
On the Subject of Walls
While it’s fallen off the news somewhat, one of Donald Trump’s
most conspicuous campaign-trail promises was to build a wall
between the U.S. and Mexico. Not only did Trump say that a
wall was necessary, but he said that he would get Mexico to
build it, conveniently ducking the question of cost to U.S.
citizens. This is because the border between the U.S. and
Mexico is long, and walls are expensive. Especially the kind
of well-built walls that are required to stop crafty humans
from getting around them.

Ukraine has a wall of its own. Or, at least, it’s building a
wall.  Sort  of.  In  September  2014,  during  the  height  of
Russia’s  attempts  to  intervene  in  Ukraine,  shortly  after
Russia occupied Crimea and during the beginning of its ongoing
incursion into Ukraine’s east, lawmakers developed a plan to
create a wall between Russia and Ukraine.

The wall received some coverage in Western Press—not much, but
some—because building a wall along thousands of kilometers of
territory is a big project, and the wall had a big number
attached to it: 4 billion UAH (at 8 UAH to the dollar in 2014,
$500 million, now at 26 UAH to the dollar, or about $160
million). The wall was scheduled for completion in 2018, and
building commenced. Since then, there have been questions over
whether or not it will be completed on time, according to the
printed standards. There have been allegations of corruption,
as well as questions over whether the planned structure would
be capable of accomplishing its military mission of stopping
Russian infiltration and military intrusion.

A Wall in Name Only

Based on reporting that I have done, including visits to the
wall  and  interviews  with  subject  matter  experts,  national
security personnel, veterans, villagers living within 10 km of
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the wall, and online research, if the wall is completed as
promised  and  planned,  it  will  not  serve  as  a  significant
military obstacle against Russia. Without being able to find
any  evidence  beyond  official  statements  and  visual
confirmation that something is being built, it’s impossible to
decisively state anything. Has money been embezzled? Maybe.
It’s Ukraine, so, maybe probably. Is the wall being built to
standard?  Has  every  meter  of  the  border  with  Russia  been
accounted for? There’s no way to confirm that construction has
succeeded or failed.

 

As of right now, the wall consists of two elements. The first,
which looks much like what the wall was supposed to be based
on  initial  projections,  are  a  series  of  well-developed
emplacements  near  significant  border  crossing  points  along
major highways. Ukraine’s State Border Service and military
units  staff  and  patrol  these  sections,  guarding  against
sabateurs,  infiltrators,  and  the  possibility  of  a  Russian
military offensive. Practically speaking, of course, a ditch,
concertina wire and double-fences won’t create much more than
a brief tactical pause for even the smallest military unit
(and  no  pause  for  airborne  or  air  assault  units)—but
(apparently)  according  to  military  thinkers  and  the
politicians who give them strategic guidance, something is
better than nothing at all.

 

This reality has given rise to a new story: the idea that the
wall will be useful for stopping criminal activity. Smugglers
and illegal border crossings will be diminished by the wall,
which (along with the security provided by the wall) will help
make Ukraine a safer and more law-abiding place. This has some
merit  to  it,  although  it’s  also  worth  stating  that  every
person with whom I spoke living near the wall viewed it as an
eyesore at best, an actual nuisance at worst, and that it



seemed (paradoxically) to be increasing smuggling and illegal
activity—precisely the opposite of its intended effect.

 

Notwithstanding the views of its residents, the border area
with Russia is startlingly, astonishingly open. When I visited
the area north of Kharkiv last in February, I nearly walked
into Russia. There was no wall present, though residents were
on  edge,  and  warned  me  (through  the  Ukrainian  who  was
interpreting) that patrols came by every few minutes looking
for people who didn’t have a reason for being there. I assumed
that they meant Ukrainian patrols.

 

As of February 2017, two years after the battle of Debaltseve
and three years after the invasion of Crimea, it was still
possible  to  walk  into  Russia  from  Ukraine,  more  or  less
accidentally.

 

Why Should We Build a Wall?

 

 Walls require strength and power, and wealth. They require
organization and commitment, and maintenance. They are also
the single most noticeable evidence of a nation’s insecurity
and  fragility.  What  nation  requires  walls?  What  confident
people  would  even  think  about  erecting  barriers?  A  weak
nation, filled with anxious and neurotic people. And while
this  describes  Ukraine  to  a  certain  extent—with  all  due
respect to my Ukrainian friends, whom I love and respect, and
with due respect for the idea of a country called Ukraine, (a)
Ukraine as a country lacks significant allies, and has an
overwhelmingly powerful enemy on its doorstep while (b) its
people are justifiably traumatized by the repeated revolutions



and various attempts by Russia and Russian agents to undermine
their economy, political autonomy, military, and (writ large)
their independence.

