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Led 
overwhelmingly 
by women 
such as Mary 
Barbour and Helen 
Crawfurd, 
this tenants’ 
movement was 
instrumental in the 
fight against the 
landlords

protests, in which women have been heavily 
involved). Early support from the areas closest 
to the shipyards, such as Govan and Partick, 
where tens of thousands were crammed into 
poorly maintained tenements, soon spread 
across much of the city.

By September 1915 around 20,000 house-
holds were  on rent strike  in Glasgow alone, 
and the protests were spreading to other parts 
of the west of Scotland and beyond. Street-lev-
el organisation by working-class women en-
sured that when court officials arrived to evict 
those refusing to pay rent, they were met by 
strong opposition. Sheriff officers were forc-
ibly prevented from entering tenement closes 
to carry out evictions. When 18 tenants were 
prosecuted in November 1915 for not paying 
their rent, it led to  huge demonstrations by 
the tenants’ movement.

Led overwhelmingly by women such 
as  Mary Barbour  and  Helen Crawfurd, this 
tenants’ movement was instrumental in the 
fight against the landlords. It led to growing 
numbers of shipyard and industrial workers 
agitating for better working conditions and 
wages, which prompted fears from the gov-
ernment that a Bolshevik-style revolution 
would break out on what was increasingly 
viewed as “Red Clydeside”. Barbour and other 

leaders of the rent strike were active socialists 
in the Independent Labour Party, which was 
then strong on Clydeside.

Faced with the threat of a class war at a time 
when the country desperately needed to unite 
against foreign enemies, the government felt 
forced to intervene in late 1915 by passing 
a Rent Restrictions Act that froze rents at pre-
war levels. After securing this famous victory, 
municipal housing provision came to be seen 
as a right. It paved the way to further tenant 
demands that led to the Housing and Town 
Planning Act of 1919 in which council housing 
was born.

The campaigns of 1915 also went on to in-
form opposition to the poll tax in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s and then more recently  the 
bedroom tax. Bedroom-tax protesters have 
paid tribute to Barbour by singing about be-
longing to “Mary’s army”, for instance. We 
can also thank the Glasgow protests for the 
growth of tenants’ organisations and  cam-
paigns for more affordable accommodation 
and council housing. It is all a reminder of 
the power of people to bring change, just like 
the Jeremy Corbyn election and the Scottish 
Yes campaign – another protest currently cel-
ebrating its anniversary. So much changes, so 
much stays the same.			    CT

Gerry Mooney 
is senior lecturer 
in Social Policy 
and Criminology, 
at The Open 
University. This 
article originally 
appeared at http://
theconversation.com

No surrender: The Glasgow rent strike of 1915. 					              Photo: Wikipedia 
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Pankhurst’s  
quote speaks to 
one of the greatest 
rifts in the history 
of feminism

It was at a 1913 meeting for the Women’s  
Social and Political Union (WSPU) in Lon-
don that suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst 
cried: “I would rather be a rebel than a 

slave.”
Pankhurst was a militant campaigner for 

women’s voting rights, a calling that meant 
she and many others were imprisoned re-
peatedly by British authorities.

The story of the political opposition expe-
rienced by these early-twentieth-century ac-
tivists is told in the upcoming film “Suffrag-
ette”, which made headlines this month after 
Pankhurst’s words were used in a marketing 
campaign to promote it.

Response to the campaign – which in-
volved the film’s stars, including Meryl Streep 
(who plays the role of Pankhurst), donning 
t-shirts emblazoned with the contentious 
slogan – was swift: Buzzfeed noted people’s 
“upset” reactions and Vulture deemed the 
choice of slogan “unfortunate”, while The 
Mary Sue described it as “tone-deaf”.

So why the outcry? Pankhurst’s quote 
speaks to one of the greatest rifts in the his-
tory of feminism. Not only does it suggest 
an analogy can be drawn between women 
and slaves. It also suggests that slavery was 
a choice, ignoring the competing privileges 
and injustices derived from race and class.

It demonstrates how the interests of wom-
en of colour are seen as peripheral to wom-
en’s rights activism, when in fact they should 

be at its centre. In the United Kingdom, the 
United States and elsewhere, such language 
has been used to overlook how racial, class 
and gender oppression intersect.

A history of antislavery and  
women’s rights

Before the expansion of the Atlantic slave 
trade, liberty versus tyranny – slavery ver-
sus freedom – were linguistic flourishes 
frequently used by Enlightenment philoso-
phers.

Though this language had not yet attained 
clear racial overtones, hypocritical paradoxes 
soon emerged.

The political theory of Enlightenment 
philosopher John Locke relied heavily on 
the rhetoric of liberty versus tyranny. But, 
according to James Farr, Locke was “a mer-
chant adventurer in the African slave trade” 
who promoted England’s colonial policy.

A similar lexicon inspired protofeminist 
philosophers and social reformers. Mary 
Astell, in “Some Reflections Upon Marriage 
“(1730), asked: “If all Men are born Free, 
how is it that all Women are born Slaves?”

As Kathryn Kish Sklar and James Brewer 
Stewart demonstrate in Women’s Rights and 
Transatlantic Antislavery in the “Era of Eman-
cipation” (2007), the nineteenth-century 
foundations of the antislavery and women’s 
rights movement were intertwined.

For many social reformers, rhetorical slip-

Rebels, but not slaves
Ana Stevenson discusses the outrage created by comparing the  
Suffragette movement to slavery in promotions for a new film
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page occurred when describing the oppres-
sion of abducted and enslaved Africans and 
that of women, so racial overtones became 
increasingly common.

Women “may be convenient slaves”, Mary 
Wollstonecraft wrote in “A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman” (1792), “but slavery will 
have its constant effect, degrading the mas-
ter and the abject dependent.”

Historian Moira Ferguson observes more 
than 80 such comparisons in Wollstonecraft’s 
book. Some refer directly to chattel slavery in 
European colonies; others focus on slavery 
as a metaphor for unfreedom.

Similarly, British poet and printmaker 
William Blake’s 1796 etching, “Europe Sup-
ported by Africa and America”, linked the 
oppression of women to racial exploitation 
in European colonies.

Alongside the power imbalances borne of 
colonialism, this rhetoric had negative im-
plications for the way Europeans engaged 
with non-white people. Ferguson describes 
the rhetorical reliance on slavery as “Anglo-
Africanism”: “a colonialist discourse about 

slavery that unwittingly intensified negative 
attitudes towards Africans in general and 
slaves in particular”.

The comparison between women and 
slaves became even more prevalent amongst 
US social reformers. Here, chattel slavery was 
so much more tangible because of its geo-
graphic proximity.

This analogy was ingrained in the reform 
vocabulary of US antislavery and women’s 
rights reformers such as Sarah and Angelina 
Grimké and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. These 
women were also pioneer suffragists for 
movements in the US and the UK.

However, Indian and other non-white 
women were also intrinsic to transnational 
women’s movements. African American 
women such as Sojourner Truth, Mary 
Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells were at the 
forefront of the antislavery, women’s rights 
and anti-lynching movements.

But internationally, Leila J. Rupp argues, 
white women reformers tended to forge 
bonds between one another.

In addition, prominent white suffragists 

This rhetoric 
had negative 
implications for the 
way Europeans 
engaged with  
non-white people

Suffragette’s stars: Carey Mulligan, Meryl Streep, Romola Garai and Anne-Marie Duff.                            © Mary Rozzi/TimeOut
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“Suffragette” 
seems particularly 
concerned with 
the exploitation 
of working class 
women, an 
issue that can be 
overlooked due 
to the tendency to 
focus on privileged 
middle-class white 
women

like Stanton sidelined the efforts of women 
of colour. They also infused their women’s 
rights arguments with white supremacy, us-
ing violent language to justify what they saw 
as the greater importance of white women’s 
rights.

Laura Clay, the founder of Kentucky’s first 
suffrage organisation, wrote: “The white 
men, reinforced by the educated white wom-
en, could “snow under” the Negro vote in ev-
ery State, and the white race would maintain 
its supremacy without corrupting or intimi-
dating the Negroes”.

Similarly, Rebecca Felton, the first female 
Senator in the US, argued: “I do not want to 
see a negro man walk to the polls and vote 
[…] while I myself cannot vote at all. […] If 
it needs lynching to protect woman’s dearest 
possession from the ravening human beasts 
– then I say lynch, a thousand times a week 
if necessary”.

The history of women’s rights, suffrage 
and feminism is infused with white women’s 

racist diatribes. Such utterances demonstrate 
a systematic misunderstanding of racial and 
class oppression.

Making and remembering history

So how does “Suffragette” fit in? It is a film 
that clearly has good intentions.

It will likely have a historically sound nar-
rative, pass the Bedchel test and doubtless be 
uplifting.

“Suffragette” seems particularly con-
cerned with the exploitation of working class 
women, an issue that can be overlooked due 
to the tendency to focus on privileged mid-
dle-class white women.

