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The Mufder of History

Eqbal Ahmad

" 1 thought that I would start with some good news. We
haven’t had any for such a long time. The good news was
given to us by President Bush in his State of the Union
Address. As I listened, I couldn’t figure out if I was more

amused than horrified or more horrified than amused. I

wrote down sentences that struck me as being terribly good
news. Here is one. “By the grace of God” (I thought it was
a secular country) “America won the Cold War.”

Here is another. “And I think of those who won it in
places like Korea and Vietnam.” I am reading these sen-

tences purposely because I think they accurately describe

century— the way we began it, in a state of mindlessness,
confusion and violence. I thought of telling you what I told
the previous generation of students. Sometimes they would
ask me —that was twenty years ago—why I am working

,myself to death to stop the war in Vietnam. I used to say,

“Because I want to make sure that the next generation
won’t witness a war.” And damn it, I didn’t make it —you
did live to be initiated into war.

The Age of Unrecorded Holocausts
The twentieth century was avery remarkable century. I want

the mood of the U.S. Establish-
ment and reflect its understand-
ing of the Cold War — that is to
say, from 1945 to 1991.

Next sentence. “We liberated
Kuwait.” Thomas Jefferson, as
you know, would be celebrating
the idea of ‘a republic restoring

The world system was relentless,
violent, and very self-satisfied.
In 100 years alone, from 1814 to
1914, no less than 50 million
~ people were wiped out.

to talk about it because you don’t
.hear anythmg about history on
television or in the newspapers.
History is being abolished before ~
_ our eyes and that’s where our ig-
‘norance begins. Itis that hatred of
history that has produced men
like the one I just quoted—men

a monarchy Marvelous.

And here is a real treasure. “And soon after (meaning

soon after the war), “the Arab world and Israel sat down
to talk seriously and comprehensively about peace.”

And finally this howler. “A world once divided into two
armed camps now recognizes one sole and preeminent
power — the United States of America. And they regard us
with no dread, for the world trusts us with power and they
trust us to be fair and restrained and they trust us to be on
the side of restramt and decency.”

‘Please keep these sentences from the State of the Union
in mind as I continue. They started me thinking what I
should say to you: We may end this century — the twentieth

Eqbal Ahmad is Professor of International Affairs and Middle East
Studies at Hampshire College, and is a specialist ‘on revolutionary warfare
and counterinsurgency. The former editor of the British journal Race and
Class, he is the author of No More Vietnams: The War and the Future of
American Foreign Policy (1968) and numerous articles. This article is taken
from a speech delivered in Washington, D.C., in January 1992.
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totally devoid of a sense of history.
Modern time begins with the connection that we are

‘going to establish —in the “regions of cenvergence”: the

place where civilizations have converged, politics have
often converged, historical movements have converged, and
that is the area that is known as, variously, the Eastern
Mediterranean, Near East, Middle East, and sometimes,
Southwest Asia. Modern time begins somewhere at the
start of the 16th century. If I were to put a very precise date
onit, and dates are very hard to put on specrfic movements
I would pick 1492.

That is a most remarkable year. It was the year whrch
witnessed the end of 750 years of Arab rule in Spain—a
brilliant rule—and it was also the year when Isabel com-
missioned Columbus who then “discovered” America.
And that voyage of “discovery” marks the begmnmg of the
modern age, that is to say, the mltlatlon of a world system
marked by modern imperialism and gne capitalist market. _
I don’t want to dwell upon this period a great deal, I merely
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wish to remind you that it was a world system which was
relentless, violent, and very self-satisfied. It was an age in
which wars, conquest, and domination of one people by
another were glorified. War was viewed as a quick adven-
ture, it was viewed as a great mission, a higher mission to
be carried out on people of lower reality. A young second
lieutenant fighting a colonial war described it as “the great
game of warfare.” The man was Winston Churchill —the
place northwest India, now Pakistan.

The history of these 400 years, up to the end of the
nineteenth century, was a history not only of Western and
capitalist expansion, but of unrecorded holocaust. This is
the time when the Mayan, Inca, and Aztec civilizations
were almost totally obliterated from the face of the earth.
This is whenthe In-
dian, the Chinese,
the Arab, the Afri-
can civilizations
were subjugated.
This is the time in
which, in 100 years
alone, from 1814 to
1914, no fewer

-than fifty million
people were wiped
out. Western his-

- torians, however,
labeled this a
“period of long
peace.”

And then total
war, as had been
experienced by
Third World peo-

The People’s State of the Union demonstration, Washington, D.C.

Covenants For Peace Betrayed

Out of that horror, for the first time in 400 years, a new
hope emerged. It was a hope for peace, for universal peace,
a hope that war could be abolished, a hope that at the very
least the issues of war and peace would be dealt with
collectively. And the Western world and its leaders re-
sponded to these yearnings for peace. With the Covenant
of the League of Nations, peace became anissue in modern
history. The violations of these Covenants of the League of
Nations—in other words, the betrayal of our hopes at the
start of this century—lie at the root of our problems,
especially in the Middle East. ‘
There were four promises embedded in the Covenant of
the League of Nations; let me recall them very quickly
without going into
detail. First, there
was to be an end
to imperial domi-
nation. No people
would subjugate -
another, no coun-
try would subju-
gate another. The
principle was em-
bedded in Wood-
~ row Wilson’s four-
teen Points and
later in the Cove-
nant of the League,
institutionalizing a
people’s right to
self-determina-

tion.
There was a

Rick Reinhard

ples, finally came

to Europe. It was a war which was fought between the

colonial haves and the colonial have-nots. Germany and

Italy were colonial have-not powers and they challenged

the colonial haves ahgl, with modern technology, brought

total warfare to Europe. And the West called it World War
_ and gave it a number: one.

It was the last “happy” war, the last “popular” war in
the world, partlcularly in the Western world. It was the last
time that, at the announccment of the outbreak of the war,
the people of Londqn Paris, and Berlin went out into the
streets, danced and ‘sang and drank in celebration. It was
a singing war; people sang their way to the front. And then
the singing stopped as the West experienced the horrors of
war.

Summer 1992

second promise:
collective peacemaking and collective peacekeeping that
justified the creation of mandates in the Middle East by
the League of Nations. The combination of these two
promises, of self-determination and collective peacemak-
ing, led the League of Nations to appoint mandates for the
League in the Middle East. The theory was that these
mandates — Palestine, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, etc. —would be
held as an obligation by France and Britain. They would
prepare the administrative ground for the exercise of the
right of self-determination of Middle Eastern countries.
I’ll come back to that in a moment. ;o
There was thirdly the promise that there would be no
dictated peace. It was based on the premlse that peace
cannot endure unless it is just.
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Finally, there was the promise that governments by
themselves cannot be trusted with issues of war and peace.
They must be accountable to the people and tell the truth.
Conveying that truth to the public is the function of educa-
tion, the university, and the media. The principle was em-
bedded in the precept of open covenants, openly arrived at.

The League of Nations betrayed these promises. The
mandates, instead of instituting self-determination and
collective peacekeeping, became merely an instrument of
imperial enterprise. The mandated territories were con-
verted into colonies. One case, Palestine, was also convert-
ed into a settler colony in which the British mandatory
power allowed people to come

There was another man who followed him. He was
rather tall, very handsome, a very Mediterranean-looking
fellow with an Arab name, Mesali Haj. That Algerian was
demanding the independence of Algeria. These two men,
whose petitions were shelved in the archives of the League
of Nations, got no hearing beyond submitting their peti-
tions. You know the rest of the story. Algeria was occupied
for another 60 years, and it ended up fighting, fighting,
fighting for seven and a half years until it finally defeated
France.

And Vietnam first defeated Japan, then France, and
then inflicted a clear-cut first defeat on the United States.

there to settle and to create a
Jewish state in Palestine. In
other words, the mandate sys-
tem of the League of Nations,
far from becoming an instru-
ment of peace and self-de-
termination, sowed the seeds of
the discord —including the di-

The end of the Soviet-U.S. rivalry
will not end the pattern of warfare
or violence because the real issue
will remain:
control of resources.

Why am I taking you so far
away from our time? Because
the seeds of our present
problem are old; they were
sown generations ago. You
will have to do a lot of work
to root them out, but if you
don’t root them out, the costs
for your children will be very

vision of Kuwait and Iraq—
with which we are dealing right up to the present time.

Knocking on Justice’s Door

The erosion of promises continued as the weak were
deemed fair game for the strong. Consider the following. One
day, a thin, Black, curly-haired man with a wispy beard stood
in front of the League of Nations shaking his finger saying, “If
you let this pass, there will be nothing left of your own beliefs
or your principles.” The man was Haile Selassie, heir to the
throne of Ethiopia whose country had been invaded by Italy;
and the big powers did nothing. Although the incident is
largely forgotten, some historians mark it as more memorable

than Hitler’s invasion of Czechoslovakia. The post-World .

War I license to commit aggression was issued here. Hitler
was to use it later. '

Or consider how the abuse of the dispossessed for exer-
cising the right of self-determination was ignored. Let me
cite you two images. The first is the image of another
fellow, bigger than Haile Selassie, with a very wispy and
long beard, dressed in tattered, unremarkable clothing,
standing there at the doors of the League of Nations,
putting forward a petition saying, “Let our people go.” He
was demanding the right to self-determination for a coun-
trywhich had been colonized for so long, whose people had
been killed for so long. “Let our people go.” That was Ho
Chi Minh at the doors of the League in 1919, demanding
negotiations for the liberation of Indochina.
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high.