 

Those  justifications  don’t  travel  very  well  when  the
destination is the U.S.A. Although walls require power, money,
and strength to build, they aren’t for the powerful, they’re
for the weak, the fragile, the exhausted. Walls exist where
there is no energy left to patrol, where one believes that
some powerful energy or tendency toward chaos and entropy
will, left unwalled, lead inexorably to conquest. This is what
certain  Americans  believe:  that  a  wall  with  Mexico  is
necessary, presumably because Mexico is more powerful, and
left to its own devices, Mexico’s Mexican inhabitants will
swarm over the border and destroy what they find on the other
side.

 

Of  course,  if  U.S.  citizens  legitimately  believed  that
Mexicans constituted some type of threat, the response to
Mexico would be different from wall-building. What Americans
fear is not Mexico—it’s the loss of control, it’s not being
able to convince others that it is in their best interests to
behave according to America’s best interests. In many ways,
this has been the story of the millennium, a slow-building
narrative since the towers came down on 9/11.

 

On a psychological level, it seems almost certain that to
Americans, the wall with Mexico is a replacement for the Twin
Towers. We want to rebuild the towers and protect them from
being blown up. We will call the product of this constructive
but paranoiac impulse “The Wall with Mexico.” It’s a sad and
quixotic impulse, if impossible due to constraints built into
the space-time continuum.



 

But Why Build a Wall at All?

 

There are good points to be made against the building of
walls. They restrict commerce, dampen the flow of accurate
firsthand experience between citizens of different countries,
reduce  the  ability  of  people  to  communicate,  and  lead  to
factionalism,  nationalism,  and  the  dangerous  kind  of
international  competition.

 

Walls are a last resort, when one must defend oneself against
some foe that cannot be deterred by any other means. They are
fixed positions that generate no revenue and require great
sums for their upkeep. They can be avoided with the use of
airplanes,  rockets,  and  boats.  They  are  as  useful  and
necessary as fixed fortifications (which is to say, not very).

 

Ukraine’s excuse for building a wall is that it’s hard up for
emotionally  satisfying  ways  to  thwart  Russia.  A  wall  is
something that is seen, and can be measured, and will make it
more difficult to enter Ukraine from Russia. There are many
downsides, but from the perspective of Ukraine, a much smaller
country than Russia, and isolated from meaningful alliances,
building a wall is something (given that it actually gets
built, rather than partially funded while the remainder of the
funds designated to build it are pillaged by oligarchs).



Ukraine’s  planned  wall  with  Russia—the  word  impregnable
quickly springs to mind

Where the wall is supposed to be and what it’s supposed to
look like

No attacker could ever possibly breach this conceptual wall,
it is perfect
For Americans, the question is different. To begin with, it is
a more powerful country than Mexico—the most powerful nation
in the world, in fact. Its southern border with Mexico is
patrolled by drones, security personnel, helicopters, dogs,
radar, and automatic detection systems. There is already a
fence separating the two. Inside the U.S., it’s very difficult
to exist off the grid without eventually running into some
electronic or procedural requirement that will establish that
one is in the country illegally (whether the people monitoring
those systems do anything about it or not is a different
question).
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Normally, one builds walls under desperate circumstances when
no other possibilities are available to solve some critical
international question or another. Mexico’s turmoil stems from
the illegal drug trade. The drug trade is profitable in part
because it is so unpleasant to live in a capitalist society
that objectifies its citizens that many U.S. citizens will pay
excellent  money  for  drugs  that  are  easily  fabricated  and
refined  in  Mexico,  and  in  part  because  the  U.S.  (despite
creating and abetting the conditions by which citizens would
want to use drugs in the first place) has criminalized non-
prescription drug use, artificially inflating the market to
the point where Mexican citizens involved in the trade can
afford to build private armies large enough to contend with
the  government’s  military  (or  simply  buy  government  units
wholesale). Rather than build a wall with Mexico, it’d be
cheaper and ethically more humane to do something about the
drug trade—legalizing and taxing drugs would be an excellent
first step.

