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MORE PRAISE FOR THE RACKET

“The Racket is an engaging insider’s account of how the United States has spent the past 70 years constructing an intricate web of economic control across the globe – enforced by violence as a last resort – which sucks wealth and resources from the poor world to the rich.”

Julian Assange, founder and editor-in-chief of WikiLeaks



“Kennard brings home in vivid and illuminating detail the reality of life and struggles of much of the world’s population, their defeats and victories, their suffering and vitality and hope.”

Noam Chomsky, author of Hegemony or Survival and Failed States



“A crucial exposé of the powerful, of injustice, and of the war against the poor. It should inspire all of us to fight back.”

Owen Jones, author of Chavs and The Establishment



“The Racket is tough, angry, relentlessly researched and riveting, in the grand Chomskyan tradition but with the added value of the journalist’s mobility and on the spot coverage. Kennard’s range is wide, both geographically and topically, but with a single target – the depredations of the US superpower’s corporate and political elites on their own home turf and abroad that the lap-dog media rarely touch.”

Susan George, author of The Lugano Report: On Preserving Capitalism in the Twenty-first Century



“Like the best work of John Pilger, George Monbiot and Naomi Klein, The Racket is investigative, passionate journalism with a purpose – to defend the powerless against rapacious power. A hugely important tour de force, it will inform and inspire resistance movements for years to come.”

Ian Sinclair, Red Pepper



“With this, his second book, Matt Kennard has announced his presence on the scene as the next generation’s John Pilger … Kennard does a brilliant job of tying the strands together and joining the dots between disparate struggles against corporate greed and imperial power around the world.”

Asa Winstanley, Middle East Monitor



“Timely and readable … Kennard ranges widely in his attempt to show the scope and depth of the Racket. From the ‘disaster capitalism’ imposed on an earthquake-traumatized Haiti to the undermining of democracy in Bolivia, Kennard lays bare the mechanics of the scam … This book is a valuable tool for anyone wishing to engage in the worldwide struggle for justice.”

New Internationalist



“Kennard decided to leave his comfortable job at the Financial Times and start to do some real journalism instead. The Racket, his second book, is very much the result of this transformation and it is nothing sort of marvellous. Angry, scornful and yet optimistic about the potential for change … the book makes a good case for Kennard being a true heir to John Pilger and the older generation of muckrakers.”

Morning Star



“The Racket is an exposé of the murky collusions between global high-finance and the militarised US state in the post-war era.”

Olivia Arigho Stiles, Alborada



“Matt Kennard threw away a cushy career with an establishment newspaper just to let you in on a secret: you don’t get the story, you get the cover-up.”

Greg Palast, author of The Best Democracy Money Can Buy and Vultures’ Picnic



“A brilliant atlas of what Kennard calls ‘heavy history’ – the hurricane-like path of global destruction wrought by neoliberalism and wars against the poor.”

Mike Davis, author of Planet of Slums and In Praise of Barbarians: Essays against Empire



“Matt Kennard exposes the failure of US neoliberalism and a major reason why China’s star is rising while American foreign policy is imploding into a black hole.”

John Perkins, author of Confessions of an Economic Hitman



“This firecracker of a book, written by a former insider journalist who realised the true, exploitative agenda of corporate media, unleashes a gonzo journey across the world of US empire. Read this book, be startled and then take action.”

Antony Loewenstein, author of Profits of Doom



“I congratulate Matt Kennard for this brutally honest work.”

Nawal El Saadawi, author of Woman at Point Zero



“Matt Kennard reveals the criminal and ruthless dynamics of global imperialism. His analysis is richly researched, keenly illustrative, and consistently on target. May this book get the wide readership it deserves.”

Michael Parenti, author of The Face of Imperialism



“A masterpiece of engaged journalism.”

Walden Bello, member of the House of Representatives of the Philippines



“Matt Kennard puts no deodorant on the reptiles’ waste in the imperial barnyard.”

Gavin MacFadyen, founder of the Centre for Investigative Journalism



“Includes unusually candid interviews with members of the World Bank and other financial institutions.”

Publishers Weekly



“If I was editor of an old-fashioned newspaper, the kind that published and be damned, I’d hire Matt Kennard. The Racket is a front page story.”