It will also create positive images of defi-
ant suffragists, unlike the ridicule produced 
by anti-suffragists or the negative popular 
culture depictions of characters such as Mrs 
Banks from Mary Poppins (1964).

But even Mrs Banks echoes Pankhurst 
when she encourages women to “cast off 
the shackles of yesterday” in the song Sis-

Left, Annie Kenney and Christabel Pankhurst  used violent tactics in Britain as members of the 
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU). Right, Sojourner Truth was a prominent early fighter 
for women’s suffrage, as well as a leading campaigner against slavery. 	     Pictures: Wikipedia
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ter Suffragette.
When creating historical memory, howev-

er, there is the constant danger of repeating 
the problems of the past.

Much black feminist scholarship critiques 
the power hierarchies of feminism. As bell 
hooks writes in Ain’t I a Woman (1981), nine-
teenth-century black women understood 
that “true freedom entailed not just libera-
tion from a sexist social order that systemati-
cally denied all women full human rights.”

In “All the Women Are White, All the 
Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us are Brave” 
(1982), Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott and 
Barbara Smith identify another key paradox: 
if scholars of race are primarily concerned 
with men, and scholars of gender focus on 
white women, where do women of colour fit 
in?

This gap is where the theory of intersec-
tionality comes in. Since oppression and 
privilege are derived from many different 
sources – gender, race, class, ethnicity, reli-
gion – the way these factors interlock must 
not be taken for granted, as they have been 
in the past.

The way British suffragettes used the lan-
guage of slavery and tyranny, according to 
Laura E. Nym Mayhall, led them toward mili-
tant social protest. Routine imprisonment 
and force feeding meant their references to 
“shackles” did not necessarily mean chattel 
slavery.

Yet, as the Pankhurst quote demonstrates, 
they also did mean slavery. Specifically chat-
tel slavery? Sometimes yes, sometimes no; 
but suffragists were certainly aware of the 
connection, and exploited it largely for the 
benefit of white women.

This permeated the historical memory 
the suffragettes created. Emmeline’s daugh-
ter Christabel Pankhurst entitled her history 
of the British movement Unshackled: The 
Story of How we Won the Vote (1959).

Even today, the politics of remembering is 
tainted by the tendency to remember white 
women’s history. This system of erasure is re-

peated by the celebrations surrounding the 
suffrage centennials.

Rebel, yes; slave, no

From a historical perspective, then, the use 
of this Pankhurst quote is not only accurate; 
it’s all too familiar.

If we look to Pankhurst’s many other 
speeches, as Bustle suggests, we would cer-
tainly find less offensive quotations. But we 
would also find more of the same.

In a June 1912 editorial for the WSPU news-
paper Votes for Women, Christabel Pankhurst 
wrote: “Woman Suffrage […] is a case of one 
sex being held in bondage by the other sex”.

And Emmeline Pankhurst’s autobiogra-
phy My Own Story (1914) concluded: “For 
men to remain silently quiescent while ty-
rannical rulers impose bonds of slavery upon 
them is cowardly and dishonourable, but for 
women to do that same thing is […] merely 
respectable”.

To understand the suffragettes, we 
need to consider what they said and 
why they said it; to view them as the 
fallible products of their time as well as 
the radicals they were.

And today, it is worth emphasising 
that Meryl Streep, Carey Mulligan, 
Romola Garai and Anne-Marie Duff 
are rich, privileged, white women who 
are celebrity movie stars – certainly not 
slaves.

There is a perversity in claiming oth-
erwise when racial discrimination and 
domestic violence remain very pres-
ent concerns; ISIS are selling Yazidi 
women as sex slaves; and thousands 
of adults and children continue to fall 
victim to human trafficking worldwide 
every year.

 Ana Stevenson is a visiting scholar in 
the gender, sexuality and women’s studies 
program at the University of Pittsburgh. This 
essay was originally published at http://
theconversation.org
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Kissinger’s legacy

The only person Henry Kissinger flat-
tered more than President Richard 
Nixon was Mohammad Reza Pahl-
avi, the Shah of Iran. In the early 

1970s, the Shah, sitting atop an enormous 
reserve of increasingly expensive oil and a 
key figure in Nixon and Kissinger’s move 
into the Middle East, wanted to be dealt 
with as a serious person. He expected his 
country to be treated with the same respect 
Washington showed other key Cold War al-
lies like West Germany and Great Britain. 
As Nixon’s national security adviser and, 
after 1973, secretary of state, Kissinger’s job 
was to pump up the Shah, to make him feel 
like he truly was the “king of kings.”

Reading the diplomatic record, it’s hard 
not to imagine his weariness as he prepared 
for his sessions with the Shah, considering 

just what gestures and words would be 
needed to make it clear that his majesty 
truly mattered to Washington, that he was 
valued beyond compare. “Let’s see,” an 
aide who was helping Kissinger get ready 
for one such meeting said, “the Shah will 
want to talk about Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
Saudi Arabia, the Gulf, the Kurds, and Br-
ezhnev.”

During another prep, Kissinger was told 
that “the Shah wants to ride in an F-14.” 
Silence ensued. Then Kissinger began to 
think aloud about how to flatter the mon-
arch into abandoning the idea. “We can 
say,” he began, “that if he has his heart set 
on it, okay, but the President would feel 
easier if he didn’t have that one worry in 
10,000 [that the plane might crash]. The 
Shah will be flattered.” Once, Nixon asked 
Kissinger to book the entertainer Danny 
Kaye for a private performance for the 
Shah and his wife.

The 92-year-old Kissinger has a long 
history of involvement in Iran and his re-
cent opposition to Barack Obama’s Iran 
nuclear deal, while relatively subdued by 
present Washington standards, matters. 
In it lies a certain irony, given his own 
largely unexamined record in the region. 
Kissinger’s criticism has focused mostly 
on warning that the deal might provoke a 
regional nuclear arms race as Sunni states 
led by Saudi Arabia line up against Shia 

Henry of Arabia
Greg Grandin shows how Henry Kissinger helped create  
our dangerous and ‘proliferated’ world

SHADOW: 
The Long Reach 
of America’s Most 
Controversial Statesman
Greg Grandin 

Metropolitan Books 

$15.40 (Amazon.com)
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Iran. “We will live in a proliferated world,” 
he said in testimony before the Senate. In a 
Wall Street Journal op-ed co-authored with 
another former secretary of state, George 
Shultz, Kissinger  worried  that, as the re-
gion “trends toward sectarian upheaval” 
and “state collapse,” the “disequilibrium 
of power” might likely tilt toward Tehran.

Of all people, Kissinger knows well how 
easily the best laid plans can go astray and 
careen toward disaster. The former diplo-
mat is by no means solely responsible for 
the mess that is today’s Middle East. There 
is, of course, George W. Bush’s 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq (which Kissinger supported). 
But he does bear far more responsibility 
for our proliferated world’s disequilibrium 
of power than anyone usually recognizes.

Some of his Middle East policies are well 
known. In early 1974, for instance, his so-
called shuttle diplomacy helped deescalate 
the tensions that had led to the previous 
year’s Arab-Israeli War. At the same time, 
however, it  locked in Israel’s veto over US 
foreign policy for decades to come. And 

in December 1975, wrongly believing that 
he had worked out a lasting pro-American 
balance of power between Iran and Iraq, 
Kissinger withdrew his previous support 
from the Kurds (whom he had been using 
as agents of destabilization against Bagh-
dad’s Baathists). Iraq moved quickly to 
launch an assault on the Kurds that killed 
thousands and then implemented a pro-
gram of ethnic cleansing, forcibly relocat-
ing Kurdish survivors and moving Arabs 
into their homes. “Even in the context of 
covert action ours was a cynical enterprise, 
“noted  a Congressional investigation into 
his sacrifice of the Kurds.

Less well known is the way in which 
Kissinger’s policies toward Iran and Saudi 
Arabia accelerated the radicalization in the 
region, how step by catastrophic step he 
laid the groundwork for the region’s spiral-
ing crises of the present moment.

Guardian of the Gulf

Most critical histories of US involvement in 
Iran rightly began with the joint British-US 

Henry’s version: Kissinger speaks to the World Economic Forum meeting in Davos in 2008
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military advisors 
anywhere  
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coup against democratically elected Prime 
Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh in 1953, 
which installed Pahlavi on the Peacock 
Throne. But it was Kissinger who, in 1972, 
greatly deepened the relationship between 
Washington and Tehran. He was the one 
who began a policy of unconditional sup-
port for the Shah as a way to steady Ameri-
can power in the Persian Gulf while the US 
extracted itself from Southeast Asia. As 
James Schlesinger, who served as Nixon’s 
CIA director and secretary of defense, not-
ed, if “we were going to make the Shah the 
Guardian of the Gulf, we’ve got to give him 
what he needs.” Which, Schlesinger added, 
really meant “giving him what he wants.”

