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FOREWORD




Howard Zinn is a historian, a teacher who belongs to that most unusual tradition of academicsintellectually rigorous but unafraid of taking sides when it is right and just to take sides. Not for him that pusillanimous fancy footwork that masquerades these days as intellectual sophistication. The title of his lucid, engaging autobiography, You Cant Be Neutral on a Moving Train, is a clear giveaway of the kind of man he is.

In an age when the U.S. governments ruthless military interventions have begun to fuel a kind of crude anti-Americanism, Howard Zinns work is doubly important. It shows us the rich tradition of resistance that has taken place in the heart of Empire. You need only read his books A Peoples History of the United States, Voices of a Peoples History of the United States (with Anthony Arnove), or the interviews here to understand this.

Zinns work exemplifies an approach to history that is radical, regardless of its subject or geographical location. He tells us the untold story, the story of the worlds poor, the worlds workers, the worlds homeless, the worlds oppressed, the people who dont really qualify as real people in official histories. Howard Zinn painstakingly unearths the details that the powerful seek to airbrush away. He brings official secrets and forgotten histories into the light and, in doing so, changes the official narrative that the powerful have constructed for us. He strips the grinning mask off the myth of the benign U.S. Empire.

Not to read Howard Zinn is to do a disservice to yourself.

Arundhati Roy
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CAN THE SYSTEM BE FIXED?




KGNU, Boulder, Colorado

August 8, 2002

I want to start with something from F. Scott Fitzgeralds Great Gatsby, a novel about the Roaring Twenties and the excesses that characterized that period just before the Great Depression. Fitzgerald wrote, They were careless people. they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.



Its interesting that you should quote Fitzgerald. The twenties have much in common with what we are seeing today. Then there were governments in power that insisted on distributing the wealth of the country in such a way that the rich got richer and the poor were stuck where they were or got even poorer. Wild speculation took place. Vast fortunes were made, while people in poor areas of cities were struggling to pay the rent and put food on the table. It was capitalism run amok. Interestingly, Pope John Paul II, in an interview in an Italian newspaper, talked about savage, unbridled capitalism. Thats what we saw in the twenties and thats what we are seeing today. Except that today it is even more unbridled, more savage. And it is running amok on a global scale. It is causing havoc in various countries. Here in the United States many people are in desperate circumstances without medical care, adequate housing, and education.



Why is it that crime in the streets has historically attracted much more attention than what Ralph Nader calls crime in the suites, white-collar crime?



There are several reasons. The people who define crime are connected to those in the suites. They are the ones who say what it is. If somebody holds up a store or robs someone on the street, of course those are crimes. If somebody robs consumers of millions of dollars or robs workers of their lives because of unsafe work conditions, thats not crime. Thats business. The media constantly focus on mayhem being done by ordinary people. But what is being done by the corporate giants usually doesnt get into the media until it explodes in a wave of scandals as we have now. There are other reasons for the emphasis on street crime over corporate crime. Street crime is overt, whereas the corporate variety is secret. It is therefore important to have some individuals point out what is being done in secret. At the turn of the century, they were called muckrakers. People like Lincoln Steffens and Ida Tarbell exposing the doings of the Standard Oil Company. In the twenties, there was Fiorello LaGuardia, a congressman from East Harlem, who criticized the rich because the poor in his district were struggling to make ends meet. And today we have our muckrakers. Theres Jim Hightower and Barbara Ehrenreich. Ralph Nader has long fought corporate crime. We need to seek out the information that the muckrakers of our time are putting out so that they we arent completely ignorant of what is going on.




To provide more historical context, how would you compare the current era to that of the robber barons in the late nineteenth century? And explain who they were.



