (104)
and Mexico (166). The closest runners-up are El Salvador (572), Turk-
menistan (552) and Palau (522). By the numbers, then, the position of
the US is stark.1 
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But even if we reformed our system so that our raw numbers were not
so far out of whack with everybody else, that would not solve our
prison problem.

We cannot mention incarceration in the USA without talking about
race. Blacks are a little over 13% of the population but make up nearly
four in ten (38.5%) of the people in federal and state prisons. Blacks
are more than five times as likely as Whites to be jailed. In eleven
states, Blacks make up over half the prison population.2 Hispanics are
close to twice as likely as Whites to be imprisoned.3 

The “justice” system is racist in its application at every level from fed-
eral to state to county to municipal, from coast to coast. Systemic dis -
crimination is meted out by legislators, judges, cops, and anyone else
in a position of authority. This is not debatable.

But even if we reformed our system so that the share of each race in
jail exactly matched their share of the population, that would not solve
our prison problem.

Regardless of color, the system is unfair. We have cash bail, mandatory
sentencing, and defendants denied their right to a jury by being forced
to make plea bargains. These mechanisms lock people up just for be-
ing money poor, prevent judges from using judgment, and result in the
innocent losing their freedom or even their lives. Add class to race as a
factor in your chance of being incarcerated.

But even if we reformed our system to eliminate its bias in favor of
monetary wealth, that would not solve our prison problem.

About 9 percent of all people incarcerated in the US are held in pri-
vately run facilities. Of federal prisoners, it’s 19%, and of immigrants
detained by ICE, a whopping 75%. Privately-run prisons have proven
problematic for a number of reasons, not the least being more inci-
dents of violence. The bottom line is that they are beholden first to
their shareholders, not the public and there is no incentive to be con-
cerned about justice. Adding extra time to a prisoner’s sentence for
rule infractions, for example, prolongs the revenue stream produced
by that prisoner. It should come as no surprise that the industry regu-
larly lobbies for harsher sentencing. Profit as a motive for taking away
people’s liberty is a true perversity.

But even if we reformed our system to forbid private ownership, that
would not solve our prison problem.
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Most US Americans believe that slavery is illegal in this country, but
that is incorrect. The Thirteenth Amendment states: “Neither slavery
nor involuntary servitude, except as punishment for crime whereof the
party  shall  have  been  duly  convicted, shall  exist  within  the  United
States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.” Except for criminals,
in other words. Because of this clause, prisoners are a class of workers
to whom labor laws like minimum wage do not apply. Hourly pay can
be  as  low as  9¢ nine  cents! and the  average  nationwide  rate  is―but ―but 
$1.41. Totally unpaid labor can be required at the threat of solitary
confinement or other punishments.4

But  even if  we reformed our  system to  abolish slavery  and extend
standard worker  protections  to prisoners,  that would not  solve  our
prison problem.

The only way to solve our prison problem is to abolish our prisons.

The idea might sound crazy at first, but it’s not. Prisons as we know
them were not instituted until the 1800s, and the high rate of incarcer-
ation dates only to the 1980s. That is to say, in the scope of history,
our current institution is a recent invention, not some old sacred tradi-
tion. It was an experiment to begin with and it now has demonstrated
its own failure. Time to move on.

“But what will replace prisons?”

There’s not a one-word answer to that. But I turn to activist Angela
Davis, who wrote a book on the topic, Are Prisons Obsolete?, and she
advises: 

It is  true that if we focus myopically on the existing sys-
tem… it is very hard to imagine a structurally similar sys-
tem capable  of  handling  such  a  vast  population  of  law-
breakers.  If,  however,  we  shift  our  attention  from  the
prison, perceived as an isolated institution, to the set of re-
lationships that  comprise  the prison industrial  complex,  it
may be easier to think about alternatives. In other words, a
more complicated framework may yield more options that
if we simply attempt to discover a single substitute for the
prison system. The first step, then, would be to let go of the
desire to discover one single alternative system of punish-
ment that would occupy the same footprint as the prison
system.5
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She then goes on to say:

[P]ositing  decarceration  as  our  overarching  strategy,  we
would try to re-envision a continuum of alternatives to im-
prisonment demilitarization  of  schools,  revitalization  of―Raymond Williams
education at all levels, a health system that provides free
physical and mental care to all, and a justice system based
on reparation and reconciliation rather than retribution and
vengeance. The creation of new institutions that lay claim to
the space now occupied by the prison can eventually start
to crowd out the prison so that it would inhabit increasingly
smaller areas of our social and psychic landscape.6

She is not proposing an overnight transition. Regardless, the approach
is genuinely radical in that it seeks to root out the current system, not
merely  trim it  back.  Disease runs  deep in the bones  of  this  thing;
dressing it up differently won’t help. It just has to be put out of its mis -
ery. 

That task might appear daunting from some perspectives. But once a
ball  gets  rolling,  there’s  no  telling  how fast  it  might  move.  Social
movements (destructive as well as creative) can and do reach tipping
points that spark dramatic transformations. That’s why we must dedi-
cate ourselves to the good ones even if the odds seem hopeless. Be-
cause we never  really know. Especially  in these increasingly unpre-
dictable times. 

Returning to the Debs quotation ”while there is a soul in prison, I am―but 
not free” this was not merely the rhetoric of solidarity; he was also―but 
stating a fact. The degree to which we limit the freedom of others is
the degree to which we constrain ourselves, too, in “our social and
psychic landscape.” This is how the collective nature of human soci-
ety  functions:  institutional  actions  against  individuals  affect  entire
communities. Or as another socialist, David C. Coates, put it: “An in-
jury to one is an injury to all.” 

We can choose to act  with cruelty or  with compassion,  and those
choices make us into the people we are individually and collectively.―but 
How did we get those concentration camps on the border? By choos-
ing cruelty over  compassion time and time again individually and―but 
collectively. 

Wishing jail  on  people  is  an  expression  of  cruelty.  The  sooner  we
break that habit and see the chains that bind us all the better. ―but ―but 
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Headlines should read: 
“Marines to Kill Tortoises”

March 22, 2017

This spring, if all goes as planned, the Marines will kill hundreds of
Desert Tortoises in southern California. This is not the first such tor-
toise kill, but it could very well set a new record-high number.

This assault was originally scheduled for last spring, in 2016 (with the
full approval of the Obama administration), and was put off for a year
only because of a lawsuit filed by an environmentalist organization.2

Now, with all chances for legal appeal passed, it is set to commence
in late March or April in the Mojave Desert.

So what’s the story?

In  2013,  Congress  voted  to  expand  the  Marine  Corps  Air  Ground
Combat Center at Twentynine Palms, California—which was already
the  largest  Marine  base  in  the  world—by  annexing  88,000  acres
(about  136  square  miles)  from the  Bureau  of  Land Management’s
Johnson Valley Off-Highway Vehicle Recreation Area, to the west of
the base in the Mojave Desert.

This area is part of the ancestral home of the Desert Tortoise (Go-
pherus agassizii), a species that has lived there for many thousands of
years, since the ancient days when it was wetter. As the climate gradu-
ally  dried  out,  the  tortoise  adapted  by  spending  more  time  under-
ground. In our contemporary age, they are in their burrows over 90%
of the time! In the spring, when wildflowers brought by winter rains
are flourishing, the tortoises emerge to eat and mate. They generally
live 35-50 years, with reports of particular specimens reaching 80.

Though Desert Tortoises thrived at populations of up to 1000 individ-
uals per square mile at the beginning of the 20th Century, their num-
bers have fallen drastically since then. Human activities are to blame
including ranching,  roads,  agriculture,  industry,  military operations,
off-highway recreation (“wreckreation”), urban encroachment, and in
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recent years, solar and wind projects. Also, with Global Warming, the
climate  is  changing  faster  than  the  tortoise  can  adapt.  In  the  last
decade, the tortoise population has fallen by 50% in the western Mo-
jave Desert, where the Twentynine Palms Marine base is located.

Desert Tortoises are listed as “threatened with extinction” by the fed-
eral government. Because of this status, it is illegal for anyone—even
the military—to “harm” or “harass” them. The Marines plan to use
the annex for training with tanks and live ammunition, which would
certainly result in both harm and harassment, so they sought to move
the tortoises somewhere else, although this too would cause harm and
harassment. After a legal delay of one year forced upon them by the
Center for Biological Diversity, an environmental group based in Tuc-
son, Arizona, the Marines now have the go-ahead to start “translocat-
ing” the animals, as soon as late March.

This is where the killing starts.

There is  enough data from attempted tortoise translocations in the
past to make estimates about how this latest effort will go. Though
the rates of survival have varied from project to project, they are often
no better than 50%.2 This particular translocation at the Twentynine
Palms base will be the largest so far attempted, of over 1100 animals.
So it would not be surprising if at least 500 deaths resulted, and per-
haps far more.

This number includes about 900 adult animals (of 180mm in size or
larger) who were tagged with radio-transmitters as they were found
over the last three years. An additional 235 were too small for trans-
mitters and were moved to the base where the Marines have been
raising them. (So some tortoises have already been disturbed.)

How are the tortoises found in the first place and what’s it look like to
round them up? For an answer to this  question,  I  contacted Laura
Cunningham, a biologist who works with Basin & Range Watch and
who has  participated in  tortoise  translocation  projects  herself.  She
also detailed how other animals are affected when tortoises are re-
moved. It is worth quoting her at length:

“Here is the basic mechanics of tortoise translocation: after
placing tortoise  exclusion  fencing around a  project,  biolo-
gists do a ‘Clearance Survey’ which entails dozens of biolo-
gists walking in straight lines criss-crossing the project area,
all carefully walking a certain length apart and following
GPS coordinates. Any tortoise found above ground is radio-
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transmittered  [if  it  hasn’t  been  already]  and  carefully
moved into transport boxes and readied for translocation
(which is going to be partly by helicopter for 29 Palms Ma-
rine Base). Each biologist carries a shovel. All burrows en-
countered are dug out to locate any tortoise underground.
These  tortoises  are  also  carefully  removed.  Two or  three
sweeps are needed usually to find all the adults. Even then
sometimes a few are missed and found later. Many of the
tiny juvenile tortoises are missed, those the size of a silver
dollar—they are crushed in machinery later or buried alive
or impacted later during tank maneuvers.

“Digging out burrows of this keystone species, the tortoise,
is difficult because it ripples across the desert ecosystem: so
many other species depend on the digging abilities of the
tortoise  with  its  long  front  claws.  Burrowing  owls,  rat-
tlesnakes, lizards, tarantulas, and other species utilize the
burrows. They must be dealt with as well. Rattlesnakes are
left in the desert to fend for themselves. Burrowing owls are
being given  increasingly  careful  attention,  if  their  sign  is
found at a burrow, the owls are watched to see when they
fly out and the burrow is closed up so they cannot return.
The idea is to try to get the owls to move away to another
location outside the area. But I am not sure anyone has a
good idea how many burrowing owls die when they are
flushed from their burrow and become homeless. There are
new  agency  guidelines  to  try  to  limit  impacts  to  this
species, which also may need federal listing under the ESA
[Endangered Species Act] as it too is declining.

“Desert kit foxes dig their own burrows, but biologists must
dig out those burrows to in case a tortoise is living there. So
kit foxes are also displaced, and guidelines are followed to
try to make this enforced homelessness have the least im-
pacts as possible. But again, little studied. A canine distem-
per outbreak happened on the Genesis Solar Energy Project
in the Chuckwalla Valley, killing some. Coyotes and badgers
are also displaced. In parts of southern Nevada and eastern
California  deserts,  rare  Gila  monsters  are  displaced  from
burrows as well.”
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Additionally, the areas into which the tortoises are to be moved seem
less than ideal as they already host tortoise populations that are in de-
cline. According to Ileene Anderson, a biologist for the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity whom I contacted for this story, the reasons for this
decline are not entirely known but include elements that can be con-
trolled such as grazing, off-road recreation and predation and others
that are more difficult to control such as drought and disease. “Until
the  controllable  ones  are  controlled,”  Anderson  said,  “it  does  not
bode well for the translocated or resident tortoises since they will now
be competing for resources.”

Two animals that are commonly predators of tortoises are coyotes and
ravens, who are both native to the Mojave Desert too. According to
the Press Enterprise, the Marines have already announced that if coy-
otes are a problem, they will shoot them.3 According to the LA Times,
some have already been “removed” by state wildlife authorities.4

As I was finishing this story, I got word through Basin & Range Watch
that the Marines at the Twentynine Palms base are hosting Coyote
hunts on March 25th and 26th. The Marines’ announcement stated: 

“The purpose of the depredation program is to reduce the
numbers of coyotes that are unnaturally inflated in the local
area  due  to  human  subsidies.  Elevated  coyote  numbers
prove a safety risk to residents, and are a significant factor
in the mortality of the desert tortoise.” 

The response to this news by Basin & Range Watch reads, in part: 

“The so-called mitigation of killing coyotes is a false action
that will not help recover the tortoise, and will only disrupt
desert  ecosystems  more.  Coyotes  are  a  native,  natural
species that belong to the Mojave Desert. Tanks, Humvees,
bombing, live-fire exercises, and military maneuvers do not
belong to the desert. The military has enough land to carry
out tests and training, they do not need to keep expanding.”

The ravens might be luckier as they are protected under the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act, though some have already been killed by “wildlife au-
thorities.” The LA Times ran a story about how the Marines plan to
use non-harmful lasers to scare the ravens away. The article also said
that “the anti-raven arsenal” “includes ‘techno-tortoises’: highly real-
istic replicas of baby tortoises that, when pecked or bitten, emit irri-
tants derived from grape juice concentrate, a chemical compound al-
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ready used to keep birds from congregating on agricultural fields and
commercial centers.” However, as John Marzluff, a wildlife biologist
at the University of Washington and expert on raven behavior who
was quoted in the same Times article said: “My concerns are that we
don’t really know how long these forms of aversion therapy will last
among raven populations, which are very clever at responding to chal-
lenges.” And then what? More killing?5

Not all of the tortoises will be subject to translocation. Some will be
staying,  to  face  the  tanks  and live  ammunition.  Any  tortoises  that
show signs of communicable disease will be left behind, so as not to
infect  healthy tortoises  in the new area.  Anderson estimates these
would number 100 or less. She thinks that the Marines “might” moni-
tor these animals to see if they survive.

Summing up the desert tortoise’s plight, Ileene Anderson said that

“this species is continuing to decline throughout its range,
and  continually  decreasing  its  habitat—whether  that  be
through military expansions or other types of development
—will only be detrimental to recovery efforts, because the
tortoise needs habitat  in  order to survive,  just  like every
other species on the planet.”

*  *  *
Militarism is problematic, to say the very very least, for many many
reasons. We might first mourn the human casualties, of course; those
killed, maimed or made homeless or stateless. We might also think of
the cities turned to rubble, with their art and history buried or burned.
We might consider, too, the immense monetary cost of all of it, and
how every bomb is, in a very real way, stealing food out of someone’s
mouth or a roof from over their heads. But rarely do we consider the
affected ecosystems and their inhabitants. 

Unfortunately, the military is seeking to expand into other desert ar-
eas. In protesting or attempting to curtail these expansions, I would
hope to see some collaboration between activists who oppose war
and those who support animal rights.

*  *  *
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How the Media Whitewashes Stories Like This
An AP story about the planned translocation from Twentynine Palms
ends  with  the  sentence,  “Critics  say  the  move  will  devastate  the
threatened  species.”6 Considering  the  facts,  putting  it  this  way  is
pretty flip and really only just short of dismissive. Which is why I ti -
tled this piece, “Headlines should read, ‘Marines to Kill Tortoises.’”
Because it’s a fact that they will and somebody ought to just say it.

When we speak of the bias of the corporate media, we are referring to
multiple aspects. In general, there is bias in favor of the wealthy, the
conventional  and  the  institutional  and  against  the  poor,  unconven-
tional and the individual. For example, anyone who has ever attended
a boisterous protest  and then watched the TV coverage of it  after-
wards will have noticed the virtually inevitable bias against protesters
and in favor of the police. If the police attacked the protesters, this
will almost assuredly be described as, “protesters clashed with po-
lice.”

There is also a bias in the media in favor of stressing stated intent and
brushing aside negative consequences that are likely. This one is subtle
but universal. As far as the media’s point of view is concerned, it’s not
that tortoises are sure to die, it’s only that the Marines plan to move
them, and, it is implied, move them safely. But it  is certain that tor-
toises will die. Just as it is certain that civilians will be killed when
cities are bombed, even if the intent is “humanitarian” and the targets
“terrorists.”

“Collateral” is the word typically used by the media to describe the
deaths of civilians in warfare, and it would be their style to apply it to
tortoises killed by translocation. Wiktionary defines this sense of that
adjective as “being aside from the main subject, target, or goal; tan-
gential,  subordinate,  ancillary.” But  if  such death is  inevitable,  how
can it be separated from the “main subject?” How can it be consid-
ered “tangential?”

There is a fundamental dishonesty in every news article that presents
stories in this fashion. It’s called “white-washing.” Because all our in-
formation is spoon-fed to us in this same sanitized way, we first of all
never  think about  it  and secondly,  have little  collective knowledge
(and hence concern) about what’s going on in the world, and how the
US and its policies affect other people, living things, and the planet at
large.
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It is a measure of our misbegotten privilege that we can live in such a
state of denial at all, in such a bubble. Tragically, it is violence that em-
powers that privilege in the first place. It is upon the graves of Indians
and the whipped backs of slaves that the US gained its power and it is
through the military and economic subjugation of much of the world
at large that it is now sustained. There’s nothing “collateral” about
any of the suffering and damage that results from this system.

What do the poor tortoises have to do with any of it? Nothing, obvi-
ously, but this is the way of empire, that they must suffer too.

*  *  *

Update, 11/17/21
In April  2017, the Marines airlifted approximately 1100 Desert Tor-
toises out of the area. LiveScience reports that some small ones were
brought  to  the  base's  Tortoise  Research  and  Captive  Rearing  Site,
“where they will be cared for until they are large enough to be relo-
cated.” The Twentynine Palms Natural Resources and Environmental
Affairs (NREA) division plans to check for any Tortoises they missed
on the  expanded base  for  the  next  five  years,  and  to  monitor  the
translocated individuals for the next thirty.7

We’ll see. 
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Slaughter in Colorado Highlights
the Prairie Dog’s Plight

November 30, 2017

Prairie Dogs have more in common with Redwood Trees and Bison
than the casual observer might guess. All three thrived in great num-
bers before the European invasion of North America; all  three suf-
fered severe decreases in their population at the hands of the new-
comers, declining by 96-99%; and all three are still, incredibly, under
assault.

The Redwoods covered about 2,000,000 acres in 1850, from Monterey
County in California to the Chetco River in Oregon. Now, only a few
isolated islands remain. Despite this, the Redwoods still  need to be
defended.

The Bison’s range once stretched from Idaho to Virginia, and Minne-
sota  to  Texas,  and  the  animals  numbered  25-30  million.  By  1890,
Whites had hunted them down to a few hundred. The famous Yellow-
stone herd, which is based out of the national park, is descended from
just 23 individuals and currently numbers less than 5000. Despite this,
the Bison still need to be defended.

Prairie Dogs are a keystone species originally found throughout the
Great Plains and Rocky Mountain states of the US. Though once quite
common, over the past century their population has plunged by over
98% due to the activities of the US Occupation, with cascading ef-
fects on other fauna and flora. Despite this, they too still need to be
defended.

Prairie Dogs differ from the Redwood and the Bison in one important
aspect: unlike the previous two, they enjoy very little legal protection.
Only two of the five species of Prairie Dog are officially listed as un-
der threat, but these laws are rarely enforced. The US Fish and Wildlife
Service has so far turned down all  petitions to list  the other three
species. At the local level, few pro-Prairie Dog laws exist and in fact
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some counties actually require the eradication of Prairie Dogs on pri-
vate land.

So  killing  Prairie  Dogs  is  still  a  common  occurrence.  Earlier  this
month,  in  Longmont,  Colorado,  a Prairie  Dog colony was extermi-
nated for no urgent reason and against the wishes of local residents. It
was this story that brought the plight of the Prairie Dogs to my atten-
tion and inspired me to investigate further.

Biology & Ecology
Prairie  Dogs  are  classified  into  five  different  species  in  the  genus
Cynomys,  of which four are found in the United States:  Gunnison’s
Prairie Dog (C. gunnisoni), the White-Tailed Prairie Dog (C. leucurus),
the Black-Tailed Prairie Dog (C. ludovicianus) and the Utah Prairie Dog
(C. parvidens).  The fifth species, the Mexican Prairie Dog (C. mexi-
canus), is only found south of the border. Of these, only two have con-
servation status: the Utah is “threatened” under the US Endangered
Species Act and the Mexican is designated “endangered” by CITES.

Prairie Dogs are mostly herbivorous, living off of leaves and seeds,
though they sometimes also eat insects.

Prairie Dogs are a “keystone species,” meaning that they have a dis-
proportionately large effect in their ecosystem relative to their abun-
dance. In fact, over 200 vertebrate species and a number of inverte-
brate species are directly or indirectly dependent on Prairie Dogs for
their own survival. For example, over 90% of the diet of Black-Footed
Ferrets (Mustela nigripes) is Prairie Dog, and their numbers fell to a
low of 18 individuals in 1986 due to the decline in their food source.

Additional  predators  who consume Prairie  Dogs are  foxes,  coyotes,
badgers, eagles, and red-tailed hawks. Still other animals nest or shel-
ter in Prairie Dog burrows, permanently or temporarily, including Bur-
rowing Owls, Mountain Plovers, rattlesnakes, salamanders, turtles and
rabbits.

Prairie Dogs also have a significant effect on the plants in their range.
Their  selective foraging promotes  a high diversity of  plant  species,
which is appreciated by other browsing herbivores such as Bison and
Pronghorn Antelope.

The burrowing activity of the Prairie Dog positively affects soil struc-
ture and health through aeration and by helping rainwater to percolate
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into it and be retained. This boosts the growth of flowering plants,
which in turn benefits insects, birds and other creatures.

Social Life & Language
Prairie Dogs are social animals who live in colonies called “towns.”
Each town is made up of several to many groups. Each group is com-
prised of one to several adult females and zero to several adult males
plus  their  offspring.  Each  group  has  its  own  territory  which  is
staunchly defended by males and females alike.

Females are fertile for only about five hours on one day a year in the
spring. They bear litters of 4-5 babies and, like cats, there is multiple
paternity within each litter. That is, the female can be impregnated by
multiple fathers. Though the young reach maturity in three months,
about half of them typically die before reaching breeding age them-
selves.

Within groups, individuals express a variety of social behaviors includ-
ing chittering, kissing,  and in the case of black-tailed Prairie Dogs,
monkey-like communal grooming.

Perhaps most impressive, though, is Prairie Dog language. Arizona Bi-
ologist Con Slobodchikoff has spent many years studying the alarm
calls made by Gunnison’s Prairie Dog and his findings are fascinating.
He has a series of videos online that are well worth watching.

First, Slobodchikoff noticed that Prairie Dogs seemed to be making
different alarm calls depending on what predator was approaching. So
he recorded audio of a variety of calls along with video of the escape
responses that followed them. Then he played back the recordings in
the field and was able to confirm through observation that calls con-
sistently correlated with responses.

Next,  using  computer-generated  sonograms,  he  measured  the  fre-
quency and time values of the pattern of chirps within each call. This
was painstaking work, as each individual chirp is only about 1/10th of
a second in length. But the labor paid off.

What  he  found  was  that  alarm  calls  describe  individual  predators
based not only on species—such as coyote, human, hawk or domestic
dog—but had additional signifiers for attributes such as size, shape
and color. For example, differently sized and colored dogs got different
calls.  So did a human wearing a blue shirt  versus the same human

56



wearing a yellow shirt. The structures of the calls, then, are analogous
to the nouns and adjectives of human language.

Even abstract  shapes  were greeted by different  sounds,  as  Slobod-
chikoff found when he presented the Prairie Dogs with illustrations of
circles, triangles, or a colored oval. In these cases, the Prairie Dogs
were describing to each other things that they had never seen before.

In a further parallel to human language, Slobodchikoff discovered that
the same sounds were vocalized with different “dialects” or “accents”
by Gunnison’s Prairie Dogs throughout their range around the Four
Corners area. After examining sonograms of the calls of other species
of Prairie Dog, Slobodchikoff tentatively concluded that they contrast
enough from each other to constitute separate languages that would
be comprehensible only to their native speakers. He compared this to
the  differences  among  human  languages  such  as  English,  Spanish,
French, etc.

Slobodchikoff  described  Prairie  Dog  language  as,  “at  the  present
time, the most sophisticated animal language that has been decoded.”

The War on Prairie Dogs
The vast majority of the Europeans who participated in the invasion
of North America did not have the same interest or respect for Prairie
Dogs as Slobodchikoff. Violence has been the far more usual hallmark
of interaction.

The main threats to Prairie Dogs have been agriculture, development
and introduced disease.  It’s  also  been common to  shoot  them for
sport as a form of target practice.

Farmers have long killed Prairie Dogs because they forage on a wide
variety of vegetation in their environs, which includes crops if they are
planted in Prairie Dog territory.

Ranchers have targeted them under the false beliefs that A) domesti -
cated animals break their legs in the holes (which has never been doc-
umented) and that B) in competing for vegetation with Prairie Dogs,
domesticated animals suffer. This second point is highly debatable. No
real evidence exists proving it. Furthermore, Bison, who have a diet
similar to cows, suffered no apparent adversity from sharing habitat
with the Prairie Dog for millennia. In fact, Bison have shown a prefer-
ence for grazing on the edges of Prairie Dog towns.

57



As for development, it’s an unfortunate fact for the Prairie Dogs that
they’ve  simply  been  in  the  way  of  urban  sprawl.  They  make  their
towns on flat, open spaces that are also ideal for houses, malls and
parking lots. Prairie dog towns have also fallen victim to resource ex-
traction  activities  such  as  fracking  and oil-drilling.  Solar  and  wind
farms would also disrupt or destroy their habitat of course.

A large number of Prairie Dogs have died of the plague, which entered
the  US  in  1900.  Carried  by  fleas,  it  rapidly  spread  through  many
wildlife populations. Unfortunately for Prairie Dogs, they are particu-
larly susceptible and 90-100% in a town die within two weeks of its
introduction.

Human extermination of Prairie Dogs over the last century has been
accomplished through land-clearing,  firearms, poison, and explosive
gas. These methods are variously quick or agonizing, which is to say
more or less “humane.”

One of the most brutal methods is to gas them with aluminium phos-
phide, an inorganic compound that is lethal to most animals including
humans.  It  is  sold under various brand names such as  Fumitoxin®,
Weevilcide® and Phostoxin®. Aluminium phosphide is what was used
to attack the colony at Longmont, Colorado, on the morning of Friday,
November 10th, 2017.

Tragedy at Longmont
Jeremy Gregory, a Prairie Dog activist  who is executive director of
Tindakan, a non-profit seeking solutions for ecological and social jus-
tice issues, was present for the mass killing. I contacted him via email
and he described the scene and the situation thus:

“Four men working for Rocky Mountain Wildlife Services
(not to be confused with the Dept of Ag’s Wildlife Services
but still as vile and heinous) set out to methodically place
paper doused in fumitoxen in the homes of over 300 Prairie
Dogs, just so a development company could be spared from
humanely  relocating  them  to  another  place.  This  colony
resided on the edge of open space and habitat to an array
of other beautiful  and majestic species, some threatened
like the burrowing owl and a family of bald eagles. There
are also other bird species like falcons and hawks and of
course, along with raccoons, fox, coyote… and the list goes
on.
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“Fumitoxin is a poison that, once ingested, causes that liv-
ing being to bleed out, destroying the internal organs. It is
an inhumane, slow and painful death. This poison has in
fact been the contributor to the deaths of people, including
two girls recently.”

As bad as this is, it’s worse once you know the backstory. This wasn’t
a  case  of  Prairie  Dogs  being  killed  for  an  imminent  construction
project or agricultural endeavor, as poor as these excuses would be,
given our over-built, over-farmed environment. No, apparently the mo-
tivation was, at least in part, real life hatred for Prairie Dogs and the
humans who defend them.

Susan Sommers with Prairie Protection Colorado (PPC) filled me in on
the details:

The City of Longmont actually has a law on the books that requires
developers to “make a good faith effort” to relocate Prairie Dogs. Do-
ing so is a part of the permitting process for approving new construc-
tion. The developer in this instance was Sun Construction, owned by
Steve Strong and Andy Welch, who, as we shall see, are the villains in
this tale.

Relocating Prairie Dogs is not easy. Challenge #1 is finding an appro-
priate chunk of real estate where the Prairie Dogs will be welcome.
Challenge #2 is winning the approval of the County Commissioners of
the receiving county. Challenge #3 is the official blessing of Colorado
Parks & Wildlife (CPW), which requires that the developer submit a
Wild To Wild Relocation application. Then there are the logistics of
the relocation process itself, such as prepping the new spot and trap-
ping the Prairie Dogs at the old one.

PPC took care of challenge #1: They found enthusiastic hosts at the
Rocky Flats Wildlife Refuge, which is actively seeking Prairie Dogs as
part of restoring a healthy prairie ecosystem that could support the
reintroduction of Black-Footed Ferrets. Refuge staff “felt confident”
that the commissioners of Jefferson County would sign off on the relo-
cation since the refuge is on federal land, which would cover challenge
#2.

Unfortunately, this left challenge #3—submitting the paperwork—in
the hands of Sun Construction. First they asked the city for a waiver
from the relocation requirement. When the city refused, Sun pulled
their application to develop the property, even though this meant giv-
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ing up on a seven-figure project. This left them legally free to extermi-
nate the Prairie Dogs.

Which they did, on November 10th, as told above.

Facebook Adds Insult to Injury
After the extermination, Prairie Protection Colorado published three
different posts about the event on their Facebook page. These posts
included Sun Construction’s publicly advertised contact information,
including their phone number, email address, and their web address.
Also named were Steve Strong and Andy Welch, whose role as owners
is also a matter of public record.

Soon afterwards, Facebook deleted one of the posts and sent a warn-
ing to PPC that they would unpublish their entire page if they didn’t
voluntarily delete any other posts similar to it. So PPC removed the
other two posts and reposted new stories without the contact infor-
mation, along with the following notice:

November 11 at 5:24pm

Facebook has required us to remove several posts due to
concerns that they don’t conform to FB’s community stan-
dards. We have done so and apologize for any inconvenience
this may have caused our followers.

Two days later, they added:

Sun Construction’s owners are watching this page, and they
obviously reported our content to Facebook which resulted
in our having to remove posts naming them as the individu-
als that called for this inhumane and horrific mass annihila-
tion.

Here we see one of the serious issues with using Facebook for politi-
cal activism. Although social media is  de facto the public realm the
way it is treated by its users, it is not so de jure, that is, according to
the law. In the real world, Strong and Welch might not like having their
names  trumpeted in  the town square,  but  unless  a  threat  is  being
made against them or they are being slandered (neither of which was
the case with PPC’s posts on Facebook), they have no legal recourse
for complaint. They’ve simply got to grin and bear it. Of course, they
can also make their case for their actions in the same square. These
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are basic principles of free speech in an open society (which, yes, is
under assault).

Facebook, on the other hand, is a privately owned virtual space that
can and does police the speech of its  users who have no legal  re-
course except to its Terms of Service. Whereas US Constitutional free
speech has been subject to nearly constant refinement and redefini-
tion through the courts over the decades—and so it is fairly clear at
this  point  what  it  encompasses,  for  better  or  worse—Facebook’s
terms, though vetted by lawyers, are a matter of a corporate caprice.
The terms are interpreted subjectively, by both people and by algo-
rithms.

Yes, algorithms are subjective. Though the term sounds mathematical
and connotes precision and even objectivity, any social media algo-
rithm is purely a product of prejudices, being written and tweaked by
humans.

All of this is to say that two human beings, Steve Strong and Andy
Welch, who orchestrated the painful deaths of close to 300 animals—
of a species that has been driven to the edge of extinction—success-
fully requested that they not be named as the responsible parties in a
de facto public forum by appealing to that forum’s “community stan-
dards.”

One might  wonder which terms the Facebook moderators  felt  that
PPC violated.  Did they “bully,  intimidate,  or  harass?” Was it  “hate
speech?”  Or  “  misleading,  malicious,  or  discriminatory?”  We  will
probably never know, nor does PPC have a “right” to be informed.

In the real world, PPC certainly did none of those things, and Strong
and Welch wouldn’t have a legal leg to stand on. But Facebook is not
the real world and in the realm of social media, there are no rights.
Their “community standards” might sound reasonable, but in reality
they are no more than mealy-mouthed nonsense,  precluding honest
discourse and enforcing authoritarian conformity. Note how much of
the terminology is borrowed from the language of identity politics,
but is here turned on its head and used to protect the actions of the
oppressor from the critique of the oppressed. Disgusting.

In the case of PPC and Sun Construction, an unequal power dynamic
exists; you have mainstream corporate owners on one hand and mar-
ginal, underfunded activists on the other. It is essentially impossible
for PPC to “bully” Sun. The same dynamic exists between Facebook
itself  and its  individual  users,  but  to  a  much greater  degree.  Sun’s
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Strong and Welch are, in the end, just individuals and if  enough of
their community—including friends and family—told them to shape
up their act,  they just might do it.  Facebook, though, is  operatively
unassailable.

Personally, I think it’s high time to ask whether social media is doing
more harm than good. But that’s a topic for another time…

What motivates murder?
So why did Steve Strong and Andy Welch and Sun Construction kill all
the Prairie Dogs? The way PPC set up the relocation deal financially,
it  would  not  have  cost  more  than  extermination.  But  money  was
clearly not their primary concern since they were willing to let go of a
big project rather than take the simple step to save the animals. This is
aberrant behavior for Capitalists. When you can’t count on corpora-
tions to follow the profit motive, how else do you explain their behav-
ior?

Sommers speculated:

“It is  very clear that the killing of 300 animals, in broad
daylight, in the middle of Longmont by a barbaric poison
was meant as a message to advocates. After all, they are
not even developing this parcel; there was no reason to kill
these animals.”

Slobodchikoff surmises that  anti-Prairie Dog sentiment is  a relic of
settler times, when the newcomers considered them “vermin,” merely
a pest to eradicate, like weeds in a garden. I would certainly agree
that settler colonialism” never ended; today’s resource extractors are
directly descended from yesterday’s rapacious, Indian-killing pioneers,
in spirit if not in blood. The twisted belief that humans have “domin-
ion over creation” is deeply ingrained in the current society, even if
that belief is itself relatively recent in the long history of the human
species.

What we see in this slaughter in Colorado is the same thing that drives
the annual massacre of Yellowstone Bison and the continued logging
of Redwood trees. Yes, there is greed, but there is more than that, too.
There is also naked hatred.

Tindakan’s Gregory had this to say:

“The science is overwhelming that in order to not just sur-
vive but flourish, we must find ways to coexist with nature.
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As  Jacques  Cousteau  proclaimed;  without  man,  nature
flourishes yet  without  nature,  man perishes.  We have re-
duced the Prairie Dog species to less than 2% of it’s origi-
nal habitat, this in turn adversely affects thousands of other
species, which we need for our own survival.”

He is describing our society’s behavior as what it is: suicidal. This is
the inevitable outcome of being ecocidal.

These are ugly times. Of course the US has never been pretty—there
were no “good old days” for a nation founded on genocide and slav-
ery—but its malice is metastasizing as it stumbles down the inevitable
path of its decline. The mean are getting meaner; the angry, angrier;
the crazy, crazier. We are living in an era of failing and falling, where
institutions and individuals alike are degrading, devolving. What hope,
then, is there for the Prairie Dog and all the other endangered crea-
tures? I won’t guess, but I do know that not fighting for them is choos-
ing death for ourselves.
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We Should Stop Insulting 
Animals and Own Our Own 
Humanity

August 5, 2019

People are not sheep

Cops are not pigs

Generals are not hawks

They are all humans

The English language contains hundreds of idioms that mention ani-
mals: ants in your pants, bull in a china shop, clam up, fish out of wa-
ter, free as a bird, the lion’s den, like a moth to a flame, playing pos-
sum, quick as a bunny, squirrel away, stir up the hornet nest, strong as
an ox, and many many more. 

These examples are innocuous, but many evocations of animals are
not, and that’s my focus here. 

Talking politics often includes unfavorable characterizations of one’s
adversaries and using animals to insult humans is very common in this
context, both online and IRL. But this is neither fair nor accurate, and I
often find myself tacking on a comment to that effect, such as: “De-
scribing Republicans as rats is insulting to rats” or “Calling cops pigs
slanders pigs.”

Rats are communal creatures who help take care of each other. Pigs
are  highly  intelligent,  with  some  scientists  ranking  them  fourth
smartest in the world, close behind dolphins and apes, and before cats
and dogs. They are also clean and highly social. Neither one acts with
the  malevolent  intent  of  either  politicians  or  policemen.  Instead  of
dragging these animals into the discussion, people should cut to the
chase and say: corrupt, cruel, dirty-dealing, forceful, greedy, mania-
cal, rapacious, two-faced, vicious and unethical. 
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I extend my defense to the so-called “lower” animals as well.

For example, when Trump’s election emboldened some racists to ex-
press  themselves  more  openly  in  public,  many  commentators  com-
pared  this  to  turning  over  a  rock  and  revealing  the  creepy-crawly
things underneath. In response to one instance, I wrote: 

“I protest that simile; the creepy-crawly things who live un-
der rocks are simply some of nature’s creatures, living their
own lives, and are neither malicious nor self-hating like hu-
man  bigots.  The  comparison  insults  the  poor,  innocent
Arthropods and Annelids.”

Another time, I even came to the defense of pond scum: 

“I agree with your train of thought here. But calling them
‘scum’ runs the risk of insulting photosynthetic eukaryotic
organisms that live on the sur face of ponds and who are
entirely innocent of the crimes you describe.”

Writer Upton Sinclair famously declared that “the two political parties
are two wings of the same bird of prey.” While this image is useful for
illustrating the reality of partisan life in the USA, it denigrates hawks,
falcons, eagles, owls and shrikes, among others. None of those birds
are like the Republican and Democratic leadership, which is to say: de-
ceitful,  dishonest,  fraudulent,  guileful,  perfidious,  shifty,  swindling,
thieving and unscrupulous. “Two sides of the same coin” is more accu-
rate.

We must ask: are predators in nature villains in the same way that
politicians are in society? I would say not. In nature, predator and prey
are both simply roles that are played by different creatures at various
times and they are neither good nor bad; these are just the facts of
life. In society, by contrast, the treatment of the poor by the rich, for
example, is oppression, and is definitely unjust. A hawk catching mice
is neither a good guy or bad a guy, but the general ordering the bomb-
ing of a village is evil. Calling the general a “hawk” is not only inaccu-
rate, but it cuts slack for the military man, implying that he is some-
how acting in accordance with nature. He is not. His is the behavior of
“civilized” humanity, and we’ve all got to acknowledge that. 

The unspoken assumption behind most animal insults is that animals
are inferior to humans. So, treating someone “like an animal” is cruel
and calling them “an animal” is disrespectful. But that’s just anthro-
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pocentrism, which is bullshit cultural baggage, not the actual state of
the world.

“Human supremacy” is a term we should use more often,  as it  de-
scribes a real thing with myriad consequences. Our elevation of our-
selves above all other creatures has resulted in material consequences:
animal and plant extinctions, decimated ecosystems, pollution of the
atmosphere and oceans, all of it on a massive scale. We are threaten-
ing to render the planet uninhabitable to ourselves, perhaps abruptly.
But even if  we survive,  it  is  already too late for many species  and
places. 

A lot of people  think it’s  scientific to consider animals  “lower” on
some theoretical ladder than ourselves, but that’s actually a religious
concept left over from the Bronze Age that we’ve never shaken. The
book of Genesis—which spawned Judaism, Christianity and Islam—
declares that humans have “have dominion over the fish of the sea,
and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth.”
But like we use to say in the ’90s: “That’s some whack shit.” Further-
more, the contemporary social  demographic that describes itself as
“skeptical” is,  pathetically, often no more than Victorianism with a
21st  Century  gloss;  i.e.,  anthropocentrism  ornamented  with  post-
modernism. Which is to say, still dishing out the same crap. 

The dogmas of  the Genesis-following religions are  products  of  our
agricultural heritage. That “revolution” was indeed a turning point in
human  history—a wrong one—where  we abandoned sustainability,
equality and health for rapacity, hierarchy and debility. Where once
we lived in small, anarchic groups, free upon the land, as participants
in the beautiful web of life, we turned away from that—it’s still a mys-
tery why—for a sedentary existence cursed with slavery, violence and
domination. Though Capitalism and the Industrial Revolution kicked
our destruction of the earth into high gear, the trouble started with
farming, at least eight millennia ago. 

As an illustration, consider wolves. They’re the bad guys in fairy tales,
threatening rosy-cheeked children in the woods and piggies in vari-
ously-constructed  domiciles.  Today,  we  talk  about  “keeping  the
wolves at bay” or “throwing someone to the wolves.” But the human
relationship with wolves used to be different.

For example, according to Bobby Fossek, II, a man of Native American
background and practice whom I interviewed in January 2018 for my
book, “The Failures of Farming & the Necessity of Wildtending“:
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“For us, the Wolf was always a relative, an ally. He would
signal us when Cougars  were lurking around camp. They
signaled people when big herds were nearby. There’s some-
thing going on there where we were communicating with
Wolves,  working together… It’s two different worldviews.
One that is in fear of the natural world and one that strives
to understand it and respect it and live in symbiosis with
it.”

Also, we contemporary people must re-examine our ideas on the na-
ture of predator-prey relationships. Bobby again:

“The Wolves would keep the Elk in check, keep them mov-
ing, keep their herds in healthy numbers, cull out the sick
and the weak ones. So the herd is really strong and vigor-
ous, always on their toes and moving, so they didn’t ever
stay in one spot. You watch the Wolves and it was just like
watching a  cow dog moving the  cattle.  The  Wolves  herd
those Elk and move them around and then take one or two.
So the lack of predators was a big deal. It’s still a huge con-
troversy. So many people hate the Wolves. They’re scared.
Some of them have lost livestock or whatever, you know,
but it’s a tough subject. Without an ecosystem, your kids
aren’t going to be able to raise in any cattle.”

As a cause of death, the percentage of cattle lost to wolves annually is
only 0.2%. That’s nothing, but the ranchers insist on waging their war.
As noted by the Animal Wellness Foundation: 

“Since  1900  humans  have  shot,  poisoned  and  trapped
more than 100,000 wolves. Since 1900 there has not been a
single  documented  case  of  an  attack  on  a  human  by  a
healthy, wild wolf. Not one. Ever. In 2012 Congress removed
protection for wolves in the Northern Rockies region. Since
then trophy hunters have killed 3,000 wolves. Only 5,000
wolves remain today.”

This is a tragedy but it is only one of a countless number we are com-
mitting on the planet today. Here we witness our separation from na-
ture, the rift that is the source of our troubles and unhappiness. We are
not  better  than  anyone  or  anything  else  on  this  planet.  We  are
“higher” animals only in our minds. We’ve got to stop insulting each
other for being “bird-brained,” “catty,” “slothful,” “sluggish,” “vultur-
ous” or—this one is the most insidious—”bitchy.” Our enemies are not
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snakes, sharks, worms, insects, vultures or hyenas. Our acquiescence
to them does not make us “sheep”—it marks us as compliant, docile,
meek, passive, spineless, submissive, timid, weak and yielding. 

This is not a PC thing. 

This is about owning our humanity.

We must admit responsibility for our actions and our culture. We are
not acting like “animals.” We are being ourselves, as we are, in this
time and place, as humans. 

We desperately need to transform our relationship with the planet. We
need to reintegrate ourselves into the fabric of life. We can not go on
this way, believing we are above anything at all. 