 

Ukraine cannot “settle” with a Russia intent on its partition
and destruction—Ukraine is left with the unpleasant choice of
having to just grit its teeth and do what it can to prevent
Russian intrusion. A wall isn’t the best way to do that, and
especially when details of the wall’s construction are kept
secret. Still, it’s understandable in a way that the U.S. wall
with Mexico is not.

Against NATO: The Other Side
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of the Argument
Since 1989-1991 when every country in the USSR or the Warsaw
Pact (save Russia) jumped ship at the earliest opportunity,
reasonable people have asked the question: why does the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) still exist? This essay
represents  an  attempt  to  understand  basic  criticisms  that
exist across the Western and non-Western political spectrum—to
take them at face value, and examine them in good faith. The
author of this essay believes in the necessity of NATO–its
goodness, in fact–so it is an attempt to see things from
another perspective.

 

Speaking with people on the right and left who argue against
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, one encounters two
different  critical  methodologies  that  arrive  at  the  same
conclusion. This is how Americans who support former candidate
for  US  President  Bernie  Sanders  or  current  presidential
candidate  Dr.  Jill  Stein  could  find  common  ground  with
Libertarian  candidate  Gary  Johnson,  Republican  candidate
Donald Trump (and former Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates).
It’s also how Americans can find common ground with Russian
nationalists,  Chinese  nationalists,  and  far-right  groups
across Europe.

 

Jumping  into  a  comparision  between  the  two  groups'
methodologies  requires  some  minor  simplification.  I  don't
think this veers into oversimplification, but then, as I view
both arguments against NATO as insufficient, that shouldn't be
surprising. The motives of the left and the right are very
different.  As  such,  their  criticisms  have  different  moral
weight, and require different types of justification to make
sense. The left and right are not "the same" for reaching
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similar  conclusions  about  why  one  should  not  support  a
European Cold War alliance, but their conclusions do happen to
agree. That's important.

 

Conservative  NATO  skeptics  tend  to  bring  two  types  of
criticism  against  the  organization.  The  first  draws  on
skepticism over globalization and alliance, and is not unlike
the “States Rights” argument one often encounters among this
type  of  thinker.  These  people  view  NATO  membership  as  a
concession of US sovereignty and agency. Taking part in a
mutual  defense  pact  means  the  US  having  to  defend  other
countries in ways that run contrary to its own interests. The
US loses more than it gains from a military alliance with
Europe. The second describes the problem in financial terms:
the US cannot afford to spend the money it does on NATO, that
money would be better spent almost anywhere else. This second
source of concern is similar to the first in that it assumes
that the US is somehow being cheated by participating in the
alliance—out of sovereignty, agency, or money.

NATO  as  of  this  article's  writing,  from
Wikipedia  (NATO  countries  in  blue)

NATO skeptics on the American left are less concerned about
advancing “US” interests, and more interested in expanding a
world where people can live free from war. To this type of
thinking, the US is itself a source of much or the dominant
piece of aggression in the world, and as NATO is subservient
to US influence, it should be diminished. The hypothesis here
is that a smaller or non-existent NATO would inevitably lead
to a more peaceful world. People tend to live harmoniously
with one another, much moreso than nations, and reducing any
nation-state agency is to the good. This type of thinking also
leads  people  to  advocate  for  the  reduction  or  outright



destruction  of  all  nuclear  weapons.  From  this  point  of
view—the humanist or humanitarian—the stronger and larger NATO
is, the more likely war becomes.

 

Leftist  criticism  of  NATO  spending  resembles  conservative
criticisms, with both claiming that the money spent on defense
could go elsewhere. Whereas conservatives tend to prefer that
money  spent  on  alliance  flow  instead  to  grow  US  military
capability, liberals or progressives would prefer that money
to be invested in education, infrastructure, and science, both
domestically and overseas. This leftist tends to believe that
lack of education or transportation leads to misunderstanding
and violence, and that were everyone to have the same basis of
understanding and knowledge, wars could be prevented.

 

Another possible anti-NATO stance comes from countries hostile
to  Europe.  Countries  that  would  prosper  from  NATO's  wane
(China,  Russia,  etc.),  which  correctly  assess  that  a
militarily  unified  Europe  checks  their  own  territorial  or
economic  ambitions,  are  natural  enemies  of  NATO.  These
countries view any alliance of which they are not a part as
something to be diminished or destroyed. In a few cases, like
that of Serbia, whose territorial ambition NATO buried in the
1990s,  hostility  could  also  represent  lingering  resentment
toward having suffered military defeat. It is worth pointing
out that people who refer to Serbia as "Yugoslavia" are, as a
rule, almost always anti-NATO along these lines.