John Pilger, author of The New Rulers of the World



“In this important book, Kennard explores the direct impacts of militarized, globalized American capitalism on some of the most battered parts of our world. With devastating precision and a formidable sense of urgency, he reports on corporate shock doctors in Haiti, imperialist drug warriors in Honduras, pillaging coal and mining giants in southern Africa and Appalachia — and so much more. Most importantly, he never loses sight of the the growing numbers of resistors holding on to their creativity and self-determination in the face of these forces.”

Naomi Klein, author of This Changes Everything and The Shock Doctrine



“Kennard is no conspiracy theorist. Whatever you think about his conclusions, this is a first-class piece of radical investigative journalism.”

The Journalist



“This is radical journalism of the highest order. A very useful book.”

Socialist Review



“The Racket is a powerful tool for self-education: it offers essential information about the insatiable and sordid nature of global, elitist, exploitive, profit-blinded governments and institutions that have, together, perfected the task of making billions of people miserable, poor and fatally unhappy. It also offers testimony from activists and artists who are not giving in, giving up, or lying down.”

Alice Walker, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Color Purple



“Matt Kennard left his secure job with the Financial Times on a mission to expose the world financial system as a gigantic racket operated by the United States of America for the benefit of a tiny number of extremely rich individuals. There is much that is good in his book. He has travelled the world, and has material to work on. There is no arguing with his analysis of the grotesque consequences of US financial imperialism in Latin America, or Washington’s refusal to confront Israel over its maltreatment of the Palestinian population.”

Peter Oborne, New Statesman
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FOREWORD


THE EMPIRE OF DELUSIONS

The public perception of the American empire, at least to those within the United States who have never seen the empire dominate and exploit the “wretched of the earth”, is radically different from reality. These manufactured illusions, ones Joseph Conrad wrote so presciently about, posit that the empire is a force for good. The empire, we are told, fosters democracy and liberty. It spreads the benefits of “western civilization”. These are deceptions repeated ad nauseum by a compliant media and mouthed by politicians, academics and the powerful. But they are lies, as all of us who have spent years reporting overseas understand.

Matt Kennard in his book The Racket – where he reports from Haiti, Bolivia, Turkey, Palestine, Egypt, Tunisia, Mexico, Colombia and many other places – rips back the veil. He exposes the hidden machinery of empire. He details its brutality, mendacity, cruelty and its dangerous self-delusions.

In the late stage of empire, the image sold to a gullible public begins to entrance the mandarins of empire. They make decisions based not on reality, but on their distorted visions of reality, one colored by their own propaganda. Matt refers to this as “the racket”. Blinded by hubris and power they come to believe their deceptions, propeling the empire towards collective suicide. They retreat into a fantasy where hard and unpleasant facts no longer intrude. They replace diplomacy, multilateralism and politics with unilateral threats and the blunt instrument of war. They become the purblind architects of their own destruction.

Matt writes:




A couple of years after my initiation at the Financial Times a few things started to become clearer. I came to realize a difference between myself and the rest of the people staffing the racket – the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) workers, the economists in the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and so on. While I was coming to understand how the racket really worked, I started to see them as willing dupes. There was no doubt they seemed to believe in the virtue of the mission; they imbibed all the theories that were meant to dress up global exploitation in the language of “development” and “progress.” I saw this with American ambassadors in Bolivia and Haiti, and with countless other functionaries I interviewed. They genuinely believe the myths, and of course are paid handsomely to do so. To help these agents of the racket get up in the morning there also exists, throughout the West, a well-stocked army of intellectuals whose sole purpose is to make theft and brutality acceptable to the general population of the US and its racketeering allies.





The United States carried out one of the greatest strategic blunders in its history, one that sounded the death knell of the empire, when it invaded and occupied for two decades Afghanistan and Iraq. The architects of the war in the George W. Bush White House, and the array of useful idiots in the press and academia who were cheerleaders for it, knew very little about the countries being invaded. They believed their technological superiority made them invincible. They were blindsided by the ferocious blowback and armed resistance that led to their defeat. This was something those of us who knew the Middle East – I was the Middle East Bureau Chief for the New York Times, speak Arabic, and reported from the region for seven years – predicted.