It may seem remote, that time during the Roaring Twen-
ties when Ho Chi Minh and Mesali Haj and Haile Selassie
came and were not heard. The singing, the drinking, and
the dancing went on until of course another group of
colonial have-nots once again challenged the colonial
haves and gave us another World War and you gave it
another number: two. '

So we move on to World War II.

This war was more destructive because technology had
advanced further, and it caused the total devastation of
Europe. It saw the holocaust of the Jews and of the Gypsy
peoples. It saw great empires, such as the British and the
French and the Dutch, weaken. It saw new empires arise
as the U.S. came to maturity as a world power. And the
same old promises returned. But our peace movement was
much stronger after those devastations, and the next set of
promises returned in the form of the United Nations
Charter in San Francisco in 1945. It was the Covenant of
the League of Nations warmed over.

And then, some of the promises of the United Nations
Charter were fulfilled. You see their fruits today. This time,
peace was not dictated to the vanquished. A just peace was
imposed on Japan, Germany, and Italy. And today, these
countries remain peaceful and are not trying to take
revenge for any set of indignities or humiliations. They
were not given the Treaty of Versailles. In turn, they did not
give us war.
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Long Peace vs. Long War

But we did get 45 years of Cold War. And that period,
so we are told, has now come to an end. Let us consider
for a moment what the Cold War was, and what has
ended.

There were three expressions of the Cold War. There
was the arms race, meaning the nuclear arms race. There
were interventions, mainly by superpowers in weak coun-
tries in the superpowers’ spheres of influence, or what they
claimed as their areas of responsibility. And the third
characteristic was that the world
was described as bipolar; that is
to say, the politics of the world
was viewed as a function of rival-
ry between the United States
and the Soviet Union. The costs
boggle the mind. A total of $5
trillion was spent on the arms
race. A total of 21.5 million peo-
ple died from interventions.

Of course, the U.S.-Soviet ri-
valry continued until something
completely unique and unheard
of in history happened: One
country which was billed as a su-
perpower suddenly decided to
stop playing or had a heart at-
tack in the middle of the ordeal.
It is that heart attack or refusal
to play that President Bush is
describing as a great victory.

But what was the Cold War?
There are two main views. Let
me take those quickly and ex-
amine them in terms of the Mid-

The thief of Baghdad Fouad Ajami
Bush manages a crisis Fred Barnes
The Soviet stake Edward Jay Epstein
Collapse of a policy Elie Kedourie
Saddam Hussein's fearsome virtues Edward Luttwak - |
) The Pan-Arab fantasy Martin Peretz
The guns of August The Editors

Literally "Hitlerizing" Saddam. On its September 3,
1990, cover, the New Republic cropped the lIraqi
leader’'s moustache and punned "Fuhrer."

nuclear deterrence on both sides which prevented World
War III, but allowed “smaller” conflicts to take place. “Small-
er” means Vietnam- and Korea-like conflicts in which a lot
of “gooks” died, but “real people” died in fewer numbers.
With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the end of East-
West rivalry, bipolarity is finished and the U.S. emerges as
the sole superpower. It remains to be seen whether it is or
is not a New World Order, but for the “long peace” people,
the Cold War is finished. And while it lasted, it avoided
World War III. Because small wars happened, big wars
didn’t happen and a “long
peace” reigned. That’s the argu-
ment, although I’'m simplifying
it.

B SOVIET WRI

The “long war” school to
which I belong views the dynam-
ic of the Cold War somewhat dif-
ferently. First, U.S.-Soviet rival-
ry was not the real issue, but
rather merely provided the
framework for Cold War poli-
tics. Second, the defining issue
of Cold War politics was control
over the world’s resources. And
thirdly, therefore, North-South
relations were intrinsic and cen-
tral to world politics, and espe-
cially to the policies of the
Western states, and most espe-
cially the U.S. If this argument is
correct, then Cold War politics —
the whole East-West issue, bipo-
larity—was just a framework, a
justificatory argument, an in-
strument of legitimation. If this

seion Bariy tedal

New Repubilic

dle East. The first view has been
expressed by what I would call
the “long peace” group. And the second school is what I
would call the “long war” school. I belong to the “long war”
school of Cold War history.

The position of the “long peace” school is that the Cold
War was an East-West conflict, and that the primary char-
acteristic of international relations was bipolarity, defined
by a rivalry between two superpowers. All major interna-
tional conflicts involving the U.S. —the wars in Korea and
in Vietnam, the Cuban missile crisis, the confrontations in
the Middle East— were functions of superpower rivalry.

The second characteristic of the “long peace” school was
that this rivalry was mitigated, mediated by the existence of

Summer 1992

premise is true, then it would
follow that the end of the Soviet-
U.S. rivalry will not end the pattern of warfare or violence

" because the real issue will remain: control of resources.

The destruction of the legitimizing instrument of West-
ern policies in North-South relations (East-West, Cold War
rivalries) creates a situation of instability. We no longer
know how the U.S. will be able to justify its interventions
and disguise its actual intent: controlling world resources.

Since the end of the Cold War, there have been three
cases which offer clues to the interventions of the future.
First, there were the “low-intensity” conflicts in Nicaragua
and El Salvador, which continued through the years when
Gorbachev launched his reforms. Second was the U.S.
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intervention in Panama, and most recently, the war in the
Gulf. In all three cases, the Soviet Union was not cited as
a significant factor. In the case of Nicaragua, a host of
reasons was used to justify intervention. These included the
Sandinistas’ allegedly undemocratic character, their alleged
human rights violations, and their alleged betrayal of the
revolution that overthrew Somoza. In the case of Panama,
it was drugs. In the case of the Gulf, it was a new-found
Hitler in Saddam Hussein and his aggression in Kuwait
(which he had without doubt committed). In other words,
I am suggesting to you that

But there is another side to the story. I went to a pizza
joint one day, and the poor guy who worked there came
over and I asked him, “What happened to the other fel-
low?” He said, “Well, he lost his job.” I said, “What hap-
pened?” He said, “Business is slow.” So I asked, “Is he
coming back?” He said, “Maybe, because President Bush
has gone to look for jobs in Japan.” You see, that’s how the
U.S. working class is looking at matters these days. Why
am I bringing all that up? Because the U.S. sees itself as a
declining economic power, and knows itself to be a strong
military power. Its economic

while the facts of intervention
remain, their legitimizing in-
strument has been lost. I am
also suggesting that if we are
looking for future trouble
spots, we should look for places
where resources are. And no
place is more important for re-
sources today than the Middle
East. ’

Baker and Bush went around the
world, gun in one hand and a
begging bowl in the other, and

ended up making a profit. This is

cold, mercenary imperialism and
- war profiteering.

power is declining in relation,
not to enemies, but to its al-
lies — Japan, Germany, France,
"and others.

Therefore, the real chal-
lenge for the U.S. is to some-
how find a way to stay in power
by making a marriage of Euro-
pean and Japanese money and
U.S. muscle. There is no better

The Region of Convergence: The Middle East

There are three ways of looking at the Middle East: from
the U.S. vantage point, from the world’s vantage point, and
from that of the Middle East.

From the U.S. perspective, the problem appears rela-

tively simple. The U.S. is a big power, and since the dis- -

solution of the Soviet Union, it is the only major military
superpower. At the same time, it is a very weakened,
declining economic power. Did you notice something
about President Bush’s State of the Union Address? After
the first five minutes of muscle-flexing talk about victory,
he spent the next 45 minutes on how to solve America’s
economic, educational, and social crisis. He put a lot of
band-aids here and there, but he came up with no answer
at all —a fact acknowledged by the media.

The incredible symbolism of the Gulf War was the ex-
traordinary military power of the United States coupled
with its financial vulnerability. The war pulverized Iragq,
and Kuwait on the side. Pulverized it! And you saw this
extraordinary technology on television. The diplomatic
efforts of James Baker and President Bush were dévoted
to raising the money to do it. They went around the world,
gun in one hand and a begging bowl in the other.

But I have good news for the American people. They
ended up with a profit of $12 to $14 billion more than they
actually spent in the war. This is cold, mercenary imperi-
alism and war profiteering.

8 CovertAction

place for the wedding to take
place than in the Middle East, because Europe and
Japan — unlike the U.S.—depend on the Middle East for
anywhere from 80 to 90 percent of their energy needs. If -
you hold these resources together, you hold Europe and
Japan. You acquire a new point of leverage over old allies,
because for all these 45 years, the U.S. had two leverages -
on Europe and Japan. One was economic and the other
strategic. The strategic leverage is gone with the downfall
of the Soviet Union, and the economic leverage is gone
with the decline of the United States economically.

Therefore, it should be obvious that the U.S. has to
establish an almost monopolistic control over that region.
Keep this in mind as I continue. The Middle East has
become once again, for the third time in this century, an
area where interests of power, strategic interests, eco-
nomic interests, and military interests are converging, and
there will be a concentration of U.S. attention there. With
whom does the United States want to rule the Middle East?
That question poses a serious problem, because the U.S.
public is not quite willing to occupy another place, police
it, shoot, and be shot at. Therefore they are looking for
allies who can police the region. Israel is clearly an ally,
and Israel is keen to serve that purpose.