 

The final perspective hostile to NATO comes from within the US
military  establishment.  This  criticism  tends  toward  the
conservative: defense industry spending is a zero-sum game. A
country only accumulates so much capital, and conservatives
believe that investing in alliance or partnership wastes that



capital. While the motivation in this case is financial, the
criticism manifests itself as political: these skeptics focus
on the possibility of fighting war at the tactical level,
independent  of  strategic  considerations,  or  the  diplomatic
minutia of whether Russia was somehow tricked or deceived by
NATO’s expansion. In all cases, the argument by people like
Congressman  Dana  Rohrabacher  (R-48)  ends  up  being  reduced
support for NATO. This amounts to tacit or explicit acceptance
of non-Western agendas.

 

Across the spectrum, people who have criticisms of NATO should
not be viewed as necessarily hostile to American, European, or
Western interests. While that is certainly the case in a few
circumstances, for the most part, criticisms of NATO end up
being  reflections  of  the  West’s  failure  to  translate  its
prosperity into a model that is sustainable in the rest of the
world.  As  few  places  outside  the  US  and  Europe  have
experienced  lasting  prosperity  under  Western  models,  it’s
difficult for the West to dismiss criticisms out of hand.

 

In the US and in Europe, hostility toward NATO should be
viewed as a failure on the part of NATO to communicate its
purpose effectively. If NATO and the US were able to describe
how  and  why,  specifically,  Europeans  and  North  American
participants benefit from the security arrangement, it seems
unlikely that any morally and logically humanistic citizens of
Western countries would see meaningful opposition to NATO,
save on the absolute fringe. On the fringe left, people wish
to weaken the US and Europe following the hypothesis that
strengthening  all  non-European  countries  would  lead  to  an
increase in global justice. On the fringe right, people wish
for  there  to  be  absolute  US  or  European  power,  and  see
alliances between the two as contrary to the interests of
each.
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If  you  believe  that  peace  and  prosperity  for  all  humans
require a weaker Europe and USA, you see NATO as a problem.
If, on the other hand, you believe the USA or Europe should be
absolutely powerful, NATO appears wasteful at best, and a
threat to your sovereignty at worst. I think you're wrong–but
I understand your position.

It’s  All  So  Familiar;  It’s
All So Heartbreaking
Today, November 24th, 2015, Jason Van Dyke was charged with
first-degree murder in the slaying of Laquan McDonald in
Chicago,  Illinois.  We  all  should  be  charged  for  the  same
thing. I won’t argue with anyone who wants to call Jason Van
Dyke a bad apple, but the problem is larger than that.

The  problem–the  problem  that  led  to  the  death  of  Laquan
Mcdonald–extends to Jason Van Dyke’s police department, whose
officers allegedly went into a Burger King and erased the
surveillance video. It extends to the Mayor’s office and to
the State’s Attorney’s office, who were dilatory in bringing
charges. It extends to our legislatures who have shielded our
law enforcement officers with cloaks of qualified immunity,
impunity, and legal invincibility. It extends to our courts,
all the way up to the Supreme Court, for eviscerating the
Fourth Amendment rights of the citizens.

The problem extends to each and every single one of us who
wants to claim citizenship in a democratic republic.
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Laquan McDonald is on all of us. 

We are a society. We have a culture. We share a nation. We
call  ourselves  the  United  States  of  America.  We  pride
ourselves on our democratic ideals. We claim exceptionalism.
Equal protection under the laws. A government of the people
and by the people. Just as we as a nation cannot absolve
ourselves for the slaughter of innocents overseas when we send
our troops to war, we can’t abdicate our own responsibility
for the death of Laquan McDonald or any of the others unjustly
harassed, abused, or murdered in our name.

All it takes to file criminal charges in this country is
probable cause, a bar so low in our courts that if it were not
so tragic it would be laughable. It took over a year to charge
Jason Van Dyke with first-degree murder despite the fact that
clear video evidence showed far more than probable cause that
he committed first-degree murder when he opened fire on a
juvenile, a teenager who was moving away from him, a kid who
made no threatening gestures toward Jason Van Dyke. He opened
fire and he kept firing. Laquan McDonald fell to the ground
and Jason Van Dyke kept firing.