But those intent on war preferred a comforting fantasy. They stated, and probably believed, that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction, although they had no valid evidence to support this claim. They insisted that democracy would be implanted in Baghdad and spread across the Middle East. They assured the public that US troops would be greeted by grateful Iraqis and Afghans as liberators. They promised that oil revenues would cover the cost of reconstruction. They insisted that the bold and quick military strike – “shock and awe” – would restore American hegemony in the region and dominance in the world. It did the opposite. As Zbigniew Brzezinski noted, this “unilateral war of choice against Iraq precipitated a widespread delegitimation of US foreign policy”.1



THE WAR STATE

America since the end of World War II has become a stratocracy – government dominated by the military. There is a constant preparation for war. The war machine’s massive budgets are sacrosanct. Its billions of dollars in waste and fraud are ignored. Its military fiascos in Southeast Asia, Central Asia and the Middle East disappear into the vast black hole of historical amnesia. This amnesia, which means there is never accountability, licences the war machine to leap from military debacle to debacle while it economically disembowels the country. The militarists win every election. They cannot lose. It is impossible to vote against them. The war state is a Götterdämmerung, as Dwight Macdonald writes, “without the gods”.

Since the end of World War II, the federal government has spent more than half its tax dollars on past, current and future military operations. It is the largest single sustaining activity of the government. Military systems are sold before they are produced with guarantees that huge cost overruns will be covered.

Foreign aid is contingent on buying US weapons. Egypt, which receives some $1.3 billion in foreign military financing, is required to devote it to buying and maintaining US weapons systems.2 Israel, meanwhile, has received $158 billion in bilateral assistance from the US since 1949, almost all of it since 1971 in the form of military aid, with most of it going towards arms purchases from American weapons manufacturers.3

The US public funds the research, development and building of weapons systems and then buys these same weapons systems on behalf of foreign governments. It is a circular system of corporate welfare.

In the year to September 2022, the US spent $877 billion on the military.4 This was more than the next 10 countries – including China, Russia, Germany, France and the United Kingdom – combined. These huge military expenditures, along with the rising costs of a for-profit healthcare system, have driven the US national debt to over $31 trillion, nearly $5 trillion more than the US’s entire Gross Domestic Product (GDP).5

This imbalance is not sustainable, especially once the dollar is no longer the world’s reserve currency. As of January 2023, the US spent a record $213 billion servicing the interest on its national debt.6



THE EMPIRE AT HOME

The military machine, by diverting funds and resources to endless war, disembowels and impoverishes the nation at home, as Matt’s reporting from Washington, Baltimore and New York illustrates.

The cost to the public – socially, economically, politically and culturally – is catastrophic. Workers are reduced to subsistence level and preyed upon by corporations that have privatized every facet of society from health care and education to the prison-industrial complex. Militarists divert funds from social and infrastructure programs. They pour money into research and development of weapons systems and neglect renewable energy technologies. Bridges, roads, electrical grids and levees collapse. Schools decay. Domestic manufacturing declines. Our public transportation system is a shambles. Militarized police gun down mostly unarmed, poor people of color and fill a system of penitentiaries and jails that hold a staggering 25 percent of the world’s prisoners although Americans represent only 5 percent of the global population.7 Cities, deindustrialized, are in ruins. Opioid addiction, suicide, mass shootings, depression and morbid obesity plague a population that has fallen into profound despair.

Militarized societies are fertile ground for demagogues. Militarists, like demagogues, see other nations and cultures in their own image – threatening and aggressive. They seek only domination. They peddle illusions of a return to a mythical golden age of total power and unlimited prosperity. The deep disillusionment and anger that led to Donald Trump’s election – a reaction to the corporate coup d’état and the poverty afflicting at least half of the country – have destroyed the myth of a functioning democracy.