What the Shah wanted most of all were 
weapons of every variety – and American 
military trainers, and a navy, and an air 
force. It was Kissinger who overrode State 
Department and Pentagon objections and 
gave the Shah what no other country had: 
the ability to buy anything he wanted from 
US weapons makers.

“We are looking for a navy,” the 
Shah  told  Kissinger in 1973, “we have a 
large shopping list.” And so Kissinger let 
him buy a navy.

By 1976, Kissinger’s last full year in of-
fice, Iran had become the largest purchaser 
of American weaponry and housed the 
largest contingent of US military advi-
sors anywhere on the planet. By 1977, the 
historian Ervand Abrahamian  notes, “the 
shah had the largest navy in the Persian 
Gulf, the largest air force in Western Asia, 
and the fifth-largest army in the whole 
world.” That meant, just to begin a list, 
thousands of modern tanks, hundreds of 
helicopters, F-4 and F-5 fighter jets, dozens 
of hovercraft, long-range artillery pieces, 
and Maverick missiles. The next year, the 
Shah bought another $12 billion worth of 
equipment.

After Kissinger left office, the special re-
lationship he had worked so hard to estab-
lish blew up with the Iranian Revolution of 
1979, the flight of the Shah, the coming to 

power of Ayatollah Khomeini, and the tak-
ing of the US Embassy in Tehran (and its 
occupants as hostages) by student protest-
ers. Washington’s political class is still try-
ing to dig itself out of the rubble. A number 
of high-ranking Middle East policymakers 
and experts held Kissinger directly respon-
sible for the disaster, especially career dip-
lomat George Ball, who called Kissinger’s 
Iran policy an “act of folly.”

Kissinger is deft at deflecting attention 
from this history. After a speech at Annap-
olis in 2007, a cadet wanted to know why 
he had sold weapons to the Shah of Iran 
when “he knew the nature of his regime?”

“Every American government from the 
1950s on cooperated with the Shah of Iran,” 
Kissinger answered. He continued: “Iran is 
a crucial piece of strategic real estate, and 
the fact that it is now in adversarial hands 
shows why we cooperated with the Shah 
of Iran. Why did we sell weapons to him? 
Because he was willing to defend himself 
and because his defense was in our inter-
est. And again, I simply don’t understand 
why we have to apologize for defending the 
American national interest, which was also 
in the national interest of that region.”

This account carefully omits his role in 
greatly escalating the support provided to 
the Shah, including to his infamous SAVAK 
torturers – the agents of his murderous, 
US-trained secret police-cum-death-squad  
– who upheld his regime. Each maimed 
body or disappeared family member was 
one more klick on the road to revolu-
tion. As George Ball’s biographer, James 
Bill, writes: considering the “manifest fail-
ure” of Kissinger’s Iran policy, “it is worthy 
of note that in his two massive volumes of 
political memoirs totalling twenty-eight-
hundred pages, Kissinger devoted less than 
twenty pages to the Iranian revolution and 
US-Iran relations.”

After the Shah fell, the ayatollahs were 
the beneficiaries of Kissinger’s arms lar-
gess, inheriting billions of dollars of war-
ships, tanks, fighter jets, guns, and other 
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materiel. It was also Kissinger who suc-
cessfully urged the Carter administration 
to grant the Shah asylum in the United 
States, which hastened the deterioration of 
relations between Tehran and Washington, 
precipitating the embassy hostage crisis.

Then, in 1980, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq 
invaded Iran, beginning a war that con-
sumed hundreds of thousands of lives. The 
administration of Ronald Reagan “tilted” 
toward Baghdad, providing battlefield 
intelligence used to launch lethal  sarin 
gas attacks on Iranian troops. At the same 
time, the White House illegally and infa-
mously trafficked high-tech weaponry to 
revolutionary Iran as part of what became 
the Iran-Contra affair.

“It’s a pity they can’t both lose,” Kissing-
er is reported to have said of Iran and Iraq. 
Although that quotation is hard to con-
firm, Raymond Tanter, who served on the 
National Security Council,  reports  that, 
at a foreign-policy briefing for Republi-
can presidential nominee Ronald Reagan 
in October 1980, Kissinger suggested “the 
continuation of fighting between Iran and 
Iraq was in the American interest.”  Having 
bet (and lost) on the Shah, Kissinger now 
hoped to make the best of a bad war. The 
US, he counselled Reagan, “should capital-
ize on continuing hostilities.”

Saudi Arabia and the petrodollar fix

Kissinger’s other “guardian” of the Gulf, 
Sunni Saudi Arabia, however, didn’t fall and 
he did everything he could to turn that al-
ready close relationship into an ironclad alli-
ance. In 1975, he signaled what was to come 
by working out an arms deal for the Saudi 
regime similar to the one he had green-
lighted for Tehran, including a $750 million 
contract for the sale of 60 F-5E/F fighters to 
the sheiks. By this time, the US already had 
more than a trillion dollars’ worth of mili-
tary agreements with Riyadh. Only Iran had 
more.

Like Tehran, Riyadh paid for this flood 
of weaponry with the proceeds from rising 

oil prices. The word “petrodollar,” accord-
ing to the Los Angeles Times, was coined in 
late 1973, and introduced into English by 
New York investment bankers who were 
courting the oil-producing countries of the 
Middle East. Soon enough, as that paper 
wrote, the petrodollar had become part 
of “the world’s macroeconomic interface” 
and crucial to Kissinger’s developing Mid-
dle Eastern policy.

By June 1974, Treasury Secretary George 
Shultz was already  suggesting  that rising 
oil prices could result in a “highly advan-
tageous mutual bargain” between the US 
and petroleum-producing countries in the 
Middle East. Such a “bargain,” as others 
then began to argue, might solve a number 
of problems, creating demand for the US 
dollar, injecting needed money into a flag-
ging defense industry hard hit by the Viet-
nam wind-down, and using petrodollars to 
cover mounting trade deficits.

As it happened, petrodollars would 
prove anything but a quick fix. High en-
ergy prices were a drag on the US econo-
my, with inflation and high interest rates 
remaining a problem for nearly a decade. 
Nor was petrodollar dependence part of 
any preconceived Kissingerian “plan.” As 
with far more of his moves than he or his 
admirers now care to admit, he more or less 
stumbled into it. This was why, in periodic 
frustration, he occasionally daydreamed 
about simply seizing the oil fields of the 
Arabian peninsula and doing away with all 
the developing economic troubles.

“Can’t we overthrow one of the sheikhs 
just to show that we can do it?” he won-
dered in November 1973, fantasizing about 
which gas-pump country he could knock 
off. “How about Abu Dhabi?” he later 
asked. (Imagine what the world would 
be like today had Kissinger, in the fall of 
1973, moved to overthrow the Saudi regime 
rather than Chile’s democratically elected 
president, Salvador Allende.) “Let’s work 
out a plan for grabbing some Middle East 
oil if we want,” Kissinger said.
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Such scimitar rattling was, however, 
pure posturing. Not only did Kissinger 
broker the various deals that got the US 
hooked on recycled Saudi petrodollars, he 
also began to promote the idea of an “oil 
floor price” below which the cost per bar-
rel wouldn’t fall. Among other things, this 
scheme was meant to protect the Saudis 
(and Iran, until 1979) from a sudden drop 
in demand and provide US petroleum cor-
porations with guaranteed profit margins.

Stephen Walt, a scholar of international 
relations, writes: “By the end of 1975, more 
than six thousand Americans were en-
gaged in military-related activities in Saudi 
Arabia. Saudi arms purchased for the pe-
riod 1974-1975 totaled over $3.8 billion, and 
a bewildering array of training missions 
and construction projects worth over $10 
billion were now underway.”

Since the 1970s, one administration af-
ter another has found the iron-clad alliance 
Kissinger deepened between the House of 
Saud’s medieval “moderates” and Wash-
ington indispensable not only to keep the 
oil flowing but as a balance against Shia 
radicalism and secular nationalism of every 
sort. Recently, however, a series of world-
historical events has shattered the context 
in which that alliance seemed to make 
sense. These include: the catastrophic war 
on and occupation of Iraq, the Arab Spring, 
the Syrian uprising and ensuing civil war, 
the rise of ISIS, Israel’s rightwing lurch, the 
conflict in Yemen, the falling price of pe-
troleum, and, now, Obama’s Iran deal.

But the arms spigot that Kissinger 
turned on still remains wide open. Accord-
ing  to the New York Times,  “Saudi Arabia 
spent more than $80 billion on weaponry 
last year – the most ever, and more than 
either France or Britain – and has become 
the world’s fourth-largest defense market.” 
Just as they did after the Vietnam draw-
down, US weapons manufacturing are com-
pensating for limits on the defense budget 
at home by selling arms to Gulf states. The 
“proxy wars in the Middle East could last 

for years,” write Mark Mazzetti and Helene 
Cooper of the New York Times, “which will 
make countries in the region even more 
eager for the F-35 fighter jet, considered 
to be the jewel of America’s future arsenal 
of weapons. The plane, the world’s most 
expensive weapons project, has stealth 
capabilities and has been marketed heav-
ily to European and Asian allies. It has not 
yet been peddled to Arab allies because of 
concerns about preserving Israel’s military 
edge.”

