


Solidarity Founding Statement
 

A Note on this Publication

 

This Founding Statement was adopted at the founding national convention of
SOLIDARITY in the Spring of 1986.  It is reissued here in its original form.

Obviously, events since then have altered the face of the world and U.S. politics: the
collapse of bureaucratic dictatorships in Eastern Europe and profound crisis inside the
Soviet Union; the defeat of the Sandinistas in the February 1990 elections and the
subsequent year of struggle in Nicaragua; the proclamation of a New World Order and the
slaughter carried out by Western Imperialism in the Gulf War; the effort to build a
Rainbow movement around Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaign; to name only a few.

SOLIDARITY has published leaflets, discussion papers, and pamphlets on these and other
questions, and has participated in struggles around them.  These materials are available
from the organization.

However, the fundamental principals presented in this Founding Statement continue to be
the basis of SOLIDARITY’s politics.

 

—The SOLIDARITY Political Committee, April, 1991

Declaración Política de Fundación En
Español
 

 

FOR A SOCIALIST ALTERNATIVE IN AMERICA

 

Nearly two decades ago, United States and world capitalism entered the first phase of a
protracted, system‐wide crisis.  This still unfolding crisis has demonstrated the classic
features well‐known to Marxist crisis theories, but also new ones.  Since the early 1970s
we have witnessed the reassertion of boom‐and‐bust cycles, of intensified national
economic rivalries evidenced by protectionism and other measures; and a visible
expression of the falling rate of profit.

New developments, however, have also given this period of crisis a unique character:
“stagflation” recessions in which inflation continued despite high unemployment and
economic contraction; an explosion of international debt which threatens to swallow the
banking system alive; and perhaps most unexpected for Marxists, the system’s
unprecedented ability through government intervention to produce short‐term solutions,
even at the cost of deepening underlying contradictions such as permanent high structural
unemployment in the U.S. and Europe.

The long crisis has produced glimpses of revolutionary possibilities, beginning with
France in 1968.  If the revolutionary left’s anticipations of imminent social revolution in
1968 proved highly optimistic, nonetheless the following years did see the first phases of
potential working‐class revolutions—Chile preceding the 1973 coup, Portugal during 1974‐
75, South Africa today.  National liberation movements won independence in the former
Portuguese African colonies and in Zimbabwe.  In Vietnam, U.S.  imperialism suffered its
greatest historic defeat.  Recent years have seen the opening up of profound social
struggles and democratic movements in countries of “peripheral” capitalism such as
South Korea, Brazil, Mexico, the Philippines and the Central American region.  A
victorious revolution occurred in Nicaragua and revolutionary struggles continue to unfold
in Guatemala and El Salvador.

A dramatic feature of present‐day struggles in many “peripheral” or Third World capitalist
states is the growing social weight of the working class‐as expressed both in its own class
organizations and in its alliance with the peasantry and urban “marginalized” masses. 
The rapid growth of the working classes in Latin America, Asia and South Africa makes
even more relevant the application of Marxist analysis and politics in these struggles. 
The emergence of militant mass labor movements in repressive conditions has confirmed
the potential for the working‐class movement to lead the struggle for democracy, for the
transformation of political to social revolution and the possibility of building authentic
working‐class revolutionary parties.

Eastern Europe has also experienced its own crisis.

The bureaucratic stranglehold on the economy engenders low productivity, inefficiency,
and inability to meet elementary consumer needs.  In some cases, the crises of these
states has also been linked to the contradictions of capitalism, as the ruling bureaucracies
seek Western bank loans and investment to cover up their own failures.

This crisis exploded most dramatically in the Polish workers’ movement Solidarnosc in
1980‐81.  From a struggle for the elementary right of independent trade unions, the
movement spearheaded by Solidarnosc rapidly evolved into a classic proletarian
revolutionary challenge—a form of dual power—before being tragically defeated by the
imposition of martial law.  That movement represents the high point so far of the
struggle for socialist freedom in the Eastern bloc.

As revolutionary socialists in the heartland of imperialism we are deeply inspired by all
these struggles, and are committed to study and build solidarity with them.  This is a task
to which further discussion will be given later in this statement.  Nonetheless, the hard
reality remains that the protracted crisis has not produced any generalized revolutionary
upsurge.  Indeed, the general trend of the past decade for the working classes of the
“advanced”

industrial capitalist countries has been one of declining union strength and, to some
degree, political conservatization.  As labor became disoriented, rightist forces gained
ground.

There are important exceptions, to be sure: the limited victory won by German
metalworkers for a shorter work week; the tremendous resistance shown by the British
miners, although their struggle was lost because of the passivity of the British labor
bureaucracy; the successful U.S. miner’s strike of 1978 and the beginnings of important
strikes resisting further concessions in the past year.  In at least one country, Britain, the
revolutionary left played a significant role in defeating an incipient fascist movement.

Nonetheless, contrary to the expectations of virtually all shades of opinion in the U.S.
and Western European left, the line of march of the working class of the “advanced”
countries has been one of retreat.  The forces of the revolutionary left were, of course,
much too small to reverse this process, even had we fully understood it.  It is not
surprising that as the workers’ movements of the U.S. and Western Europe have
retreated, the revolutionary left has also declined in these countries.  At the same time
as the combativity of the organized workers’ movement has receded, the broad social
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and political “issues”

movements such as feminism, environmentalism and anti‐militarism have persisted, with
ups and downs.  These movements play a critical role in raising a visible challenge to the
most odious aspects of the deepening capitalist assault.  They keep alive a spirit of
debate and resistance, which often succeeds in winning the sympathies, if not the active
participation, of the majority of working people.

This is demonstrated most dramatically in the deep anti‐war, anti‐militarist sentiment in
the advanced capitalist countries, which has become a factor the capitalists must take
into account in pursuing their war plans and spreading their nuclear arsenals.  The anti‐
missiles movement that swept Western Europe and the anti‐intervention movement in
the U.S. are recent examples.

The challenges raised by these social movements also serve to deepen the debate in the
workers’ movement and shake the collaborationist complacency of its leadership.  The
hard‐won official pro‐choice position of the Canadian New Democratic Party and the
controversy within the American AFL‐CIO on the issue of Central America testify to this
capacity.

The continued existence of such movements has also been critical to the left’s very
survival.  As activists within them, we seek to maintain their independence from the
capitalist lesser‐evil electoral trap.  We also seek to deepen their connections with and
integration into working class political life in order to prepare the way for the
emergence of a working‐class movement that can address the totality of political and
social questions facing it.

Over the past decade in most of southern and western Europe, as well as Japan, the
revolutionary left has deeply declined or self‐destructed.  Meanwhile the reformist
“Eurosocialist” parties have come to power in France, Greece, Spain and Portugal –and
proven to be dismal failures in confronting the crises of their own societies.  They have
broken every electoral promise, whether it was breaking free from NATO, creating
democratic economic reforms, ending unemployment, liberating women or allying with
Third World liberation struggles.  Clearly social democracy has not created an alternative
to working class retreat, but is only one political expression of that retreat.  The
American Scene

 

But nowhere has the decline and disorientation of the left been as acute as in the United
States, and for revolutionary socialists in the U.S. this must be our practical starting
point.  The small forces of the revolutionary left in the U.S. face an acute crisis of
perspective.  That crisis cannot be overcome by ignoring it, or resolved by means of
admiration and support for struggles in other countries.

A profound conservatization of the left, caused in part by the decline of dynamic mass
opposition movements, has pulled many former radical activists into the Democratic
Party.  We are completely against this disastrous course, and we regard combating this
trend as a basic task of socialist politics.  There has been a smaller but equally disastrous
drift toward Stalinist politics and a tendency toward organizational bureaucratism falsely
packaged as “democratic centralism.” We believe that revolutionary socialist
regroupment, and the general political approach to be outlined in this statement, is a
first step toward overcoming this crisis and rebuilding effective socialist politics and
organization in the U.S.

The need for such politics and organization has never been greater than at present.  The
construction of such an alternative must begin from the realities of the U.S. working
class, the movements of the oppressed and the left.  All of these have been deeply
disoriented by the ascendancy of Reaganism and weakened by the employers’ offensive.

The politics of Reaganism, however, are a symbol and symptom of an increasingly
aggressive stance by U.S. capital—not its cause.  On the other hand, economic changes in
the past several years have begun the “restructuring” of U.S.

industry and of the working class itself, to the profound disadvantage of the traditional
labor movement.  Older industries and their unions have been thrown into decline.  A
larger proportion of jobs are low wage, disproportionately filled by women and
oppressed minorities, while the proportion of the industrial and blue‐collar working class
within the population as a whole has decreased.  At the same time a large sector of
affluent professionals and managers has been created.  This newly prosperous layer
greatly swells Reagan’s political base, and has helped create the tone for the policies of
deliberate social neglect in mainstream politics as well as the calculated viciousness of
the right wing.

On the other hand, business does not feel it can afford expensive reforms, whether at
the level of collective bargaining or social spending, which characterized previous
periods of prosperity.  Even more to the point, capital does not feel a threat from below
that would force it to deliver such reforms.  Rather, its strategy is to impose the full
costs of making U.S. capital competitive and profitable on organized and unorganized
workers, on the Black community and on women.  The fruits of this strategy are visible
everywhere, in a thousand daily atrocities.  In the Black inner cities, infant mortality
rates are at Third World levels—a predictable result of the slashing of pre‐natal nutrition
programs.

“De‐industrialization” has ruined whole regions.  The percentage of unionized workers
has fallen to 18%.

From the late 1960s to the mid‐’70s, a mass‐based women’s movement created a new
atmosphere in which reproductive freedom, childcare and a decent job began to be
seen as rights.  It is only natural, within the context of a capitalist system which from its
inception has been built on foundations of male supremacy as well as class exploitation,
that the imposition of austerity and right‐wing political solutions entails a counter‐ assault
to wipe out women’s recent gains.

Nonetheless, the struggles that produced the limited victories for women were the result
of real‐life conditions which still exist—the large‐scale entry of women into the work
force by both necessity and choice, the percentage of families now headed by women,
etc.  The model of the male wage‐earner‐centered family held up by the right wing is
increasingly a myth.  Against whatever odds, therefore, women’s struggles for basic
rights will continue.

The recent call by NOW for demonstrations in support of abortion rights, the cutting
edge of the right‐wing attacks on all women’s rights, is undoubtedly an expression of this
reality.

Participation in these struggles must be central to the revival of a labor movement, as
well as a left, worthy of the name.  Special attention must be focused in the present
phase of the capitalist crisis on escalating militarism.  Far from being a transient phase or
a particularly grotesque feature of one right‐wing Administration, dramatic and
continuing increases in military spending are deliberately built in as part of the effort to
“reflate” a slump‐prone economy.  The fact that these increases boost a ruinous deficit,
itself a threat to the economic confidence of the ruling class, has created political
contradictions which are still being fought out.

At the same time, politically the escalation of “defense” spending is part of the effort to
construct a consensus for policing the Third World, under the cover of stopping “Soviet
expansionism.” Such a consensus is necessary in order to make millions of American
workers feel they have a stake in policies which are, in fact, destroying their jobs, their
communities and their lives.

In this situation, the task of constructing a socialist alternative in the U.S. begins with
the building of resistance, in large battles and small ones, in the unions and the broader
social movements, to the economic and social assaults of capital.  The participation of
socialist activists in these daily struggles is far more important than the elaboration of
complex schemes of “structural reform” for which there is no means of implementation.

We try to introduce relevant political ideas into these daily struggles, in any way we can,
helping to link them together, to build alliances and ties of solidarity between them. 
This means participating in all fights for reform.  But it also means introducing a broader

 



vision of a society without exploitation or oppression.  Such a society cannot be handed
down from above; it requires that ordinary working people take control, collectively and
democratically, over their lives.

Socialism is the society that workers and the oppressed will begin to build when they
have taken power through a revolution that grows out of their daily struggles.  It must be
based on workers’ democracy, meaning both workers’ control of production and the
exercise of political power through mass democratic institutions.  Only through such
institutions of workers’ democracy can the working class keep the power it has won and
use it to construct a new society.

Our socialist vision is therefore profoundly revolutionary and democratic, visionary and
rooted in daily struggle, working class and feminist, anti‐capitalist and anti‐bureaucratic. 
Only by forging such an alternative at home can we ultimately fulfill our obligations to
the struggles for freedom around the world.

 

INTERNATIONALISM: A POLITICS OF SOLIDARITY

 

For us as revolutionary socialists, the struggle for freedom is worldwide and indivisible—
from Central America to South Africa, from Puerto Rico to Poland.  Internationalism has
particular significance for socialists in the U.S., whose ruling class commands the largest
nuclear arsenal and which plays the greatest role in perpetuating misery in defense of its
world empire.  As sections of the American working class begin to resist such corporate
assaults as concessions, union‐busting and plant closures, one important political
responsibility for socialist activists is to patiently explain the commonality of these
struggles with the movements of working people and the oppressed for political freedom
and social justice in Latin America, South Africa, the Philippines and elsewhere.

Our internationalism begins at home, with the fullest possible participation in movements
opposing U.S. imperialist intervention in the Third World, its continued colonial
occupation of Puerto Rico and the Micronesian archipelago, and its arms buildup which
threatens humankind with annihilation.  Contrary to ideologues of liberalism and even to
some who call themselves part of the left, we do not distinguish “progressive” versus
“reactionary” forms of U.S. intervention.  The American ruling class has no progressive
role to play anywhere in the world.