As Matt notes:




The American elite that has grown fat from looting abroad is also fighting a war at home. From the 1970s onwards, the same white-collar mobsters have been winning a war against the people of the US, in the form of a massive, underhand con. They have slowly but surely managed to sell off much of what the American people used to own under the guise of various fraudulent ideologies such as the “free market.” This is the “American way,” a giant swindle, a grand hustle. In this sense, the victims of the racket are not just in Port-au-Prince and Baghdad; they are also in Chicago and New York City. The same people that devise the myths about what we do abroad have also built up a similar ideological system that legitimizes theft at home; theft from the poorest, by the richest. The poor and working people of Harlem have more in common with the poor and working people of Haiti than they do with their elites, but this has to be obscured for the racket to work. Many actions taken by the US government, in fact, habitually harm the poorest and most destitute of its citizens. The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is a good example. It came into force in January 1994 and was a fantastic opportunity for US business interests, because markets were opened up for an investment and export bonanza. Simultaneously, thousands of US workers lost their jobs to workers in Mexico where their wages could be beaten down by even poorer people.





SELF-IMMOLATION

The public, bombarded with war propaganda, cheers on their self-immolation. It revels in the despicable beauty of US military prowess. It speaks in the thought-terminating clichés spewed out by mass culture and mass media. It imbibes the illusion of omnipotence and wallows in self-adulation. The mantra of the militarized state is national security. If every discussion begins with a question of national security, every answer includes force or the threat of force. The preoccupation with internal and external threats divides the world into friend and foe, good and evil.

Those such as Julian Assange who expose the crimes and suicidal folly of empire, are ruthlessly persecuted. The truth, a truth Matt uncovers, is bitter and hard.




“While rising empires are often judicious, even rational in their application of armed force for conquest and control of overseas dominions, fading empires are inclined to ill-considered displays of power, dreaming of bold military masterstrokes that would somehow recoup lost prestige and power,” the historian Alfred McCoy writes.8 “Often irrational even from an imperial point of view, these micro military operations can yield hemorrhaging expenditures or humiliating defeats that only accelerate the process already under way.”





It is vital we see what lies before us. If we continue to be entranced by the images on the walls of Plato’s cave, images that bombard us on screens day and night, if we fail to understand how empire works and its self-destructiveness we will all, especially with the looming climate crisis, descend into a Hobbesian nightmare where the tools of repression, so familiar on the outer reaches of empire, cement into place terrifying corporate totalitarian states.

Chris Hedges

Princeton, New Jersey

June 2024





1Zbigniew Brzezinski (2012) Strategic Vision: America and the Crisis of Global Power, Hachette.
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3“U.S. Foreign Aid to Israel”, Congressional Research Service, March 1, 2023.
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5Alexandra Hutzler (2023) “How US national debt grew to its $31.4 trillion high”, ABC News, May 18.

6Tami Luhby (2023) “The US is paying a record amount of interest on its debt. It’s only going to get worse”, CNN, February 14.

7Criminal Justice Fact Sheet, NAACP. Available at: https://naacp.org/resources/criminal-justice-fact-sheet

8Alfred W. McCoy (2017) In the Shadows of the American Century: The Rise and Decline of US Global Power, Haymarket.





PREFACE


THE EMPIRE IS EVERYWHERE

Four years after The Racket was first published, I started my own media outlet with historian and journalist Mark Curtis. It was a departure from what I had focused on before – the consequences of US imperialism around the world – because this new publication, Declassified UK, would cover British foreign policy.

Britain handed the mantle of world domination to the US after World War II and the received history is that it then retired from any kind of imperial role. I found out pretty quickly at Declassified that this was a misunderstanding. The truth is the empire never died. Britain merely became a “junior partner” to the US hegemon. London’s adjunct status did not mean it was insignificant, however. The City of London’s role as the world’s financial capital which spreads neoliberalism around the world, the UK’s vast network of military bases, alongside its corporate giants like BP and BAE Systems, showed Britain still served a critical imperial role for its senior partner.

But a more interesting realization for me came when I started to look at the institutions that make up the US empire and their role in Britain. I had spent years looking at what institutions like the CIA, the National Endowment for Democracy, or the US military were doing in the Global South, where their power was exercised against often weak states. A lot of this work is documented in this book. But I saw quickly that the infrastructure of the US empire which had colonized so much of the world had also colonized my home country, the country where I had lived nearly all my life. Britain, in fact, appeared to be more completely under the control of its American ally than any country I’d looked into around the world for this book.

The similarities did not stop there. Like the mainstream media could never mention the term “US empire” or explain its real role in world affairs, those same establishment journalists did not touch US influence in Britain. This was, again, an invisible empire, hiding in plain sight. The work I began doing would have never made it into the Financial Times, like so many truths in this book never could.