But while we keep talking this way—saying that  people are sheep,
cops are pigs,  and generals are hawks—that’s not going to happen.
People, cops and generals are all Homo sapiens. We can’t be anything
else.  We must  acknowledge that reality,  with humility and respect,
and get to the work of cleaning up our mess. 
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The Propaganda Virus: Is 
Anyone Immune?

March 24, 2020

“One of the saddest lessons of history is this: If we’ve been
bamboozled long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of
the bamboozle. We’re no longer interested in finding out the
truth.  The  bamboozle  has  captured  us.  It’s  simply  too
painful to acknowledge, even to ourselves, that we’ve been
taken. Once you give a charlatan power over you, you al-
most never get it back.” —Carl Sagan

I  haven’t eaten fast food chicken since 2001, or a fast food burger
since 1995. Giving these things up was part of an ongoing process of
cleaning up my diet in terms of both health and ethics, and I haven’t
missed either of them. Yet regularly, when I catch a whiff of KFC or
McDonalds, I’ll experience a momentary pang of desire, even though
I’m sure I’d get sick if I actually consumed any of that crap at this
point.  The reason for this is  simple:  many aromas released by fast
food restaurants  are  scientifically  developed in laboratories  for  the
purpose of triggering physiological responses.1 

My craving is not a sign of missing fried chicken (I don’t) or reflective
of an inherent bodily need for beef (there’s no such thing) or even an
instinctual response to the smell of cooking meat (that claim lacks sci-
entific consensus). Rather, it ironically points out that my senses func-
tion normally (as in, within the range of the average or conventional)
because they are responding as they are supposed to. Obviously, as
with everything else, different people will react more or less strongly
to such stimuli, with some percentage instead experiencing the oppo-
site of the intended reaction (distaste). Despite such exceptions, the
rule stands. These companies wouldn’t be using these methods if they
weren’t more effective than not. A tremendous amount of money and
time goes into developing these things, and it’s not wasted.
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Propaganda is analogous. 

Under the heading of “propaganda” I  am including public relations,
political grandstanding, corporate news, and a lot of “entertainment.”
Both the messaging and delivery mechanisms are carefully honed us-
ing polling, focus groups, psychological research, and much more. It’s
all very scientific. In this essay, I am focusing on news media, because
that’s what I’m most familiar with, but much of what I discuss here ap-
plies across the board.

The  sophisticated  nature  of  propaganda  means  that  merely  being
“smart” is not enough to escape its effects. Indeed, the propaganda
served up to educated people is merely another set of flavors, and is
otherwise no less successfully manipulative. NPR appeals to its listen-
ers by assuring them they are intelligent (and more intelligent than Fox
viewers). But while NPR listeners might, by and large, have received
higher levels of schooling,  that’s merely a signifier of class and not
proof of independent thinking. 

As early as 1982, it was already obvious that TV news was becoming
insipid. Don Henley, formerly of the Eagles, took a searing view of the
news with his hit song, “Dirty Laundry,” and since then, things have
only gotten worse—much worse. The internet has expanded propa-
ganda’s  reach from people’s  living rooms to handheld devices that
they take everywhere they go. I have a friend who aptly calls smart
phones “Personal Propaganda Devices.”

I’m a vociferous critic of the corporate news media, but I don’t con-
sider myself immune from its pernicious effects. I find that it takes
constant vigilance to stave off its mental and emotional assaults. Even
though I barely ever consume corporate media directly, I still have to
be wary of its  influence,  which seeps out  into other media,  and—
worst of all—is carried and spread by countless individuals as if they
are stating their own thoughts and opinions. “Viral” indeed. 

I am reminded of a passage from J.R.R. Tolkien’s  The Two Towers, in
which the author describes the voice of the wizard, Saruman, who
was a turncoat and a con:

“Suddenly another voice spoke, low and melodious, its very
sound an enchantment. Those who listened unwarily to that
voice could seldom report the words that they heard; and if
they did, they wondered, for little power remained in them.
Mostly they remembered only that it was a delight to hear
the voice speaking, all that it said seemed wise and reason-
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able, and desire awoke in them by swift agreement to seem
wise themselves. When others spoke they seemed harsh and
uncouth by contrast; and if they gainsaid the voice, anger
was kindled in the hearts of those under the spell. For some
the spell  lasted only while  the voice spoke to  them, and
when it spoke to another they smiled, as men do who see
through a juggler’s trick while others gape at it. For many
the sound of the voice alone was enough to hold them en-
thralled; but for those whom it conquered the spell endured
when they  were  far  away,  and ever  they  heard  that  soft
voice whispering and urging them. But none were unmoved;
none rejected its pleas and its commands without an effort
of mind and will, so long as its master had control of it.”

Tolkien wrote these words in the mid 20th Century but they ring with
relevance today. Scholar Tom Shippey hit the mark when he described
Saruman’s language as that of a politician,2 and one could also con-
sider it the language of media propaganda. 

Propaganda is not merely about what is being reported and what is not
—though the omissions are certainly damaging enough; it’s about set-
ting the limits of what is acceptable to discuss. Says Chomsky: “The
smart way to keep people passive and obedient is to strictly limit the
spectrum of acceptable opinion, but allow very lively debate within
that spectrum.”

This is exactly what we see, everyday, in virtually everything printed
by the New York Times and the Washington Post: the defining of con-
ventional  constraints  and  the  shrill  rhetoric  admitted  within  them.
Freud referred to this kind of kind of thing as the “narcissism of small
differences.” 

Politics is reduced to electoral politics (through the expulsion of com-
munity organizing, direct action, etc.), and electoral politics is reduced
to a battle between Republicans and Democrats. 

Writer Kristine Mattis captured the superficiality of this hyper parti-
san politics in her essay, “Democracy is Not a Team Sport“: 

“Team alliances in such trivial matters as sports and pop
culture may be of little significance, save for the time, ef-
fort, and money spent on these trivialities which could be
better  spent  on  matters  of  consequence.  However,  strict
team alliances in politics serve to manipulate the masses
and obfuscate the issues. What results is a highly polarized,

73



divisive society in which the suffering of the people and the
crumbling of our ecological life support system go on al-
most unabated. Those at the top of Team D and Team R
forge forward, reaping the rewards of our toils on the bot-
tom.”3

In reality, the two teams have far, far more in common than not, start -
ing  with  their  ardent  devotion  to  capitalism.  Conversely,  we  are
strongly discouraged from bringing up third parties or non-Capitalist
alternatives, even though the beneficial influence of both (and more)
is readily apparent with even a cursory glance around the rest of the
world. 

I will emphasize that I do not ascribe the propaganda environment in
its entirety to a grand conspiracy, though it would be naïve to deny
that many discrete details  and methods have indeed been carefully
planned and tested. But that’s only at the practical level. At a deeper
level, the kidders are themselves being kidded. A New York Times re-
porter doesn’t need to be given orders; they believe their own hype. 

Chris Hedges hits this topic in “Empire of Illusion.” He explains how
the elite of the US, including members of the mainstream media, at-
tend the same upper crust institutions, where they are molded to con-
form to what are no more than high class forms of narrow-minded-
ness. Gone are the days where the beat reporter shared beers with the
factory  worker  at  the  local  bar.  Too many  reporters  were  elevated
from such humble strata, and came to associate—both in person and
in their own heads—with the managers and owners they should be
calling to account. At the same time, the economic status of factory
workers fell as manufacturing jobs were outsourced and unions beaten
down. On top of all that, 40% of newsroom jobs have been cut since
the year 2000. The tethers that once grounded media in the lives of
everyday people were cut.

So what do we do with this information?

Admittedly, the only way I’ll ever be able to drive down a suburban
shopping strip and not be lured by the aroma of fast food is if I lose
my sense of smell or if all those joints shut down. I’m afraid the same
is probably true of propaganda. Short of a lobotomy or a media col-
lapse, we will all remain vulnerable to its powerful draw. 

I believe the best choice is to shut it out the best we can. Just as it
doesn’t make sense for me to get a burger and fries at the drive-thru
just for the point of seeing whether or not it’s still bad for me, there’s
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no point for me to imbibe in corporate media “just to keep track” of it
or to “know the enemy” or whatever, unless I am specifically engaged
in media criticism, with my senses on full alert. Propaganda works by
being insidious, not obvious, and it’s far too easy to get pulled in. 

As Malcolm X said: “If you’re not careful, the newspapers will have
you hating the people who are being oppressed, and loving the people
who are doing the oppressing.”

We should also support alternative media, which is always under as-
sault from the mainstream, but especially in these days of algorithm-
driven censorship. 

I also strongly recommend that people follow the work of Fairness &
Accuracy in  Reporting,  Media  Matters,  Project  Censored and other
media watchdog groups. They do an excellent and admirable job of
slogging into the propaganda trenches and revealing the muck they
find. I get FAIR’s daily emails and they help keep my eyes and my
mind open.

And finally, we should remember that Mark Twain’s words apply to all
of us in one moment or another: “It is easier to fool people than to
convince them they have been fooled.” 
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Cowardly New World: 
Alternative Media Under Attack 
by Algorithms

October 23, 2017

“Objective  journalism  is  one  of  the  main  reasons  that
American politics has been allowed to be be corrupt for so
long.” —Hunter S. Thompson

An insidious assault is underway against alternative media on the in-
ternet. Leftist and progressive websites have been suffering significant
declines in traffic.  Some have had their  online income sources  cut.
Many others have been publicly defamed.

Who is behind this onslaught? Must be Trump and the Republicans,
right? Nope. It was started by the Democratic leadership during the
2016 election campaign and is being executed by liberal-leaning tech
giants, mainly Google and Facebook. Essential to the fight has been
the mainstream media, which has been doing what it does best: fan-
ning the flames of fear.

Lest you think I am painting a picture of a tightly-organized, top-down
conspiracy here, let me assure you that I am not. Some right-wing al-
ternative media outlets have been doing so,  because they too have
been attacked by the same parties and that’s where they go with it,
but they miss key aspects of the big picture. (I.e., anyone who believes
Obama was a Marxist has a lot to learn!) By naming the Democratic
leadership, tech companies and mainstream media, I am merely point-
ing at participants, not describing a cabal, though they are certainly
united in the common concerns of their class.

The trouble started about a year ago, just after the election, when the
“fake news” meme suddenly surged through mainstream media chan-
nels. Allegedly, fake news stories had been planted in social media by
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Russians in order to help Trump win the election. This was the line be-
ing peddled by the defeated Clinton staff and much of the mainstream
media enthusiastically took it  up.  At  the time, I  predicted that this
meme would be used to attack alternative media sooner or later.

In December, the Washington  Post published a hit piece sourced al-
most solely on the unsubstantiated claims of a shadowy, anonymous
organization called “Prop or Not,” which listed 200 alternative media
outlets  from across  the political  spectrum as purveyors  of  Russian
propaganda. What this diverse collection actually had in common was
that  none were friends of  the Democratic  Party.  They became the
prime targets of a rapidly developing witch-hunt that continues to the
present day. 

Then,  in  April  ’17,  Google  implemented  ‘Project  Owl,’  ostensibly
aimed at reducing the prominence of “fake news” in its searches. The
program utilized “algorithmic updates to surface more authoritative
content” (there’s some techno-newspeak!) and to downgrade “offen-
sive” material. In the weeks that followed, many leftist and progres-
sive websites saw double-digit  percentage declines in the traffic re-
ferred to them from Google searches. Among these were  Alternet (-
63%),  Democracy Now! (-36%),  Common Dreams (-37%),  TruthOut (-
25%), The Intercept (-19%) and Counterpunch (-21%). The steepest de-
cline  was  experienced  by  the  World  Socialist  Web  Site (wsws.org),
whose search traffic fell by two-thirds.1

David North, director of wsws.org, didn’t mince words about this state
of affairs:

“There  is  no  innocent  explanation  for  the  extraordinarily
sharp  fall  in  readers,  virtually  overnight,  coming  from
Google searches. Google’s claim that it is protecting readers
from ‘fake news’ is  a politically motivated lie.  Google,  a
massive monopoly, with the closest ties to the state and in-
telligence  agencies,  is  blocking access  to  the  WSWS and
other left  and progressive web sites through a system of
rigged searches.

“The actions of Google constitute political censorship and
are a blatant attack on free speech. At a time when public
distrust of establishment media is widespread, this corpo-
rate giant is exploiting its monopolistic position to restrict
public  access  to  a  broad  spectrum of  news  and critical
analysis.”2
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Facebook has been accused of “censoring” alternative media as well
in its efforts to suppress “fake news,” and it, too, is using algorithms
for the first pass on uploaded content. Humans raters are involved on
further identification and labeling, but considering the sheer mass of
posts to that platform, their participation must relate to only a tiny mi-
nority of the content that is affected.

YouTube, which is owned by Google, is also utilizing algorithms but
for the purpose of deciding which videos are eligible to be “mone-
tized,” which is to say, which videos can generate revenue for their
creators  by featuring advertising,  usually as  a short clip before the
main feature. Over the last year, countless videos and many channels
have been “demonetized” in a process that has raised the ire of many
creators and viewers. Accusations of political bias have been common.

Some would argue that it’s only “censorship” when the government
does it. However, in these days of digital dominance by a small num-
ber of entities with near monopolies, I think the discussion is different.
As Thomas Knapp recently asked in Counterpunch:

“At  what  point  does  ‘actively  working  with  the  govern-
ment’ and ‘partnering with public authorities’ cease to be
private, albeit civic-minded, market activity and become de
facto government activity? Or, to put it differently, when
does it cease to be merely ‘you can’t talk like that in my liv-
ing room’ (exercise of legitimate property rights) and start
becoming ‘you can’t  talk  like that,  period’  (censorship)?
My own answer: When Mark Zuckerberg starts using the
phrase ‘actively working with the government’ as if that’s a
good thing, we’re well into the danger zone.”3

There is little recourse that can be sought with any of these media gi-
ants by those who have been algo-ed out, whether they are individual
creators or alternative media organizations. Sure, each corporation has
an appeals process, but a quick search on the topic turns up a load of
angry stories about content that is disappeared or demonetized that
can’t be brought back or re-monetized.

On the use of algorithms by Google to rank search results, the New
York Times stated: 

“Google said hundreds of factors go into its search algo-
rithm and the formula is also constantly evolving. The com-
pany said  it  conducted 150,000 search experiments  and
implemented 1,600 changes last year. This is why it’s hard
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to pinpoint exactly why search traffic plummets for a site
like the World Socialist Web Site.”4

Here, the Times was playing its usual role of trivializing accusations of
bad behavior by conventional power brokers and marginalizing their
accusers. However, in this case they also unwittingly revealed how the
use  of  algorithms  is  eroding  human  responsibility.  By  placing  the
blame on the complexity and ever-changing nature of the algorithm,
all the individual people at Google are excused, from programmer to
rater to CEO, to say nothing of partners and stockholders. In other
words, algorithms are making for a cowardly new world.

But is the Times just being coy? Who says “it’s hard to pinpoint exactly
why  search  traffic  plummets”  for  a  particular  site?  The  Times or
Google? The way the sentence is written, it is not at all clear. And is it
even factual? If someone with the technical knowledge to understand
the algorithm sat down and went through it, would they really not be
able to figure out how wsws.org has been so consistently omitted? I
have my doubts about that and I suspect that the Times is eliding this
point due to their own institutional bias.

“The phrase, ‘fake news’ has exploded in usage since the
election, but the term is similar to other malleable political
labels such as ‘terrorism’ and ‘hate speech’; because the
phrase lacks any clear definition, it is essentially useless ex-
cept as an instrument of propaganda and censorship. The
most important fact to realize about this new term: those
who most  loudly denounce fake news are  typically those
most aggressively disseminating it.” —Glen Greenwald5

These issues exist in a wider context than media. The accusations of
“fake news” and attacks on alternative media have gone hand-in-hand
with the larger anti-Russian campaign that the Democrats have been
waging since at least early 2016 (and which is nothing new in US his-
tory). Recall that in mid-2016, when Wikileaks released emails con-
taining  damaging  information  about  the  Democrats  and  Clinton’s
campaign, the party’s reaction was to accuse Wikileaks of working
with the Russians who, they alleged, had hacked into their computers.
This  narrative  has  survived  to  the  present  day  despite  the  lack  of
proof. Indeed, a report from the Veteran Intelligence Professionals for
Sanity—a group made up of former members of the CIA, the FBI, the
NSA, and other agencies—suggested there is evidence that the emails
were leaked not hacked; that is, that they were released by a party in-
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sider with access,  not stolen by someone outside breaking in.6 The
bottom line is that the question of who is responsible is not now, nor
has it  ever been, settled.  It  remains a mystery,  though you’d never
know that from the corporate media, who take the Russian-hack story
as a fact rather than the unsubstantiated allegation that it really is. 

It is also worth noting that Wikileaks has released many thousands of
documents critical of the Russians, too—a fact generally ignored by
Democrat-leaning corporate media who want to paint Wikileaks as a
“Putin puppet.”

For their own reasons, the Democratic leadership has been working to
manufacture anti-Russian sentiment in the US population. I have per-
sonally found this alarming, and I haven’t been the only one. If one
has been interested in stories that call bullshit on the Dems and their
neo-McCarthyite Russiagate conspiracy theories, the only place to go
has been the alternative media. The same alternative media now un-
der assault. Hmm. How about that?

Not all alternative media is created equal, though, and unfortunately,
the right wing of it has been giving far more attention to this story of
how marginal voices are being squashed by the corporate tech giants.
For example, in researching this article, I found precious few voices
port-side of the Dems who were tackling this narrative, though some
of them are of very high quality, such as Robert Parry and others at
Consortium News, Mike Whitney and Aaron Maté. Real life muckrak-
ers, they are.

Writes Bill Boyarsky at TruthDig: “There’s a difference between muck-
raking and fake news. Determining the difference is too difficult for a
computer, even one with the smartest kind of artificial intelligence.”7

Of course,  the technophiles might counter that it’s  just a matter of
time until artificial intelligence  is “smart” enough to know, but that
claim would ignore the basic rule that computing has always followed:
garbage-in/garbage-out. In this case, the garbage-in is bias, and given
the parties involved, the particular bias is not difficult to describe: po-
litically moderate, socially liberal, and unquestionably capitalist. In a
word, conventional. Which is what the alternative media ain’t, by defi -
nition.

I appreciated Boyarsky’s article, but the fundamental issue is not tech-
nological, it’s social. In this day and age, most people, including most
people working at big tech companies, can’t determine the difference
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between  muckraking  and  fake  news.  They  know when  something
sounds unconventional, though, and they flag that.

So it is dark times for alternative media, and getting darker. I can see
that I must dedicate more time and energy to supporting alternative
media in whatever ways I can. I urge you, dear reader, to do the same.

To do otherwise is to be subservient to a set of mainstream values and
institutions that  not  only obfuscate  facts  and reality but  which are
also the driving forces behind war and ecocide.  In these times the
stakes are high; too high for partisan loyalties and wishful thinking.
The only voices speaking truth are those on the fringes and we must
amplify them however we can.

• Read/view alternative media stories and share them in what-
ever venues you can. 

• Stop consuming mainstream media and stop posting links to it.

• Actively support alternative media by donating money, time or
other resources. 

• Stop using Google as your search engine; I recommend Duck-
DuckGo, which doesn’t track you or save your search history. 

• Become the media: take your own photos or video and write
up stories  yourself  for whatever outlet will  take your work,
even if that’s only your own blog. 
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Thinking Outside the Social 
Media Echo Chamber

August 5, 2020

Social media algorithms serve us up with what we like to see because
the more we scroll, the more data they can harvest, and selling that
data is their business model. Lately, it’s been popular to refer to the in-
creasingly narrow worldview that we receive this way as an “echo
chamber.” Commentators have been warning that both ignorance and
polarization are the result, and that we need to take deliberate steps to
avoid being boxed in and judgmental. Agreed.

One suggested remedy I saw recently is to keep people with “com-
pletely opposite political views” on your newsfeed, in part because
this will remind you that people who believe those things are human
too. That’s fine as far it goes, but let’s go further. I propose that the
key word is not “opposite” but “outside.” 

Breaking down issues into sets of opposite views is itself a product of
the colonial/Western worldview, and that’s a larger “echo chamber”
that we inhabit. Its intellectual tradition, which proudly roots itself in
ancient Greece, is hobbled by duality, which is neither inherent to the
world nor helpful for modeling political topics. 

Rather than picturing ourselves along a spectrum—defined by only
two dimensions—we can envision ourselves in bubbles, which extend
into all directions. Our knowledge and experience is demarcated by
how big our bubble is. 

This admits to being in a bubble, which is honest. 

First,  because here in the “developed” West, we are insulated from
many  aspects  of  reality  that  are  commonplace  elsewhere,  such  as
bombed cities, mass starvation, and child slavery. That all of these ter-
rible  crimes  support  our  material  wealth  here  is  even  less  known.
These things are outside our collective bubble.
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Second, our individual bubble is a product of our upbringing, experi-
ence and constitution, most of which is  not in our control.  That is,
each of us was handed something to work with that we didn’t choose.
We can decide what we’ll do with it, though, as circumstances allow.
We can push the walls of the bubble out to include more. We widen
our perspective.

This process might include keeping people in your social media news-
feed who have “completely opposite political views” but that would
only be one element. If we are talking about the very limited world of
social media, I would suggest adding people to your feed who offer
points of view that are defined less than by how they relate to yours in
a polar way and more by how “outside” they are of your bubble. Be-
cause batting the same ball back and forth between two sides is really
only fun if it’s with a racket or a paddle or whatever. When it comes to
your knowledge and understanding of life,  that approach won’t get
you far. It’s reductive and flattens the bubble. 

Life is not two-dimensional. Living it that way will not lead to satisfac-
tion or growth. Look back over the centuries of tragedy that led us to
this moment: so much brutality and bloodshed, all the way back to
Mesopotamia, when this “good vs. evil” slop started getting dished
out. Have any of our civilizations worked during that period? As in,
accumulated wealth  without imposing suffering on humans and na-
ture? Some, like the pre-Patriarchal Crete that anthropologist  Riane
Eisler speaks of in her book, The Chalice and the Blade, were certainly
better than others. But we here in the US are among the worst.

We owe it to this planet to widen our field of vision. Rather than view-
ing life as a series of us vs. them battles, we must step back and look
around. 

Personally, I don’t see the point of ensuring that my social media feed
has at least one virulently homophobic jerk on it who can remind me
on a daily basis that people who “hate fags” are human too. Or who
will spew the racist shit I heard regularly during my red state child-
hood. Or who is going to denigrate all my sisters because it’s the only
way they know to feel like a man. Conversely, as a white US Ameri-
can, I find it totally valuable for my feed to include Native Americans,
Blacks and other people of color, as well as a generous amount people
who live in other countries. Additionally, non-political interest groups,
such  as  plant,  bird  and  insect  identification  forums,  offer  a  much
needed reminder that it’s not all about humans. (And of course, cat
videos are essential, and cut across all sociopolitical lines.)
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The internet and social media gives us an opportunity to expose our-
selves to all sort of different cultures and ideas; the fact that most US
Americans don’t seem to use it that way reminds me of how I have of-
ten found myself  to be the only white  person in an Asian,  Middle
Eastern or Hispanic grocery store. I mean, if the US has been good for
anything, it’s been as a place where you can choose from a dizzying
array of foods from around the world, probably unprecedented in his-
tory. Yet many people just stick with the same set of narrow, habitu -
ated choices.

Which might be getting more to the heart of things; in general, US
Americans have never been interested in other cultures, and are not
only satisfied with living in an echo chamber in real life, but seek to
keep it that way. In that sense, social media algorithms are merely re-
flective of how we have always behaved anyway. A few people are cu-
rious, but most aren’t. 

Personally, I greatly appreciate people who are smarter, wiser or more
experienced than I am in whatever way—whether the topic is politics,
plant propagation or car repair—and I am happy that this is a pool of
people so large that I can draw from it for the rest of my life. As I am
exposed to the words and ideas of such knowledgeable people, my
understanding of life expands. Instead of merely seeing that people
are human in spite of their shortcomings, I can enjoy that people are
inspiring in spite of their suffering. I’d rather seek hands to hold in the
darkness, than make fists to fend them off.
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The Chilling Arrest of 
Independent Journalist 
Max Blumenthal

October 29, 2019

This past weekend, with the arrest of Max Blumenthal,1 we were re-
minded  again  that  leftist  activism  and  independent  media  in  the
United States are increasingly under siege. 

Max Blumenthal is an activist and the founder/editor of The Grayzone,
a website that describes itself as featuring “original investigative jour-
nalism and analysis on politics and empire.” His body of work has cov-
ered diverse topics including US imperialism, the Israeli war on Pales-
tine, and independent media, among many others. But a particular fo-
cus for Blumenthal in 2019 has been Venezuela, and this arrest hap-
pened within that context. 

In January, the United States attempted to engineer a coup in that na-
tion against its legally elected president, Nicolás Maduro Moros, and
replace him with Juan Guaidó, a right-wing politician. Corporate me-
dia in the US (and Europe, for the most part) had been anti-Maduro
since he first took office, so with this set of events they dished out
naked propaganda. US politicians on both sides of the aisle called for
Maduro’s ouster. A false narrative was quickly sewn up tight with per-
tinent  facts  unmentioned,  among  them:  that  Venezuela  holds  the
world’s largest proven oil reserves; that US sanctions played a major
role in the nation’s economic woes; and that the right-wing opposition
was white supremacist. 

Conversely, Blumenthal was among a handful of media activists who
traveled to Venezuela to uncover the real story. Others included Aaron
Maté (also of The Grayzone) and Abby Martin (creator of the Empire
Files  show/podcast).  These  were  the  some of  the  few figures  you
could turn to at the time for a non-corporate, on-the-ground presenta-
tion of the situation there.
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In January, Blumenthal and co-writer Dan Cohen penned “The Mak-
ing of Juan Guaidó: How the US Regime Change Laboratory Created
Venezuela’s Coup Leader,” in which they revealed how Guaidó was
“the product of more than a decade of assiduous grooming by the US
government’s elite regime change factories.”2 Such details, as essen-
tial as they are, were (and remain) absent from the coverage of CNN,
Fox, NPR, etc., (of course). 

In May, Blumenthal’s coverage of the US campaign against Maduro
was centered in the nation’s capital, where Guaidó’s people wanted to
take over the Venezuelan embassy, against the wishes of Maduro, but
with the explicit blessing of the US (and in contravention of interna-
tional law). For reasons of safety, Maduro’s staff left the premises, but
US activists (including members of Code Pink) occupied the building
to prevent a right-wing takeover. (See Blumenthal’s “DC embassy pro-
tectors force Guaido’s shadow ambassador to flee in failure as coup
flops in Venezuela.”3)

Blumenthal was among many activists who sought to support the oc-
cupation by showing up outside or  by bringing supplies.  The right-
wing pro-Guaidó crowds,  who were encamped outside the building
24/7, harassed those who showed up, sometimes with physical force.
DC police ignored such violence, however, and instead arrested ac-
tivists.4 Typical. 

The charge against Blumenthal is for “simple assault” and was brought
against him by one of Guaidó’s supporters at the embassy protests.
On this topic, The Grayzone’s Ben Norton writes: “The arrest warrant
was  five  months  old.  According  to  an  individual  familiar  with  the
case,  the  warrant  for  Blumenthal’s  arrest  was  initially  rejected.
Strangely, this false charge was revived months later without the de-
fendant’s knowledge.”5

The revived warrant was used to roust Blumenthal from his home on
the morning of October 25th and jail him for two days in DC. His
hands and ankles were shackled and he was denied a phone call. This
sentence bears repeating: His hands and ankles were shackled and he
was denied a phone call. Increasingly, these stories contain details like
this, or worse. 

Blumenthal and others have noted that his arrest took place the day
after  The  Grayzone published  an  article  exposing  financial  ties  be-
tween a US government agency and Venezuelan right-wingers, enti-
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tled, “USAID funds salaries of Venezuelan coup leaders to lobby US
politicians for regime change.”6 

I will mention that Blumenthal is a controversial figure among some on
the left. They question whether he is “really” a journalist or is “just”
an activist.  But do you know who doesn’t care about  such distinc-
tions? The state, which just snatched him from his home and hid him
away incommunicado. 

In moments like this—when the boot is coming down on a brother’s
neck—we must stand up and protest loudly. Blumenthal’s arrest was
intended to intimidate not just him but other activists. A very clear
message was conveyed: Criticize US foreign policy and you might end
up behind bars.

We will have freedom of expression only as long as we fight to keep it.
And we can never let up on that fight. Today, Max Blumenthal is the
target, but tomorrow it will be someone else. The target will never be
someone who everyone respects, so we will need to guard against let-
ting ourselves be divided and conquered.
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AGRICULTURE





#WeedsArePeopleToo: 
Springtime Reflections on 
Farming & its Damages

May 3, 2019

I  woke the  other  morning to  the  staccato sound of  a  Woodpecker
pecking. He (I am guessing, based on appearance) was tap-tap-tap-
ping on a dead branch on a nearby Oak. The rhythmic noise was not
disturbing, even first thing, because I had been observing and appreci-
ating this bird and his habits for the last few days on this particular
tree. But the sound also brought me sadness, as I knew the tree was
not much longer for the world, and was in fact scheduled to be cut
down that very day. Why? Such is agriculture. Read on…

*  *  *

I recently started work on a farm in northern California and the first
task given to me was to clean up the property’s hoophouses. Inside
these structures were hundreds of ten-gallon pots overflowing with
vegetation of the sort usually characterized as “weeds.”

“Weed” is an entirely subjective label of course. It’s not a scientific or
botanical term. A “weed” species might be native or non-native in ori-
gin. A “weed” might also be edible, medicinal or have other beneficial
qualities. In the broadest sense, a “weed” is simply “a plant out of
place.” Obviously, it makes a big difference who is making that call. In
this instance, weeds were any and all plants growing in the pots, with-
out exception, so they would be open for the crop. At the risk of cloud-
ing the issue further, I’ll mention that a common name for the crop
that’ll be planted happens to be “weed,” lmao.

Quite a variety of exuberant plant species were in attendance. Most
common was Stinging Nettle (Urtica dioica), which seems to thrive in
the mineral-rich but unbalanced soils left behind by Cannabis farming.
I put on gloves for pulling these and, though I tried to be careful, still
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ended up getting my bare arms brushed by the leaves rather often,
and  suffered  burny-scratchy  skin  all  day.  (It  was  too  hot  for  long
sleeves.)

There was also Chickweed (Stellaria media), Miner’s Lettuce (Clayto-
nia sp.),  Bittercress (Cardamine sp.),  Wild Lettuce (Lactuca sp.),  and
Cleavers, aka Bedstraw (Galium aparine), all of which are edible and/
or medicinal. Vetch (Vicia sp.) and Clover (Trifolium sp.) were prevalent
and both fix nitrogen from the air, enriching the soil where they take
root. Succulent thistles were budding and flowering (Sonchus and Cir-
sium), glossy grasses bunching (probably Holcus lanatus), and Pineap-
pleweeds (Matricaria discoidea) popping up. I found just a few Queen
Anne’s Lace plants (Daucus carota), the wild progenitor of the domes-
ticated Carrot, whose seeds contain a natural birth control agent.1

And of course, no collection of springtime weeds would be complete
without the much maligned and misunderstood Dandelion (Taraxacum
officinale), whose roots make medicine, its leaves cooking greens, its
flowers  wine,  and its  seedheads delightful  wish-carriers.  Originally
brought to the Americas intentionally by Europeans who valued its
many uses, its reputation as a villain is a very recent curse, perpe-
trated by the lawn industry for profit. Despicable. I found only three
specimens and I ate two of them whole.

All of these plants are “ruderal” or “pioneer” species. That is, they are
the  first  to  move  into  recently  disturbed  areas  and  fill  the  empty
space. Many are also “ephemeral,” meaning they are short-lived, and
if left alone will be gone without visible trace by the middle of sum-
mer, though their seeds will be lying in wait in the top layer of soil,
waiting for the right conditions to sprout, be that Autumn after the
first rains arrive or the next Spring after a cold sleep. You can think of
weeds as being Mother Nature’s first responders.

The enthusiasm of such plants is undeniable. They sprout thickly, grow
quickly and flower fast. They throw their whole selves into reaching
for the sun, attracting pollinators, and reproducing. They rush to their
goals but with such perfection that their haste makes no waste. They
express an irrepressible joie de vivre from first sprout to final seeding.
Their maturity is a swift fulfillment and their decline rapid. A life lived
so fully in the moment—with such unrestrained vivacity—is beyond
the comprehension of most of us humans these days, at least here in
the techno-industrial world.
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I was not blind to any of this while I was yanking them out. I nibbled
on some of the edibles, but limited my urges since I didn’t know what
the chemical treatment of the area had been. I marveled at the star-
like flowers of the Chickweed, was utterly charmed by the pink inflo-
rescence of the Henbit Dead Nettle (Lamium amplexicaule), and was
thrilled to find the first few blossoms of the Sow Thistle (Sonchus sp.),
bright yellow and cheerful like little suns.

The “disturbed areas” so loved by weeds are what agriculture con-
stantly creates  and recreates,  often multiple  times  per annum.  The
non-human world is regularly marked by disturbances too, of course—
floods, fires and landslides—and that’s how pioneer plants came to
be. But agriculture as disturbance has its own qualities, not the least
of which are its effects on us.

The landscapes of farms are dominated by annual plants, both the
crops and the weeds. Yes, there are also perennials such as orchard
trees, berry bushes, etc., but their settings are kept carefully (and usu-
ally chemically) tamed. As policy and practice, agricultural lands are
purposely held back at juvenile stages and never allowed to mature.
So, the interrelationships between plants and animals (and fungi and
minerals and etc.)  in such zones are limited to those of immediate
post-disturbance.  Those things that  only happen a decade after the
flood or fifty years after the fire never come to be. In this way, farm-
ing is a continual and insistent habitat destruction and so is responsi-
ble for the steep decline in the populations of many species around the
world,  plant,  animal  and otherwise.  And—I never see this  asked—
how does this affect us? Physically, metaphysically or otherwise, to be
dependent on this forced juvenilizaton? Has this been an aspect of our
short-sighted behavior since the agricultural revolution began?

Before  agriculture,  we  humans  also  affected  our  environment,  it’s
true. Some Native Americans, for example, set fires to keep forests
open or to encourage the growth of certain food plants. Others col-
lected and planted the seeds of wild plants. But lacking agriculture’s
dominating spirit, it was far more of a partnership. I discuss these life-
style  differences  and their  ecological  and  cultural  consequences  in
some detail in my book, The Failures of Farming and the Necessity of
Wildtending, but for the scope of this essay, suffice it to say that the
transition from the digging stick and spear to the plow and silo was
jarring, far-reaching and quite damaging.

That so many humans (and nearly 100% of farmers) who, upon wit-
nessing the exultant life of pioneer plants, instantly get the urge to
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eradicate  them, speaks very clearly to the contemporary condition.
Yeah, I get it: “we have to eat.” But that’s domestication speaking, not
ecological wisdom. And it doesn’t apply to non-food crops, which are
nearly half the total of all crops.2

Collectively, we are unaware of how our taming of so much of the
planet’s surface for farming has a) thrown the global environment out
of balance and b) reduced us humans to morose docility. When the
“weeds” sprout in spring, we are witnessing the healing power of life,
and in that cheerful effort, Mother Nature does not care whether the
particular species themselves are native or non-native. She works with
what she has, without judgment, with no care for our opinions or dog-
mas.

This won’t go on forever, of course, by which I mean farming and its
disturbances. Eventually, in one way or another, we won’t be around
to do it anymore, or we will have returned to earlier (and healthier)
ways of living.

But in the meantime, here we are, and it’s characteristic of this place
that we feel trapped while we’re in it. We must keep this in mind, in
both good times and bad: our society is based fundamentally on im-
prisonment and limitation. But the “weeds” are not so constrained;
no, not at all. 

So yes, “we have to eat,” and in the current cultural context that en-
tails  pulling  some  weeds,  but  we  should  open  our  eyes  (and  our
hearts) to the jubilant effervescence of these ephemeral creatures and
reflect on how we can foster that spirit in ourselves, as individuals.
That path might lead, it seems to me, to some kind of liberation.

*  *  *

Not all the “weeds” I found were joyful annuals. I also ran across a
good number of Douglas-Fir seedlings (Pseudotsuga menziesii)—with
their cotyledons arranged in pinwheels—and germinating acorns from
Oaks (Quercus sp.), their hulls split by stocky white roots and sprouts.
The hoophouses stood on ground once forested with these and other
trees, including Madrone (Arbutus menziesii), and was still surrounded
by them. Thinking of all the Pseudotsuga that had been cleared for the
farm, I potted up the first seedling I found.

“A plant out of place.” That was, all of a sudden, the unfortunate posi-
tion of a particular Oak tree. In order to expand plantable area on a
property of limited size, this tree would be cut down, along with a
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couple of young Doug-Firs next to him (that’s my personal sense of
the appropriate pronoun).

I spent a few minutes the day before the scheduled execution day tak-
ing pictures of him. Like most trees in these crowded, post-logged ar-
eas, he was “leggy;” that is, there were no branches on the lower part
of his trunk and his whole appearance was a little spindly. The trunk
itself was slightly twisted, bent as it rose, and was covered with thick,
furrowed bark. A few dead branches, obvious by their lack of bark,
provided homes for the insects the Woodpecker sought.

Leaf buds were just starting to open, high up, against the sky. Last
year had been his last fully leafed season, as it turned out. I won’t
make a guess at the exact age of the tree, but surely it was a century
or so. Definitely older than the humans deciding its fate.

And yes, I hugged the tree. If you put your arms around a tree, press
your body up against the trunk, close your eyes and stay there for long
enough, you can definitely feel things. At least I have, and so have oth-
ers. Most people haven’t tried, including—I would wager—the major-
ity of those who would express skepticism about the action and what
it can teach. I won’t say anything about what I experienced. Such sen-
sations exist mostly outside the realm of language, or at least contem-
porary English anyway. But the result was a stronger understanding of
the tree and a deepened sadness about his impending loss.

They say you can learn a lot about a society by the way it treats its
children and elders. That Oak was merely one of many old trees—our
elders—who will be killed this year to make way for human endeavor.
And those weeds—our children—were only a handful of the uncount-
able number that will be pulled or poisoned. The damages incurred by
all those deaths are virtually inestimable, but will be outweighed in
the human mind by the monetary profits that can be counted.

It’s a calculus that makes me very, very sad. I wish it were different.
And I don’t want to stop that sadness or wishing. They are part of
what makes me feel alive in the clutches of this deadening society,
and of what inspires me to strive to make things better—more lively
and free—in whatever way I can.
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Can Our Veggie Gardens Feed us 
in a Real Crisis?

July 14, 2019

Massive flooding and heavier than normal precipitation across the US
Midwest this year delayed or entirely prevented the planting of many
crops. The waters were so widespread they were visible from space.
The trouble isn’t over yet: Hotter-than-normal temperatures predicted
to follow could adversely affect corn pollination1. Projections of lower
yields have already stimulated higher prices in UN grain indexes and
US ethanol2. Additionally, the USDA is expecting harvests to be of in-
ferior quality3. Furthermore, the effects of this year could bleed into
2020; late planting leads to late harvesting which delays fall tilling, 4

potentially until next spring, when who knows what Mother Nature
will deliver. 

AccuWeather’s characterization of this as a “one-of-a-kind growing
season”5 is  literally  true  only  in  terms  of  its  exact  circumstances
(given increasingly chaotic events) but not in its intensity (which will
surely be exceeded). Prudence would dictate that we heed this year’s
events as a warning and get serious about making preparations for
worse years. Literal cycles of “feast or famine” have marked agricul-
ture since its birth and sooner or later we will experience significant
shortages here in the US, if not from the weather, than from supply
chain interruptions or war.

The Midwest floods and their possible repercussions for the food sup-
ply got some attention in the news (though not enough). One of the
most common suggestions I saw on social media was: “Plant a gar-
den!” 

If only it were that simple.

I used to be a small-scale organic farmer so take it from me: totally
feeding  yourself  from  your  own  efforts  is  very,  very  challenging.
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Though some friends and I tried over multiple seasons, we never suc-
ceeded, or even came anywhere close. 

First of all, consider what you eat. Yes, you. What do you eat at home?
At work? When you go out? Okay, what percentage of that can be
raised in the bioregion where you live? If you have trouble answering
this  question,  don’t  feel  bad. The percentage of  the US population
with  practical  farming  knowledge  in  this  day  and  age  is  probably
lower than that of any other society in agricultural history. 

Looking at the subset of your current diet that can be grown in your
area, is it enough to live off of? Is it well-balanced and does it provide
enough calories? If not, what will you add to fill it out? This is purely
an exercise of course, but there’s the rough draft of the menu you’re
going to survive on. How will that work? I mean logistically?

Let’s take carrots. They’re popular, they’re nutritious, and they can be
grown all  over  the  US without  too much trouble.  What’s  a  year’s
worth of carrots look like? How many ten-foot rows would it take to
produce that many? When are they best seeded? How much space,
water and amendments do they require? What tools do you need? Are
there diseases or insects to worry about and what’s the best way of
dealing with them? When do you pick them? How long will the har-
vest keep? 

Now go through all those questions for everything else on your list. 

Then add it up: all the space, hours, and equipment. 

Does it look daunting? If it doesn’t, you left something out. 

Without going through all of the above, here’s what you’re probably
not thinking of right now: The typical US American diet is only 10-
20% fruits and veggies like you might grow in your backyard and―but ―but 
the vast majority is made up of grains and proteins in one form or an-
other. 

What  vegetable  does  nearly  everyone grow in their  home garden?
Tomatoes.  How do  they  eat  them?  On a  sandwich  or  with  pasta?
That’s wheat or rice or some other grains. How many people have ever
planted rice or wheat in their back yards? 

Meat is also grains because that’s what’s fed to animals. This includes
the majority of grass-fed cows, who are “finished” (fattened up) on
grains on a feedlot prior  to slaughter.  So if  you want meat in your
home-grown diet, you’ll need to plant for those mouths too. You might
end up concluding that you don’t need as much as you thought you
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did. (BTW, many historic paleolithic diets were supplemented by hunt-
ing meat but were dependent on gathering roots, seeds, berries, etc.)

When my friends and I tried the grow-all-your-own-food challenge,
we quickly got educated about the difficulties of grains and other sta-
ple crops. I’m not just talking about planting and raising, which are
hard enough, but harvesting and processing. Wheat, for example, is
easy to grow, but there’s a number of steps from mature spikelets in
the field to flour in the kitchen, including threshing and winnowing. In
2008, we attempted to harvest and process a third of an acre of wheat
entirely by hand. Over two dozen people participated during a two
week period. I kept careful notes and after all was said and done, each
hour of labor produced 2.6 lbs of wheat berries, cleaned and ready to
grind. To put that into perspective in the context of our current Capi-
talist mode, if you were paying people $15/hour, the labor cost of each
pound would be $5.77. 

We  also  experimented  with  quinoa,  dry  beans,  flour  corn,  millet,
buckwheat, flax, and other crops. Each one required its own set of
techniques.  Overall,  our yields were much lower than we expected
and the work much harder than we wanted. Not to say I didn’t enjoy it
these experiments; I did. But I also wasn’t actually depending on it.

When I think about the possibility of some kind of food supply crisis
in the US, all I can do is shake my head. We do not have a safety net to
catch us if we fall. If we want one, we needed to start working on it
yesterday.  Just  putting in another raised bed in your backyard ain’t
gonna do it. You can’t live off of spinach, cucumbers and green beans.
(You can survive just on potatoes if you have to, but guaranteeing year
round availability is tricky.) 