If fortune is really shining on Lockheed 
and Boeing, Kissinger’s prediction that 
Obama’s de-escalation of tensions with 
Tehran will sooner or later prompt Saudi 
– Iranian hostilities will pan out. “With the 
balance of power in the Middle East in flux, 
several defense analysts said that could 
change. Russia is a major arms supplier 
to Iran, and a decision by President Vladi-
mir Putin to sell an advanced air defense 
system to Iran could increase demand for 
the F-35, which is likely to have the abil-
ity to penetrate Russian-made defenses,” 
the Times reports.

“This could be the precipitating event: 
the emerging Sunni-Shia civil war coupled 
with the sale of advanced Russian air de-
fense systems to Iran,” said one defense 
analyst. “If anything is going to result in 
F-35 clearance to the gulf states, this is the 
combination of events.’”

Into Afghanistan

If all Henry Kissinger contributed to the 
Middle East were a regional arms race, pet-
rodollar addiction, Iranian radicalization, 
and the Tehran-Riyadh conflict, it would 
be bad enough. His legacy, however, is far 
worse than that: he has to answer for his 
role in the rise of political Islam.

In July 1973, after a coup in Afghanistan 
brought to power a moderate, secular, but 
Soviet-leaning republican government, the 
Shah, then approaching the height of his 
influence with Kissinger, pressed his ad-
vantage. He asked for even more military 
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assistance. Now, he said, he “must cover 
the East with fighter aircraft.” Kissinger 
complied.

Tehran also began to meddle in Afghan 
politics, offering Kabul billions of dollars 
for development and security, in exchange 
for loosening “its ties with the Soviet 
Union.” This might have seemed a reason-
ably peaceful way to increase US influence 
via Iran over Kabul. It was, however, paired 
with an explosive initiative: via SAVAK, the 
Shah’s secret police, and Pakistan’s Inter-
Services Intelligence agency (ISI), extrem-
ist Islamic insurgents were to be slipped 
into Afghanistan to destabilize Kabul’s re-
publican government.

Kissinger, who knew his British and his 
Russian imperial history, had long consid-
ered Pakistan of strategic importance. “The 
defense of Afghanistan,” he wrote in 1955, 
“depends on the strength of Pakistan.” 
But before he could put Pakistan into play 
against the Soviets in Afghanistan, he had 
to perfume away the stink of genocide. In 
1971, that country had launched a blood-
bath in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), 
with Nixon and Kissinger standing “stoutly 
behind Pakistan’s generals, supporting the 
murderous regime at many of the most cru-
cial moments,” as Gary Bass has detailed. 
The president and his national security 
adviser, Bass writes, “vigorously supported 
the killers and tormentors of a generation 
of Bangladeshis.”

Because of that genocidal campaign, 
the State Department, acting against 
Kissinger’s wishes, had cut off military aid 
to the country in 1971, though Nixon and 
Kissinger kept it flowing covertly via Iran. 
In 1975, Kissinger vigorously pushed for its 
full, formal restoration, even as he was of-
fering his tacit approval to Maoist China to 
back Pakistan whose leaders had their own 
reasons for wanting to destabilize Afghani-
stan, having to do with border disputes 
and the ongoing rivalry with India.

Kissinger helped make that possible, 
in part by the key role he played in build-

ing up Pakistan as part of a regional strat-
egy in which Iran and Saudi Arabia were 
similarly deputized to do his dirty work. 
When Pakistani Prime Minister Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto, who had backed the 1971 ram-
page in East Pakistan, visited Washington 
in 1975 to make the case for restoration of 
military aid, Kissinger  assured  President 
Gerald Ford that he “was great in ’71.” Ford 
agreed, and US dollars soon started to flow 
directly to the Pakistani army and intelli-
gence service.

As national security adviser and then 
secretary of state, Kissinger was directly 
involved in planning and executing covert 
actions in such diverse places as Cambo-
dia, Angola, and Chile. No available infor-
mation indicates that he ever directly en-
couraged Pakistan’s ISI or Iran’s SAVAK to 
destabilize Afghanistan. But we don’t need 
a smoking gun to appreciate the larger con-
text and consequences of his many regional 
initiatives in what, in the twenty-first cen-
tury, would come to be known in Washing-
ton as the “greater Middle East.” In their 
1995 book, “Out of Afghanistan,” based on 
research in Soviet archives, foreign-policy 
analysts Diego Cordovez and Selig Harri-
son provide a wide-ranging sense of just 
how so many of the policies Kissinger put 
in place – the empowerment of Iran, the 
restoration of military relations with Paki-
stan, high oil prices, an embrace of Saudi 
Wahhabism, and weapon sales – came to-
gether to spark jihadism:

”It was in the early 1970s, with oil prices 
rising, that Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi 
of Iran embarked on his ambitious effort 
to roll back Soviet influence in neighbor-
ing countries and create a modern version 
of the ancient Persian empire... Beginning 
in 1974, the Shah launched a determined 
effort to draw Kabul into a Western-tilted, 
Tehran-centered regional economic and 
security sphere embracing India, Pakistan 
and the Persian Gulf states... The United 
States actively encouraged this roll-back 
policy as part of its broad partnership with 
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the Shah... SAVAK and the CIA worked 
hand in hand, sometimes in loose collabo-
ration with underground Afghani Islamic 
fundamentalist groups that shared their 
anti-Soviet objectives but had their own 
agendas as well... As oil profits sky-rock-
eted, emissaries from these newly affluent 
Arab fundamentalist groups arrived on the 
Afghan scene with bulging bankrolls.”

Harrison also wrote that “SAVAK, the 
CIA, and Pakistani agents” were involved 
in failed “fundamentalist coup attempts” 
in Afghanistan in 1973 and 1974, along 
with an attempted Islamic insurrection 
in the Panjshir Valley in 1975, laying the 
groundwork for the jihad of the 1980s (and 
beyond).

Much has been made of Jimmy Carter’s 
decision, on the advice of National Secu-
rity Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, to au-
thorize “nonlethal” aid to the Afghan mu-
jahedeen in July 1979, six months before 
Moscow sent troops to support the Afghan 
government in its fight against a spreading 
Islamic insurgency. But lethal aid had al-
ready long been flowing to those jihadists 
via Washington’s ally Pakistan (and Iran 
until its revolution in 1979). This provision 
of support to radical Islamists, initiated in 
Kissinger’s tenure and continuing through 
the years of Ronald Reagan’s presidency, 
had a number of unfortunate consequenc-
es known all too well today but seldom 
linked to the good doctor. It put unsustain-
able pressure on Afghanistan’s fragile secu-
lar government. It laid the early infrastruc-
ture for today’s transnational radical Islam. 
And, of course, it destabilized Afghanistan 
and so helped provoke the Soviet inva-
sion.

Some still celebrate the decisions of 
Carter and Reagan for their role in pulling 
Moscow into its own Vietnam-style quag-
mire and so hastening the demise of the 
Soviet Union. “What is most important to 
the history of the world?” Brzezinski infa-
mously asked. “The Taliban or the collapse 
of the Soviet empire? Some stirred-up Mos-

lems or the liberation of Central Europe 
and the end of the cold war?” (The rivalry 
between the two Harvard immigrant dip-
lomats, Kissinger and Brzezinski, is well 
known. But Brzezinski by 1979 was abso-
lutely Kissingerian in his advice to Carter. 
In fact, a number of Kissinger’s allies who 
continued on in the Carter administra-
tion, including Walter Slocombe and David 
Newsom, influenced the decision to sup-
port the jihad.)

Moscow’s occupation of Afghanistan 
would prove a disaster – and not just for 
the Soviet Union. When Soviet troops 
pulled out in 1989, they left behind a shat-
tered country and a shadowy network of 
insurgent fundamentalists who, for years, 
had worked hand-in-glove with the CIA in 
the Agency’s longest covert operation, as 
well as the Saudis and the Pakistani ISI. 
It was a distinctly Kissingerian line-up of 
forces. 

Few serious scholars now believe that 
the Soviet Union would have proved any 
more durable had it not invaded Afghani-
stan. Nor did the allegiance of Afghanistan 
– whether it tilted toward Washington, 
Moscow, or Tehran – make any difference 
to the outcome of the Cold War, any more 
than did, say, that of Cuba, Iraq, Angola, or 
Vietnam.

For all of the celebration of him as a 
“grand strategist,” as someone who con-
stantly advises presidents to think of the 
future, to base their actions today on where 
they want the country to be in five or 10 
years’ time, Kissinger was absolutely blind 
to the fundamental feebleness and inevita-
ble collapse of the Soviet Union. None of it 
was necessary; none of the lives Kissinger 
sacrificed in Cambodia, Laos, Angola, Mo-
zambique, Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, East 
Timor, and Bangladesh made one bit of 
difference in the outcome of the Cold War.