In Central America, whether the United States government is back ing death squads or
the ultra‐right or Christian Democratic

“reform” from above, its objectives remain the same.  Usually, in fact, it pursues both
tactics at the same time, toward a common aim: to keep the region open to U.S.
investment and the worker and peasant masses disciplined by poverty, powerlessness and
fear.  These conditions are generally known as “stability,” “social harmony” and
“favorable business climate.”

In South Africa, “constructive engagement” and the mildest of cosmetic sanctions against
apartheid are two sides of the same pro‐racist U.S. policy.  South Africa is an economic
pillar and regional military bulwark of the Free World, and under no circumstances is the
U.S. prepared to allow the Black majority to jeopardize this arrangement.  Indeed, while
indulging in purely verbal gestures against apartheid (a system to which, of course, no
one except explicit Nazis give open approval), the U.S. has strengthened its military
partnership with South Africa by moving toward open support of the South African‐
backed UNITA movement in Angola.

The same considerations apply with respect to the United States’ relationship to
dictatorships in the Third World, as they did to the late Shah of Iran, Sadat of Egypt and
Marcos of the Philippines.  These client dictators retain the full support of the U.S.,
regardless of how alienated and hated they are within their own countries, unless
repression fails and the threat of revolution from within undermines “stability.”

In the Middle East, the United States, together with its ally and junior partner Israel act
in concert to suppress all expressions of the Palestinian peoples’ nationhood and
aspirations for justice and human rights.  Unlimited U.S. military and economic support to
Israel are the underpinning both for Zionist expansionism in the Middle East and for
Israel’s increasing global role in Third World repression, including the genocide in
Guatemala.

In virtually all these cases the imperialist foreign policy of the U.S. capitalist class is
backed up by bipartisan Congressional consensus, by mass media silence or complicity,
and by the implicit and often active support of the trade‐union bureaucracy.  An
important first step in breaking through the pro‐ imperialist consensus is to force an open
debate.  This has now begun to take place within the unions around the issues of Central
America and South Africa.  On many other issues, however—notably the Middle East—
there is virtually no serious discussion inside the institutions of the labor movement, the
media, or anywhere else.

Stopping Intervention

As anti‐intervention and solidarity activists, we work in a wide range of movements: the
unions, the Pledge of Resistance, Sanctuary and in the Salvadoran, Nicaraguan and
Guatemalan solidarity networks.  We see the building of the anti‐apartheid movement as
a major priority.  In addition, the strengthening of the movements in solidarity with the
Palestinian people is a key task, especially given the continuing attachment of much of
the left to Zionism.

There can be no single formula for building all the movements.  We support any form of
activity that mobilizes people and raises consciousness.  However, the general drift to
the Democratic Party has made itself felt in the movements, a retreat which in fact
demobilizes activists, eases pressure on Congress and the Administration and thereby
indirectly contributes to the drift to the right in both capitalist parties.

We favor strategies that combine a range of activities such as in dependent electoral
activity or local initiative campaigns, broad unified mass actions, civil disobedience
where this helps build the struggle, and ultimately a broad mass mobilization that links
the struggle against intervention abroad to workers’ struggles against austerity at home.

Anti‐Bureaucratic Struggles

Where the American capitalist class expresses support for democratic movements in
Eastern Europe, such as the struggle for independent trade unions in Poland, or the
efforts of dissidents and independent peace activists in the Soviet Union, it is purely
hypocritical.  Washington has no real interest in the victory of the Polish workers’
movement—its concern lies in discrediting socialism by falsely identifying it with a police
state which cannot tolerate any form of independent working‐class institutions (unions,
parties, newspapers, etc.).  Indeed, the victory of the movement for trade union rights
inside Poland would only have served to highlight the contrast between the fantastic
rank‐and‐file democracy and militancy of the Solidarnosc movement in 1980‐81 with the
bureaucratic and supine character of the union movement today in the U.S.

The suppression of Solidarnosc by the Polish bureaucracy not only discredits the name of
socialism, but provides political ammunition for U.S.‐sponsored anti‐communist crusades
and repression –including the “disappearances” and death squad assassinations of unionists
in Guatemala and El Salvador.  Here again the AFL‐CIO leadership—with its rhetorical
support for “free trade unions” and its very real alliance with the CIA to manipulate labor
movements in the name of “free trade unionism” in Central and South America, Africa
and Asia—is a pillar of U.S. foreign policy.

We as revolutionary socialists are unconditionally in support of the Solidarnosc movement
and support the extension of the movement for genuine unions, socialist democracy and
working‐ class power to the other states of Eastern Europe and the USSR.

We believe also that workers’ struggles of even greater magnitude will ultimately shake
the bureaucratic regime in China to its foundations.

 



We support these struggles, not in counterposition to the struggles of workers for the
right to organize and win political freedom in South Africa, Turkey, Chile and Palestine —
but because we consider that these struggles have a common historic destiny and
strikingly similar dynamics.  It is a remarkable feature of today’s social struggles, East and
West, whether under capitalist or non‐capitalist rule, that the movement from below of
the exploited and oppressed is spearheaded by working‐class self‐organization.  Such
organization points to the possibility of genuinely socialist societies without bosses or
bureaucrats; it therefore poses a common revolutionary challenge to rulers and
privileged elites of all types.

New Worker’s Movements

Another prominent feature of struggle today is that world capitalism and so‐called
transnational corporations have brought about economic transformations, however
distorted, leading to the formation of militant new workers’ movements in the Third
World.  Whether in traditional manufacturing facilities relocating to the Third World or in
new high‐tech silicon chip sweatshops, often based on the superexploitation of women
in 19th century conditions, new working classes are being forged.

The workers’ movement in South Africa is the most dramatic exam ple of a newly‐arising
proletarian movement with revolutionary potentialities.  This movement will
unquestionably play the leading role in the destruction of apartheid.

In Brazil and Mexico, in south Asia and elsewhere, these new workers’ movements will
through heroic effort and sacrifice create their trade union and political organizations
which ultimately challenge imperialist hegemony and capitalist social relations.  In many
countries of the Third World, where the burden of the international debt crushes all
possibilities of social progress, workers and peasants are faced with starvation to pay off
a debt which they never agreed to acquire and from which they receive no benefit. 
The militant workers’ movements of these countries are the best hope for waging a
struggle to repudiate these debts contracted between international bankers and local
ruling classes over the heads of the peoples.

The Central American Revolutions

 

The revolutionary struggles unfolding in Central America require special attention today,
not only because of their great intrinsic importance but also because of the enormous
threat they face from the United States.  While struggles of great importance are
unfolding in many countries from South Africa to the Philippines, the one immediate
revolutionary threat to U.S. domination is in Central America, since the Sandinista
victory in 1979 and the development of a revolutionary crisis in El Salvador from late
1979 to the present.

This fact is both tragic and inspiring.  Tragic because in the absence of revolutionary
challenges in other larger countries, U.S. imperialism is able to concentrate all its
savagery on the task of crushing Central America’s revolutions in the bud.  But also
profoundly inspiring, because after more than seven years Nicaragua continues to
withstand the onslaught and because the popular movements continue under the most
difficult conditions of rural air war and repression in El Salvador and genocide in
Guatemala.

We stand on the side of the Nicaraguan people, whose revolution led by the Sandinista
National Liberation Front is a giant step toward liberation.  Likewise we are in solidarity
with the Salvadoran struggle led by the Farabundo Marti National Liberation army and the
Revolutionary Democratic Front (FMLN‐FDR) and the Guatemalan resistance led by the
United Guatemalan National Resistance (URNG).  We recognize that the extreme
difficulties facing these struggles are overwhelmingly due to the forces arrayed against
them by the U.S. and its regional puppets such as the Honduran regime, the Nicaraguan
contras and increasingly the government of Costa Rica.

The Nicaraguan revolution in particular presents both a source of inspiration and complex
theoretical problems for Marxist analysis.  Under conditions of extreme
underdevelopment and the relatively low social weight of the working class, the
possibilities for the development of classic forms of proletarian power (e.g.  the
exercise of power through workers’ councils) are limited.  Nonetheless, in marked
contrast to many Third World revolutions, Nicaragua since the victory of July 1979 has
seen the emergence of an important element of revolutionary democracy.  In this process
a major role has been played by mass organizations that have a life not controlled by a
party‐state monolith.  Deep inroads have been made against capitalism and bourgeois
authority; at the same time, basic human rights and most democratic political freedoms
have remained intact under conditions of severe economic crisis, invasion and bourgeois
provocation.  All these factors represent a first step in constructing a post‐revolutionary
state that is non‐bureaucratic and non‐authoritarian.

Given the chance to develop free of outside intervention, the still fragile institutions of
revolutionary pluralism in Nicaragua might develop further, placing greater direct power
in the hands of the masses.  Such a transition would not, of course, be guaranteed even
under the most favorable conditions, but would depend crucially on the political
orientation of the FSLN.  Under the actually existing conditions confronting Nicaragua, in
which the survival of the revolution and the nation depend first and foremost on
defeating an imperialist sponsored contra invasion that has internal allies within the
rightist political opposition and the church hierarchy, the degree of revolutionary
democracy is more likely to contract than expand for the duration of the war.

A political attitude toward the Sandinista government of Nicaragua cannot be based
either on wishful thinking or on predictions of an “inevitable” bureaucratic
degeneration, but on the FSLN’s actual record of struggle during and since the
revolutionary victory.  This record shows that the FSLN has both waged an intransigent
anti‐imperialist struggle and placed its confidence in the Nicaraguan masses to advance
the revolution.  We therefore support the Sandinista government unconditionally in its
struggle against US.  imperialism, the contras and the pro‐ capitalist forces in Nicaragua.

We demand the end of all economic aggression and military threats by the U.S. against
Cuba.  As Noam Chomsky has pointed out, Cuba has been the target of more
“international terrorism,” including nuclear terrorism, in the past 25 years than any other
country in the world.  Only the people of Cuba have the right to determine how their
country is to be governed and with what other countries it will be allied.

We do not share a common political attitude toward the Cuban government and Castro
leadership, nor do we share complete theoretical agreement on the character of Eastern
European societies.

In fact, as will be discussed in a subsequent section, we believe it is a mistake for
American revolutionaries to construct organizations today on the basis of total agreement
on precise theoretical interpretations of historical events, or complete agreement on
every current question.

What unites us is our support of the struggles for freedom everywhere, as symbolized by
the Polish workers’ movement and the Nicaraguan revolution.  We are committed to
learning from the struggles of workers and the oppressed everywhere, and building
solidarity with them.  We come together not because we share total commonality of
views, but because we are on the same side of the struggles of workers and the
oppressed everywhere.

U.S. LABOR

The enormous changes in capitalism that have taken place in the past decade or so and
those that are yet to come require a thorough transformation of organized labor in the
U.S.  Our vision of a renewed labor movement is one that is democratic to the core,
militant in its methods of struggle, unrelenting in its advocacy of equality for all people,
class‐wide in its appeal, and internationalist in outlook.  This requires not only the
transformation of existing unions, but the organization of millions of unorganized workers
in every sector of the economy and the formation of a new working‐class based political
party.

To face capital in this era of change, labor must change itself accordingly.  Perhaps the

 



greatest single change required by labor for its survival is its relation to capital.  From a
relation of cooperation and dependence, labor must develop a stance of opposition and
independence toward capital.

The job of transforming the labor movement belongs to the rank and file of labor.  The
labor bureaucracy’s desperate dependence on U.S.‐based multinational capital and its
political parties precludes them from playing a significant role in such a change.  The
transformation of the union by the ranks is not something for tomorrow and not
something that happens in a moment.  That fight has already begun.  At the moment its
central focus is on the resistance to concessions and union‐busting.  But it is also found in
other struggles of the day.  Socialists participate in these struggles and attempt to draw
the lessons that can move the fight from mere resistance to one for greater change
within labor and within the society as a whole.

Socialists and the Trade Unions

Socialists have always been participants in and builders of trade unions.  The U.S. labor
movement is no exception.  Throughout American history socialists have been in the
front ranks of those fighting to make them democratic organizations of the working
class.  The positive view socialists have of unions flows from the belief that it is the
working class through its organized self‐activity that is the central agent of socialist
revolution.  While unions themselves are not revolutionary organizations, they can play
an important role in developing the consciousness, self‐confidence, and power of the
working class.

Since the end of World War II most trade union leaders in the developed capitalist
nations have chosen the road of cooperation and social peace.  In the context of an
unprecedented expansion by the western capitalist economies following the war, the
choice of cooperation seemed logical to most leaders and acceptable to most members. 
This collaborationist orientation did not mean the absence of struggle altogether. 
Conservative governments and recalcitrant employers continued to provoke strikes and in
Europe the needs of capitalist reconstruction after the war occasionally provoked
confrontations over the content of the social pact.  But for the most part, trade union
leaders throughout the West abandoned the practice and even the ideology of class
struggle.

Today, the social pact is crumbling.  Ironically, it is not the working class, but the
capitalist class that has broken the social pact with the labor bureaucracy.  Within the
last several years, capital throughout the developed industrial economies has reneged on
the post‐World War II deal.  In part this is simply a reaction to the global economic crisis
which has made the terms of the deal too expensive in an era of intense international
competition and world‐wide industrial restructuring.  In part it is the belated realization
that the labor bureaucracy still thinks as if the deal was on—or can’t see beyond it even
when they know—and are unable to offer any serious resistance.  It is also in part a
consequence of a massive political shift to the right which is itself a child of capitalist
crisis.  Just as socialists participated in past resistance to bureaucratization or other
effects of the social pact even when the fight seemed hopeless, so today we must be
part of the response to the new capitalist offensive no matter how limited it may seem.