I’m not saying we shouldn’t plant veggie gardens. We should put in as
many as we can and fight to keep them when they’re threatened. But
let’s not kid ourselves that a few heads of broccoli (or even a wheel
barrow of zucchinis) will get us through an actual breakdown of the
agricultural system. It won’t. If we want a shot at doing that, we need
to put in some meaningful time and effort, and it will necessarily be
outside the system.

I gave it a try for a few years with a bicycle-based urban farming op-
eration in Portland, Oregon. It was a helluva lot of fun (see my book,
Adventures in Urban Bike Farming), but had no lasting effect. Of the
forty-some gardens we got going, only one remains last I checked. 
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I  suspect that the warning we’ve received from Mother Nature this
year  about  the  vulnerability  of  our  agricultural  system will  go  un-
heeded. If we were smart, we would be reorganizing the whole kit
and caboodle around small-scale operations in localized foodsheds. It
wouldn’t  be  rocket  science.  But  it  wouldn’t  be  making  money  for
Cargill, Tyson and Monsanto, who are the real obstacles to change. 

Which goes to show again: if we want to survive, we need a revolu-
tion.
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O Christmas Tree, 
Toxic Christmas Tree!

December 14, 2016

In early December in Portland I saw my first live Christmas tree of the
season strapped to the top of a car. I was saddened. Not because I
don’t  celebrate  Christmas  (even  though  I  don’t)  but  because  the
Christmas tree industry is so harmful.

In the days that followed, I saw tree lots springing up all around town.
Many had signs reading, “Local,” which I thought was pretty funny
because what else would they be? Oregon is the biggest grower of
Christmas trees in the US, with 42,000 acres producing five to seven
million trees per year. Clackamas county, which grows the most in the
state,  is  right  next  to  Portland.  So,  local?  Yeah.  But,  sustainable?
Nope.

I first became aware of the toxic nature of Christmas tree farming in
2011 when I was farming in Polk County with my friend Clarabelle, in
Oregon’s  Willamette  Valley.  Though not  as  prevalent  as  grass  seed
farms (which take up fully half of the farmland in the valley) Christ-
mas tree plantations were a common sight, often on slopes that are
less  suitable  for  other  crops.  Our  concern—since  we  were  organic
growers coming into this zone of conventional agriculture—was what
chemicals were being used nearby and in our watershed that might
taint our own crops. We didn’t like what we found and only farmed
there one season.

Chemically speaking,  conventional  farming is  a  dirty  business,  and
when the crop isn’t food, it’s even worse. With Christmas tree planta-
tions, synthetic chemical use is virtually ubiquitous, with organic trees
making up just 1% of the market. Aesthetics are obviously of para-
mount importance with this product, and a sleigh-load of toxic sub-
stances are used to kill  pests, strike down diseases and accentuate
their color. Six to ten years of this damaging activity goes into making
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a decoration that is displayed for a few weeks and then usually sent to
the landfill.

Over 90% of Oregon trees are exported to other states and different
countries, with Mexico importing nearly a quarter of all the Douglas-
firs that are cut. Since other nations (and the state of Hawaii) have
strict rules forbidding the importation of pests, chemical treatment of
these trees is compulsory.

It’s easy to say (or read), “Christmas tree farms use toxic chemicals,”
and then move right along without anything sinking in. So I am pre-
senting a list of pesticides that are routinely used in Christmas tree
cultivation, along with some of their known effects on animals and
humans. I want to convey a sense of just how dangerous the business
is to the environment and to the people who work in it.

There are a few types of substances in the list. “Organophosphate” in-
secticides work the same way as chemical warfare nerve agents such
as sarin. Humans exposed to organophosphates through inhalation, in-
gestion  or  skin  contact  just  once  can  experience  a  wide  range  of
symptoms  including  nausea,  dizziness,  confusion,  weakness,
headaches, tightness in the chest, coughing, blurred vision, nonreac-
tive pinpoint pupils, salivation, sweating, vomiting, diarrhea, abdomi-
nal cramps and slurred speech. In extreme cases, poisoning results in
respiratory paralysis and death. Repeated exposure can lead to long-
term  problems  with  memory  and  concentration,  depression  and
moodiness, speech and reflexes, and nightmares and insomnia.

“Organochlorine” insecticides affect the central  nervous system. In
humans, inhalation can cause irritation of the throat and mucus mem-
branes, blurry vision and respiratory problems. Skin contact can lead
to dermatitis and eye contact to conjunctivitis. Ingestion can lead to
nausea,  vomiting,  mental  confusion,  seizures  and  unconsciousness.
Very serious cases can result in death. Chronic exposure can cause
kidney and liver damage, anorexia and central nervous system disor-
ders.

“Pyrethroid” insecticides  are  extracted  from  certain  types  of
Chrysanthemum  flowers,  which  might  sound  benign,  but  they  are
highly toxic to fish and other aquatic animals. Pyrethroids have mild
effects on humans and naturally derived forms are allowed in certi-
fied organic agriculture.

“Herbicides” are plant-killers, used to suppress weeds. “Roundup” is a
well-known herbicide. Different herbicides cause various deleterious
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effects on human health both short and long term. More details fol-
low, below.

The danger of these chemicals is not necessarily that you are bringing
poisons into your home when you buy a Christmas tree. Most of these
substances are applied in the spring and summer and have had time to
dissipate or be rained off by the time the tree is cut down in the win-
ter. However, the fauna and flora of the ecosystems on or nearby the
farms are directly affected season after season. As for humans, farm-
workers are regularly the victims of chemical poisoning. This is espe-
cially problematic since farmworkers are often undocumented immi-
grants with inadequate health care, narrow employment options and
little legal recourse. So with Christmas trees we have environmental
abuses compounded by human rights issues.

Here, then, is a list of chemicals that is not comprehensive but is bad
enough as it stands. I have provided the scientific name, with common
or brand names in parenthesis, so you can look these substances up
yourself for confirmation or more information. The abbreviation, “PAN
BA,” designates the substance as being on the Pesticide Action Net-
work’s “Bad Actor” list1 of “most toxic” chemicals.

• Acephate (Orthene): organophosphate insecticide used to kill
aphids. It is moderately toxic to birds and even in small quanti-
ties, can confuse the navigation systems of songbirds such as
the White-Throated Sparrow so that  they are  unable to tell
north from south. PAN BA 

• Atrazine:  herbicide, second most widely used in the US after
glyphosate (the main ingredient in Roundup). Banned by the
European Union in 2004 and approved as safe by the US Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) that same year. It is highly
persistent in water and is the most commonly detected pesti-
cide in drinking water in the US. Its environmental and health
effects are a subject of controversy due to the wildly contra-
dictory results of different studies, but many of the “it’s safe”
claims  have  come  from  research  sponsored  by  Syngentia,
atrazine’s producer. Nonetheless, atrazine has been implicated
with hermaphroditism in frog tadpoles and with birth defects
in humans. Atrazine is also plausibly linked to cancer because
it stimulates a cancer-promoting substance in the body called
aromatase.  Interestingly,  Syngenta  also  manufactures  aro-
matase inhibiting drugs for cancer treatment, so, though they
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deny their herbicide’s health effects, they’ve got their bases
covered, profit-wise. In 2012, Syngenta settled a class-action
lawsuit over atrazine in water supplies, agreeing to pay $105
million in damages, but denying any wrongdoing as part of the
deal. PAN BA 

• Biphenthrin/Bifenthrin  (Talstar):  pyrethroid  insecticide.  Af-
fects bees by decreasing their reproductive rate and slowing
their maturation. Extremely toxic to fish, which it kills by in-
hibiting their ability to take up oxygen through their gills. 

• Carbaryl  (Sevin):  Third-most-used  insecticide  in  the  United
States. Moderately toxic to fish and can have sever effects on
mice and rabbits. For humans, it can cause nausea, vomiting,
blurred vision, difficulty breathing and comas. PAN BA 

• Chlorpyrifos (Dursban, Lorsban, Killmaster): organophosphate
insecticide  used  on  mites.  Highly  toxic  to  birds,  extremely
toxic  to  fish.  Nervous  system damage  in  humans,  including
headaches  to  unconsciousness;  exposure has  been linked to
neurological effects. Banned for home use since 2001 since fe-
tal exposure leads to the retardation of mental development
and  autoimmune  disorders.  However  it  remains  one  of  the
most used organophosphates in agriculture. PAN BA 

• Cyfluthrin (Tempo): pyrethroid insecticide. Extremely toxic to
fish. 

• Diazinon (Diazinon, Spectracide, Knox-Out): organophosphate
insecticide developed in 1952 to replace DDT. Hazardous to
fish and birds. Banned by the EPA in 1988 on golf courses and
sod farms because it regularly killed birds that congregated in
such places. Banned for residential use in 2004. PAN BA 

• Dicofol (Kelthane): organochlorine pesticide closely related to
DDT. Highly toxic to fish and birds. In the latter, it  leads to
egg-shell thinning. Dicofol can be stored in fatty tissue with
the result that symptoms can reappear long after exposure fol-
lowing intense physical activity or starvation. The EPA consid-
ers  it  a  possible  human  carcinogen  (cancer-causing  agent).
PAN BA 

• Dimethoate  (Cygon,  De-Fend):  organophosphate  insecticide
used to kill mites and aphids. Highly toxic to honeybees. PAN
BA 
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• Esfenvalerate  (Asana  XL):  synthetic  pyrethroid  insecticide
that is extremely toxic to fish. 

• Ethion (Nialate):  organophosphate insecticide. Highly toxic to
fish, moderately toxic to birds and mammals. Ethion was ap-
proved for use based on data from Industrial Bio-Test Labora-
tories (IBT), which is pretty sketchy. In court proceedings in
the early 80’s, it was proven that IBT widely engaged in scien-
tific misconduct, and its president and several top executives
were convicted of fraud. PAN BA 

• Fenbutatin-oxide (Vendex):  insecticide that specifically target
mites, but is also used for aphids, thrips, mealybugs, white-
flies and scales. It is a severe eye irritant in humans, and is
also highly toxic to aquatic organisms. PAN BA 

• Fenitrothion (Sumithion): organophosphate insecticide. Highly
toxic to birds and moderately toxic to fish. In humans, causes
nausea,  dizziness,  headaches,  and  in  higher  doses,  seizures
and loss of consciousness. PAN BA 

• Fluvalinate (Mavrik): pyrethroid insecticide used to kill mites.
Extremely toxic to fish. 

• Hexazinone (Velpar): herbicide used to kill weeds and grasses.
Slightly  toxic  to fish.  Known ground water  contaminant.  In
studies, caused rats and dogs to lose weight and decreased the
size of fetal rats. PAN BA 

• Hexythiazox  (Savey):  insecticide.  Moderately  toxic  to  fish.
Considered a “likely” carcinogen by the EPA. PAN BA 

• Glyphosate  (active ingredient  in Roundup):  herbicide that  is
not strongly toxic alone, but becomes more dangerous when
formulated with other substances, which it almost always is.
Roundup comes  in  several  such formulations that  are  much
more toxic to amphibians and fish and have occasionally been
used  by  despondent  farmers  to  kill  themselves  with.
Glyphosate has been found to be an endocrine disruptor that
is linked to birth defects. 

• Isazofos (Triumph):  insecticide that is extremely toxic to fish,
highly toxic to birds and moderately toxic to mammals, includ-
ing rabbits. Humans who come into contact with it are advised
to dispose of any clothing it has touched. PAN BA 
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• Malathion  (Cythion):  organophosphate  insecticide  that  is  a
neurotoxin and is extremely toxic to aquatic animals and mod-
erately toxic to birds. Well known in its use for mosquito eradi-
cation. In 1998, its use against a medfly outbreak in Florida
led to 123 people becoming ill. PAN BA 

• Oxydemeton-methyl (Metasystox-R):  organothiophosphate in-
secticide primarily used to control aphids, mites, and thrips.
Highly toxic to birds, moderately toxic to mammals. 

• Oxythioquinox (Morestan):  insecticide and fungicide (fungus
killer) highly toxic to fish. PAN BA 

• Permethrin  (Atroban,  Ambush,  Pounce,  Pramex):  synthetic
pyrethroid  insecticide  that  is  extremely  toxic  to  fish  and is
lethal for bees. PAN BA 

• Phosmet  (Imidan):  organophosphate  insecticide  used  for
aphids and mites, highly toxic to fish and moderately toxic to
mammals. PAN BA 

• Pyrethrum (Pyrethrin, Sectrol):  pyrethroid insecticide that is
highly toxic to aquatic animals. 

What a poisonous picture this paints! And no amount of tinsel and
twinkling lights can make it pretty.

Chemicals applied outdoors enter the greater environment in a num-
ber of ways. Some are taken up by the plant tissues, including nectar,
and consumed by animals and insects. Others leech into ground wa-
ter, persist in the soil, or are carried into nearby waterways with run-
off from irrigation or rain. Nitrogen fertilizers commonly lead to algae
blooms and a resulting lack of oxygen in surface water in agricultural
areas. Fish and other aquatic animals suffer. Chemicals that are ap-
plied through spraying can be carried by the wind onto neighboring
areas, which Clarabelle and I experienced more than once when the
blueberry farm next to our place sprayed. One application in particu-
lar gave us headaches and made my heart race. No chemical has been
developed that respects property lines.

A 2008 report from the US Geological Survey2 found 63 different her-
bicides and pesticides in the Clackamas River watershed, of which 15
were still present in drinking water after treatment.3 Christmas tree
farms are not the only agricultural operations in this 940 square mile
area, but they are common there.

105



The  companies  that  produce  agricultural  chemicals  are  no  angels.
BASF,  Bayer/Monsanto,  Dupont,  Dow Chemical  Company and Syn-
genta together control about 3/4 of the industry worldwide. You could
hang an ornament for each one on your tree to show your appreciation
for their part in producing your holiday centerpiece.

Live Christmas trees have been losing market share to fake trees for a
couple decades now. While the causes of this are not clear, apparently
needles  on the carpet  is  one of the consumer complaints.  The live
Christmas tree industry is not happy about this trend and has been
marketing itself, in part, as the “greener” alternative.

Environmentally, there is no defense for fake trees. They are made of
polyvinyl chloride (PVC) plastic, often contain lead, and are manufac-
tured in China. If they catch fire, they release hydrogen chloride gas
and  dioxin.  Researchers  at  the  University  of  North  Carolina  at
Asheville, who found in a 2002 study that three out of four fake trees
tested contained lead, recommend that children, pets and presents be
kept  away  from  fake  trees  and  that  vacuuming  underneath  them
should be avoided in order to reduce risk of exposure through skin
contact or inhalation. True, this university is in the state that is ranked
second in the US for  Christmas tree production,  and perhaps they
have a vested interest in dissing fake trees, but heavy metal poisoning
isn’t something to fool around with.

But I still wouldn’t call live Christmas trees the lesser of two evils,
partly because I don’t think the calculus is that simple, but mostly be-
cause I don’t want to encourage that particular rationalization in deci-
sion-making; choosing between evils doesn’t get us anything  good.
Less degradation of the environment and human health (if that is the
case) is still degradation. How about going for none?

Here are three of the claims made by Christmas tree growers about
how their industry is environmental or resource-responsible.

Christmas tree farms are carbon sinks and, according to the industry,
each acre produces enough oxygen for 18 people. 

I have no way of knowing if the latter claim is accurate, but what I do
know is that these trees would perform better in both functions if
they were not cut down and were allowed to become forests. Consid-
ering how densely such farms are planted (usually about 2000 trees
per acres), some thinning would need to happen along the way, so that
would be a few more Christmas trees at first, as a kind of consolation
prize. 
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Christmas tree farms provide “green space” and habitat for wildlife.

The first  part  lifts  a catchphrase from the anti-urban sprawl move-
ment, so it sounds right to city liberals, but not all “green space” is
equally “green” and certainly not space that has chemicals dumped
on it so regularly. As for wildlife, as we saw above, all sorts of animals
are affected by the pesticides used on these farms, including the em-
battled honey bee. Keep in mind, too, that the “weeds” that herbi-
cides  kill  between  the  trees  include  native  flora.  The  utterly  bare
ground beneath the trees on most Christmas tree farms is not “habi-
tat” for much of anything. 

Christmas trees are often grown on “marginal” land that is too poor
for other agricultural crops. 

True.  But this is  only a justification if  one considers land “wasted”
when it’s not being used to produce a cash crop (as opposed to being
left for wildlife), and that rapacious attitude is clearly part of the prob-
lem in the first place. Farms that grow ornamental plants use the same
resources as food-producing farms—irrigation water, fuel, etc.—that
are  dwindling  or  destructively-sourced  and  it’s  time  we  consider
whether that’s worth it. 

What about organic Christmas trees? Nope. First of all, organic agri-
culture does not, despite popular perception, mean “no chemicals.”
Synthetic chemicals are not allowed, but some naturally derived ones
are.  An example is  pyrethrum, which—as mentioned above—is ex-
tremely  toxic  to  aquatic  animals  and mildly  to  moderately  toxic  to
birds. Its very low toxicity to humans is a reason it is allowed in or-
ganic farming, but it’s still a killer of beneficial insects along with the
pests. When it comes to food, which is a necessity, organic is the bet-
ter choice for sure, but a Christmas tree is a non-edible ornamental
and the damage to other living things cannot be justified on the same
grounds.

What about buying a potted tree? One that you can plant after you’re
done with it? Sounds great, but remember that it came from a tree
farm or  nursery  to  start  with,  so  the  other  downsides  mentioned
above still apply. You’re not in the clear yet, though I’m certainly not
going to tell you to not plant a tree!

If I were held at gunpoint and forced to provide a Christmas tree, I
would  probably  go  thin  something  from  one  of  the  overcrowded
monocrop  timber  plantations  that  are  plentiful  here  in  the  Pacific
Northwest. This can even be done legally on public land after paying a

107



small fee. Such trees might have been sprayed when they were young
but are otherwise de facto organic. Obviously, though, this isn’t some-
thing everyone can or should do.

Then there is the non-tree tree. I’ve visited hippie households where
lights were strung on something else—a piece of driftwood, a large
branch, that rusty metal “sculpture” an artsy roommate left behind,
etc.—and the results were charming and fun. This year, a friend sent
me a photo of what’s now my favorite alternative so far: a tall cat
tower hung with all the expected decorations, including a big star on
top. As any cat-owned person knows, your feline friend is going to
climb whatever you install, so why not cater to them completely?

Barring that type of creativity, though, what I really recommend is no
tree at all. Yes, I can already hear the response: “What? No tree? But
it’s Christmas!” Yes, I know, and that’s why this is very best option to
consider, even if you still end up getting one. Why? Because collec-
tively and individually our actions are almost entirely unexamined, and
we can’t go on that way. We’ve got to look more closely at our choices
and at the attitudes, beliefs and habits-of-mind that inform them.

Here in the techno-industrial world, we treat our luxuries like necessi-
ties and our privileges like rights. The machine that empowers our in-
dulgences and provides our presents does so at great cost to life all
over the planet: human, animal, plant and so on. The crisis we are fac-
ing is primarily one of consciousness—of disconnection from nature,
of deadened awareness, of lack of empathy—so we must question all
of our desires. Starting with the spurious extras like holiday decora-
tions should be a no-brainer. That’s all that Christmas trees are, after
all: decorations. This subject doesn’t even rise to the level of rearrang-
ing deck chairs on a sinking ship. And the ship is definitely sinking.

The Christmas tree is not sacred. Its status as a “tradition” is much
more a product of the advertising industry than of historical fact. Cel-
ebrations of the Christian holiday or of the Winter Solstice can be held
festively  and  joyously  without  consumerism.  The  bottom-line:  We
must stop hurting and killing things just to fulfill our sentimental de-
sires.

See endnotes for list of sources.
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Assange Indictments are not 
about Assange

May 27, 2019

“The  Department  of  Justice  just  declared  war—not  on
WikiLeaks, but on journalism itself. This is no longer about
Julian Assange: This case will decide the future of media.”

Edward Snowden―Raymond Williams

“For the first time in the history of our country, the govern-
ment has brought criminal charges against a publisher for
the publication of truthful information. This is an extraordi-
nary  escalation  of  the  Trump administration’s  attacks  on
journalism, and a direct assault on the First Amendment. It
establishes a dangerous precedent that can be used to tar-
get  all  news  organizations  that  hold  the  government  ac-
countable by publishing its secrets.”

Ben  Wizner,  director  of  the  American  Civil  Liberties―Raymond Williams
Union

“No matter your thoughts on Julian Assange, the latest in-
dictments—under the outdated Espionage Act—are a dis-
grace. If you support the indictments out of hate for him,
you’re  giving Trump a  weapon to  restrict  the  press.  The
charges  should  be  dropped  and  the  Espionage  Act  re-
pealed.” 

Sen. Mike Gravel―Raymond Williams

We are at a pivotal moment in history. With the Assange espionage in-
dictments, we are within spitting distance of naked fascism. How will
we choose to act?

Surprisingly, the alarm has been raised in the corporate press:
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• In a piece headlined, “Julian Assange’s Indictment Aims at the
Heart of the First Amendment,” the New York Times Editorial
Board said: “this case now represents a threat to freedom of ex-
pression and, with it, the resilience of American democracy it-
self.”1 

• The  LA  Times Editorial  Board warned:  “In prosecuting As-
sange for soliciting classified information from Manning and
then disseminating it, the Justice Department has adopted a
legal theory that could potentially make criminals of many con-
scientious reporters who cover defense and national security.”2 

• A Washington Post columnist noted: “What’s alarming about
the indictment is the way it would criminalize some of the ba-
sic functions of newsgathering and publication.”3 

• Rachel Maddow, no supporter of Assange’s, said: “The Justice
Department today,  the Trump administration today,  just  put
every  journalistic  institution  in  this  country  on  Julian  As-
sange’s side of the ledger. On his side of the fight.”4 

• Even the Wall Street Journal cautioned: “The danger, in the As-
sange case, is that it becomes a precedent for governments on
the right or left to prosecute journalists they don’t like for re-
porting secrets. The Espionage Act is too broad, and where is
the limiting principle?”5 

We shouldn’t expect this indignation to last, however. The WSJ, for ex-
ample, immediately offered a remedy: “Congress could amend the Es-
pionage Act to draw a brighter line around bad actors like Mr.  As-
sange.” How long before the other big players take up this call, or find
similar dodges? In trying to claim that  Assange is  not engaging in
journalistic activity, the Trump administration is splitting hairs. Look
for the media to do the same, when push comes to shove. Most of the
above links are loaded with potential caveats; I picked out the most
pro-Assange parts I could find, and in the final accounting they proba-
bly won’t end up being representative.

No, we cannot rely on the corporate media to be stalwart defenders of
Assange or  even the  First  Amendment.  This  initial  clucking of  the
hens will probably turn out to be the high water mark of “The Resis-
tance”™ and they’ll soon settle down to their usual scratching—on
the surface only.
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What media outlets will  dare to be mavericks in this era of higher
stakes? A reminder that over 90% of the US news media is owned by
just half a dozen corporations driven by the profit motive, with a web
of interconnections among all the industries responsible for the sorry
state of the planet: weapons, big ag, finance, etc. It won’t be them. 

Since 9/11, we have already been witnessing a narrowing of the spec-
trum  of  allowable  discourse.  Voices  critical  of  war  were  fired  or
pushed out, like Phil Donahue and Jesse Ventura from MSNBC and
Chris Hedges from the New York Times. This inertia is difficult to slow
down, let alone turn around. Only gadflies like Assange and the in-
creasingly algorithmically-marginalized alternative media can be the
watchdogs we need. So, we find ourselves in the classic position of
needing to defend the unpopular against the monolithic for the sake of
the common good.

No one wants to be next Assange. Who can blame journalists if they
are concerned with holding down work in an industry that has shed
26% of its jobs since 2008,6 the majority of those at print newspapers?
But we should bear this in mind when we consume what they produce.

We can  also  assume that  the chilling effects  have  already started.
From this point forward, investigative journalism of government activ-
ity in general, and reporting of secrets specifically, will likely become
rarer. Such exposures were already getting fewer and farther between
due to Obama’s unprecedented attacks on whistle-blowers.

Indeed, like relay runners passing a baton, each US presidential regime
since at least Ronald Reagan has picked up where the last one left off,
encouraging the corporatization of the press. Some have done more
damage than others,  but none have reversed course. In the case of
these indictments against Assange, Obama laid the groundwork and
Trump only needed to take this one last step.

Democrats  have  been among the  shrillest  critics  of  Assange since
WikiLeaks released the John Podesta emails in 2016, though previ-
ously they had lionized him for his exposures of Bush war crimes. Af-
ter the election, Democratic party operatives made bombastic but evi-
dence-free claims about the supposed effects of the emails on the out-
come.  However,  liberal-leaning FiveThirtyEight.com carefully  parsed
the numbers and concluded that “there just isn’t a clean-cut story in
the data” and characterized “the evidence that WikiLeaks had an im-
pact” as “circumstantial.”7 Methodical analysis like this hasn’t gotten
much attention, though. What we see here are the toxic effects of par-
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tisanship. But this issue—the survival of the First Amendment—super-
sedes such loyalties and concerns. Any Democrats still holding on to
hate for WikiLeaks need to drop it and give their support to Assange.
This isn’t the time for such pettiness.

But we ought not to hold our breath on that one either. What  Nation
editor Katrina vanden Heuvel has called, “Trump Derangement Syn-
drome” is a real thing among Democrats and has led them down some
dark corridors. It’s been disgusting to watch the party elevate criminal
agencies  like  the  CIA—who  toppled  foreign  governments,  set  up
death squads and imported crack cocaine into US cities—and the FBI
—whose harassment of social movements has included surveillance,
entrapment and assassination.  

It is seemingly forgotten that Assange is being prosecuted for publish-
ing what Chelsea Manning leaked: war crimes and diplomatic scandals
that took place in the George W. Bush administration including the tar-
geting of civilians and journalists. Nothing to do with the 2016 election. 

Neither politicians nor the media will do the right thing unless there is
sustained public pressure, and my fear is that not enough people will
mobilize on Assange’s behalf to be effective at this task. As much as
some prominent parties in the fourth estate are in a huff right now, all
the ones I listed above previously participated in the demonization of
Assange. Their campaign to make people hate him worked and that
won’t get turned around overnight absent some new revelation. It’s up
to activists to keep this fight alive and to ceaselessly harangue both
decision-makers and taste-makers alike.

I’ll  end with  these words from whistleblower  Daniel  Ellsberg,  who
leaked the Pentagon Papers in 1971, and was charged under different
clauses from the Espionage Act at the time:

“But the challenge is on as of now, right now. Every jour-
nalist in the country now knows for the first time that she
or he is subject to prosecution for doing their job as jour-
nalists.  It cuts out the First Amendment, essentially. That
eliminates  the  First  Amendment  freedom  of  the  press,
which is the cornerstone of our American democracy and
of this republic. So there’s an immediate focus, there should
be an immediate concern not just for journalists over here
and publishers, but for everyone who wants this country to
remain a democratic republic.”8

For updates, and to offer support, visit defend.WikiLeaks.org
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Chelsea Manning Shows What 
Real Resistance Looks Like

May 23, 2019

Throughout history, human civilization has been cursed by tyranny.
Time and again, power is concentrated in institutions that rule by coer-
cion and force. Humans have suffered through totalitarianism, dicta-
torships, and fascism repeatedly. Untold suffering and death have oc-
curred.

But such times have always been marked by resistance too.  Coura-
geous individuals and movements have fought back with a variety of
tactics from furtive sabotage to open revolt. The rate of success in
overthrowing particular  tyrannical  institutions  has  been mixed  but
that is not the only way to weigh the value of freedom fighters. Is it
not worthy, in and of itself, to strive on behalf of life?

Here in the USA, we are living through a time of increasing tyranny.
Certainly, the entire experiment has been tyrannical from the start,
given the genocide and slavery that founded the nation, and the brutal
militarism that wrought its imperium; however, the last few decades
have seen a ramping up of assaults against our individual rights and
collective liberties. Under the auspices of “fighting terror,” the amend-
ments of the Bill of Rights have been getting crossed off like items on
a grocery list.  Since the ascendancy of Trump to the White House,
these  trends  have  accelerated.  What  was  once  characterized  as
“creeping” fascism is now “leaping” and it’s a bipartisan affair. The
attacks on leftist journalism since the 2016 election, for example, have
been coordinated more by Democrats and their allies than by Republi-
cans. (See my “Cowardly New World: Alternative Media Under Attack
by Algorithms.”)

This is definitely a moment when we need resistance. And I mean real
resistance,  not  the  #Resistance  of  Democratic  partisans  who,  had
Hillary been the winner, would “be at brunch now.”
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What does real resistance look like?

Chelsea Manning just showed us.

On Thursday, May 16th, the famous whistleblower was put in federal
prison. Her offense? Refusing to testify before a federal grand jury.

As reported by the Real News Network, she declared to the judge who
inflicted  the  punishment  on  her:  “The  government  cannot  build  a
prison bad enough, cannot create a system worse than the idea that I
would ever change my principles. I’d rather starve to death than to
change my opinions in this regard. I mean that quite literally.” When
the judge countered with, “There’s nothing dishonorable in discharg-
ing your responsibility as a US citizen,” Manning retorted: “I believe
this grand jury seeks to undermine the integrity of public discourse
with the aim of punishing those who expose any serious, ongoing, and
systemic abuses of power by this government.”1

That’s more than just “speaking truth to power.” The consequences of
this choice could keep Chelsea behind bars for 18 months.

What’s  more,  the  judge  upped the  ante  monetarily.  After  30 days,
Chelsea will be fined $500 per day while imprisoned, and after 60,
$1000 per day. If she is held for the maximum period, the total would
be around half  a million dollars. This is not typical.  According to a
statement from her lawyers: “While coercive financial penalties are
commonly  assessed  against  corporate  witnesses,  which  cannot  be
jailed for contempt, it is less usual to see them used against a human
witness.”2

Chelsea had previously been jailed for two months for refusing to tes-
tify to another federal grand jury, and had been free for just one week
on May 16th. She had been released only because the previous grand
jury’s  term  had  ended.  They  are  currently  limited  to  a  maximum
length of 18 months, but this new grand jury is virtually identical and
is essentially a continuation of the first.

So, what are grand juries and why is Chelsea opposed to cooperating?

Though the government presents grand juries as instruments of jus-
tice, their methods fall outside normal legal processes and deny par-
ticipants rights they would otherwise have. Here is a great summary
from grandjuryresistance.org:

“Unlike the ‘petit‘ jury, which is used to determine guilt in
a trial, a grand jury consists of 16 to 23 jurors who are not
screened for bias. The purpose of the grand jury is not to
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determine guilt or innocence, but to decide whether there is
probable  cause to prosecute someone for  a  felony crime.
The grand jury operates in secrecy and the normal rules of
evidence do not apply. The prosecutor runs the proceedings
and no judge is present. Defense lawyers are not allowed to
be present in the grand jury room and cannot present evi-
dence,  but  may be available  outside the room to consult
with witnesses.  The prosecutor and the grand jury mem-
bers may not reveal what occurred in the grand jury room
and  witnesses  cannot  obtain  a  transcript  of  their  testi-
mony.”3

That’s an intimidating setting, even if you’re not guilty of anything. At
the risk of being cliché, it seems appropriate to call it, “Kafka-esque.”

On May 6, while still imprisoned during the first grand jury, Chelsea
released  a  statement  about  her  insistence  on  non-cooperation  that
read in part:

“After two months of confinement, and using every legal
mechanism available so far, I can—without any hesitation
—state that nothing will convince me to testify before this
or any other grand jury for that matter. This experience so
far only proves my long held belief that grand juries are
simply outdated tools used by the federal government to ha-
rass and disrupt political opponents and activists in fishing
expeditions…

“The way I  am being treated proves what a corrupt and
abusive tool this truly is. With each passing day my disap-
pointment and frustration grow, but so too do my commit-
ments to doing the right thing and continuing to refuse to
submit…

“I can either go to jail or betray my principles. The latter ex-
ists as a much worse prison than the government can con-
struct.”4

On May 16th, before going before the judge, Chelsea told reporters:

 “In solidarity with many activists facing the odds, I will
stand by my principles. I will exhaust every legal remedy
available. My legal team continues to challenge the secrecy
of these proceedings, and I am prepared to face the conse-
quences of my refusal.”5
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She also said: 

“Jails and prisons exist as a dark institution. And despite
that, it doesn’t frighten me or disturb me. I’ve already been
to jail, I’ve already been to prison, so attempting to coerce
me with a grand jury subpoena is just not going to work…
Ultimately, this is an attempt to place me back in confine-
ment. I think that the questions are the same questions I
was asked at  the court-martial  seven or eight years  ago.
They’re not asking anything new.”6

Why are the powers-that-be harassing Chelsea like this?

First, both Chelsea and her lawyer, Moira Meltzer-Cohen, see this as
part of the Trump administration’s desire to reverse as much as possi-
ble of Obama’s legacy. Obama commuted Chelsea’s original 35 year
term to seven years, which led to her release in May 2017. Trump is on
record, in a tweet of course, of calling Chelsea a “TRAITOR.” As far
as Chelsea is concerned, the Trump administration’s treatment of her
is way for them “re-litigate the court-martial.”7

Up until now, presidents have respected the pardons and commuta-
tions made by their predecessors, but Trump is different. It’s definitely
tragic for Chelsea that she got trapped in what amounts to a partisan
pissing match.

Secondly, Trump aside, the ruling class resents Chelsea’s exposures of
the workings of the US military and the government. Here is historian
Vijay Prashad addressing this topic on journalist Chris Hedges’ show,
“On Contact”:

What they are really going after [Julian Assange] for is the
leaks that came through Chelsea Manning. Because what
Chelsea Manning—who is in fact an international hero and
should not right now be in prison—what Chelsea Manning
showed us was, of course, as I said, the ‘Collateral Murder’
video—but much more than that, she deeply embarrassed
the  United  States  government  for  the  way  its  diplomatic
corps was operating during, for instance, during the Arab
Spring. …It also showed you, and this is very important—
for a keen reader of the State Department cables it showed
you how the ambassadors were no longer actually running
policy. So you saw the ambassadors in Yemen, the ambas-
sadors in Egypt, write letters back to Washington, DC, and
saying that,  you know, Defense Department  officials  are
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coming  here,  national  security  advisers,  and  they  are
sidelining us… For an American citizen, that should be very
chilling, that diplomacy—we see from these cables—is no
longer being run in a political way by the State Department,
but diplomacy is being run by the Defense Department, and
even more dangerously, by the anonymous national security
state. And I think that’s something that the US government
doesn’t want out there in the public. …To have the evidence
for that is very significant.8

I suspect that Obama’s commuting of Chelsea’s sentence was consid-
ered inappropriate by many in the corporate/military oligarchy. Hon-
estly, I was shocked by Obama’s choice at the time, and felt like it was
arguably the best thing he did while in office (though the list of his
positive accomplishments to choose from was certainly short). These
grand jury summons provide an opportunity for the oligarchs to renew
punitive measures against Chelsea, and that sucks.

Third, this is about attacking the press.

Julian Assange is the target of this grand jury, which on May 23rd an-
nounced 17 charges of espionage against him. Chelsea’s testimony is
wanted for making the case against him and WikiLeaks. (So don’t ex-
pect many—if any—Democrats to speak out on Chelsea’s behalf, be-
cause they all hate WikiLeaks and Assange too.)

As Meltzer-Cohen put it: 

“The American government relies on the informed consent
of the governed, and the free press is the vigorous mecha-
nism to keep us informed. It is a point of pride for this ad-
ministration to be publicly hostile to the press. Grand Juries
and  prosecutions  like  this  one  broadcast  an  expanding
threat to the press and function to undermine the integrity
of the system according to the government’s own laws.“9

Strict control of the press is a hallmark of authoritarian regimes. How-
ever one feels personally about Assange, it cannot be denied that Wik-
iLeaks has simply played the traditional role of publisher. No less a fig-
ure than Harvard Law professor Alan Dershowitz (hardly a radical)
has stated that he believes “there is no constitutional difference be-
tween WikiLeaks and the New York  Times.”10 Daniel Ellsberg,  who
leaked the Pentagon Papers to that newspaper of record in 1971, un-
equivocally stated that “the truth is that EVERY attack now made on
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WikiLeaks and Julian Assange was made against me and the release
of the Pentagon Papers at the time.”11 Ellsberg also warned: 

“This is the first indictment of a journalist and editor or
publisher, Julian Assange. And if it’s successful it will not
be the last… None of them have been put on trial up till
now. But in this case, if that’s all it takes, then no journalist
is safe. The freedom of the press is not safe. It’s over. And I
think our republic is in its last days, because unauthorized
disclosures of this kind are the lifeblood of the republic.”12

So with this grand jury the stakes are high, not just for Chelsea per-
sonally,  but  for  press  freedom and  an  open  society  generally.  We
should all be grateful that she is not cooperating. It is in the interest of
the public at large that this grand jury fails in its goals.

Writer Kenn Orphan put it well (as usual) when he recently wrote that
the members of the ruling class 

“know  how  dangerous  Chelsea  Manning  is  to  the  daily
workings of the death cult  that is  American Empire.  She
stands to expose the sham for what it is. And without work-
ing  class  kids  to  act  as  cannon  fodder  to  protect  the
wealthy’s booty abroad they would be lost. They fear Man-
ning’s courage because they can neither plumb its depths
nor navigate its landscape. It is alien to them.”13

Chelsea’s act of resistance is public and her motivations are clear. She
is providing an example of a tactic—dedicated non-cooperation—that
if followed by enough people in enough ways, would lead to dramatic,
widespread, systemic change. Put in her position, I have no idea if I
would be so principled. But if I ever do find myself there, and I am
able to stand strong, I will have Chelsea to credit for inspiration.

*  *  *

Update, 11/17/21
Chelsea was finally released from prison on March 12, 2020. Accord-
ing to a story from Transcend Media Service, “Federal District Court
Judge Anthony J. Trenga issued the order granting Manning’s immedi-
ate release following his declaration that the business of the grand
jury  had  concluded  and  was  dismissed.”14 Trenga  also  denied
Chelsea’s motion to dismiss the $256,000 in accrued fines, but a Go-
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FundMe campaign raised $267,000 in two days, in a beautiful expres-
sion of solidarity, from nearly 7,000 contributions of between $5 and
$10,000.15 

She has been supporting herself financially working in the cryptogra-
phy field,  most  recently  with  a  private  start-up that  utilizes  block-
chain technology.16 
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Partisan Fiddling while the 
Planet Burns

February 27, 2018

“As societies grow decadent, the language grows decadent,
too. Words are used to disguise, not to illuminate, action:
you liberate a city by destroying it. Words are to confuse, so
that at election time, people will solemnly vote against their
own interests.” Gore Vidal―Raymond Williams

Today I write from Mendocino County, California—120 miles north of
the Bay Area, on the edge of the “Lost Coast,” and in the circulation
zones of both the Anderson Valley Advertiser (“Fanning the flames of
discontent”)  and  the  Green  Fuse—where  the  effects  of  a  freakish
“split polar vortex” are impossible to ignore. This weather anomaly
delivered a biting cold wind that dug in with icy claws and is hanging
on persistently. Snow is on the way.

It’s not Minnesota cold (where I spent seven winters) and I’m certainly
grateful for that. So, though nightly lows have dipped below freezing,
the lettuce that overwintered in the garden has survived, and the kale
and carrots have been deliciously sweetened. (If you’ve never tasted
winter-harvested kale or carrots, then you’ve never tasted kale or car-
rots, as far as I’m concerned.)

Though on the chillier end, these temps are not out of the historic
range for this area at this time of year. What’s jarring about them is
that they came right on the heels of a warmer-than-usual mid-winter
thaw. The sun heated the oak-dotted hills to 75 degrees for a week,
coaxed out flushes of wildflowers on the slopes, induced the mustard
greens to bolt, and hatched clouds of moths. For a few sultry, open-
windowed nights, the spiders in the cabin captured these moths by the
dozens and wrapped them up tight for later. Some are still  hanging
high on the walls like ill-fated campers in mummy-style sleeping bags
(or dwarves from tree branches, like in The Hobbit.).
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For me, the most impressive event of the thaw was the cacophonous
outbreak of frog song in the pond near the cabin.  At its peak, the
sound drowned out all other sounds. Fortunately for the frogs, this
pond is located quite a ways up from the valley-bottom, so nobody is
farming, ranching or timbering on the ridge above, so the run-off that
feeds it is clean. In this neck of the woods, that means no chemicals
from a Cannabis grow, which I’m grateful for since some of those are
pretty nasty.

One night I went out into the dark to listen to the frogs and record
their sounds for later listening. There were so many individuals. Hun-
dreds and hundreds. As I made my away around the muddy edges of
the pond, where the Pennyroyal creeps and the Cattails crowd, the din
changed, with different voices rising in prominence and then falling
off again.

I wondered if I had ever heard frog song this loud before. I also won-
dered how many people have never heard frog song at all. Then I won-
dered how much longer it would go on; not just that particular season
of calling (which subsided considerably with the arrival of the polar
vortex), but also the range of conditions that is amenable to amphibi-
ous life in riparian zones in this part of the world.

Rainfall has been below average so far this year, not just in Mendo-
cino County, but across the whole state. According to the  Anderson
Valley  Advertiser (“Drought  Bound?”  by  Marshall  Newman,
2/14/2018), “a veteran meteorologist commented that no year with a
similar extended early snowfall shortfall in the Sierra Nevada has ever
finished the snow season with an average snowpack.” Like the author
of this piece, I had also been noticing the lack of mud and puddles this
winter on the unpaved back roads. One bright sunny day in particular,
I was taken aback by the cloud of dust kicked up by the truck in front
of me. In the summer, it’s standard operating procedure to leave some
distance between yourself and the vehicle in front of you so you don’t
have to breathe their dust, but not in February!

On another day, shortly after the moths appeared, I was distressed to
see  a  few  butterflies.  Butterfly  larvae  usually  have  narrow  diets,
sometimes comprised of a single species of plant,  but  much of the
plant world still slept. Spring’s bounty was not here yet. Butterflies
have short but urgent to-do lists: get it on and lay eggs. But if their
food isn’t around yet, then there’s nowhere to fulfill the second task
and that individual’s lineage dies. The evolutionists will assure us that
this is merely the unfit  not surviving, but as unseasonal swings be-
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come more extreme and erratic, the rate of ecological change will ex-
ceed that of biological adaptation for many species. So goes the sixth
great extinction.

The fact is, the warm spell was too warm and this cold one is too
cold. If we’re getting a “polar vortex” here at this latitude, and despite
the marine influence, then the Arctic is missing out on some cold up
there. That’s bad news for Arctic creatures, whose seasonal food-web
will  be  disrupted and habitat  degraded.  It’s  also  bad news for  the
planet at large. When it comes to anthropogenic climate change, as
goes  the Arctic,  so goes  the world.  A collection of  environmental
feedback loops are developing there, with increased warmth creating
conditions  that  increase  warmth  creating  conditions  that  increase
warmth creating conditions that…

On Feb. 14th, the Independent reported that, for the first time at this
time of year, a ship traversed the Arctic Sea without an ice-breaker.
This is big news because the Arctic route is a short-cut between many
destinations. Perversely, the ship that made this news was a liquefied
natural gas tanker. The Independent quoted a Greenpeace activist as
saying: “[N]ow, ironically, we can deliver fossil fuels more quickly. It’s
like a heavy smoker using his tracheotomy to smoke two cigarettes at
once.”1

A week later, Boston recorded two days in a row with temperatures of
70°F or more, the first time that’s happened in February in 150 years
of record-keeping. Washington, DC, hit 80° with a heat index of 83°.
In Kentucky and Maryland, spring is apparently running three weeks
ahead of schedule.2

On Feb. 25th, a weather station north of the Arctic Circle recorded
above-freezing temps for a 24 hour period which is “virtually unheard
of” in this month, according to an article on Mashable.3 The sun is not
even shining there at this time of year. What’s more, the extent of sea
ice in some parts of the Arctic Sea declined in February, even though
it should be expanding until March.