Similarly, each of Kissinger’s Middle 
East initiatives has been disastrous in the 
long run. Just think about them from the 
vantage point of 2015: banking on des-
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pots, inflating the Shah, providing massive 
amounts of aid to security forces that tor-
tured and terrorized democrats, pumping 
up the US defense industry with recycled 
petrodollars and so spurring a Middle East 
arms race financed by high gas prices, em-
boldening Pakistan’s intelligence service, 
nurturing Islamic fundamentalism, play-
ing Iran and the Kurds off against Iraq, and 
then Iraq and Iran off against the Kurds, 
and committing Washington to defending 
Israel’s occupation of Arab lands.

Combined, they’ve helped bind the 
modern Middle East into a knot that even 
Alexander’s sword couldn’t sever.

Bloody Inventions

Over the last decade, an avalanche of docu-
ments – transcripts of conversations and 
phone calls, declassified memos, and embas-
sy cables – have implicated Henry Kissinger 
in crimes in Bangladesh, Cambodia, south-
ern Africa, Laos, the Middle East, and Latin 
America. He’s tried to defend himself by ar-
guing for context. “Just to take a sentence 

out of a telephone conversation when you 
have 50 other conversations, it’s just not the 
way to analyze it,” Kissinger said recently, 
after yet another damning tranche of docu-
ments was declassified. “I’ve been telling 
people to read a month’s worth of conversa-
tions, so you know what else went on.”

But a month’s worth of conversations, 
or eight years for that matter, reads like 
one of Shakespeare’s bloodiest plays. Per-
haps Macbeth, with its description of what 
we today call blowback: “That we but teach 
bloody instructions, which, being taught, 
return to plague the inventor.”

We are still reaping the bloody returns 
of Kissinger’s inventions.			   CT

Greg Grandin teaches history at 
New York University. He is the author 
of Fordlandia, The Empire of Necessity, which 
won the Bancroft Prize in American history, 
and, most recently, Kissinger’s Shadow: The 
Long Reach of America’s Most Controversial 
Statesman. This essay originally appeared at 
http;//tomdispatch.com
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Above the skyline of Singapore’s financial district, 
a gentleman of means floats in an infinity pool 
that graces the 57th floor of a local luxury hotel. 
This image from photographers Paolo Woods and 
Gabriele Galimberti appears in a new exhibition, 
1%: Privilege in a Time of Global Inequality, that 
began a worldwide tour last month in China. 
Notes exhibition curator Myles Lyttle: “I think the 
privileged these days speak a different language, 
live in a different part of the world, play by different 
rules.” 				            			 
				             Sam Pizzigati
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the real fight

The Planned Parenthood “controver-
sy” that had congressional Republi-
cans almost shutting the federal gov-
ernment again is not, despite media 

framing, a fight over abortion. If you allow 
the facts to interfere with a lively drama, it 
becomes clear that this is a Republican bat-
tle against fetal tissue research – plain and 
simple. 

Planned Parenthood does not use federal 
funds to pay for performing abortions. This 
is the law. Planned Parenthood’s compliance 
is verifiable by financial audits. Despite Re-
publican claims on the floor of the US Sen-
ate that 90 percent of what Planned Parent-
hood does is provide abortions, that number 
is actually closer to three percent. Slightly 
more than a third of their patients come in 
for treatment of sexually transmitted diseas-
es and infections. Another 35 percent or so 
come for contraceptive services. Sixteen per-
cent receive cancer screening and preventa-
tive care, and another 10 percent are there 
for routine gynecological treatment. 

The majority of these women live near 
or below the poverty line. The overwhelm-
ing majority of Planned Parenthood’s fed-
eral funding comes in the form of state and 
federal Medicaid fee-for-service reimburse-
ment, paying for services rendered to im-
poverished Medicaid recipients. This same 
funding pool, rather than being an earmark 
for Planned Parenthood, pays for all medi-

cal services for Medicaid patients visiting a 
participating provider. Seventeen states pro-
vide state money to pay for abortion services 
rendered to Medicaid recipients by any abor-
tion provider. Thirty-seven states prohibit 
poor women from receiving abortions under 
Medicaid. None of the laws governing how 
Medicaid funds can be spent are specific to 
Planned Parenthood.

Planned Parenthood is the largest pro-
vider of sexual healthcare to women in the 
country. As such they are highly visible. De-
spite the fact that abortion services make up 
a miniscule fraction of their traffic, their 50-
state footprint and their ability through size 
to resist anti-abortion terror make them a 
target of the anti-abortion movement.

The current controversy surrounds Re-
publican claims that Planned Parenthood 
sells and profits from fetal tissue from abor-
tions – this based on a highly edited under-
cover sting video. When the video is viewed 
in its entirety, however, it discredits the doc-
tored version, instead showing Deborah Nu-
catola, Planned Parenthood’s senior director 
of medical services, explaining that the orga-
nization does not sell tissue for profit. 

What Nucatola does say is that abortion 
providers want to accommodate “patients 
who want to donate their tissue” for medi-
cal research. Fetal tissue for research comes 
from miscarriages and some abortions and 
is classified as medical waste. Research fa-

The overwhelming 
majority of 
Planned 
Parenthood’s 
federal funding 
comes in state  
and federal 
Medical Aid 
fee-for-service 
reimbursement, 
paying for services 
rendered to 
impoverished 
Medicaid recipients

Republicans Versus 
Planned Parenthood
The real fight is against medical research, says Michael I. Niman
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cilities usually reimburse providers for costs 
involved in handling and preserving the tis-
sue. Nucatola answers questions about these 
costs, explaining that individual clinics set 
these fees. The door opened for anti-abortion 
propagandists when Nucatola casually guess-
timated that these costs might be $30-$100. 

The tissue is primarily used in the testing 
and development of vaccines for diseases 
ranging from the flu to hepatitis. Research-
ers also use the material for research into 
diseases ranging from Down syndrome to Al-
zheimer’s. The use of vaccines derived from 
such research is widespread, with almost no 
noticeable protest movement targeting pop-
ular products, such as flu vaccines. Likewise, 
the public generally supports research into 
treating diseases such as Alzheimer’s, includ-
ing research using fetal tissue. 

This is not surprising, considering that 
a plurality of the population also supports 
abortion rights. 

Things heated up further for Planned 
Parenthood, however, during the recent 
Republican presidential debate, with candi-
dates once again breathing life into the dis-
credited allegations. Republican presidential 
contender Carly Fiorina upped the ante, cit-

ing a related video from the same organiza-
tion that produced the discredited Nucatola 
video. This video, she claimed, showed an 
aborted fetus with its “heart beating, its legs 
kicking, while someone says we have to keep 
it alive to harvest its brain.” 

Though it sounds like a cut from a zombie 
or cannibal horror film, the video in question 
does not actually show such a scene, instead 
featuring images of what appears to be the 
remains of a miscarriage. Also, according to 
Time magazine, the videographer does not 
claim that the images in his video “had any-
thing to do with Planned Parenthood.” 

Despite what should be embarrassment 
not just for the punked Fiorina but for ev-
eryone at the GOP debate who let her slide, 
the Planned Parenthood body-part-snatch-
ing and -selling story is still trending among 
Republicans, who seem to be in a perpetual 
search for a reason du jour to shut the gov-
ernment and humiliate the nation.	  CT

Michael I. Niman is a professor of journalism 
and critical media studies at SUNY Buffalo 
State. His columns are available globally 
through syndication and are archived at 
mediastudy.com

Protesters at a rally in aid of Planned Parenthood, New York 2011. Photo: Dave Bledsoe (via flickr.com)
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W
hy go on? So lonely, never alone. He 
dreamed and vowed to remember 
these sticky notes words to live by 
from his dream when he awoke.

No. 11936-999 made lists, even in 
his sleep.

He talked as he slept, reciting yet another list.
“The flag,” he whispered.
“The American flag.”
“Sweet Jesus.”
His chest rose. The rough grey blanket swelled up 

and down, a wave.

“Apple Pie,” he said and licked his lips as a real tear 
glazed his eyes.

“Hot dogs.”
He chewed.
“Chevrolet.”
His hands pushed the blanket up as he squeezed the 

steering wheel.
He loved prisons, American prisons, all of them, even 

though he knew of only one. They were strong and made 
of bricks and blocks and there was thought somewhere 
in them and heritage and meaning and history. He felt 
himself lucky to be in one of the biggest. He would never 

One Day in the Life of 
Herbert Wisniewski
An excerpt — Chapter One — from the new novel by Mike Palecek

“… One, two, three, four, five and turn … One, two, three, four, 
five and turn. For several hours I’d been pacing back and forth 
between the window and the door of my cell. I smoked, I was 
alert, my morale was good and I felt ready for anything.

“… The Chinese invented the drop of water falling on the 
head. The French invented silence. They suppressed every pos-
sible distraction. No books, no paper, no pencil, the window with 
its thick bars completely covered with planks of wood, although 
a few holes let a little light through.