Capital and Labor in the `80s

The most evident characteristics of capital in the 1980s have been fluidity, mobility,
willingness to enter and leave new fields, organizational change, and unabashed
globalism.  Those of American trade unionism in the 1980s have been bureaucratic
organization, rigidity of strategy and practice, fear of the new, narrowness of
programmatic vision, and insular nationalism.  The social pact developed in the U.S. in
the 1940s was based on an agreement by labor to limit wage and benefit gains to
increases in productivity.  In practice this meant gutting workplace organization and
power in exchange for a growth in personal income commensurate with the overall
growth of the economy and the expansion of profits.

Politically, this accord emerged as the institutional alliance of labor with the Democratic
Party and the rejection of a labor party direction.  Labor’s reform agenda would in
practice be limited to what the Democrats thought feasible in the light of America’s
growing police function in the world.  Both the industrial and political deals rested on
negotiations among elites and required further bureaucratic insulation of the labor
leaders from the influence of their members.  Contract negotiations increasingly became
the realm of specialists.  Solidarity, shop floor power, and the accrual of skills by rank‐
and‐file members ceased to be central characteristics of unionism in the U.S.

The Black, women’s, and rank‐and‐file movements of the late `60s and early `70s in the
U.S. made significant forays against the bastions of bureaucratic power and the social
pact on which it rested, but they were unable to breech the walls.  By the mid‐80s, vast
merger movements, technological change, increased capital mobility, and above all
internationalization increased capital’s leverage over organized labor in the U.S.  In fact,
much of labor’s declining clout was a result of the decline in old industries and the rise of
new ones that accompanied a restructuring of the international division of labor.

Since 1979 the employers have waged an unrelenting assault on the wages and conditions
of American workers.  Through recession and recovery, concessionary bargaining has
continued unabated.  A recent study by the Brookings Institution showed that by 1985
concessions had affected virtually every industry in the unionized private sector.

The content of employer demands, however, has changed and become more or less
standardized in the last few years.  Employers are not satisfied with simple wage cuts or
freezes.  An increasing proportion of concessionary demands concern the elimination of
barriers to competition among workers.  Whether it is through cooperative schemes
such as QWL or ESOPs, through the ability to contract‐out at will, through earnings based
on performance, two‐tier wage systems, the goal is to eliminate the last vestiges of
worker solidarity, workplace organization, and other obstacles to total employer control
and “flexibility.”  This is sought not only in the currently organized industries, but in the
new service‐oriented industries as well.  Scab herding, private and public organized
violence and union busting have all returned to the scene and for the most part been
supported by incumbent politicians: ranging from the White House, through Democratic
governors such as Babbitt (Phelps Dodge) and Perpich (Hormel), down to City Hall
(including Harold Washington of Chicago).

Within the last year or so, however, the fight over concessions and increasingly over
unionism itself has escalated.

In a growing number of situations employers have been willing to take long strikes in
order to break or humiliate the union.  In a growing number of instances, the companies
have used organized violence (professional “security” outfits) themselves or convinced
the appropriate level of government to do it for them.  Phelps Dodge, A.T Massey, Danly,
Chicago Tribune, and Hormel strikers all faced a level of armed force that has not
typified U.S. labor relations for years.

Resistance to the employers’ offensive has also grown.  Typically, this renewed resistance
is seen as a fight against concessions and in defense of the union.  Also typically, the will
to fight originates at the local level.  Sometimes the international union tolerates it,
sometimes it opposes it, but only rarely do the Internationals organize the resistance
themselves or extend aggressive support to it.

In struggle after struggle, groups of workers or local unions have sought out support from
other unions.  In some places this has given rise to organizations like the Massachusetts
Labor Support Project or Toledo Area Solidarity Committee; more often it is ad hoc in
nature.  The search for solidarity from other unionized workers and from other
oppressed social groups is not just the implementation of a left perspective.  Such
efforts have arisen not only in urban settings with large left populations, but in small
towns and rurally‐based plants.  It has become typical for strikers to seek out other
unions, farm organizations, and community groups in their areas.

Usually, some level of support is forthcoming.  While no organization of significant
strength and few of real durability have arisen, this search should be viewed as the first
steps toward the reorganization of labor, the first tentative steps toward a working‐class
response to the shift in the power relations of classes in the U.S.

The organization of the millions of low‐paid workers who increasingly compose the new

 



center of gravity—if not necessarily the center of power—within the working class is
obviously key to any strategy for transforming the U.S. labor movement.  But it is not
just a matter of hiring more organizers or beefing up the organizing budget of today’s
unions, much less of hiring media wizards or selling credit cards to the poor.  It is a
political question.  It requires the spreading of a new consciousness that embodies
opposition to capital, that breaks down barriers of race and sex as well as occupation and
enterprise.  This calls for a labor movement in which the concerns of workers as Blacks,
Latins, and women are as legitimate as the fight for higher pay; in which the power to
change life at work is once again a central concept of unionism; and in which unions are
seen as leading crusaders for the underdog, not protectors of a declining turf.  It should
be obvious also that the international redivision of labor that has created many of these
changes requires an internationalist outlook.  Strong links must be forged with the new
and growing labor movements appearing in much of the Third World.

Clearly the changes so desperately needed in the U.S. labor move ment will not come
from the top.  As socialists we put no faith in lobbying the bureaucracy much less in
permeating it.  Within the existing unions, hope remains at the grass roots level.  It is to
the base of labor that we take our ideas and proposals.

The Tasks of Socialists in the Unions Today

The labor movement we fight to build is not simply more democratic and more
“progressive” than the existing unions.  Its major defining feature is not just a different
set of positions or even a more militant stance in collective bargaining.  We fight to
build a labor movement that has a fundamentally different relation to capital than today’s
unions: one of opposition, not collaboration, of class struggle, not “interest group”
preservation.

This historic task is not simply something for today’s socialists; it is the job of the
millions of workers who will compose the active base of such a movement.  The
socialists cannot substitute themselves for the class, nor can we hope to see such a
development by simply propagandizing about it.  Our approach rejects both
substitutionism and propagandism in favor of an activist approach to existing struggles in
which we participate and from which we attempt to draw the lessons that point to a
greater strengthening of the movement.  Our basic tasks include:

1. Rank‐and‐file work at the local union and workplace level.  The fight to transform
local unions, build or rebuild workplace union organization, and capture local unions
for rank‐and‐file power are central tasks in the struggle to transform labor.

2. Building rank‐and‐file opposition movements within existing international unions.
3. Building organized resistance to the employers’ offensive.  In fighting the

employers these days some level of organized resistance beyond the local union and
independent of the control of the international union officialdom is needed.

4. The struggle against racism, sexism and heterosexism in the unions and on the job. 
Racism, sexism and heterosexism have always been barriers to a genuinely class‐
conscious labor movement in the U.S. Although the proportion of women and
minority workers in unions is greater than in the past, racism, sexism and
heterosexism within the unions remains a barrier to true equality in the labor
movement.

5. The fight for genuine internationalism.  The global nature of capitalism in its era of
crisis and restructuring requires an internationalist response from organized labor.

6. The fight for a labor party in the U.S. We are convinced that a break from
capitalist politics is a necessary condition for the creation of an effective labor
movement.  Even in terms of the defensive posture, no matter how militant, the
working class is certain to take under today’s circumstances, independent political
organization and opposition to the pro‐employer politics of both major parties is an
indispensable part of the search for new forms of labor organization.

 

OPPRESSED MINORITIES IN THE U.S.

 

Racism and national oppression have been cornerstones of U.S. capitalism since its
inception.  The exploitation of nonwhite peoples—both within its borders and in the
colonial and neocolonial worlds—has served as a source of profit for the U.S. ruling class
as well as a political tool to maintain its dominance.

The historic oppression of Native Americans, Chicanos and Puerto Ricans flows from their
conquest by the U.S. Blacks were torn from their homeland and brought in ships as
slaves.  For Chinese‐and Japanese‐Americans, Filipinos and Arab‐Americans, who came to
the U.S. like many other workers from Europe, the virulent racism they encountered has
formed their particular identity as oppressed nationalities.  In some cases, special laws
regulating their ability to maintain residency or own land were passed.  The systematic
discrimination which these groupings have suffered is different in kind from the ethnic
discrimination which sections of the white working class have encountered.

The struggle for socialism thus entails a combined fight against the existing economic
order and against the oppression of minorities.  Although each of these struggles has its
own dynamics, they are also inextricably intertwined, both by the nature of the
demographics of minorities, who are overwhelmingly proletarian, and by the divisive
use capitalism makes of racism.

We support the efforts of oppressed nationalities to self organization in all spheres‐in
political organizations, in unions, in the women’s movement, in the community, and in
the society at large.  We support the fight for affirmative action within integrated
institutions, and the fight for political and economic liberation, including the right to
self‐determination.

We oppose the utilization of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) as a
weapon in the hands of the employer.  The threat of deportation keeps many workers
from unionizing or fighting for decent wages.  We also oppose the deportation of those
who have fled from dictatorships or from the conditions imposed by U.S. intervention in
Central America.

The current economic crisis has hit minority workers hardest.  Within the minority
community women, youth, and the elderly have borne a disproportionate share of the
attacks.  However, the depth of the crisis has also meant that white workers facing
concessions are in the same boat.  The more militant and politically conscious among
them are thus beginning to make the links between their situation and that of oppressed
minorities.

The gains achieved by minorities in the 1960s and `70s have been eroded under the
impact of the ruling‐class offensive.  Yet the crisis in housing and employment, the issues
of police brutality and drug use, and the continuing political disenfranchisement of
minority communities have not yet produced as large a fightback as existed in the Black,
Chicano, Puerto Rican, Asian‐American and Native American communities of the 1960s
and early `70s.

Much of the resistance that has arisen in recent years has taken an electoral form. 
Clearly the Rainbow Coalition is the most developed expression of this phenomenon. 
The desire to seek allies among all who seek to fight against social injustice is at the
heart of the coalition, as well as a recognition that those who are oppressed by the
institutions of class rule must have a political voice.  But at the same time the formation
is locked within the confines of the Democratic Party.

This development flows from two reasons.  One is the continuing under‐representation of
minorities in political life, which spurs them to fight in the electoral arena.  The second
is the destruction of the leadership which arose in the 1960s, through both political
assassination and co‐optation.

Some veterans of the liberation movements of the 1960s are still active, and the
potential exists for new, younger fighters to join them in forging a new revolutionary
leadership within the Black, Native American and other oppressed nationality
communities that can respond to the present situation.

 



The crisis today—unlike the 1960s—affects all sectors of the working class.  This means
that the fight of revolutionaries for leadership of Black, Chicano, Puerto Rican and other
minority workers will not be limited to “which way forward” for their movements.  It
will inevitably take up various social struggles.

The links Jesse Jackson has been able to forge between P9 members, farmers, minorities
and peace groups is indicative of the potential for a multi‐issue, anti‐capitalist
movement.

Socialists can help to provide an analysis for such a movement which will strengthen its
independent, class‐struggle character.  Solidarity supports the fight to restore social
spending programs that particularly affect minority communities and to oppose the
military budget.  In this fight we urge support for demands which challenge capital’s
“right” to determine the fate of these com munities, and which lead to the community’s
self‐mobilization and self‐governance.

Because of their own oppression—and their identification with struggles of other
nonwhite peoples—many members of oppressed minorities in the U.S. have been drawn,
historically, to radicalism.

The ability of these activists to play leading roles in the multinational movement against
the U.S. ruling class, however, has been limited by the segmentation of the U.S. working
class, which has been divided, historically, along racial and gender lines.

Additionally, white radicals—including socialists –have usually failed to orient correctly
toward genuine collaboration with Black, Latin, Asian and Native American
revolutionaries.  Our own organization, by its composition, reflects this historic defect. 
We seek both by recruitment and regroupment to learn from, and work with,
revolutionaries from communities of oppressed nationalities.

The fight for liberation in southern Africa, against intervention in Central America, and
for international working‐class solidarity, is part of the fight against the racism of the
U.S.  ruling class.  Given the increasing militancy of Black workers represented by the
Coalition of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), and the increasing identification of
Black Americans with COSATU, the African National Congress (ANC) and other liberation
groups, the liberation of southern Africa can have a profound political impact on the
consciousness of Blacks in the U.S. and greatly enhance the chances of a revival of the
movement under working‐class leadership.

As capital guts the urban centers of the North, with their large minority communities,
the fight for jobs, housing and other services in those cities, as well as the fight against
police abuse and right‐wing terror, must be continued.  But the increasing flight of
capital to the South and Southwest requires us to pay special attention to the combined
economic and racial struggle in those areas: 53% of Blacks still live in the South, and the
Chicanos in the Southwest will soon be the largest minority in the U.S.

There, too, Native Americans continue to fight for the right to control their land. 
Special attention must be paid to the struggles of Native Americans, who seek
reparations for the genocide committed against their people, oppose forced removal,
and raise demands against the energy corporations which threaten their very existence.

