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By Bill Nevins 

John Hammond in Concert
with Stan Hirsch

Low Spirits Bar & Stage
2823 2nd Street NW,Albuquerque 

(505) 344-9555 • www.lowspiritslive.com  

John P. Hammond’s  long career—at least 
thirty-four albums, a Grammy, seven WC Handy 
Awards and countless hundreds of performances—
ranges	from	the	coffeehouses	of	the	1960s	to	grand	
concert halls to the joyful “endless tour” which 
is his life today. Whether playing blazing electric 
guitar with his full band, or stunning acoustic solo 
gigs, Hammond sings in a barrelhouse style which 
demonstrates what longtime musical collaborator 
Tom Waits meant when he said of him, “John’s 
particular dialect in music is that of Charley 
Patton’s shoe size and Skip James’ s watch chain. 
He has a blacksmith’s rhythm and the kind of soul 
and precision it takes to cut diamonds or to handle 
snakes.” 

Son of legendary jazz writer and  record producer 
John Hammond, Jr., John Paul Hammond has long 
established his own right to sing and play the blues 
with	 authenticity	 and	 true	 fire.	 He	 is	 the	 living	
touchstone for this vital American music, and one of 
the world’s acknowledged authorities on its history.

I’ve collected his albums since high school, and  
attended	John	Hammond	shows	from	his	1967	NY	
City	anti-war	march	performance	on	a	flat	bed	truck	
through his Philadelphia Blues Festival starring gigs 
and his many sold out El Rey and  Outpost shows 
in Albuquerque. I remember the unrestrained joy of 
fans when Hammond stepped down from a Philly 
stage after his gig to chat and proudly show us one of  
his cherished National Steel guitars. He’s that kind 
of guy—down to earth and happy to share his love 
of music. The man is a bridge among generations—
he jammed with Muddy Waters and Eric Clapton 
and introduced Bob Dylan to the ace musicians who 
became The Band. One of Hammond’s major fans is 
youthful hip hop soul-man G. Love, who produced 
and appeared on Hammond’s album Push Comes 
to Shove. Despite all this, John Hammond always 
displays a gentle grace and a charming, humor-
laced modesty. 

I interviewed John Hammond late in 2007 in New 
Mexico during his tour in support of his album, 
Push Comes to Shove, and we caught up by phone 
again recently to talk about Hammond’s greatly 
anticipated Low Spirits show with Albuquerque 
blues icon Stan Hirsch.

(That concert is sure to sell out. 
Get your tickets NOW!) 

Low Spirits is the newly opened blues-and-roots 
friendly music room in Albuquerque’s North Valley 
neighborhood. Opened by music lover Joe Anderson 
in December 2009, Low Spirits has already 
established its reputation for a comfortable relaxed 
atmosphere,	cheerful	welcomes	and	the	finest	touring	
and locally-based truly soulful musicians around.  
Mississippi Hill Country blues masters Cedric 
Burnside and Lightnin’ Malcolm will perform there 
on January 20, songwriter Cole Mitchell on January 
23,	and	future	gigs	include	The	Albuquerque	Blues	
Connection, Ryan McGarvey, Exene Cervenka and 
many surprises to be announced.  

John Hammond’s latest 2009 CD, Rough and 
Tough, like its predecessor Push Comes to Shove, 
is distinguished by inclusion of several original 
Hammond-penned songs alongside the older Delta 
Blues of which Hammond has become a most 
venerated and admired interpreter. (Hammond’s 
album of classic Robert Johnson songs, At the Cross 
Roads, was recently released by Vanguard Records 
and his album of Tom Waits compositions, Wicked 
Grin, is itself now a treasured classic of Americana 
music.  For a complete discography, visit www.
johnhammond.com).

Recent interview with John Hammond
I spoke with John Hammond again by phone on 

January	13,	2010	two	weeks	before	his	Low	Spirits	
concert. John told me of the glad recent news that his 
latest album Rough and Tough has been nominated 
for a Grammy. 

JH: I’m surprised and delighted by this Grammy 
nomination. The album is a solo performance, and 
it includes two of the songs I wrote while working 
with G. Love on the Push Comes to Shove album, 
so that feels especially good. 

BN: Does the changed social climate–the 
election of Barack Obama, the many economic and 
international developments of the past year–impact 
your performances or  how your music is received? 

JH: Well, that’s a tough question. Certainly 
events	influence	everybody’s	feelings.	But	really,	I	
don’t think politics has that much to do with this 
music I play. Blues is its own entity, a traditional 
art form that outlasts political changes. Blues is a 
uniquely American folk art that’s spread all over 
the world. Blues is not for everyone, for those of us 
who connect with it, it has become much of what we 
are about and it is forever fascinating. At least that’s 
how its been for me. This music sort of captures 
the human condition, in almost every aspect of 
that varied experience. It’s a very passionate thing. 
You’re either very much into it, or you’re not. 

BN: Your audiences are always intently focused 
on your performances, and you seem to guide them 
along, sometimes giving explanations of the history 
of the songs or getting a laugh with a story about 
your meetings with blues performers over the years. 
It really feels like a community come together at 
your shows, a very comfortable feeling. 

JH: Thanks, that is the way we like it to be. The 
blues is a shared time together, and a good one, we 
hope. 

BN: On the last page of his book Escaping the 
Delta, author Elijah Wald discusses your meetings 
with a number of elder blues musicians, documented 
in	 the	 film	 Searching	 for	 Robert	 Johnson.	 The	
context is the old story that Johnson met the devil, 
and the larger concept of blues as directly related to 
hoo doo and dark magic in some way. Wald thinks 
some fans and writers may have put too much 
emphasis on this debatable aspect of the blues. 
What’s your opinion? 

JH: At some point in an artist’s life there may 
come a time when they can do what they want to do. 
It’s just a process that happens when you discover 
what	your	niche	is	and	you	find	that	you	can	work	
in that art deeply. It is not a bad thing at all. Now, 
some	 people	 might	 find	 a	 need	 to	 express	 that	
feeling in a mystical or spiritual context. The rural 
South, especially back in the early 20th century, was 
very religious. If you played music and you did not 
play church music, then it was said that you were 
playing the devil’s music–so the blues was called 
devil’s music. Certainly rock n roll was called that, 
sometimes still is! That didn’t mean it actually was 
music from the devil! But, you know, as I said, the 
blues is not for everybody.  

BN: You draw on a repertoire of hundreds of 
blues songs, and you continue to write your own 
new songs in recent years. Do you have a set list, 
and can you tell us what you plan to play at your 
Albuquerque Low Spirits show later this month?

JH: (laughing): I have no idea! Whatever comes 
forward at the time. I never have a set list. I just 
play what seems to be for me at the time. I discover 
that when I am on stage, and it always seems to 
happen. 

 BN: Thanks, John. We’re looking forward to 
your visit to Albuquerque.

JH: My pleasure–I am, too.. 

John Hammond Graces the 
Low Spirits Stage
Albuquerque’s New Home of Blues and Roots

Photo by David C. Bach

By Jeremy Rifkin
Author, ‘The Empathic Civilization: 
The Race to Global Consciousness in a 
World in Crisis

Frantic tweets and videos have been 
seeping out of Haiti, pleading for help 
from the rest of the human race in the 
aftermath of a devastating earthquake 
that leveled one of the poorest countries 
on the planet, spreading destruction and 
death.

The response by people all over 
the world has been immediate. 
Governments, NGOs, and individuals 
are mobilizing relief missions, and social 
websites are lighting up, as the collective 
human family extends a global empathic 
embrace to its neighbors in this small 
Caribbean nation. We saw a similar 
global response in the wake of Hurricane 
Katrina that devastated New Orleans and 
the gulf coast of the United States and 
the giant tsunami that struck Asian and 
African coastlines earlier in the decade.

In recent years, whenever natural 
disasters have struck, in what is 
increasingly becoming a globally 
interconnected and interdependent 
world, human beings have come together 
as an extended family in an outpouring 
of compassion and concern. For these 
brief moments of time, we leave behind 
the many differences that divide us to 
act as a species. We become Homo 
empathicus.

Yet, when faced with similar tragedies 
that are a result of human-induced 
behavior, rather than precipitated by 
natural disasters, we are often unable 
to muster the same collective empathic 
response.