“… One, two, three, four, five … Fourteen hours of walking. 
To master the art of performing this continuous movement au-
tomatically, you had to learn to keep your head down, hands 
behind your back, walk neither too fast nor too slow, keep your 
steps the same length and turn automatically on the left foot at 
one end of the cell, on the right at the other.

“… One, two, three, four, five … The restrictions of justice 
had turned me into a pendulum. This shuttle back and forth 

in my cell made up my entire universe. It had been mathemati-
cally worked out. Nothing, absolutely nothing was to be left in 
the cell. The prisoner must have no distractions. Had I been 
caught looking through the crack in my window, I would have 
been severely punished.

“… A butterfly flew past, light blue with a thin black stripe, 
and a bee bumbled not far from the window. What were these 
little beasts looking for? Drunk with the winter sun, perhaps, 
unless they were cold and wanted to get into prison. A butterfly 
in winter is like life after death. Why wasn’t it dead? And why 
had the bee left its hive? How foolishly bold of them to come 
here!

“… the day after the visit of my charming insects, I got sick. 
I couldn’t take it any more. I was suffocating with loneliness. I 
needed to see a face, hear a voice, even an angry one, but at least 
a voice. I had to hear something.”

— Henri Charriere, Papillon
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enter the big stone buildings of 
Harvard, but he had been to fa-
mous Ninety-Two Federal Prison, 
in the small town of Ninety-Two, 
Wisconsin. 

“There is much confusion about 
the mysterious name, ‘Ninety-Two,’ 
and the true origin may never be 
known” — said the town slogan on 
the sign that all prisoners saw from 
the prison bus window on their way 
in — out by the artesian well and the 
Quick Stop on Highway 17.

And that was something, where he 
came from.

He was recognized in his town, one 
of the most famous people, there, ever, 
prob’ly.

Or not.
In theory he knew they must all be 

good, the prisons.
Because that is the theory he subscribed 

to.
But even so.
No. 11936-999 knew he must kill him-

self.
There was just no other way to go on. 
He was so bored and lonely.
He had trudged so long down this path and never 

come to the end. 
He decided to be like the great American business-

men he had read about in the years-old Time Magazine 
in the TV room, who do not wait for something to hap-
pen.

They make it happen. 
He will kill himself today, if he can find the time.
If he can ever get by himself, away from all these 

people.
No. 11936-999 paced, back and forth in his parents’ 

living room, back and forth in tenth-grade English, back 
and forth on the 50-yardline.

“Five-finger discount. That’s a gas. You, dig?” he 
flashed the air quotes three times, then shoved his hands 
back under the blanket. It was so cold.

If there was one thing he was famous for in Unit 9 it 
was air quotes. It would not be humiliating if the folks 
back home knew that, but not the fabric of a heroic fa-
ble, either, he allowed.

He mumbled, “11936-999,” over and 
over. 

His eyes closed, he felt his lips mov-
ing.

Herbert Wisniewski opened his eyes 
and saw the butt bulge with a faded 
black “Atticka Attica Attika” written 
in a careful hand in permanent Mag-
ic Marker on the seam of the long 
johns.

“Warden John is a butt-licking, 
butt-licker!”

“Take your time, people. 
Please!” 

“Don’t rush when making pan-
cakes or shooting free throws!” 

“You will make one hundred pancakes 
before you go home today, sir!”

The man above him screamed in his 
sleep along with the others.

From across the aisle someone yelled 
out, “Officer, Occifer, Officer-Occifer, Mr. 
Occfifer-Occifer! What is the price of a gal-

lon of milk these days in Missoula!”
Nothing anyone says in their sleep can be used against 

them. It had recently become a Ninety-Two meme. One 
of the jailhouse lawyers had discovered such a prec-
edent.

They can’t hit you with what you don’t know what 
you are saying.

“Fuck you Warden!” 
“And fuck you today, Lieutenant!” 
“Fuck you!” 
“Are you sure you bought the right bread?” 
“Fuck.” 
“Whole wheat I said! This is not whole wheat!” 
“This is fucking whole goat piss! I said, whole 

wheat!”
“Eat goat piss and crap your goddamn fucking … Oc-

cifeeeer-OOOfficer, Sir, Lieutenant Sir! Have you checked 
your oil recently, sir!”  

“You fucking fuckers.”
“May I eat your Corn Flakes, sir!”
Cries rang out around the dormitory until the keys 

of the overnight guard jingled and loud snoring echoed 

one day in the life of 
herbert wisnieswki
Mike Palecek 

CWG Press 
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down the rows.
It will murder him some day if he does not kill him-

self. And he will never know the name of the woman 
outside the fence if the butt bulge crashes and smothers 
him. 

Herbert heard the scratching, like mouse toenails on 
the dormitory tile floor, the night work of the tunnel 
crews.

Everyone was supposed to help, but he had never 
been asked. He was just one of many.

The prisoners, like professional sports heroes, all ce-
lebrities in their hometowns, were not that special here 
because everyone had a story to tell.

And certainly not as important as the prison itself, 
which made money for someone who slept at night.

Even in the dark, even at night, even when everything 
is silent, in a prison you hear every noise. Keys jingling 
at a certain time, the particular thud of an iron door, a 
guard whistling the same tired tune, the clicking of his 
one heel, the other heel worn to mute.

Herbert Wisniewski lay on 
his back, hands folded over his 
stomach under the rough grey 
blanket.

He heard more sounds 
and knew what time it was, lack of other sounds 
and he knew what time it was. Whispers and he 
 knew who it was, shouts, epithets, and he knew who it 
was and what sort of day it would be.

Like all others.
Herbert Wisniewski heard the buses lined up on the 

road from town. They squeaked in the cold every time 
somebody in chains went to the toilet in the back of the 
bus.

Some said the buses were empty and the squeaking 
was the wind. But when there is wind, Herbert Wis-
niewski heard the whistle in the corner on the outside 
wall above his head.

And so.
We are to be taken away, in the buses some said.
The War On Dougs is over and just like the Germans 

when the Allies were approaching from the east and 
west, the prisoners will be gotten rid of.

There are people in there. Then we are still to be taken 
away. They will take our place. They must always keep 
the prisons running. My father said that, and his father 
before him. And I say it now.

Herbert Wisniewski wiggled his toes inside his socks. 

He felt the paper note in his hands. He fought the urge 
to piss. He did not open his eyes.

He thought of how keeping the buses running during 
the cold night is a waste of gas.

He tried to return to sleep, to float away, out of here.
Herbert did not want to be taken out to be shot. 
He wanted to kill himself.
Like on the movie “MASH”. They had showed it last 

Friday night in the auditorium and he had felt inspired.
I’m a good person.
I would never.
But I guess I did.
Kill myself. 
Easy peasey.
Happy Death Day To Me.
“You look like a monkey, and you smell like one, 

too.”
Big sigh.
Breathe in, let it out.
Even though I realize that imprisonment is not a suffi-

cient punishment: prisoners 
are alive, they are less hun-
gry, less cold, less deprived 
in general than many poor 
people or even workers, and 

I feel terrible about this. 
Herbert remembered exactly what he had read in a 

brochure from one of the Sunday church people visits.
Still, I am in prison.
I feel bad about that, too.
And I realize I could have lived without that bread, 

actually, candy.
While at the same time realizing how lucky I am.
Now I am thinking too much. I will not be able to go 

back to sleep, but I must. 
I cannot waste it, especially since this is the last one.
Oooh.
Uuuhhh.
Argghhh.
I don’t feel so good.
He practiced.
He would die then and be better off. 
Herbert Wisniewski rolled to his side, then again his 

back, crossed his hands on his chest and stared at the 
frayed cross-hatching of the wire supports for the bulg-
ing mattress above, and wondered when it falls how will 
it crush him.

There was no reason to wonder.
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He rolled over. 
The bible says that sleeping on your stomach is the 

work of the devil. 
If he is to be crushed by the butt it will not be by 

butt-face, or butt-butt, for that matter. It must be butt-
side. A butt-side death is good and honorable, so sayeth 
Leviticus. 

And besides, there is still time, there is still precious 
darkness in the dorm.

Soon he will have to work.
Get to work.
Go to work in the factory for seventeen cents an hour. 

Years ago, he made thirteen, and before that eleven. Sev-
enteen cents was a good, honest wage. He was proud of 
that.

Everyone wants to work in the factory and make sev-
enteen cents an hour making army clothes for prisoners. 
In the prison that is the job to have. 

He has it. 
They used to get actual pass-downs from the army, 

but these days every civilian 
wants to dress in army clothes 
and there is a shortage. They 
work hard to supply the entire 
federal prison system and they 
are proud. Just think, the whole system. And now they 
will be adding a pink underwear line, someone said. Ev-
erything may need to be re-tooled, and dyed.