The fight of oppressed nationalities takes different forms, both urban and rural, both
among the longest oppressed nationalities [Native Americans and Blacks] as well as among
the most recent victims [refugees from Central America], both defending communities of
oppressed nationalities and demanding affirmative action.

 

FEMINISM MARXISM

 

We are socialist‐feminists: we hold that the struggle for socialism requires the struggle
for women’s liberation—we cannot make a revolution to create a society without
exploitation and oppression unless women are fully part of that revolution and that new
society.  We also hold that the struggle for women’s liberation requires the alliance of
feminist movements to the class struggle.  Most women cannot hope to control their lives
or even achieve equality with men within a capitalist society.  The class struggle is not
something that happens only at the workplace or in trade union battles.  And
revolutionary socialist organization will have to unify movements of all subordinated
groups.

Yet, socialists have too often tried to create unity simply by insisting that class
oppression “comes first.” To tell women that they must postpone their struggle against
male domination in the greater interest of the working class is not only to define the
working class as male but also to maintain rather than overcome the divisions that
already exist within the working class.  Real unity is possible only on the basis of
equality: equal participation of women at all levels of organization, full commitment of
organizational resources to work in the women’s movement, and the incorporation of
feminist perspectives into all areas of socialist political activity.

A socialist movement that does not speak to women’s needs and aspirations will hardly be
able to mobilize women for revolution.  A working class driven by sexism will be
vulnerable to capitalist strategies of divide and conquer.  Men’s insistence that they have
the right to monopolize better‐paying jobs in the name of their traditional breadwinner
role pits men and women workers against each other, weakening trade union
organization.

 

A working class which has not confronted the fundamental issues of sexual politics raised
by feminism will be more easily manipulated by conservative political forces.  The new
right’s “pro‐family” politics plays on real fears and real needs.  Its invocation of an ideal
family based on the control of women’s sexuality and confinement to traditional roles
may fly in the face of reality, but strikes a responsive chord when the alternative is the
insecurity and disintegration of personal life, the relentless commodification of women’s
sexuality in the mass media, in advertising, in entertainment, and, for many women, in
actual relationships.  The continuing depth of women’s oppression is shown by the
vicious means still used to keep women “in their place:” violence in fact and image,
rape, battering, sexual harassment.

A working class not ready to challenge family roles in which men continue to have
primary responsibility for income earning, while women continue to have primary
responsibility for children, caring for men, and domestic work even if they also hold
paying jobs, will continue to regard male wages and unemployment as serious political
issues, while women’s pay and women’s jobs remain unimportant.

Solidarity between different groups within the working class, between trade unionists
and welfare recipients, between the organized and unorganized, between the skilled
crafts and service and clerical workers, will therefore be much harder to achieve.  The
struggles of working women for equal pay for work of “comparable value,” affirmative
action, equal access to all trades and professions, representation in union leadership and
safeguards against reproductive hazards and against sexual harassment on the job will be
crucial to achieving this solidarity.

The development of feminism—as theory of women’s oppression and organization for
overcoming it and as vision of an alternative society—has made a major contribution to
Marxist theory and socialist politics.  For example, in its call for a revolution in personal
life as well as public life, feminism has helped return Marxism to its early liberatory,
democratic thrust.

Socialists have been led to develop and deepen the Marxist ideal of human emancipation
encompassing every aspect of life.  A socialist‐feminist vision aims to end not only
economic exploitation, physical insecurity, and material deprivation, but also alienation
from our bodies and sensuality, our capacity for intimacy, sexuality, and play.

Where traditional Marxism envisioned collective responsibility for children only to free
individual women from the burden of motherhood, feminism has helped us to see

 



further.  Our goal is not just to socialize childcare but also to allow both men and women
to participate in raising children.  We will never have deeply humane and comradely
relationships in work, political and community life until we break out of the destructive
sexual division of labor in which women but not men are expected to nurture and care
for others.

The struggles of women against male domination—whether for equality in the workplace,
for reproductive freedom, for the freedom to live openly as a lesbian, for the end of
male violence against women, etc. —are crucial not only to the building of a women’s
movement but to the development of a revolutionary socialist movement.  Organizations
run by and for women themselves develop the experience, self‐confidence,
consciousness, and militance of women in a way that mixed organizations can never do. 
In autonomous women’s organizations, women learn leadership skills and come to trust
and rely on each other.

And while women’s liberation cannot be achieved under capitalism, women can improve
the quality of their lives through the struggle for reform.  Each victory that increases
women’s scope of action, access to economic support independent from men, ability to
contest women’s cultural devaluation, and so forth, contributes to the strength of
women’s self‐organization.

Therefore, these battles also provide the experiential, material, organizational and
ideological base from which women can ensure that their needs, interests, and goals are
at the forefront of socialist politics.  By developing political program around women’s
issues, by insisting that those issues be recognized in common actions with other forces,
by educating and supporting women activists who also participate in socialist
organizations, feminist organizations have forced the revolutionary socialist left to
develop politically far beyond what would have been otherwise possible.

We are committed to building a women’s movement which is multi racial and working
class.  Women of color and working‐class women have been under‐represented in the
self‐defined feminist movement.  We will challenge—in our own press and in writing for
others, as well as in our organizing efforts—any definitions of feminism that exclude the
self‐organizing efforts of working‐class women and women of color to fight against their
oppression.

We recognize that women of color and other working‐class women have been in the
forefront of struggles to gain wider societal supports for quality parenting alternatives
and adequate incomes to support families, either from expanded job opportunities or
from direct federal aid.  We also recognize that the issues raised by the self‐defined
feminist movement, including reproductive rights, violence against women and
affirmative action/comparable worth, are crucial to the lives of working‐class women
and women of color.  For example, abortion for us is only the first necessary step in
guaranteeing a woman’s freedom to decide when and if she will bear a child.  Real
choices over reproduction require a broad range of rights: the right to quality, affordable
childcare; the right to be lesbian; the right to safe contraception and protection from
forced sterilization; the right to decent housing and safe and rewarding work at a living
wage, etc.

Whether women of color choose to participate in the women’s movement through
autonomous structures which they set up, whether they join the broad women’s
movement, or whether they constitute a caucus within the movement, their
participation is crucial for creating a movement to liberate women.  Without the
presence of women of color to champion their own needs, the feminist movement can
more easily be divided.  We will extend our efforts to influence the nature of national
feminist campaigns—to express the concerns of working‐class women and women of
color.

Women, like the working class and other oppressed people, utilize many forms of
organization in order to fight back against their secondary status.  It is important for
feminists to link, therefore, with popular struggles in which women play leading roles. 
Women are the backbone of many community organizations, anti‐racist and civil rights
groups, unions, solidarity committees, anti‐war and antinuclear organizations.  Women
are everywhere, and even when women do not think of themselves as “feminists,”
through organizing against oppression and making demands on their employer, their
government, their society, they develop leadership capacities and become political
people who are taking control of their lives.  This is the essence of feminism.

We also commit ourselves to maintaining a focus on the interrelationships between
struggles for women’s liberation in the U.S. and those of women in other countries of the
world.  We accept the responsibility for educating the feminist movement in our own
country about the extent to which U.S. capitalism profits from women’s oppression in
underdeveloped countries by extracting super‐profits from their cheap labor while
destroying the economic gains made by women’s struggles in the U.S.

As we try to bring a working‐class and anti‐racist perspective to women’s organizing, we
work to bring a feminist perspective and women’s issues into all areas of our work.  We
hope in this way to prepare and consolidate alliances between the feminist movement
and other opposition forces.  We organize women’s groups to march in anti‐racism
demonstrations and strike picket lines.

We support all forms of women’s organization‐caucuses, task forces, committees—in
unions and workplaces, in the anti‐ intervention, peace, anti‐racism and other
movements.  We take responsibility for introducing feminist campaigns for gay rights,
abortion rights, battered women’s shelters, against sexual harassment, to our fellow
trade‐unionists and community activists.  We take responsibility for bringing women
workers’ special needs into contract bargaining and other union campaigns, for example
around safety.

In all areas of feminist organizing, we emphasize the self‐activity and political
development of women.  As is true of other social movements, reliance on the
Democratic Party has seriously weakened the women’s struggle.  We oppose campaigns,
strategies, and forms of organization that encourage passivity, reliance on leaders,
experts or politicians.  We support strategies of direct action, educational campaigns,
grass‐roots mobilization.  We are convinced that such strategies are the most effective
way for women to win reforms.  We also believe that the self‐organization of women,
their mobilization and development as political activists, is crucial to the re‐emergence
of a revolutionary socialist movement in the U.S.

 

LESBIAN/GAY LIBERATION

 

The struggle for lesbian/gay liberation is bound up closely with the struggle for women’s
liberation.  The two oppressions are related in the family system, which forces children
into a rigid, heterosexual mold, and oppressive, limited definitions of masculinity,
femininity and sexuality.

Freedom for lesbians and gay men requires a drastically expanded range of choices for all
people—as sexual beings, as family members, as working people, as men or women, as
children and adolescents.  The visible disintegration of the traditional family makes the
creation of new ways for people to relate sexually, live together and raise children more
and more urgent.  The autonomous organizations of lesbian/gay people have pioneered
these issues, and we strongly support them.

Full civil rights for gay people would be a major step forward in this broader liberation
struggle.  We fight for repeal of all so‐called “sodomy” laws, which are antiquated
constraints on heterosexuality as well as homosexuality; for passage of local, state and
federal laws banning discrimination based on sexual orientation in housing, employment
and services; for repeal of all anti‐gay provisions in the immigration and naturalization
laws; and for the end to any legal distinction, whatsoever on the basis of sexual
orientation.  We also fight for the inclusion of gay rights clauses in union contracts.

Besides these moves against discrimination, lesbians and gay men desperately need
support today against threats to their health, safety and lives.  Funding for AIDS research

 



and social services for people (of whatever sexual orientation) with AIDS and ARC has
been inadequate and slow in coming; it must be increased manyfold.  The ever‐present
danger of anti‐lesbian and anti‐gay violence has been compounded by the despicable use
of AIDS panic to fuel bigotry.

We support efforts to make the police and courts enforce existing laws against violence
and to add provisions against anti‐gay violence to existing laws against racist violence, as
well as lesbian/gay organizing in self‐defense.  We oppose attacks under whatever
pretext against gay institutions and gathering places.  A necessary antidote to anti‐gay
bigotry is a realistic and sympathetic portrayal of lesbian/gay life in the media, schools
and other public forums.

Finally, we support lesbian/gay struggles that challenge the existing heterosexual family
system.  Homosexual partnerships must be granted equal recognition and support with
married and unmarried heterosexual couples and households.  Lesbians and gay men must
be granted full rights to custody of their children, without sacrificing or hiding the way
they live.  The unjustified bias in adoption and foster placement toward “traditional”

or “normal” households must be eliminated.  Within our own organization we will not
only support the self‐organization of lesbians and gay men, we will try to be supportive
of the personal and sexual choices all our members make.

 

FOR INDEPENDENT POLITICS

 

The necessity for autonomous class action is at the root of our conception of independent
political action.  Class independence is at the heart of revolutionary socialist working‐
class politics, which emphasizes workers’ self‐organization, self‐activity and reliance on
their own strength—including building their own alliances with the oppressed.  In the
electoral arena, the principle of working‐class self organization requires an independent
party.

Lacking such a party, the working class and other progressive movements are reduced to
pressure groups on bourgeois politics, no matter how militant their activity.  This is the
trap from which labor in the U.S. has yet to escape.

Just as we believe that workers, through their class institutions (the unions) should have
a policy of challenging the employers rather than of accepting collaboration, we believe
the same principle should apply in the arena of politics.  Unlike reformists, we do not
see ourselves as “critics” of the bourgeois parties, the Democratic and Republican
parties, but as opponents.  Indeed, in the U.S. the question of the Democratic Party is
the most important principled and practical divide between the politics of reformism
and revolutionary socialism.

The Party Line of reformism in the U.S. holds that the arena for progressive politics lies
inside the Democratic Party.  However frayed around the edges, however disunited on
other issues, sectors of reformism come together on this question—from the most
conservative to the most liberal wing of the AFL‐CIO bureaucracy, from the middle‐class
women’s movement leadership to the mainstream leaders of civil rights organizations to
the Rainbow Coalition, from liberal cold warriors to the Democratic Socialists of
America.

In fact, the Democratic Party is the graveyard of movements for social and political
change.  It is a party controlled by and thoroughly tied to corporate capital, and for that
reason is irrevocably committed to the maintenance of the world U.S.  economic
empire.  It is therefore a party of intervention in Central America, the Middle East,
Southeast Asia and the rest of the Third World; at home, its ability and will to advocate
social reform is strictly limited by what capital is prepared to tolerate.

Quite logically, then, in periods of capitalist prosperity the Democrats promote the
institutional advancement of unions within the system, generally support social spending
and programs which more reactionary sectors of business opinion oppose, and pose as
champions of equality for minorities and women.  In periods of austerity the Democrats
ruthlessly sacrifice social interests to the needs of the system.  Thus on questions of
slashing spending, attacking the gains of the civil rights movement and holding back
women’s struggles for equality, the Democrats have presented no meaningful or lasting
opposition to Reaganism.