For example, recall when oil hit a 
record	 $147/barrel	 on	 world	 markets	
in July, 2008. Prices soared and basic 
necessities from food to heating oil 
became prohibitively expensive, 
imperiling the lives of hundreds of 
millions of human beings. Food riots 
broke	out	in	more	than	30	countries.	Yet,	
the collective response of the human 
race was barely perceptible. Similarly, 
plagued with the real-time impacts of 
human induced climate change, which 
is already devastating ecosystems in 
countries around the world and creating 
millions of environmental refugees, the 
global response has been weak.

The question is: why?
It’s true that unexpected natural 

disasters quickly arouse our attention. 
But, my suspicion is that this is not the 
only reason that we are unable to respond 
to human induced suffering with the 
same emotional and cognitive focus. The 
problem lies much deeper. When human 
induced behavior results in suffering to 
others on a large scale, we tend to shrug 
our shoulders as if to say, “that’s human 
nature and therefore, there’s not much 
we can do about it.” That’s because we 
have come to think of human nature 
as	 essentially	 selfish.	 Our	 beliefs	 have	
become	 a	 self-fulfilling	 prophecy--even	
if they turn out to be incorrect.

At the dawn of the modern market 
economy and the nation-state era, the 
philosophers of the Enlightenment argued 
that human beings are autonomous 
agents, and are detached, rational, and 
driven by material self-interest and 
utilitarian pursuits.

But, is that who we really are?
If so, then how do we explain the 

empathic response to natural disasters 
like the one that occurred in Haiti 
this past week. Perhaps our ideas 
about	 human	 nature	 merely	 reflect	 the	
operating assumptions of the modern 
market economy and provide those 
in power with an easy way to justify 
and	 explain	 the	 suffering	 inflicted	 on	
others,	writing	it	off	as	a	reflection	of	our	
species’	aggressive,	predatory	and	selfish	
behavior.

But, what if these age old assumptions 
about human nature are false? In the 
past	 15	 years,	 scientists	 from	 a	 wide	
range	 of	 fields,	 from	 evolutionary	
biology to neurocognitive research and 
child development, have been making 
breathtaking discoveries that are forcing 
us to rethink our long-held beliefs 
about human nature. Researchers are 
discovering mirror-neurons--the so-
called empathy neurons--that allow 
human beings and other species to feel 
and experience another’s situation as if 
it were one’s own. We are, it appears, the 
most social animals and we seek intimate 
participation and companionship with 
our fellows.

It is only when our basic biological 
drive of empathic engagement is 
repressed or denied that secondary drives 
like aggression, acquisitiveness, and 
selfish	behavior	come	to	the	surface.

It turns out that empathic consciousness 
has grown steadily over history. Our 
forager/hunter	 ancestors	 only	 extended	
primitive empathic distress to their 
immediate blood relatives and extended 
family. With the rise of the world’s 
great religions, empathic consciousness 
extended to those of like-minded 
religious	 affiliation.	 Jews	 empathized	
with Jews, Christians with Christians, 
Muslims with Muslims, etc. In the 
modern market economy and nation-
state era, the empathic embrace extended 
to people sharing a common national 
identity. American empathized with 
Americans, Germans with Germans, 
Japanese with Japanese, etc.

Today, distributed information 
and communication technologies are 
bringing together the entire human race 
in	an	extended	 family.	 Is	 it	 so	difficult,	
then, to imagine a leap to biosphere 
consciousness and the extension of 
empathy to our species as a whole and to 
the other creatures that cohabit this planet 
with us? Think for a moment, about the 
global empathic response when a young 
college pre-med student was gunned 
down in the protests that followed the 
flawed	Iranian	election.	Within	minutes,	
millions of college students around the 
world were viewing a cell-phone video 
of the killing and were extending their 
empathy to the young people in Iran. Or 
consider the release of the video showing 
a polar bear and her cub stranded on an 
ice	 floe	 in	 the	 arctic	 because	 of	 global	
warming. Millions of youngsters around 
the world instantly empathized with the 
plight of the mother and her cub.

Schoolchildren everywhere are 
learning that their everyday behavior--
the food they eat, the electricity they use, 
the family car they drive in, and myriad 
other consumer habits intimately affect 
the wellbeing of every other human 
being and every other creature on Earth. 
This is the emergence of biosphere 
consciousness and the beginning of the 
next stage of our evolutionary journey as 
an empathic being.

Now we need to prepare the 
groundwork for an empathic civilization 
that is compatible with our core nature. 
This will require a rethinking of parenting 
styles, reforming our educational system, 
reinventing our business models, and 
transforming our governing institutions 
so that the way we live our lives is attuned 
to and, in accord with, our fundamentally 
empathic nature.

Lest we think this is an impossible 
task, consider again the global empathic 
outpouring for the victims of the Haitian 
earthquake. Then ask, why we can’t 
harness that same global empathic 
embrace, not only to rescue victims 
of natural disasters, but also to raise 
generations of empathic global citizens 
who can live together in relative peace 
and harmony in a biosphere world. 

This appeared in Huffington Post.

The Earthquake That Triggered 
A Global Empathic Response: 
What The Haitian Crisis Tells Us 
About Human Nature
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By Sally-Alice Thompson

After more than a year, echoes 
of the Israeli assault on Gaza are 
still ricocheting up and down the 
canyons of time.

An account of a United Na-
tions investigation of the Gaza 
incursion, the Goldstone Re-
port, noted that war crimes and 
possibly crimes against human-
ity were committed by both the 
Palestinians and the Israelis. The 
document is named for South Af-
rican Justice Richard Goldstone, 
who headed the investigation. 
The UN General Assembly ad-
opted	it	by	a	vote	of	114-18,	the	
United States and Israel leading 
the dissent.

The Israeli government re-
sponded to the report ferocious-
ly. Any criticism of their actions 
is completely unacceptable. 
They labeled the Report “biased” 
in spite of the fact that they had 
launched an attack on a largely 
unarmed civilian population who 
could	not	flee	to	safety	due	to	be-
ing walled in.

To mollify the American-Is-
raeli lobby, Rep. Howard Ber-
man (D-CA) and Ileana Ros-

Lehtinen (R-FL) introduced H 
Res867,	 “calling	upon	 the	Pres-
ident and the Secretary of State 
to oppose unequivocally any en-
dorsement or further consider-
ation of the ‘Report of the United 
Nations Fact Finding Mission on 
the	Gaza	Conflict	(the	Goldstone	
Report)….” In spite of impas-
sioned statements by Rep. Den-
nis Kucinich (D-OH) and oth-
ers condemning the resolution, it 
passed	by	a	vote	of	344-36,	with	
22 abstentions.

Two New Mexico represen-
tatives, Martin Heinrich and 
Ben Lujan, by abstaining, were 
among those courageous enough 
to stand up against the ongoing 
American policy of granting the 
Israeli government immunity for 
any crimes it chooses to commit, 
and denying any effort to make it 
accountable. However, they were 
not quite courageous enough to 
vote “no”. Our southern repre-
sentative, Harry Teague, voted 
“yes,” to help ensure the Ameri-
can message that anything the Is-
raeli government does is legal.

In the year following the as-
sault, the Gaza residents have 
been under siege, unable to ob-

tain food, medicine, or building 
materials to repair their devas-
tated homeland. The only goods 
that have arrived there have been 
smuggled through underground 
tunnels.

To mark the anniversary of the 
assault	on	Gaza,	a	group	550	in-
ternationals, dubbed the Viva 
Palestina Convoy, laden with hu-
manitarian aid, have repeatedly 
attempted to evade the barriers 
and enter Gaza. Included in the 
Viva Palestina Convoy are three 
New Mexicans: Lori Rudolf and 
Will Covert of Albuquerque and 
Ken Mayer of Santa Fe. They 
have been forbidden entrance to 
Gaza by the governments of Isra-
el and Egypt. .Egypt is complic-
it in the entrance refusal in order 
to protect the large grants it gets, 
courtesy of the America taxpay-
er. Members of Viva Palesti-
na have been subject to beatings 
and tear gas attacks by Egyptian 
police.

As of now about one hundred 
members of the Convoy have 
been permitted to enter Gaza. 
None of the New Mexico mem-
bers were included in that num-
ber.