Israel is the second strongest military power in the
world, but it is by far the weakest among the developed
economies of the world. Because its power is totally deriva-
tive, U.S. policy makers think it is dependable. Hence,
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Israel has been armed with nuclear weapons. It is now the
third largest nuclear power in the world. In his new book,
The Samsbn Option, Seymour Hersh reported that Israel
has the best available delivery capabilities, so that by 1982
or 1983, it was targeting the Soviet Union itself.

'The U.S. knows, however, that Israel can’t really do the
policing job in the Middle East unless it is accepted by its
clients in the Middle East. Saudi Arabia, United Arab

Emnrates can’t publicly accept Israel as a legitimate state

as long as the
Israelis don’t
make some sort
of peace with
the Palestini-
ans, the Syrians,
and the Leban-
ese, whose ter-
ritories they are
occupying.

The problem,
then, is to some-
how find for-
mulas whereby a
peace can be
made between
Israel and the
Arabs that will
be acceptable
to the oil-pro-
ducing states
of the region.

Palestinian grazes sheep by newly-built Israeli settiement on the West Bank. Despite
international pressure and years of struggle, the building of settlements continues.

a question of time. At the moment therefore, the policy
dilemmas of the U.S. in the Middle East have remained
unresolved by the Gulf War. The question endures: What
happens next? '

Selective Nuclear Proliferation

We should be reminded that following the USSR’s col-
lapse, nuclear proliferation has increased. That, too, is
characteristic of the Middle East. The world has become
totally dan-
gerous, be-
cause  you
have a sudden
rise in the
number of na-
tions which are
known to pos-
sess some form
of nuclear de-
vice and the
capacity to de-
liver it, includ-
ing several re-
publics of the
former Soviet
Union. At the
same time, how-
_ever, there is no
justification left
for the US. to
have a weapon.

Associated Press

They are now
having a lot of
difficulty finding that formula, for only one reason: The
Arabs have thrown in the towel. That’s the absolute truth.
They are willing to negotiate on anything, including
autonomy. The Palestinians have even given up the
idea of an independent state and say they will live with
autonomy.

But the Israells arc not willing to give even that They
say they will grant ,autonomy, but it will apply to indivi-
duals, not to the terrltorles What that means, I can’t figure
out. I suppose it mqans that the Palestinians will be free to
collect their garbzige kiss their spouses, beat their chil-
dren, and perhaps, eat, and defecate. But if you don’t have
control over your land and water and resources, then what
is autonomy? .

The Israeli theory is different. The Israeli theory is that
force will make them acceptable to the Arabs, and it is only

Summer 1992

After all, its
strategic ar-
senal was said to be defensive and the Soviet threat is gone.
Therefore, at the same time as proliferation has increased
the world over, there is a possibility of a program of
generalized, universal arms control, if not disarmament
itself. But there is nothing on the table. L :
There is much talk in the world about Amerlca s double
standard. It is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. One set
of discriminatory standards concerns U.S. behavior. The
U.S. views itself as a power above international law. It
committed crimes against humanity in Vietnajxi, Laos, and
Cambodia. It sanctioned the murder of foreign leaders. It
ignored the World Court’s injunction against the mining of
Nicaraguan ports. Yet another discriminatory standard
involves allies such as Israel which enjoy immunity from the
United States, no less than they do from international laws.
Thus, Israel has been entirely exempt from human rights

CovertAction 9



laws, or anti-terrorism laws, or anti-proliferation laws
which Washington is so quick to invoke in other places
around the world.

The United States has a very strange policy on nuclear
proliferation: “Those we like can proliferate and those we
do not like must not proliferate.” The result is that U.S.
laws against nonproliferation are not being applied to the
biggest single violator, i.e., Isracl. But Pakistan is being
embargoed, North Korea is being threatened, Iran is being
monitored and threatened, Brazil is being pressured. So in
other words, it’s a policy of selective application of law.
Those of you who are students of law and morality know
that law in itself is totally useless, a travesty, if it doesn’t
follow that basic, fundamental

people. At the same time, this people has always had a
yearning to get out of this particularistic prison to reach
out to a larger, bigger identity. Historically, Islam provided
the universal ties. Family, city, village, tribe, provided the
particularistic ties, and whenever there is a harmonious
linkage between particularism and universalism in this
civilization, this civilization has prospered. When there is
a dissonance between the two, this civilization has had
violence and difficulties— decline. In our time, the two
universalist ideologies have competed for the loyalties of
Middle Eastern people. There has been nationalism—
known among Arabs as Arabism — and there has been Islam.
Now Arabism is unlike most nationalisms because it

is not state-bound. It sought

principle of law—equality of
enforcement. Without that,
law is just a piece of paper.
In its support for Israel, the
United States is pursuing a
discriminatory policy of par-
tial application of its laws and
its policy of nonproliferation.
Increasingly, it is seen as a
policy especially designed to
deny a nuclear option to any

We as Middle Eastern people
are caught between
the devil and the deep blue sea—
the devil of imperialism
and the deep blue sea of
fundamentalism.

unity of the Arab states and was
transnational in character. Its
appeal went from Morocco to
Mauritania to beyond the Gulf
states. It is this secular national
movement the West pinpointed
as its adversary.

The last war demonstrated
this dynamic. It was complicated
by the fact that Saddam Hussein

Muslim country, so that the

world of Islam as a whole will remain subject to the ter-
rorism of Israel. That’s how people perceive it, and that
perception, of course, will produce its own reactions,
which brings me to my third point.

Arabism vs. Islam

This feeling that the West is lining up against the
Islamic world is feeding into the Islamic movements, and
before we go into understanding how it feeds into them,
I want to make a very general comment which has not
been understood widely in this country. Every civiliza-
tion has its own specificity. The peculiarity of the Arab,
Middle Eastern civilization has been that its dynamics
have been defined by the contradictory pulls of univer-
salistic tendencies and particularistic desires. That is to
say, throughout the last four or five thousand years of
history, the people of the Middle East have been pulled
by universalism on the one hand, and particularism on
the other. -

You will notice that we are all loyal to and members of
tribes. We maintain specific ties to our villages; we give
names to ourselves by our cities. In other words, there are
particularistic ties of tribe, of city, of guild, that bind this
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is a madman (which is bad
enough), he is a tyrant (which is
very bad enough), and he’s also a truly stupid human being.

But we have to recognize —and a large number of people

have seen it this way—that Saddam Hussein’s war and
behavior were compelled in many ways by the claims of
Arabism. And the extremism of U.S. behavior was com-
pelled by the West’s long war on Arabism: It defeated
Abdul Nasser and then it went on to Saddam. In the
process, Arabism has been discredited as an effective,
functioning movement in the Middle East. Once you dis-
credit this secular movement, it leaves room, creates a
vacuum for a competitor to move in, and the competitor is
moving in. ,

You saw the first salvos in Algeria and there is a lot
more to come. I don’t welcome it because I feel that we
are, as a Middle Eastern people, caught between the
devil and the deep blue sea—the devil of imperialism
and the deep blue sea of fundamentalism.

But one thing is sure: If I were forced to choose
between only these two options, I would choose the deep
blue sea because it’s my own territory and there is a
possibility of floating. I'm saying this seriously and sadly.
But this challenge is deepening; Islam is stronger today
in its appeal than it was before the Gulf War.
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Survival Is The Issue

So finally, back to the theme with which I started earlier.
Do you remember the language, the promises of the Gulf
War? President Bush and his secretary of state did not
intervene unilaterally. They, who had repeatedly vetoed
U.N. resolutions on the Middle East, went to the United
Nations to get resolutions passed against Iraq. They in-
voked the United Nations Charter, invoked collective
peacekeeping, invoked collective punishment of aggres-
sion, and declared that “U.N.

Finally, I’'m not really that angry just because the U.N.
Charter is being violated — that is quite common. The real
issue is not Palestinian human rights, the issue is not the
right of self-determination anymore. The issue is Pales-
tinian survival.

Ending the Century in Genocide
In the last decade of the twentieth century, a systematic
genocide is being committed, and we are quietly watching
this madness. You think I am

Security Council resolutions
are not negotiable.” The “New
World Order” Bush promised
us would consist of respect for
the U.N. Charter, the non-ne-
gotiable character of the U.N.
Security Council resolutions,
and not only peacekeeping, but
also collective peacemaking.

The Arabs have thrown in the
towel. That’s the absolute truth.
They are willing
to negotiate on anything,
including autonomy.

exaggerating. I don’t use
words like genocide lightly.
Look at the settlements. They
are mentioned frequently in
the media, but no one talks
about what they mean. Settle-
ments represent a 20-year
long policy of systematically
denying the Palestinians — na-

And then what happened?
Then you have the Middle East
peace process. It’s a funny process. Without going into the
details, I just want to remind you of the following things.
One of the parties to the conflict, the PLO, was excluded
from this peace process on Israel’s demand. Now, I under-
stand this, because the Israelis, such peaceable people,
claim the PLO is a “terrorist organization,” but al/l of the
inhabitants of Jerusalem were also excluded. This ex-
clusion stood despite the fact that six United Nations
Security Council resolutions have declared Israel’s an-
nexation of Jerusalem illegal and unacceptable under in-
ternational law. So what is the meaning of the U.S. and
Russia insisting on barring any representative of Jeru-
salem? They are engaging in violating specific Security
Council resolutions. Even the U.S. government itself,
which does not recognize Israel’s annexation of Jerusalem,
recognizes Israel’s insistence that no representative of Je-
rusalem will sit at the peace table.