It was memorialized in video. Evidence exists. Probable cause
exists. As a society, we should be expected to seek justice
for whomever was responsible for the death of Laquan McDonald.
But we didn’t. We delayed, and justice delayed is justice
denied.

It  took  400  days  to  charge  Van  Dyke  in  the  shooting  of  Laquan
McDonald. 

Jason Van Dyke gunned down Laquan McDonald on October 20th,
2014.  A  judge,  in  response  to  a  journalist’s  Freedom  of
Information Act request, ordered the video of the shooting
released to the public by November 25th, 2015. 400 days.

400 days have gone by since Laquan McDonald breathed his last
while  he  lay  bleeding  in  the  streets  from  sixteen  bullet



holes, with all the bullets being fired by one sworn to uphold
the law and protect and serve the public.

400 days. The State’s Attorney, she’s an elected official.
She’s a politician. The video had been requested by the public
for a year. When the courts finally forced the city to release
the video of the slaying as unrest continued to grow, she
waited until the day the video was released to press charges.

#BlackLivesMatter –Laquan McDonald’s life mattered. 

If Laquan McDonald had been arrested for shooting and killing
someone, if the roles were reversed, he would have been put in
jail and charged as soon as the courts were open for business.
He would have been denied bail. He would have been assigned to
an  overworked  public  defender  who  could  not  possibly  be
expected to provide effective assistance of counsel with the
immorally low funding and staffing in the public defender’s
office. Laquan McDonald would either be coerced into pleading
or he would have a mere formality of a trial before he was
sent to prison or death row. No one would blink, because that
is how our country operates. That is the status quo.

Instead, Jason Van Dyke is a white police officer who has a
thin blue line to erase video tapes for him. He is a white
police officer who has the strongest unions and political
lobbies behind him. He is a white police officer who works in
the executive branch of our government, hand in hand with the
attorneys responsible for charging decisions and prosecutions.
He is a white police officer who has 400 days to prepare a
defense, to prepare his family, to practice those magic words,
“I feared for my life.”  He is a white police officer who may
have never been charged in the first place if a journalist
didn’t fight for that video to be released, who may have never
been charged had that video not forced the hand of the State’s
Attorney in her own self-interested political game.



We are all complicit; we are all responsible for change. 

Plenty of people will spill words indicting Jason Van Dyke,
but plenty of right-wing racists will instead blame the victim
and say that if Laquan McDonald weren’t a “thug,” if he had
just followed the directions of police, if he had just not
committed any crimes in the first place, he would still be
alive. Their logic will rest on the idea that anything short
of  unflinching  obedience  to  the  State,  anything  short  of
complete purity of spirit (and skin) deserves the sentence of
death with no trial.

Plenty of people will blame a police culture that encourages
officers to shoot first and ask questions later, yet plenty of
others will write op-eds about a non-existent war on police.

Plenty of people will march in Laquan McDonald’s memory to
honor him and to protest the sad truth that our government—and
thus, the majority of our citizenry—cares less for the lives
of black people and other people of color than it does for the
white majority, yet many will point to the red herring of
black on black violence.

Plenty  of  people  will  scream  out  in  anguish  because  they
aren’t  heard  when  they  say,  “Black  lives  matter,”
but—sadly—plenty of people will scream out in anger and denial
to  drown  them  out.  Plenty  of  people  will  miss  the  point
entirely;  and  to  protect  their  own  fragile  psyches,  to
continue living in denial, or to maintain their own status
quo, they will cry out, “All lives matter.”

It’s all so familiar, and it’s all so heartbreaking. So many
words will be spilled about the blood we continue to spill,
and most of them will be pointing the finger at someone else.
So few will hold up a mirror and say, “How am I complicit?”
The truth is, we are all to blame.

We live in a culture of fear in which we demonize “the other.”
We live in a culture of violence in which we use guns in



misguided efforts to solve or prevent our problems. We live in
a culture in which we are at war with each other—black lives
vs.  blue  lives,  liberals  vs.  conservatives,  extremist
evangelicals  vs.  everyone,  and  the  list  goes  on.

We live in a culture in which we voice outrage over the blood
spilled in our streets, in our movie theaters, and in our
schools; yet, we do nothing about it. We live in a culture in
which we are all given one vote, we are all given voices, and
we  continue  to  either  not  use  them  or  we  waste  them  to
maintain the status quo. The status quo is not acceptable.

My heart absolutely breaks for Laquan McDonald and for his
family. And my heart breaks for us all.
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