By Iris Keltz 

Historic events took place last 
week that received scant media at-
tention in this country. Grassroots 
activists are on the move. More than 
1,400	people	 from	42	countries	as-
sembled in Cairo on the eve of the 
new year planning to bring human-
itarian aid into Gaza. This Freedom 
March included prominent authors, 
activists, educators, clergy, journal-
ists, concerned citizens and inter-
faith groups including devout Jew-
ish Pagans like Starhawk whose 
eye-witness blog was shared around 
the world. A separate relief convoy, 
known as Viva Palestina, left Britain 
on	December	5	and	would	have	met	
the Marchers on December 27 had 
Egypt not changed their demands 
for entry.

A group of concerned citizens, 
including myself, stood in front of 
the Federal Courthouse as part of 
the non-violent global mobilization 
of cities and countries across the 
world.	They	flew	kites	 in	Afghani-
stan, held vigils across Europe, Tur-
key,	 Canada,	 the	 US–and–Israel/
Palestine. In Sderot, an Israeli town 
on the Gaza border, children tied let-
ters of peace to white balloons and 
sent them south. Israelis and interna-
tionals stood in Bethlehem, Ramal-
lah and the Eretz Crossing. In Albu-
querque, we read the names of chil-
dren killed during the siege and re-
cited prayers in Hebrew, Arabic and 
English. Icy hands were warmed by 
kindred spirits. Passing cars honked 
in support but there was no TV, ra-
dio or newspaper to carry the story.

December 27th marked the one-
year anniversary of Israel’s 22-day 
siege on Gaza. Horrifying weapon-
ry were used on an impoverished, 
mostly	 refugee	 population	 of	 1.5	
million, half under the age of seven-
teen, depriving them of power, wa-

ter, food and access to medical care. 
Targeting hospitals and education-
al institutions including internation-
al and UN schools–effectively de-
stroyed the infrastructure of civil so-
ciety,	 leaving	1400	dead,	a	 third	of	
them children. Thousands of people 
live in tents or the ruins of destroyed 
homes which have not been rebuilt 
because reconstruction material re-
mains barred from entering. Israe-
li tanks have left but the complete 
closure of Gaza’s borders, airspace, 
coastline and access to the sea, con-
tinues. 

Collective punishment of a civil-
ian population is against internation-
al law. The fourth Geneva Conven-
tion requires all signatory govern-
ments, including Israel, Egypt and 
the US, to protect civilian popula-
tions under Occupation. 

When the Egyptian govern-
ment blocked activists from enter-
ing Gaza, eye-witness blogger-jour-
nalists, hoping to raise internation-
al awareness and support, described 
the subsequent chaos and spontane-
ous sit-ins that occurred outside the 
French and American Embassies 
and the United Nations building. 
Hemmed in by barriers and securi-
ty forces, people chanted, drummed 
and shared energy bars. Hundreds 
tied notes to a bridge crossing the 
Nile. A Santa Fe Vet for Peace, 
wrote–“I am an American Jew who 
mourns	 the	 loss	 of	 1400	 brothers	
and sisters in Gaza.” Other protest-
ers crossed the Sinai Desert only to 
be placed under house arrest. At the 
last minute, the Egyptian govern-
ment allowed two busloads of inter-
nationals to enter the besieged Strip 
where they were welcomed by thou-
sands, including the Hamas led Pal-
estinian government. Will Covert, 
from Albuquerque, reported that 
the	50	 teddy	bears	he’d	brought	 as	
gifts to children living in an orphan-

age were onboard the scaled-down 
convoy. Among the 100 Freedom 
Marchers were four Orthodox Jews 
who celebrated the Sabbath in Gaza 
City. 

In an attempt to block the tunnel 
economy, a lifeline of food, medi-
cine, animals, motorcycles as well 
as	illegal	traffic,	the	US	is	spending	
billions	to	erect	a	50-foot	steel	barri-
er, sunk into the earth, under the bor-
der between Egypt and Gaza. Our 
government provides Israel with 
more military aid than any country 
in the world. Egypt is second.

The bulk of the international 
marchers may have been prevented 
from entering Gaza but before dis-
persing, they created a statement of 
solidarity,	 affirming	 their	 commit-
ment to: Palestinian Self-Determi-
nation, Ending the Occupation of 
Gaza, East Jerusalem and the West 
Bank, Equal Rights for All within 
historic Palestine and the Right of 
Return for refugees. They pledged 
to support the Palestinian call of July 
2005	 for	 Boycott,	 Divestment	 and	
Sanctions (BDS) to compel Israel to 
comply with international law.”

Yesterday, the blogs jubilantly 
reported	 that	 after	 traveling	 5,000	
miles across Europe, Turkey, Syria 
and Jordan, the Viva Palestina Con-
voy entered Gaza with medical aid 
and was greeted by a thousand cheers 
and	 people	 carrying	 flowers.	 Mis-
sion Accomplished! Breaking news 
today: Israel launched a midnight at-
tack,	flying	F	16’s	over	densely	pop-
ulated areas of Gaza spreading fear 
and panic among civilians who were 
asleep. The European, mostly Irish 
convoy is still there. Apparently Is-
rael believes their mission is not ac-
complished. 

Iris Keltz is an author, teacher, 
activist, and above all else a grand-
mother.

Gaza Freedom March

For more info:
•	http://www.paltelegraph.com/
•	codepink@mail.democracyinaction.org
•	info@aaper.org	AMERICAN	ASSOCIATION	FOR	PALESTINAN	EQUAL	RIGHTS
•	update@btselem.org		ISRAELI	INFORMATION	CENTER	FOR	HUMAN	
  RIGHTS IN THE OCCUPIED TERRITORIES
•	uscampaign@endtheoccupation.org	THE	US	CAMPAIGN	TO	END	THE	OCCUPATION
•	www.vivapalestina.org/home.htm
•	www.occupation101.com	A	FILM	ABOUT	THE	HISTORICAL	AND	ROOT	CAUSES	OF	THE	ISRAELI-	
  PALESTINIAN CONFLICT AND THE US GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT. 
•	PALESTINE, ISRAEL AND THE U.S. EMPIRE, by Richard Becker, PSL Publications, 2009.

Gaza Update
By Mazin Qumsiyeh

Dear friends:
I gave a talk at the NATO De-

fence College in Rome to some 82 
officers	 and	 civilians	 from	many	
NATO	 countries	 and	 affiliated	
or partner countries (including 
Egypt, UAE, Jordan, etc).  An Is-
raeli colleague who lives in Lon-
don also presented his point of 
view and read on things and then 
we took questions.  We also par-
ticipated in small group meetings 
and discussions.  I was pleased 
with the level of sophistication, 
excellent questions asked, and 
hospitality we received. The com-
manding	 officers	 and	 all	 others	
were very kind to us. We will not 
forget this visit.  While in Rome 
for three days we got to visit the 
Vatican including seeing the mag-
nificent	Sistine	Chapel	paintings.		
We got to tour the museums and 
also visit the Roman Forum and 
the Palatine.  There, I was inter-
ested	 to	 see	 for	 the	first	 time	Ti-
tus arch which was built after the 
death of this emperor. On one of 
its panels it celebrates its victory 
over the Jewish rebels in Jerusa-
lem.