No matter how often the quest to capture the Democratic Party for progressive politics
fails—as it always does and always will—the argument for “giving it another try”
constantly revives in the wake of each defeat.  The bitter experience of social
movements inside the Democratic Party in the past two decades alone stretches from
the betrayal of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party at the 1964 convention to the
cynical put‐down of Jesse Jackson’s supporters in 1984; the bureaucratic reversal of the
party reforms of the McGovern period; the continual Democratic betrayals of the labor
movement over labor law reform, taxation and the budget, national health insurance and
myriad social issues as well as basic union rights.  Today, as the Democrats seek to
recapture white votes and business confidence, Gary Hart’s pro‐corporate

“neo‐liberalism” has become the political center of gravity in the Democratic Party.

Nonetheless, the illusions that the Democrats are the party of working people and the
“little person” continually reproduce themselves.  They will continue to do so as long as
the basic institutions of the American working class remain tied to the Democratic Party.

It is therefore essential that socialists continue to make the case for an independent
party based on the labor movement.

The case for a labor party must be made today, even though we know that socialist
propaganda alone will not create it, and even though the politics of today’s official labor
movement are a powerful obstacle to it.

We do not pretend to know the precise structure a labor party in the U.S. would have,
nor how left‐wing it would be at its inception, nor whether the first mass impetus for
independent politics will come from within organized labor or from mass social
movements such as a revived Black Liberation struggle.  Our arguments today center on
the necessity of an independent party of the American working class; we seek to
advance this idea by all appropriate means and we also support all efforts at independent
politics which might set an example in this direction.

The conception that the Democratic Party is the arena for progressive politics extends
deep into the left.  While there are myriad strategic and tactical variations on the
pattern, there are two major sets of argument put forward in favor of left involvement
in Democratic Party electoralism.

The first and generally more systematic is the politics of reformism, theorized most
notably by Michael Harrington and the leadership of DSA, in both its left and right wings. 
The core of the reformist argument identifies the labor movement with its leadership,
views this leadership as the real left wing of U.S.

politics, correctly points out the indissoluble allegiance of this leadership to the
Democratic Party, and concludes that both loyalty to the working class and practical
politics demand that the left focus its political attention on the struggle to change the
Democratic Party to a “real labor party” or some approximation thereof.

While the reformists’ strategy has no chance of success in transforming U.S. politics,
their theory serves the important function of cementing their own loyalty to the existing
labor bureaucracy.  So long as reformism is organized around the premise that the “left
wing of the possible” is bordered by the political consciousness of the labor leadership,
the spokespeople for reformist politics are accepted by at least a sector of that
leadership as advisors and even as representatives of a certain semi‐respectable version
of “socialism.”

In carrying out this function, social‐democratic ideologues have promoted within the
labor movement the notion that concessions can be progressive, that employee buyouts

 



to rescue employers are a progressive structural reform, and other disastrous notions.  In
this way, some of the worst setbacks suffered by American workers become theorized as
“strategic gains.”

In addition, by organizing a substantial sector of radicals around working in the
Democratic Party, the reformist argument promotes the accommodation by these radicals
to pro‐corporate notions of capitalist restructuring, the necessity of austerity, and certain
crucial aspects of U.S. imperialism such as the military and political alliance between the
U.S. and Israel.  Thus many leftists (inside and outside DSA) find themselves working in
the service of politics which they know to be bankrupt, in the belief that this is the only
way to “Dump Reagan” or build a “realistic struggle for power.”

A second, more radical, although less theoretically sophisticated, orientation toward the
Democratic Party by the left is based on the desire to defeat U.S. intervention in Central
America and ally with the Black struggle and other social movements.  Spurred by the
Harold Washington victory in Chicago in 1983 and even more by the Jesse Jackson
movement of 1984, this orientation sees the Black movement as providing the crucial
center and leadership for a “people’s politics” inside the Democratic Party.

This conception is central to the political perspective of several ex‐Maoist formations, to
some ultra‐Stalinist groupings such as Line of March, to the newly formed socialist North
Star Network, and various others.

It is also the viewpoint developed by some prominent Black scholars, most notably
Manning Marable, who synthesizes some of the institutional arguments of reformism (e.g. 
that the Black leadership represents in essence an American social‐democratic mass
politics analogous to a European labor party) with the more radical thrust of Jesse
Jackson’s Black populism.

Supporting the Rainbow Coalition represents an attractive option to the white left,
which acutely recognizes its isolation from the Black community.  It is also exciting to
activists in the anti‐intervention movement, whose priority is the desperate struggle to
hold back the assault on the Central American revolutions and who see the Rainbow
Coalition as an ally with social power.  In such a situation it is all too easy for leftists to
convince themselves that whether Jackson and the Rainbow are independent of, or
within, the Democratic Party is really only a terminological, secondary or tactical
question, and that to not support the Rainbow on such grounds is hair‐splitting.

We believe, on the contrary, that independence from the Democratic Party is a decisive
question, at least as important if not more so than any particular point in a formal
program or platform.  The willingness or unwillingness of the Rainbow Coalition or major
forces within it to break from the Democratic Party determines whether the Rainbow
offers the potential to seriously challenge two‐party capitalist political hegemony, or is
only a pressure group within the system which can be contained, then conservatized or
defeated.

Unfortunately, there is no available evidence to suggest that this question is open inside
the Rainbow: rather, Jackson and the Rainbow leadership are committed to working
within the Democratic Party, indeed to saving the Democratic Party.  We do not share
that goal, and therefore for us any form of political support to the Rainbow Coalition is
excluded.  We make it clear through our literature, statements, etc.  that we regard the
overall political project of the Rainbow Coalition inside the Democratic Party to be a
tragic dead end which blunts the enormous potential of the movement.

On the other hand, where Jesse Jackson or the Rainbow are engaged in actual activities
such as anti‐war demonstrations, civil rights struggles or speaking out for a just peace in
the Middle East as Jesse Jackson has done, we of course support such actions even
though we may not be in full agreement with every slogan.  The positive attitude of
movement activists in general toward the Rainbow Coalition is understandable and
normal.  While our views should be clear, we do not want these differences to be an
obstacle to building demonstrations and solidarity actions in defense of Central America,
against racism, etc.

Under present conditions there is, unfortunately, no clear‐cut electoral strategy for the
revolutionary left to follow.  We are not anti‐electoral.  That is, wherever there are
local, state or national initiatives of an independent radical character (ranging from anti‐
war, farmer‐labor, Black, Latino, or environmentalist to socialist), the question of
whether to support them, and how, is open for discussion.

Members of our new organization come from a variety of political traditions with
somewhat differing experiences on the strategy and tactics of independent political
action.  While we reject any form of support to candidates of the bourgeois parties, we
recognize that the possibilities for building independent politics need to be explored
with an open attitude toward various potential independent formations.

 

OUR ORGANIZATION

 

Our aim is to establish an organization whose functioning will be distinctive within the
left, an organization that will be noted for its democratic practice internally as well as its
non‐sectarian, activist comportment in the mass movements.

We recognize that we are only at the beginning of the struggle to build, or rebuild,
socialist political consciousness in a section of the American working class.  We do not
pretend to have a fully worked out strategy to achieve this, and we recognize that
learning how to build a revolutionary organization in the U.S. will require an
experimental and flexible approach for a considerable period, as well as studying the
experience of revolutionary socialists internationally.

One of the errors that many different political organizations have committed is to
assume that they are not just at the beginning, but already far along the road of
developing a working‐class revolutionary party.  This led them to posture as fully‐formed
vanguard organizations—despite their small size and lack of roots in the working class—
and reject common work, much less unification, with other revolutionaries.

We believe that these would‐be vanguards organized themselves in a way that would be
counterproductive for revolutionary socialists at any time, and was especially
inappropriate for the U.S. in the 1970s and 1980s.  A genuine vanguard only emerges
through years of immersion in the struggle of working class and oppressed people.

Even in a revolutionary period, when its leading role is widely acknowledged, it must be
internally democratic, allowing all its members to present their views openly, to organize
other members around these views and to change the policies of the organization if a
majority is convinced they are correct.  It must also be open to the working class and
social movements, honestly explaining its policies and difficulties, listening to and
sometimes accepting outside criticisms, adapting to spontaneous popular initiatives and
engaging in a frank dialogue with other currents on the left.

In a period of defensive struggles, we must emphasize democracy within our own
organization and openness to those outside it at least as much.  In establishing guidelines
for our organizational functioning, we are adapting the historical experience of the
international revolutionary socialist movement, notably the practice of the Bolshevik
party in the early years of the Russian Revolution, to suit our specific circumstances.

We consider an activist membership a necessary condition for a genuinely democratic
organization.  We expect members working in the same movement to coordinate their
efforts and discuss their common problems together.  We aim to carry out united
campaigns in support of ongoing struggles, making sure that these interventions are
appropriate to our resources and level of involvement and have been preceded by
adequate discussion.  In all of our work in social movements, we follow the general
principle that the lowest body (work group, branch, etc.) that can make a decision on
the conduct of that work should make that decision, and that the opinion of those most
directly involved in the work should be given the greatest weight.

 



Once a considered position has been reached, members have the obligation to help carry
it out.  Of course, a member who does not agree with a specific decision taken by any
body of the group should not be placed in the difficult position of being responsible for
implementing the decision; but in any event, members should not interfere with the
implementation of a collective decision.  We intend to carry out our decisions critically
rather than blindly, keeping in mind the analysis and arguments that went into them and
allowing ourselves the greatest possible leeway to reconsider and correct any mistakes
we may make.

For an organization to be democratic, it must allow for a free and democratic internal
life, in which criticism and debate are viewed as a necessary part of developing a
program for action.  Just as important, the principles of majority rule pertain, so that
the decisions taken after democratic discussion are binding on the leadership of the
organization and actually affect the policy of the organization.  This latter method of
functioning contrasts both with the social‐democratic model, in which no one is bound
by the decisions of the organization, and, consequently, the party leadership is not bound
by the membership’s decisions; and with bureaucratic models of organization, in which
the leadership is out of the control of a membership that is nonetheless expected to
carry out its every decision.

A truly democratic organization must be composed of activists.  If the general
perspective of an organization is the product of not just its general political program but
also the concrete experiences of its membership in the unions and in the mass
movements’ then it is absolutely essential from a practical political viewpoint that its
members be involved.

Since any given member only acquires direct knowledge from the work in which he or
she is immediately involved in, the organization must provide as much information as
possible to its membership.  An activist in a trade union or an abortion rights group must
be able to receive timely information about antiwar or Black liberation movement
activities in order to round out his/her knowledge and allow him/her to participate in
the political discussions of the organization on the same basis as every other member. 
An active educational program for all members, newer and more experienced alike, is
essential for this purpose as well.

In short, the organization must create a collective experience for its members.  In turn,
each member contributes to that collective experience by being active.  We will also
pay special attention to developing leadership skills and giving leadership roles to women
and others who have traditionally been denied them.

 

On the other hand, we absolutely reject any concept that the members of the
organization must present themselves as a monolithic bloc to the outside world—this is
one of the features of sects that most healthy activists find repulsive.  And we recognize
the need to develop among all members of the organization a sense of confidence in
their own abilities.  This implies the necessity of not just tolerating, but understanding
that members of the organization must take initiatives—not wait for some central
committee in another city to hand down directives.  A healthy organization must
encourage its members’ initiative and assure them the flexibility to assess particular
conditions and translate the group’s general principles to practice that meets and engages
those circumstances.  In contrast to the practice of groups that present a monolithic face
to the outside world, not just acting in common, but pretending to think exactly alike as
well, our organization has a responsibility to distinguish between the carrying out of
united campaigns and the appearance of functioning as unthinking bearers of “the line.”

A leadership, by virtue of the fact that it controls an organization’s resources, has a
distinct advantage in internal debate.  For that reason, the right to form tendencies or
factions is absolutely necessary to insure both a democratic discussion and the possibility
that a minority may persuade enough members to become a majority.  Furthermore, the
organization as a whole must be educated in the idea that in any given debate,
frequently no one is 100% correct or 100% wrong.

Rather, it is often a case that different tendencies reflect different aspects of the same
reality in an uneven manner.

 

OVERCOMING SOME ERRORS

 

In forming a new revolutionary socialist organization, we are obligated to examine some
of the errors of the recent U.S.  revolutionary left, whether of the currents of which
many of us were members or of other sectors.

Such an assessment must be carefully balanced.  While the most important lesson of the
1970s was the failure of sectarian models of party‐building, those very failures have
caused many radicals to forget the even more profound lessons of the 1960s –the
imperialist, racist and capitalist nature of the Democratic Party—which a large wing of
the movement learned during the Vietnam war of John F.  Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson.

It is of the greatest importance that a critical reassessment of the struggle for
revolutionary organization lead us forward, not backward to passivity or accommodation
to the political institutions of the system.  Yet the very real dangers of reformist politics,
whether expressed in the demoralized cynicism of many prominent social democratic
intellectuals or the Rainbow Coalition perspective of former Maoists, must not prevent us
from examining the failures of over‐expectation and sectarianism.

In the early half of the 1970s the revolutionary left overestimated its own strength and
(more importantly) the pace at which the capitalist crisis would develop and the
working class would respond.  A plethora of small revolutionary organizations believed at
various times in the 1970s that they were on the road to building a revolutionary party in
America.  Put together over time, several thousand militants passed through these party‐
building formations; thousands more went through the experience of the New American
Movement, which while not “Marxist‐Leninist”

or Trotskyist in orientation also envisioned becoming a mass‐ based party for an American
socialism.

It is all too easy to focus on some of the more grotesque and colorful features in the lives
of such groups: cults of mini‐ personalities, contorted flip‐flops of political line over
China, bizarre debates on applying Stalinist versions of the “United Front” to trade‐union
and national minority work, internal purges over “white chauvinism” or other
manufactured issues that destroyed whole groups, etc.