There is a remarkable book by Matthew Josephson entitled The Robber Barons. They were the great corporate executives and moguls of the late nineteenth century, such as the Vanderbilts, Hills, and Harrimans who controlled the railroads; the Carnegies and Mellons who controlled steel and aluminum; the J. P. Morgans who worked out deals by merging companies and making huge profits thereby. They were the people who manipulated the money market. The robber barons owned the factories where workers toiled for fourteen hours a day. They were the counterparts of what we have seen in the twentieth and now the twenty-first centuries: the CEOs making enormous sums of money and laying off their workers without taking care of their health insurance; leaving the workers in the lurch when they are fifty or sixty years old, after having lost their retirement benefits. These are the robber barons of today.



One of the fastest-growing groups entering the job market are people in the fifty-five-to seventy-year-old age bracket who have to go back to work to support themselves.



What is interesting to me is how the word security is bandied about by the government. In the name of security, they fingerprint and keep tabs on people and pick them up in the middle of the night, especially noncitizens and even some who are citizens. A large part of our national wealth is being given to the military budget. And it is all being done in the name of security. While the security of people in their daily lives is being taken away from them. Real security is the security people need when they get to the age when they want to stop working. Or the security that all people need to be able to deal with their medical problems without incurring huge bills that they cant pay. The security of having work when you are able to work. And there are things to be done in the country. The security that children need to grow up in healthy environments. That kind of security is simply put aside while the militarization of the country goes on.



Is the current crisis of capitalism a systemic one?



It is systemic in the sense that it is not just an aberration that will pass if and when a few corporate crooks go to prison. The stock market may go up again. But the fundamental sickness of the system remains. By that I mean that even when the stock market is up and even when the worst excesses of the corporate system have been slightly corrected, fundamental problems remain. And those are the maldistribution of wealth, with one percent of the country owning 40 percent of the wealth; huge salaries at the top; people struggling below; homeless people; many Americans living in inadequate housing, unable to pay the rent.

It is systemic because there is something fundamentally flawed in the economic system. And I believe what is fundamental about the capitalist system, and is a systemic problem, is that profit is the driving force that decides what is done in society. That is basic. That profit motive means that homes will not be built for low-income people because there is no money to be made that way. Teachers salaries will not be doubled, as they should be. The rivers, lakes, and oceans will not be cleaned up because there is no profit in it. We are not going to curtail the emissions from cars that are polluting the atmosphere and destroying the environment for ourselves and our children because that will cut into the profits of the automobile manufacturers. Nuclear weapons are made and Sikorsky helicopters are made because they are profitable. The incentive of profit, which people who want to glorify our system describe as a wonderful thing, may lead to enormous production so that the gross national product rises and rises. But if you look at what that gross national product consists of, it is very gross. It consists of things that do not solve the day-to-day needs of ordinary citizens. It consists of machines of war and luxuries for the rich. Our leaders talk happily about exporting the free market system and private enterprise to other countries so that they will prosper. But more and more countries are suffering not only because of our own multinational corporations but also because of the policies of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. So it is not only systemic for the United States, but alsosince the United States is so dominant economicallysystemic for the world at large.



The Italian writer and political thinker Antonio Gramsci died in 1937 . He was a resistor to fascism. His health was broken by years in Mussolinis prisons. He wrote of the crisis then, the old is dying and the new cannot be born. In this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear. Do you see the current domestic crisis and the broader international one demonstrating the kind of morbid symptoms that Gramsci referred to?



I am afraid so. When he talks about the old dying and the new not yet born and the morbid symptoms, thats a very gloomy picture. Id like to think that, although the new has not yet been born and the old system has not yet died, the old system is beginning to reveal what is wrong with it in a way that will cause the new to emerge as more and more people rebel against the old. Supposedly powerless people have amazing power. There are women activists in Nigeria who shut down the Chevron Texaco operation. Poor people in Peru protesting the impact on them of the so-called free market system. Banana workers in Ecuador going on strike, evoking in a way what Garca Mrquez wrote about in One Hundred Years of Solitude. In Poland there are signs of recognition that the lovely capitalist system that was promised for them has turned out to be disastrous. In short, Gramsci was accurately describing what he saw. But Id like to look at it more dynamically. While a new way of life has not yet emerged, there are people all over the world who are beginning to understand that something fundamental is wrong and that something must be done. You might say that there are seeds of the rebellion against the old and the first signs of the emergence of something new.