Most people today identify with 
the Jewish rebels and not with the 
Romans. Even the guidebook to 
the ruins we were using referred 
to “destruction of Jerusalem” (ac-
tually careful and unbiased histo-
rians disagree with such a descrip-
tion since the rebellion was rather 
small and narrow and its was con-
tained rather quickly with Jeru-
salem	flourishing	later	except	for	
limited access by the Jewish com-
munity which was then still a mi-
nority of the population of Pales-
tine). Historians also tell us that 
Jews continued to live in small 
communities throughout Pales-
tine (later many of them convert-
ing to Christianity or to Islam). 
Before this rebellion, Jews in Pal-
estine had full autonomy with 
their own King (e.g. King Herod 
who condemned Jesus).  The Ro-
man administration was until this 
armed rebellion rather liberal in 
its dealings with ethnic and reli-
gious minorities.  Before and after 
the rebellion, Palestine remained 
a multi-ethnic and multi-religious 
community despite many ef-
forts of many rulers who failed to 
change it by military force some-
times succeeding for a few de-
cades )one of the crusader king-
doms lasted 110 years before Pal-
estine was restored to have Chris-
tian, Muslim, and Jewish commu-
nities living side by side).  Let us 
hope that this is the last failed at-
tempt to create a homogenous 
Palestine (aka Eretz Yisrael).  I for 
one can never understand the de-
sire to live in a homogenous state 
since variety is the spice of life.
Like	Jesus	who	identified	with	

and preached to Jew and gentile, I 
find	myself	identifying	with	both	
the Romans and the Jews of Pal-
estine	of	 that	first	century	AD	as	
I identify today with all commu-
nities	in	Palestine.	This	is	first	be-
cause they were human beings 
like all of us caught in a set of his-
torical structures and machina-
tions that left them in the situa-
tion	they	faced.		I	identified	espe-
cially with the Jews who resisted 
Roman occupation non-violently.  
Jesus was to become the symbol 
of such power of such resistance.  
That the armed resisters ultimate-
ly failed (they ere called saccari 
because they hid their assassina-
tion knives in their cloths) while 
eventually the philosophy of Je-

sus	spread	like	wild	fire	in	the	Ro-
man Empire should be telling to 
us.  It was three plus centuries and 
hundreds of thousands of martyrs 
before	finally	 the	Roman	Empire	
decided itself to adopt Christiani-
ty	rather	than	keep	fighting	it.		Yet	
unfortunately as the Jewish theo-
logian Marc Ellis articulated ef-
fectively, such a Constantinian 
(transformation of) Christianity 
in the form of state power would 
inevitably lead to the atrocities of 
the Crusades and far more (e.g. 
use of Christianity to justify colo-
nization).  Ellis further argues that 
the new Constantinian Judaism 
in the form of Zionism is equal-
ly damaging to Prophetic Juda-
ism. One day I would like to write 
more on this but for now, the sight 
of ruins of great empires AND vis-
iting with great people descendent 
of oppressors and oppressed and 
getting along in equality always 
remind me that we all die some-
day	and	 that	great	stone	edifices,	
palaces, and statues are all equal-
ly ephemeral while people remain 
and in many cases improve. And 
as the song goes, “in the end only 
kindness matters.”

Sure enough, I saw so much 
kindness, so much human beauty 
in Italy that trumps all other beau-
ty.	 	 The	 last	 24	 hours	 we	 spent	
time in rural Italy among kind and 
generous farmers who remind me 
so much of Palestine (in the areas 
of	 Offida.	 San	 Benedetto,	Asco-
li). I think to myself that the hun-
dreds of Palestinian villages (in-
cluding my own of Beit Sahour) 
would have been just as nice, just 
as peaceful and tranquil as those 
villages if it was not for that Con-
stantinian form of Judaism that 
decided to take on the crazy proj-
ect of transforming a multi-ethnic, 
multi-religious society into a Jew-
ish state (maximum geography 
and minimum demography).   In-
stead, hundreds of villages, most 
dating	 to	 millennia	 (2-4	 thou-
sand years old) were destroyed 
and those like mine that remained 
lost so much land and received so 
many displaced people that their 
character is no longer what it used 
to be or would have been.

While we were here we fol-
lowed closely the travails of the 
Gaza	 Freedom	 March	 (final-
ly denied entry to Gaza) and the 
Viva Palestina Convoy to Gaza 
(finally	 allowed	 entry	 after	 de-
tours and clashes).  It is an hon-
or to call many of the people in 
both groups friends.  Actually 
we might miss seeing some of 
our Italian friends who are still 
in Gaza.  I spoke tonight at San 
Benedetto	to	50	people.		Tomor-
row, I speak in Milano, then in 
Turino on the 9th, possibly Bo-
logna on the 10th then in Roma 
again on the 11th.  I will then 
travel to Amman on the 12th. But 
as always, you are welcome to 
visit us in Palestine-

PS: Just to be clear, thanks to 
Israeli	 restrictions,	 less	 than	3%	
of Palestinians are able to trav-
el like I do and a smaller frac-
tion	can	actually	do	it	financially	
or logistically and the numbers in 
Gaza	are	closer	to	0.001%.	

Mazin Qumsiyeh - A Bedouin 
in cyberspace, a villager at home 
(and now on a nomadic trip in It-
aly) http://qumsiyeh.org

Editors note: Dr. Mazin Qum-
siyeh, a geneticist,  moved his 
family from Connecticut back 
to Palestine and is a professor 
at the University of Gaza.  He 
writes regularly from Gaza.

Human Rights 
News Letter
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Press release, New Profile, 
16 December 2009

The following press release was is-
sued	 on	 electronicIntifada.net	 13	 De-
cember	 2009	 by	 New	 Profile	 follow-
ing the group’s exclusion by the Israeli 
Minister of Education from Israeli high 
school debates on civil rights:
New	Profile,	 the	feminist	movement	

to civilize Israeli society, wrote Minister 
of Education Gideon Saar this morning, 
strongly condemning his recent instruc-
tions to prohibit its members’ participa-
tion in high school debates convened by 
the Association for Civil Rights in Isra-
el (ACRI) on questions of human rights 
and freedom of expression.
New	 Profile	 wrote	 the	minister	 that	

his act had exposed the government’s 
true stand on civil rights and freedom 
of expression, also belying the Educa-
tion Ministry’s professed respect for 
tolerance. “The minister’s step was tak-
en in tandem with the decision he took 
to send yet more military personnel into 
schools—a move designed to increase 
enthusiasm	 for	 fighting,”	 New	 Profile	
advised in its letter. “For over a decade 
now, our movement has been caution-
ing of the danger of ignoring the wish-
es of students, parents and teachers to 
freely and openly discuss these sub-
jects prior to the students’ induction 
into the military at age 18. The Minis-
ter’s present steps increase the repres-
sion of voices seeking to frame and ex-
amine social responsibility in non-mili-
tarized terms.”
New	 Profile’s	 letter	 explained	 that,	

“The perceptions transmitted by the 
present educational system generate an 
acceptance of warfare as a sound na-
tional strategy. They encourage venera-
tion for the use of force and aggrandize 
Jewish nationalism, while devaluing 
the lives of Palestinians. At the same 
time, they sow rampant fear and dread 

of a new Holocaust. Ongoing endorse-
ment of the use of force in combination 
with the consistent enhancement of na-
tionalism and constantly fanned fears, 
maintain a state of war and, also, of se-
vere	social	stratification	and	inequality.	
The military has long since become a 
normalized, daily aspect of Israeli ed-
ucation and upholds war as the appar-
ent, sole solution to Israel’s political 
problems. The continuous state of war-
fare serves as a pretext for prolonging 
the military occupation and seemingly 
excuses the State of Israel from its ac-
countability to the Palestinian people 
but also, no less, its accountability to 
the young Israelis that it deploys to per-
form the occupying, policing, destruc-
tion	 and	 terrorization.”	 New	 Profile	
sharply criticized the abuse of authori-
ty evident in the minister’s ban, adding 
that his decision silences not only New 
Profile	but	also	the	voice	of	every	indi-
vidual striving for a free and open civ-
il society discourse on relations of mil-
itary and society.
New	Profile	members,	the	letter	add-

ed—students, sisters, fathers, educa-
tors, citizens—welcome this moment of 
truth in Israeli education, clearly expos-
ing it as an instrument of suppression, 
silencing independent thought and free 
expression among principals, teachers 
and students, who are barred from open 
debate on issues affecting the individu-
al life, health and future of each and ev-
ery	student.	All	the	above	are	officially	
forbidden to ask openly just who stands 
to gain or lose from compulsory con-
scription.	New	Profile	“stand[s]	by	the	
many educators, parents and youngsters 
who are seriously troubled by the fact 
that 18-year-old boys and girls have 
been	 conscripted,	 for	 60	 years	 now,	
into years of near-forced labor, with al-
most no remuneration and harsh work-
ing conditions, due to a decades-old de-
cision made in very different circum-

stances.”
Further, the letter notes that “military 

obedience and civil obedience are not 
one and the same. The military is an in-
herently hierarchical system operated 
through military commands. To avoid 
blindly obeying blatantly illegal orders, 
those serving in the military are left to 
rely on universal moral values poten-
tially imbibed from their families or 
civil education. Students, however, are 
first	 and	 foremost	 citizens	who	should	
be guided to independent critical think-
ing. How can the education system and 
the educators who staff it faithfully per-
form their responsibilities when the 
head of this system openly dismisses 
their	 judgment,	 sending	 army	 officers	
to instruct them in love of one’s coun-
try, measured in force and bloodshed.