Everyone here is proud to have a job, work hard if 
they are allowed, so to feel good about themselves and 
believe they are not in a prison, their lives destroyed, 
delayed. They are working, making something of them-
selves, improving themselves every day, getting better.

They are Americans.

The overnight guard talked to the new guard coming 
on duty.

Not the usual tired mumbles.
They were excited.
Keeping his eyes closed, Herbert Wisniewski rolled to 

his other side. 
He peeked and saw bits in between bunks and over 

sleeping mounds a line of crouching shadows along the 
wall, hiding, listening to the guards.

Herbert could not hear words, only tenor and volume, 
cadence.

The shadows passed the word down the dark.
The count is off! The forks in the kitchen.
There will be a shakedown.
Because if someone had the fork … 
Well … perhaps, to stab himself somewhere. 
In the shower, in the eye, quickly around some cor-

ner, in the nuts, the fingers, the forehead, the stomach.
That is where Herbert would stab himself if he did, 

right in the stomach and let his whole self run onto 
the floor and his boots, onto the fucking shined, buffed 
floor.

That might show them. They would miss him then.
He touched the side of his bunk, the space in between 

the mattress and the metal frame, where he hid things.
The count would be off, and that would mean paper-

work, and men not getting home to wives, and wives be-
ing pissed off because they count on some relief at this 
particular time, a glass of wine, feet up on the sofa, some 
goddamn help, at this particular time!

The guards are nervous because they also have their 
hiding places. 

Herbert rolled over, keep-
ing his eyes closed, trying to 
preserve the chance at return-
ing to sleep, maintaining the 

seam of the rough grey blanket slicing his eyes into little 
melon halves.

Somebody is hollering that he has lost his pet goose 
or moose. Every morning he cannot find his pet goose. 
Maybe it is a moose. Moose. Goose. They rhyme. Many 
of the old timers believe there might be no goose at all. 
Another screams that there is no hot water and someone 
else says the bus is waiting outside and you cannot miss 
school yet another day this week!

Herbert heard it in his dream, placed the people with 
his own mind in the play showing in his head.

Officer X was unhappy with the missing fork.
He was much afraid he would be sent to The Russian 

Front. 
His wife was very happy, and that made him very hap-

py. Their two dogs were happy, which made their three 
cats very happy. The sheep were as happy as the goats, 
and the season wrestling tickets made their children 
happiest of all. 

The Russian Front was a lark with family members as 
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they made jokes about something going wrong and Of-
ficer X being sent there. 

He was not too much amused.
Officer X had a real name, but the co’s and other pris-

on staff were given letters and numbers as names in or-
der that a prisoner might not write or call someone and 
have the guard and his family burned in their house. 

Officer X thought the missing fork was missing in or-
der to set him up. He’d been expecting it for some time. 

He’d already sent word back to the kitchen to find the 
fork.

Well, don’t you think we’re looking? 
Came the word back.
Where have you looked?
Where? Everywhere! 
Came the word back again.
Just find it.
Where?
And so messages by trusty runner and text messages 

fired back and forth, all this in the pre-dawn hours while 
the prisoners slept, so soundly, not a care in the world 
as the world went on without 
them.

What kind of fork? Salad? 
Serving, other? What other 
kinds are there?

Officer X thought he knew probably every type of 
fork.

Officer X was overweight.
He was massive.
And he was angry. 
Angry about how fit and healthy the prisoners on 

his unit seemed to be from smoking the marijuana that 
he imported to the unit, and how immense and out of 
breath he and his friends were from drinking beer.

He was dying probably.
He didn’t know what to do, but for a moment he did 

not think about how uncomfortable he was in his tight 
blue shirt and tight dark blue pants.

The word came back, this time by the sharp ringing of 
the phone in the unit guard station.

No! It’s a knife! 
A knife?
Oh, no.
No, it’s a fork … definitely a fork.
He had expected something like this.
Officer X told the kitchen staff to count again.
“Again!” he shouted into the phone. 

“Count. Cuenta!”
His shout ran down the cement hallways, shined and 

buffed to a razor’s edge, the sound flew around corners 
and slipped and slid like ghosts on ice skates.

A new count?
In the lieutenant’s office they stared at each other.
We just finished count. It was fine.
A new count? 
We do not count if the count is correct.
Somebody has to give permission.
Someone has to make us do it.
Then we do it, very slowly.
So, not yet.
The Lieutenant, new to texting, began firing away 

messages to other lieutenants on duty and at home. 
All of them, not convinced of the new thing, sitting 

on sides of beds with rumpled hair and bare feet just 
brushing the floor, thumbs firing back and forth.

We need to count the men, again!
Count the forks?
The forks. Someone took all of the forks?

No.
What is missing! 
Marks. 
Count all the Marks. How 

many can there be?
Dorks. 
Someone was dispatched to run around every unit 

and count the dorks. They were all there, sleeping.
Corks. Pork. Sork. 
“What’s a sork? Geezuz H. Tits.”
Zork.
“That’s me,” thought Officer X.
They are not to use my real name, even in texts.
He stalked to his file cabinet for the form to complain 

to the right person, at the correct time.

The dorm was abuzz with the snoring and silent 
thoughts of the men in the long, dark canary-walled 
prison dormitory. 

Unspoken, still hanging in the air was the big news, 
the word that had spread like prairie fire yesterday that 
the war on Dougs was over. There was also talk they 
would be gassed from the ventilation system if there 
ever was a civil war. 

Every time there is a new person some old timer has 
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to tell him.
Many of the men have been here since the 1980s and 

somehow on the TV yesterday there were big shots say-
ing how the long sentences had been destroying lives, 
the harmful effects of long sentences on families.

That was news to everyone because they had forever 
been in favor of the war on Dougs and had enjoyed this 
time alone and the opportunity to think things over.

They wanted the war to continue because they felt 
they were winning. They had all the Dougs they needed.

Now that the war was over they would likely be sent 
home, to jobs, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, to 
noisy children, hunger, sleeping outside, and church.

 

Herb was so lonely. 
So alone. 
Without looking he ran a finger lovingly over the rash 

on his palm. 
Other finger, other palm. 
He would kill himself, but 

how, with all these people every-
where. 

Nowhere during his day or 
night was he alone. There were 
hundreds of people where he slept, hundreds where he 
worked, where he walked, where he ate.

If he could escape. 
If he could run forever across the desert, or whatever 

is out there. Then he would be alone and there he might 
finally call a halt to this failed experiment.

He would kill himself. Kill himself. Kill himself.
Every week Herb received visits by chaplains, case 

managers, evangelicals from the church in town that are 
carefully designed to help, but do not help. 

They are not meant to help. 
The only thing that would help him is to die. 
These people do not address the real problem. 
That Herbert is alive.
They want to feel good about themselves, what they 

are doing for the poor prisoner, while not caring too 
much at all about the poor prisoner.

If they really cared they would kill him.
Herb got letters from home that are supposed to 

help.
They don’t help.
They never say “go kill yourself.”

They say, keep going, you’re doing great. We love you. 
We will be here for you. We are trying to get you out.

That’s not helpful. 

One bunk down the way always featured an American 
flag fluttering from one of the iron supports. 

That prisoner had photos of the flag that he will one 
day take to his case manager along with newspaper clip-
pings of him holding the severed head of a rival gang 
member, to show how he had changed.

That prisoner often says how he feels it his patriotic 
duty to be in prison. While he plays the national anthem 
from a cassette player his family sent to him, he recites 
the Pledge of Allegiance each morning on his knees in 
front of his bunk, in the aisle, a rosary around his neck, 
on the cold tile, along with his prayers on the card that 
the evangelicals from town gave to him.

Yes, of course, Herbert agreed, we are all solid soldiers 
in the War On Dougs, on the frontlines, doing what we 

can, shouting back over our 
shoulder, to encourage those 
in the rear to keep pushing.

But why get up so early?
Are we glad that our in-

carceration has been of use to someone? Of course. That 
someone was able to make a living out of selling concrete 
blocks and iron bars. Yes. Hot dogs? For sure. Buns? Yes. 
Apple pie, white vehicles to patrol the perimeter, guards, 
guard houses, guard cars and toys for guard children?

You got that right.
In his mind, Herbert high-fived himself.
But it is still dark, precious dark and almost silence, 

not to be wasted.
Herb thought that he will ask the doctor how to kill 

himself.
And if the doctor won’t tell him, he will ask the chap-

lain, if he is in — if it wouldn’t be more in the spirit of 
the whole dying and resurrection if Herb could get on 
with it.

He might starve himself on the days he does not like 
the food, but that would take time. Some of the food he 
likes very much: Sunday brunch, the hash browns, span-
ish omelets, coffee, toast. Mmmm.

He groaned under the rough, grey blanket pulled to 
his nose, practicing.

He pulled his knees to his chest.
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The knees are comfort, friends, as the hands he wraps 
together backward before he goes to sleep. They have 
been with him through many things.

So desolate, an island within the prison of a thousand 
grown men.