However, to focus on these aspects of the experience risks missing the more important
lessons to be learned from the less obvious mistakes and misjudgments of those years.  A
more thoughtful approach requires us to look at the experiences of the sectors of the
revolutionary left who were fundamentally democratic and sane in their political
approach.

The belief that our particular group constituted in some sense the “vanguard party,” or its
core, in a situation where in reality the group had only limited influence at the base and
even less actual leadership position among any group of workers, created distortions of
various kinds in our politics.  Such a situation inevitably generated certain tendencies,
which were often justified in terms of “Leninist” or “democratic centralist” norms but
which more often were a serious misapplication and incorrect reading of the actual
historic practice of the Bolshevik party in Lenin’s lifetime.  Such tendencies, which ex
pressed themselves with varying degrees of intensity in the lives of different groups,
included:

1. An over‐centralization of leadership at the expense of local initiative, tactical
flexibility and willingness to experiment with varying styles of work.  There was a
more or less continual state of mobilization—sometimes with productive results, but
insufficient opportunity to evaluate experiences, with the result that strategic
initiative became too much the exclusive province of the central leadership.

 



Political evaluation often was restricted to the discussion of a Political Committee,
filtered down to a National Committee through reports, then to the ranks via NC
members and “fait accompli” articles in the (always homogeneous) party press. 
The ranks, then, were trained (often well) to absorb and defend the line, rather
than to help generate it.  The bottom‐up process was reserved for convention
discussion every couple of years, and‐by that very token‐was largely gutted.

The overemphasis on “leadership” relative to rank‐and‐file initiative inside
vanguard organizations was often reproduced in the groups’ relationship to the class
struggle.  Small groups of revolutionaries overestimated their ability to lead and
sometimes even assumed their historic “right” to do so by virtue of their
“advanced” politics.  One distortion to which this pseudo‐vanguardism gave rise
was the formation of large‐scale or small‐scale front groups with tenuous roots in
the working class or the movements of the oppressed.

We are speaking here not of broad coalitions such as existed in (for example) the
anti‐war movement, but rather of organizations claiming to speak for masses of
workers and the oppressed which were in reality completely dominated by a sect. 
The front‐group method of organizing sometimes produced flashy short‐term results
followed by collapse; on the other hand, serious rank‐and‐file groupings which took
care from the beginning to create a democratic internal process and a leadership
with a real base had much more solid long‐term records of accomplishment and
survival.

2. A vast inflation in the stakes of every political debate, whether over strategy for a
union campaign or even foreign policy or theoretical issues, resulting in a tendency
for factional lines to form as a rule rather than as an exception in every
disagreement.  Such factionalism was often in inverse proportion to the real weight
of the political group in the mass movement, so that the more bitter the internal
debate the less the outcome mattered in the real world. In Maoist or “Marxist‐
Leninist” groupings, all political questions were measured by their correspondence
to whatever version of the “Three Worlds” or “main danger” theory was current. 
In Trotskyist groups the “primacy of program”

conception, according to which every political difference was seen as a potential
fundamental threat to the basic politics of the organization, led to bitter fights and
splits on theoretical questions.  In different forms such problems affected other
groups, such as the International Socialists, whose insistence on too rigid strategic
conceptions contributed to two damaging splits.

3. The collapsing theoretically of struggles of the oppressed into the category of
“class.” If proletarian revolution was on the agenda and building the proletarian
party was the task of the hour, it became all too easy to ignore the great
complexities and multiple dimensions of social movements.  For example, in
addressing the Black movement, the revolutionary left correctly understood in
general (whatever its particular theory of the national or racial character of Black
oppression) that the Black struggle, with its highly proletarian composition, is
revolutionary in its overall thrust. This correct insight, however, became
oversimplified to the point of regarding every strike of Black workers or every
struggle for basic democratic rights (busing, against police brutality, stopping a
racist frame‐up, etc.) as automatically “revolutionary”

even when those involved did not view it in that way at all.  Both Black and white
revolutionaries were prone to this error, the latter more so if they came to the
struggle from the outside.  (Socialists inside the unions, white or Black, dealing
with the real struggles of workers on a daily basis, usually more quickly acquired an
understanding of reality.) Another example was the left’s difficulties in dealing with
the women’s movement, which was often written off as petty‐bourgeois since as
every revolutionist was supposed to know, the (abstractly conceived) working class
was what mattered.  In the process the left often gave short shrift to precisely
those issues which actually mattered most to great numbers of working‐class
women.  Here again, members of cadre organizations who were actually engaged in
working‐women’s struggles (whether in traditional or non‐traditional industries)
learned important lessons which in turn were assimilated by their political groups. 
But too often the views and contributions of these members were undervalued
within their organizations.

Ultimately, the hypertrophy of the role of “party leadership” combined with the
failure of revolutionary expectations could lead to political degeneration.  Veterans
of the experience of the SWP can perhaps best testify to this dynamic: a series of
turns developed by the leadership seeking keys to rapid growth; attrition of
internal democracy; increasingly, the transformation of an essential and correct
solidarity with Third World revolutions (especially Nicaragua) into a substitution of
this work for party members’ day‐to‐day participation in the political life of their
workplaces and unions. In the case of the SWP the incremental transformation of
the party’s consciousness ultimately expressed itself in a qualitative change in
theory, towards a stagist conception of Third World revolution, and an approach to
world politics which includes defense of Khomeini’s murderous theocracy as “anti‐
imperialist,” a retreat from full support of Polish Solidarnosc and a general
accommodation to pro‐Moscow Stalinism. There is another, more subtle error which
has exacerbated the tendency toward splintering of the revolutionary left.  We
believe that it is a mistake today to organize revolutionary groups around precise
theories of the Russian revolution.  We want to be clear about what this means.

Precision, clarity and rigor are the highest of virtues in developing theory and
historical analysis; however, lines of political demarcation do not flow in a
mechanical and linear way from differences of theoretical interpretation.  Such an
approach leads to unnecessary hothoused debates on issues where long‐term
discussion would be more in order.  It also contributes to the dynamics of
factionalism and splits, which in any case have been too high owing to our history
of misassessing the political realities of our own society.  In seeking to overcome
this negative legacy, our new organization brings together currents and individuals
with a variety of views on theoretical and historical questions, from the
interpretation of the Russian Revolution and its leadership to the struggle in Central
America today.  We will carry on discussion and mutual education, making no public
pretense of monolithism and seeking to learn from each other’s views.  We have in
common that we are on the same side when it comes to struggle: with the
Nicaraguan people and their revolution against imperialism, with the Polish workers
and their movement Solidarnosc against the ruling bureaucracy.

Because of the unique role of theoretical debate on the class character of the USSR
and Eastern Europe in the life of the anti‐ Stalinist revolutionary left, it is relevant
to elaborate briefly on our parameters of agreement.  It is the tradition of the
Hungarian Revolution of 1956, of the Solidarnosc movement and others that willHungarian Revolution of 1956, of the Solidarnosc movement and others that will
arise to follow its example—not the regime of Poland and the USSR or other Eastern
European states—which represent the struggle for socialist freedom and the
socialist future of humanity.  We will stand on this position openly and without
compromise.  Theoretically, some of us view these states as post‐capitalist
societies whose transition toward socialism is blocked by bureaucratic ruling castes
and the pressures of imperialism.  Others of us regard the bureaucracies as ruling
classes, exploiting the working class in a new way, in a social formation which is a
rival to capitalism but is no less reactionary.  Others of us regard them as essentially
a new form of capitalism itself, state capitalism; while still others do not have a
firmly held theory or regard all existing theoretical explanations as inadequate. We
are determined that these differences will not prevent us from extending active
solidarity to workers’ struggles in Eastern Europe, nor from building a common
socialist organization here in the U.S.

We also hold a variety of theoretical views on the nature of, for example, the
Nicaraguan revolution, which will not prevent us from extending solidarity to it. 
We agree, at least, that no viable analysis of that revolution or others like it can be
made by simply pretending it is a re‐make of the Russian Revolution of 1917 in
miniature. On the question of Cuba, while united in our total opposition to all forms
of U.S. hostility and intervention toward Cuba, we do not share a common view of
Cuban society and its regime.  Some of us feel that Cuba, despite the limitations on
workers’ democracy, represents a highly positive though unfinished revolutionary

 



process with a crucial impact in Latin America and the Caribbean.  Others of us
regard the Cuban regime, in its relationship to its own working class, to be no
different qualitatively from the bureaucratic regimes of Eastern Europe and
therefore not a positive revolutionary model.  We will not seek to paper over
these differences; rather, we regard our success in building a common organization
which contains a diversity of views while maintaining comradely collaboration as a
test of the viability of regroupment.

BASIS OF POLITICAL AGREEMENT (as amended in 2013)

 

1. We oppose the capitalist system and its destructive impact on humanity
and the planet. The present system produces poverty, war, environmental
crises, and social disorder for the many and fantastic wealth and power for a
tiny ruling class. Through its exploitation of labor and endless drive toward
greater profit, capitalism pits workers around the world into cut‐throat
competition, reinforces social oppression, and denies us real freedom.
Unemployment, regular economic crises, and ecologically unsustainable
growth are inevitable under the irrational capitalist system. While we fight
for reforms that alleviate these miserable conditions in order to improve the
confidence and organization of the working class, we understand that no
reform of the system can permanently abolish these conditions. Therefore,
we fight for the abolition of the capitalist system.

 

1. Another world is possible, socialism: a system that is democratic,
international, and ecologically sustainable. Corporate media and
mainstream intellectuals present capitalism as a system without an alternative,
and use the collapse of 20th‐century efforts at socialism to discredit all anti‐
capitalist visions. We stand with the millions of people worldwide who
challenge this logic through the slogan, “Another World is Possible.” As
socialists, we have a specific vision for that world: one in which society’s
productive capacity is worker‐ and community‐controlled and used for the
public good in an environmentally responsible way. Under socialism, planning
and decisions are made democratically, rather than determined by a political
elite. We strive to build a world in which all people can live equally without
the hierarchies of race, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, gender, age, and ability
that oppress the great bulk of the world’s people today. A society liberated
from oppression, poverty, and economic inequality, and from the alienation
inherit in capitalist social relations, would be free to pursue far greater
creative possibilities.

 

1. Our strategic goal is revolution‒led by the working class and oppressed‒
that shatters the foundations of patriarchy, white supremacy, settler‐
colonialism, and capitalist rule. We believe that the potential for realizing
socialism lies in the contradictions of the current system. Under capitalism,
the exploited and oppressed are in constant struggle with the political and
economic elites. We seek to participate in all manifestations of this struggle,
aiming to help develop them into movements against the capitalist class and
we fight for reforms that may serve as bridges to deeper class consciousness.
We also support efforts to begin building alternative, democratic institutions
and social relations in the present. Only through a revolutionary, mass political
movement of working and oppressed people can the political and economic
domination of society by the capitalist class be ended. This future will not be
realized by simply ‘taking power’. Rather, the revolutionary process should
seek to uproot the settler‐colonial foundations and dismantle the institutions
of the capitalist state–e.g., the police, borders, courts, and military that
protect the current social order. In their place, we must construct new
institutions of the working class and develop relations which support the right
to self‐determination for indigenous peoples and oppressed nationalities.

 

1. In the labor and social movements, we call for political independence and
a break from the two‐party system. The Democratic and Republican parties
are dominated by corporations and merely offer different flavors of pro‐war
and pro‐business policies. These capitalist parties maintain a stranglehold on
politics in the United States and offer only dead ends for working class and
oppressed people. The Democrats in particular have functioned as a trap for
organized labor and as the graveyard of social movements. We argue against
engagement in the “lesser evil” approach of working with the Democratic
Party, which tends over the long term to push the overall political climate to
the right. We argue, instead, for the political independence of movements.
When possible, we support third parties and independent candidacies that
stand on these principles. Our long‐term strategic goal is the construction of a
mass party that can champion workers’ interests independently of the two‐
party system.

 

1. We see organized labor as a central part of the working class movement;
within it we organize for greater solidarity, internationalism, democracy,
and militancy. Since the 1970s, bosses have intensified their attacks on
organized labor through union busting, automation, outsourcing, and “tiered”
wages and benefits, among other tactics. The social safety net faces
privatization and destruction. Activity in and coordination between unions
and other forms of workers’ organizations and, particularly, the self‐activity
and leadership of the rank and file are central to beating back this reactionary
offensive. We are active in union rank and file caucuses, workers’ centers,
solidarity committees, and other forms of workers’ organizations in order to
create a labor movement that acts in solidarity across union and international
lines, organizes the unorganized, and transforms unions into more militant
organizations capable of beating the bosses and shifting the balance of power.

 

1. We fight against all forms of racism and support the right of self‐
determination against national/racial oppression. The United States was
built on a history of genocide, slavery, land theft, and the exploitation and
scapegoating of immigrants. Because of the historical and structural
connections between capitalism and white supremacy, the social disease of
racism cannot be eradicated under capitalism, and overcoming white
supremacy and national oppression is a central task of a revolutionary socialist
movement. As members and allies of nationally and racially oppressed
communities, we support and participate in fights against police brutality,
voter ID laws, deportation and detention of immigrants, the school‐to‐prison
pipeline, and the prison industrial complex, as well as fights for ethnic
studies, environmental justice, immigrant rights, and native sovereignty. We
support the right of people of color to self‐organize within our organization,
as well as within unions and social movements. We seek to become more
multiracial and to ally with people of color and revolutionary nationalist
organizations.