“Every instance of silencing stems 
from	 fear.	A	 steadfast,	 confident	 posi-
tion, a true respect for teachers and stu-
dents, would allow these to listen, to 
discuss, and to choose their paths from 
the spectrum of available options. A 
Minister of Education who prohibits an 
open discussion of military and state by 
the very youths he designates to per-
form the orders of both, in fact impairs 
their ability to independent and com-
plex thinking.
“New	 Profile	 has	 called	 consistent-

ly, for the past 10 years, for a thorough 
revision of Israel’s system of educa-
tion; we demand its transformation into 
a system providing a democratic and 
civil education, an education compati-
ble with peace, with negotiating resolu-
tions	to	conflict,	rather	than	mobilizing	
for organized violence.”
New	 Profile	 expressly	 calls	 on	 the	

Minister to address this core question: 
Why	has	he	denied	New	Profile	the	in-
alienable right of every citizen to a free-
ly expressed opinion and why should he 
deny students the right to decide on the 
type of society they wish to live in?

Israeli Feminists Decry 
Militarization of Israeli 
Education System

By Jamie Holmes 

Washington	 –	 For	 the	 first	 time	
since the establishment of all-volun-
teer	forces	in	1973,	the	US	military	
has met all of its recruiting goals.

This success can be attributed in 
part to the new video games and 
graphic novels aimed at America’s 
youth. It may sound like the US mil-
itary has solved a major recruitment 
problem, but there may be a high 
cost. 
In	 another	 first,	 suicides	 among	

US soldiers have hit a post-Vietnam 
War	high	for	the	fifth	year	in	a	row.

Though the record suicide rate 
cannot be traced to a single causal 
factor, specialists cite the psycho-
logical trauma of killing, an Amer-
ican	culture	of	denial,	financial	dif-
ficulties,	 failed	 relationships,	 sub-
stance abuse, and post-traumatic 
stress disorder as main contributors 
to the trend. 
Despite	the	five-year	span,	Army	

Vice Chief of Staff Peter Chiarelli 
admitted recently the US Army was 
still	 short	 the	 300	 substance	 abuse	
counselors and 800 behavioral spe-
cialists needed to cope with the 
problem. 

Though the US military professes 

concern for the psychological health 
of its service members, this person-
nel gap is just one example of the 
strong evidence to the contrary. The 
current recruiting tactics aimed at 
America’s youth are especially con-
cerning. Not only do the very tactics 
that have been boosting recruitment 
sanitize war and create false expec-
tations, they prey upon the vulnera-
ble imaginations of children.

Throughout 2009 the military has 
aggressively expanded its marketing 
campaign targeting teenagers. Ef-
forts include the release of Version 
3	 of	 the	 taxpayer-sponsored	 video	
game America’s Army, two graphic 
novels that look and read like com-
ic	books,	and	a	unique	14,500-sq.-ft.	
arcade – or “Army Experience Cen-
ter” – in a Philadelphia mall that is 
filled	 with	 simulators	 and	 shooter	
video games.

One reason for the armed forces’ 
recruiting success is the economic 
collapse and the ongoing jobs crisis. 
But this year’s record recruitment 
can only be fully understood in the 
context of the remarkable shift in 
tactics that began a decade ago. 

In 1999, the military had its worst 
recruiting	year	in	30,	and	Congress	
called for “aggressive, innovative” 

new approaches. Private-sector spe-
cialists were brought in, including 
the top advertising agency Leo Bur-
nett, and the Army Marketing Brand 
Group was formed. A key aim of the 
new recruitment strategy was to en-
sure long-term success by cultivat-
ing the allegiance of teenage Amer-
icans. 

Part of the new campaign, help-
ing	 the	 post-9/11	 recruiting	 bump,	
was the free video game America’s 
Army. Since its release, different 
versions of the war game have been 
downloaded	 more	 than	 40	 million	
times, enough to put it in the Guin-
ness book of world records. Accord-
ing to a 2008 study by researchers at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, “the game had more impact 
on recruits than all other forms of 
Army advertising combined.”
America’s	Army	targets	13-to-21-

year-olds. The T for Teen rating was 
attained because designers were, as 
one Army spokesman said in 2002, 
“very careful on the blood thing.” 
Designers emphasize the game’s re-
alism, but the game is only realistic 
on	a	superficial	level.	Their	concep-
tion of authenticity consists of real-
istic movement, gun clips that fall 
away at the right speed, and night 

vision goggles that make the same 
exact whir as the actual goggles do. 

The Navy’s 10-page graphic nov-
el, “Bravo Zulu,” aimed at minor-
ity high school students, was re-
leased in May. Its plot is as cartoon-
ish as its sound effects: “KLANK,” 
“FZZZZZZZ,” “KA-KREEK,” 
“FZAAAAAAT.” The Army’s 
graphic novel, “Knowledge is Pow-
er,” was released in tandem with 
“America’s	 Army	 3.”	 The	 graph-
ic novel portrays a staff sergeant 
surviving an explosion unharmed. 
His exclamation to the rookie sol-
dier who saved him implies that this 
shows it was wrong to be “worried 
about bein’ here!”

That these efforts are unfaithful 
to war’s reality has not gone unno-
ticed. Protesting the Army Expe-
rience Center in Philadelphia, Sgt. 
Jesse Hamilton, who served two 
tours in Iraq and nine total in the 
military, expressed disgust that the 
Army has “resorted to such a de-
ceiving recruitment strategy.” 

It’s an approach that could have 
detrimental long-term effects. “The 
video game generation is worse at 
distorting the reality” of war, ac-
cording to one Air Force colonel. 
Although they may be more talent-

ed at operating predator drones, the 
colonel told the Brookings Institu-
tion, “They don’t have that sense of 
what [is] really going on.”

With the war in Iraq and Ameri-
ca’s surge in Afghanistan, heavy de-
ployment cycles will undoubtedly 
extend the military’s current “stress 
window.”

“This is not business as usual,” 
said Mr. Chiarelli of the “devastat-
ing” suicide rate. 

To be sure, Vets from World War 
II and Vietnam had shell shock and 
PTSD without video game recruit-
ment, but targeting teens with vid-
eo games and graphic novels that ig-
nore the psychological realities of 
war is not the way to solve the re-
cruitment problem at a time when 
the psychological health of those 
who are sent to Afghanistan and Iraq 
should be a top priority. If recruit-
ing goals can’t be met without em-
ploying these deceptive tactics, the 
military must do better at explaining 
just how current engagements pro-
tect American interests.

Jamie Holmesa research associ-
ate at New America Foundation. Ar-
ticle published by the Christian Sci-
ence Monitor

By Dedrick Muhammad 

Over	 40	 years	 after	 Dr.	 Martin	 Luther	 King,	 Jr.’s	
assassination, his words still speak to the social conditions 
that so many Americans face. Our unemployment rate is 
hovering at 10 percent, and the wealthiest 10 percent of us 
control over 70 percent of the nation’s wealth. Economic 
inequality remains a barrier to greater racial equality. The 
national commemoration of King’s birthday, therefore, is 
more	for	reflection	than	celebration.	

During one of the worst economic crises seen in this 
country,	black/white	economic	inequality	is	still	a	vast	and	
greatly under-recognized challenge for this country. Two 
generations	past	the	1960s	civil	rights	movement,	African	
Americans	make	 less	 than	 60	 cents	 on	 every	 dollar	 of	
income	for	whites.	Their	unemployment	rate	stands	at	150	
percent of the national average. 

As King fought to end this country’s racial divisions, 
he recognized that economic inequality was as great a 
barrier to his vision of a more racially inclusive America 
as Jim Crow segregation laws. Many forget that the 
March on Washington, where King delivered his famed 
“I Have a Dream” speech, was actually called the “March 
on Washington for Freedom and Jobs.” When one of the 
last great symbols of political hope, President John F. 
Kennedy, was in the White House, King called hundreds 
of	thousands	to	come	to	the	nation’s	capital	to	fight	for	an	
America	that	would	reflect	its	best	values	rather	than	its	
greatest fears. “We called our demonstration a campaign 
for jobs and income because we felt that the economic 
question was the most crucial that black people, and 
poor people generally, were confronting,” he told Look 
Magazine	in	1968.	
In	2010,	after	the	first	challenging	year	of	the	presidency	

of	 another	man	who	 came	 into	 office	 riding	 a	wave	 of	
hope, Americans can honor King’s legacy by advancing 
a contemporary agenda of jobs, wealth building, and 
peace. 