These are all signs of a global crisis that without exaggeration can be
described as existential. That is, the continued survival of our species
—and of  countless  others  around the  world—is  an  open question.
Some, like activist Kevin Hester, whom I interviewed in January, make
the case for near-term human extinction, “near-term” meaning within
the lifetimes of people alive now. If that seems far out to you, be in-
formed that the climate change reports produced by the IPCC—which
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sets the establishment narrative that the mainstream media follows—
are always out of date due to lengthy processing times preceding pub-
lication  and  are  overly  conservative  resulting  from  a  consensus
process that is increasingly politicized.

But even by the IPCC’s numbers, we are facing a conundrum of plane-
tary proportions that demands significant transformation: logistical,
economic and social. Metaphorically, the planet is burning. Business-
as-usual  cannot continue. If there was ever a time to collectively  get
serious and focus, this is it. With each passing day, the urgency of our
need grows more intense.

But, with each passing day, the possibility of such action in the US
lessens, or so it feels like to me.

*  *  *
Partisanship increasingly dominates public discourse, effectively suck-
ing the oxygen out of every discussion, reducing all debate to oversim-
plified either/or propositions.

Don’t  get  me wrong.  I’m not pining for  some tragically-passed era
when  learned  gentlemen  politely  debated  and  compromised.  First,
such an era is a myth. Looking back at the 1800’s (was that when
America was “great?”) partisan disagreements were combative to the
point of violence. Disagreements in Congress could escalate to a beat-
ing, a brawl or the drawing of a pistol. Recall that this was the age of
dueling. Then of course there was the Civil War, a profoundly divisive
partisan event that left at least 618,000 dead. We don’t have anything
on that.

Secondly, the bipartisan cooperation in government nowadays is the
rule of the day. There is no disagreement in Congress about anything
important: capitalism, militarism, the continuing occupation of Native
lands, prisons and policing, fossil fuel dependence, centralized owner-
ship of media, the surveillance state, Big Ag, Big Pharma, and Wall
Street just to start the list. All of these are fundamental to the US and
are not up for negotiation, period.

But these institutions are responsible for the horrific suffering of innu-
merable humans and non-humans around the world. If left to run unat-
tended, they will eventually enslave everyone and reduce the planet to
barren unliveability. Both major political  parties support this status
quo with equal gusto. They are two sides of the same dismal coin.
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The partisanship I’m talking about that’s obstructing collective action
is practiced by the people, not the politicians. Everyone knows some
of these folks among their family, friends and coworkers. They  truly
believe there’s a big difference between the Rs and the Ds. They’re en-
gaging in what Freud called “the narcissism of small differences” and
in so doing, are empowering the machine of ecocide, which grinds on,
consuming everything in its path, belching out toxins as it goes. 

Political partisanship does not bring out the best in anybody on the
personal level.  Republican partisans encourage hate,  greed and big-
otry. Democrats foster denial, pomposity and wishful thinking. None
of these characteristics lead us to clear understanding or wise choices.
Republicans  are  openly  mean  about  the  brutal  US  system,  but
Democrats prefer to act nice about it. Neither has any interest whatso-
ever in jettisoning it, which is what we need to do.

I don’t blame individuals, though; they are victims of what is probably
the most sophisticated propaganda machine in the history of human-
ity: the corporate news and entertainment media.

*  *  *
Something snapped in me a few weeks ago after it was reported that
US President  Donald  Trump,  while  meeting with  lawmakers  in  the
Oval Office, had characterized Haiti, El Salvador and the nations of
Africa as being “shithole countries.” It wasn’t the remark itself that
got me. After all, the president’s sentiment on the topic is entirely in
line with US popular opinion across the political spectrum, regardless
of class. It’s just run-of-the-mill “American exceptionalism.” “We’re
#1” and everyplace else is a “shithole.” This doctrine is pushed day in,
day out, by the church, state and media. Virtually no politician has
ever said anything different,  in essence, than what Trump did. More
significantly, the Ds and Rs have been enthusiastically bipartisan in
pursuing a foreign policy of actively treating Haiti, El Salvador and the
nations of Africa as “shitholes” since the 19th Century.

No, what got me was the response from the Democratic partisans.
They were aghast, but apparently only by the use of profanity. Because
it’s not like there’s much sunshine between Trump’s words and Demo-
cratic war policies. Not much has changed since Trump took office, al-
though more drone attacks,  tragically.  If  Obama’s  policies  over  the
previous eight years had been so enlightened, Trump and his generals
would have made major adjustments by now, but they haven’t. They

126



haven’t needed to. Obama was already treating these places like “shit-
holes” well enough. I know I shouldn’t be surprised that Dem parti-
sans continue to not care about US imperialism, but I’m still disgusted.

Trump reflects the general population of this nation better than any
president since, I would guess, Andrew Jackson, whose election also
dismayed elements of the establishment, who feared the rabble would
take over. At the wild White House party after Jackson’s inauguration,
they briefly did. “Old Hickory” is not on record swearing but, hilari -
ously, his pet parrot was removed from his funeral when it started
cursing a blue streak. Okay, I’ll allow myself to indulge in one “good
old days” moment about that funny scene!

*  *  *
Speaking of obscenity, let’s flash back to October 2011. As reported
by CBS News:

“Secretary of State Hillary Clinton  shared a laugh with a
television  news  reporter  moments  after  hearing  deposed
Libyan  leader  Muammar  Qaddafi  had  been  killed.
“We came, we saw, he died,” she joked when told of news
reports of Qaddafi’s death by an aide in between formal in-
terviews.”4 [my emphasis]

Talk  about  ugly,  monstrous  or—to  use  Hillary’s  own  word—“de-
plorable.” This is it. Totally stomach wrenching. Is this proper diplo-
matic  rhetoric  when  referring  to  an  officially  recognized  head  of
state? Hardly. Unlike Trump, she can’t be excused for lack of education
or government experience. She was the Secretary of State when she
said this, for crying out loud. She also knew full well her comments
could be publicized; she was sitting with a reporter in front of a cam-
era, not behind closed doors in the Oval Office.

Qaddafi was killed during the US-led NATO attacks on Libya that Clin-
ton  pushed  for  (against  Obama’s  better  judgment,  some  have
claimed). She was proud of this illegal act of war and during the 2016
campaign,  refused  to  acknowledge  the  destructive  effects  on  the
Libyan people or to walk back her support of it.5,6

Additionally, Qaddafi did not die “humanely” from, say, a firing squad
after a trial. He was beaten, sodomized with a bayonet, and dragged
around  bleeding  before  the  fatal  gunshot.7,8 Brutal,  and  never  de-
nounced once by Hillary or Obama.
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For his part, Obama referred to the state of Libya after NATO inter-
vention as being a “shit show.”9 True, he used this term “privately” but
the war on Libya was entirely public and was met with virtually zero
protests  from Democrat  and liberal  partisans.  Treating Libya  like a
“shithole” until it turned into a “shit show” was perfectly acceptable
to them.  Calling it that now, though, is appalling. Whatever. I’m dis-
gusted.

*  *  *
In 2013, former US President Jimmy Carter said: “America does not
at the moment have a functioning democracy.”10 Of course this story
did not get the attention it deserved—which would have been banner
headlines and breaking news bulletins—because it doesn’t fit the cor-
porate media’s national narrative. But we ignore it at our own peril.

In the place of democracy—rule by the people—what we have is oli-
garchy: rule by a powerful few. This was demonstrated in 2014 by a
Princeton University study that used “a unique data set that includes
measures  of  the  key  variables  for  1,779  policy  issues.”  The  study
found that “economic elites and organized groups representing busi-
ness  interests  have  substantial  independent  impacts  on US govern-
ment policy” while “the preferences of the average American appear
to have only a minuscule,  near-zero,  statistically  non-significant im-
pact upon public policy.”11

In other words, how we vote for president or Congress doesn’t mean
jack shit.  Elected officials  take orders  from their  donors,  not  us.  It
doesn’t matter what team we root for. They’re owned by the same
class of people.

The world of politics doesn’t operate on facts, it  manipulates emo-
tions. The devotion that partisans feel for their parties is entirely irra-
tional. They are swayed by rhetoric, be it bracing or eloquent, but froth
is froth.  Unfortunately,  “news” media and “social” media are both
spewing froth in copious, suffocating quantities, and it’s working.

Of course collectively, across partisan lines, just about everyone in the
US prefers to focus on words, intentions and appearances rather than
actions, efforts and realities. As the crisis of global ecocide intensifies,
one scenario is  that our preoccupation with the superficial  will  in-
crease along with it in order to sustain our denial. If we take that road,
it will be a far, far more serious crime than one stupid man blurting
out obscenities.
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It should go without saying.

*  *  *
The installation of Trump has led to new levels of partisan shrillness,
stoked vigorously by the news media. The vapid quality of social me-
dia is also an enormous factor. As a form, it is not merely poorly suited
to productive discussion, it is antithetical to it. Additionally, the major-
ity of  people  in the US access  the internet  primarily  through their
phones, devices that don’t lend themselves well to in-depth reading or
participating in thoughtful commentary.

One result is the mainstreaming of political conspiracy theories. As a
form of propaganda they have a long history, and are intended both to
defame  opponents  and  to  swing  non-partisans.  Until  the  last  few
years, such unsubstantiated pablum was relegated to the margins but
now it’s the bread and butter of major news organizations.

Though a political conspiracy theory might include factual elements,
the real game is implication. The  illusion of evidence is created by a
constant stream of insinuations. Some of these are exposed as baseless
almost at once, but as a rule the correction never garners as much at-
tention as the original accusation. The impression made by the implica-
tion is not undone and in a very real sense can’t be undone. This is es-
pecially the case when the audience is the dedicated partisan, who
wants the smear to be true. Retractions make no difference; partisans
are still  emotionally convinced of the alleged sin, and that’s all that
matters.  When the next story comes out,  it  will  be  more evidence,
even though the previous piece was proven false.

Currently, the big political conspiracy theory is Russiagate, which, as
an activist friend of mine pointed out, is just the liberal equivalent of
the Tea Party’s Birtherism. It’s long on allegations and short on au-
thenticity. Though no solid evidence has yet to be presented in over a
year of story-telling, the number of Democrats who believe it contin-
ues to rise. The lack of facts is of no consequence to its efficacy as a
distraction. As that same friend also said: “The moment people start
rallying around something truthful, they might get a taste of truth and
that is dangerous for the power structure.” Indeed. Knowingly or not,
partisans constantly obscure truth.

The Russiagate conspiracy theory illustrates two common fallacies of
partisan politics.
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First  is  the fallacy that  the-enemy-of-my-enemy-is-my-friend.  This is
how we end up with the nauseating lionization of a former FBI direc-
tor. Robert Mueller is not one of the good guys, but the power of this
fallacy is irresistible to some. I personally know someone who’s drink-
ing that particular glass of Kool-Aid with gusto. We were Indymedia
activists together over a decade ago, during the Bush/Cheney regime.
Indymedia was a radical,  anti-establishment project based on anar-
chist principles. We all knew that the “intelligence” agencies were the
enemy, with their well-documented history of disrupting social move-
ments through infiltration and assassination. But what’s my friend do-
ing now? He’s all-aboard the Russiaphobia train and his social media
profile pic shows him wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the words,
“It’s Mueller Time,” as a play on the Miller beer logo. Pure shwap. So
sad.

The second fallacy is that anyone who is not on your side is on the side
of your enemy. I.e., if you criticize Russiaphobia you are a Russian troll
and are “on Trump’s side” or peddling “fake news.”

This fallacy is especially distressing to me because of how it’s being
used to attack my beloved alternative media. The hi-tech censorship
by Google, Facebook and YouTube is only the beginning. Government
harassment will not stop with the bullying of RT. For independent jour-
nalists, the road is getting rougher. The ability to expose and publicize
facts and truth is shrinking.

In my opinion, the peak of influence and popularity of US alternative
media on the internet—which was never that high or that wide in the
first place—is now behind us. We were already witnessing a decline
that might well not be reversed when the current attacks struck. All
because the damn partisan Ds are butt-hurt that their candidate lost
and are blaming everyone but themselves for running a bad campaign,
or the Rs for massive voter suppression, gerrymandering and other
dirty tricks.

Behind the headlines is the truth that the bipartisan powers-that-be
seek to demonize Russia as part of their world-domination game. The
partisan Ds are “useful idiots” to that cause. They’re helping to manu-
facture and popularize the new bad-guy narrative  and they’re domi-
nating the media space to the exclusion of everything else.

There is nowhere in the partisan realm for a person of real conscience.
To support the Republicans or the Democrats is to support militarism,
capitalism, racism, patriarchy and ecocide.
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The real change that the planet needs for survival will not come from
within the political scene of the US, and likely not from inside the US
at all, I suspect. Bringing down corporate dominance will require more
life than is left in the desiccating husk that is this nation.

Fortunately, it’s a big planet.

*  *  *
I just took a break to chop some wood for the night. It came from a
clear-cut in Humboldt County. The owner of the land totally took out
three acres of Oak, Madrone and Fir to be in compliance with county
regulations for legally growing medicinal Cannabis. (Yes, you read that
right.  Currently,  Humboldt  County regulations  require clear-cuts  for
Marijuana cultivation in certain zones.12)

I remember the forest when it was still standing. I was quite sad to see
it gone and camped on the edge of it afterwards, to “bear witness.”
After the owner had milled the lumber he wanted, a large quantity of
wood remained that was good burning quality. I was offered some
and accepted it. Firewood is going for $300/cord around here so I ap-
preciated saving the cash.

But I also appreciate knowing where my fuel came from, and of hav-
ing seen the ugliness of its extraction. I personally met one of the af-
fected residents—a squirrel who visited me at my camp and gave me
a piece of their mind with some furious chittering. This is an instance
where I cannot live in denial about how I am benefiting from someone
else’s suffering, even though it wasn’t done on my personal behalf.

This is a valuable experience that most people in the US don’t have.
Few see the mountain tops removed for coal, the piles of uranium tail-
ings  in  the  desert,  or  the  open pits  where  rare  earth  minerals  are
mined for solar panels. This is to say nothing of the plants, animals
and entire webs of life ripped up for these industries or of the human
injury, death and disease that are inevitable components of their oper-
ation. Our collective disconnection from the consequences of our ac-
tions allows us to dwell on the trivial, which is a tremendous luxury.

When the polar vortex moves on and the heat returns,  will  all  the
frogs raise their voices again? Will more flowers bloom? Will more
butterflies and moths hatch and will there be food for them? If so, for
how much longer? These things really matter. Cursing in the Oval Of-
fice really doesn’t.
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Russiagate: The Toxic Gift That 
Keeps on Giving

February 24, 2020

“All  smears  are  boomerang smears.  That  is  why  anyone
worth a damn does not engage in it. That goes for the Russi-
agaters, ...the years of left/right smears on Assange, the at-
tacks on the Green Party and now the Russia narrative at-
tacks on Sanders. Falling into line with the secret police will
not save anyone. Red Scares target dissenters and promote
war. Isn’t the history clear enough?”

Richard Moser―Raymond Williams

The  despicable  exhuming  of  “Russia!”  to  slander  Sanders  recently
smacks of desperation. 

Of course, the role played by the preposterous Russiagate conspiracy
theory has always been the same: to distract from issues that really
matter.  At best,  it  makes a mountain out of molehill.  At worst,  it’s
straight up political psy-op. 

For those just tuning in, a re-cap:

In 2016, Wikileaks released a cache of emails from a Democratic Na-
tional  Committee  (DNC)  server.  The  electronic  correspondence  re-
vealed numerous unsavory and unethical activities, among them that
the party had been rigging the primary process in favor of Hillary
Clinton and against Bernie Sanders from the beginning, and that the
Clinton campaign was deceptively funneling money from state parties
into her national coffers. Various details of these and other shady en-
deavors were confirmed by other sources, including Donna Brazille, a
party chairperson who personally leaked CNN debate questions to
Clinton before the event, and fessed up to it later. 

Given the graft-ridden history of US politics, none of this was particu-
larly significant, honestly speaking, but “honestly speaking” about it
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was the last thing the DNC leadership wanted to do, so, with the co-
operation of much of the corporate media, they aimed their consider-
able  firepower  against  Wikileaks  and  its  founder,  Julian  Assange.
That’s what’s called “shooting the messenger.”

Clinton had already made it clear that it was her policy to up US an-
tagonism against Russia, so it wasn’t long before that nation was ac-
cused of  “hacking” the DNC servers and turning the trove over  to
Wikileaks in order to hurt Clinton and thereby help Trump. Never mind
that the most credible evidence pointed to an inside job—a leak, not a
hack—with the responsible party therefore being some US American,
not a Russian. Also never mind that claiming the information would
negatively affect Clinton was up front admitting that it was incrimi-
nating. 

Not about to let something as minor as facts or actual culpability get
in the way, the DNC and their media allies pushed the “Russia!” narra-
tive  hard,  especially  after  Clinton’s  election  day  loss—anything  to
avoid admitting their own mistakes, such as the lack of campaigning
or get-out-the-vote efforts in the key “swing” states that Trump nar-
rowly won. Over the course of the next few months, one shrill accusa-
tion after another was blared in screaming headlines, only to be qui-
etly walked back within a day or a few. But accuracy was never impor-
tant;  the  goal  was  to  create  an  impression:  that  the  aberration  of
Trump could only be explained by the nefarious meddling of those
pesky Russkies, not something more mundane and far more likely such
as  good old fashioned voter  suppression.  Roundly  ignored was  the
work  of  investigative  journalist  Greg  Palast  in  detailing  just  such
malfeasance  on  a  widespread  basis—including  60,000  votes  not
counted in Democrat stronghold Detroit, in a state that Trump won by
less than 11,000 votes. 

But the cooperation of the corporate media was not enough. Non-cor-
porate, independent media—which could call attention to the truth—
needed  to  be  squashed  as  well.  Here  the  internet  giants,  such  as
Google, YouTube and Facebook, patriotically stepped up and began
censoring outlets and authors across the political spectrum, both by
de-platforming  them and  by  burying  them in  the  noise  with  algo-
rithms. The excuse was fighting so-called “fake news.” Many well-
known leftist  websites experienced double-digit  percentage declines
in readership when these new policies were applied. Nor have the re-
strictions  been  lifted  since  then;  rather  they  have  been constantly

133



honed,  and  the  reach  of  many  alternative  voices  continues  to  be
eroded. It’s all been very Orwellian.

The “Russia!” narrative seemed to fizzle out after former FBI Director
Robert Mueller’s investigation failed to turn up more than a few dubi-
ous crumbs. Are we supposed to believe the election was swung by a
Russian troll farm purchasing $100,000 in Facebook ads, only some of
which were actually political and some of which weren’t shown until
after the election? If you’re willing to buy that, I’ve got a bridge for
sale in Brooklyn… 

In the meantime, the Trump administration had been executing a no-
holds-barred attack on virtually every environmental and safety regu-
lation of the last fifty years—including those pertaining to clean air,
clean water, and endangered species—with virtually no news cover-
age or pushback. These are actions with very real consequences, po-
tentially including extinction. Is it possible that some species of plants
or animals might die from this planet because the DNC and the corpo-
rate media chose to focus on a conspiracy theory instead of the very
real  policies  of  the Trump administration? Yes,  and that  makes me
livid. 

These policy changes have still  not  received the attention they de-
serve,  by  the  way,  because  “Russia!”  was  followed  by  “Impeach-
ment!” and now “Primaries!” 

What if every social media post about “Russia!” had instead focused
on climate change? Or the opening of public lands to resource extrac-
tion? Or the gutting of the National Environmental Policy Act? Most
people probably don’t even know what that last one is, which is sad,
because it’s one of the single most important and effective pieces of
environmental legislation ever passed. These are issues of immense
importance, but they’ve gotten totally short shrift. 

And this is where it’s not just about the DNC and their corporate me-
dia stooges: it’s about all the people who fell for it and helped spread
it around; the people who were not merely gullible, but who were ea-
ger to lap up whatever they were served and spit it out again on com-
mand; the people for whom “America” was already “great” and who
were shocked by Trump’s popularity. 

I wasn’t shocked. I’m from Nebraska, and though I was as surprised
as anyone that Trump squeaked through on election night, I was not
mystified about his appeal. I didn’t need a fairy tale to explain his fol-
lowing. Watching him give his victory speech, I was like, “Yep, I know
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that guy, and I know the people who like him, and I see why they do.”
(I got out of Nebraska as soon as I could!)

But liberal urbanites didn’t get that, and they needed an explanation
of how His Deplorableness could possibly have won. Hence the psy-
chological attractiveness of the Russiagate narrative: it claimed that
the force that propelled him to victory was not “American;” it came
from outside. The nation’s deeply ingrained, widespread racism and
patriarchy—of which Trump was merely an expression—could be pa-
pered  over.  “We’re  better  than  this,”  people  could  reassure  them-
selves. “Yeah, you wish,” I say.

A teachable moment came and went. An opportunity for self-exami-
nation  was  passed  over.  A  mirror  was  held  up,  but  the  gaze  was
quickly averted. 

That Trump is as “American” as apple pie was too much to consider. 

The new McCarthyism that  accompanied Russiagate has exacted a
terribly corrosive effect on political and social discourse, besides the
damage it has incurred on alternative media. Anyone disagreeing with
the mainline neoliberal Democratic agenda runs the risk of being slan-
dered as a “Russian bot,” “Russian asset,” “Putin puppet” or some-
thing else equally as asinine. Maligning dissent—or even merely pro-
gressive ideas—with this childish name-calling has become a casual
liberal pastime. The range of discussion, which was already far too
narrow, has been constricted further. Right at a time when the dire
state of the planet’s ecosystem and the ability of humans to survive
within it  requires creativity and big ideas,  we’ve been subjected to
smack-downs and small-mindedness. It’s enraging, frankly.

So here’s Bernie Sanders, who—realistically—is far from radical, and
whose proposed policies fall desperately short of what is needed. But
because he’s an FDR capitalist rather than a Clinton capitalist—(no,
he’s not a socialist)—is being maligned by the establishment as if he’s
Che Guevara come back from the dead. If only! 

The naked antipathy of the DNC and their corporate media shills for
Sanders is a sight to behold. They are not bothering to apply a gloss of
impartiality to their smears. It was only a matter of time before “Rus-
sia!” was screeched in his direction. The fact that the attack came as
a one-two punch from the New York Times and the Washington Post
on the eve of the Nevada caucus betrayed its top-down coordination.
As  has  been  typical  of  stories  in  this  genre,  hypey  headlines  are
paired incongruously with incoherent articles that fail to support the
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case. But it doesn’t matter. Again, it’s all about emotional impressions.
Edward Bernays wrote the original playbook a century ago, and noth-
ing’s changed except the delivery systems. It’s called propaganda. 

Alas, Sanders’ response did nothing to question the false premise of
Russiagate,  or its  toxic  effects  on discourse,  or its  irresponsible in-
flaming of tensions with a nuclear power. If he hasn’t actually been a
true believer in the “Russia!” bullshit since the beginning, he’s cer-
tainly been giving a damn good impression. But that’s just who he is
on subjects of foreign policy: a man of big talk and few principles, all
too willing to fold under the pressure of authority, and far too reluc-
tant to challenge the narratives of the establishment. This too,  is  a
teachable moment: If this is the best we can get, then that’s tragic. We
need so much more. 

We must remember, too, that we’ve got far, far more common in with
the ordinary people of Russia than we do with the DNC oligarchs and
their compliant media here. 
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The Malheur Wildlife Refuge 
Occupation: A Skirmish among 
the Colonizers

January 5, 2016

On January 2nd, a group of armed “militia men” broke into and took
over  the headquarters  and visitors’  center  of  the  Malheur  National
Wildlife Refuge in Harney County, Oregon. As of this writing, no law
enforcement action has been taken against them, though the County
Sheriff has said that “a collective effort from multiple agencies is cur-
rently working on a solution” which includes the FBI.

The stated reason for the take-over was to protest the imminent im-
prisonment of two local ranchers—Dwight Hammond, Jr., and his son,
Steven—for committing arson on public lands in 2001 and 2006.1 The
Hammonds did not solicit the attention of the militia men, who are all
reportedly from out of state.

Two of the militia men are Ryan and Ammon Bundy, son of Cliven
Bundy, the rancher who, in 2014, famously prevented the Bureau of
Land Management from removing his cattle that were illegally grazing
on public lands.2 In an interview with the Oregonian, Ryan said: “The
best possible outcome is that the ranchers that have been kicked out
of the area… will come back and reclaim their land, and the wildlife
refuge will be shut down forever and the federal government will relin-
quish such control.”3

Ammon Bundy characterized the building as “the tool to do all the
tyranny that has been placed upon the Hammonds” and the refuge as
“destructive to the people  of the county and to the people  of  the
area.”

The Bundys have stated that they are prepared to occupy the building
“for years” if necessary, and that they “would not rule out violence if
law enforcement tries to remove them.”
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This  is  a  provocative action and inflammatory language, especially
coming from people with guns.

Some have asked: would the corporate media be treating this story
differently if the armed men were black? Would the word, “terrorists”
be unhesitatingly applied if they were Muslim? Undoubtedly.

Is there big money behind the media that is responsible for biased cov-
erage of militia actions and their issues of “sovereignty” in general?
Undeniably. Did the local paper, the Oregonian, paint the Hammonds’
case in transparently sympathetic terms just one day before the Mal-
heur occupation? Yes they did.4

Are the actions of the militia legally definable as “sedition” under fed-
eral law? Charles P. Pierce at Esquire Magazine argues that case (using
some rather purple prose to do it).5

And is it true, as the Audobon Society of Portland has declared, that
“the occupation of Malheur by armed, out of state militia groups puts
one of America’s most important wildlife refuges at risk?” Absolutely.

Social  media has been abuzz with these and other points  and has
roundly mocked the militia men, anointing them with names such as
“Y’all  Quaeda” and “Vanilla ISIS.” Yet for all  the noise that’s been
made from many different quarters most of the voices have had one
thing in common: they are all speaking from the point of view of the
Colonizers of this continent, and doing so unknowingly. Nearly every
one of them takes for granted that this is an issue between the militia
and the government, and no more.

Fortunately, we can count on the Indian Country Today Media Network
to provide us with a broader perspective:

“Some of the same armed “militia” involved in the Cliven
Bundy affair in Nevada have occupied federal land in Ore-
gon formerly reserved for  the Northern Paiute.  Ironically,
the “legal” basis for starting a fight with the federal govern-
ment is that sovereignty “really” belongs to Oregon rather
than  the  Paiutes,  who  have  seen  their  federal  trust  land
shrink from over one and a half million acres to a tiny rem-
nant  of  760  acres  in  Burns,  Oregon,  where  this  current
armed standoff began.”6

Adding to this point, Amanda Girard penned an article for US Uncut,
“Don’t Call Them Patriots. They’re Terrorists Occupying Sacred Na-
tive American Land,” in which she writes: 
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“The Bundy militia occupying the Malheur National Wildlife
Refuge should seriously  reconsider  their  use  of  the word
‘tyranny,’ and how the land they’re claiming as theirs right-
fully belongs to the indigenous tribes that armed white men
illegally stole.”

Therein lies the rub. The Malheur National Wildlife Refuge was carved
out of stolen land. Who was the land stolen by? Armed white men, of-
ten self-organized as independent militias. In fact, this January marks
the 137th anniversary of the expulsion of the Indigenous people from
this particular piece of land. On  Democracy Now, Indigenous writer
and activist, Jacqueline Keeler, told the story in brief:

“500 Paiutes were loaded onto wagons and walked, under
heavy armed guard, from.. the lands where the Bundys are
right  now  holding  it  and  to  the  Yakama  Reservation  in
Washington state, some 300 miles, knee-deep in snow. And
they were forced to march, shackled two by two.”7

This event was not unique, nor the most cruel, in Colonialism’s mali-
cious treatment of the Indigenous people. This is how this continent
was colonized, and the colonization never ended. Colonization is the
system that sustains the nation to this day, with its cities, agriculture,
laws, social mores and art. At a deeper cultural level, then, those on
one side—who urge  a government crack-down on the  militia—and
those on the other side—who support the militia—are on the same
side: the side of the Colonizers against the Indigenous.

It is not common to use the word, “Colonizers,” to describe the non-
Indigenous inhabitants of this continent, but it is accurate to do so. Nor
is the adjective,  “Colonial,” usually conferred on the institutions of
these inhabitants, but it also fits. If we apply these terms to some of
the points being made about the Malheur situation, we can see how
narrow the discussion really is.

To  revisit  and  rephrase:  The  Colonial  government,  at  all  its  levels,
treats Colonizers differently based on their skin color and religion (i.e.,
“Black,” “Muslim”). The Colonial news media is biased in favor of the
Colonial ruling class and will enthusiastically make a cause célèbre out
of anyone from the Colonial lower class if it will serve this bias (Fox
News loves the Bundys). Colonial law defines certain illegal actions
with particular labels (“sedition”).
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These things are all true, but none of them questions the legitimacy of
the Colonial  arrangement or acknowledges the history of  genocide
that  was essential  to  its  origins,  invasive spread and current  suste-
nance.

Even the Audobon Society of Portland, which at least has sincere con-
cern for non-human creatures, is not immune from the Colonial mind-
set. In their press release on the topic of Malheur, they note that the
refuge “was established in 1908 by President Theodore Roosevelt.”
Referencing this history lends an air of legitimacy—since, in Colonial
terms,  1908 was  a  long time ago,  especially  here  on the  Empire’s
western  edge—but  Roosevelt  himself  was  ardently  anti-Indigenous.
Said he: “I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are
dead Indians, but I believe nine out of ten are, and I shouldn’t like to
inquire too closely into the case of the tenth.”

The ethos of Roosevelt and the early “Conservationists” entailed de-
populating land that  was set  aside as  National  Parks and other  re-
serves.  Many  Indigenous  people  were  forced  from  their  ancestral
homes  as  the  Colonialists  pursued  their  pseudo-intellectual  ideal.
From these barely post-Victorian progenitors sprang the notion, still in
common currency, that “wilderness” must be kept free of human ac-
tivity in order to be healthy. Never mind that the lands as the Euro-
peans discovered them were the product of an active and age-long col-
laboration between Indigenous people and their ecosystems. To the
Colonizers, who believed that they had been given “dominion over the
earth” such a lifestyle was beyond their imagination, as it still is today.

In “Bundy Militia Musters Again Over Paiute Land,” the Indian Coun-
try Today Media Network shares some relevant history about the Mal-
heur National Wildlife Refuge:

“If anything is clear-cut about Indians in the Constitution, it
is that relations with Indian nations are a federal responsibil-
ity. Carrying out that responsibility in Oregon, President US
Grant  established  the Malheur  Indian Reservation for  the
Northern Paiute in 1872. It is no coincidence that the histor-
ical reservation shares a name with the Malheur National
Wildlife Refuge, site of the current armed standoff.

“White settlement nibbled at the Malheur Indian Reserva-
tion until the Bannock War in 1878, which ended with sur-
rendered Paiutes and Bannocks on the reservation being re-
moved, officially to the Yakama Reservation in Washington
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Territory.  Unofficially,  Paiutes  had  scattered  all  over  the
Western States  that  comprised their aboriginal  lands.  The
Burns  Paiute  Reservation  is  the  remains  of  the  Malheur
Reservation and the Malheur Wildlife Refuge is an alterna-
tive use for the federal land, for those who believe the fed-
eral government exists.”8

Some people might question the relevancy of this history. “Why does
it matter? It all happened so long ago.” There’s many reasons why it’s
relevant, and here are two:

1. The “Indian Wars” never ended. Indigenous people within the Colo-
nial  borders  of  the  USA  have  the  poorest  health,  lowest  life  ex-
pectancy and highest rate of poverty of any other group of people.
Their  tiny  reservations,  often hundreds or  thousands of  miles  from
their original homes, are under assault from Colonial resource extrac-
tion corporations seeking uranium, fossil fuels and water. Treaty obli-
gations are still disrespected and broken. The Indigenous fight for sur-
vival is anything but over. To view the Malheur occupation solely in
terms of militia vs. government at this one location in Oregon is to
perpetuate the Colonial mindset in oneself and hence deny the ongo-
ing Colonial policies against the Indigenous peoples. 

2. The Colonial arrangement has made a mess of things, to say the
least. Pillaging the earth for its resources has turned out to be a very
bad idea, as witnessed by environmental degradation, species extinc-
tion and Climate Change. But it doesn’t have to be this way. The In-
digenous example shows that people can participate in nature’s dy-
namic equilibrium in a healthy way, rather than throwing it off-bal-
ance. Human nature, as illustrated by the old ways, is nurturing; it is
Colonial  nature  that  is  destructive.  As  long  as  Colonialism  reigns
supreme in thought and in action, the society cannot learn from the
examples of Indigenous living that still survive, and will not attempt a
collective return. 

In the context of the Malheur occupation, the ranchers certainly sig-
nify some of the worst that the Colonial system has to offer: private
profiteering, short-term thinking, and destroying wildlife habitat,  all
wrapped up with a Biblical bow on top. For all their talk of attacking
the system, these armed men are not a threat to Colonialism in the
slightest, nor would they want to be. In the end, they merely represent
one flavor of Colonialism, if a particularly rancid one. I will certainly
be happy when they are removed from the refuge, which they surely
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will be, sooner or later. In my estimation, ranchers are among the most
despicable  people  in this  whole despicable  culture  and it  will  be a
great day when there is no more ranching. But that doesn’t mean I’ll
be cheering for their Colonialist opposition.

In the Esquire article cited above, Pierce writes: 

“There is a constituency for armed rebellion in this country
that is larger than any of our respectable political and so-
cial institutions want to admit. It is fueled by reckless, ambi-
tious people who engage in reckless, ambitious rhetoric.”9

“Reckless” and “ambitious” describes to a T the Colonial system that
Pierce finds “respectable.” That system in turns produces Colonial cit-
izens who spout “reckless, ambitious rhetoric,” which is mostly what
we are hearing from “both sides” of the Malheur debate. No matter
who loses that argument, Colonialism wins.
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“But What I Really Want ”…”

August 12, 2020

“Compromise” is nothing more than a means of preserving the status
quo, which inevitably elevates greed over need. Agreeing to compro-
mise is presented as mature, but it’s really just compliant. In this Or-
wellian perspective, rolling over is standing up. 

When I look around at what amounts to “the left” in the US, I find it to
be full of compromises, with nearly nothing be excited about. 

Yes I’ll support a campaign for a $15 minimum wage. But what I really
want is a world where the necessities of life are no longer monetized.
Money creates artificial scarcity, and is a tool of control.

Yes, I’ll support non-discrimination in employment. But what I really
want is  an end to the employer-employee relationship,  whether  the
employer is a mom-and-pop or a multinational corporation. That rela-
tionship is exploitative at its core. 

Yes, I’ll support immigrants. But what I really want is a planet without
borders. The nation-state is a recent invention, and it’s no coincidence
that its rise has tracked with industrialism and capitalism. As a means
of organization, it is fundamentally inequitable.

Yes, I’ll support women going into politics and business. But what I re-
ally want is to smash patriarchy, and all the political and business in-
stitutions that go with it. 

Yes, I’ll support tenant rights. But what I really want is to end to the
landlord-tenant relationship, whether the owner is an individual or a
bank, and whether the arrangement is a lease or a mortgage. Nobody
should have to pay for a roof over their head. 

Yes, I’ll support voting rights. But what I really want is a legitimate,
participatory democracy, driven by people, not money or power, in
which leadership is a role that is filled only as needed, not a stick to
bludgeon people with. Our current system excludes by default, when
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inclusivity is the only approach that will work for making a just soci-
ety. 

Yes, I’ll support Medicare-for-all. But what I really want is an approach
to health that is holistic, based on plants not pharmies, and that draws
on all the world’s effective traditions, not just Victorian-era European
dogma. 

Yes, I’ll support “science.” But what I really want is a worldview that
also embraces the value of the ineffable. The dismal reductionism of
our day that masquerades as “reason” strips life of essential intrinsic
qualities, and encourages us to act without sensitivity to that which
we cannot measure or weigh. 

Yes, I’ll support funding for education. But what I really want is for the
restitution of lifeways where coercion is not a method for helping chil-
dren learn how to live in the world. Schools are far more about obedi-
ence and than they are about education. 

Yes, I’ll support cuts to “defense” spending (as if anybody even talks
about that anymore). But what I really want is an absolute end to US
imperialism, including the closing of all overseas military bases and
the dismantling of the entire nuclear arsenal.

Yes, I’ll support a “Green New Deal.” But what I really want is to dras-
tically  curtail  our  consumption.  No energy-producing technology  is
truly “sustainable.” Solar, wind and water all harm the environment
through their production and operation. 

Yes, I’ll support socialism over capitalism. But what I really want is for
the means of production to be dismantled, not merely seized by an-
other set of hands. Industrialism rapes the environment no matter who
runs it. 

Yes, I’ll support fairer laws. But what I really want is the abolition of
prisons  and the  so-called justice  system.  Furthermore,  the punitive
urge itself must be excised as a cultural fixture. 

Yes, I’ll support marriage equality. But what I really want is to end the
institution of marriage itself,  it  being a property-based relic  of  the
Bronze Age. 

Yes, I’ll support environmental regulations. But what I really want is a
world in which we put the Earth First! 

Yes, I’ll support setting aside public land for “preservation.” But what I
really want is to return it to the Native Americans. 
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Yes, I’ll support organic farming. (In fact, I made my living as an or-
ganic farmer for a decade.) But what I really want is an end to the
agricultural mindset, which is based on the domination of nature. We
must return to a cooperative relationship with the planet and all life on
it, through practices like wildtending.

Yes, I’ll support veganism because animal agriculture is so gross. But
what I really want is to stop the division of living things into categories
that are not okay to kill (animals) and the ones that are (everything
else apparently). Only by recognizing the legitimacy of all forms of life
can we eliminate cruelty. 

Yes, I’ll support the arts. But what I really want is a culture where mu-
sic doesn’t belong to musicians, singing to singers, dancing to dancers,
painting to painters, sculpture to sculptors, and poetry to poets. By el-
evating the “artist” we have stolen creative expression from everyday
people and everyday life, and have manufactured something individual
and rarefied from what should be common and communal.

Yes, I’ll support individual freedom. But what I really want is to focus
primarily on collective responsibility. How our choices affect others
should be the first consideration of any decision-making process, with
those “others” being not just other humans. 

So yes, I’ll support all these things, in part because I respect that the
people working for them are driven by compassion. But what I really
want is much more, although in another way of considering it, much
less:  This project we call  “civilization” is  too much.  Our task now
must be to scale back, power down, and simplify. Each additional day
of compromise is another assault on a livable environment. 

And this is the key point that is nearly always forgotten: All the non-
humans creatures on this planet are subjected to our “compromises”
but they are not parties to negotiating them. In that way, nothing at all
—nothing!—that we civilized humans do is ever truly a compromise,
but is always an imposition. 
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We All Need to Be Tree Huggers 
Now

January 14, 2020

Nearly everything about contemporary human life needs to change if
we are to seriously address the multiple environmental crises that are
facing the planet, but today I will focus on just one topic: trees.

Trees are amazing creatures.

They are  found throughout  the world,  in a wide range of  habitats,
from elevations below sea level up to alpine; in wetlands and deserts;
standing solo or closely communed. The “timber line” is a clear mark
on  any  mountain;  above  it,  needle-bearing  perennials  give  way  to
lichen-speckled stone that sleeps under snow or basks in the sun, and
is softened ephemerally by blossoming annuals.

Mangroves mark coast lines, Junipers rocky ridges, Cottonwoods prairie
cricks, Aspens storm-wracked heights and Pines rain-shadow slopes.

From the equator to the tundra, forests thrive thickly, teeming with
life micro and macro, nourishing and being nourished by those who
gather on their branches, in their shade and among their roots. A pulse
of life  runs through the whole system, in fluttering wings,  flicking
tails and stout toadstool stems.

Trees pull water from deepest root tip to highest twig, and transpire it
into the sky. They convert sunlight into sugar. They are constantly commu-
nicating with each other, with fungus, with insects, and so on and on. 

Our ancestors were forest dwellers, eating fruit in the dappled sunlight
and calling out to each other in a world abuzz with insects and aflit
with birds. We were among many, then.

The  planet  is  lonelier  now.  Noisier  but  with  fewer  sounds;  more
crowded but with less friends. It’s a mess and getting worse and not
many dare to consider what must really be done. But we must speak of
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these things—if only one by one—and as for trees, we need an imme-
diate moratorium on cutting anymore, anywhere, worldwide, period.

The current custom is that any tree can be cut down for any reason,
with exceptions made to save particular ones, here and there, every
once in a while. This should be reversed. Instead, it must be forbidden
to cut down any tree at all, ever, with exceptions made only for clearly
demonstrated need. Need shall  be defined most narrowly, not as it
currently is, comprised mostly of luxuries.

The following would no longer be legitimate reasons to cut trees: agri-
culture, ranching, furniture, paper, toilet paper, housing and fuel. Agri-
culture takes up a far, far bigger footprint than it needs to. We have
empty buildings and lots of old chairs and tables. Paper can be made
from hemp and toilet paper from bamboo, or replaced with cloth, or we
could do as is done in India. Those who need fire to cook and keep
warm would be provided for in some other way, as a social subsidy.

Of course all of this is in the context of dramatically rejiggering our
society so we are using much much much less of everything, not just
wood, but I’ll try to stay on subject.

We must also, obviously, plant as many trees as possible, everywhere
we can. In 2018, China assigned 60,000 members of its military and
police force to plant trees in order to combat air pollution. It’s hard to
think of a better new purpose for the US military, especially given
how unpopular it is overseas.

It’s not just that forests are carbon sinks—hence mitigating the con-
tamination humans are pumping into the atmosphere—it’s that when
we cut forests, we are being stupid heartless bastards. I choose those
words carefully;  only someone with no sense or  compassion could
murder their own elders, and we make ourselves orphans with the saw.

If we cut down all the trees, we’ll be killed by the conditions that re-
sult. If we commit such an atrocity, we deserve to die.

I’m not being poetic by calling trees “kin” and Native Americans were
not superstitious to speak of “all  our relations.” It’s simply a literal
truth that everyone on the planet belongs to one big family. That we
don’t recognize this in our culture is a blindness born from millennia
of untruths, from Abrahamic religion to Greek dualism to Cartesian
reductionism. We are hobbled by a cold “humanism” that is a conceit
no less deranged than Biblical fundamentalism; both actively deny the
vitality of life itself. Both philosophies disbelieve that trees are gen-
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uinely alive no less than ourselves. Neither can help us move our con-
sciousness closer to where it needs to be.

Hugging a tree, on the other hand, is a great start.

With each tree cut we are a little less ourselves, which is to say, a little
less human. Some would compare us to pigs or sheep or wolves but that’s
a shameful dodge; the implicit message of such slurs—that our mean ac-
tions and ugly characters are somehow okay for being “animalistic”—dis-
tracts from what we really need to face: our monstrousness.

We are youngsters around trees. The exact age in solar years of any in-
dividual tree is irrelevant; I’m referring to the fact of tree-ness as a
lifeform, which is ancient compared to our recently emerged model,
the bipedal primate.

Our fire-making is significant. Yet far more so is the relationship with
fire of some Pines, whose seed cones only open after the resin holding
them tightly  closed  melts  in  the  hot  temperatures  of  a  forest  fire.
That’s an intimacy far beyond our clumsy attempts to wield this ele-
ment of nature as a tool.

I’ve visited “snag forests,” which are made up of trees killed by fire
and bleached white in the sun. Their children fill the landscape around
them, bright green with straight spines and the enthusiastic disposi-
tion of youth. We humans should not “harvest” the dead trunks; they
are  now the  hunting grounds  of  woodpeckers  and  sapsuckers;  the
homes of wrens, owls and swallows; the perches of raptors. As they
fall, they will enrich the soil.