Or thirdly (something extraordinary, and I am astound-
ed that the U.S. media have never talked about it), the
United Nations has no role in this peace process because
the Israelis didn’t want it. A

And fourthly (something absolutely extraordinary), Eu-
rope and all members of the Security Council have been
excluded — even Britain and France, which have had a
historic role in that region.

So where can this peace process go? What legitimacy
can Saudi Arabia have from bankrolling this charade in
Moscow?

Summer 1992

tives on that land—the four

elements of life without which
a people cannot survive. Those are land, water, culture,
and leaders.

The Palestinians have now lost what was left of their
homeland; in the West Bank and Gaza, they have lost 68
percent of the total land and they have lost control of 87
percent of the water. There is an assault on culture. Pales-
tinian artists have gone to prison for using the colors of
their flag in their paintings, and 22,000 books are banned.
Their leaders have been killed, tortured, jailed, and de-
ported, all in violation of the Geneva Conventions—all of -
which were enacted in reaction to the Nazi crimes. And the
U.S. people, media, and Congress watch. How can we let
that happen? ’

Settler colonialism is being practiced in the last decade
of the twentieth century. But you know, I shouldn’t be
appealing totally to our morality. Someday your children,
my children, will inherit the wind. What we need now is
one big national movement that would demand a policy of
nuclear disarmament that includes everybody. And this
bully on the block saying “you arm” and “you disarm” will
not work. “

What we need is a movement that will invite the United
Nations, but do it honestly, not as an instrument of a
superpower but as an institution of collective peacemak-
ing. We should have a movement that would say, “settle-
ments stop here, torture stops here, concentration camps
stop here. We cannot take it anymore.” ?  J
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What happens toa
dream deferred?

Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun

Or fester like a sore —

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten
meat?

Or crust and sugar over—

Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?

—Langston Hughes

LA: The Fire This Time

Mike Davis

CovertAction: What happened in Los Angeles? Was it
a riot, an uprising, a rebellion, an insurrection, and why
would you term it one or the other?

Mike Davis: I think the majority of the participants,
particularly the youths who started it, see the events that
began on April 29th as a rebellion. When I was at a meeting
of the Crips and Bloods in Inglewood in mid-May, it was
referred to as a slave rebellion. Although the term “riot”
doesn’t have negative connotations for me as a labor his-
torian, I think the wishes of the people who were the motive
force should be honored.

In any case, you can’t reduce the events to a single
essence—one major characteristic or identity. LA was a
hybrid social revolt with three major dimensions. It was a
revolutionary democratic protest characteristic of Afri-
can-American history when demands for equal rights have
been thwarted by the major institutions. It was also a major
post-modern bread riot — an uprising of not just poor peo-
ple but particularly of those strata of poor in southern

Mike Davis is a labor historian and author of City of Quartz: Excavating
the Future in Los Angeles (New York: Vintage, 1991). The interview took
place in late May 1992. Photo: Ted Soqui/Impact Visuals, Los Angeles
uprising.
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California who’ve been most savagely affected by the re-
cession. Thirdly, it was an inter-ethnic conflict — particu- -
larly the systematic destroying and uprooting of Korean
stores in the Black community.

So it was all of those things at once and issues of rage,
class, and race cannot be separated out. Sometimes they
coalesced, sometimes they were parallel in time and space.

CAIB: Is it ironic that a revolt against racism manifested
itself in one of its aspects as interracial violence?

MD: No, it has, of course, happened before in the riots
of the ’60s. When Martin Luther King came to LA in
August 1965, right at the end of the first Watts rebellion,
he was initially confused about the causes. But after talking
to people on the street and having some some pretty
straightforward confrontations, he decided that it was a
class rebellion: “a rebellion of the underprivileged against
the privileged.” Those were exactly his words. And he
acknowledged that the two targets of it were first of all the
police and White institutions and secondly, White-owned
stores. So in August 1965, by and large, White people
themselves were scarcely attacked.

In those days the grievances that really fueled the attack
on the White-owned stores were a little different than now.
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For instance, many of the White-owned
stores then were owned by Jewish-Amer-
icans — some of whom had good relations
with the community.

The real target of peoples’ wrath in the
’60s was the credit stores, the kind of place
where you’d buy a bed on time and end up
paying the price of a new car. Because they
lacked access to major retail centers, ghet-
to residents were forced into a form of
debt peonage.

This time the contradictions are dif-
ferent. The issue centers not just on high
prices (although yow’ll hear that), but
above all on abusive treatment of Black
customers. Of course, the grievance
which I think lay heavier than Rodney
King’s beating on the hearts of many
Black youths was the murder of Latasha
Harlins by a Korean shopkeeper in LA.
I say murder because I can see no other
word for the act of shooting her in the
back of the head.

CAIB: In addition to the differences in
targets, what other differences and

31

Visuals, from George Holliday video

Ted Soqui/impact

From the video of the LAPD beating of motorist Rodney King.

similarities are there between ’65 and *92?
What about the racial composition, the issues, and the
numbers of people involved?

MD: What the district attorney’s office, and probably
the city attorney as well, have been doing is trying to paint
this as the action of a criminal fringe. They are both law-
and-order Democrats who have their eyes on the attorney

This is the biggest domestic
repression since the Nixon era.
Federalized within 48 hours of
the first explosion of anger, it
represents a new model of
urban counterinsurgency.

general’s office in Sacramento. But they, along with all the
Republican candidates in this state, as well as other born
again law-and-order Democrats like Mel Levine, are echo-
ing the 1965 McCone Commission on Watts in claiming
that there are no valid reasons for taking to the streets.

Summer 1992

Yet, after the McCone Commission came out, UCLA
researchers spent a long time doing detailed surveys in the
community, and what they discovered is that far from it
being the action of a criminal fringe, the 1965 rebellion was
extremely popular. At least 22,000 people, they found, took
an active part in looting, burning, fighting the police.
Another 50,000 to 60,000 people were passive bystanders
in the streets cheering them on. So you had maybe 75,000
people involved. I would say that at least twice that number
took part in the recent rebellion — probably with the same
ratio of active particpants to passive supporters.

Of the first 5,000 people arrested, 52 percent were
Latino and only 39 percent Black. So it’s clear, at least to -
the extent of the looting and some of the arson, that this
was as much a Latino as a Black rebellion. And in order to
understand that, you have to comprehend the severity of
the current economic crisis in Los Angeles. It is an obvious
linkage that the media have almost never made. Although
they talk about gaps between haves and have-nots, what
actually fueled this outbreak is not a general structural
trend, but a specific economic condition: we are in the
worst recession southern California has seen since the *30s.
And the only account of it that you tend to get in the papers
concerns unemployed aerospace engineers.

CovertAction 13



Ted Soqui/lmpact Visuals
National Guard in action on LA streets after King verdict.

people couldn’t buy things like milk, diapers or bread for
three or four days. There was a huge power shortage and
everybody’s food spoiled. People who didn’t want to were
absolutely forced to loot.

CAIB: Many Central Americans who’ve lived with war
know that when there’s a chance to get food in a situation
that chaotic, you need to grab it, because there’s no telling
how long the breakdown will continue, and in the mean-
time you and your family could starve.

MD: Absolutely. I observed the looting in several areas
very carefully, and I spent hours among the looters. There
was tremendous enthusiasm for athletic shoes, obviously,
but particularly in the MacArthur Park area, people went
for basic necessities. I saw people who looted and then
watched them take a carload of food and diapers and
distribute it among their neighbors in the tenement apart-
ments of the Central American area west of downtown LA.

CAIB: What have been the repercussions of the uprising
for Central Americans? Have there been large INS [Im-
migration and Naturalization Service] incursions into the
neighborhoods, deportations, or any other evidence that
the INS has taken advantage of the situation?

MD: Definitely. What’s happened is absolutely terrify-
ing, First of all, from a very early point, the repression itself
was federalized and federally driven.

Mike Hernandez, the prbgressive Chicano councilper-
son representing MacArthur Park, asked very early on for
police protection for Latino store owners. The response: -
his area was the last to get any kind of police protection.
Instead, by Friday (the rebellion started on Wednesday)
1,000 INS and Border Patrol (the latter drafted from as far
away as Texas) poured into the area and set up command
posts at 3rd and Vermont and MacArthur Park. They've
already deported nearly 700 people.

It’s been a vicious, disastrous recession for the newest
strata of immigrants from Mexico and Central America,
which is why the worst looting outside the Black areas
occurred in the largely Mexican eastern half of South
Central LA, and in Central American immigrant areas like
Hollywood and the MacArthur Park area.

Of course, another thing that’s different from ’65 is that
geographically, the affected region is at least twice the area
of the 1965 riot and curfew area, even extending tentacles
into White middle-class areas. Undoubtedly, although you
did have some opportunistic looting — yuppies in BMWs
and a whole variety of people —the main force driving it
was a need for consumer goods and necessities. A lot of

14 CovertAction

From a very early point,
the repression itself
was federalized
and federally driven.

In my Nation piece [June 1, 1992, pp. 734-46], I mis-
takenly said that these people were accused of looting, but
it now turns out that large numbers of the deportees were
never charged at all. (Those against whom charges were
lodged are still in custody at the INS detention center on
Terminal Island and County Jail.) The roundup has broken
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up families and sent terror through the Central
American community. Many of those arrested
were simply day laborers standing on the same
corners they always stand on, people just
caught on the street, even a 14-year-old men-
tally retarded girl who was deported to
Mexico. In direct violation of Los Angeles city
policy, the LAPD assisted the INS and the
Border Patrol. INS agents were being taken
around by the LAPD in police cars, supposedly
as translators.