King and other civil rights leaders advocated progressive 
economic reforms with such proposals as the Bill of 
Rights for the Disadvantaged and the Freedom Budget 
of	1966.	A	new	report	from	United	for	a	Fair	Economy	
that I co-authored builds on that work by advocating 
bold and progressive economic reforms to meet today’s 
challenges. Reforms proposed in this report, titled “State 
of the Dream 2010: Drained,” include a major jobs 

The State of 
Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s 
Dream in 2010

See KING on page 11

US military is meeting recruitment goals with 
video games – but at what cost?
Amid a soaring suicide rate among soldiers, it’s worth looking at how the Army’s aggressive video games distort our impressions of war.
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By OisÃn Coghlan
Irish Times - December 31, 2009
http://www.irishtimes.com/
newspaper/opinion/2009/1231/ 
1224261476380.html

What will the decade ahead hold 
for the environment? Mankind has 
yet to meet the stark challenges 
posed by global warming, which 
will not go away.

This is not how it was supposed 
to end. Internationally, this decade 
was supposed to give us a compre-
hensive global treaty to contain cli-
mate change. In Ireland, some of 
us allowed ourselves hope that a 
soft-landing for the Celtic Tiger 
would herald a “post-materialist” 
era where environmental and so-
cial considerations were given as 
much weight as economic ones in 
policymaking.  Instead, the Copen-
hagen climate talks ended in confu-
sion and recrimination and in Ire-
land the economic crash has driven 
us back to very understandable ma-
terialist concerns about budget cuts 
and job losses.

The coming decade will see 
whether humanity is capable of 
overcoming a complex web of en-
vironmental problems that pose 
an existential threat to civilisation. 
Climate, the most urgent and most 
mainstream of these problems, epit-
omises the challenges.

Politicians and scientists agree 
we must limit global warming to 
less than two degrees Celsius to 
prevent runaway climate change. 
Current pollution trends put us on 
a path to six degrees of warming 
this century, when four degrees or 
more would trigger the breakdown 
of civilisation as we know it. To be 
closer to two degrees than four we 
need to make global emissions start 
to decline before 2020.

That is the challenge of the de-
cade. When we are writing our re-
views of the 2010s there will be 
no more telling benchmark of hu-
man progress. Are global green-
house gas emissions lower in 2019 
than they are now? Put another way, 
will we choose survival? To answer 
this most basic question successful-
ly humankind will have to answer 
two subsidiary questions, one evo-
lutionary, one political.

As a species are we evolved to 
tackle a threat like climate change? 

It	doesn’t	seem	to	trigger	our	fight-
or-flight	reflex	in	a	meaningful	way.	
For most of us it seems remote and 
abstract. The gases that cause it are 
invisible. And the ultimate source of 
the threat is not external—it is us, 
our current lifestyles, our historical 
choices and our future aspirations. 

However unwittingly, we are the 
root of the problem, and therefore 
the solution. If an army were mass-
ing on our borders, if an asteroid 
were hurtling towards Earth, no one 
would question the need to act. But 
as	we	set	fire	to	the	only	home	hu-
manity has ever known, we struggle 
to perceive the threat and have so 
far failed to act decisively.

The second question is a practical, 
political one. Can an international 
system of 192 nation states solve a 
global problem? The lesson of Co-
penhagen is no, at least not if we 
cling to our traditional approach to 
interstate negotiating, where short-
term national advantage trumps 
long-term public interest.

It is the tragedy of the commons 
writ large. For the vested interests 
in each state it makes sense for their 
country to keep polluting as much 
as possible and national negotiators 
act on that basis. Given the limited 
capacity of our common atmosphere 
to absorb that pollution, however, 
this approach will prove disastrous 
for humanity as a whole.

As the decade progresses there 
are three signs that would indicate 
we are moving beyond this “mutu-
al assured destruction” approach to 
climate change. We need to see all 
three.

First, are any of the players acting 
unilaterally to cut their emissions, 
against their perceived short-term 
interests? The obvious candidate is 
the European Union, itself a unique 
political formation where nation-
al sovereignty is pooled and co-op-
eration has replaced competition in 
crucial areas. The EU has made a 
unilateral commitment to action on 
climate change, but it is a weak one. 
When you account for the caveats 
and the loopholes it adds up to less 
than half our fair share. So, will we 
see	EU	climate	policy	start	to	reflect	
the union’s pioneering nature? Will 
the EU move to cut its emissions by 
40	per	cent	by	2020,	in	line	with	the	
science?

The union could act on the cour-

age of its convictions. Those advo-
cating the abolition of slavery did 
not say they would only free half 
their slaves until their competitors 
freed theirs. The EU could also act 
based on its long-term economic in-
terest. A low-carbon economy will 
build energy security, resilience and 
sustainable jobs for the rest of the 
century.

China is acting to limit its future 
emissions, despite its determination 
not to be legally bound to do so. 
And the US is moving too, faster at 
state and company level than feder-
al level. If the early years of this de-
cade	see	these	players	significantly	
limit their emissions it will be both 
a sign of hope and an international 
confidence-building	measure.

Second, will the emerging trans-
national forces gain the strength and 
focus to push nation states towards 
a global deal? The run-in to Copen-
hagen saw supranational civil so-
ciety coalition-building reach new 
heights,	with	 the	 likes	 of	 350.org,	
Avaaz and the tcktcktck campaign 
mobilising hundreds of thousands 
of people across the world. Friends 
of	 the	 Earth	 alone	 had	 500	 activ-
ists in Copenhagen, representing 
our two million supporters across 
77 countries. On the business side, 
lobbyists for polluting interests still 
hold the upper hand - but this time 
more	than	500	transnational	corpo-
rations signed a Copenhagen com-
munique most of which could just 
as easily have been written by non-
governmental organisation cam-
paigners.

Third, will our governments 
manage to agree to a new treaty that 
provides a global framework for ac-
tion and “mutual assured survival” 
rather than destruction? This is the 
key test. Can we lift our eyes to the 
horizon long enough to put aside 
short-term national advantage? 
This past decade there has been 
much talk of the G8, the G20 and 
now the G2, China and the US. But 
the new treaty must institutionalise 
the G1: humanity, and our common 
cause to protect the only ecosystem 
that supports our existence.

The coming decade will require 
you to decide where you stand, and 
soon.

OisÃn Coghlan is director of 
Friends of the Earth.

Climate Crisis Will Be the 
Challenge of New Decade

By Jennifer Grayson
Founding Editor of The Red, White, 
and Green

This week’s headline-grabbing 
news that agriculture giant Monsan-
to’s	 genetically	 modified	 corn	 was	
found to cause organ failure in rats 
is sure to send panicked shoppers 
into an anti-frankenfood frenzy. The 
good news is that this is precisely the 
kind of damning study (GM corn + 
animals = death) that will help bring 
to light the potentially catastroph-
ic	 consequences	of	 scientifically	 al-
tered crops. The bad news is that 
even those who see that light will 
have	a	difficult	time	completely	boy-
cotting	 genetically	 modified	 organ-
isms, or GMOs as they’ve come to 
be known.

That’s because GMOs aren’t just 
limited to the foods we eat; they’re 
also in the clothes we wear (cotton 
is one of the most prevalent GMO 
crops) and in the everyday house-
hold products we use. Those who 
buy giant jugs of distilled white 
vinegar to make DIY eco-friendly 
cleaning products might be interest-
ed to know that their vinegar may, in 
fact, be distilled from GMO corn. I 
say may, because if you live in the 
United States, there’s no proof that 
the products you buy or the food you 
serve your children hasn’t been ge-
netically tampered with. While the 
EU, Japan, China, Korea, Australia, 
and New Zealand have labeling laws 
for GMO foods, there are no such re-
quirements in the US, despite the fact 
that a 2008 CBS News poll found 
that an overwhelming 87 percent of 
Americans would like GMO foods to 
be labeled.