Certainly since the Seattle protests in late 1999 , there is a growing awareness of linking U.S. foreign policy with the economic and environmental well-being of the planet. The World Social Forum in Prto Alegre, Brazil, has drawn tens of thousands of social activists from all over. There are lots of movements out there.



Seattle was the beginning of a whole series of protests. Its interesting to me that when the World Economic Forum met earlier this year at the Waldorf=Astoria in New York, there were protestors not only outside but inside as well. They expressed their indignation at U.S. domination of economies and politics around the world. When you see dissent at the very top, inside the World Economic Forum, they are in part reflecting their recognition that there are people outside protesting. That number of people protesting may grow and grow. But they are also reflecting that people in their own countrieswhether in Africa, Latin America, or Europeare beginning to resent what the United States is doing in trying to create a new imperium in which the United States runs everything.



We began with F. Scott Fitzgerald. Lets continue with another novelist, Joseph Conrad. His Heart of Darkness was published in 1902. He was aware of the Belgian atrocities in the Congo, one of the great crimes in history. Conrad wrote, They were conquerors, and for that you only want brute force. They grabbed what they could get for the sake of what was to be got. It was robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale, and men going at it blind. The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much.



Conrad through his literary writings was telling us the same thing that other people were telling us about the ugly and violent process by which Western nations conquered parts of the earth. It made me think of Barbara Kingsolvers beautifully written novel The Poisonwood Bible in which she writes about the Congo in our time. It also made me think of Adam Hochschilds King Leopolds Ghost, a historical study of what the Belgians did in the Congo. But that is something that has happened throughout Africa and other parts of the world in the nineteenth and into the twentieth century and continues into the present. Look at American policy in Latin America. What could be uglier or more violent than what the United States has done for over a century in Latin America? From the early dispatch of marines to Haiti and the Dominican Republic, and the taking over of Panama, and the domination of Cuba. And more recently the establishment of dictatorships in Guatemala and elsewhere in Latin America. And the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people as the result of what can only be described as American imperialism. It is a counterpart of what Conrad described in Africa. It may be an imperialism more concealed than the Belgian variety. That is to say, it is more surrounded in the rhetoric of kindly imperialism, sort of like what the British used in India. Lines like, We are helping these people. We are doing things for them, etc. But in the end people suffered and died. In the case of the United States, the government has intervened on behalf of the interests of the oil companies, the sugar industry, the banks, and the railroads. The economic motive driving U.S. policy in Latin America is probably more stark and clear than anywhere else except perhaps for the control of oil in the Middle East. When the United States put Pinochet in power in Chile, that happened as the direct result of the influence of ITT and Anaconda Copper in overthrowing the democratically elected government of Salvador Allende. In Guatemala, Jacobo Arbenz, the head of another democratically elected government, was overthrown as the direct result of the connection between the United Fruit Company and the Eisenhower administration. So what Conrad writes about is still going on today.



Traditionally the term American imperialism could not be mentioned in polite discourse, history books, or the media. That seems to be changing. Theres a new book by Max Boot, taking its cue from Kiplings White Mans Burden entitled The Savage Wars of Peace. Another is a July 28 New York Times Magazine cover story by Michael Ignatieff, How to Keep Afghanistan from Falling Apart: The Case for a Committed American Imperialism. He is the Carr Professor of Human Rights Policy and Director of the Carr Center at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. He writes, Americas entire war on terror is an exercise in imperialism. Then he adds, Imperialism used to be the white mans burden. This gave it a bad reputation. But imperialism doesnt stop being necessary just because it becomes politically incorrect.