Each of them as alone as a kindergartner on the first 
day of school. Keeping eyes closed. Don’t let any light 
through, not yet. 

Herb imagined the head of The Cuban whispering 
loud exploding like a melon dropped from the roof. He 
thought of the guard’s belly finally exploding and the 
walls exploding and everyone running out. He pictured 
all of the people that he cannot understand a word they 
are saying exploding. 

Oh, God, there they go again, already.
Through his closed eyes, perhaps still asleep, Herbert 

viewed the scene down the way, as if he were standing 
right there himself.

There are already, gathered around the American flag, 
three Mexicans saluting with hands over hearts, along 
with the other man on his 
knees, head bowed, whisper-
singing “The Star Spangled 
Banner,” hoping someone will 
see them one of these morn-
ings, like the men at church club willing to eat bibles and 
fart Leviticus to get to home or whatever street corner or 
lonely apartment tugs at their hearts.

Herb stared straight up at the looming indentation in 
the mattress above, changing shapes, becoming the face 
of that one famous actor, now a not so famous TV horse, 
and now back to December moon over the Rockies.

He wondered for a moment about all the things hap-
pening in the outside world, the bombings, the spray-
ings, the stabbings, the shoutings, the eatings, the 
bouncings, all these things that must be happening, if 
there is a world still out there.

The only evidence was the black and white TV in the 
recreation room and the earphones connected to the ra-
dios that prisoners with money could buy in the prison 
store.

Those wires must lead somewhere.
Herbert never had money to buy a radio, or tennis 

shoes, or postcards to send.
Herbert Wisniewski sensed The Shadow.

The Shadow was everywhere, gliding, silently.
He was the dormitory orderly. That was his job, to 

clean. Creepy, yes, to have a grown man obsessed with 
cleaning, in love with cleaning liquids and other various 
cleaning supplies, brushes, old rags, Drano, but still, a 
necessary part of modern dorm living.

He would be trying to find news of where is the fork, 
already, in the dark, before people are even up yet. 

While there is still hot water.
Yesterday, on the news there was talk of war and pov-

erty and murder and a school bus had plunged over onto 
another school bus off the interstate, both drivers’ heads 
had collided and been fused through the impact. They 
had rolled over and over and when they had stopped, as 
the children who were still alive crawled and ran out, a 
lone man who was a quiet man in his neighborhood was 
waiting for them and shot them all.

Where is the fork then! 
For a moment Herbert drifted back to sleep and he 

heard the news announcer screaming at him and rat-
tling the important papers in 
his hands.

Herbert Wisniewski heard 
the guard hiss at The Shadow 
as he pressed against the bars 

and slipped The Shadow his Melba Toast crumbs.
Herbert remembered.
He growled, with eyes closed, half asleep.
Someone had stepped in front of him at mail call last 

spring and before that, in a cold month, a tall, skinny 
man had used all the hot water. 

He forced the hate from his heart at least to the edge.
He thought about today and he smiled deep inside. 
Happy Death Day To Me.
Today is the day he will die.
Miss American Pie, hmm, hmm, hmm.
He will see his father and young brother and he will 

be here no more.
Yippee.
He allowed another smile under the blanket and his 

eyes glowed, for a moment, then all returned to scowl, 
jail face, signifying nothing.

But I feel fine.
I really don’t feel good. He told himself.
Herb will have to believe it, if he’s going to be 
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believable. 
All around him the lowest of the low got ready for 

their day. 
Ugly, short, obese, wildly unsuccessful men moaned 

and yawned, cursed, shouted. Bunks shook, feet slapped 
the floor as those on the bottom bunks swung out and 
some of those on top hopped down.

Slap. Slap. Slap.
They got up for work as were, well, how many of their 

countrymen everywhere, putting on work clothes, hur-
rying to brush their teeth, listening to their stomachs ask 
what was there to eat.

And neither occupants of the two worlds within the 
same country gave one thought to the other.

Could not.
He must get into character.
Another character. The main character is already fully 

developed, able to rise and exist and go through the day, 
with arms and legs, and feet.

A sub-rosa, minor character, to be disposed of after 
awhile without much fuss.

The sick guy, not able to 
work, but must stumble to 
the doctor and chaplain and 
ask permission and instruc-
tions to die.

Some sort of sidekick to walk beside the main char-
acter.

The main character was tired. Tired of grinding, push-
ing, struggling. 

Thinking.
Because, only here you can think – no traffic, no job, 

children, a very different kind of stress. You can think. 
And that can be very hard on people, remembering, 
thinking, sitting still, time passing slowly.

Understanding.
Fuck that.
Out there, many great distractions, Barney The Dino-

saur, Katie The Reporter, Jimmy The Quarterback, Old 
Style The Beer.

But here, much thinking, like a factory of thinking, 
churning, grinding, never stopping, shift work, depend-
able employees, 20-year watches, thirty, 50-year. 

Like monks in the cloister lifting the heavy thoughts 
for the rest who don’t have the time. 

Sitting with crossed ankles on the concrete steps of 
The Forum: the Greeks, Romans, Cubans.

In the real world Herbert had been a, well, it’s not 
important what he had been. 

That was gone. 
What he was now was a prisoner. 
But if one fork could be found, all would be forgotten 

for a moment. All would be joy and happiness erupting 
in silent celebration by souls allowed to live another day, 
by not getting their rack destroyed, their locker tossed 
into the aisle, their rectums searched by spelunker flash-
lights, their mouths explored with sharp instruments, 
their hair and balls sifted, investigative reporters pulling 
on blue plastic gloves to move the tongue and the balls, 
the corn rows out the way in search of the missing fork 
from the kitchen.

Herb Wisniewski eased open his eyes, like a tired 
shopkeeper rolling up the metal 
grate protecting his windows, 
forcing himself to enter the dor-
mitory, the stitches of the rough 
grey blanket right up close, like a 

rough grey blanket Imax movie. 
The dead Chopin played.
Military Polonaise, Opus No. 40.
Daybreak.
Every morning he heard it, either from a radio some-

where, through the walls, or in his own head.
His left hip hurt from lying too long on that side, on 

the thin mattress. His neck ached from the thin, doubled 
pillow. He did not want to move, collecting the aches in 
his arms and tossing them into the closet and throwing 
the door closed, storing them, shutting his eyes again.

The person in the top bunk moved, rolled over, shak-
ing Herbert like a semi-trailer loaded with Jello pulling 
into the truck stop, made noise, put his feet down into 
Herb’s face, and again, rather than the smiles of his own 
children over Cheerios bobbing in milk, Herb got to see 
the dirty cracked heels and mangled toes and poop on 
the bottom of this prince’s feet.

And Herb accepted, once more — like a punch in the 
face from a father in the dark — that he is in prison.  CT

One Day in the Life of Herbert Wiesniewski is available from https://www.createspace.com/5648163
and at www.amazon.com

One Day in the Life  
of Herbert Wisniewski

http://www.coldtype.net
https://www.createspace.com/5648163
http://www.amazon.com


ColdType

ColdType
W R I T I N G  WO R T H  R E A D I N G  |  P H OTO S  WO R T H  S E E I N G  

 F R E E

WHAT RESISTANCE LOOKS LIKE: A PHOTO ESSAY BY JOSIE HARGREAVES

10 YEARS OF COLDTYPE – OUR 100th ISSUE

AL-QAEDA’S ON OUR SIDE? | DAVID LAZARE 

THE DEATH OF FREE SPEECH | JOHN W. WHITEHEAD 

INSIDE IRAN’S DEN OF SPIES | NATE ROBERT 

Writing Worth Reading
Photos Worth Seeing

ColdTypeW R I T I N G  WO R T H  R E A D I N G  |  P H OTO S  WO R T H  S E E I N G  

 I S S U E  1 02

THE LAST DRAFT DODGER | C.J. HINKE 

DEPORTED FOR TRYING TO GO HOME | GEORGE KHOURY  

DANGER MICE | GEORGE MONBIOT 

WHY I’M AN ACTIVIST“It’s my mom and dad’s fault. They 
would stand, almost alone in the 

1960s, for Cuba, unions and peace, 
and against the war in Vietnam, 
nuclear bombs, apartheid South 

Africa, fascism and book-burning 
McCarthyites here in Canada. They 
risked financial loss, political and 
social banishment and physical 

assault. But in the end, they were 
usually right” – KEVIN NEISH (Page 5)

Kevin Neish

REBELS, BUT NOT SLAVES | ANA STEVENSON 

THE BLACK PANTHERS ARE BACK | REESE ERLICH 

HENRY OF ARABIA | GREG GRANDIN

ColdType
W R I T I N G  WO R T H  R E A D I N G  |  P H OTO S  WO R T H  S E E I N G  

 I S S U E  1 0 5

 ROCKING
 AGAINST

 RACISM

WHEN MUSICIANS FOUGHT THE FASCISTS: PHOTOGRAPHS BY SYD SHELTON

www.coldtype.net

http://www.coldtype.net