Very clearly, the INS and Border Patrol have
used the uprising to vacuum up people in the
community. More than just taking the oppor-
tunity to deport large numbers of people, they
have used the situation to instill fear. It’s been
a reign of terror followed by political attacks
not only on the Black community, but to a
surprising degree on Central Americans.

If it’s true that the Bush administration is
divided between “softs” and “hards” on urban
issues, the “hards” are really hitting on the
immigration question. In LA, a number of
right-wing Republicans campaigning for office

Police brutality cases have been endemic in Los Angeles for decades. In
1982, after he accidentally hit a police car, three deputies beat this man
in front of his wife, children and grandparents; his head required 53 stitches.

have singled out the immigrants. Very early on,
the Justice Department claimed that a third of those ar-
rested were illegal immigrants. Although the figure is
simply not true, it was bandied around by every right-wing
political figure. Even some of the supposedly liberal
Chicano leaders tried to distance themselves from the
Latino looting. Despite the fact that thousands and
thousands of Mexican immigrants participated, some of
these leaders blamed it on Salvadorans who are “refugees”
and not “real immigrants” like Mexicans.

But now, as a direct result of the backlash, the struggle
of the Guatemalans (the second largest Central American

The INS has used the uprising
to vacuum up people
in the community.
It's been a reign of terror.

group in the community) to gain temporary protected
status [TPS] is totally defeated. The Salvadorans, the
largest group, have been given an informal one-year exten-
sion of their temporary protected status by the Bush ad-
ministration. Bush sent a letter to Salvadoran President
Cristiani saying: Congratulations, they can stay here for

Summer 1992

another year and then we’ll see what happens. Because the
agreement is not legally binding, the 75,000 Salvadorans in
the neighborhood across the street from me are now totally
hostage to how the backlash develops.

Because they sense that they’ve become the most vul-
nerable scapegoats, the Central American community is
rushing to register voters, to encourage people to become
active in local politics and to make alliances. That is the
silver lining in this huge shock to the Central American
community.

CAIB: That leads us to ask who benefits and who loses
in an uprising like LA? In ’65, the Black Panther Party was
formed in the wake of Watts, but it in turn was crushed by
the massive government repression of COINTELPRO and
other operations. Do you see patterns like that emerging?

MD: Of course. In a period when the majority of the
Democratic Party is no longer available as a reformist
instrument and New Deal liberalism is virtually dead, non-
violent social disorder is about the only way that you can
put the survival issues of the community on the agenda to
address the continuing daily economic and literal violence.

This rebellion is going to produce very mixed results:
On the good side, it has further politicized the gangs.
Political consciousness always existed in the sense that
members, many of whom were sympathetic to Black
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nationalist ideology, understood the relentless logic of how CAIB: Have there been instances of infiltration of the
destructive gang warfare was becoming. But until the  gangs or of agents provocateurs fomenting trouble? i
rebellion, there was never an opportunity for the first MD: One of the major establishment critiques of police
person to take the step toward stopping the cycle. conduct has been the failure of LAPD intelligence to fore-

The rebellion offered that possibility, and what we’ve  see the magnitude of the rebellion or the coalescence of
seen since has just been astonishing. We’re talking about  the gangs. Both Willie Williams, the new police chief, and
meetings and gatherings of hundreds and hundreds of - -
Crips and Bloods, five, six, seven hundred at a time. ‘

Recently, these have been violently broken up by the Even if the truce breaks down... .

police. But, even if the truce breaks down, for most of them, ~ being a gang banger is
be.mg a gan'gbfmger is no longef' the t‘hmg to be. Now the no lon ger the thin g to be.
thing to be is, in some sense, a liberation fighter.
Various internal groups have influenced this process of Now the thing to be is...
politicization. There are original veteran gang members a liberation fighter_
who were politicized in prison and elsewhere and who
represent a kind of post-Panther revolutionary Black poli- ' .
tics. The Nation of Islam has also been very important  ex-FBI, ex-CIA director William Webster, head of the
(Louis Farrakhan is probably the only national figure most ~ commission investigating LAPD conduct during the rebel-
youths pay any attention to). It played a very constructive ~ lion, have emphasized beefing up police intelligence. In
role in promoting gang peace. But they all know they’re  practical terms, this strategy is not so much a matter of a
under attack, and they all know that provocations are being ~ romanticized policy of deep cover infiltration of the gangs,
made. | 4 as simply a ruthless escalation of police pressure on pa-
thetic drug users who are friends or kin of gang members.
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One of the most cost-effec-
tive tactics for mass-produc-
ing snitches is the so-called
“reverse buy,” where police
act as drug dealers in order to
entrap customers, who are
then offered the choice of
serving hard time or becom-
ing informants. Indeed, the
“reverse buy” is a cornerstone
of the attorney general’s
“Weed and Seed” program
now being implemented in 16
different metropolitan areas,
including Los Angeles, Atlan-
ta, Chicago, and Washington,
D.C. It is also, of course,
morally obnoxious and in-
" dicative of 4 full-blown police
state.

In the meantime, the
LAPD and the sheriffs are do-
ing.everything possible to dis-
rupt the gang unity process.

courtesy of Michael Zinzun
By spraylng one gang'’s color over another’s, members of the LAPD instigate friction and
posslble violence among rival gangs .

Under various pretexts, they
have attacked every mass gathering, arresting scores of
youths, usually for trivial offenses. The gangs, however,
have refused to be suckered into violent confrontations
with the police. They are acting smart, keeping their focus
on unification and peacemaking. This response, of course,
only further infuriates the police, who seem to fear gang
unity above all else.

An incredible amount of obvious police disinforma-
tion — much of it reminiscent of COINTELPRO —is currently

We shall soon see police
departments with the technology
to put the equivalent of an
electronic bracelet on entire
social groups.

in circulation. The sheriffs, in particular, have leaked an
“intelligence report” that claims, on the authority of anon-
ymous informants, that the Crips and Bloods are planning
an assault on a police station as well as ambushes of in-
dividual cops on their way home from work. Appended to
the report is a crudely drawn leaflet proclaiming: “Eye for
an Eye —Let’s Kill Two Cops.” '
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The sheriffs’ document alsocategoricilly states that the
Crips and Bloods are acting under “the direction and
leadership of Muslims” (presumably Louis Farrakhan’s
Nation of Islam). This conclusion suggests that local, and
perhaps federal, law enforcement agencies are exploring
an all-embracing conspiracy scenario that links gangs, ur-
ban unrest, Farrakhan, and perhaps even certain Colom-
bians and Iraqis.

CAIB: In LA, we saw the police and government use a
high level of technology in intelligence gathermg and re-
pression techniques. What was the role of this increased
sophistication, and what can we expect in the future?

MD: The mass arrests following the rebellion have de-
pended upon the combined information processing capa-
cities of the FBI and local law enforcement. In particular,
the comprehensive databases on Black and Latino youth
which the LAPD and sheriffs have been constructing over
the past decade have been augmented by the FBI’s exper-
tise in analyzing video and photographic evidence.

It is now clear that one of the main functions of the ‘anti-
gang’ dragnets such as the LAPD’s Operation Hammer has
been to create a rap sheet on virtually every young Black
male in the city. Data are not simply being kept on people
arrested, but rather people are being detained solely in
order to generate new data.
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Ted Soqui/impact Visuals
Police Chief Daryl Gates, who will be retiring soon under pressure, has been
challenged for his handling of charges of systematic police brutality and riots.

The cops, of course, have tried to
impress everyone with their speedy
identification of the youths supposedly
responsible for the beating of the White
truck driver. But the real threat of these
massive new databases and information
technologies is not their role in a few
sensationalized instances, but their ap-
plication on a macro scale in the man-
agement of criminalized populations.

In Los Angeles I think we are begin-
ning to see a repressive context that is
literally comparable to Belfast or the
West Bank, where policing has been
transformed into full-scale counterin-
surgency (or “low-intensity warfare,” as
the military likes to call it), against an
entire social stratum or ethnic group.
This means that virtually every member
of the “terrorist” population is “man-

Thanks to massive street sweeps, the gang roster main-
tained by the LAPD and sheriffs has grown from 14,000 to
150,000 files over the last five years. This accumulation has
allowed the District Attorney, Ira Reiner, to make the
hyperbolic claim that 47 percent of all young Black males
in LA County are active gang members. Needless to say,
these files are not only employed in identifying suspects,
but have also become a virtual blacklist. Under California’s
recent “Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention
Act” (STEP), for instance, membership in a gang, pre-
sumably as proven by inclusion in one of these databases,
can become a separate felony charge.

The large-scale nocturnal operations mounted after
midnight by the police and National Guard have been
based on two sources: the “We Tip” public hot lines which
have supposedly generated a thousand fruitful tips on
looters and arsonists, and, of course, the police informa-
tion banks on gang members. In the guise of searching for
stolen property, the feds have been looking for the
thousands of stolen guns. They haven’t been very success-
ful in that or in finding the 400 stolen police uniforms.

In my area, at the edge of the MacArthur Park Central
American community, they were sweeping through the neigh-
borhood, knocking on doors and walking right in. They have
arrested people for sitting in their living rooms and not being
able to produce a sales slip for their TV or couch.