 

1. We are a feminist organization that fights for the liberation of all women.
Though patriarchy existed prior to capitalism and is not simply an extension of
capitalist exploitation, the oppression of women is integral to capitalism and
is manifested in many ways: the denial of reproductive freedom, the
exploitation of women’s sexuality, the pervasiveness of gendered violence,
cultural norms that associate masculinity with authority and knowledge, the
assignment of women to both paid and unpaid caregiving as well as other low‐

 



wage work that leads to the feminization of poverty. Race, class, nationality
and citizenship, sexual orientation, gender expression, age, and other factors
of power and privilege affect how women experience their oppression. We
are committed to a women’s liberation movement that acknowledges these
differences and strives to develop an inclusive feminism. Women’s self‐
organization is central to women’s liberation and to building a democratic
socialist, alternative to capitalism. In our organization and in the labor and
social movements where we are active we promote a more collaborative
culture and support women’s caucuses or other forms of self‐organization that
build women’s leadership and participation.

 

1. We fight against homophobia, heterosexism, and the compulsory gender
binary and support sexual and gender self‐determination for all people. As
members and allies of the LGBTQ community, we fight for equal rights, safe
spaces, and liberation for all people who experience oppression based on
their gender identity/expression and sexuality, including people who self‐
identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning, queer, intersex,
two spirit, and same gender loving. We participate in the fight for full civil
rights and the repeal of all discriminatory anti‐LGBTQ legislation as steps
toward a broader liberation struggle that would expand all people’s access to
health care, housing, community, and sexual freedom. We promote the
leadership of LGBTQ people within our organization and within progressive
social movements. We work to unite the LGBTQ and labor movements through
challenging both homophobia and transphobia in the labor movement and
corporate domination of the organized queer movement. We oppose any
approach that prioritizes the needs of the most assimilated and neglects the
needs of queer people who are working class, of color, and/or transgender. As
with all oppressed groups, we support the right of LGBTQ people to self‐
organize for liberation.

 

1. We are internationalists: we oppose the imperialist domination of the
world by the United States and other rich countries. Internationalism is not
just a goal for the future socialist world for which we fight, but a political
principle that guides us today. We demand an immediate end to the wars,
interventions, efforts at political and economic destabilization, and funding of
repressive regimes by the U.S. government. We call for the immediate
dismantling of the United States’ war machine, including the closing of
Guantanamo and other military bases around the world. We resist efforts like
“Buy American” campaigns that divide “American” workers from the
international working class. We support movements for self‐determination and
independence all over the world, including Puerto Rico and other U.S.
colonies, as well as within the territorial borders of the U.S. itself. We call
attention to the ways in which US imperialism creates conditions leading to
displacement and migration across our own borders and contributes to the
political and economic difficulties of nations in the Global South. We learn
from and extend our international solidarity to the trade unions and other
workers’ organizations, social movements, and the democratic revolutionary
left of Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, and Oceania.

 

1. United by these principles, we are committed to building an organization of
socialist activists and a broader anti‐capitalist movement within the borders of
the United States. Socialist organization is essential: we must analyze the world
and learn from the experience of socialist activists, apply these lessons in our work,
popularize socialist ideas, and contribute to a future mass movement for revolution
led by the working class and oppressed. We seek to promote collaboration and
unification of existing groups as part of a much larger process of building and
expanding left organization and renewing the left. We hope to learn from both the
strengths and mistakes of the 20th‐century left, while not being constrained by any
one historical tradition or model. Membership is open to all who share our
principles and work toward achieving them.

 



Basis of Political Agreement
As amended in 2013.

1. We oppose the capitalist system and its destructive impact on humanity and the
planet. The present system produces poverty, war, environmental crises, and social
disorder for the many and fantastic wealth and power for a tiny ruling class.
Through its exploitation of labor and endless drive toward greater profit, capitalism
pits workers around the world into cut‐throat competition, reinforces social
oppression, and denies us real freedom. Unemployment, regular economic crises,
and ecologically unsustainable growth are inevitable under the irrational capitalist
system. While we fight for reforms that alleviate these miserable conditions in
order to improve the confidence and organization of the working class, we
understand that no reform of the system can permanently abolish these conditions.
Therefore, we fight for the abolition of the capitalist system.

2. Another world is possible, socialism: a system that is democratic,
international, and ecologically sustainable. Corporate media and mainstream
intellectuals present capitalism as a system without an alternative, and use the
collapse of 20th‐century efforts at socialism to discredit all anti‐capitalist visions.
We stand with the millions of people worldwide who challenge this logic through
the slogan, “Another World is Possible.” As socialists, we have a specific vision for
that world: one in which society’s productive capacity is worker‐ and community‐
controlled and used for the public good in an environmentally responsible way.
Under socialism, planning and decisions are made democratically, rather than
determined by a political elite. We strive to build a world in which all people can
live equally without the hierarchies of race, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, gender,
age, and ability that oppress the great bulk of the world’s people today. A society
liberated from oppression, poverty, and economic inequality, and from the
alienation inherent in capitalist social relations, would be free to pursue far greater
creative possibilities.

3. Our strategic goal is revolution‒led by the working class and oppressed‒that
shatters the foundations of patriarchy, white supremacy, settler‐colonialism,
and capitalist rule. We believe that the potential for realizing socialism lies in the
contradictions of the current system. Under capitalism, the exploited and
oppressed are in constant struggle with the political and economic elites. We seek
to participate in all manifestations of this struggle, aiming to help develop them
into movements against the capitalist class and we fight for reforms that may serve
as bridges to deeper class consciousness. We also support efforts to begin building
alternative, democratic institutions and social relations in the present. Only through
a revolutionary, mass political movement of working and oppressed people can the
political and economic domination of society by the capitalist class be ended. This
future will not be realized by simply ‘taking power’. Rather, the revolutionary
process should seek to uproot the settler‐colonial foundations and dismantle the
institutions of the capitalist state–e.g., the police, borders, courts, and military
that protect the current social order. In their place, we must construct new
institutions of the working class and develop relations which support the right to
self‐determination for indigenous peoples and oppressed nationalities.

4. In the labor and social movements, we call for political independence and a
break from the two‐party system. The Democratic and Republican parties are
dominated by corporations and merely offer different flavors of pro‐war and pro‐
business policies. These capitalist parties maintain a stranglehold on politics in the
United States and offer only dead ends for working class and oppressed people. The
Democrats in particular have functioned as a trap for organized labor and as the
graveyard of social movements. We argue against engagement in the “lesser evil”
approach of working with the Democratic Party, which tends over the long term to
push the overall political climate to the right. We argue, instead, for the political
independence of movements. When possible, we support third parties and
independent candidacies that stand on these principles. Our long‐term strategic
goal is the construction of a mass party that can champion workers’ interests
independently of the two‐party system.

5. We see organized labor as a central part of the working class movement;
within it we organize for greater solidarity, internationalism, democracy, and
militancy. Since the 1970s, bosses have intensified their attacks on organized labor
through union busting, automation, outsourcing, and “tiered” wages and benefits,
among other tactics. The social safety net faces privatization and destruction.
Activity in and coordination between unions and other forms of workers’
organizations and, particularly, the self‐activity and leadership of the rank and file
are central to beating back this reactionary offensive. We are active in union rank
and file caucuses, workers’ centers, solidarity committees, and other forms of
workers’ organizations in order to create a labor movement that acts in solidarity
across union and international lines, organizes the unorganized, and transforms
unions into more militant organizations capable of beating the bosses and shifting
the balance of power.

6. We fight against all forms of racism and support the right of self‐determination
against national/racial oppression. The United States was built on a history of
genocide, slavery, land theft, and the exploitation and scapegoating of immigrants.
Because of the historical and structural connections between capitalism and white
supremacy, the social disease of racism cannot be eradicated under capitalism, and
overcoming white supremacy and national oppression is a central task of a
revolutionary socialist movement. As members and allies of nationally and racially
oppressed communities, we support and participate in fights against police
brutality, voter ID laws, deportation and detention of immigrants, the school‐to‐
prison pipeline, and the prison industrial complex, as well as fights for ethnic
studies, environmental justice, immigrant rights, and native sovereignty. We
support the right of people of color to self‐organize within our organization, as
well as within unions and social movements. We seek to become more multiracial
and to ally with people of color and revolutionary nationalist organizations.

7. We are a feminist organization that fights for the liberation of all women.
Though patriarchy existed prior to capitalism and is not simply an extension of
capitalist exploitation, the oppression of women is integral to capitalism and is
manifested in many ways: the denial of reproductive freedom, the exploitation of
women’s sexuality, the pervasiveness of gendered violence, cultural norms that
associate masculinity with authority and knowledge, the assignment of women to
both paid and unpaid caregiving as well as other low‐wage work that leads to the
feminization of poverty. Race, class, nationality and citizenship, sexual orientation,
gender expression, age, and other factors of power and privilege affect how
women experience their oppression. We are committed to a women’s liberation
movement that acknowledges these differences and strives to develop an inclusive
feminism. Women’s self‐organization is central to women’s liberation and to
building a democratic socialist, alternative to capitalism. In our organization and in
the labor and social movements where we are active we promote a more
collaborative culture and support women’s caucuses or other forms of self‐
organization that build women’s leadership and participation.

8. We fight against homophobia, heterosexism, and the compulsory gender binary
and support sexual and gender self‐determination for all people. As members
and allies of the LGBTQ community, we fight for equal rights, safe spaces, and
liberation for all people who experience oppression based on their gender
identity/expression and sexuality, including people who self‐identify as lesbian, gay,
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bisexual, transgender, questioning, queer, intersex, two spirit, and same gender
loving. We participate in the fight for full civil rights and the repeal of all
discriminatory anti‐LGBTQ legislation as steps toward a broader liberation struggle
that would expand all people’s access to health care, housing, community, and
sexual freedom. We promote the leadership of LGBTQ people within our
organization and within progressive social movements. We work to unite the
LGBTQ and labor movements through challenging both homophobia and transphobia
in the labor movement and corporate domination of the organized queer
movement. We oppose any approach that prioritizes the needs of the most
assimilated and neglects the needs of queer people who are working class, of color,
and/or transgender. As with all oppressed groups, we support the right of LGBTQ
people to self‐organize for liberation.

9. We are internationalists: we oppose the imperialist domination of the world by
the United States and other rich countries. Internationalism is not just a goal for
the future socialist world for which we fight, but a political principle that guides us
today. We demand an immediate end to the wars, interventions, efforts at political
and economic destabilization, and funding of repressive regimes by the U.S.
government. We call for the immediate dismantling of the United States’ war
machine, including the closing of Guantanamo and other military bases around the
world. We resist efforts like “Buy American” campaigns that divide “American”
workers from the international working class. We support movements for self‐
determination and independence all over the world, including Puerto Rico and
other U.S. colonies, as well as within the territorial borders of the U.S. itself. We
call attention to the ways in which US imperialism creates conditions leading to
displacement and migration across our own borders and contributes to the political
and economic difficulties of nations in the Global South. We learn from and extend
our international solidarity to the trade unions and other workers’ organizations,
social movements, and the democratic revolutionary left of Africa, the Americas,
Asia, Europe, and Oceania.

10. United by these principles, we are committed to building an organization of
socialist activists and a broader anti‐capitalist movement within the borders of
the United States. Socialist organization is essential: we must analyze the world
and learn from the experience of socialist activists, apply these lessons in our work,
popularize socialist ideas, and contribute to a future mass movement for revolution
led by the working class and oppressed. We seek to promote collaboration and
unification of existing groups as part of a much larger process of building and
expanding left organization and renewing the left. We hope to learn from both the
strengths and mistakes of the 20th‐century left, while not being constrained by any
one historical tradition or model. Membership is open to all who share our
principles and work toward achieving them.
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FOR THE GREAT majority of the U.S. population,
the question is not whether to get out of Iraq, but
“how quickly can we be gone?”  That’s why the vot-
ers elected Democratic-majority houses of Congress
in November 2006. A year later, there are 30,000
more U.S. troops in Iraq.  According to the Bush
administration’s plans, a year from now there will still
be as many U.S troops in Iraq as there were before
the “surge” -- and many years from now, U.S. forces
will remain to “maintain stability” (oh yes, and free
access to oil) in Iraq, on the model of the Korean
peninsula where American soldiers remain in place
after a war that ended over 50 years ago!

The amazing thing is that practically nobody really
believes that the war or the “surge” have worked.
With U.S. combat deaths closing in on 4000, every
month means a further human sacrifice of Iraqi and
American lives on the altar of a disastrous failure.
That’s not the view only of those on the anti-imperial-
ist left, or of hard-core antiwar activists. It’s the view
of the great majority of military analysts not on
Washington’s payroll, of commentators across the
political spectrum, and above all the view of the
majority of the U.S. public.

Tragically, while people don’t expect this war to
“succeed,” they’re also losing hope that anything can
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be done to end it. The Democratic leadership in
Congress engages in all kinds of noisy anti-Bush
rhetoric. But all that’s needed to cut off money for the
war is simply for either the House or Senate to refuse
passage of Bush’s twice-yearly demands for hun-
dreds of billions in off-budget “supplemental funds.”
This wouldn’t require any veto-proof or filibuster-proof
super-majority – but the Democrats absolutely refuse
to do it. If that weren’t enough, the leading
Democratic presidential can-
didates refuse to promise
they’ll end the occupation by
the year 2013.