Ultimately, it’s not about us humans leaving everything alone; it’s about
healthy interaction, since interaction is inevitable. But right now, we’d
do best to be hands off with the forests. We have some old habits to
break. Deforestation as policy dates back to ancient history, when trees
were cleared for agriculture in the Mideast. Most of the Mediterranean
islands and coastlands were clear-cut for ship-building by the Phoeni-
cians and the Greeks. Europe was virtually bare by 1492.

So our culture must relearn respect for trees. We lost it a long time
ago. The alternative, though—to continue as we are—is suicide.

To hug a tree, and to feel the life undeniably flowing within, is to em-
brace living itself.  The experience can awaken the senses, including
ones you didn’t know you had. It would be a different world if more
people hugged trees.

So what are we waiting for?
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Did Native Americans Introduce 
Fan Palms to California?

March 23, 2017

I  recently spent some highly enjoyable time with a friend exploring
groves of Desert Fan Palms in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park in San
Diego County. Tucked into canyons in the foothills of the mountains,
these striking trees seemed out of place. Nothing else is as tall and
lush as they and the cool microhabitat made by their shade provides a
welcome escape from the sun and heat that feels almost magical.

The botanical name for the Desert Fan Palm is  Washingtonia filifera,
which  inexplicably  honors  George  Washington,  though  he  had  no
known relationship to the plant whatsoever.  There are  at  least  168
groves,  located mostly in the state of California in the US and the
state of Baja California Norte in Mexico, with a small number in Ari-
zona and a handful in Nevada. 

I  wanted to know more about  Desert Fan Palms, so I  was thrilled
when I found a book called “Desert Palm Oasis” (Nature Trails Press,
Palm Springs, CA: 2010). The author is James W. Cornett, an expert
on Desert Fan Palms who spent over 25 years studying them and who
published more than three dozen technical papers about them. The
book is short, at only 75 pages, but lushly illustrated with the author’s
photographs, and is dense with information. Topics covered are lifecy-
cle, ecology, animal associations, use by Native Americans, and more.

Much to my surprise, he also overturned the conventional wisdom on
the history of Fan Palms and their origins, and that’s what fascinated
me the most.

For the last fifty years, the conventional explanation for the origin of
the Fan Palm has been that it is a “relict,” which is to say an ancient
species leftover from an earlier time. In this case, the tree had suppos-
edly grown in the area for millions of years, since what is now desert
was moist jungle. This theory was originally popularized by two re-
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searchers, Richard Vogl and Lawrence McHargue, with an article in
Ecology magazine published in 1966. They also stated that the species
was endangered by ground water depletion from urban development.

Vogl  and  McHargue  had  in  turn  borrowed the  relict  concept  from
David Axelrod, a highly respected paleobotanist (one who studies an-
cient plants), who had collected and identified hundreds of fossils of
palm trees in the western US claimed by Axelrod to be in the genus
Washingtonia. 

However, only a single fossil specimen of W. filifera reputedly existed,
supposedly in storage at the University of California at Berkeley, but
when Cornett went to inspect it by appointment in 1985, it could not
be found, nor did its ID number match their system’s format. 

So Cornett visited Axelrod himself, who, in Cornett’s words, “was un-
able to provide information concerning its whereabouts and became
angry  when  I  asked  why he  felt  the  desert  fan  palm was  a  relict
species when only a single fossil existed (a fossil no one could locate).
His face flushed red and he demanded I leave his office at once.”

Cornett knew that without fossils, there was no evidence that W. filif-
era had existed in prehistoric times. In fact, he writes: “The available
evidence points to an opposite conclusion—the desert fan palm is a
recently evolved invasive [sic] species that is rapidly expanding both in
range  as  well  as  in  numbers.”  What  available  evidence  does  he
present? Read on…

In the mid-1980’s, Cornett led an effort to census all known fan palm
oases. Having not visited Axelrod yet, he was working under the as-
sumption that they would find the species in decline, as would befit a
relict. For historical numbers to compare with, he drew on three differ-
ent sources: 1) location names (such as with the town of Twentynine
Palms and the oasis of Fortynine Palms), 2) old photographs, and 3)
counts made by Randall Henderon.

Henderson  was  the  publisher  and  editor  of  Desert  Magazine  from
1937-1958 who, for whatever reason, made it  a habit to record the
number of trees in every palm oasis he visited, and he visited as many
as he could over those decades. Apparently he was “meticulous in his
counts, even using a mechanical counter so that he would not lose
track.”

Going from these three sources of information, Cornett and his team
found that the number of trees at each oasis had generally increased
by 20, 30 or 40%. In some cases the increase was smaller (10% or sin-
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gle digits) and in a few much higher (84% at the Hellhole Grove and
311% at Andreas Canyon). 

Said Cornett about their findings: 

“The trend of increasing numbers of palms continued in the
overwhelming majority of oases for which we had Hender-
son counts. Our evidence seemed conclusive. Palm numbers
were increasing significantly…. In spite of drought, ground-
water pumping and the introduction of exotic weed species,
palm numbers continued to increase.”

This is not the behavior one would expect in a relict species that has
outlived its original ecosystem. And not only should the numbers of
palms be shrinking but the number of groves, too, but Cornett also
found evidence for the opposite—that the range of the plant is  ex-
panding both north and west  from its  central  concentration in the
Salton trough and Baja California. This evidence included:

—The lack of older trees and stumps at the farther flung groves.

—The absence of the Palm Borer beetle, an insect that is dependent
almost exclusively on W. filifera, in groves farther out. If the palms had
once been more widespread but had since retreated, one would expect
the beetle to be present everywhere.

—Genetic evidence: In the mid-1980’s, Cornett was contacted by a bi-
ologist who was comparing genes of palms from different oases and
made a discovery that made no sense with a relict species:

“There was more genetic divergence between palms in the
same oasis than between palms in different oases. This was
the exact opposite of what one would expect. Oasis palms
should be most closely related to the palms in their own
oases,  the  ones  from  which  they  are  most  likely  sired
through pollination. They should be less related to palms far
away in distant oases with whom cross pollination would be
rare if not impossible.

“It  was  at  this  moment I  had an epiphany… The palms
showed a lack of genetic diversity because they had only re-
cently  broken  out  of  isolation  in  the  Baja  Peninsula,  the
likely place of origin of the genus Washingtonia.

“The palms had not had time or opportunity to diverse and
so, genetically speaking, were all close relatives—as if they
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had been separated for only a relatively short time (proba-
bly less than a few thousand years).” 

So how did they travel north from Baja California? Cornett looks at
this  question  closely,  too,  starting  with  animals.  Many  species  of
plants are dependent on animals to spread their seed, either by hook-
ing it into their fur or skin or by enticing them to swallow it by enclos-
ing it in fruit. In the latter case, the seed is defecated out later, some
distance away. Some seeds even need to pass through the digestive
tract of an animal before they will germinate. Though the fruits of the
Fan Palm are slightly sticky, they are not especially so, and would not
hang on to anyone reliably or for long. The seeds themselves are en-
tirely smooth but the fruit is sweet and is part of the diet of many
creatures. So who “planted” them after eating them?

Rodents? Plenty of rodents are found in the desert and at the oases,
including various mice, squirrels and the idiosyncratic Kangaroo Rat,
but the seeds are too large for them to swallow.

Birds? Over years of careful observation, Cornett saw at least a dozen
avian species eating the fruit, but most either pecked off the sweet
flesh or spat the seeds out on the spot.  He witnessed four species
swallow the whole fruit: American Robins, Hermit Thrushes, North-
ern Mockingbirds and Cedar Waxwings. All of them except the Mock-
ingbird are  migratory so  they are  potential  candidates  for  long-dis-
tance dispersal,  but—Cornett  was careful to note—it  has not been
confirmed that it happens.

Coyotes? These canines eat lots of Fan Palm fruit and defecate out the
seeds whole. In the laboratory, coyote-treated seeds germinated bet-
ter than ones that had only fallen from the tree. According to veteri -
narians with whom Cornett consulted, a canine species like the Coy-
ote  can go no longer than 36 hours  without  defecating.  Studies  of
Coyote travel have found the maximum daily distance to be 11 miles,
meaning they could carry seeds as far as 16 or 17 miles. However,
there are Palm oases that are farther away from each other than this,
so Coyotes can’t explain them all.

Humans? On this subject, Cornett discusses several oases, including
the  ones  in  Death  Valley,  that  were  either  established  by  modern
Americans or were seeded by animals from trees planted at modern
settlements. Interestingly, he does not mention Native Americans.

The Fan Palm was of vital importance to the Native Americans of the
southwest. Not only was the fruit an important food source (which
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they ate fresh, sun-dried and ground into flour for porridge) but they
used the leaves for roofing their homes, the stalks for making tools
and the fibers for weaving basketry. Contemporary visitors to Palm
oases can still see smoothed indentations in granite rocks that were
used for processing. Pottery shards and other signs of human habita-
tion have been found at the majority of groves. Not surprisingly, the
tree figures large in tribal mythology.

I am not surprised that Cornett, who is careful not to make statements
without  an  abundance  of  incontrovertible  evidence,  is  unwilling  to
make the final leap and surmise that it was Native Americans who
spread the Fan Palm into California from its birthplace in the Baja.
However, he does say:

“It appears that Washingtonia filifera is an excellent exam-
ple of a plant species whose ecology can best be under-
stood in light of its interaction with Native Americans. In-
deed, in many instances it appears that Indians have taken
this species to the geographical limits of its range. Randall
Henderson speculated  that  Indians  also  planted  palms at
one of the highest altitude oases, Dos Palmas Spring in the
Santa Rosa Mountains of Southern California. In addition,
Indian-initiated fires likely maintained palms in far greater
numbers  than  would  have  occurred  under  natural  condi-
tions. It is not inconceivable that the entire status of palms
in  the  Sonoran  Desert  of  southeastern  California  might
have been vastly different were it not for the Indians’ use
and management of this spectacular desert plant.”

Native  Americans moved other  plants  around the  New World,  and
over longer distances than from Baja to southern California. Maize,
beans and squash were all first bred in Central America but had made
their way to New England well before the arrival of the Pilgrims, with
whom the  Native  Americans  shared them. Smoking Tobacco (Nico-
tiana tabacum) is from South America (where, modern genetic studies
have  shown,  it  was  the  result  of  hybridization  between two other
species).

It is well-established that the Native Americans set fires in the groves
on a regular basis (i.e., at least every decade or two in some cases, and
yearly in others) because post-fire trees produce more fruit (as mod-
ern study has confirmed) and burning away the skirts makes harvest
easier. Fan Palms reproduce by seed better after a fire. The ground is
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cleared of competing undergrowth and dead Fan Palm detritus, the
canopy is opened to let more sunlight down the ground, and ash is a
natural fertilizer.

Fan Palms are highly-resistant to fire because, unlike most trees, they
do not transport moisture from root to crown though a thin layer just
under their bark, close to the surface, but through vascular tissues in
the interior of the trunk. For this reason they also lack rings. Other
desert plants, being far more sensitive to fire, were removed from the
groves by burning, which resulted in Fan Palm dominance, an advanta-
geous  situation  for  the  Native  Americans.  Doubtless,  the  burning
event was carefully timed and monitored.

Cornett writes:

“Oasis  photographs  taken  prior  to  1936  usually  reveal
palms that had not been burned in more than fifty years.
These same photographs, along with a few early counts of
oasis  palms  by  Randall  Henderson,  indicate  palms  may
have been declining in numbers prior to World War II. If this
is true, it may reflect the disappearance of Indians (as a re-
sult  of the introduction of European diseases and forced
migrations) from oasis environments in the late 1800s and
the cessation of regular burning. After 1945, large numbers
of settlers and tourists coming into southeastern California
resulted in more frequent visitation and a return of regular
fires to palm oases.”

Implications for conservation
So, given that the existence of the Desert Fan Palm was so closely in-
tertwined with Native Americans that a) it may well have suffered in
their absence, and b) it might not have even been in California without
their introduction, what are the implications for current conservation
efforts? Contemporary conservationism usually focuses first  on dis-
couraging human interaction: don’t pick, don’t plant, don’t feed, etc.
Stay out! Given the track record of the European invaders of this con-
tinent since 1492, such policies seem prudent, even imperative.

But while this approach might make sense with purely wild plants and
ecosystems that did not evolve with human interaction (and assuming
for the moment that such things exist),  does it make sense to treat
plants and ecosystems that clearly were dependent on human interac-
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tion the same way? What, in that case, are we preserving? Something
akin to a ruin, I would say, and is that what’s best for the plant?

At the heart of the global ecological crisis is the lack of a healthy rela-
tionship between humans and the earth. Ultimately the only solution
is for us to collectively foster a healthy relationship again. This will re-
quire hands-on interaction: picking, planting, feeding, etc. Diving in!
The Desert Fan Palm oases offer an opportunity for those activities.
The most logical approach, obviously, is for Native Americans to take
the lead on that project and I hope that some of them would be inter-
ested in doing so. I also hope they would be willing to take on stu-
dents from among the European colonizers (but I would understand if
they refused). Currently, the traditional ways of tending the Fan Palm
groves are illegal (such as fire) so exceptions would need to be made
for these experiments to take place.

Tending the wild was the way our species lived for many tens of thou-
sands of years before agriculture. We gathered (mostly) and hunted
(some) and in so doing were just one set of creatures interacting with
a multitude of other creatures on a marvelous planet.  Bringing this
past forward is the only way we will be able to realign ourselves with
life again. 

The Desert Fan Palms are there, waiting for us, with that invitation
held forth. I hope that we accept it.
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What is a “Native” Plant in a 
Changing World?

May 27, 2020

The term “native plant” has become a common one, and many people
probably assume that the definition is clear cut. However, like many
other seemingly simple designations, that’s not the case. 

Whether a given plant is considered “native” where it is found grow-
ing is dependent on the interpretation of the interrelation of three fac-
tors: time, place and human involvement. 

So, in the United States, a plant is generally considered native only if it
grew here before European colonization. On the East Coast, that’s the
1500s  and in California,  that’s  1769.  Plants  introduced since  then,
whether deliberately or by accident, are labeled “non-native,” “intro-
duced,” “exotic,” or in some cases, “invasive.” 

In the UK, some would set the date for ~8000 years ago, when rising
sea levels made those landmasses islands.

The checkered history of “nativeness”
The UK was where the concept of “nativeness” was first proposed, in
the  mid-19th  century,  by  Hewett  Coltrell  Wallace.  Wallace  also  in-
cluded “naturalized” species, which were species that humans had in-
troduced but which had come to live without them unaided. 

The correlation of native=good and non-native=bad was first popular-
ized by the Nazis. In reference to an introduced Asian plant species,
Impatiens parviflora, a team of biologists there wrote: “As with the
fight against Bolshevism, in which our entire Occidental culture is at
stake, so with the fight against this Mongolian invader, in which the
beauty of our home forest is at stake.”1

A  US  American  took  up  the  cause  next.  In  1958,  a  man  named
Charles Elton published a book entitled, “The Ecology of Invasions by
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Animals and Plants” which was not so much a scientific treatise as a
polemic laden with war jargon. He set a bellicose tone against “inva-
sives” that is still with us today. 

In the late 1990’s, the National Invasive Species Council was promul-
gated by an executive order of Bill Clinton, with Monsanto and other
chemical giants among the parties who helped design it (in order to
encourage the use of the herbicides they manufacture).2 State and lo-
cal governments took their lead from this council, quickly spreading
its viewpoints and methodologies nationwide.

Plants on the move
Returning to the world of empirical  science, we know that,  histori-
cally, plant ranges have always been in flux, often in response to cli-
matic shifts. Fossils and phytogenetics are two things that can show us
where plants used to live and where they came from. Such informa-
tion, though, raises questions even as it illuminates. 

For example, when Spanish colonists arrived in California in the 18th
Century,  Coast  Redwoods  (Sequoia  sempervirens)  grew  in  a  strip
nearly 500 miles long and 5-47 miles wide from what is now Monter-
rey County in the south to Curry County (Oregon) in the north. But
only 10,000 years ago, they grew as far south as Los Angeles, and five
million years ago, they were found in Europe and Asia. Today (after
over 95% of the Coast Redwoods in California were heartlessly cut)
the species has been spread around the world by humans, including to
New Zealand, where a fifteen acre grove has been growing for over a
century.  Due to  favorable  differences  in  soil  and rainfall  there,  the
trees happen to grow faster there than on the US West Coast.

The grievous sin of  destroying so  many Redwoods in California is
compounded by the fact that much of their former habitat is now so
altered by factors such as erosion from logging and that it won’t be
home to these grand trees for the foreseeable future. 

We can ask, then, whether such degraded places still comprise part of
the current “native range” of the species. Further, we could also ask
why that range cannot include places like the grove in New Zealand
where the tree is thriving? Or whether a Redwood grown in a Euro-
pean location within its historic range 5,000,000 years ago is truly
“exotic” or if it’s just coming home?

For many, the issue is “human interference” as opposed to “natural
dispersal.” 
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In this way of thinking, the Creosote Bush (Larrea tridentata), an em-
blematic plant  of the US Southwest’s  Mojave Desert  is  native even
though it’s  from South America,  because its  means of  conveyance
over those many thousands of miles was non-human; possibly in the
tail feathers of migrating plovers.

But this way of thinking also tends to ignore an important element:
the influence of indigenous humans over history, which definitely im-
pacted the “native ranges” of many plants and animals. 

Indigenous Land Management Practices
Controlled burns by Indians on the Great Plains expanded prairies at
the expense of forests, which led to the spread of Buffalo.

Similar techniques on the West Coast maintained Oak Savannah and
suppressed the growth of Firs and Hemlocks. 

Seeds, bulbs, corms and other plant material for propagation were col-
lected, transplanted and traded far and wide among tribes in North
America. Some species (such as certain Mariposa Lilies in the genus
Calochortus) may have dwindled in number to the point of being en-
dangered  these  days  in  part  because  they  are  no  longer  actively
tended by humans. 

The  case  of  the  California  Fan  Palm  is  particularly  intriguing.  For
years, it was believed that the iconic species was a millions-of-years-
old relict, left over from when its current desert home in southern Cal-
ifornia was much moister. However, phytogenetic analysis proved that
the species emerged quite  recently,  since the last  glaciation period
11,000 years ago. 

It’s long been known that Indians made use of Fan Palms and their
groves for  food,  craft  material,  and as places to live.  They planted
trees and they also set fire to them to clear away the dead leaves so
they would be easier to climb to collect the dates. (Fan Palms are fire
tolerant.) However, it also appears that they might have been responsi-
ble for introducing them to the majority of their “natural range” be-
yond the small area in Baja California where they originated. (See my
“Did Native Americans introduce Fan Palms to California?”)

If this is the case, then the groves that remain are not the result of
“natural dispersal” as that term is usually understood and are more
akin to abandoned agricultural sites than to “wilderness.” What, then,
is the best way to treat them? I  mean, if  we’re not going to allow
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tribes to maintain and use them as they did which is obviously the
right answer. Burning is prohibited, as is harvesting and planting the
fruits when the trees are on public land. One current policy aims to
protect (which is understandable) but perhaps the actual result is ne-
glect.

California Fan Palms are not the only trees that humans have moved
around. In Asia,  the “native range” of the Carpathian Walnut coin-
cides with the route of the Silk Road. In eastern North America, the
ranges of Black Walnut, Pawpaw, Persimmon, Chestnut, and Shellbark
Hickory also seem to be the result of indigenous human influence. (h/t
to Zach Elfers for this info.)

So, what we consider to be “natural” or “wild” is in many instances
human-made or human-impacted. Some would go so far as to say that
the very concept of “wilderness” is tantamount to indigenous erasure. 

That settler-colonialists,  mostly of European descent, have wreaked
havoc on the ecosystems of the Americas is all-too-clear. To conclude
from this that all the introduced plants who live here now “don’t be-
long” is arguably a step too far, and the idea that they should be eradi-
cated is not merely misguided, but dangerous. Fortunately, the conver-
sation does not need to be so limited. 

“Novel Ecosystems” & Ecological Succession
Often, native plants are valorized and non-natives villainized in a re-
flexive manner that belies the facts on-the-ground. How well an intro-
duced plant has integrated into its new setting is rarely considered. Or
the question of whether plants can become “native.” 

In  California,  1/3  of  native  butterfly  species  now  use  non-native
plants as food sources and as egg-laying sites. The range of some of
these butterflies has expanded as a result.3 This has been fortunate
for the butterflies, since so much of the habitat that previously pro-
vided for  them has  been  destroyed by human activity  since  1769,
through activities including agriculture, ranching, deforestation, min-
ing,  urban sprawl  and—most  recently—industrial-sized “green” en-
ergy installations. 

Saltcedar/Tamarisk (Tamarix sp.) and Russian Olive/Oleaster (Elaeagnus
angustifolia) are oft-maligned as “invasive plants” that should be eradi-
cated. But, as I co-wrote with Nicole Patrice Hill in 2019: 
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“In the western United States, these two trees are now the
third and fourth most frequently occurring woody riparian
plants,  and the  second and fifth  most  abundant  species
along rivers. To eradicate them would entail destroying a sig-
nificant  amount  of  healthy  vegetation  (with  no  little
amount of collateral damage to other flora) and would incur
a hefty cost.”4

These two species are accused of pushing out native flora such as
Cottonwoods and Willows, not providing food for native fauna, and of
monopolizing water. 

However,  the success  of these trees has resulted not  from stealing
space or moisture from native plants, but of destructive changes to
watercourses  by  industrial  development.  Dams  significantly  change
the flow,  temperature and cycles  of rivers.  Water  tables are drawn
down by agricultural irrigation. Tamarisk and Russian Olive happen to
be better adapted to these harsher circumstances than the native Cot-
tonwoods and Willows. They have filled gaps that opened, rather than
forced their way in. 

The result is what is called a “novel ecosystem.” Fifty kinds of birds
nest  in  Tamarisk,  including  the  Southwestern  Willow  Flycatcher,
which is endangered because of habitat loss. At least forty four kinds
of birds, as well as various native mammals, eat Russian Olives as win-
ter hardy food. Given the prevalence of the introduced trees now, and
the dearth of the natives, many animals are now dependent on them.
Spraying the trees with herbicides has not, and will not, change the
fact the dams are responsible for the altered landscape, not the trees
themselves. 

At some point,  do we recognize that the Tamarisk and the Russian
Olive are de facto “native” even if they’re not de jure, so to speak? For
what it’s worth, all those birds have already cast their vote.

Additionally, “novel” aspects might be temporary after the process of
“succession” advances. “Succession” is a common ecological process
in which the dominant flora of a landscape changes over time due to
the ways that landscape is changed by the flora itself. So, after a dis-
turbance—such as a landslide or the building of a road—the first wave
of plants (which are sometimes called “pioneer species”) are often an-
nuals that quickly fill the space. They will produce a profusion of flow-
ers that attract pollinators and seeds that feed animals. Such pioneers
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can be thorny, which is nature’s way of saying, “Keep out while I fix
this!” A hallmark of this stage is the rebuilding of fertility in the soil.

The  annuals  might  be  followed by  shrubs,  including  berry  bushes,
which attract yet more animals, including birds. The scat left by these
animals enriches the soil more. The bushes provide shelter for trees to
germinate, and in time, the trees shade out the berries. 

There are cases where disturbed landscapes that have been “invaded”
by non-native plants have been left untouched, and the exotics have
ended  up  doing  nothing  more  than  fulfilling  the  role  of  pioneer
species, and the area has returned to “natives” over time. So, when
“invasives” are constantly beaten back in a given location, it’s possi -
ble that this interference is holding back the natural processes of heal -
ing and recovery—“succession”—and ironically working against the
intended goal of bringing back natives.

Novel ecosystems demonstrate nature’s inherent resilience. What we
need to do is see it. As time goes on, we’ll certainly have more oppor-
tunities. 

Climate Change
According to  National  Geographic,  “Half  of  All  Species  Are on the
Move.”5 This is because, as the climate changes, so do ecosystems.
With temperatures rising, species are moving further north or higher
in elevation. As time goes on, this means that more and more species
will migrate “outside their natural range” thereby becoming “non-na-
tive” or even—to some—“invasive.”

Those that can migrate, that is. Many plants will become, as wildtend-
ing guru Finisia Medrano used to say, “refugees without legs,” unable
to flee fast enough and far enough to find safe haven. If that’s the
case, then we must help them, Finisia repeatedly counseled.6 

The biologists call this “assisted migration”7 and it’s a topic that com-
ing up more frequently as time goes on. Some of the strongest argu-
ments against it come from the anti-“invasive” crowd, who are not—I
will stress—in total overlap with the crowd that loves native plants;
however, many spaces where native plants are discussed, especially
online, have become dominated by anti-“invasive” rhetoric, with other
views prohibited. It’s sad to see for those of us who just love plants.
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Why Does It Matter?
The term “native” can have utility; it tells you that a plant was well-
adapted to a given place in a given time period, which can be helpful
for understanding a species or an ecosystem. 

But as the basis of an us vs. them ideology, it becomes a weapon.
Some people say that the proliferation of non-native plants is a mani-
festation of  colonialism,  but  I  would counter  that  that  the mindset
which insists on declaring them irredeemably bad is far more so.

That mindset leads to herbicides and other forms of mass killing that
inevitably cause damage to “non-target” species. That mindset is all
about imposing an old (and possibly imagined) order, rather than ap-
preciating a new succession. That mindset seeks control, not coopera-
tion. We cannot afford to approach the world that way anymore (as if
we ever could). 

165





HISTORY





230+ Years of White Supremacy: 
“Prejudential: Black America & 
the Presidents”

The myth of US American “greatness” is not only a right-wing narra-
tive. Liberals too embrace the concept that the nation is fundamen-
tally good; certainly, they insist, our worst days are behind us and we
can all be grateful for the progress we’ve made. Leading us on this
shining  path  have  been  enlightened  figures  like  Lincoln,  FDR,
Kennedy, Carter and Obama, all of whom have sought to fulfill the
promise of the wise “Founding Fathers” and their brilliant (even sa-
cred) Constitution. 

In  her  recently  released  book,  “Prejudential:  Black  America  & the
Presidents,” writer and activist Margaret Kimberley skewers this fan-
tasy. She takes on every president from Washington to Trump, with a
chapter devoted to each. With the accessible, no-nonsense but pointed
style she employs in her weekly column, “Freedom Rider,” on Black
Agenda Report, Kimberley summarizes the words and deeds of the 44
men who have held the office. The facts are damning. 

I consider myself a history buff and have read many books and articles
about US history in particular, but there wasn’t a single chapter that
didn’t contain surprises for me, in some cases big ones. Some of the
things that were new to me:

• George Washington not only kept his slaves while president,
but rotated them between Philadelphia (the capital then) and
his plantation in Virginia every six months, in order to skirt a
Pennsylvania law that allowed slaves to sue for freedom after
more than six months in the state.

• Eleven presidents following Washington owned slaves, includ-
ing seven who held onto them while in office. That’s nearly a
quarter of the total!
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• Lincoln’s vision for blacks was to expel them from the US and
set them up in a colony in Africa or Central America. He was
considering such a proposal just days before his death. 

• In 1901, a black man named Benjamin Parker physically pre-
vented President McKinley’s assassin from firing a third shot.
Parker was a waiter at the World’s Fair where McKinley was
appearing, and was standing in line to meet him when the at-
tack happened. Kimberley tells us: “According to one story, at
least one Secret Service agent was busy looking at the black
man instead of observing the crowd as he should have been
doing.” 

• Theodore Roosevelt betrayed the Twenty-Fifth Infantry Regi-
ment,  which was made up entirely of black soldiers. In July
1906, the regiment was assigned to stay in Brownsville, Texas,
but the local white population harassed them from day one,
and falsely accused them of committing murders. In response,
Roosevelt announced that the entire regiment—all 167 mem-
bers—were  “dishonorably  discharged,  deprived of  pensions,
and prevented from gaining federal employment or reinstate-
ment to the army,” but put off the announcement until the day
after the  1906 election  (for  which he  actively  sought  black
votes during the campaign). This offense was consistent for
someone who believed that blacks were,  in his own words,
“altogether inferior to whites.” 

• Democrat Woodrow Wilson instituted segregation in federal
employment. He also didn’t lift a finger to prevent a rash of
white  mob violence against  blacks in multiple  states  during
the  “Red  Summer”  of  1917,  during  which  over  a  hundred
blacks were murdered and thousands made homeless. 

• While working as Assistant Secretary of the Navy under Presi-
dent Wilson, future president Franklin Delano Roosevelt “per-
sonally ordered separate restrooms” for blacks and whites in
federal facilities.

• Truman used the n-word his entire life and opposed the inte-
gration of businesses and public accommodations.

• Kennedy tried to stop the March on Washington in 1963, the
event where MLK gave his “I Have a Dream” speech. His atti-
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tude towards civil rights activists was that they should “cool
off.”

• On the subject of ending segregation, Carter said: “I see noth-
ing wrong with ethnic purity being maintained. I would not
force racial integration of a neighborhood by government ac-
tion.”

Kimberley’s volume is packed with such information. A single reading
is not enough to absorb it all. As a compilation of history, it belongs on
the shelf next to the works of Howard Zinn and Roxanne Dunbar-Or-
tiz. It should be required reading in every school.

On the topic of our collective historical amnesia on these topics, Kim-
berley writes:

“Why  are  these  facts  not  widely  discussed  today?  The
United States still basks in the glory of a romanticized past.
If white people had the right at the time to kill Indians and
take their lands and turn those lands over to the plantation
economy, then they probably harbor related feelings of enti-
tlement today. If the institutions of slavery and its aftermath
aren’t  examined,  then objective truths like the inordinate
number  of  blacks  being  killed  by  police  won’t  be  ques-
tioned, either. If people like [Zachary] Taylor could steal half
of Mexico and be labeled heroic,  then modern-day presi-
dents  can  invade  nations,  change  regimes,  and  kill  with
mechanized drones and be considered heroic, too. Today’s
propaganda differs little from that of Taylor’s era. In fact, it
relies on it. If the past is examined through a microscope,
then the present must be as well,  and that would create
cognitive dissonance.”

But the (blue-eyed) devil is not just in the details. Kimberley’s book
also paints a picture of the overall sweep of events over the last 230+
years.

After the famous Founding Fathers, the presidents of the 1800s are lit-
tle known, and even unheard of, except for Lincoln and maybe Grant.
But as Kimberley demonstrates, every single one—regardless of party
—actively upheld white supremacy in the US. Before the civil war, all
of them were in favor of keeping the institution of slavery. Afterwards,
they were united in their efforts to keep blacks powerless through dis-
enfranchisement, segregation, and lynching.
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Speaking about conditions at the turn of the century, Kimberley says: 

“The Democrats were the party of open and proud white
supremacy, and Republicans were considered the only rea-
sonable option in the face of lynch law terrorism. This pat-
tern of promising support that never materialized would re-
cur into the twenty-first century. The effort to pass an anti-
lynching bill foundered and was equally unsuccessful for the
next five decades.  Presidents may have sought black votes,
but the support of black voters never mattered very much
when action was needed to protect their lives.” 

If some progress can be said to have been made by the Civil Rights
movement of the ’50s and ’60s, it must also be admitted that, starting
no  later  than  Reagan,  a  strong  counter-offensive  gained  traction
against it,  imposed top-down from 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Clin-
ton’s contribution was “ending welfare as we know it” and his “crime
bill,” which were both anti-black and brown, and which could only
have been passed in a Democrat-controlled Congress by a Democrat
president. He and his “two for the price of one” wife have never been
properly  condemned for  these  (and  other)  abhorrent  policies.  Both
Bushes, before and after Bill, were racists, despite W’s “diverse” cabi-
net. For being the first black president, Obama had to put in special ef-
fort to prove he wasn’t going to rock the white boat; at his speech on
the anniversary of the March on Washington, he “gave a very good
stand-up impression of a racist white man,” to quote the Black Agenda
Report’s Glen Ford. And not for nothing did the Black Lives Matter
movement flare up under his watch. 

On the subject of Obama, Kimberley explained: 

“The rules for being a ‘serious’ candidate go something like
this: Don’t make rich people angry. Don’t make white peo-
ple angry. Don’t appear to help black people in any way, be-
cause that gets white people angrier than just about any-
thing else. Obama knew this, but he was also instinctively a
conservative man, which he said to anyone who was really
paying  attention.  During  his  first  campaign  in  2008  he
spoke lovingly of Ronald Reagan as a ‘transformative’ pub-
lic figure.” 

“Transformative” is one way to describe “the Gipper.” Another would
be as “unrepentant bigot.”
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As Kimberley illustrates, the history of the US is very much the his-
tory of white supremacy, pivoting on slavery and its aftermath. Every
president from the beginning has either been a southerner defending
southern racism or a northerner afraid to challenge it for fear of losing
southern votes (all the while denying northern racism). We have not
escaped this  yet.  Thanks  to  gerrymandering and widespread  voter
suppression, this country is still being run by a minority made up of
white racists from the South, along with their unholy allies in the West
and Midwest. The gutting of the Voting Rights Act in 2013—under
the watch of a president who was a lawyer of constitutional law—has
not received the attention or remedy it deserves. 

Trump is  the last  president  that  Kimberley  describes  and she  ends
with this: 

“Trump is no anomaly. He appears at the recent end of a
continuum that began with a series of slaveholders… While
Trump’s demeanor makes him seem like an outlier, history
proves that he is not.”

After reading this book and reflecting on the tenacity of institutional
and cultural racism in the United States, one might be tempted to say,
“the more things change, the more they stay the same.” One could
also draw inspiration from the movements and figures who have been
righteously resisting this whole time. They are the real heroes in our
history: the ones in the streets, churches and squares—certainly not
any of the men who have ruled from the White House. 
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How Labeling Nader as a 
“Spoiler” in 2000 Paved the Way 
for Today’s Neo-Fascism

December 9, 2019

“The whole aim of practical politics is to keep the populace
alarmed by menacing it with an endless series of hobgob-
lins, all of them imaginary.” H. L. Mencken―Raymond Williams

The lurch to the right by the entire US political establishment over the
last twenty years has been both significant and alarming. 

I was recently reminded of how bad things have gotten by the 20th
anniversary of the Battle of Seattle, an event that sparked a brief pe-
riod of radical resistance in the US, and which jump-started my own
activism. As I sifted through my memories from that time, I realized
that a lot has changed.

Back in the spring of 2000, I started volunteering for the Ralph Nader/
Green Party presidential campaign. I ended up working for it until the
election, very intensely during the last two months. I enthusiastically
supported the Nader/Green platform because it was both pro-environ-
ment and anti-war, as well  as being strong on social  justice issues.
Some of the details:

• Replacing drug war incarceration with treatment 

• Reducing greenhouse gases

• Rejection of NAFTA, GATT & WTO

• Universal healthcare

• Living wage

• Redistribution of wealth through taxes

• Negative income tax to lift people above poverty line

• Restore entitlement programs eviscerated by Clinton
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• Abolition of nuclear weapons

• Cutting defense budget by 50%

• Legal abortion paid for by universal health care

• Gay rights, including marriage

• Affirmative action

• Opposition to the death penalty

Many of these items are on the current wish lists of voters who con-
sider themselves progressive, but not all of them. Two of the most im-
portant,  nuclear disarmament and slashing the military budget,  are
pretty much off the table these days. Nobody really talks about de-
fense cuts anymore, except a few peacenik freaks on the leftiest left or
an equally small number on the libertarian right. Back in the 80s, can-
didates  for the Democratic Party nomination still  raised these sub-
jects, but Clintonism suppressed that wing and now it’s extinct. There
is no longer any rationale for considering the Democrats to be a peace
or antiwar party in any meaningful sense, even relative to the Republi-
cans. 

The lack of opposition to militarism is a really big deal. No serious
progress can be made on addressing environmental degradation and
climate  change without  a)  bringing the  world’s  largest  institutional
polluter to heel and b) ending US bullying so the world can focus on
cooperating. These points can’t be stressed enough considering how
insistently they are being ignored, especially  by the big green non-
profits. 

To say nothing of the fact that you can’t pay for social programs and
war. It’s one or the other, not both. We’ve known this since the ’60s
when LBJ sacrificed  full  implementation of  the  Great  Society  pro-
grams to pursue brutal imperialism in southeast Asia instead.

The current state of the environment is much worse than it was two
decades  ago,  which means that  opposition to militarism should be
proportionally higher, but it’s not. It’s far weaker and this is a manifes-
tation of the rightward shift we’ve suffered. It’s not just that Republi-
cans have gotten more conservative and Democrats less liberal; it’s
that many progressives have also tacked starboard. 

Back in 2000, the Nader campaign attracted a lot of the same kinds of
people who are Sanders supporters now. That’s where the enthusiastic
energy was,  not behind Gore. Nader was holding rallies around the
country that were attracting unprecedented crowds, his support was

175



almost exclusively from individual donors, and he was either ignored
or maligned by the corporate media. Sound familiar? 

Nader ended up getting nearly 3,000,000 votes, which was a little over
2 1/2% of the total. Those of us working on his campaign were disap-
pointed  that  he  didn’t  cross  the  5% threshold,  which  would  have
scored federal funds for the Greens. But I think a lot of us figured that
this was only a stepping stone, and that in 2004, the numbers could be
higher. Little did we know that this would end up being the high water
mark for  Green presidential  candidates,  and indeed for  progressive
politics in general for the next twenty years (and counting). 

The Democrats’ propaganda that blames Nader for Gore’s defeat is
one of the biggest lies of recent history. There was never a legitimate
case for it and it’s been thoroughly debunked. See the list of articles in
the endnotes for the details, but here is a summary:

First,  Republican Secretary of State, Katherine Harris erroneously—
but purposefully—expelled thousands of voters from the rolls before
the election, most of whom were African-American and likely Demo-
cratic voters, by claiming they were ex-felons. Most were not, and a
post-election investigation showed that 12,000 were denied their right
to vote.

Secondly, confusing ballots in several counties led to mis-selection by
voters. The notorious "butterfly ballot" in Palm Beach County was the
best-known example, where a population with a high percentage of
Jewish people inadvertently delivered the anti-Semitic Pat Buchanan
his biggest win in the state.

Third,  according  to  exit  polls,  308,000  Democrats  voted  for  Bush,
compared to 24,000 for Nader. That's twelve times as many Democrat
votes for Bush than for Nader, or put another way,  13% of Florida
Democratic voters. That the party wasn't even able to hold on to its
own voters is more than a little pathetic, and sure ain't Nader's fault.

Fourth, the counting was stopped in Miami-Dade County by the infa-
mous "Brooks Brothers Riot," when Republican operatives from DC
were flown to Florida to intimidate canvassers. This assault was orga-
nized by none other than Roger Stone. Taking advantage of this win-
dow of opportunity, a nakedly partisan 5-4 Supreme Court vote pre-
vented the resumption of counting and installed W. as president. 

Lastly, according to a five month investigation by the Miami  Herald,
Knight Ridder newspapers, the Tampa  Tribune and five other Florida
newspapers, Gore would have won Florida if all the votes had been
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counted. How so? Over 170,000 ballots were discarded as being "over
votes" or "under votes" because aberrant markings by voters led to re-
jection by the counting machines, but human inspection by journalists
revealed clear "voter intent" in Gore's favor. Gore did not request the
over vote recount that would have revealed his win. 

"USA TODAY's  examination  highlights  an  ugly  reality  of
elections that had been largely unknown to the public be-
fore November. The American system of elections routinely
fails to count hundreds of thousands of ballots because of
errors  by voters,  confusing ballot  instructions,  poorly de-
signed ballots,  flawed voting and counting machines and
the failure of election workers to adequately help voters.

"In most elections, the flaws merely change the margins by
which candidates win or lose. But in the race between Gore
and Bush, and in other very close elections, the errors may
speak louder than the voters.”1

So what cost Gore Florida? Voter suppression, racism, bad ballot de-
sign, Democrats going astray for Bush, Republican dirty tricks, and
the lack of a full count, which Gore himself did not push for. 

But even though it was a myth, the “spoiler” story was severely dam-
aging to our society: it brushed aside the fact that a national election
had just been stolen in broad daylight by a right-wing cabal, which
paved the way for more of the same. Let’s be clear: it was theft, pure
and simple. At the time, I remember feeling deep dread. “If they get
away with this,” I wondered to myself, “what will they get away with
next?” 

That turned out to be a new global war, frightful attacks on civil liber-
ties, further dismantling of the social safety net, worsening income in-
equality, and the stripping of even more environmental protections,
among other crimes against people and planet. 

Virtually all of this was pushed through with bipartisan consensus. 

The Democrats of today are where the Republicans were in the ’90s
except on a handful of social issues, and the Republicans have staked
out new territory even further to the right. We’re at the threshold of
fascism, and Trump is merely the next logical  step in this perverse
process, not the aberration he is made out to be. 

The falsehood that Nader “spoiled” the 2000 election played a part in
this rightward degeneration of US politics. It was the foundation for a

177



fallacious narrative façade that’s since been built higher from innumer-
able other deceptions. Insidiously, it has served as a way of demoniz-
ing left-of-liberal political ideals by associating them with a manufac-
tured villain.  

“Russiagate” was a repeat of the “spoiler” lie on steroids. Again, the
Democrats chose to foist a fairy tale on the public rather than admit-
ting  the  actual  facts,  which  in  2016  involved  widespread  election
fraud including racist disenfranchisement, closed polling stations, mal-
functioning voting machines and uncounted votes. A serious investiga-
tion into these elements, including hand recounts (which Green Party
Jill Stein unsuccessfully attempted to initiate and Hillary’s campaign
refused to support) could very well have reversed the outcome. Histo-
rians will likely view the results as illegitimate. 

Now here we are with another election coming up and unless serious
steps are taken, it could be stolen again. Millions of likely Democratic
voters have been illegally kicked off the voter rolls by Republican op-
eratives, in no small part because of the 2013 gutting of the Voting
Rights Act during Obama’s administration and his lack of a meaning-
ful response to such overt racism. We don’t actually have free-and-fair
elections here in the US,  which should be a scandal  but  somehow
isn’t.

I don’t know if there’s a way for us to back out of this disaster. Nomi-
nally progressive people are projecting their hopes on Sanders,  but
he’s no Nader, that’s for sure. That he’s considered “antiwar” shows
just how pathetically watered down that concept has become. Appar-
ently all you have to do to earn the badge these days is vote against
some military bills when a Republican is president (but not as many
when a Democrat is in office). It’s no longer part of the progressive
conversation  (let  alone  the  liberal  one)  to  speak  against  nuclear
weapons or waging wars. That’s some weak broth and it’s not enough
for me or for our dire situation.

For those of us who oppose the bombing of children, it’s a lonely time.

178



The Seattle WTO Uprising & 
the Indymedia Movement, 
Twenty Years Later

Nov. 19, 2019

This week marks the 20th anniversary of the WTO protests in Seattle,
when environmental and labor activists were able to shut down the in-
ternational trade talks through acts of mass, non-violent civil disobe-
dience in the streets of the city. The surprise victory pushed the oli-
garchy onto their back foot. As such, the event was a spark set to dry
kindling,  and  the  flames  that  raced  across  the  nation  afterwards
danced for a few years before they died out. It was a transformative
moment  for  many  people,  myself  included;  my own life  trajectory
took a sharp leftward turn, and definitely for the better. 

For an excellent account of the multi-day uprising, watch “This is What
Democracy Looks like,” documentary produced by Indymedia from
on-the-ground footage shot by over 100 activists. It’s very well done
and was a staple of activist video shows in the early 2000s. 

I was working a temp job in an office in Stamford, Connecticut, when
the news broke on November 30, and my reaction was immediate:
“It’s here! It’s here!” I exclaimed jubilantly in my head. By “it” I meant
a Sixties-style uprising like I’d been waiting for all my life. 