As usual, lawmakers are light-
years behind the American consum-
er. And with a GM crop pioneer now 
firmly	planted	in	the	Obama	admin-
istration as director of the Nation-
al Institute of Food and Agriculture, 
I’m not holding my breath for GMO 
crops to be restricted in the US any-
time soon. Here’s how you can take 
charge in the meantime:

Buy organic. Under USDA guide-
lines, organic foods must be pro-
duced without bioengineering. Keep 
in mind, however, that for multi-in-
gredient or processed organic foods 
(counterintuitive though that may 
sound), the label organic means only 
that	 the	 product	 is	 at	 least	 95	 per-
cent organic. Translation: While the 
tomatoes in that “organic” spaghet-
ti sauce may, indeed, be organic, the 
soybean oil it contains may be from 
GMO crops. Play it safe by look-
ing for products that are labeled 100 
percent organic, and stick to unpro-
cessed foods whenever possible.

If you can’t afford to buy every-
thing organic, at least make sure that 
the animal products you purchase -- 
meat, dairy, eggs -- are. With conven-
tional beef, for instance, you can be 
pretty sure that mountains of Round-
up Ready corn were fed to those 
cows. That conventional zucchi-
ni? Not as looming a threat, at least 
where GMOs are concerned.

Beware the SCCC. No, it’s not 
some new government agency 
(though maybe it should be). That 
stands for soy, cotton, canola, and 
corn, which are among the most com-
mon GMO crops. The statistics are 
startling: 91 percent of soy, 87 per-
cent	of	cotton,	75	percent	of	canola,	
and	73	percent	of	corn	crops	grown	
in the US are GMO, according to 
the USDA. So unless the label spe-
cifically	says	organic,	you	can	pret-
ty much bet that any food or product 
you buy that contains any of the big 
four have been genetically changed. 
We’re not just talking tofu and tor-
tilla chips, either: It’s the sheets on 
your bed, those potato chips fried in 
cottonseed oil, and the aspartame in 
your Diet Coke (made using a fer-
mentation process that involves soy 
and corn).

Avoid processed, packaged foods. 
Thanks to farming subsidies that 
have produced unimaginable sur-
pluses of cheap (mostly GMO) corn, 
we now have dozens of corn-based 
ingredients served up to us in in-
creasingly creative ways by the pro-
cessed food industry. As Michael Pol-
lan points out in The Omnivore’s Di-
lemma, “Corn is in the coffee whit-
ener and Cheez Whiz, the frozen yo-
gurt and TV dinner, the canned fruit 
and ketchup and candies, the soups 
and snacks and cake mixes...there 
are	 some	 45,000	 items	 in	 the	 aver-
age American supermarket and more 
than a quarter of them now contain 
corn.” Bottom line: If you’re con-
cerned about GMOs, don’t eat any-
thing with an advertising budget.

Check out the Non-GMO Shop-
ping Guide. The site just launched 
last month, and offers more tips on 
how to avoid GMOs. The guide also 
includes lists of common name-brand 
foods that may contain them, as well 
as ones that are GMO-free.

Finally, the most important thing 
you can do, beyond voting with your 
dollars: Call your Congressperson to 
say that you want to see mandatory 
GMO labeling laws. If the jury is still 
out as to whether GMOs cause organ 
failure, then we shouldn’t have to 
play this guessing game every time 
we go to the supermarket.

Send all your eco-inquiries to Jen-
nifer	 Grayson	 at	 eco.etiquette@
gmail.com. 

Eco Etiquette: How 
Can I Avoid Genetically 
Modified Foods?

creation program, strong investment 
in job training, an equity assessment 
of federal spending, and returning the 
tax system to one where those with 
the most concentrated wealth provide 
greater investment in the public good. 

A rededication to King’s vision can 
redirect the United States back to the 
path of greater equality, and a stronger 
economy for the middle and working 
classes. Martin Luther King, Jr. didn’t 
believe in the trickle-down philosophy 
that has run our economy for the past 
three decades. Instead, his “liberation 
theology” analysis called for siding 
with	 and	 addressing	 specifically	 the	
challenges of the most disenfranchised 
to advance society as a whole. 

History witnessed this strategy’s 
success with the results of the civil 
rights	 movement	 of	 the	 1960s.	 All	
Americans—women, immigrants, 
the disabled, the elderly, the young 

and	 the	 poor—benefited	 from	 the	
vast social programs and protections 
that resulted from that struggle. As 
the nation continues to heal from an 
economic	 and	 financial	 crisis	 caused	
by	unregulated	greed,	we’ll	find	racial	
inequality unchanged and overall 
economic inequality at unprecedented 
heights.	 It’s	 time	 to	 finally	 make	 a	
unified	 thrust	 to	 bridge	 racial	 and	
economic inequality. 

Dedrick Muhammad is a senior 
organizer and research associate at 
the Institute for Policy Studies, a 
progressive think tank that transforms 
ideas into action for peace, justice, and 
the environment. He is a co-author of 
“State of the Dream 2010: Drained—
Jobless and Foreclosed; Pulling the 
Plug on Communities of Color,” a new 
report from the organization United 
for a Fair Economy. 
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By Martha Burk 

Good riddance to 2009: the re-
cession, the Wall Street bailouts, the 
main street misery, and most of all 
the so-called health-care “debate.” 
Now that the debacle is mostly over, 
for better or worse, we’d best turn 
our attention to the one factor driving 
up health-care costs in this country 
that hasn’t even been mentioned—
the lack of paid sick leave. 

While Congress was laboring to 
insure the insurance companies from 
loss	of	profits,	almost	60,000	cases	of	
swine	flu	were	confirmed	in	the	Unit-
ed States. The World Health Organi-
zation has declared the global situa-
tion a “public health emergency of 
international concern,” and says the 
epidemic is not over. Early on, the 
U.S. government increased distribu-
tion of antiviral drugs and ramped 

up production of the H1N1 vaccine, 
and the Centers for Disease Control 
recommended that sick people stay 
home from work or school to avoid 
infecting others. 

Right. 
Everyone, including members of 

Congress, probably would say that’s 
good advice. But there’s one lit-
tle problem. According to the Insti-
tute for Women’s Policy Research in 
Washington, fewer than half of U.S. 
workers get paid sick days. What’s 
worse, only a third of those who get 
the	benefit	are	able	to	take	their	sick	
days to care for ill children. Workers 
who come into direct contact with 
the public, such as restaurant serv-
ers, childcare workers, and hotel em-
ployees, are among the least like-
ly to have paid sick days. Many are 
low wage workers who not only lose 
wages if they stay home—they risk 

losing their jobs. 
It doesn’t take a rocket scientist 

to	figure	out	 that	workers	who	 lack	
paid sick time are more likely to go 
to work with a communicable ill-
ness, and parents who cannot stay 
home with a sick child are more like-
ly to send them to school or day care 
to infect other kids. At the height of 
the	 flu	 outbreak,	 Mexico	 closed	 its	
schools—the	first	step	that	any	pub-
lic health service recommends at the 
onset of an epidemic. According to 
Dr. Jody Heymann, at the McGill 
Institute for Health and Social Pol-
icy, Mexico could do this because 
the country combines paid sick leave 
with child-care through its social in-
surance	 system.	 At	 least	 139	 oth-
er countries provide some paid sick 
leave to workers as a matter of na-
tional law. 

Though some large companies do 

it anyway, no U.S. laws—national or 
state—require that workers have paid 
sick days, meaning workers are at the 
mercy of corporate bureaucrats. So 
much for “the best health-care sys-
tem in the world.” 
Though	the	swine	flu	threat	is	less-

ening, winter isn’t over, and we still 
have	many	cases	of	seasonal	flu	ahead	
of us. The monetary cost to employ-
ers and families runs to the millions 
of dollars. It’s good that the Obama 
administration held press conferenc-
es and declared a public health emer-
gency at the height of the crisis, but a 
far more serious—and continuing—
emergency is the lack of sick leave. 
That propagates the virus as sure-
ly as food service workers sneezing 
into your food because they’re too 
poor or too scared for their jobs to 
stay home. 

The Healthy Families Act, which 

requires that paid sick time be pro-
vided	 by	 employers	 with	 fifteen	 or	
more employees, is likely to be back 
on the table in Congress sometime in 
the next couple of months. And un-
like the division over health insur-
ance, the country is together on this 
one.	Four	out	of	five	Americans	think	
paid sick days should be a basic la-
bor standard. 