It is ironic that Ignatieff should be Professor of Human Rights Policy. It does not seem to me that imperialism, certainly not American imperialism, has anything to do with the advancement of human rights. It is rather the opposite. His statement on the war on terrorism as an exercise in imperialism is accurate. The war is using terrorism as an excuse to advance American military and economic power to other parts of the world where they had not yet reached. When he says it is necessary, who is it necessary for? He is trying to suggest that imperialism now is a good thing. He says, imperialism had a bad reputation. Does it now have a good one? Can we point to wonderful things that have happened to countries under U.S. control and influence? Can we point to wonderful things that happened in Indonesia when the United States supported Suharto and his war against the people of East Timor, leaving several hundreds of thousands dead? Imperialism is as ugly and brutal as it always was. But it seems to be becoming important for its intellectual defenders to come forth in the pages of the New York Times Magazine and elsewhere and try to put a good face on what still is Kiplings savage wars of peace.



One of the foot soldiers of imperialism was Major General Smedley Butler of the U.S. Marine Corps. He was a highly decorated officer, twice winning the Congressional Medal of Honor. This is from Maverick Marine, a book by Hans Schmidt. Butler said, Ive spent thirty-three yearsmost of my time being a high-class muscle man for Big Business, for Wall Street and the bankers. In short, I was a racketeer for CapitalismI helped purify Nicaragua. I helped make Mexicosafe for American oil interests. I helped in the rape of half a dozen Central American Republics for the benefit of Wall Street. I was rewarded with honors, medals, promotions. I might have given Al Capone a few hints. The best he could do was to operate a racket in three city districts. The Marines operated on three continents.



Smedley Butler is one of those great whistleblowers of history. People who come out of the establishment and turn around and expose what it has done. And they do it with authority because they participated in what was done. What he is describing is something that should be remembered when people read Michael Ignatieff. What is missing in the statements in support of the new imperialism by people like Ignatieff and others writing in the New Republic and elsewhere is any kind of understanding of the history of U.S. foreign policy. Their assumption is that the United States is going to send its troops around the world and that they are going to do good things and that their intentions are benign. This assumption totally collapses when you read the history of American marauding in the world, such as Smedley Butler describes. The history of U.S. expansionism is so long and odious that if you knew it you could not possibly talk about kindly motives. Only a lack of that history would allow people to believe that American power is going to be used for good. That history goes back to the extermination of Indian tribes, right on through the war with Mexico, and right up to today with the support for the armed forces of Colombia and the so-called war on terrorism.




Tariq Ali, the writer and political activist, comments that open declarations of American imperialism may not be all that bad. He says, Now we know where to kneel.



[Laughter] I suppose you might say its a good thing that they are coming out of the closet. And saying, Yes, we are imperialists, but we are nice imperialists. Because then all we need to do is to examine some history and we will see how nice our imperialism has been. It is not just ancient history. Just look at recent years. It has been the invasion of Panama, the Gulf War, the bombing of Yugoslavia. The United States calls Saddam Hussein an evil man. And he is a terrible tyrant. But the United States has been behaving in the most evil way in causing enormous privation and death in Iraq, even beyond what Saddam Hussein has done to his own people.



You wrote an essay in the book Iraq Under Siege and signed a petition along with Noam Chomsky, Edward Said, Angela Davis, June Jordan, and others saying that sanctions are weapons of mass destruction. Explain what you mean.



They are weapons of mass destruction becauseand this is the testimony of Americans and others who have been in Iraqthe lack of water, electricity, medicine, and basic necessities has resulted in the deaths of several hundred thousand children. Several hundred thousand children. Yes, I would consider sanctions to be weapons of mass destruction. The whole issue of weapons of mass destruction is so interesting because it is constantly brought forth as the reason both for the sanctions and for the possible invasion of Iraq. The country in the world that by far possesses the greatest number of weapons of mass destruction is the United States of America. And the United States talks about Saddam Hussein possibly, possibly, acquiring one nuclear weapon; the United States has thousands of nuclear weapons. The United States says, but he has used his weapons. Thats true. He gassed the Kurds in 1988, but the United States did not disapprove at that time. The United States has used its weapons of mass destruction from Hiroshima and Nagasaki on through Vietnam and the Gulf War, resulting in a far, far greater toll of human life than taken by any other country in the world. It is remarkably hypocritical of the United States to talk about weapons of mass destruction.