Less than six months later I had broken up with my partner, moved to
Minneapolis, and dived headfirst into activism. The Nader campaign
and Indymedia  introduced me to  a  wide  array  of  people  including
Greens,  socialists,  anarchists,  anti-police  brutality  activists,  vegans
and polyamorous  pagans.  Everyone seemed to  be  experiencing the
positive jolt of Seattle. Change was in the air. Within a year, I had rid-
den the wave to Portland, Oregon, just in time to enjoy its last decade
of  radical  politics  before  gentrification  swept  much of  that  culture
away.
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Backing up to that first day in Stamford: I was fortunate that my office
had internet freely available. That still wasn’t universal in 1999. I spent
the rest of the day following the news as closely as I could, and before
too long, I stumbled across a news website I’d never heard of: the In-
dependent Media Center, aka Indymedia, at indymedia.org.

Instead of the usual talking heads and polished tones, Indymedia’s ar-
ticles were posted by the people who were actually in the streets par-
ticipating in the events themselves. Most of them lacked journalistic
training but the vitality and lack of artifice in their first-hand accounts
made them very engaging. I had never seen anything like it before. 

Neither had anyone else back then, but it caught on quick. In a few
months, Indymedia sites sprang up in about a dozen other places, in-
cluding the Twin Cities (Minneapolis/St. Paul) and Portland, at both of
which I  played a  major  organizing role.  By 2003,  there were ~170
around the world. 

For those too young to remember, in 1999 it was not easy to get your
words on the internet. This was before social  media and blogs and
yeah, there were discussion forums and threaded message boards, but
these formats didn’t lend themselves to news reporting, certainly not
with multimedia elements. 

That was the Indymedia innovation: “open publishing,” which was a
platform—free-of-charge—for individual  expression that  didn’t  pass
through a filter. You could go to the rally downtown, stir up some trou-
ble, and then come home and report on it. You could post your photos
too, and—as the code was developed and the infrastructure improved
—audio and video. After clicking the “PUBLISH” button, your story
appeared online within moments for everyone to see. You didn’t “sub-
mit” to anyone. Nobody approved it before it went up.

Or proofed it either, and that showed, but that was also in the spirit of
it all. Your truth was your truth no matter how you spelled it. Some of
the Beat Movement’s “editing is lying” ethos lived on there, but more
overt was the spirit of rebellion against corporate slickness. The ruling
classes have always tried to impose their educated standards as the
only way to be “respectable” or “understood” or “to get things done,”
but that’s always been cover for the fact that they’re pricks who don’t
want to share power. At its best, Indymedia freed people from that
tyranny and set no voice above another. 

It also served as a check on corporate media, especially at the local
level.  If  your  local  CBS  affiliate  reported  that  there  were  only
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“dozens” of protesters at an event, you and your comrades could set
the  record  straight  on  your  local  Indymedia  site  with  your  photos
showing  hundreds.  In  Portland,  local  corporate  media  felt  enough
pressure from us that they were forced to respond. When they start at-
tacking you, you know you’re on to something. 

The Seattle Indymedia website had been set up by anarcho-techies
(using open-source code originated in Australia) with the intention of
just providing a tool for reporting the WTO protests. But when the on-
the-ground, from-the-people, non-corporate coverage proved so popu-
lar, they gladly and graciously helped it spread. 

The  worldwide  network  that  emerged was  based  on  the  anarchist
principles of mutual aid and individual liberty. Local sites ran things
their own way and network-wide decisions were made by consensus. 

Though Indymedia was popularized in the US, it was animated by the
spirit  of  the worldwide  anti-globalization movement  whose rallying
cry was  Otro Mundo Es Possible—”Another World Is  Possible.” Ac-
tivism here was being informed and nourished by that deeper energy
and it showed.

These were exciting days. The sensation of creative energy building
around the planet was totally palpable. The protests in Seattle were
followed by more around the world against other institutions: the IMF
in Washington,  DC; the World Economic Forum in Melbourne;  the
FTAA in Quebec City; the G8 in Genoa, Italy; and many more. The
summer of 2000 also saw large mobilizations at the Republican and
Democratic national conventions. May Day events grew in size too.

Indymedia played a key role in all of these events. In Los Angeles, In-
dymedia activists helped set up the “convergence center,” the hive
where activists gathered to organize. One floor was entirely devoted
to reporting, with computers set up for posting stories and photos and
for editing audio and video. Amy Goodman broadcast “Democracy
Now!” from the space that week. I volunteered on the security team
so I ended up spending many hours there and I’ll always remember
smoking cigarettes on the fire escape in the glare of the police heli-
copters that circled the building with searchlights. These mass mobi-
lizations were like warzones and strong bonds formed among activist
comrades under the pressure. 

September 11th temporarily put a damper on the whole protest scene,
at least in the US. I remember so much fear the first few months. A
massive mobilization against the IMF had been planned for later that
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month in Washington, D.C., but it ended up much smaller than origi-
nally hoped. 

The first big demonstration in the US after 9/11 was on August 22,
2002,  in Portland,  Oregon,  for  the occasion of  a visit  by President
Bush.  Large  crowds  succeeded  in  blockading  the  area  downtown
where the President was staying, in a siege that lasted most of the day
before being broken up by violent police tactics, including the pepper-
spraying of a baby. 

Portland Indymedia was flooded with stories but also with right-wing
trolls. Until then, we had refrained from deleting anything under the
auspices of free speech, but the traffic was so high that it was making
the site unusable, so we turned on a dime, switched our policy, and
gave ourselves permission to take out the trash. These days, it’s im-
possible to imagine a non-moderated public forum, but back then it
was still a popular ideal, at least among many activists. 

The spirited anti-Bush event seemed to reignite protest activity in the
US in the months that followed. National mobilizations against a war
in Iraq took place in dozens of cities and towns on October 5, Novem-
ber 17, and January 18, and culminated on February 15, when over
two million people protested worldwide,  setting an historic record.
Nonetheless,  the  Bush  administration  attacked  Iraq  on  March  20,
2003,  which led  to  raucous  demonstrations  around the  country.  In
Portland, independent videographers outnumbered the local conven-
tional press, who were actively vilified by crowds chanting, “Fuck the
corporate media!” It was a gratifying moment for us Indymedia ac-
tivists, who were working not just to create new media outlets, but to
incite public skepticism for the legacy ones. 

2003-2004 was arguably the high-water mark for Indymedia, at least
in the US. Readership and influence were significant because partici-
pation was high.

In the history of activism, such moments are rare: that is, when ac-
tivists offer people something they want—in this case, access to inter-
net publishing—and the result is enough heat to start a fire. Indymedia
thrived while it had this market cornered, but that didn’t last long. By
2005, blogs and social media were muscling in on the space and by ap-
pealing to people’s egos, they quickly gained success. 

Nowadays, the Indymedia movement is dead (notwithstanding a hand-
ful of surviving projects like San Francisco’s Indybay and the Indypen-
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dent newspaper, which was originally a production of NYC Indymedia
activists). 

Nothing has filled the role that Indymedia innovated with “open pub-
lishing.” When actions and protests happen now, there’s no place to
go to get the word from the street in a coherent format. Social media
functions in an entirely different way: words and images flash by and
are gone. Its content is entirely ephemeral and that’s by design. 

We have been disempowered and I don’t know how to get it back.
There is such a thing as a last chance and the spark ignited by Seattle
in 1999 might have been it, as far as alternative media is concerned.

A couple years  ago, I  re-watched “This is  What Democracy Looks
Like,” and my eyes welled up with tears. 

Why was I sad? Because those days are gone now. A very real window
opened in which we were collectively offered the opportunity to en-
gage in serious resistance in solidarity with our brothers and sisters
around the globe.  I’m so glad I  recognized the moment and that I
dropped everything and ran with it as hard as I could. But that win-
dow is closed now and culture has moved on. We fought a good fight
but in the end we lost.

Today, alternative media is in sorry shape, as is serious media criti-
cism. Algorithms limit the audience of independent sources and the
“fake  news”  meme ended  up  benefiting  corporate  media.  Further-
more, mobile technology in combination with social media is shorten-
ing attention spans and degrading analytical abilities. It doesn’t look
good, at least here in the US, although I do believe that true revolu-
tionary spirit still burns elsewhere in the world, especially among the
indigenous. 

But if you press me to predict where things are headed here, in the
belly of the beast, I would guess some kind of dark ages. I seriously
hope I’m wrong, though. I’d love to see another window open. I’d take
even better advantage of it this time.

Note: portions of this essay were adapted from my 2019
book, Roadtripping at the End of the World.
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GREEN ENERGY





Coups-for-Green-Energy 
Added to Wars-For-Oil

November 13, 2020

The  US-supported  right-wing  coup  against  Bolivian  President  Evo
Morales on November 10th was a serious strike against that nation’s
autonomy and its people (especially its indigenous, of whom Morales
was one). Such meddling has defined US foreign policy in Latin Amer-
ica for nearly two centuries, since the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. 

“Same song, different verse,” one could say, and that’s true, but each
verse has different lyrics and this one features a new element (no pun
intended): Lithium.

While Lithium is used as an ingredient in a wide variety of products
such as pharmaceuticals, industrial lubricants, desiccants, lenses and
even rocket propellants, the fastest growing application is for batteries
for electric cars. According to  Bloomberg, demand for lithium could
“double by 2025.”1 

Bolivia’s lithium reserves are believed to be the largest in the world. A
conservative  estimate  puts  their  share  at  nearly  a  quarter  of  the
world’s total, though the government has claimed it to be as high as
70%.2 Regardless of the exact amount, Bolivia’s supply is globally rec-
ognized to be significant, enough to have attracted the attention of
China and Germany, among other countries.

Obviously, US interests in Bolivia are not about democracy, freedom
or the rule of law, as Trump disingenuously stated: “The United States
applauds the Bolivian people for demanding freedom”3 blah blah blah.
US interests are not solely about lithium either; the socialist politics of
Morales are anathema to capitalist elites the world over. Similarly, Iraq
was not solely about oil. But with lithium, we’re talking about a sub-
stance that could become “one of the most important commodities on
earth”4 so yes, it has some bearing. 
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The big dream of “green energy” is that society will just be able to
switch from one source to another without changing anything funda-
mentally.  How perversely  appropriate,  then,  that  US  foreign  policy
would not have to change fundamentally either. To wars for oil, we’ll
just add coups for green energy. 

That’s not an improvement. 

Here our attention is called to a big blind spot in US liberalism. “De-
fense” spending devours over half the discretionary budget; the Penta-
gon is the world’s largest institutional polluter; the military has ap-
proximately  800 bases  around the  world in  over  80 countries.  The
facts are plain: the US is a bloated empire, defiling the planet and re-
taining our position as “greatest purveyor of violence in the world to-
day,” as Martin Luther King famously put it.  

But  these facts  go virtually unmentioned by Democrats,  either  the
leadership or the rank-and-file. Here’s this monstrous institution that’s
exceptionally expensive, murderous and ecocidal, and it’s off the table.
That’s obscene. 

The text  of the “Green New Deal” as proposed by New York Rep.
Alexandria  Ocasio-Cortez  and Massachusetts  Sen.  Ed Markey does
not mention military spending or activities, though both must be dras-
tically curtailed to address the multiple environmental crises inflicting
the planet.  With this omission,  the whole program is a non-starter.
Throw it out and begin again.

As far as all of this is concerned, investigative journalist Cory Morn-
ingstar hits it in the bullseye:

“Without anti-imperialism as a foundational building block
of every social movement, without a comprehensive under-
standing of  history  and the existing power structures  at
work, we not only fail our brothers and sisters in the Global
South, we fail as a species. Not only will our social justice
movements  be  fought  in  vain,  all  legitimate  ecological
movements undertaken to protect what remains of our nat-
ural world will also prove to be futile.”5

Exactly. The stakes are high. This is no time to pussy-foot around, play
dumb, or put our faith in half-measures. Yet we are ignoring this cen-
tral truth of our world. 

Further, we must take a close look at anything labeled “green.” That
includes lithium mining, no matter who’s doing it.
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The highest concentrations of lithium are found in the briny ground-
water beneath salt flats. This water is pumped up and collected in
shallow ponds where it is left to evaporate. The remaining precipitated
solids are subjected to a chemical process to extract the lithium. 

Such salt flats exist only in arid places in the world and the removal of
the  brine  tends  to  lower  surrounding  water  tables,  affecting  local
wildlife and humans. Toxic chemicals are introduced into the water,
soil and air. Heaps of sludge pile up. Plants and micro-organisms are
killed and animals depart. In short, the sites subjected to this industry
are irrevocably wrecked. That ain’t green at all.

These are not theoretical effects. They have been observed at places
like Chile’s Atacama salt flats, where lithium extraction has been hap-
pening for years.6,7 

In  an  article  about  the  environmental  issues  of  lithium  mining,
Bloomberg quoted a Chilean biologist,  Cristina Dorador,  who said:
“We’re fooling ourselves if we call this sustainable and green mining.
The lithium fever should slow down because it’s  directly damaging
salt flats, the ecosystem and local communities.”8 

In an piece entitled, “Lithium mining for ‘green’ electric cars is leav-
ing a fetid stain on the planet,” which discussed lithium operations in
South America, Raw Story concludes: “The idea that electric cars, or
anything with lithium batteries, is ‘green’ might be a farce.”9 

Bolivia’s lithium is found on the Salar de Uyuni, a massive salt plain (at
over 4000 square miles in size it is the world’s largest) high in the An-
des Mountains (at close to 12,000 feet in elevation). It is a place of
startling beauty and the second most popular tourist attraction in Bo-
livia.  However,  it  has  been negatively impacted by just  the limited
mining activity so far:

“Previously, on travelling across the blinding white sur face,
one could expect to come across mirages, multi-coloured
lakes and even flamingos or geysers. This time there are no
flashes of light or oases on the world’s largest salt flat, just
an inestimable number of artificial lakes, clunking machin-
ery  and workers.  The  new complex  of  laboratories,  pilot
plants, prospecting wells and pools covering 27 sq km of
the southeastern part of the plain, situated 140km from the
town of Uyuni, represents the dreams of more than a gener-
ation of politicians—a national lithium industry.”
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from “Bolivia’s lithium boom: dream or nightmare?”10

Morales was calling for much bigger operations, with the main benefi-
ciary to be the state rather than foreign corporations. “We will de-
velop a huge lithium industry,” he said. 

Under this plan, the unique  Salar de Uyuni would become a sacrifice
zone, like Chile’s Atacama. 

I abhor the fascists that ran Morales out of office, especially the ones
in the US. We have no business messing with anyone’s right to self-de-
termination. I hope that Morales is able to return to power, as he has
pledged to do.

At the same time, I  wish that Morales could support his revolution
some  other  way,  just  as  I  wished  that  Hugo  Chavez  in  Venezuela
could’ve avoided oil extraction in the service of his. Just as I wish ev-
ery day that we here in the belly of the beast could break our deadly
habits. 

In this era of ever more severe ecological disasters, our most impor-
tant task as humans is to stop what we’re doing, in the interest of sim-
ple survival. In this context, I will venture to say that resource extrac-
tion like lithium mining is one of the master’s tools, unfit for disman-
tling the master’s house. 

Even when it’s called “green.”

*  *  *

Update, 11/17/21
On October 18, 2020, Bolivians kicked out the coupsters, giving the
Movement for Socialism (MAS) party 55% of the vote, compared to
29% for the center-right party and just 14% for the neo-fascists. MAS
also gained majorities in both chambers of the national legislature.
Evo Morales returned to the nation on November 8, the day after the
new  president  was  inaugurated,  and  was  greeted  by  cheering
throngs.11

New president  Luis  Arce  has  been clear  about  wanting to pick up
where Morales left off with lithium. Whereas the coup leaders wanted
to simply sell it off to the highest bidder as a raw resource, Morales’
plan was to partner with other nations to build an industry in Bolivia
to manufacture batteries, cars and other products; “development” as
it’s euphemistically called.12 This approach would generate more in-
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come for Bolivia and Bolivians—and as in China could be used to alle-
viate poverty—but, as already pointed out, at a grievous cost to the
environment.  So  I’m happy  for  the  Bolivians  that  they  booted  the
right-wingers, but I’m sad for the   Salar de Uyuni and the creatures
who live there, whose lives will be so negatively impacted. These are
the moments when I’m reminded why I’m an anti-civ primitivist  at
heart and not a socialist.  
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Rare Wildflower Threatened by 
Lithium Mine

October 19, 2019

In a remote corner of Nevada is a wildflower that grows nowhere else
on earth.  Named “Tiehm’s  Buckwheat”  (Eriogonum tiehmii),  it  has
been found on only ten acres of public land in the Silver Peak Range of
Esmerelda County, and is virtually unknown except to a handful of
botanists. Tragically, it is at risk of extinction due to mining activities
that have just started in its habitat.

Tiehm’s Buckwheat is a “low, spreading, perennial herb that forms a
dense  mat.”1 Its  blossoms  are  globes,  one  to  a  stem,  made  up  of
dozens of individual flowers, each with half a dozen bluntly-pointed
petals arranged around a clutch of pollen-bearing anthers and a single
stigma (which are the male and female sex parts, respectively). The
basic shape of this inflorescence is common in the genus, Eriogonum,
which grows all over North America, though with the most diversity
in the arid western lands. The name is Greek for “woolly angle” and
refers to the fuzzy-looking flowers that  grow at the stem joints of
some species in the genus (but not this one). 

In 1985,  E. tiehmii was officially described in the journal,  The Great
Basin Naturalist, Vol. 45, No. 2, by noted Eriogonum authority James L.
Reveal  who  wrote:  “This  remarkable  species,  named  for  Arnold
(‘Jerry’) Tiehm, may be immediately recognized by its large, distinctly
lobed  involucres,  cream-colored  flowers,  and  stipitate-glandular
tepals. In this latter feature, Eriogonum tiehmii is unique.”2 

I’m personally quite fond of wildflowers in the genus Eriogonum, hav-
ing met many of them in California and Oregon, so this story struck
me with a particular poignancy. Perhaps my favorites in the genus are
in the Mojave Desert, where, like fireworks, they take myriad forms in
a multitude of colors: red, yellow, orange, pink and white. Pollinators
are especially attracted to plants in the genus. A patch of California
Buckwheat (E. fasciculatum), for example, will be at the center of a ver-
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itable cloud of buzzing, hovering and fluttering insects during flower-
ing season.

Eriogonum is a North American genus, so its many individual species
were  new  to  the  European  settler-colonialists,  who  either  ignored
them or swept them aside as they encountered them; since they are
poor as fodder for cattle, they were not viewed as useful. By contrast,
Native Americans utilized many of the species for food and medicine.
Currently, the genus has an enthusiastic following among certain plant
geeks; enough, in fact, to support a dues-paying national organization,
the Eriogonum Society. (No offense is meant by “plant geek;” I count
myself as one.)

Tragically,  Eriogonum tiehmii might not be with us for much longer.
The  region  where  it  lives  contains  minerals  that  an  Australian  re-
source-extraction company called Ioneer intends to exploit for mining
operations.  If  Ioneer’s  plans4 are  fully implemented,  the entirety of
Tiehm’s Buckwheat current range could very well be destroyed. 

The campaign to protect this wildflower
I was alerted to this plant’s plight by a press release from the Center
for Biological Diversity5 [CBD], which announced that they had sub-
mitted an emergency petition to the US Fish and Wildlife Service6 on
October 7th seeking protection for the plant under the Endangered
Species Act. The CBD also submitted a petition to the Nevada Divi-
sion of Forestry,7 which has the authority to protect plants that are
“threatened with extinction.”

I spoke with Patrick Donnelly, Nevada State Director of the CBD, who
filed both petitions. Donnelly has been on site and seen Tiehm’s Buck-
wheat in person, so I was grateful to have the opportunity to talk to
him. He told me that the damage is already starting, just with the ex-
ploratory phase of Ioneer’s project: 

“The exploration activities themselves are having significant
impacts, as I detail  in the petition: the road-building,  the
well-pad  drilling,  the  invasive  species  they’re  bringing in.
We’re talking about such a tiny population, that just the dis-
turbance of exploration could be enough to wipe it out…
That’s why did an emergency petition; because we feel this
is  an  emergency  with  this  exploration  activity  happening
right now.” 
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If the plant were to be listed by the Feds or by Nevada, then the CBD
(or other parties) could seek to curtail Ioneer’s activities, in part or in
whole. Donnelly believes they have a better chance of success with the
state, which he described as “more nimble” than the Feds. 

“Federal listing takes a very very very long time. Years and
years  and  years.  Decades,  sometimes.  And  the  plant
doesn’t have that long, so that’s why we’re pursuing state
listing simultaneously… The state of Nevada’s plant act is a
powerful law. This plant can be saved if people take action.
So, that’s what we’re hoping to do… I think the state could
list this plant tomorrow if they wanted to.”

Uh oh, “green” energy is culpable
What Ioneer is hoping to extract at the site: Lithium carbonate and
boric acid.8 

Though a variety of industrial applications utilize lithium carbonate,
demand is rising9 primarily due to its use in batteries, especially for
electric vehicles. In other words, Ioneer’s operation could be consid-
ered  part  of  the  “green” or  “clean”  energy  industry.  Indeed,  they
make use of one of the monikers themselves: “Lithium is a strategic
element linked directly to high technology and clean energy. It  has
been described as the new oil as it is a key component for batteries
fueling the electric vehicle revolution.”10

But “green” and “clean” don’t mean “no impact.” All extractive ac-
tivities have destructive impacts on the natural environment, including
lithium mining. Some would argue that fossil fuels are the worst, and
that anything is  better—that a lesser cost is  preferable to a greater
cost. Yet in this case, what is the cost? 

That  depends  on  one’s  perspective,  doesn’t  it?  For  Tiehm’s  Buck-
wheat, the cost might well be its entire existence as a species on this
planet. So in that case, no cost could be greater. 

Some people might be willing to shrug that off, but not me, and I am
not alone. 

Nature is more important than our comforts. The survival of a species
ranks higher than our needs (such as we think they are). There are
places we need to draw a line and this is one of them. 
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Yet, the efforts by CBD to grant this plant legal protection might fail,
and Ioneer might move beyond the exploratory stage to develop its
project in full.  In this case, the extinction of Tiehm’s Buckwheat is
highly likely.

What then?

Assisted migration
One possibility is to provide Tiehm’s Buckwheat with a new home out-
side  of  Ioneer’s  project  area.  Seeds  could  be  collected  and  sown
nearby. Plants could be rescued from the path of the bulldozer and
transplanted. 

In scientific circles, this is called “assisted migration,” “managed relo-
cation” or  “assisted colonization.”  It’s  most  often  discussed in  the
context of Climate Change, which is putting an increasing number of
species at risk at an accelerating rate.

In this particular instance, Tiehm’s Buckwheat grows exclusively in a
particular soil type called “channery” but there are other patches of
this soil in the immediate area, as noted in CBD’s petition to the US
Fish and Wildlife Service.11 Couldn’t those areas host newly seeded or
transplanted patches?

When I was on the phone with Donnelly, I asked him about this possi-
bility, and he reacted with immediate disdain: “That is not an accept-
able solution. That is not something we would ever accept. I think the
reverse is true. The reverse is that there’s lots of channery soil so if
they want to mine channery soil that doesn’t have Tiehm’s Buckwheat
on it [they should]. I think that’s the framing we would use.” 

Assisted migration is a controversial subject for some scientists, and
clearly Donnelly and the CBD oppose it. For the case against it, I turn
to Anthony Ricciardi and Daniel Simberloff with their opinion piece,
“Assisted colonization is not a viable conservation strategy,” which
was published by Trends in Ecology and Evaluation in 2009: 

“Even if preceded by careful risk assessment, such action is
likely to produce myriad unintended and unpredictable con-
sequences. Accurate risk assessment is impeded by contin-
gency:  the impacts  of  introduced species  vary  over  time
and space under the influence of local environmental vari-
ables, interspecific interactions and evolutionary change…
Given this lack of predictive power, assisted colonization is
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tantamount to ecological roulette and should probably be
rejected as a sound conservation strategy by the precau-
tionary principle.”12 

One of their biggest concerns (which is shared by most other oppo-
nents) is that native species taken out of their home territories will be-
come “invasive” in their  new ones and become threats themselves.
(We will leave aside here that the label and concept of “invasive” is it-
self problematic.) 

In a following issue of the same publication, researchers Dov F. Sax,
Katherine F. Smith, and Andrew R. Thompson responded with a letter
entitled,  “Managed  relocation:  a  nuanced  evaluation  is  needed.”  
They outline three reasons they disagree:

“First, the precautionary principle is not a stand-alone rea-
son to rule out managed relocation. It states that ‘Where
there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of
full  scientific certainty shall  not be used as a reason for
postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmen-
tal degradation.’ In the context of managed relocation, ‘pre-
caution’ cuts both ways, as a motivation to avoid relocations
that might cause unwanted harm and as a motivation to act
before a species is driven extinct by climate change…

“Second, we know more about the impacts of species inva-
sions  than  Ricciardi  and  Simberloff  suggest,  particularly
with respect to species extinction… [E]xtinctions are gen-
erally caused by predation as opposed to competition; there
are no documented cases to our knowledge where competi-
tion from exotic species has been the sole causal factor for
the extinction of any native species… 

“Third, because extinctions are permanent and irreversible,
using managed relocation to reduce extinctions at the cost
of changing the composition and functioning of ecosystems
is a trade-off that some managers might be willing to make.
This  will  be particularly true if  most  changes that  result
from relocations are small, and if those that are large  are
not necessarily detrimental.”13

These are just two published pieces out of many on the subject. De-
spite the iron-fisted insistence of some of those opposed,  there is no
consensus on the subject of assisted migration in the scientific commu-
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nity at this time. Moreover, given the intensifying effects of Climate
Change the topic is sure to be discussed more frequently and in wider
circles as time goes on, and more and more is at stake. 

Returning to the case of Tiehm’s Buckwheat, the managed migration
that makes most sense would be into the neighboring locations of the
same soil type, which would be over short distances and into small ar-
eas. Donnelly mentioned these spots: “It’s a little bit of a mystery as
to where and why Tiehm’s Buckwheat grows because there’s lots and
lots of channery soil out there that doesn’t have Tiehm’s Buckwheat
on it.” 

In their petition to the Feds, the CBD addresses this mystery by stat-
ing that “there are other unknown factors which determine suitable
habitat, since most of the channery soil outcrops do not contain occu-
pied habitat.”

One possible explanation of the mystery is that Tiehm’s Buckwheat is
a very new species, so new that it hasn’t moved into these areas yet. I
had been wondering about this possibility and when I asked Donnelly
if we knew how old the species is, he said no. Genetic research can
answer that question, but Donnelly told me that the plant has not been
studied to that depth yet. 

Recall that as recently as 12,000 years ago, the Great Basin—the re-
gion where this plant is found—was not at all the same place: there
were lakes and wetlands and a very different mix of flora and fauna.
The current conditions are themselves novel on a longer timeline and
are still changing. (The expansion of the range of the Pinyon Pine in
the region over just the last 40,000 years is well-documented.)  How
we found things is not how they always were, nor how they would stay if
we didn’t inter fere. 

Perhaps, then, it’s not the case that the habitat isn’t right for Tiehm’s
Buckwheat but rather that Tiehm’s simply hasn’t gotten there yet. If
so, then a human introduction would be nothing more than an acceler-
ation in the flow. 

Would  we be  “playing  God?” Maybe.  But  that’s  what  we’re  doing
when we bring in a mining operation and wipe a species out. It’s also
what we’re doing if we stand aside and do nothing while it happens. 

There are two very real invasions affecting Tiehm’s Buckwheat here.
The first,  obviously, is the introduction of the mining company (re-
gardless  of  its  national  origin)  with  the  horrific  environmental  de-
struction  it  will  wreak.  The  second  is  the  imposition  of  a  human
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dogma that would relegate the plant to extinction in the interest of not
interfering.

One thing became very clear  to me after  looking into the case of
Tiehm’s Buckwheat, and it’s this: The task of safeguarding the life of
this beautiful planet cannot be left to scientists alone. Indeed, the task
will fail if we do so. Let us thank them for their contributions: for their
surveys, their data and their models, all of which can play an impor-
tant role. But when it’s life-or-death decision time, other people are es-
sential: those who  love the living world; those who feel the spirit of
the land in their bones; those who can hear the voices of plants. Are
some of those people also scientists? I have no doubt, but we need to
cast the net wider to begin with.

But it’s too late to not interfere. The mining company is already doing
that. Collectively, our hands are already dirty. We’re already “in.” We
don’t have the luxury of talking about this like we’re not part of it. We
are. Right now. Shutting down the conversation about an attempted
rescue before we can even have it is not only shirking our responsibil-
ity—it’s pretending that we don’t have any. And that, my friends, is
just denial. 

Don’t get me wrong. I really appreciate the work of the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity. Many of their efforts have been successful, and they
have saved a multitude of places from development. I also get why as-
sisted migration isn’t on their agenda—they want to focus on protect-
ing places as they are, and I suppose it could be distracting to talk
about moving species around too in case those places can’t be saved,
so they’re treating an open question like a settled issue. But such fine
distinctions are inexplicable to people outside the world of environ-
mentalism, and those people need to be educated so that collective
choices  can  be  intelligently  made.  Because  these  choices  are  ulti-
mately ours as a society to decide.

That is, the task of safeguarding the life of this beautiful planet cannot
be left to scientists alone. Indeed, the task will fail if we do so. Let us
thank them for their contributions: for their surveys, their data and
their models, all of which can play an important role. But when it’s
life-or-death decision time, other people are essential: those who love
the living world; those who feel the spirit of the land in their bones;
those who can  hear the voices of plants. Some of those people are
also scientists, it’s true, but we need to cast a wider net to begin with.
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A final note: Independent action could be taken on behalf of our en-
dangered  friend.  The  locations  are  known.  (Multiple  maps  are  in-
cluded in the Federal  petition.)  Loving humans exist  out there with
knowledge of how to sustainably harvest and responsibly sow wild
seeds. I know because I’ve had the pleasure of meeting some of them.
On occasion,  I’ve  been  one.  For  such  individuals,  permission  from
people is irrelevant; only the blessing of nature is important. 

Guess which motivation ultimately serves the planet better? 

What’s one wildflower?
One might ask: What’s one wildflower? Especially one as obscure as
this? Surely, no one will miss it if its gone?

To which I would answer: All life is interconnected and an injury to
one is an injury to all. Whether we consciously know it or not, with
each extinction of a species and with every razing of an ecosystem,
something inside of us dies. We are less, each of us, with every loss.
Technological society mutes our senses to this pain, but it is still there.

Conversely, for each plant, animal or place saved, something in us is
kept alive.  These are subtle energies,  but  they are real.  We dismiss
them at our own peril.

*  *  *

Update, 11/17/21
In early September 2020, conservationists discovered that about 40%
of the Tiehm’s Buckwheat population had been dug up and uprooted.
The CBD believed it was human vandalism, while Ioneer claimed that
it  was  damage  from  ground  squirrels.  The  Reno  Gazette  Journal
quoted Donnelly: 

"These people were sophisticated, this was not some ran-
dom guy out there with a shovel,  this was a multi-stage,
multi-person effort...  They targeted every population, had
maps, they had GPS to tell them where the flowers were.”14

In December 2020, the Nevada Current reported15 that a review con-
tracted by the BLM and US Fish & Wildlife had concluded that ground
squirrels were to blame:
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“Environmental DNA analysis of samples collected Oct. 2
found genetic signatures for ground squirrels and a small
trace of human DNA on root samples and soils near dam-
aged or dead plants.

“The independent review, conducted by a researcher affili-
ated with Southern Utah University,  concluded that buck-
wheat DNA detected in rodent scat near the site supports
the ground squirrels hypothesis. Human DNA is attributed
to contamination.”

Ioneer executive chairman James Calaway crowed that,  “this report
categorically refutes the irresponsible assertion by the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity that this was an intentional human attack,” but Don-
nelly retorted that, “[this] proves at some point some squirrel ate some
buckwheat, but I’m not sure you can draw the conclusion that  17,000
buckwheats were eaten by a renegade band of squirrels... It’s definitely
not the final answer.”

Personally, I believe Donnelly over Ioneer and the feds. The malicious
nature of our society is entirely capable of both the wanton destruc-
tion of a rare plant and the covering up of the crime. I am reminded of
when, in 2000, the 1000-year old Redwood that Julia Butterfly Hill
saved was gashed with a chainsaw.16  

Ironically, the attack on Tiehm’s Buckwheat might have expedited the
legal process initiated by the CBD to protect it. In April 2021, a fed-
eral judge ruled that US Fish & Wildlife must list the plant under the
Endangered  Species  Act  on  an  emergency  basis  while  the  official
process moves forward.17

In October 2021, US F&W announced a proposed rule to list Tiehm’s
Buckwheat. As of this writing, that proposed rule is in its 60 day com-
ment period, so we’re not at the finish line yet, but it’s looking good.18

Listing does not in and of itself save the species—it is, after all, merely
a legal designation—but it gives activists an important tool for forcing
Ioneer to change their plans. 
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Activists Occupy Site of 
Proposed Lithium Mine in 
Nevada

January 20, 2021

On Friday, January 15th, two activists drove eight hours from Eugene,
Oregon,  to  a  remote  corner  of  public  land  in  Nevada,  where  they
pitched a tent in below-freezing temperatures and unfurled a banner
declaring: “Protect Thacker Pass.” You’ll be forgiven if you’ve never
heard of the place—it’s seriously in the boonies—but these activists,
Will Falk and Max Wilbert, hope to make it into a household name. 

Will Falk is a writer and lawyer who helped bring a suit to US District
Court seeking personhood for the Colorado River in 2017.1 He de-
scribes himself as a “biophilic essayist” and he certainly lyrical in de-
scribing the area where they set up:

“Thacker Pass is a quintessential representation of the Great
Basin’s specific beauty.  Millions of years ago a vast lake
stretched across this land. Now, oceans of sagebrush wash
over her. If you let the region’s characteristic stillness settle
into your imagination, you’ll see how the sagebrush flows
and swells like the ancient lake that was once here. On the
north and south ends of the Pass, mountains run parallel to
each other. The mountains feature outcroppings of volcanic
rock left by the active volcano that was here even before the
ancient lake. The mountains cradle you with the valley’s dips
and  curves  up  to  the  ever-changing,  never-ending  Great
Basin sky. During the day, the sun shines down full-strength
creating shape-shifting shadows on the mountain faces. At
night,  the  stars  and moon shine  with  such  intensity  and
clarity that you can almost hear the light as it pours to the
ground.”
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I’ve spent enough time in the Great Basin to attest to its beauty my-
self: the dramatic ranges, the expansive flats, the gnarled trees, the
stiff-stalked wildflowers, and the lean, sinewy jack rabbits; they are
all expressions of endurance in a landscape imbued with the echoes of
the ancient. How long ago it must have been, when waves lapped the
foothills, yet the shapes they left behind are unmistakable. The sense
is palpable of being elevated, inland, and isolated from the ocean—the
waterways here don’t run to the sea, hence the name “basin.” 

Austere as it all is, humans have lived in the area for many thousands
of years, digging roots, gathering seeds & berries, harvesting pinenuts
and hunting game. These traditions, though assaulted, survive. 

To the Europeans seeking fertile valleys to farm or dense forest to cut,
the Great Basin offered little to nothing, so most of the folks from
“back east” just passed through. But ranching and mining cursed the
region since the invasion began, and its grasses were razed and its
rocks ripped open. Still,  many areas, especially up the slopes, were
spared the hammering that befell, for example, the tallgrass prairies of
the Midwest and the old growth forests of the West, which were extir-
pated to the degree of 95% or more. In fact, some of the last best
wildlife  habitat  in  the  lower  48  still  hangs  on  in  the  Great  Basin,
ragged though it might be around the edges. 

Yet it seems the time has come when these “wastelands,” as so many er-
roneously consider them, will be put on the chopping block for a new
kind of exploitation: “green” energy development. Massive solar arrays
and huge wind farms have been taking the lead in this latest wave of re-
source extraction, and now mining is being brought to bear. Not coal for
fuel or gold for wealth but lithium for electric car batteries.

Thacker Pass is the site of a proposed lithium mine that would impact
nearly 5700 acres—close to nine square miles—and which would in-
clude a giant open pit mine over two square miles in size, a sulfuric
acid processing plant, and piles of tailings. The operation would use
850 million gallons of water annually and 26,000 gallons of diesel fuel
per  day.  The  ecological  damage  in  this  delicate,  slow-to-heal  land-
scape would be permanent, at least on the human scale. At risk are a
number of animal and plant species including the threatened Greater
Sage Grouse, Pygmy Rabbits, the Lahontan Cutthroat Trout, a criti-
cally imperiled endemic snail species known as the Kings River Pyrg,
old  growth  Big  Sagebrush  and  Crosby’s  Buckwheat,  to  name  just
those that are locally significant. Also present in the area are Golden
Eagles, Pronghorn Antelope, and Bighorn Sheep. 
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A cultural heritage also exists in this area. In describing the north-
south corridor immediately to the east of Thacker Pass,  wildtender
Nikki Hill says:

“This pass in Nevada is a bridge of great importance. My
auntie, Finisia Medrano, would speak of how this was the
way one would travel by horse or foot from the wild gardens
of Eastern Oregon to continue into Nevada and still be sup-
ported, finding food and water for the journey. She would
speak of how there was no other real good way to make this
crossing, due to a lack of resources in the surrounding land-
scape. If this is the case for a human, it is the case for all the
non human people traversing this area as well. There is so
much fragmentation,  in landscape, mentality and relations,
all stemming from a displaced sense of belonging. How will
we know our way back to places, both in spirit and in touch,
without threads of continuity to weave together?” 

It’s industry vs. ecology once again, and there’s nothing “sustainable”
about it  for the thousands of creatures who will  lose their lives or
homes if the mine is allowed to happen. 

*  *  *
The reason that Will Falk and his fellow activist Max Wilbert rushed
to the site on January 15th was because that’s the day the Bureau of
Land  Management  issued  it’s  “record  of  decision,”2 which  green-
lighted this horrific project. The BLM considered four alternatives and
admitted that it did not choose the “environmentally preferable” one
—which was no mine—because it would not have satisfied the “pur-
pose and need”—which was obviously the mine itself. I point this out
to illustrate that US land management decisions are primarily made in
favor of development not preservation. Typically, what environmental
regulations do exist are weak, poorly enforced, and increasingly wa-
tered down. Hence, Falk and Wilbert’s decision to take direct action. 

This is not the most comfortable time of year to be camped out in
northern Nevada, so I admire them for making this choice. Overnight
lows are in the teens and twenties at this time of year, and daily highs
in the thirties  and forties.  Snow is  possible.  But  it’s  the truth that
showing up is often the only way to make a difference. 

They sent out a press release on Monday, January 18th, announcing
their encampment. Said Falk: “Environmentalists might be confused
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about why we want to interfere with the production of electric car
batteries.”3

Here, Falk is speaking to the fact that over the last twenty years, the
focus  of  mainstream environmentalism has  narrowed in on carbon
pollution as a central concern, too often to the exclusion of issues like
industrial development, technological consumption and other forms of
pollution.  Specifically, the topic of automobile use has been reduced
to a question of emissions when, in reality, cars and car culture are
problematic for many other reasons:

• Car-related deaths in the US are  typically around 40,000 per
year, and far more people are injured, sometimes maimed for life.

• Cars kill countless animals annually in both urban and rural
settings. Whether the vehicle is gas-powered or battery-pow-
ered doesn’t make a difference to the poor squirrel, cat, coy-
ote, skunk or deer who is taken out. 

• Roads themselves demand a tremendous amount of resources
for their construction and upkeep. If the cement industry were
a country, it would be the third largest emitter of carbon in
the world.

• In rural areas, roads fragment habitat, preventing natural pat-
tern of foraging, hunting and migration. 

• Car tires contain toxic substances that are harmful to wildlife,
and as the Guardian recently reported, Salmon in the Pacific
Northwest are being killed by a chemical being washed into
rivers and streams by the rain. 

• City life is made far less hospitable by the quantity, speed, and
dominating presence of cars. Streets and parking lots can take
up 50% of a US city. Much of that would be better be used for
other purposes like pedestrian plazas, green spaces and urban
agriculture. 

• Then there are the cultural  aspects of car culture.  The car-
based suburbs struck a terrible blow to localized communities
in the US, breaking up close-knit urban neighborhoods and re-
placing  them  with  atomized  subdivisions,  in  which  each
household  (now reduced to  its  “nuclear”  form,  without  ex-
tended family) was isolated with a propaganda machine. The
“conveniences”  imposed on us  then  ended up  having a  far
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higher price tag than advertised, and the resulting consumer
culture is now swallowing up the world. From a mental health
stand point, the alienation the suburbs inflicted on our society
still tortures us to this day. 

• More subtle, but very real, is the way our perception is shaped
by observing the world from inside a metal box at great speed.
From this vantage of insulation and separation, other objects
—including people—are reduced to mere obstacles. The dehu-
manization that is imprinted this way doesn’t immediately end
when we get out of the vehicle.

Replacing gas stations with charging stations is not going to address
any of this. Though the globalized system of extraction that supports
all of this is itself running out of fuel, I fear that electric vehicles will
only draw out the agony. 

Some will argue that electric cars are beneficial regardless of all of
the  above,  because  they  do reduce  emissions  while  driving,  and
doesn’t that make them worth it? That’s unclear. The entire calculus
must include the damage incurred by lithium mining, and by all the
other extractive activities needed specifically for electric cars. The air
might indeed be fresher in the city, but at the cost of habitat destruc-
tion, pollution and human suffering in another place—in somebody
else’s home.

In a statement issued by the Western Watersheds Project about the
BLM approving the Thacker Pass lithium mine, Kelly Fuller, their En-
ergy and Mining Campaign Director warned: 

“The biodiversity crisis is every bit as dire as the climate cri-
sis, and sacrificing biodiversity in the name of climate change
makes no scientific or moral sense. Over the last 50 years,
Earth has lost nearly two thirds of its wildlife. Habitat loss is
the major cause.  Humans can’t  keep destroying important
wildlife habitat and still avoid ecosystem collapse.”4

Human rights issues are also in the mix. Lest we forget, the US-backed
right-wing coup in Bolivia in late 2019 was motivated in part by desire
to control the lithium deposits in the Andean highlands,  a place of
otherworldly  beauty.  (See  “Coups-for-Green-Energy  added to  Wars-
For-Oil.”) Though the Bolivian people have since taken back their gov-
ernment,  they experienced violence and suffering in the meantime.
Unfortunately, the socialist party returned to power also favors min-
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ing the lithium. Their model is Venezuela, where oil profits were used to
fund social programs. So, US leftists should take note that overthrow-
ing capitalists does not automatically translate into “green” policy. 

As  Falk  said:  “It’s  wrong to  destroy  a  mountain  for  any  reason—
whether the reason is fossil fuels or lithium.”

The real  answer,  of  course,  is  fewer  cars.  Plenty  of  activists,  aca-
demics and planners have been talking about how to do that for years,
and there’s plenty of solutions to pick from. What’s been lacking so
far is the political will and the vibrant movement needed to force that
will.

Nikki Hill further commented:

“The answer to the climate crisis is not ramping up new,
more, green energy. This ‘green’ is just a word coloring the
vision of insatiable growth, peddled by green greed. The
green we need so desperately is the one that fills our hearts
with connected wonder with the rest of the living world.
And that requires slowing the fuck down.”

Indeed. And as of Friday, January 15th, two activists are camped out
in Thacker Pass, Nevada, to slow down—and hopefully stop—that in-
satiable growth. 

To follow or support the campaign, visit the Protect Thacker Pass web-
site at protectthackerpass.org or follow them on Facebook or Insta-
gram.