Pundits say this is a time politi-
cally	 to	 leave	 the	dogfights	of	2009	
behind and go for some big ideas. 
Clearly, this is one idea whose time 
is long past due. 

Martha Burk is a political psychol-
ogist, women’s issues expert, and di-
rector of the Corporate Accountabil-
ity Project for the National Council 
of Women’s Organizations (NCWO).  
This article appears in Minuteman-
media.org 

Health-Care Reform Won’t Cure this Sick System

By Representative Dennis Kucinich, 
D-Ohio

Wall Street Celebrates Senate’s 
“Significantly Watered Down” 
Health Care Bill

Wall Street is celebrating “Health 
Care Reform.” According to an in-
dustry insider report yesterday by 
MarketWatch (Gibson and Britt) 
health care stocks rallied as the bill 

moved through the Senate, particu-
larly since there is no public option in 
the bill to compete or compare with 
insurance company rate-making.
“Health	 care	 investors	find	 them-

selves having confronted their great-
est fear, and, while there will be leg-
islation,	 it	 will	 be	 significantly	 wa-
tered down ...” said Mike O’Rourke, 
chief market strategist at BTIG LLC. 
As a result, shares of Aetna gained 
4.7%,	while	Cigna	rose	3.9%.	United	

Health	and	Wellpoint	“rallied	to	52-
week highs.”

Once the bill becomes law, insur-
ance	companies	will	gain	at	least	26	
million new customers and as much 
as	$50	billion	in	new	annual	revenue	
from private-pay and from govern-
ment subsidies as people will be re-
quired by law to purchase private in-
surance. While certain expenses are 
capped in the bill, it appears that pre-
mium costs are not.

The Senate’s move prompted 
Gregory Nersessian of Credit Su-
isse to raise his price targets [pre-
dicting greater strength of stock per-
formance] on seven insurers: Aetna, 
Cigna, Amerigroup Corp., Humana 
Inc., Molina Healthcare Inc., Unit-
edHealth Group Inc. and Wellcare 
Health Plans Inc.
“	...	the	[bill]	is	a	positive	first	step”	

Nersessian said in a note to clients. 
“The heavy lifting will come when 

Congress is forced to slow the rate 
of medical cost growth through more 
aggressive payment restrictions and 
utilization controls down the road,” 
he said - meaning that this particular 
industry insider is predicting limita-
tions	on	benefits.

Marketwatch also wrote that none 
of the new standards on how much 
the industry must spend on medical 
expenses will “impose great hardship 
on any insurers.”

Values of Health Care Stocks Increase Fearlessly as 
Public Option Is Dead

By Janet Bridgers

US Census operations will 
hire thousands of people in New 
Mexico	 to	 fill	 temporary	 part-
time positions beginning in late 
January. 

Most of those hired will be 
census takers (enumerators) who 
will knock on doors throughout 
their community to interview 
residents and help them to com-
plete census forms. Work will 
take place evenings and week-
ends. The short-term jobs of-
fer	 good	 pay,	 flexible	 hours,	
paid training, and reimburse-
ment for authorized work-relat-
ed expenses, such as mileage in-
curred while conducting census 
work. Those hired must gener-

ally have a valid driver’s license 
and provide their own transpor-
tation, though some exceptions 
are made. 

Those interested should im-
mediately	call	866	861	2010—
the Census Jobs Line—to apply 
and sign up for testing. Testing 
consists of 28 multiple choice 
questions	to	be	taken	within	30	
minutes. It can be taken more 
than once and a practice test 
may be obtained from the local 
office	or	seen	online.	Those	who	
have applied before and been 
tested should also call to verify 
their status. 

For more information, tele-
phone	 866-861-2010,	 google	
“Census	Jobs,”	or	go	http://2010.
census.gov/2010censusjobs.	

US Census to Hire
Thousands in New Mexico

By Astrid Webster

If you haven’t seen Food, Inc and 
plan to eat again in the forseeable 
future, you probably should . You 
just might not want to, however; eat 
again, that is. It’s the perfect leadup 
for a New Year’s resolution to lose 
weight. It could be called the Think 
Before You Eat Diet.

If you want to slow the information 
about what America eats down a bit, 
reading Michael Pollan’s books is 
a good alternative. In Omnivore’s 
Dilemma, Pollan takes the reader 
on a literary tour of food from the 
nation’s farms to our tables. To say 
that it’s an unappetizing trip, save 
for the chapter on Polyface Farm, 
would be an understatement. Think 
school cafeteria food with none of 
the culinary niceties.

 Pollan’s second book, In Defense 
of Food, takes on food science as it 
is practiced under the four horsemen 
of a capitalist orgy: mass production, 
corporate wealth at the expense 
of personal health, megamedia 

conglomerates and people who are 
too busy or distracted by said media 
to notice what they are putting 
into their mouths. If we weren’t so 
busy buying misinformation, our 
savings accounts would be growing 
exponentially since there is so little 
in the US marketplace that truly 
enhances our lives. Most of it is 
simply another layer of distraction 
that keeps us from noticing how 
the meaning of our lives is slipping 
away.

Lierre Keith’s Vegetarian Myth 
is the capstone of understanding 
how	 far	 afield	we	 have	 gone	 from	
understanding what we need to eat 
so we can simultaneously nourish 
our soil and our bodies. Ever 
since people began to consciously 
cultivate crops, we have tried to 
wrest more food than the world 
provides naturally. This forcing, as 
Keith calls it, has led to an increasing 
depletion of the Earth’s soil and 
consequent capacity to feed her 
growing masses. The solution has 
been to slice every soy bean, every 

corn kernel and grain of wheat into 
so many slices or fractions that what 
we see is not nearly what we think 
we are getting. If you are of a mind 
that the emperor has no clothes, 
you might consider that what he 
is bringing to your plate is equally 
denuded.

News from the FDA that our 
palettes are increasingly seduced 
by yummies that are empty calories 
or are downright harmful only 
breaks the surface of the media’s 
glossy news once in a while as 
it recently did with the warnings 
against transfats. Sherry Rogers, 
MD has played Paul Revere to our 
nutrition and medical care for some 
time but few have ever heard of 
her. Think Andrew Weil, Jonathan 
Wright and Alan Gaby all rolled 
into	one,	so	prolific	a	writer	is	she.	
To get an idea of her drift, consider 
titles like the Cholesterol Hoax, the 
Blood Pressure Hoax and Is Your 
Cardiologist Killing You. She is 
known throughout the world as a 
longevity and environmental health 

expert but you have to hunt for her 
books or go to her own publisher 
to get them. She can also save your 
life, just as carefully reading the 
books listed above can.

Having steeped myself in topics 
such as the ones listed above and 
the ones I have been writing about 
here	for	the	past	year,	I	find	myself	
feeling that we need a transition 
town mentality about the food we 
eat. If we need it to nourish us, and 
we do, we have to mount an effort 
similar to the victory gardens so 
many of our parents grew during 
World War II. Indeed, there is a 
WWIII going on right now for our 
minds, our bodies and the future we 
should be leaving to our children. 
That reality is nowhere in sight 
unless we change how embedded 
our food is in our fuel cycle.

We cannot continue to replace all 
that is natural in the plants we eat 
and in the animals who eat them 
and are in turn eaten by us with 
synthetically produced food look-
a-likes and expect a population 

that is capable of demanding and 
supporting a real democracy. Most 
of us wouldn’t have a clue where to 
start but the answer is right under 
our noses. Toby Hemenway can tell 
you	what	to	do	with	the	soil	you	find	
there in his book, Gaia’s Garden. It 
is a delightful irony that the garden 
on	 the	 cover	 of	 his	 first	 edition	 is	
smack in the middle of Los Alamos. 
Eden in the heart of darkness, you 
might	say.	The	newly	released	film	
Dirt also tells the truth about what 
lies underfoot. Food is central to 
the growing circle of violence that 
surrounds us; it can shrink once 
again if we treat our mother Earth as 
we should and let her provide food 
for us in a way that is natural rather 
than forced, tended by creatures that 
do most of the gardening for us if 
we render the respect that is their 
due.

Food, Inc. shows the violence 
embedded in the way food is brought 
to our tables. The violence that takes 
food from the tables of ‘developing’ 
nations is a topic for another day. 

Farming, Food Fantasies and Recombinant Cuisine