SOMETHING DIFFERENT

The colonization by the US empire of Britain became particularly clear when the Labour Party elected Jeremy Corbyn leader in September 2015. A veteran anti-war and anti-imperialist politician and activist, Corbyn was a complete outlier within the British political system. He was dangerous to the rule of the British establishment, but also the ability of the US to retain the UK as a vassal state. The different pressure points that stay hidden in normal times, when the system is running like it should, quickly became exposed. This was made explicit in June 2019, when US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited the UK and was recorded saying privately: “It could be that Mr Corbyn manages to run the gauntlet and get elected. It’s possible. You should know, we won’t wait for him to do those things to begin to push back. We will do our level best. It’s too risky and too important and too hard once it’s already happened.”1

Pompeo had served as CIA director from 2017–18 and Corbyn later told me he believed Pompeo’s comments were intended as “a quite deliberate message” to him. Corbyn then mentioned the CIA-organised overthrow of Chile’s democratically-elected president Salvador Allende in 1973.2

Britain’s traditional subservience to the US “could have gone a different way at various points in modern history, recently if Jeremy Corbyn hadn’t been destroyed by a vicious media campaign,” Noam Chomsky has written.3 But it was not a coincidence. The US was integral to building a British political system that made a “different way” next to impossible. I began looking at how the US state had been interfering in British politics to stop the rise of anti-imperialist leaders. The UK has never had a prime minister that was not signed up to the American imperial project. I started to realize this was not a mistake, but the result of concerted efforts from Washington.



BRITISH-AMERICAN PROJECT

One particularly interesting organization was the British-American Project which describes itself as “a transatlantic fellowship of over 1,200 leaders, rising stars and opinion formers from a broad spectrum of occupations, backgrounds, and political views.”4 Work to create the BAP began, with funding from the US embassy in London, in the early 1980s when Labour was headed by Michael Foot, the first non-Atlanticist Labour leader to emerge since World War II. The BAP’s aim was to push British progressives into a pro-American political position at a time when the CIA was worried about the strength of the Labour left and its “anti-American” views.

Many Labour figures who became outspoken critics of Corbyn’s leadership from 2015–20 were also involved in the BAP. Corbyn was the first non-Atlanticist Labour leader since Foot resigned in 1983.

Declassified files from the CIA show how concerned the intelligence agency then was by the left turn in Labour. The BBC noted “the deep level of concern inside the CIA about the strength of the Left within Labour in the early 1980s, a political force which the agency regarded as anti-American.”5 The CIA was particularly concerned about Foot winning the 1983 general election, with an internal report stating that “a Labor majority government would represent the greatest threat to US interests.” Foot’s 1983 election manifesto questioned “the programme for establishing American-controlled Cruise missiles on our soil” and noted that a new European security pact should end with the “phasing out” of NATO.6



DEEPLY SUSPICIOUS

The BAP’s own official history notes that “the traditional British left-wing remained deeply suspicious of the United States, particularly on foreign policy and security issues” in the period, adding “this was the era of Michael Foot’s leadership of a Labour Party committed to unilateral nuclear disarmament.”7

Historian Stephen Dorril has written that Eugene Rostow, President Reagan’s director of the US arms control and disarmament agency, was in 1982 “concerned about the growing unilateralist movement” and “helped initiate a … propaganda exercise in Britain, aimed at neutralizing the efforts of CND.”8 Michael Foot was a founder and strong supporter of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), while Corbyn has been a member of the peace group since he was 15 and was now vice-chair.

The US neutralization campaign, which was leaked to the Washington Post, “would take three forms,” Dorrill continued: mobilizing public opinion, working within the churches, and a “dirty tricks” operation against the peace groups. William Casey, then head of the CIA, met with the US Information Agency to organize the propaganda campaign in Europe. But in 1985, with Foot defeated and the BAP established, the CIA expressed concern that the Labour Party was still “in the hands of urban leftists given to ideological extremes.”9

The CIA made its 1980s files about Labour available online in 2017, soon after Corbyn was elected leader. They were extensively covered by the British media and contained two specific references to Corbyn, who was a Labour MP at the time.