This article draws on a podcast interview I did with Will
Falk on January 18th.

*  *  *

Update, 11/17/21
In August 2021, I had the pleasure of visiting the camp at Thacker
Pass. I was only planning to stop in for an overnight, but my truck
broke down in the nearby town so I stayed a few days. 

The landscape was indeed quite striking and we were blessed with a
lightning storm one night. I took a couple hikes but spent most of my
time in camp talking to folks. I got to meet Max Wilbert, which was
great since I’d been following his writing for a few years. We struck it
off well and exchanged books. 

206



There were actually two camps. The second one had been set up by
Native  Americans  who opposed the  mine.  People  visited back and
forth, but there seemed to be a utility to having both due to cultural
differences. I could feel that. 

I ended up having my truck towed to an auto shop in Reno after a few
days, and my timing happened to bring me there for a Save Thacker
Pass rally at the Federal Courthouse. About fifty people were in atten-
dance, mostly Native. I had the pleasure of meeting Will Falk at this
event. I’m a fan of his written work and he’d been a guest on my pod-
cast twice, so that was awesome. 

As of this writing, the campaign is still ongoing.  On Nov. 15, 2021,
Max Wilbert wrote:

“We’re going to keep fighting to protect this place. We’re
going to  keep  fighting for  this  land.  We’re  going to  keep
fighting for what’s right. Because if you don’t, then what is
your soul worth? Where’s your self respect?

“You know, those are questions we each have to ask our-
selves. I can’t answer it for you. I don’t know what your life
is;  your  situation.  It’s  so easy to  defeat  ourselves in  our
minds.

“And the first step to any resistance; to any organizing; to
any opposition like this—is to believe that we can do some-
thing about it. And the truth is we can. It’s the simple truth
we can. We can change things. But if we don’t try then we’ll
lose every time.”5

I really appreciate this point. Cynicism would deny it, but cynicism is
too easy. In fact, I’d call it lazy, as well as uninformed. I’m no fan of
optimism either—I never fell for Obama’s “hope and change”—and I
believe the true realist subscribes to neither. 

I’m reminded of a particular Chris Hedges quotation:

“I do not fight fascists because I will win. I fight fascists be-
cause they are fascists.”
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COVID-19





“Capitalism on a Ventilator”

December 15, 2020

Asian  countries  have  been far  more  successful  than  the  US in  re-
sponding to the COVID pandemic, but you’d never know that from the
US media. Even most alternative media has been largely US- & Euro-
centric. While our domestic issues here are important, we have been
missing out on important lessons from other places. 

A partial remedy to this dearth of information is provided by the just
released,  “Capitalism on a  Ventilator:  The  Impact  of  COVID-19  in
China & the US” The book is an anthology of writing by over fifty ac-
tivists and independent journalists,  edited by Sara Flounders & Lee
Siu Hin. (I interviewed Sara about this book for my podcast.)

The first section, “Warnings from China,” details China’s response to
the virus, which included quarantines, closing businesses and schools,
and restricting travel right away. The government also built new hospi-
tals, ordered factories to increase production of medical supplies, set
up free testing, and sent thousands of medical professionals to the
city of Wuhan and its province, Hubei. Rent, mortgage and debt pay-
ments  were  frozen.  Education  campaigns  to  prevent  spread  were
rolled out on social media, in the news and on posters everywhere.
Statistics about the outbreak were public and frequently updated. 

In “Truth and Propaganda about Coronavirus,” Vijay Prashad, Weiyan
Zhu, and Du Xiaojun, write: 

“A key—and under-reported—part of the response to the
virus was in the public action that defines Chinese society.
In the 1950s, urban civil organizations—or  juweihui—de-
veloped as way for residents in neighborhoods to organize
their mutual safety and mutual aid. In Wuhan, as the lock-
down developed, it was members of the neighborhood com-
mittees who went door-to-door to check temperatures,  to
deliver food (particularly to the elderly) and to deliver medi-
cal  supplies.  In  other  parts  of  China,  the  neighborhood
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committees set up temperature checkpoints at the entrance
of the neighborhoods to monitor people who went in and
out; this was basic public health in a decentralized fashion.”

The contrast with the US is only too apparent. The lack of coherent
leadership from the top here was certainly a factor, but regardless of
that,  fifty different  uncoordinated state  governments  were going to
have fifty different uncoordinated policies anyway, with a tendency
for partisanship to smother common sense. This would have been the
case if Hillary were president, and the CDC, etc., fully staffed. During
a pandemic, central planning makes sense, but the US is not set up for
that. When the US does attempt emergency response, it’s too often a
sick joke, with more concern over protecting property and businesses
than people. Our for-profit healthcare system is yet another barrier to
effective response.

The essays in this section lay out a wealth of facts and anecdotes
from on-the-ground in China, and most of it was news to me, though
I’ve been making some effort to be informed. It’s just a fact that most
of the US media and political class either ignores China or is down-
right Sinophobic. Section 2 of the book, “Blaming China,” digs into
these syndromes. 

Writes  Margaret  Kimberley (in “Opposing War Propaganda Against
China,” Jan. 25, 2020):

“Now whenever we see a reference to China in the corpo-
rate media we always see the words communist party at-
tached. This silly redundancy is war propaganda along with
every  other  smear  and  slur.  We  are  told  that  1  million
Uighurs  are  imprisoned  when  there  is  quite  literally  no
proof of any such thing. China, the country which first ex-
perienced the COVID-19 virus, was the first to vanquish it,
and has a low death rate of less than 5,000 people to prove
it. We depend here in America on China to produce masks
and other protective equipment but China is declared the
villain. The country that within one month of realizing there
was a new communicable disease gave the world the keys to
conquering it.

“Instead the country which fails where China succeeds, in
providing for the needs of its people and their health, is an
international pariah, with most of the world barring Ameri-
cans from travel and turning us into a giant leper colony.
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Trump speaks of the ‘kung flu’ and the ‘Wuhan virus,’ but
it  is  China  which  conquered  the  disease  that  has  killed
130,000  Americans  and  forced  a  quarantine  which  has
caused economic devastation to millions of people here. 

“But Americans get nothing but war propaganda. Trump
and Joe Biden outdo one another bragging about who will
be tougher to China. This week we saw the US government
violate international law again and close the Chinese con-
sulate in Houston, Texas.”

The  history  of  anti-Chinese  sentiment  in  the  US goes  back  to  the
1800s, and it’s been easy for the elite to rekindle it. Unfortunately,
there’s been far too little pushback against the current flare-up, and a
national increase in violence against Asian-Americans has been un-
der-reported. 

Sections 3 & 4, “Spiraling disaster in the United States” and “Systemic
US racism & COVID-19” cover the most familiar ground, but from a
socialist  viewpoint.  That  perspective itself  will  be foreign to those
who keep their noses in the US mainstream press. Activists can mine
these essays for statistics that illustrate just how bad it’s gotten here,
and for stories from China that show how different it could be. 

Section 5, “Global aid from China” ventures back into the commonly
unknown and the misreported. 

Writes Roxana Baspineiro in “Solidarity vs. Sanctions in Times of a
Global Pandemic”:

“Chinese and Cuban doctors have been providing support
in Iran, Italy, Spain and have offered their services and ex-
pertise to the most vulnerable countries in Latin America,
Africa,  and Europe.  They  have  developed medicines  and
medical treatments such as Inter feron Alpha 2B in Cuba,
one of the potential medicines to combat the virus, which
reduces the mortality rate of people affected by COVID19.
But above all, they have offered their interest in distributing
them to the peoples of the world without any patent or ben-
efit whatsoever.”

The international contributions of Cuban doctors have long been sup-
pressed in the US media, which is showing no more enthusiasm for re-
porting on Chinese humanitarian outreach during COVID. When their
work  is acknowledged, it is painted as mere public relations, or as a
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way of inserting their claws. Not that China or any country has purely
angelic motives, but these accusations have the ring of US projection.
Plus,  it  is  the US that has refused to lift  its  sanctions against  Iran,
Venezuela, and other countries despite the pandemic, leading to extra
suffering in such places.

The subject of China’s vaccine production and distribution is not in-
cluded in this book because it’s too recent of a development, but edi -
tor Sara Flounders recently wrote about it; see “China’s global vac-
cines—a game changer” in Workers World. So far, four Chinese com-
panies have produced five different vaccines, which, unlike their US
counterparts that need to be stored at ultra cold temperatures, only
require regular refrigeration. Their efforts have also outpaced those of
the US: “The state-owned Sinopharm announced on Nov. 19 that its
coronavirus vaccine had been administered to nearly 1 million people
with no sign of adverse side effects.”

Regardless of whether citizens of the US know about Chinese efforts,
people in other nations have noticed, according to Stansfield Smith,
who writes:

“From  the  responses  to  the  coronavirus  pandemic,  the
world has seen the model of public health efficiency China
presented in controlling the problem at home. It has seen
China’s world leadership in offering international aid and
care. It has seen the abdication of leadership by the US and
even its obstruction in working to find solutions. Now the
US still cannot control the virus, and remains mired in eco-
nomic crisis,  while China is  rebounding. In sum, the pan-
demic has made the world look at both China and the US in
a  new light.  And it  has  dealt  a  serious blow to  the  US
rulers’ two decade long effort to counter the rise of China.”

Indeed, historians might look back at the COVID pandemic as being
the pivot point when global leadership, if not total raw power, shifted
away from the United States to China. Four years of the orange men-
ace has already put the “American” reputation on shaky ground inter-
nationally, and our pathetic flailing during this crisis has put our obsti-
nate decrepitude on full display. Nowhere else has both the official
policy of the state and the willful behavior of the population been so
ruinous and irresponsible. 

Says Dr Alex Mohubetswane Mashilo of the South African Commu-
nist Party, in the final article in this section: 
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“On the one hand, countries such as Cuba and China sent
out medical brigades to assist other countries. This impor-
tant  intervention  was  based  on  solidarity.  On  the  other
hand, those that are guided by the profit maximising greed
at the expense of human life were looking for opportunities
to benefit financially from the pandemic, no matter the fa-
talities.”

The final section of the book, “Escalating anti-China campaign,” is a
diverse collection of essays on subjects such as: US accusations of
Chinese repression of Uyghurs; NATO exercises that threatened to ex-
acerbate COVID spread even while China was bringing aid to Europe;
COVID  in  the  US  armed  forces;  US  military  belligerence  toward
China;  the  color  revolution  in  Hong  Kong;  Vietnam’s  response  to
COVID; and a call from Margaret Flowers and the recently deceased
Kevin Zeese to replace the US pivot to Asia with a “Pivot to Peace.” 

Ajamu Baraka writes: 

“The psychopathology of white supremacy blinds US pol-
icy- makers to the political, economic, and geopolitical re-
ality that the US is in irreversible decline as a global power.
The deep structural contradictions of the US economy and
state was exposed by the weak and confused response to
COVID-19 and the inability  of  the state to provide mini-
mum protections for its citizens and residents. 

“But even in decline, the US has a vast military structure
that it can use to threaten and cause massive death and de-
struction. This makes the US a threat to the planet and col-
lective humanity because U.S policy-makers appear to be in
the grip of a deathwish in which they are prepared to de-
stroy the world before voluntarily relinquishing power, espe-
cially to a non-European power like China. 

“For example, when Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo de-
clared in public that the United States and its Western Euro-
pean allies must put China in ‘its proper place,’ this repre-
sents a white supremacist mindset that inevitably will lead
to monumental errors of judgment.”

While China isn’t perfect, the treatment it routinely receives from the
US media and political  class is  decidedly dishonest.  If China was a
public figure living in the US, they’d be able to sue for slander. They
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are not the merciless, diabolical force they are made out to be. (For
that, US Americans need only look in the mirror.)

Reading “Capitalism on a Ventilator” provides a welcome counter-bal-
ance to the disinformation we’re usually subjected to. Now, the book
describes  itself  as  “a  project  of  the  International  Action  Center  &
China US Solidarity Network” and as such, the range of opinion in it,
while varied, lies within a particular range. That is, most of the essays
are implicitly pro-China and some are explicitly pro-Communist Party.
But I hasten to add that it would be profoundly disingenuous to de-
scribe the volume as merely “the other side’s propaganda.” The US
propaganda machine might be the most sophisticated that has ever ex-
isted, with billions of dollars and thousands of outlets at its disposal; a
collection of activists reporting what they’ve seen and stating their
views isn’t comparable in either scale or intent.

Whatever their partisan biases or political goals, the activists and in-
dependent journalists in this anthology are all  dealing in facts,  just
through their own particular lens. China’s response to the COVID pan-
demic  is measurably better than the US’s. Their methods  are objec-
tively more effective. The numbers don’t lie. Conversely, the US politi-
cal class does so habitually. 

In my opinion, the anthology plays up the socialism vs. capitalism con-
trast to the exclusion of broader cultural differences of east vs. west
that are also significant. To wit, Pacific Asian cultures are more com-
munity-focused and less individualistic than the US at a fundamental
level  to begin with,  such that  vital  social  cooperation comes much
more easily to them. So Thailand, South Korea, and Japan, which are
not socialist states, also responded to the pandemic much better than
the US, both in terms of policy and citizen behavior. It’s not a minor
factor that mask-wearing is already a common cultural habit in all of
these places. There was no “debate” about this basic method of pre-
venting the spread of an airborne respiratory disease. 

However, as Carlos Martinez writes in “Karl Marx in Wuhan: Chinese
socialism is defeating COVID-19”:

“In capitalist countries, governments are essentially under
the control of capital; in socialist countries, capital is essen-
tially under the control of the government.”

This is true. And today, under the repressive control of inhumane capi-
tal, the US is becoming a hellscape.
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COVID-19 is not the last pandemic we will suffer. For one thing, infec-
tious disease is a fact of civilized life; since we domesticated non-hu-
man animals and started living in close proximity with them, we have
been catching and spreading zoonotic illnesses. For another, as urban
and agricultural spaces continue to intrude on wilderness, we will be
coming into contact with new viruses. And finally, as climate change
worsens, certain infectious diseases will spread more easily; for exam-
ple, conditions that favor dengue, malaria and cholera are already ex-
panding geographically.

So COVID-19 is, to put it mildly, a teachable moment. Looking around
the world right now, we can see who is learning and who isn’t. As
“Capitalism on a Ventilator” vividly illustrates,  China is  leading the
way, and the United States is slipping into obsolescence. Those who
hope to survive the coming travails can see whose examples to follow
and whose to avoid. 
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Slaughter of the Innocents: 
COVID & the Future of 
Agriculture

May 5, 2020

It’s early days yet, but the COVID-19 pandemic has already proven to
be revelatory, exposing much that is ugly about the “normal” function-
ing of the US: the sorry state of health care, the unresponsiveness of
corporate-owned government, the hyper individuality of the populace,
the high levels of ignorance among the same, and the racism of the en-
tire system. 

Regarding that lattermost point: This nation was founded by white Eu-
ropeans who stole the land from the Indigenous and then built wealth
with African slaves,  and guess  who’s  doing the worst  in this  pan-
demic?  The  Native  Americans  and  the  Blacks.  And  look  who’s
protesting the loudest to get things “back to normal”: Whites, many of
them with Confederate flags. Let that sink in.

Agriculture was at the heart of the settler colonialism: The land was
seized for farming and the people were kidnapped to work the fields.
From brutal beginnings, the situation has only worsened, especially in
the last few decades. Small-scale, family-farming à la Old MacDonald
is the stuff of myth at this point, with precious few exceptions. Pesti -
cide use is up, ground-water levels are down, top soil is blowing away,
wildlife biodiversity is shrinking, and human workers are abused.

Corporate ownership of the means of food production has led to con-
centrated ownership, de-localization, and supply chains that are brittle
in response to stress. A handful of corporate giants (in fact, only four1)
have gobbled up most of the US meat industry. 

These corporations have set up “economies of scale” that utilize mass
mechanization and impose horrific living conditions never before seen
—and not seen enough, thanks in part to “Ag Gag” laws that forbid
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photographic or video documentation of what goes on in such places.
One could be forgiven for assuming these companies don’t want their
customers to know the details of how their meat is processed. Espe-
cially when the results are a thing like fecal matter in 100% of the
ground beef (as found in a food-safety test conducted by Consumer
Reports in 20152). Jim Hightower went so far as to say that factory
farms aren’t farms, but “concentration camps for animals.”3 

A tremendous number of animals are slaughtered in the US each year:
over 35 million cows, 123 million pigs, 226 million turkeys, and nearly
8 billion—that’s billion with a “b”—chickens.4 Shockingly, about 30%
of this goes to waste. This stat bears repeating: nearly 1/3 of the meat
produced every year in the US is thrown away. It’s so bad that even in-
dustry cheerleader, Beef Magazine, felt the need to call attention to
the issue with an article headlined, “"Food waste is an issue we must
solve."5

All of this cruelty and waste has been “normal” up until now. But it
just got worse with the COVID-19 pandemic. The latest heinous act
has been the “depopulating” of farm animals, a rather colorless eu-
phemism for killing them and disposing of the bodies without process-
ing them for food.

• Nearly two million chickens were “destroyed” in Delaware be-
cause with 50% of the human workforce out due to the pan-
demic, there weren’t enough people to “harvest” and process
them, and they were going to outgrow their facility.6

• According to the Huffington Post, an Iowa farmer gave his pigs
injections  so  they  would  abort  their  fetuses—about  7500
piglets total—due to a lack of space for them: adult pigs he
planned to send away for slaughter were no longer wanted by
the processor.7 

• The same article mentioned that in Minnesota,  61,000 egg-
laying chickens were euthanized because the market for their
eggs dried up.

• The New York Times reports that “a single chicken processor is
smashing 750,000 unhatched eggs every week.”8

• Finally, the New York  Daily News states that “about 700,000
hogs are being killed every week across the nation because
barns are overcrowded, many plants are either closed or short-
staffed and not enough animals can be processed for meat.”9
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What all these incidents have in common is that they result from a sys-
tem that, like a moving assembly line, only functions smoothly if every
single step is operating flawlessly. There is little-to-no margin for error.
Bur unlike a mechanical assembly line, break-downs in this system re-
sult not merely in a delay, but in pointless death.

Doubtless these are not the only incidents, either. Farmers are loathe
to publicize such things because they look bad, especially when so
many citizens are lining up at food banks.

Similar cases will also be repeated, both sooner and later, as the cur-
rent pandemic undergoes waves, and as other disruptions strike civi-
lization, which is inevitable in a world marked increasingly by chaos. 

The COVID-19 crisis is an opportunity to dispense with what’s “nor-
mal.” Given that “normal” is generally unhealthy for people and un-
sustainable for the planet, fundamental change is absolutely necessary.
This has been the story the whole time, but given the system’s im-
mense scale and seemingly unstoppable inertia, it felt impossible to
even start. But now, with the current suspension of the status quo, we
have a real opportunity. We shouldn’t squander it.

Here’s what needs to change about farming in general, not just animal
agriculture, in the interest of being kinder to the planet and providing
a healthier diet for humans:

De-monetization
Farmers should be well compensated for their labor, but it should not
depend on the vagaries of the market or the crony-controlled policies
of the corporate state. We must disconnect food production from the
profit motive. 

De-corporatization
This would perhaps naturally follow demonetization, but we need to
make it explicit anyway. The food supply should be in the hands of
people, not faceless business entities.

De-mechanization
The severing of food growing from human hands has been a disaster.
Contamination and disease have accompanied mechanization, as has
a decline in the quality and flavors of foods (both plant and animal) as
they are bred primarily for processing. Using fewer machines means
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we’ll need more humans, but the joys of working outdoors, closer to
nature, would appeal to many if they were given the option.

Re-localization
The distance from farm to fork must be reduced as much as possible.
True, not every region of the country can raise every kind of food for
simple reasons of climate, so Florida and California will always need
to trade citrus to New England and the Pacific Northwest for apples,
but the days of Fujis from New Zealand and the 1500 mile salad have
to end. 

Re-Seasonalization
This  would largely be  a consequence  of  relocalization and what  it
means is that all food will not be available year-round anymore. Fresh
tomatoes, sweet corn and watermelons will be a summer treat. The
colder  months  will  be  the  time of  winter  squash,  roots  and hardy
greens. Rather than considering this arrangement a hardship, it can be
the  start  of  a  re-engaged  place-based  consciousness.  Our  unhappy
rootlessness as a culture is exacerbated by our disconnection from the
cycles  of  the  seasons  where  we  live.  Once  we  rediscover  the  rich
scrumptiousness of vine-ripened heirloom tomatoes, warm from the
sun, we won’t want the pale, firm, mealy abominations they peddle in
January. This appeal of the authentic eventually dulls the appetite for
the fake, and applying that to living at large, not just our diets, would
be beneficial to us not only as individuals but as a society. 

Re-naturalization
It’s  time  to  drop  the  chemical  inputs,  genetic  modification,  and
monocropping.  Our  practices  must  return  to  regenerative  methods
that  work  with  natural  processes,  instead  of  against  them.  We’ve
knocked things so far out of balance that the road back to health will
be challenging, but the sooner we get to it, the better. Ultimately, this
path leads to rewilding and to pre-agricultural wildtending practices
but that’s a whole ‘nother subject. 

The callous killing of animals, the wholesale wastage of food, the ele-
vation of profits over sustenance and ethics—these things must stop.
We must stop them. Making demands of our institutions is part of that,
but so is building alternative systems to replace them. We have a real
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opportunity to create a new society based on legitimate community
and actual sustainability through mutual aid. 

And, we cannot remain human-centered; we must view the heartless
killing of animals in its true context: as an injury to one that is an in-
jury to all.
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What if Trump had donned a 
mask in March 2020?

December 8, 2020

What most  surprised me about  2020 was  the eruption of  partisan
warfare  over  wearing  masks  to  prevent  the  spread  of  COVID.
Metaphorically, it was like making a political issue of covering your
mouth when you cough. WTF?

Was this inevitable? It’s not like this particular topic has been a hot
button issue for decades like feminism or fluoride or gays. Surgical
masks have been absent from the last half century of culture wars, un-
mentioned by Phyllis Schlafly, Ronald Reagan or Alex Jones. 

So, having been off the table this whole time, the mask “issue” was up
for grabs and I venture to suggest that it could have gone the other
way.  In  an  alternate  universe,  Republicans  would  now be  die-hard
mask-wearers and Democrats… well, I’m not so sure.

Recall that back in early March 2020, the COVID trenches had not yet
been dug. In fact, on March 9th, Fox News commentator Tucker Carl-
son, of all people, pointedly suggested that US leadership needed to
take the virus more seriously. It was one of those times when a Fox
News personality seemed to be speaking directly to Trump without
naming him, knowing that he might take their lead. This would not
have  been  presumptuous  on  on  Carlson’s  part;  Trump  had  been
demonstrably lifting rhetoric and policy from Fox for years. (For exam-
ples,  watch  the  Media  Matters  video,  “30  times  Trump  directly
echoed Fox & Friends in 2018.”1)

Accompanied by a provocative graphic captioned, “Deadly outbreak,”
Carlson told his audience: “People you probably voted for have spent
weeks minimizing what is clearly a very serious problem.” He warned
against being “complacent,” which was a charitable way of describing
Trump’s response up to that point. He said there was “no denying”
that COVID was an epidemic, stating simply: “This is real” and “defi-
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nitely not just the flu.” He concluded with: “The Chinese Coronavirus
[sic] will get worse. It’s effects will be far more disruptive than they
are now saying. That’s not a guess; that’s inevitable no matter what
they’re telling you. Let’s hope everyone stops lying about that,  and
soon.” 

For his part, Trump did not rise to the occasion, as we know all two
well. Two days later, during his March 11 national address on the pan-
demic, though he announced travel restrictions from Europe and cer-
tain forms of financial relief for businesses and people, he obstinately
failed  to  implement  meaningful  policies.  Not  only  that,  but  in  the
weeks and months that followed, he doubled-down on his denial and
the battles over masks ensued. 

Returning to Carlson’s commentary, let’s take note of the inflamma-
tory label, “Chinese Coronavirus.” What if he had leaned more heavily
into this xenophobia and the president had taken his lead? It’s not hard
to imagine. In 2015, Trump groundlessly accused immigrants of bring-
ing infectious disease with them into the country2 and in 2017 falsely
claimed that all Haitians have AIDS.3 In this mold, his March 11th ad-
dress could have been yet another bluster of baseless accusations and
racist name-calling, with implications that the virus was a purposeful
attack. Such conspiracy theories were certainly already in circulation
at the time and the scare-mongering would have been an easy lift; the
manufactured threat of a “yellow peril” goes back to the 19th Cen-
tury in the US, preceding the various 20th Century “red scares” by
decades. This vile trait is definitely still present in our collective DNA.
To the European travel ban (or in its place), Trump could have added a
prohibition against China, along with other assorted sanctions and in-
timidations. Then, for a finale, he could have donned a surgical mask
and beseeched his followers to wear them for protection against our
“diabolical” enemies. 

In this alternate universe, the mask would have become an emblem of
patriotism—and hate—overnight.

What then? 

First,  masks  would  have  sold  out  nationwide  within  days.  Trump
would have then used the Defense Production Act to fast track the
manufacturing of  more.  Entrepreneurs  would  have  wasted  no  time
producing masks with the stars and stripes, the Confederate flag, and
“Trump/Pence 2020.” Cops would have preferred “Punisher” masks.
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And of course, the red MAGA mask would soon have become even
more prolific than the familiar cap. 

Second, hate crimes against Asians—or anyone mistakenly perceived
to be Asian—would have proliferated.  Red-maskers would have as-
saulted individuals, vandalized stores and torched religious structures.
Some white leftists would have tried to stand up to all this, but not
enough to stem the tide.

Third, right-wing politicians (from both sides of the aisle) would have
called for a new Chinese Exclusion Act, the deportation of all Chinese
nationals, and internment camps like the ones for Japanese people in
WWII. 

Altogether, the social climate would have felt much like the period im-
mediately following 9/11: marked by fear, jingoism and violence. 

So, that’s how the Trumpsters could have gone with masks: all in; just
another white supremacist tantrum, albeit one that happened to be
beneficial for public health in terms of preventing COVID spread. How
would the liberals have reacted in this case? It’s hard to say.

For example, on the subject of China, mainstream Democrats are also
Sinophobic AF. Biden himself slurred China repeatedly during the cam-
paign. At a March 14 debate he declared, “This is like we are being at-
tacked  from  abroad.”  Four  years  of  Russia-bashing  by  the  Dems
bulked up xenophobic muscles for bashing other countries, especially
Communist  ones  (even  though  Russia  hasn’t  been  Communist  in
decades, and Putin himself is anti-Communist). Among US American
liberals,  especially  those  who  remember  the  cold  war,  instigating
anti-“Red” hysteria is a simple task. Of course, some faction of the left
would have protested all of this, and progressive pro-mask hashtags in
the summer of 2020 would have included things like #hygienenothate. 

Conversely, many liberals might not have masked up simply because
the orange menace and his deplorables were. Recall how Trump’s oc-
casional calls to withdraw US troops from various overseas conflicts
met with knee-jerk resistance from so many people who would have
applauded the same under Obama; who, indeed, voted for Obama in
part  because he gave the impression he would do things like that.
Time and again since 2016, I was taken aback (and often disgusted) by
the stances that liberals took, or the allies they made, in the name of
opposing Trump.  Mainstream Democrats  exalted war  criminals  like
George W. and John McCain and made heroes out of the CIA and FBI.
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If Trump had said “Don’t jump off that cliff!” many of them would
have taken a dive, I’m afraid. 

But  for the sake of  argument,  let’s assume that  nearly all  the libs/
Dems who have favored mask-wearing in our universe also did so in
this  alternate  one;  what  else would have been different  had Trump
donned a mask in March? 

Would the George Floyd protests have happened? My guess is yes;
that was a long time coming. 

Would Biden have still been the Democratic nominee? I’m sure. The
Democratic leadership didn’t want anyone else.

Would  the  economy  have  suffered  as  much?  Probably  not.  Fewer
transmissions would have been less stress on the system. 

Would Trump have still lost the election? This one’s a toss up. A lot of
folks  have  pinned his  loss  on  the  social  and  economic  ravages  of
COVID,  so  if  the  pandemic  had  been less  severe,  maybe  the  vote
would have been closer,  maybe much closer,  or  even flipped.  And
what kind of trade is that last scenario: more lives saved but Trump
gets a second term? 

Such speculation is  ultimately entirely  academic of  course,  and not
worth too much time. In my mind, the broader issue is not which way
the mask issue went, but that virtually all issues now break down into
two vociferously opposed sides regardless of reason, ethics, or even
previously held belief. Partisans of both corporate parties are gamed
and herded by their leadership. In the real world, things—and people
—are complicated,  but power benefits when nuance is ignored and
hard lines drawn. In the polarized environment that emerges, there is
no space to think or act intelligently, and no possibility of compromise
or any kind of middle ground. Everything becomes a zero sum game.
Psychologist Melanie Joy has referred to this as, “toxic moral perfec-
tionism.”4

This state of affairs obviously doesn’t bode well for a future that de-
pends  on  collective  action  based  on  well-informed,  level-headed
choices. One could say that “both sides” are to blame, but the deeper
problem is that there are “sides” at all,  when public health and the
well-being of the planet are at stake.
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The Proliferation of Conspiracy 
Theories & the Crisis of Science

May 20, 2020

We’re all familiar with what a “conspiracy theory” is: a narrative of
social control in which shadowy groups are secretly rigging events to
increase their own power and profit.  An apt personification is “the
man behind the curtain” in “The Wizard of Oz.” 

Of course, there actually are groups attempting to rig events to their
own enrichment, such as criminal rackets, political parties and corpo-
rations, but conspiracy theories go beyond this simple reality of eco-
nomics and politics; the actors they describe are virtually god-like in
their omniscience and omnipotence: to wit,  any and every happen-
stance is interpreted not only in terms of how it benefits these actors,
but—here’s  the  kicker—how  that  benefit  proves that  these  forces
planned and executed the events in question. At this point, the tales
becomes tall indeed, and all logic goes out the window.

“Cui bono?“—a Latin phrase usually translated as “Who benefits?”—
is  the  bread-and-butter  of  conspiracy theorizing.  And as  a  starting
point  for  understanding  motivations  and  relationships  in  a  profit-
driven society, it’s certainly useful, but it only takes you so far. 

I would draw the distinction between “opportunism” and “orchestra-
tion.” 

For example, if my house is on fire and my neighbor charges me a
Franklin to use his hose, what’s been clearly demonstrated is that he’s
a greedy son-of-a-gun, but not—and this is key—that he personally set
the conflagration himself. Maybe he did, maybe didn’t. But the mere
fact of his making money from the situation does not prove his culpa-
bility:  it  just  illustrates  his  opportunism,  or,  if  you  like,  his  en-
trepreneurship. 

In a capitalist society where “money makes the world go round,” vir-
tually every single event will boost the bottom line for somebody, and

227



as a rule, multiple parties will  actively be seeking the angle where
they get to be that particular somebody, whether they had anything to
do with starting it or not. It’s perverse, but it’s not always diabolical. 

We’ve seen this during the COVID-19 crisis, where even more wealth
than usual has been flowing to well-known billionaires like Jeff Bezos,
Bill Gates and Warren Buffet; to lesser known names like Eric Yuan,
founder/CEO of Zoom; and to a certain class of the rich in general. All
while millions of ordinary citizens are struggling to pay for necessities
and have lost their healthcare coverage (which was already too mea-
ger to start with in many cases). 

This situation is a scandal, but it’s not in and of itself evidence that the
pandemic  was  designed and set  in  motion  by  Gates,  as  some  are
claiming. 

Bezos owns the Washington Post, and under his watch the paper has
failed  to  disclose  conflicts  of  interest  relating  to  his  ownership  of
Amazon, his stake in Uber,  and his business with the CIA .  Given
these facts, and his poor treatment of Amazon workers during the
pandemic, one could be forgiven for giving the side-eye to WaPo sto-
ries about the importance of continuing the lock-down, since the pol-
icy has led to such big increases in Amazon sales. However, in this
particular  case,  the  efficacy  of  lock-downs  has  been  abundantly
proven by countless examples around the world during this pandemic,
and by myriad others in the historical record, long before Bezos was
born  or  Amazon existed.  So,  does  WaPo deserve  skepticism? Hell
yeah. But are they wrong about lock-downs? No. “A stopped clock is
right twice a day,” right?

What we need to apply is nuance, my friends. Nuance. 

I would like to throw in here that on a cultural level, I have very real
concerns  for  how the  crudeness  of  corporate  opportunism trickles
down to infect the rest of us. We are in danger of coming to see life as
a “dog eat dog world” in which “greed is good” and “everybody’s in
it for themselves” when in reality we are more likely an intrinsically
cooperative species. This is also where the media plays a role in manu-
facturing our perception of reality, both with its news coverage and
through entertainment. We need to be on guard against that shit, 24/7.

Ultimately, what bothers me the most about conspiracy theorizing is
that it’s  fundamentally defeatist.  There is  no hope.  Nothing is  real.
“They” control everything. As individuals we are powerless, and in
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those rare instances when we do try to team up with others to cooper-
ate, we’re just being manipulated. Liberation is impossible. 

What a dismal worldview!

(And,  coincidentally,  one  that  would  well  serve  a  clandestine  elite
seeking total control. #justsaying)

So how can I tell if my neighbor is an arsonist? One way is through in-
vestigation, using science.

But one cannot simply say, “Science!” and expect it dispel conspiracy
theories. 

Unfortunately for science, it’s reputation has been tarnished by a num-
ber of factors, some of them outlandish, but some of them deserved. 

Here’s a quotation. Guess what kind of person said it:

“The case against science is straightforward: much of the
scientific  literature,  perhaps  half,  may  simply  be  untrue.
Afflicted by studies with small sample sizes, tiny effects,
invalid exploratory analyses, and flagrant conflicts of inter-
est,  together  with  an  obsession  for  pursuing  fashionable
trends of dubious importance, science has taken a turn to-
wards darkness… The apparent endemicity of bad research
behaviour is alarming. In their quest for telling a compelling
story, scientists too often sculpt data to fit their preferred
theory of the world. Or they retrofit hypotheses to fit their
data.”1

Who was it? An anti-vaxxer? A no-fluoridation freak? A COVIDIOT? 

None of the above. These words were penned by Richard Horton, the
editor-in-chief of The Lancet, the prestigious British medical journal, in
2015. He was referring to a large number of wide-ranging scandals
that had been exposed at the time. 

He takes part of the blame himself: 

“Journal editors deserve their fair share of criticism too. We
aid and abet the worst behaviours. Our acquiescence to the
impact factor fuels an unhealthy competition to win a place
in a select few journals. Our love of “significance” pollutes
the literature with many a statistical fairy-tale. We reject im-
portant confirmations.”
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On this side of the pond, we have Dr. Marcia Angell, of Harvard Medi-
cal School, who wrote:

“It is simply no longer possible to believe much of the clini-
cal research that is published, or to rely on the judgment of
trusted  physicians  or  authoritative  medical  guidelines.  I
take no pleasure in this conclusion, which I reached slowly
and reluctantly over my two decades as an editor of The
New England Journal of Medicine.”2

Horton and Angell are certainly not “conspiracy theorists.” They are
respected,  accomplished  professionals  in  the  world  of  science  and
they’re calling bullshit on what they’ve seen. Their words should be
sobering  to  any  pro-”Science!”  cheer-leader.  What’s  effective  and
valuable and even “good” about science is in danger. The signal is at
risk of being lost in the noise. It’s a real problem that can’t just be
hand-waved away by making fun of people who believe “Plandemic.”

It’s a totally legitimate question to ask who we can trust. 

For example, here’s a few cases where US scientific/regulatory agen-
cies have been compromised by corporate interests:

• The  EPA  has  continually  refused  to  admit  that  Round-Up
causes cancer in humans [Phys.org: “US won’t approve labels
that  say  glyphosate  causes  cancer”],3 and  this  has  been
blamed on the influence of Monsanto, the herbicide’s manu-
facturer  [Bloomberg:  EPA Official  Accused  of  Helping Mon-
santo ‘Kill’ Cancer Study].4

• Obama elevated people from Monsanto & Dupont to positions
in the USDA & FDA [Huffington Post: “The Unholy Alliance:
Monsanto, Dupont & Obama”].5

• The FDA’s guidelines have been in part dictated by Big Ag,
leading to excessive amounts of sugar and high fructose corn
syrup in the population’s diets [Salon: “The FDA’s phony nu-
trition science: How Big Food and Agriculture trumps real sci-
ence—and why the government allows it”].6

• Big Pharma provides the FDA with 3/4 of its drug review bud-
get [Forbes: “The Biopharmaceutical  Industry Provides 75%
Of The FDA’s Drug Review Budget. Is This A Problem?”].7 

• The CDC has faced questions about ethics [The Hill: “What is
going on at the CDC? Health agency ethics need scrutiny”]8
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and the Trump administration’s first Director for the agency,
Brenda Fitzgerald, resigned her post when it was revealed that
she purchased tobacco stocks a month after her appointment
[Vox: “The scandal that just forced the CDC director to resign,
explained”].9

These are just a handful of the many instances in which the federal
regulatory apparatus has been exposed for their too-cozy connections
with industries they’re supposed to be watchdogging. The “revolving
door” between the public sector and the business world is notorious,
and has been active for years. Some skepticism of government pro-
nouncements is certainly warranted. 

Plenty of false accusations are also leveled against these agencies, it’s
true, but—given the erosion of educational standards and accompany-
ing decline in scientific literacy in the populace—it should hardly be
surprising that people have difficulty differentiating the real scandals
from the fake ones. Name-calling and snide dismissals by pro-science
partisans do nothing to help elucidate such misunderstandings, either.
This isn’t a damn team sport, people. 

In sum: scientists are not infallible, the practice of science is not pure,
and the policies of government too often support profit not people.
The waters  have been muddied,  and are  a perfect  environment for
breeding paranoia and confusion in a population that is poorly edu-
cated and heavily propagandized.

Conspiracy theories are certainly distracting too many of us, and with
life and death consequences during this pandemic. But what could be
an  effective  tool  for  truth-seeking—science—has  been debased  by
avarice, chicanery and (not the least) ego. It’s a very real tragedy and
the consequences might prove to be dire.

I’m afraid we’re on course to learn some lessons the hard way.
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CONSCIOUSNESS





We Need More Lunatics

March 11, 2020

Back in February, on the day the full moon would be rising, I sat down
outside a few minutes before sunset, facing east, to watch the show.
Here in southwestern New Mexico, the afternoon had been sunny and
dry with a high in the low 70s, so the temperature, though cooling
down, was still very pleasant. 

I was in a shallow valley, and though the sun set on me when it dipped
below the low ridge to my west, it was still in the sky for the most of
the mountainous landscape in my view. As I watched, the shadow of
the ridge behind me moved out across the irrigated pastures and crept
up  to  the  bottom of  the  hills  around  the  rim  of  the  valley.  As  it
climbed the slopes, the colors of the peaks deepened to amber and
then rose. Their rounded tops stood out in the last light like islands be-
fore slowly being swallowed up. 

I  sat staring,  spellbound by the beauty. Just at  the moment when I
guessed  that  the  sun  was  fully  set  behind  the  western  horizon,  a
bright light stabbed out in the crook between two of the peaks. My
first impression was of sunlight reflecting off a rooftop but I’ve gazed
upon those peaks innumerable times and I knew there were no struc-
tures up there, it being National Forest land. 

But the emanation grew brighter, and I caught my breath as I realized
with a start that I was seeing the moon rising. Within a moment, what
had been a point grew larger and showed the curve of a disk, and
within another moment, it was clearly round. The sky and the hills,
which had been steadily darkening with the sinking of the sun, grew
brighter in this moment, which is an effect I don’t remember seeing
before. 

I sat in wonder as the moon rose from behind the peaks and then
started climbing into the sky.  For  several  more minutes,  a  radiance
seemed to grow on the landscape. At last, with the sun having de-
parted quite some time before, dimness resumed its previous deepen-
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ing. But even so, the hills, the pasture, and the yard where I sat were
all bathed in luminescence. It was night, but it wasn’t dark.

Experiencing the brilliance of the sun giving way to glow the moon
without interference from artificial light is a rare experience for most
human beings on the face of the earth these days, given that the ma-
jority of the population is now urban. Some humans will never have
such an experience, unless a day comes when all the lights go out. In
the  context  of  the  human  experience—which  goes  back  at  least
200,000  years  as  Homo  sapiens,  and  longer  still  as  other  species
whose forms we would recognize as “us”—this age of alienation from
the sun and the moon is an extremely recent phenomena, not really
having commenced until electric bulbs became common. 

What does our culture—a techno-industrial society in the Abrahamic
religious tradition—have to say to us about the moon? Almost noth-
ing. We have a nursery rhyme about a musically-inclined feline and a
bovine with impressive leaping abilities. We have rumors that people
act more violent during a full moon but is that just an urban myth?
(Science says it  is,  for what it’s  worth.)  We use the word “lunatic”
(from “luna,” Latin for “moon”) to describe insanity, but more on that
later. Basically, and I would say to our detriment, we have reduced the
moon to a symbol or cartoon, as if it  literally were made of paper
(“over a cardboard sea”). 

But the moon is a real thing and it’s important. Its cycles and many of
their effects are well-known. At one point in human history, everyone
was in tune with its rhythm because we all lived outside and were di -
rectly,  personally  affected,  as  were  the  other  life  forms around us
with whom we communed. 

The studies of Astrology and Astronomy were once one and the same.
People who observed and recorded the movements of the heavenly
bodies  also  described  apparent  correlations  between  these  move-
ments and the actions and attributes of earthly bodies. In the splitting
of this discipline into two, both pursuits lost something. 

I lived on the West Coast for nearly two decades and so I met quite a
number  of  astrologically  minded people  but  too few had practical
knowledge of the night skies. They knew the Moon was in Cancer be-
cause that’s what their charts told them, but lacked the training to fig-
ure it out through their own observations. As for those individuals of
more skeptical bent, who attempt to sever the Universe of its intrinsic
interconnectedness, I must ask why they insist on manufacturing cold
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loneliness when the raw materials of life are so much better suited to
warm conviviality? Too often, the “rationalists” breed estrangement,
which is so dangerous in a time when we need to re-knit our relation-
ships to the rest of creation.

Just as the sun rises and sets, so too does the moon, but with the
added feature of a changing shape and varying timing. I’m not an as-
tronomer, and I haven’t been laying out stones, but because I’ve been
living in rural areas for a few years now, I am generally aware of what
phase the moon is in, and could tell you off the top of my head within
a couple days margin of error if you asked. 

Living in the city or the suburbs, with all the light pollution, one is not
usually too aware of the moon. In areas of taller buildings, you might
barely ever see it even if you look up regularly. 

The countryside is  a totally  different story.  In the absence of other
light,  the  prominence  of  the  moon  especially  in  the  three  or  four
nights around the full is spectacular. I’ve come to greatly enjoy those
times, when I can walk around in open areas outside with virtually as
much ease as during the day. The absence of color is certainly notice-
able, but the contrast is high. 

I was aged 41 when I first remember seeing moonshadows. Growing
up in the ’70s I had heard the Cat Stevens song “Moonshadow” on the
radio an uncountable number of times, but until I experienced them
myself I had assumed, I guess, that it was just a fanciful term. But that
spring,  in the wide open agricultural  zone of the Willamette Valley
south of Portland, I finally witnessed them, as plain as day (lol). The
shapes on the ground clearly showed me, my friends, and the nearby
barn, with outlines so crisp they might have been cut from dark paper.
It’s not like I’d never been camping before, or outside at night in a ru-
ral area, but for some reason I just hadn’t consciously noted the phe-
nomena  previously.  I  was  delighted,  if  perhaps  also  a  little  discon-
certed at myself.