Senator Joseph Biden, a liberal democrat and chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee held hearings on Iraq in late July and early August. The usual suspects testified, such as Reagan Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger and Clinton National Security Advisor Samuel Berger. What was noteworthy was the absence of critical voices like Kathy Kelly of the Chicago-based Voices in the Wilderness; Scott Ritter, the outspoken ex-marine and former weapons inspector in Iraq; Hans von Sponeck and Denis Halliday, two Assistant Secretary Generals of the UN who were in charge of the Oil for Food program in Iraq, both of whom resigned in protest over the devastation caused by the sanctions.



Congress has a long history of subservience when it comes to presidential plans for war. If you look at history, when the president has decided on war, Congress has never dissented. It has always rushed to support the president. I am not really surprised that Biden kept out of the hearings people who have been the closest observers of the situation in Iraq. Instead, he called on, as you said, the usual suspects. The people who will say what the administration wants them to say. It is not going to be Senate hearings that stop the war plans on Iraq. It is going to take resistance and protest by the American people, who will ask, Why should our young people die and why should Iraqis die for the ambition of oil companies and the political ambitions of American leaders? It will take protest from the grass roots rather than Senate hearings to turn American policy around.



Richard Falk in the August 19 issue of The Nation has an article entitled The Rush to War. It is about U.S. Iraq policy. He poses a series of questions at the end of his essay: We must ask why the open American system is so closed in this instance? How can we explain this unsavory rush to judgment, when so many lives are at stake? What is now wrong with our system, with the vigilance of our citizenry, that such a course of action can be embarked upon without even evoking criticism in high places, much less mass opposition in the streets? How would you respond to Falk?



He should not be surprised. Citizens have never had an opportunity to express their dissent when the country goes to war. One of the reasons is that the media have always gone along with administration policy in preparing for and going to war. We have never really had an open system. We have had a system that has been largely closed. Citizens have had to create their own apertures, like independent newspapers and magazines, community radio stations, and Alternative Radio. Citizens have had to take advantage of the few apertures in the system in order to express their dissent. It is disturbing that we are not seeing mass revulsion against plans for war. But I believe the idea of going to war against Iraq is going to become more and more obviously wrong to more and more Americans.




How do you account for the dramatic difference in views on Iraq in Europe and other parts of the world compared to the United States? It seems we are living in our own bubble and having circular conversations, whereas the rest of world has different views.



The other countries do not see themselves as benefiting from American domination of oil and the Middle East. European nations have actually made arrangements with Iraq for oil. The United States does not like that. There is competition between Europe and the United States. There are conflicts of interests. The overseas media are not as willing to bow down before U.S. policy. And they are willing to educate their public in a way that our media are not willing to do.
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THE BACKSEAT INTERVIEW, PART I




Albuquerque/Santa Fe, New Mexico

September 18, 2002

Studs Terkel says Americans suffer from a national Alzheimers disease; we forget history.



Studs Terkel has a nice way of putting things, and of course hes right. We have a way of forgetting. We could put it another way. Our culture likes us to forget things, or the people in charge of our culture and the people in charge of the media and the people in charge of our education system would like us to forget certain things. Certainly the political leaders would like us to forget. And the result is, if the media and the cultural system and the political leaders all collaborate in trying to make us forget, yes, then we have a national case of Alzheimers. And we couldnt have a better instance of it than when a war is pending. And it seems that in the history of the United States since the end of World War II, a war is almost always either on or pending. Now when youre in a war situation, or a near-war situation, that is exactly the time when the government would like the citizenry to forget history. Because if a citizenry remembered history, and then they listened to the leaders of the government get up before the microphones and say, Well, it seems we need to go to war for this reason or that reason. We need to go to war to liberate South Korea, or we need to go
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