In addition, the FBI has joined with the police in making
unprecedented demands that the media and private indi-
viduals surrender every single negative and every inch of
video tape taken during the rebellion.
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aged” by the police in some fashion,
whether through literal imprisonment or through new re-
strictions on freedom of movement and association. The
effect is as if a permanent state of martial law were im-
posed on specific neighborhoods or sections of the city.

In LA, we are beginning
to see a repressive context that
is literally comparable
to Belfast
or the West Bank.

The implications reach further than LA —emerging
technologies may be used to surveil and control entire
quarters of urban areas. As someone involved in land-use
issues, I've been going to meetings about Geographical
Information Systems or GIS. Now geographers and urban
planners, as well as traffic engineers and developers, are
enthralled by the imminent prospect of basing the manage-
ment of complex urban systems — traffic flows, zoning, and
S0 on—on LANDSAT satellites linked to GIS software.
Since the image resolution capabilities of commercial
satellite systems are now approaching the threshold of
distinguishing individual automobiles, and perhaps even
people and their pets, it will be possible to monitor the
movements of entire populations. As one GIS expert at
UCLA pointed out to me, this will quickly revolutionize
the policing of inner city areas.
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CAIB: Not long ago, the National Security Agency con-
ducted a secret test using one of its signals intelligence
satellites to track one automobile traveling all the way
across the country from the East to the West Coast, day
and night, through storms and all kinds of conditions.

MD: That’s phenomenal. Of course, satellite surveil-
lance and GIS mapping will be augmented by the increas-
ingly common use of automatic vehicle location systems
like Lojak, or its more sophisticated cousin Zeletrac. In Los
Angeles, and I suspect in most large cities, especially those
participating in the federal “Weed and Seed” program, the
courts have been utterly promiscuous in allowing the
police to clandestinely tag suspects’ cars with these
devices. It is not far-fetched to imagine a situation in a few
years where everyone on probation, or entered in one of
the criminal databases, will have to submit to some form of
24-hour electronic surveillance. We shall soon see police
departments with the technology to put the equivalent of
an electronic bracelet on entire social groups.

As Charles Murray and other reactionary ideologues
have predicted, this will abet the trend toward certain
neighborhoods becoming virtual outdoor prisons.

It’s ironic, but you can have a
kinder, gentler LAPD that
includes more people of color,
with fairly effective systems
for dealing with the more
egregious abuses, and
at the same time have a
rapidly rising level of repression.

CAIB: How have the local and federal levels worked
together and what have been the roles of the FBI and the
Justice Department? ’

MD: This is the biggest domestic repression since the
Nixon era and it was federalized within 48 hours of the first
explosion of anger. Although the feds were called in by
Mayor Tom Bradley and Governor Pete Wilson, over the
head of Chief Daryl Gates, President Bush was delighted
to oblige for obvious electioneering reasons. Moreover,
the White House and the Justice Department have taken
the initiative in making Los Angeles the exemplar of their
militarized New Urban Order. Some features of the re-
pression in LA recall the worst “assembly-line justice” that
accompanied the uprisings of the 1960s, but other aspects,
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particularly the enlarged federal role, represent a new
model of urban counterinsurgency.

Let me deal with the more familiar features first. This
response of local law enforcement has been more dra-
conian than in 1965, both in the magnitude of arrests and
in the consistency of overcharging. LA-1992, in fact, more
closely resembles the aftermath of the great Detroit upris-
ing of 1969, when local authorities threw the book, and
more, at alleged rioters. As in Detroit, the city attorney and
D.A. in LA have suspended plea-bargaining and gone for
the maximum possible indictments, bail amounts, and sen-
tences.

Normally, most looters, for instance, would have been

I charged with petty theft or misdemeanor burglary. Since

the riot, however, they have been indicted for felony bur-
glary. They now face two or three year prison sentences
rather than a simple fine. (The D.A. has indicated they
won’t accept anything less than one year for guilty pleas).
At the same time, curfew violators, many of whom are
homeless people or Spanish-speaking immigrants ignorant
of the curfew, have all been held on $8,000 bail — an astro-
nomical amount for such a petty charge. What makes this
even more hypocritical is that the nominally city-wide cur-
few seems only to have been enforced in communities of
color. I've verified that a group of city attorneys threw a
wild party on the fourth night that lasted far beyond cur-
few. Then on Monday morning, they came into court and
sanctimoniously asked the judge for 30-day sentences for
hapless curfew arrestees.

However repulsive, these practices are not unfamiliar.
But the federal role has added at least three new and
ominous elements. First of all, we have seen the unveiling
of the domestic version of the Rapid Deployment Force.
We can assume, henceforth, that elite elements of the
Army and Marines will be quickly moved into any large-
scale urban disorder at an early stage, and not as a reluc-
tant last-ditch measure, as when paratroopers were finally
sent into Detroit in 1967.

Secondly, military deployment was accompanied by an
unprecedentedly massive introduction of a thousand per-
sonnel from every branch of federal law enforcement, in-
cluding marshals, FBI, DEA [Drug Enforcement
Administration], Border Patrol, and the Bureau of Al-
cohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. On the one hand, INS and
Border Patrol agents, assisted by the LAPD, swept through
the streets of MacArthur Park and other immigrant Latino
neighborhoods like a giant vacuum cleaner, deporting
every undocumented person they could lay their hands on.
Most of the six hundred to seven hundred people deported
in this way were not involved and were never charged with
any riot-related offense. They were simply walking the

CovertAction 19



streets or waiting at street corner day-labor markets. On
the other hand, a 100-person task force of FBI and DEA
agents, together with local police and sheriffs, have taken
the lead in tracking down the alleged gang “ringleaders”
of the uprising.

Thirdly, prosecutors from the U.S. Attorney’s office,
working in a special task force with the D.A., are superim-
posing layers of additional federal offenses on key defen-
dants. The legal lynching: of the four youths accused of
attacking the truck driver and other motorists is the most
vivid example so far of how the Bush administration’s
“weeding” of the cities will work. In this case, “interference
with interstate commerce,” a felony that carries a possible
20-year sentence, has been charged on the surreal grounds
that the truck driver’s cargo (local gravel) was being hauled
to a destination where it might be mixed with out-of-state
ingredients.

Moreover, at the time of this interview, we do not yet
know how many RICO [Racketeering Influence and Cor-
rupt Organizations Act] indictments may yet be returned
against leading gang members. (The D.A. and U.S. At-
torney’s offices have indicated that there will be “many.”)
RICO, of course, is a contemporary version of the Criminal
Syndicalism Laws of the First World War or the Alien and
Sedition Acts of the early Republic: an all- embracmg con-
spiracy statute that circumvents traditional canons of
evidence and due process. As I indicated earlier, this
RICO net may ultimately be cast very far and wide, as the
feds try to implicate Farrakhan and others in the supposed
“conspiracy.”

CAIB: Will the recent appointment of Willie Williams to
succeed Gates make a difference to LA?

MD: The kinder and gentler LAPD, led by Williams, will
be a real rebuilding with increased emphasis on intel-
ligence ard the development of a coordinated riot and
_disturbance control strategy that probably will continue to
be closely coordinated with the feds. Unlike in the ’60s,
when the National Guard marched back home, this time a
staff element remains in the city. The Marines at Camp
Pendleton will also remain on alert. I think that we are
going to see an institutionalization of that kind of federal
presence. ;

While the major internal contradictions about race in
the LAPD will remain, I believe that Williams will be fairly
effective in cleaning up the surface. The LAPD is, in a
sense, in transition to being a multiracial police depart-
ment. It’s ironic, but you can have a kinder, gentler LAPD
that includes more people of color, with fairly effective
systems for dealing with the more egregious abuses, and at
the same time have a rapidly rising level of repression.
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CAIB: As FBI Director from 1978 to 1985, William
Webster was involved in the COINTELPRO operations. As
Director of Central Intelligence from 1985 to 1991, he ran

covert operations for the CIA. What are the implications

his appointment to the investigatory committee?

MD: In a nutshell, I would say that Webster’s been
brought in to focus only on why the police weren’t more
effective in putting down the disturbance, not on any mis-
conduct on their part. Furthermore, he will develop far-
ranging suggestions about crowd control and political

intelligence, and probably set in place some system. of _

coordination on a county-wide and state-wide level that
can be copied across the country.

Webster’s brief seems to center almost entirely on all
the mistakes in the so-called initial deployment planning
and intelligence for the riot. There are liberals in this city
who were appalled by the Rodney King decision, but equal-
ly appalled that the police didn’t wade in immediately and,
I don’t know what, shoot looters or crush demonstrations?
It’s become a totally hypocritical kind of discourse.

CAIB: Will Officer Steven Powell and his overtly racist
ilk survive the new order?

MD: Williams has signaled his intention to purge the
department. In 1991, the Christopher Commission
produced its analysis of what was wrong with the LAPD.,

It precisely. parallels the apologies of the McCone Com- )

The FBI has joined with the police
in making unprecedented
- demands on the media and
- private individuals" "
to surrender every single
negative and inch ofvideo tape
taken during the rebellion.

mission and concludes that if you get rid of a “criminal
fringe” of 60 or 70 out-of-control, ultra-violent officers,
everything will be hunky-dory. Williams, who has.indicated
that he’s going to find ways to purge the “Powells,” will get
an extraordinary mandate and honeymoon period, during
which time it will be much more difficult to mount any
criticisms of the police. AL

Even now, the only criticism you hear from the White
liberals in LA is that the LAPD wasnit more “competent”
and overwhelmingin its immediate response. It’s come into
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their neighborhoods and middle-class people are really
scared for the first time. They don’t make any distinction
between poor Latinos in Hollywood looting a market and
the top leadership of the Crips or Bloods.