Such a thing—not knowing moonshadows are a thing—would’ve been
impossible in our collective past. From an earliest age, I would have
experienced the cycles of more and less prominent moonshadows and
their causes and effects sure as I would have noticed clear and cloudy
days.  I  would  have  known under  which circumstances  I  was  more
likely to hear an owl hoot or coyote howl or to catch a fish. As a child,
the correlation between disc shape and the timing of its travel would
have been utterly familiar.
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Civilization  has  been  constructed  through  the  suppression  of  our
preternatural ecological consciousness, both individual and collective.
For all of us born into its tethers, our senses are blunted, not sharp-
ened; our awarenesses dulled, not deepened. The dominant paradigm
is based on a fatuous claim of “dominion,” with no basis in reality. I’d
call it a Bronze Age fairy tale, but as a narrative that revels so much in
cruelty, the idea lacks the charm of that form. 

When we put plow to earth, we ripped open a wound that has grown
ever wider in the millennia since. The tighter our grip on land has be-
come, the more life we have strangled. Now we are at a point where
our burning and poisoning of the planet has put into motion feedbacks
that threaten us with extinction. It’s a big scene, and not a happy one.
Worst of all, it was not only predictable but actually predicted. Some
among us have always been warning us, from the very beginning, that
our delusion of separation from nature could prove deadly. 

And here we are, with polar ice caps melting, oceans full of plastic,
soil tainted with poison, an increasingly toxic atmosphere, and wildlife
in a death spiral. 

Would it be different if we all still knew moonshadows? Undoubtedly.
To be in touch with just that one cycle is to be inextricably connected
to so many more. In that world of perception, the major events over
the course of a year aren’t blockbusters or new products or elections
but the first wildflower to bloom in the spring, and the seasonal re-
turn of a migrating species, and the last tree to bear fruit in the au-
tumn. These are actual things. For all of our manufacturing of both
objects and of ideas, the world we have made for ourselves is virtual,
and has been since long before the computer age. The Bard described
it well: “A tale told by idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying noth-
ing.” That is indeed life, when life is defined as the world of human af-
fairs and the ego. Our hubris is proving deadly. 

The English word “lunatic” has long been an insult (though its Latin
root,  lunaticus for “moon-struck,” if meant as a slight, is less so than
the  contemporary  usage).  Like  the  word  “heathen”—which  desig-
nated residents of “the heath,” uncultivated land where plants such as
“heather” grew—the word “lunatic” is a slur in part because it implies
nature-loving/worshipping  pagans,  and  the  members  of  the  ruling
class were/are adamant adherents of Christendom, at least in word.
So, with “lunatic,” we stumble across an old conflict and some truly
ugly behavior by the cross-bearing dominionists. 
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But paying heed to the “luna”—the moon—and even being affected
by it, is not a sign of disease or insanity. Rather, it’s perfectly normal
for members of our species, and of many others. With our use of “lu-
natic” as a term of revilement we are saying more about ourselves and
our own disaffection than about our supposed target. I would go so
far as to declare that what we need is more lunatics. After all, as Jiddu
Krishnamurti famously said: “It is no measure of health to be well ad-
justed to a profoundly sick society.”

If there is any hope for human life, it lies in the possibility that some
will survive the collapse of civilization, and live once more in a world
where shadows are cast only by lights in the sky, and by fires in pits,
and where the Moon once more takes its rightful place illuminating
not only the nocturnal landscape but also our own worldviews. 
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Gravel Lot Reverie

September 1, 2019

Clarabelle and I pulled off at that exit because we saw a grocery store
sign from the freeway. Our destination was still hours away and we
wanted to have a beer when we arrived, but by that time the stores
would be closed. So it was a practical thing. 

I’ve been to quite a few, but not nearly all, of the exits on the 5 in the
Central Valley but never this one. I had no memory of visiting this par-
ticular grocery store chain anywhere between Sacto and the Oregon
border.

I’d been driving since leaving Ashland in mid-afternoon and the sun
had just sunk behind the coast range here. The sky was lit up with a
dusty orange glow. The summer was slowly waning from its peak as
September approached and we were thankful there’d been no big fires
yet. It felt like it was only a matter of time before everything burned—
every last tree from Del Norte to Tahoe and from Klamath to Marin—
but perhaps we’d be spared any record breakers this year.

That seems the most to hope for in these days of new highs, lows and
days-in-a-row: that this month won’t be the hottest, wettest or deadli-
est every recorded; that some respite, however temporary, might be
felt, if only for one’s nerves.

For, what is it to live in such times? When talk of “the end of the
world”—in some sense or other—is no longer just crazy, like it was
not so long ago?

I slowed down at the end of the ramp, did a California stop (as we
called  the  roll-through  growing  up  in  Nebraska),  and  turned  left.
Crossing back over the interstate, we were briefly elevated above the
vast agricultural plain and glimpsed unobstructed the ridge line of the
Sierra Nevada, catching the day’s last sunshine. On the other side, I
turned left again, into a driveway. On the left was the grocery store,
and on the right a gravel lot with—what? was it? yes! a cat!
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“Look!” I announced, slowing down and pointing. In the very middle
of the lot, which was at least a quarter acre in size, and was otherwise
featureless, was a cat, white with tabby-striped patches, sitting on his
haunches and looking west.

Cautiously, I pulled into this lot and entered it very slowly. I stopped
the vehicle, put on the brakes and turned off the engine, leaving the
headlights on.  The cat hadn’t moved except to track our movement
with a turning of his head. As carefully as I could, I opened my door
and stepped out onto the ground. The gravel crunched under my feet
and that was enough to spook the cat, who quickly made for some
vegetation at the eastern edge and ducked into its shadow.

“Do you want to get some food for them?” I asked Clarabelle, who
chirped, “Sure!” and headed into the store.

I stepped out in front of the truck and squatted down on the ground,
my elbows on my knees, letting my forearms hang loosely in front of
me. I started clucking my tongue and calling out, “Kitty! Kitty!”

The air was sultry. The day’s high has been 101 and the heat was slow
to break, even as evening crept across the sky. No breeze stirred, but it
was not entirely still. A very slight movement—almost just a vibration
—lent a freshness to the atmosphere. The sounds of the highway were
close and the smell of exhaust unmistakable, but they didn’t dominate.

The lot  itself  was open to entry  and exit  along its  entire  northern
edge. The other sides were buffered by a weedy strip. To the south,
and across the road, was a gas station, its tall logo sign lit up brightly.
To the east were three squat evergreen trees whose wispy branches
marked the direction of the prevailing wind. And to the west were two
dense shrubberies,  one of  which was sheltering the cat.  “Kitty!” I
pleaded.

Before long he poked his nose out, then stepped into the open, look-
ing right at me. I wiggled my fingers at him, with a tried-and-true cat-
beckoning  gesture  which  both  displayed  my  lack  of  claws  and
promised a scratch behind the ears.  Having taken exactly  as  many
steps as he wanted to, the cat then sat down and regarded me with
what turned out to be intermittent curiosity interspersed with casual
bathing. 

I sat still, re-issuing my invitation regularly but without any real expec-
tation. After all, cats can play this game for hours.
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Then a moment arrived.  There was sharpness—from a  coffee pro-
cured earlier  in Red Bluff and that  keyed-uppedness from so many
hours behind the wheel at high speed—and there was a softness—
from the caress of the warm air and the tinge of the setting sun. Time
as  measured by clocks  fell  away,  followed by  place  as  marked on
maps. This spot was all there was; no past, no future. The cat and I
made eye contact  and regarded each other directly for an undeter-
mined span. Then he turned back to licking his paw.

This moment didn’t arrive in a place of aesthetic beauty, like a lake in
the forest by the mountains or something. Nor had I prepped myself
immediately beforehand with a ritual or exercise. And though it was a
moment of deep joy, I would not describe it as “happy” in the way
that “happy” is not “sad.” That is the nature of transcendence—that it
transcends these things.

Behind me I heard footsteps as Clarabelle returned. She had a box
with six individually packaged servings of wet cat food, a well-known,
conventional brand. Rather than the cans I was expecting, everything
was plastic and foil. As soon as we opened one and peeled off the
top, we had the cat’s attention. I set the small tub down about ten feet
in front of him and backed off. He wasn’t shy for long and was soon
devouring the food.

Then, thrillingly,  a second cat slinked out of the shrubs, this one a
dusky tabby. We opened another tub and soon they were both eating
happily. Before long, they had finished their meals so we opened two
more. 

This whole while, the moment out of time and place still thrummed,
sometimes stronger, sometimes more faintly, from background to fore-
ground. Its pulse was like water or wind, filling space and receding
again. When it was gone I forgot it,  but its return was always wel-
come. 

I wonder now, is that our real home? Not a country or culture, not a
house  or  habits,  but  a  presence  without  shape  or  measurement…
something  at  once  infinite  and  intimate… a  sense  of  fullness  that
doesn’t contain anything… 

If words exist to describe what I am trying to convey, English doesn’t
have them.

By whatever name, cats seem to live there full time. As do plants, and
the hills. 

242



We are cursed, it often strikes me, by nothing except a belief that we
are separate from “nature.” This is not factually true—not by a long
shot—but we insist on it regardless and make decisions on that basis.
The sad state of affairs in the world that results from this heresy are
all too obvious: the suffering, pollution, extinctions, etc. 

We are acting as if we not at home, which doesn’t make any sense at
all, because where else would we be?

Neither cat finished their second tub, though I’m sure they were emp-
tied by morning, if not by them then by other critters. My companion
took over driving and I got one last glimpse of our furry friends as we
left. They were both busy grooming themselves, and if they were sur-
prised or even pleased by the meal, they didn’t show it.

Out on the darkening freeway, the heat finally started to break, and
the air rushing through my window was a welcome relief. I think we
listened to the Beatles. 
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We Need to Stop Believing in 
“Belief”

July 12, 2019

“I don’t believe in belief.  I  think belief is  a tremendously
stultifying force. What I’m interested in is freedom, and I
noticed  very  early  that  a  belief  absolutely  precludes  the
possibility of holding to its opposite, and therefore if you
believe something you have… limited yourself.” 

Terence McKenna (“Under the Teaching Tree,” 1985)―Raymond Williams

My own personal skepticism with “belief” first revealed itself to me at
an early age. I was seven years old, attending Catholic school, and my
class was preparing for our First Communion. 

For those unfamiliar, “Communion,” aka the “Eucharist,” is a ritual at
Sunday services in which the Last Supper story from the Bible is reen-
acted.  This is  when the Jesus character famously shared bread and
wine with his disciples the night before he was hauled away by Roman
officials to be tried and executed. “This is my body,” he said, as he
broke the bread, and “This is my blood,” as raised the wine cup. 

According to Middle Age-era Catholic doctrine, when a priest playing
the role of Jesus intones these words during Mass, the bread and wine
on  the  altar  undergo  a  process  known  as  “transubstantiation”  in
which they  literally become the actual body and blood of Jesus. You
read that right. These products of wheat and grapes do not merely
symbolize flesh and blood in this ceremony; they are f lesh and blood,
in everything but their form. Quite the concept.

Seven year old me tried to wrap my mind around this, but I couldn’t
understand it, let alone believe it. What was clear, though, was that all
the grown-ups around me wanted me to do this thing, so I went ahead
and did it. Maybe, I thought, it would make sense later; maybe “faith”
would grow.
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It never did. I left the Church as a teenager over sexual/guilt issues but
that’s a topic for another day. 

Belief is not monopolized by religion, though. Hardly. Throughout all
of society, nearly everyone bases their lives on beliefs. Indeed, our no-
tions of what constitutes “life” itself are steeped in belief. So many ar-
guments are only battles between beliefs. So much that’s supposedly
factual is merely belief by another name. 

We organize ourselves by belief in our society in large part because
we no longer organize ourselves by practical action. The vast majority
of people in the United States don’t take part in any practical actions
whatsoever. 

An action is “practical” if it is undertaken in  direct support of one’s
survival, such as procuring food, water and shelter.

We have been giving up the practical bit by bit since we turned to
agriculture  and invented the abstraction of  wealth.  In  the previous
world the  world  without  property,  class  or  war everything  was―but ―but 
practical because everything was direct and up to us. If we ate, it was
because we had spent time gathering food. Furthermore, our efforts
were communal; as a species of animal, we are social and our survival
depends on working within  groups.  So  our  relationships  were  also
practical. 

Belief has no part in whether a particular plant has edible roots, or a
water source is drinkable, or a particular hide will keep the rain off
you.  The  tubers  could  be  nutritious  or  poisonous,  the  watercourse
fresh or brackish, and the skin complete or worn through. Whatever
the case, these are matters of fact. They are knowable by the senses
and anyone with intact physiology can ascertain them. That makes for
a world without experts. 

Additionally,  everyone was trustworthy.  I  will  not  say “because no
one could afford not to be” because that implies that people were con-
sciously choosing whether to be honest, and that would not could―but 
not have been the case. Do wild animals in herds, flocks or schools―but 
mislead each other? Of course not. Their relationships are based on
cooperative practical action, not belief. At one time, we were no dif-
ferent.  When  that  shift  happened  is  a  matter  of  debate,  but  not
whether there was one.

Our current lifestyle could hardly be more different. Everything we do
is indirect. Interceding between ourselves and practical actions are ab-
stractions like money, ownership, price, work vs. play, and clock time,
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all of them figments of our collective imagination. Their function is to
demarcate and divide a world that is naturally bountiful and whole,
and thereby manufacture poverty and power, both of which exist only
in relation to each other. 

Organizing ourselves by beliefs rather than practical action has real
world results: starvation and homelessness in a system that overpro-
duces food and housing; a natural environment choked with pollution;
among the other species: mass extinction. 

But the material consequences do not follow from the beliefs them-
selves. Ultimately, it’s not what we believe but the fact that we believe.
Our shared psychosis is the issue.

It’s not about pursuing the best ideas, philosophies or theories, all of
which are just different beliefs that exist purely in the mind. Our only
meaningful choice is whether we will return to living in the real world
or not, and leave the imaginary one behind. If we could somehow flip
that  switch,  everything  would  change  instantaneously.  Everyone
would eat and have a roof over their head. Everyone would help clean
up our mess. Everyone would stop fighting over nothing. All this and
more would follow because we would be back to a life invested in
practical actions.

“Oh that will never happen,” is a belief, by the way, not a fact. Choose
to believe that idea if you would like to, but don’t pretend you have ir-
refutable proof of future events. You don’t and neither does the palm
reader. Such evidence either doesn’t exist or is beyond our ability to
recognize while we remain in our fantasy world. 

At the risk of being trite, beliefs are like sunglasses. Their tint, rosy or
otherwise, colors everything we see. I have half a dozen pairs of sun-
glasses in different hues. My eyes are strongly nearsighted and I can’t
drive or even walk around safely without prescription lenses, so I have
multiples as a form of insurance. When I first change from one to an-
other, the difference is dramatic. Yellow lenses make everything sunny
and cheerful, amber sets a mellow mood, and dark grey provides a
shield to hide behind. Within a few minutes,  though, the effect re-
cedes to the subconsciousness. My senses and emotions are still fil -
tered, but I’ve forgotten that’s what’s going on. 

So it is with beliefs. We are Christian or atheist, capitalist or socialist,
reformer or radical, meat-eater or vegan, doomer or hoper, but they’re
all “same song, different verse.” We spend practically every minute of
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every day singing along, individually and collectively. In so doing, we
deny the actual sensed experience of living; that is, of the present. 

This is not woo. The present is not the product of belief. It is the place
of practical action.

With belief, we’ve convinced ourselves that we’re in high orbit. That
we can see,  explain and predict  everything from our lofty vantage
point.  That’s  a  flight  of  fancy,  though;  we’re  still  standing  on  the
ground, where our species has always been, and where it will always
be. 

Truly, “beliefs” are luxuries; indulgences we cannot afford. Consider
two of the most influential: “Be fruitful and multiply” and “Cogito
ergo  sum.”  They  cursed  us  with  dominionism  and  reductionism,
philosophies that have sought to enslave the world and enthrone the
human mind. The destruction wrought globally by their followers at-
tests to their toxic appeal. 

Reality  beckons.  That’s  reality’s  nature.  We’ve  convinced  ourselves
that we don’t have to live by our own, but that doesn’t mean we can,
or that we haven’t been. 

Angels  and devils  are  products  of  belief  whether  the observer  is  a
fundie or a skeptic. Optimism is no more or less real than cynicism,
which is to say, neither one is. The seemingly contrasting claims that
life is fundamentally either a) positive and improving, or, b) negative
and declining are qualitatively identical. Both provide a tint that gives
everything a uniform hue, and then pretend that the color is every-
thing. Meanwhile, under the overlays, nothing has changed. Nothing
ever does in response to something as ephemeral as a belief. 

I am personally fascinated by this place the one obscured by belief.―but 
I’ve been trying to identify my own filters and dispense with them. I’d
like to know what I’m hiding from myself. What a strange way to live:
to  be  inhabiting  a  form with  all  the  sensory  and motor  functions
needed to prosper on this planet with ease and joy but to manufac―but -
ture hardship and misery instead. Sometimes it feels like being hope-
lessly tangled in a net. At other times, like the slightest breeze could
disperse all illusion.

At the level of society, this state of affairs is increasingly tiresome. En-
ergy is sapped right out of people before it can build up enough to
make anything with. Individuals are oppressed by the apparent death-
wish of the culture, and their anguish in turn lends the culture a more
despairing  cast.  People  internalize  the  whole  mess,  and  insist  that
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something is  wrong with them: that they’re  not  saved or that  they
have  a  chemical  imbalance  or  that  they  need  to  think  positive
thoughts. We beat ourselves up as if it’s not bad enough to be living in
a culture that made hell out of paradise. 

When it comes to humans, there’s nothing I’d rather see than a return
to practical action: to the freedom we have forgotten; to full partici-
pation in a communal life of equals of whom humans are but one―but 
species among a multitude.

Such a transformation is entirely possible. How “probable” is a com-
plete mystery. Anybody who says they know for sure is kidding them-
selves and trying to kid you. Don’t buy it. Don’t buy anything. Don’t
believe.
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This is What Collapse Looks Like

July 22, 2020

It’s time to normalize the word, “collapse,” to describe the ongoing
conditions in the US

Some would counter it’s well past time—and I won’t argue with that
—but I’d say we can no longer credibly claim that it’s  too  early to
make this call. 

“Decline” has been happening for decades at this point, as manifested
in trends such as increasing class inequality, decreasing wages (as rel-
ative to inflation), higher infant mortality, lower life expectancy, a dis-
integrating social safety net, explosive growth of the prison-industrial
complex, deteriorating educational system, etc. More and more people
have been feeling the squeeze in their efforts to get by, even if estab-
lishment voices make claims to the contrary about “recovery.” 

But “collapse” is more than “decline.” It’s when the system has lost
enough integrity that it’s gone beyond the point of no return. With the
multiple levels of disruption that have accompanied the COVID pan-
demic, we have passed that point. 

Unemployment is at levels not seen since the Great Depression. But
we’re not going to get out of this one the way we did then. We no
longer have the resources, either in raw materials or in manufacturing
ability, and neither can be brought back. Eighty years ago, we were a
rising power and after WWII, we took center stage when the other
leads were exhausted or slain. The landscape is entirely different now.
Others stand poised to step in when we lose our grip, which is an in-
evitability at this point. 

Another way to put it is that we just lack the “oomph” to avoid col-
lapse at this point in our history. 

What a terrible history it’s been, too. Founded on the original sins of
genocide and slavery, we were on a bad path from the beginning. Our
declaration of world dominance was made by destroying two Japa-
nese cities full of civilians. In Southeast Vietnam, we murdered three
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million people and left behind mines and shells that still maim and kill
to this day. All over the planet, we have pillaged and raped (literally).
Despite delusions to the contrary, we were never a “shining city on a
hill;” more like a hellish pit of malice. For much of humanity—includ-
ing not a few within our borders—the collapse of the US will be con-
sidered a blessing. 

That all empires end is not merely a truism but an historical fact. It
doesn’t matter that many would shrug off the label of “empire;” that’s
what we are, and we’re not exempt from the fate that all of them even-
tually face. 

With collapse will  come much suffering,  that’s  certain.  People  will
lose their homes, their health and their personal freedom, if not their
lives. Given our national character as a settler colonial state, we can
expect an uptick in violence, especially with so many fire arms in cir-
culation. Suicide, too, will become more common.

However, the results of collapse will undoubtedly be a mixed bag. As
the old falls apart, room will open up for new. With less centralized
control, locally-based initiatives will have the chance to grow. Experi-
ments that have formerly been repressed will finally have a chance to
be tried. Bad habits will be broken, both individually and culturally.
We will be inspired by courageous people and powerful actions. Love
will conquer in some moments, as it always has. 

This is all just to talk about the domestic issues of United States. Of
course the world is bigger than that, and no matter how things go
down here in terms of social  institutions,  economic conditions and
cultural  arrangements,  we’re  facing  a  much bigger  challenge  that’s
been taking a back seat in the news during the pandemic and the up-
risings, but which ultimately dwarfs these concerns, and that’s the en-
vironment.

The climate’s course into increasingly chaotic territory continues un-
abated. Fires rage in Siberia. Arctic ice is at record low levels. Heat
records are being smashed. The planet is becoming more inhospitable
to human habitation with each year. Lurking in the background is the
threat of abrupt climate change at a level that would wipe out agricul-
ture and makes vast  areas of the globe unlivable.  According to ice
cores and other evidence, drastic shifts can take place on alarmingly
short  timelines  of  just  a  few years.  (For  example,  see  the  Younger
Dryas, which happened just 120 centuries ago.)
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Trump and elections won’t matter on a planet that’s suddenly several
degrees warmer or cooler, where death tolls from starvation are in the
hundreds of millions. The cohesion of the nation state model itself will
unravel at that point, and political power and material wealth will be
of no consequence. 

Just as many humans will be relieved when the US and its military ma-
chine are no more, so will many non-human creatures be when human
civilization and its methodologies of domination are gone for good. 

In the meantime, here we are. The future is uncertain. In and of itself
that’s neither good nor bad, but merely a condition. I’m not going to
say that life will be “what we make of it” because at the individual
level, we will often find ourselves buffeted by forces beyond our con-
trol. Luck will play as big a part as preparation. Although in another
way of looking at it, “what we make of it” collectively is exactly what
we’re getting.

One thing is undeniable: We can’t say we weren’t warned. Since the
beginning of this misbegotten project called civilization, there have
been dissidents in word and in deed. At every step of the way when
we have chosen to walk with ecocide, we could have taken a different
path, but didn’t. Now here’s the reckoning. 
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Take a Deep Breath before the 
Big Plunge

November 17, 2021

“The American fascists are most easily recognized by their
deliberate perversion of  truth and fact. Their  newspapers
and  propaganda  carefully  cultivate  every  fissure  of
disunity .…They claim to be super-patriots, but they would
destroy every liberty guaranteed by the Constitution. They
demand free enterprise, but are the spokesmen for monop-
oly and vested interest. Their final objective toward which
all their deceit is directed is to capture political power so
that,  using the power of the state and the power of the
market simultaneously, they may keep the common man in
eternal subjection.” 

—Vice President Henry A. Wallace, April 9, 1944

When Biden won the 2020 election a year ago, I  was certainly re-
lieved. Four more years of Trump would undoubtedly have been disas-
trous for the US and the planet on many fronts.

But I also felt a serious sense of disquiet that took form in these dis-
tinct words: “This is just our chance to take a deep breath before the big
plunge.” In the year since then, this feeling has not only persisted but
has deepened, and has been confirmed by events and by other cultural
observers.

Put  another  way,  Biden’s  election was not  an automatic “undo” of
Trump and everything he did. (Or as I would say to my geek friends:
“Biden was not a ctrl+Z.”) First because some of what Trump did is
virtually  irreversible  (like  court  appointments),  secondly  because
some will take time (like rebuilding regulatory agencies) and thirdly
because some is consistent with what  Biden also wants  (neoliberal
economics, militarism).
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We should also note that the full extent of the damage inflicted by
Trump’s administration was under-reported by the corporate media at
the time and remains off-the-radar for many people now, including too
many activists. Way too much precious airtime was squandered on the
Russiagate conspiracy theory to the exclusion of so many other impor-
tant issues. Imagine if Rachel Maddow had given as much attention to
Trump’s attacks on the environment as she did to her fever dreams
about Putin.

For example, the Trump administration decided to move the headquar-
ters of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) from Washington, DC,
to Grand Junction, Colorado. The BLM manages nearly 250,000,000
acres of public land, which is about one eighth of the entire landmass
of the United States. So in terms of environmental impact, it’s one of
the most powerful entities in the nation.

The excuse for the move was that staff should be closer to the land
they oversee, but the real reason was to gut the agency of its long
term staff and their institutional knowledge in order to place it even
more under the thumb of oil, gas, mining and ranching interests. Envi-
ronmental activists in the western states refer to the BLM as the Bu-
reau of Livestock and Mining because of their cozy ties to the extrac-
tive industries. Far from being a protector of public land, the agency
has long been a pillager.

Still, there was room for it to be worse, and the Trump administration
pushed it that way, hard, with the Grand Junction move. Over 87% of
the agency’s employees quit or retired rather than relocate. That’s a
tremendous loss.1

In September of this year, the Biden administration partially reversed
the decision and will reopen a DC office. But of course that doesn’t
mean all those people are coming back and the Grand Junction office
is being retained. The agency’s presence in Colorado “will continue to
grow” according to Interior Secretary Deb Haaland.

Other tenants in the Grand Junction building include the West Slope
Oil and Gas Association, the state headquarters for Chevron, oil pro-
ducer Oxy Energy and Laramie Energy.2 This proximity is nakedly im-
proper, given that the BLM grants drilling leases to these industries
and is tasked with regulating their activities on public land. That was
entirely  the  point,  though,  to  bring them even closer  together,  and
Biden is going with it.
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So, Trump made things worse, and Biden walked a few things back,
but when Trump or another Rethug returns to office, things will get
worse still. When it comes to the expansion of corporate power, it’s
two steps forward, half a step back. This syndrome never receives the
media scrutiny it deserves. The establishment media is just that: estab-
lishment, and they’re not going to rock the boat they’re sitting in.

We could talk all day about how there hasn’t been a dime’s worth of
difference between the Republican and Democratic parties over the
last forty years, but there’s more to the story than that.

Both parties have been shifting rightward this whole time, and now
we’ve entered new territory, where actual fascism is emerging.

*  *  *
Chris  Hedges  recently  wrote  an  essay  that  everyone  should  read:
“America’s Fate: Oligarchy or Autocracy.”3 He opens:

“The competing systems of power in the United States are
divided  between  oligarchy  and  autocracy.  There  are  no
other alternatives. Neither are pleasant. Each have peculiar
and distasteful characteristics. Each pays lip service to the
fictions of democracy and constitutional rights. And each
exacerbates the widening social and political divide and the
potential for violent conflict.

“The oligarchs from the establishment Republican Party, fig-
ures  such  as  Liz  Cheney,  Mitt  Romney,  George  and Jeb
Bush and Bill Kristol, have joined forces with the oligarchs
in the Democratic Party to defy the autocrats in the new
Republican Party  who have coalesced in  cult-like  fashion
around Donald Trump or, if he does not run again for presi-
dent, his inevitable Frankensteinian doppelgänger.”

We’ve seen this in the stomach-turning rehabilitation of  George W.
Bush, the ridiculous recasting of John McCain as a #Resistance figure
and in the grotesque glorification of war criminal Colin Powell. We’ve
also seen it in the ennobling of the national security state, particularly
the FBI,  because they were presented as adversaries of the orange
menace. As if that agency was not the proven enemy of peace and jus-
tice through its role as a perennial persecutor of social movements.

There were even suggestions of ousting Trump with a military coup4

which is a truly frightening scenario, especially given the increasing
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influence of evangelical Christianity among armed forces leadership
and ranks.  (See  Hedges’  “America’s  Holy  Warriors.”5)  Fortunately,
there was intelligent pushback against this proposal6 but it says some-
thing that the idea was even raised at all in a serious journal like For-
eign Policy.

But it gets worse from here, as Hedges writes:

“In decayed democracies the battle for power is always, as
Aristotle points out, between these two despotic forces, al-
though if there is a serious threat of socialism or left-wing
radicalism, as was true in the Weimar Republic, the oligarchs
forge an uncomfortable alliance with the autocrat and his
henchmen to crush it. This is why the donor class and hier-
archy of the Democratic Party sabotaged the candidacy of
Bernie  Sanders—although  on  the  political  spectrum
Sanders is not a radical—and publicly stated, as the former
CEO of  Goldman Sachs  Lloyd Blankfein did,  that  should
Sanders be the nominee they would support Trump. The al-
liance between the oligarchs and the autocrats gives birth
to fascism, in our case a Christianized fascism.”

The squashing of Sanders was a big deal. I fear that, electorally, he
was our last  chance for awhile. I  haven’t voted for a Democrat for
president since 1992 (and never for a Republican, it should go without
saying), but in 2020 I was willing to join the Sanders wave despite his
failings,7 for a couple reasons.

First, because so many young people favored him and I felt like they
needed help getting what  they wanted since  the Boomers were so
adamantly opposed.  (Should there be a maximum voting age? I’ve
been known to speculate about this, tongue in cheek. I mean, how un-
reasonable is  it  that  all  those older folks get to have their way but
won’t have to live with the consequences?)

Secondly, though Sanders would definitely have faced difficulty pass-
ing his agenda, at least he would have given it a good honest try, un-
like Biden, for whom retreat in the name of “bipartisanship” is the
first move. Moreover, Sanders’ sincerity could have been a foil to the
overbearing cynicism of our times, which itself saps energy.

But no, the DLC got their way in 2020 and in 2016, and instead of be-
ing  in  our  second  term  of  Democratic  Socialism,  we  had  first  a
wannabe autocrat and now a feckless oligarch and are headed for a
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fascist next. Whoever that is will have far too many tools at their dis-
posal for domination.

As Hedges points out:

“It is, ironically, the oligarchs who build the institutions of
oppression, the militarized police, the dysfunctional courts,
the raft of anti-terrorism laws used against dissidents, ruling
through executive orders rather than the legislative process,
wholesale  surveillance and the promulgation of  laws that
overturn the most basic constitutional rights by judicial fiat.
Thus, the Supreme Court rules that corporations have the
right to pump unlimited amounts of money into political
campaigns because it is a form of free speech, and because
corporations  have  the  constitutional  right  to  petition  the
government. The oligarchs do not use these mechanisms of
oppression with the same ferocity as the autocrats. They em-
ploy them fitfully and therefore often ineffectually. But they
create the physical and legal systems of oppression so that
an autocrat, with the flick of a switch, can establish a de
facto dictatorship.”

Some of us have been fearing this for years. Back in the ’80s, I remem-
ber radicals referring to Reaganism as “creeping fascism.” After 9/11,
Bush shifted into overdrive, and it felt like the Constitution was being
ripped to shreds. Obama could have rolled some of it back, but instead
made much of it permanent, and piled on his own repressions: his war
on whistleblowers, expansion of the surveillance state, and authoriza-
tion of government propaganda. With his slick veneer, Obama was the
perfect figurehead to follow the coarse venality of Bush and Cheney,
and advance the agenda of the oligarchs with little to no pushback.

We’re lucky that Trump was such a bumbling oaf and didn’t engage
the machinery of autocracy. That was a lucky break. We can’t count
on being so lucky next time.

*  *  *
The Republicans haven’t had a clean win in gaining the White House
since George H.W. Bush was elected in 1988, thanks to Reagan’s popu-
larity. In 2000, W. stole it with Florida, and in 2004, with Ohio. 11,12,13

Trump had nearly 3,000,000 fewer votes than Hillary in 2016, but pre-
vailed in the electoral college, which is obscene. Paul Street observes:
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“The  democracy-flunking  Electoral  College  requires  the
Democrats to massively out-perform the fascist major party
in the popular vote to have any chance of winning or retain-
ing  the  presidency.  The  Democrats’  ability  to  do  that  is
deeply challenged by its cringing subservience to big money
corporate and financial funders, whose near -stranglehold
over  candidate-selection,  candidate  viability  and  (hence)
policy has been upheld in two key decisions (Buckley v. Va-
leo and Citizens United) handed down with holy authority
by the absurdly powerful, constitutionally appointed-for-life
and Senatorially approved Supreme Court.”14

It’s a fact that the Republicans aren’t able to win national elections
anymore without  cheating so,  smartly,  that’s  where they’re  putting
their efforts.

This year’s state-level redistricting is being marked by brazen gerry-
mandering.15,16 According to AP, “The GOP controls the line-drawing
process in states representing 187 House seats compared with 75 for
Democrats.”17

Elsewhere, the Republicans are passing laws that reduce the number of
polling stations and their hours of operation, erect obstacles for voter
registration, and increase the difficulty of voting by mail, among other
things. They are doing all this under the banner of preventing “voter
fraud,” which in reality is an exceedingly rare crime. It is, in fact, liter-
ally more likely that a US American will be hit by lightning than that
they will impersonate someone to vote.18

What the Republicans have been engaging in, by contrast, is “election
fraud” (i.e.,  disqualifying ballots,  rigging voting machines,  stopping
counts). Though they’ve been rampant about it, the Democratic estab-
lishment has failed to call them on it. Why? Because they do the same
thing, but in their own primaries, and to prevent progressives from
winning.

We are saddled with the unfortunate fact that the US does not have
free and fair elections, but a majority of Republicans still believe that
Biden somehow stole  the presidency from Trump,  which is  entirely
delusional. We can thank the Democrats for this. By failing to educate
the public over the last twenty years about “election fraud” (which is
common) and to distinguish it from “voter fraud” (which is exceed-
ingly rare), they’ve allowed the Republicans to own the “fraud” issue
altogether.
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Going into 2022, the playing field will be ready for the autocrats to
win at all levels, from school boards to the Senate. We’ll see more
laws  impeding  abortions,  directing  teachers  and  school  curricula,
criminalizing  dissent,  empowering  militias,  restricting  sound  public
health policies, and allowing drivers to run over protesters. Culturally,
we can expect more hate crimes.

In 2024, Trump might well seize the White House. Don’t think it can’t
happen.

So it’s dark times ahead. Given our brutal history—genocide, slavery,
Jim Crow,  internment camps,  nuclear  attacks,  carpet  bombing,  tor-
ture, ecocide—it’s perhaps less of a deviation than it is a return to
form after the detour of the second American Revolution that was the
’60s and ’70s, which softened things up for a bit. Which is probably a
topic for a whole nother column.

Ultimately, I believe things will get better, but it seems naive to think
they’ll be anything but worse in the near term. The Democrats have
proven beyond a reasonable doubt that they prefer oligarchy to democ-
racy,  and  given the  choice  of  autocracy or  radicalism—by which I
mean “real  people power”—we know what they’ll  take.  Biden will
stick to his promise to rich donors that “nothing will fundamentally
change.” All he will accomplish is passing the ball to the next guy to
kick into the net. And whenever that class scores a goal, the rest of us
lose.
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An End to Stability

December 23, 2020

2020, with its pandemic and its protests, was many things to many
people: a hardship for those who lost homes, livelihoods and people
they loved to COVID and insufficient government support; an inspira-
tion for activists who have been working for years to call attention to
police brutality; and an imposition to those who resent anything that
makes them take other people into account, like demands for racial
justice or requests to follow common sense public health protocols. 

What 2020 should have been for everyone was a wake-up call that the
system is not as solid as it might have seemed, and further, that that
isn’t all bad. 

A brief history of the prosperity myth
Our culture has been operating under an outdated assumption of eco-
nomic dependability and social consistency for decades now. It’s true
that the ’50s, ’60s and early ’70s were a period of economic growth
that brought material  gain to a larger percentage of (mostly white)
people than before. During this time, one could succeed in the system
by following particular, prescribed paths. 

There’s much to criticize about this system: besides the fact that its
benefits  weren’t  extended  to  everyone,  it  was  exploitative  of  the
planet.  Factories  belched pollution  into  the  atmosphere,  waterways
were  tainted  with  toxic  effluent,  mines  tore  open  the  earth,  cars
swarmed over  the landscape on ribbons of  asphalt,  wetlands were
drained for farms where DDT was sprayed, forests were razed, dams
drowned landscapes and blocked fish, and hundreds of atomic bombs
were “tested” sending radiation around the world. Humans who tried
to stand in the way of any of this were ridiculed, threatened, impris -
oned, driven off their ancestral land or killed.
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However, within the narrow scope of what constituted economic well-
being in the US, more people were admitted into the “middle class” if
they were willing to submit themselves. 

It was never as nice as it was made out to be, and this period (known
colloquially as “the ’50s”) was also marked by the breakdown of the
extended family and place-based community, the rapid rise and domi-
nance of television, and the degradation of the typical diet with junk
food. That picture-perfect happy housewife was popping pills for her
depression (see the Rolling Stones classic, “Mother’s Little Helper”).

But yeah, this was the era when, if you were a white guy, you could
get a job just by walking up to a boss man, looking him right in the
eye, giving him a firm handshake and asking him for one. Or so it was
claimed by the purveyors of this mythology, right up through the Rea-
gan era. 

Then, in the ’70s, hourly wages began to slip in terms of inflation, and
in the ’80s, “trickle down economics” was instituted. The ’90s were
marked by austerity and diminishing opportunities. In the 2000s, in-
equality hit obscene levels, debts skyrocketed, and gentrification stole
the cities for the rich. So in truth, the US has been in decline for over
forty years. Forty years! And we’re still  subjected to the same old
pablum about “the rewards of hard work.” 

Social subterfuge
So even as the whole game became increasingly unfair and oppres-
sive,  we were sold a  picture  of  “America”  in which everyone had
equal opportunity, anyone could go from rags to riches, and the only
people who didn’t succeed were ones who deserved to fail.

We were pressured into choices and lifestyles we were told were re-
quired because “that’s just how things are.” An air  of inevitability,
characterized the pronouncements of this supposedly prudent class as
they dispensed their wisdom on “success.”

Sacrifice played big in their admonitions, as did obedience. “Here are
the rules,” they’ve insisted. “Follow them or end up broke, alone and
unhappy.” 

Their advice—or more often, arm-twisting—led millions into debt pe-
onage, unhappy commitments and delayed gratification. Questioning
any of it was unpatriotic and shaking things up was criminal. Throw in
a  heavy  dose  of  American  exceptionalism so  nobody  looked else-
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where else for alternatives, and you have the general outlines of our
collective delusion. 

I always resented these people: the know-it-alls with their dreary pre-
scriptions and arrogant demeanors, pompously professing a gospel of
so-called “responsibility” which in actuality was nothing more than a
stultifying  conformity.  They  turned  a  blind  eye  to  the  historically
demonstrated fact that nothing lasts forever, and that cracks were al-
ready appearing in their grand facade. 

2020 showed that these folks are wrong. Of course, playing by the
book never  offered all  the rewards they claimed anyway,  but  their
bubble has been burst in full view now. The biggest thing they had go-
ing for them—an illusory sense of dependability—is no longer believ-
able for a big swath of the population. 

There’s no “going back to normal.” The economy will never fully re-
cover from the blows it took this year; for one thing, too many busi -
nesses shut down that will never reopen; for another, too many people
are deeper in debt; and most of all, because the momentum was al-
ready downhill. On the other hand, a lot more people are now aware
of the fact that the police  are  a racist  institution that  needs to be
brought under control. That’s a welcome strike against Establishment
power and propaganda. 

So, as this period of stability crumbles in the US, we have prospects
of  both  continuing  economic  deterioration  and  livelier  resistance
movements. 

But the US domestic scene is not the only thing that’s transitioning out
of a period of stability: there’s also the climate.

Climate & civilization
For the last 11,500 years, the earth’s climate has been in a Goldilocks
zone for humans: not too hot and not too cold. This allowed agricul-
ture  to  flourish,  which  birthed  civilization.  Civilization  has  been  a
mixed bag to say the least, what with patriarchy, slavery, monotheism,
ecocide, property, and a distinct decline in human health. Civilization
has not mellowed with age, either; in recent centuries, it invented the
scourges of capitalism, colonialism and industrialism. People like to
extol the “wonders of modern medicine” but much of what it treats—
coronary  disease,  cancer,  diabetes,  zoonotic  epidemics—are  them-
selves ailments of civilization. As if you should be grateful to the guy
who stabs you for sewing up your wound afterwards.
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Regardless, the last 115 centuries have indeed been remarkably con-
sistent, even with anomalies like the Little Ice Age and the Medieval
Warm Period. As this reliability dissolves, we’ll experience many ills,
including elevated seas that flood cities; the spread of disease as the
ranges of tropical insects expand; animal die-offs on land in the sea,
including ones that humans eat; failure of climate-control infrastruc-
ture  such  as  air  conditioning  in  urban  areas;  more  wildfires;  more
floods; and more pandemics.

But farming is the one that worries me most. Whole areas that are
currently used for food growing will become unsuitable for that pur-
pose. What is now raised in Nebraska will need to be in North Dakota
and eventually Saskatchewan, and there’s only so far north you can
go.  Political  considerations  are  all  too likely to intervene into what
should  be  common sense  “all  in  this  together”  decisions;  at  some
point the current idea of nation states will need to be abandoned for
the purpose of collective survival. That might seem impossible right
now, but modern notions of nationalism only date from the late 19th
Century. Before that happens, I fear that more wars will erupt.

“Normal” isn’t working anyway
Whether we like it or not, the stability of both the US and the planet’s
climate is ending. But before we shed too many tears, we must ask
ourselves a very honest question: Was either the United States or civi -
lization working that well anyway? 

The US has been a brutal experiment in settler-colonialism, founded
on genocide, theft and slavery. To this day, its wealth is produced from
horrific human rights abuses and outright ecocide. Its citizens are de-
pressed and debilitated. Who is it actually working for? It will be a
blessing to many when it no longer has muscle to flex. 

As  for  civilization,  it’s  a  killing  machine.  Forests  precede  it  and
deserts  follow,  as  has  been  observed  (though of  course  a  healthy
desert ecosystem is as worthwhile as any other). Like the US, the agri-
cultural-urban complex is  founded on domination.  It  serves a small
number while harming multitudes, with non-humans bearing the brunt
of the heartless  destruction.  The sooner it  is  gone,  the sooner the
healing can begin. 

I know these transitions will bring much human suffering, and I do not
wish for that. I am not a misanthrope, as too many collapse-aware in-
dividuals seem to be these days; I do not wish for anything that will
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hurt anyone. However, I recognize that the status quo itself is inher-
ently hurtful, and its end—though messy in the middle—will result in
relieving a tremendous amount of suffering that’s just “normal” now. 

I also have no idea if I will make it through these transitions without
experiencing intense suffering myself. I realize that to some degree—
maybe small, maybe large—it’s not up to me. I could make sensible
plans,  hone  practical  skills,  and  gather  vital  resources  and still  be
taken out by some random event beyond my control. 

What’s “beyond our control?” More than we’d like to think, I would
guess, or more than we’ve been led to believe by the defenders of the
system anyway.  Our  notion  of  individual  agency  might  amount  to
nothing more than a hubris that can only be sustained by the artificial -
ity we’ve manufactured for ourselves to live in. Nature is now deliver-
ing us a lesson in humility.

What now?
We don’t need a magic eight-ball to know that 2020 is just the begin-
ning; more crises and more opportunities are on the way. The ride’s
only going to get more intense. Time to strap in. Or jump out. 

Is there anything we can do about the new territory of uncertainty we
are entering? 

No, in that the inertia of these forces is unstoppable. The US will just
fall, the climate will just change. It’s as simple as what goes up must
come down. 

But also yes, in that we can always try to be decent human beings, liv-
ing from compassion.  We are not  only malicious. Those who would
have you believe that are not trustworthy; they’ve just told you what
they think about themselves.

Ultimately, even though the big picture of downfall is clear, the little
steps along the way are not and they won’t all be painful. 

Some beauty awaits us too. 
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