One file noted Corbyn’s support in 1986 for an El Salvadoran trade union federation, Fenastras, which was linked to Marxist guerrillas during the country’s civil war, while the Americans backed the military government.10 Corbyn was also mentioned in a US diplomatic cable sent from Istanbul in 2002, and published by WikiLeaks, describing a protest in the city against the US push for war in Iraq, which embassy staff apparently monitored. “Union leaders made speeches and the crowd chanted anti-US and anti-war slogans including ‘No to Imperialist War,’ and ‘We Will Not Be American Soldiers’,” the cable noted, adding that “speakers included a British Member of Parliament, Jeremy Corbyn from the Labor Party.”11



THE MEDIA

The BAP and its cultivation of the progressive forces in Britain to a pro-American position reminded me of what I had seen around the world, with the funding of civil society to keep target societies under US control. I started then looking at some of the specific institutions I’d seen enforcing US control in places like Bolivia and Ecuador. One of them – the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) – pops up regularly throughout The Racket. I quickly found that the NED was also working in the UK, funding media groups, something which had picked up around 2015, the year Corbyn was first elected leader of the Labour Party. A non-profit corporation funded by the US Congress, it had ploughed over £2.6m into seven British independent media groups in the five years up to 2020.12

The NED was “created … to do in the open what the Central Intelligence Agency has done surreptitiously for decades,” the New York Times reported in 1997.13 That included spending millions of dollars to “support things like political parties, labor unions, dissident movements and the news media in dozens of countries.” Since the end of the Cold War, the NED had grown and been involved in trying to undermine or remove governments independent of Washington, including democratic ones in Bolivia, Ecuador and Venezuela, as I document in this book. Allen Weinstein, the director of the research study that led to creation of the NED in the 1980s, remarked in 1991: “A lot of what we do today was done covertly 25 years ago by the CIA.”14

The NED traditionally focused on Eastern Europe, Latin America and Asia. But I found the organization had recently funded three British media outlets and four UK press freedom groups. All were seen as on the progressive end of the political spectrum.



INFRASTRUCTURE OF DEMOCRACY

The NED was created in 1983 by President Ronald Reagan, who actually set out the idea in a set-piece speech in Westminster, in front of prime minister Margaret Thatcher. The aim, he said, was “to foster the infrastructure of democracy”. This was a time of embarrassing scandals for the CIA. A Washington Post article soon noted: “The old concept of covert action, which has gotten the agency [CIA] into such trouble during the past 40 years, may be obsolete.”15

The NED was meant to defend against these scandals by putting certain programs out into the open. “The sugar daddy of overt operations has been the National Endowment for Democracy,” the Washington Post continued. “Through the late 1980s, it did openly what had once been unspeakably covert.” CIA whistleblower Philip Agee, who served in the agency in the 1960s, commented in 1995: “Nowadays, instead of having just the CIA going around behind the scenes and trying to manipulate the process secretly by inserting money here and instructions there and so forth, they have now a sidekick, which is this National Endowment for Democracy.”16

John Kiriakou, a CIA officer from 1990 to 2004, told me that recent changes in the law have widened the potential targets of US information operations. “In 2011, the US Congress changed the law that forbade the Executive Branch from propagandizing the American people or nationals of the other ‘Five Eyes’ countries – the UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand,” he said.

“The National Endowment for Democracy, like Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, countless Washington-area ‘think tanks’, and Radio/TV Martí, are the vehicles for that propaganda,” he added, referring to the US broadcaster that transmits to Cuba.

Kiriakou, who served in the agency’s core Directorate of Operations, continued: “And what better way to spread that propaganda than to funnel money to ‘friendly’ outlets in ‘friendly countries’? The CIA’s propaganda efforts throughout history have been shameless. But now that they’re not legally relegated to just Russia and China, the whole world is a target.”



FUNDING

One particularly interesting case was Index on Censorship, the UK’s foremost free expression group which monitors threats to free speech and publishes censored writers. It received £603,257 from the NED in 2016–21, according to its Charity Commission accounts.17

Index’s chief executive, the former Labour MP Ruth Smeeth, was appointed in June 2020 – six months after losing her seat in parliament. A US diplomatic cable, published by WikiLeaks in 2010, named Smeeth as a “strictly protect” informant for the US embassy in London.18 The cable – written in 2009 by US
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