Their exaggerated fears will ultimately override prin-
ciples and considerations of justice in West Los Angeles,
as it has in Simi Valley. The actuality of and potential for
repression are hardly mentioned. People just don’t realize
the number of homes that have been illegally entered by
the police at 2:00 a.m. in South Central LA. Nor do they
realize that the Webster Commission and the increasing
intelligence-gathering powers and repressive strategy of
the police are no more likely to know boundaries in the
1990s than they were back in the 1920s or 1960s.

CAIB: The LAPD has a certain amount of autonomy
that’s fairly unusual for cities. What about the Sheriff’s
Department? Under whom do they operate?

MD: They have more autonomy. Perversely, it’s partially
because the sheriff is elected. Sherman Block is a-liberal
. Jewish Republican; he’s extremely smooth and politically
invulnerable. Those people who live in unincorporated
areas don’t have access to anything like a city council
person or alder. There are big sections such as East LA,
Firestone, and the Willowbrook areas which look just like
ordinary parts of the inner city except they’re unincor-
porated. They’re controlled by the sheriffs who have un-
trammeled authority over their lives.

So, the real question of police abuse and community
control in LA County has been a question of the sheriffs as

George Bush is going to run as
the president who put the troops
in LA and sent the federal
prosecutors in behind them.

well as the LAPD, particularly if you’re Latino. More of
the Latino working class is actually affected by the sheriffs
than they are by the LAPD.

So, it’s important to remember that it is not only the
police who are a problem, but the Sheriff’s Department
which has been even worse. It’s truly more out of control
and has even higher levels of brutality against people of
color. Over the last two years, the sheriffs have been re-
sponsible for more than a dozen unlawful killings, several
of which were virtually coldblooded assassinations.

And although the Sheriff’s Department is probably
more racially integrated than the LAPD, this has had
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absolutely no effect in preventing avowedly White-suprem-
acist groups from operating inside the department. Last
year, for example, a judge corroborated longstanding ru-
mors that a White racist “gang” known as the Vikings had
been organized inside the Lynwood Station in a majority
Black and Latino suburb. This notorious station is under
lawsuit for literally scores of major abuses, ranging from
murder and torture to unlawful detention and beatings.

But somehow all this blood just seems to wash off Sheriff
Sherman Block’s manicured hands. Unlike Chief Gates, he
keeps his foot out of his mouth and cultivates a cordial
relationship with the press.

Recently, Block announced his interest in next year’s
mayoral election. It would be the ultimate irony for Los
Angeles to finally get rid of Gates as police chief only to
have Sheriff Block as the next mayor.

CAIB: Given the potential for backlash and the current
level of fear, will the events in LA have an important impact
on the upcoming presidential election?

MD: Absolutely. George Bush is going to run as the
president who put the troops in LA and sent the federal
prosecutors in behind them. He’s going to tell the country
that only a Republican president is capable of protecting
the suburbs and maintaining law and order.

“Operation Weed and Seed” (one of the scariest, most
invidious slogans and programs I’ve ever heard of) is the
new Bush urban program for the ’90s. On the “seed” side,
this upward distribution of wealth is just another way to
implement the capital gains tax break Bush been unsuc-
cessful in getting through Congress and to universalize
enterprise zones in the inner city.

But actually, he’s quietly gone further already. He’s told
the cities: “If you’re short of money, if you want aid, sell
your airport, privatize your public sector.” So he’s advocat-
ing for U.S. cities the same kinds of “structural adjust-
ment” that the World Bank and the IMF are imposing in
the Third World.

The “weed” part, on the other hand, includes this whole
conjugation of repressive tac- e
tics that we had a taste
of in the LA uprising:
cultivating the use /.

super-draconian

federal penalties,
ostensibly tore-  §
move the so-called
gang leadership.

CAIB: Thank you.
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Without the demon of the Soviet Union to scare the U.S. peoplé, the Bush
administration is singling out a succession of lesser demons, creating a
policy of permanent demonization. This policy is a natural extension of the
successful Willie Horton campaign that worked so well domestically for
George Bush in 1988. Now, the Willie Hortons have become international.

Nuclear Threats and the New World Order

Michio Kaku

On the eve of the Gulf War, opinion polls indicated that
the U.S. public was evenly split, about 45 to 45 percent, on
military intervention. To tip the scales, the Bush ad-
ministration unleashed a blistering torrent of accusations,
branding Saddam Hussein a threat to Middle East oil, a
renegade, a trampler of international law, and even a new
Hitler. None of these tactics, however, proved particularly
effective in rousing war fever. A sizable fraction of the U.S.
people resisted administration propaganda and preferred
to pursue patient negotiations, rather than to pull the
trigger.

Then, the Bush administration unleashed the unsub-
stantiated claim that Iraq would develop the atomic bomb
within one year — even though most nuclear physicists con-
cluded it would take about ten years.! Within days, well-
meaning Americans who had grave reservations about the
use of bloodshed to restore a reactionary, feudal emirate,
began to wave the flag and support invasion.

Given the success of the tactic, it is not surprising that
the nuclear bogeyman reared its head again. Soon after the
conclusion of the Gulf War, the New York Times raised the
specter of a North Korean atomic bomb. For 40 years the
situation in Korea had been relatively stable and, in fact,
ignored by the media. Within weeks, however, the Bush
administration created a major international crisis by
focusing world attention on the alleged atomic bomb fac-
tory at Yg_)ngbyon.2 Similarly, it had been known for years

Michio Kaku is Professor of Nuclear Physics at City University of New
York and co-author of To Win a Nuclear War: The Pentagon’s Secret Plans,
(Boston: South End Press, 1987).

1. “Unless Stopped, Iraq Could Have A-Arms in 10 Years, Experts Say,”
New York Times, November 18, 1990, p. 1.

2. “U.S. Officials Step Up Warnings to North Korea on Nuclear Arms,”
New York Times, November 21, 1991.
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that Cuba was building a Chernobyl-style reactor. After
the Gulf War, however, the right-wing press ignited a fierce
controversy by claiming that because Florida could be
contaminated by a nuclear accident, a U.S. invasion of the
island was justified.

Proliferation Justifies Invasion

Nuclear threats, of course, have historically been at the -
heart of U.S. foreign policy and have proven extremely
useful for justifying U.S. actions.? This time around, how-
ever, there is a new twist added to the more traditional-

The U.S. has been providing extensive
covert and overt support,

including selectively

proliferating the atomic bomb

to close allies.

threats by the U.S. to unleash nuclear devastation on any
nation challenging its powers.“ ’

In the past, preventing nuclear proliferation had been a
low priority for U.S. policymakers. Now, the U.S. claims
the right to intervene militarily around the world to stop
alleged proliferation. '

3. Michio Kaku and Daniel Axelrod, To Win d Nuclear War: The Penta-
gon’s Secret War Plans (Boston: South End Press, 1987).

4. As early as 1948, during the Berlin Crisis, President Truman author-
ized Operation Broiler, which included plans to drop 34 atomic bombs on
24 cities in the Soviet Union in a first strike by B-29 bombers. During the
1954 Vietnam crisis, President Eisenhower authorized Operation Vulture,
which included using two to six 3l-kiloton atomic bombs to vaporize Viet-
namese troops at Dien Bien Phu. (Kaku and Axelrod, op. cit.).
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Iraq, North Korea, and Cuba are the first beneficiaries
of this new “Bush Doctrine.” As we shall see, the basis for
calculating the extent of the threat these nations pose is a
political judgment by U.S. policy makers, not an objective
assessment by scientists and military analysts.

Now that the only other superpower, the USSR, no
longer exists, one might conclude there is no need to
threaten the use of nuclear weapons. This is not the case.

On January 14, 1991, days before the beginning of the
Gulf War, the Pentagon leaked to Newsweek a major study
on the use of nuclear weapons against Iraq. It publicized
the Pentagon’s varied contingency plans to use nuclear
weapons and pointedly mentioned General Norman
Schwarzkopf’s request for permission to use them in the
Gulf. The plan called for neutron bombs to destroy enemy
troops, nuclear “earth penetrators” to vaporize under-
ground bunker positions, and hydrogen bombs detonated
over Baghdad to wipe out its communications systcms.5
During the war itself, there were approximately 300 U.S.
hydrogen bombs in the Gulf aboard U.S. ships.

This policy was further clarified by a Pentagon paper
leaked to the New York Times® in March 1992. According
to the secret draft, top priority for the future will be pre-
venting the rise of another rival to U.S. military supremacy.
It listed seven possible nations or combinations of nations
which may threaten U.S. military domination of the world.
A careful look at these seven possibilities, however, shows
that the Pentagon is shadow boxing. Iraq, one of the con-
tenders, for example, is devastated and has a gross national
product that is one percent of the U.S. GNP. Nonetheless,

While the U.S. richly rewarded Israel,
South Africa, and Pakistan, which all
had extensive clandestine nuclear
facilities, it used Iraq’s primitive
bomb-building efforts to justify a war.

the report unleashed a firestorm of protest, including
diplomatically tempered outrage from some U.S. allies
ranked as potential rivals. The Bush administration tried
to distance itself from this report, calling it unofficial and
low-level and not the basis of U.S. foreign policy.

Two and a half months later, according to the New York
Times, the Pentagon issued its final report in which it
backed away from thwarting “the emergence of a new rival

5. Newsweek, January 14, 1991
6. Patrick E. Tyler, “U.S. Strategy Plans Call for Insuring No Rivals
Develop,” New York Times, March 8, 1992, p. Al.
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to American military supremacy”7 as the primary goal for
the next five years. Official policy or not, the report, which
circulated among the Joint Chiefs of Staff, represents a
major position within the military.

Ever eager to save the administration embarrassment,
some commentators quickly labeled the report a “trial
balloon” meant to test public opinion about a major de-
fense strategy. More likely, however, it was deliberately
released as a veiled warning to friends and foes alike that
the U.S. will not tolerate threats to its military supremacy.

One of the key principles of Game Theory, developed by
the mathematician John von Neumann for Pentagon nuclear
war games, is that the enemy can be kept at bay by letting it
know that you are prepared to unleash the “maximum level
of violence” if necessary. The policy is like that of a tiger
snarling in the forest; it knows that if the smaller animals
ganged up, they would win. Through belligerent roaring and
strutting, and a few well-timed bluffs, the tiger can intimidate
the other animals and keep them in line without engaging in
a single fight. Likewise, the Pentagon’s nuclear snarl warns
the rest of the world not to tangle with the U.S.

Selective Proliferation

Although adding charges of proliferation to the
vocabulary of snarls and using it as a justification for
intervention is a recent phenomenon, its inclusion is simply
an extension of longstanding U.S. Cold War strategy. The
U.S. has consistently dispensed support, and in this case
nuclear technology, to selected right-wing governments in
reward for containing the Soviet Union. As Henry Kis-
singer once remarked, if a nation is on its way to building
an atomic bomb, then why not provide certain assistance
in order to influence its foreign policy.8

For decades, then, while publicly decrying the spread of
nuclear weapons, the U.S. has been providing extensive
covert and overt support, including selectively proliferat-
ing bomb technology to a number of its close allies. The
real threat of nuclear proliferation comes not so much
from Iraq and North Korea, which have only a primitive
technological base, but from those countries such as Israel,
South Africa, India, and Pakistan, whose nuclear weapons
infrastructures are quite mature and sophisticated. Inter-
views in 1988 with top U.S. intelligence experts indicated
that Israel had at least 100 atomic bombs, South Africa had
up to 20, India 12 to 20 and Pakistan 4. Since then, these
countries have considerably modernized their nuclear pro-
duction methods and accelerated bomb production.

M

7. Barton Gellman, “Pentagon Abandons Goal of Thwamng us.
Rivals,” Washington Post, May 24,1992, p. Al.
8. Seymour Hersh, 17nePnceofPower Kissingerin theNzxon White House
(New York: Summit Books, 1983), p. 148.
9. “Bombs in the Basement " Newsweek, July 11, 1988, pp. 42-45
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South Africa’s nuclear facility at Pelindaba-Valindaba.

Double Standard

In its secret nuclear facility at Kahuta, in the hills near
Rawalpindi, Pakistan, has been quietly amassing advanced
nuclear technology. The U.S. gave its tacit blessing to the
project largely in recognition of Pakistan’s role as a stra-
tegic CIA-financed staging area for the fundamentalist
rebel fight against the Soviet-backed government of Af-
ghanistan. The Reagan administration, in fact, pressured
Congress to grant exceptions to laws requiring a cutoff of
aid to Pakistan because of its nuclear program, arguing that
it had not yet technically assembled an atomic bomb, i.e.,
it was “one screw turn away” from constructing a nuclear
weapon. A.Q. Kahn, head of the Pakistani nuclear pro-
gram, acknowledged that the U.S. was fully aware that it
had the bomb. “America knows it,” said the “father of the
Pakistani atomic bomb” in one candid interview. “What
the CIA has been saying about our possessing the bomb
is correct.”! In spring 1992, after years of adamant
denial, Pakistan publicly admitted for the first time that
it has the capability of building the atomic bomb.

While the U.S. richly rewarded Israel, South Africa, and
Pakistan, which all had extensive clandestine nuclear facili-
ties, it used Iraq’s primitive bomb-building efforts to justify
awar. In that conflict, the U.S. and its allies dropped 88,500
tons of high explosives (seven times the Hiroshima bomb),
killed perhaps 200,000 to 300,000 people, and according to
the U.N., reduced the country to a “preindustrial” state.

Access to Fissionable Materials

An examination of the relative strengths of nuclear pro-
grams makes the double standard clear. A first step in
building an atomic bomb is obtaining or purifying from
natural uranium the 20 pounds of enriched uranium, or

10. Ibid.
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uranium-235, necessary to fabricate one atomic bomb (less

for a plutonium bomb). The two most common ways of

obtaining weapons-grade uranium are manufacturing it

domestically or buying it abroad on the open market. Using
state-of-the-art production techniques, it takes approxi-

mately 1,000 ultracentrifuges operating for one year to

purify enough enriched uranium to make a bomb. (Be-

cause U-235 is slightly lighter than U-238, the ultracen-

trifuge, by spinning natural uranium, can separate these

two isotopes.) Pakistan is known to have about 14,000

ultracentrifuges, or enough, in principle, to make 10to 15 _
atomic bombs per year.11 Having apparently assembled its

first atomic bomb in 1986, Pakistan could now have a small

nuclear arsenal.

By comparison, Iraq had 26 ultracentrifuges before the
war, far too few to manufacture an atomic bomb within a
year.12 Meanwhile, as far back as 1968, the U.S. provided
South Africa with 230 pounds of enriched uranium to
power its U.S.-made 20 megawatt Safari-I nuclear reactor,
which operates on weapons-grade (90 percent enriched)
uranium. As early as August 1973, the South African gov-
ernment publicly announced that it had purified a few tons
of weapons-grade fuel for its nuclear reactor at Pelindaba-
Valindaba. In 1975, the South African Minister of Mines,
Dr. Pieter Koornhof, announced an ambitious $4.5 billion
program to build a mammoth facility cagable of producing _
5,000 tons of enriched uranium a ye,ar.1

In addition, the South African government also oper-
ates the huge 1,844 megawatt Koeberg I and II nuclear
power plants. Theoretically, these plants are large enough
to yield roughly 500 pounds of plutonium per year, which
could then be extracted by chemical purification proces-
ses.

Clearly, South Africa’s vast nuclear program, centered
at Pelindaba-Valindaba, dwarfs the puny Iraqi program by
several orders of magnitude and can generously supply
both its own and Israel’s need for fissionable materials.
The exact figures on South African plutonium refinement
capability are unknown because Pretoria had refused to
sign the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) until 1991.

Iraq, by contrast, was a signatory to the NPT, allowed
inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) every six months, and only possessed about 50
pounds of enriched uranium. Legally obtained under strict
IAEA controls and supervision, this material was appar-

11. Ibid. Because of breakdowns, the Pakistani ultracentrifuges most
likely operate at much less efficiency, perhaps producing only enough
fissionable material for one to five atomic bombs per year.

12. New York Times, “Unless Stopped...,” op. cit.

13. Ronald Walters, South Africa and the’Bomb (Lexington, Mass.:
Lexington Books, 1987). :

14. Seymour Hersh, The Samson Option: Israel’s Nuclear Arsenal and
American Foreign Policy (New York: Random House, 1992).
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ently the basis of the Bush administra-
tion’s claim—widely disputed by physi-
cists around the world—that the Iraqis
could assemble ‘an ‘atomic bomb within
one year. In fact, only one month before
the Gulf War, the IAEA had conducted its
periodic inspection and stated flatly that
there was no threat from this uranium.

- Compare the unsubstantiated charges
of imminent nuclear capability launched
against Iraq with the solid evidence pro-
.vided'six years earlier by Israeli defector-
Mordechai Vanunu. The nuclear techni-
cian claimed that Israel possessed pos-
sibly several hundred atomic bombs,
developed at the secret Dimona plant, and
"even-sent color photographs of the nu--
clear bomb cores to the London Sunday
Times. According to Vanunu, Dimona

World Wide Photus

Jerusalem, 1986. Former nuclear technician Mordechai Vanunu presses hand to.car
window as he is taken to court. It reads: “Vanunu was hijacked from Rome."

produces 1.2 kilograms of pure plutonium

-per week, or enough to manufacture four to twelve atomic
bombs per year. Despite this evidence, the U.S. publicly
supported the convenient fiction that Israel did not possess
nuclear capability.15 :

Secret Testing Revealed

Even after it is assembled, an atomic bomb is effectively
useless-unless the technology has been tested; no country
will risk its existence on a potential dud. To prevent testing
without its knowledge, the U.S. launched the Vela satellite
in the 1970s specifically to detect unauthorized detona-
tions of nuclear weapons around the world.

On September 22, 1979, a storm brewed off the coast of
South Africa near Prince Edward Island (1,500 miles from
‘the Cape of Good Hope). Two Israeli Navy warships plied
the rough waters. Unexpectedly, the heavy cloud cover
broke and the Velasatellite detected the fingerprint “dou-
‘ble flash” (called NUCFLASHES in Pentagon jargon).16

Apparently, the South Africans and Israelis were testing
. alow-yield atomic warhead that was later standardized for
use by the Israeli Defense Force. Had the clouds not parted
on their third test, they would have successfully evaded the
Vela satellite.!” As one Israeli official involved with the test
said, “It was a fuckup. There was a storm and we figured
it would block Vela, but there was a gap in the weather, a
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