Seeing little or no hope of
action from Congress, the
antiwar anger of the public
tends to give way to “what’s-
the-use?” apathy and resig-
nation. Following the pres-
entation of the carefully
scripted and utterly fraudu-
lent Petraeus-Crocker
“progress” report, polls even
show a blip of support for
“giving the surge time to
work” – not because people really believe it but
because nothing else is on the table. 

All this raises two urgent questions. First, what IS
the way to get out of Iraq?  Second, how can the
antiwar movement regain its momentum and the
attention of a war-weary U.S. population?  We in
Solidarity think that both these questions have the
same answer: The viable demand for the antiwar
movement, and the only way out of Iraq for U.S.
troops and the American people, is OUT OF IRAQ –
NOW.

That’s why we present here a Working Paper,
developed by the Anti-War Working Group of the
socialist-feminist group Solidarity, dedicated to the
struggle for immediate U.S. withdrawal from Iraq.
Through this struggle, we believe, the antiwar move-
ment can not only help to end this dirty war – which
has already destroyed too many lives and eats tens
of billions of dollars a month while at home bridges
fall down, children lose health care, New Orleans
remains a disaster, and soldiers return home with
untreated post-traumatic stress disorders leading to
suicide, domestic violence and inability to cope with
daily life.  It’s also how we can assist the peoples of
the Middle East, above all the Palestinian nation, in
achieving their self-determination and freedom from
occupation. 

Most of the articles in this collection previously

appeared in Against the Current in 2005 and 2006.
We invite readers to look on this website at ATC
issues for 2007 which include additional editorial
statements and coverage. Also posted on this web-
site is a statement from Solidarity on immediate with-
drawal, written for the regional antiwar mobilizations
called for October 27.

We particularly want to call attention to the
exchange here between Kale Baldock and Michael

Schwartz on whether the
United States’ moral respon-
sibilities to the people of Iraq
– given the U.S. invasion
and occupation that
destroyed their country –
imply the need for U.S.
troops to stay, or get out
now. Subsequent events
have thrown further light on
the issues raised in this
debate. Also included are a
review essay of three books
on the Iraq war; Malik Miah’s
discussion of African
Americans and traditional

antiwar mobilizations; Dianne Feeley on what war
does to society in general and women in particular;
an insightful contribution by Nancy Holmstrom and
Johanna Brenner on a feminist view of “security” in
the post-9/11 world; and Gilbert Achcar and Steve
Shalom on the logic of withdrawal. 

For us these contributions are not only analytical,
but part of the political work of antiwar movement-
building and mobilizing in 2007 and 2008 – and let’s
be honest, probably beyond. This is an urgent
moment for an antiwar movement that now repre-
sents the sentiments of a clear majority of the
American people, yet needs to regain some of the
energy and power that it showed before the war
began.  

It is more important now than ever to convince the
public of the proper conclusions to be drawn from the
facts that people now know – the facts that this war,
based on lies, was illegal and moral from the begin-
ning. OUT NOW More Than Ever! It won’t be
Congress under Pelosi and Reid that forces the Bush
gang to accept defeat. To borrow a phrase from the
obscene lexicon of the warmakers: The U.S. war
machine will stand down when the movement, and
the American people, stand up. 

— David Finkel, Solidarity Anti-War Working Group
September 25, 2007

2

“All this raises two
urgent questions. First,
what IS the way to get out
of Iraq? Second, how can
the antiwar movement
regain its momentum and
the attention of a war-
weary U.S. population?”



The disaster and carnage of the Iraq occupa-

tion is the center of a crisis now spreading

through the region-to Iran, to Afghanistan and the

India-Pakistan subcontinent, and especially to

Israel-Palestine — with implications far beyond. 

The immediate question is whether the military
adventurism of the Bush regime toward Iran will push
the Middle East and the world toward an unimaginable
catastrophe.  In the long run, a set of deep contradic-
tions confront any strategy for global management —
in other words, imperialism — whatever political fac-
tion reigns in Washington, D.C.  Those imperial contra-
dictions also underlie the United States' slide toward a
police state at home, and for that matter, the enormous
political eruption over "illegal immigration" discussed
elsewhere in this issue of Against the Current. 

Iraq itself is proceeding toward full meltdown.  Even
worse than a conventional civil war among defined
political factions, Iraqi society is virtually dividing into
communal and tribal fractions as people, mostly
against their will, retreat into religious or ethnic "identi-
ty" for some hope of shelter from competing govern-
ment and insurgent death squads. 

But the argument in the United States about
"whether Iraq is in civil war" is less about Iraq's politics
than about our own. The domestic discussion of Iraq
has a surreal quality: While Bush and Cheney stage
their "Strategy for Victory" traveling show, hardly any-
one among the U.S. elites or the general population
believes it any more.  Even among Republicans,
active defenders of Donald Rumsfeld are as elusive as
the ivory-billed woodpecker.  Reading between the
lines, the debate seems to be whether and when to
say out loud what the commentators know — the
United States has lost the Iraq war. 

The uncertainty over admitting defeat is mainly
because neither conservatives nor liberals have much

to say about what would come next, in Iraq or
at home. The administration's implicit political
defense is this: To say openly "Iraq is in a civil
war" is to admit that the war has failed and
U.S. troops should leave.  Further, combined
with the debacles of Katrina, the budget
deficit and illegal domestic spying, it's to
imply that the entire Bush regime is a disas-
ter and that its top officials ought to resign in
disgrace, beginning with Bush, Cheney and
Rumsfeld.  These are consequences that the
U.S. political establishment can't honestly
confront. 

What's the reality behind the mushroom-
ing revelations of killings of Iraqi civilians by
United States military forces?  These aren't

isolated incidents; every week now we learn of families
slaughtered by U.S. troops in their homes, of a mas-
sacre in a mosque, of wild firing in all directions after a
roadside bombing.  In part, they reflect simple fear
among soldiers under fire who can't identify insurgents
from civilians, but they also present a warning sign —
just as in the Vietnam war four decades ago — of mil-
itary spirit, discipline and "rational" objectives being
displaced by the revenge lust of soldiers sensing
they're in a war they can't win, or even define what
"winning" would be. 

This is horrific enough, but it looks like it’s getting
worse.  Start with Afghanistan, parts of which were
never "stabilized" following the 2001-02 invasion
because the Bush administration was consumed with
mobilizing resources for the conquest of Iraq and parts
beyond.  A revived Taliban insurgency in southern
Afghanistan will occupy the NATO expeditionary force
for years to come (the government of Canada, curry-
ing favor with Washington, has foolishly dragged its
military into commanding this mess).  As the Taliban
forces enjoy support within Pakistan's military intelli-
gence service, this will feed into the permanent politi-
cal crisis of that country. 

Beyond this, Bush has signed an agreement with
the government of India allowing it to continue its
nuclear weapons program free of inspection, while
gaining access to U.S. technology for nuclear power.
The motive is to gain India's backing for Washington's
gang-bang against "the Iranian threat" of nuclear
weapons-a hypothetical possibility at least a decade
away, while the most concrete and immediate risk of a
nuclear showdown is between the two really-existing
nuclear — armed states of the subcontinent, India and
Pakistan — and to forestall an Indian orientation
toward China. 
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The Next War

To top this off, the Bush administration has made
explicit its threat of war with Iran.  We discussed this in
the editorial in our previous issue (ATC 121, March-
April 2006), but we now know that factions in the White
House — not the generals, who know insanity when
they see it — are pushing for a "tactical nuclear option"
against Iranian targets. 

It's not just the repetition by Cheney and
Ambassador John Bolton of the formula "we are not
taking any options off the table" which indicates the
clear intention to go to war; it's
also Rumsfeld's accusation
that Iran is the "source" of IED
(roadside bomb) materials that
are killing U.S. troops in Iraq.
None of these explosives,
we're supposed to believe,
had been lying around in the
looted Iraqi armories that U.S. commanders neglected
to guard after the "liberation." 

But this accusation, however grotesque on its face,
creates a pretext for future U.S. military action against
Iran on grounds of "self-defense" without the need for
a United Nations cover, in case the UN fails to obey
imperial orders to isolate and ultimately punish Iran for
its impudence. 

For its part, the government of Iran — and no doubt
the forces competing for supremacy in the Tehran
regime's murky internal factional life — are deeply
involved in "the internal affairs" of Iraq, from the Shia
militias to the political parties and perhaps some insur-
gent elements.  Iran's internal conflicts aside, how
could any state fail to "meddle" in a neighboring coun-
try, a recent deadly enemy no less, on the verge of dis-
integration under a foreign occupation? 

The Iranian regime's first choice since 2003 has
been to cooperate with The Great Satan in establish-
ing a semi-theocratic Shia-controlled government in
Iraq.  But if the occupier's intention is to use "liberated"
Iraq as the springboard to destroy the Iranian regime,
then it makes perfect sense to turn that springboard
into a quicksand for the Americans, especially as
assorted U.S. blunders and brutalities have accom-
plished much of this already. 

The immediate likelihood of war with Iran remains
low, at least before the November election.  The Bush
gang's instinct for political survival will make it think
twice about the prospects for $100-a-barrel oil and
$5.00-per-gallon gasoline. The president's political
base is smaller than it was just before 9/11, and the
confidence he enjoys among U.S. elites has never

been weaker. 

Bush's relations with Russia, moreover, which were
strong in the buildup to the Iraq war (despite Moscow's
diplomatic opposition to the invasion), have also
turned somewhat sour. Nonetheless, the United States
has been unexpectedly successful in enlisting
European support for its anti-Iran campaign —
whether because European governments want to fol-
low the American lead, or think that joining this diplo-
matic front will forestall an early recourse to military
strikes. 

In any case, even if the insane
"tactical nuclear option" disappears,
bombing and "regime change" in
Iran is the clear direction that the
administration has staked out in
either the long or short run. All of
which poses the question: With the
unbelievable mess the Bush regime

has made for itself and the world in Iraq, how can the
U.S. political establishment allow this largely discredit-
ed administration to march toward an even more dan-
gerous debacle? 

Why in particular does the Democratic Party, whose
Congressional representatives are sniping at the
administration's "incompetent" handling of the current
war, raise no opposition to the next one while it can be
stopped?  Why, after admitting they fell for the phony
"Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction," would these
fools, including most of the liberal politicians and edi-
torialists among them, accept or actively promote the
fraudulent pretext for attacking Iran? 

One reason is plain political cowardice, a fear of
being attacked as traitors by the right wing's attack
dogs for "deserting" the cause and the troops in time
of war. But at a deeper level, two fundamental factors
are at work.  First, most of the opposition to the Bush
gang in bourgeois politics actually supports the admin-
istration's war aims in Iraq and wants to see them
more "competently" pursued (don't ask how) — and
especially, crushing any independent economic and
political course for a large oil-rich country like Iran. 

Second, as much as they may dislike the Bush
administration, these elite opponents are even more
fearful of a major defeat for U.S. power.  To bring down
the Bush regime at the expense of weakening U.S.
imperialism would be too great a price in their view.
They would not choose that risk, except under pres-
sure from a powerful popular movement that threat-
ened more fundamental change — a threat that the
antiwar movement so far, regrettably, hasn't been able
to pose. 

... bombing and "regime change"
in Iran is the clear    direction that
the administration has staked out
in either the long  or short run.



Israel's "Withdrawal" to Apartheid

Over the past year, considerable speculation has
focused on the possibility of Israel participating in,
even initiating, a military attack on Iran.  In immediate
terms, the Israeli election outcome doesn't appear to
lead in this direction.  Israel's parliamentary politics are
highly fractured: The newly-hatched governing
Kadima party has fewer seats than expected; its
leader Ehud Olmert doesn't carry the military weight
and doesn't have the grandiose ambitions of the
defunct Ariel Sharon; the long-dead Labor Party has
been partly resurrected as a social-democratic force
under its Moroccan-born trade unionist leader Amir
Peretz, reflecting the potential for the re-emergence of
class politics within the Israeli state; and the Israeli
electorate showed if anything that it wants a period of
quiet to deal with the country's wracking social crises. 

What may look like "peace and quiet" to inward-
looking Israeli voters, however, is chaos and disaster
for the Occupied Palestinian Territories.  The parame-
ters of Olmert's program for "unilateral disengage-
ment" and "fixing Israel's final borders by 2010,"
backed by the Bush regime and the Democrats in the
United States, are fixed in practice by Israel's
Annexation Wall. This so-called "security barrier"
carves the West Bank into cantons, cuts villages from
their lands and from Jerusalem, and destroys the pos-
sibility of any semblance of a viable independent
Palestinian state. 

In the name of "two states" and "preserving the
Jewish and democratic character of Israel," the Israeli
state is on the road towards "withdrawal" to apartheid
on the model of the failed South African Bantustans.
This is not only an obscenity but also a formula for per-
manent conflict, as even the most servile pro-
American dictatorships in the Arab world will find it dif-
ficult to accept in the face of their own populations. 

For Israel's 1.5 million Arab citizens, the rise to third
place of Avigdor Lieberman's fascistic "Israel Our
Homeland" party — displacing the collapsing tradition-
al right-wing Likud, and advocating that Arabs be
stripped of Israeli citizenship and the regions where
they live "transferred" to the Palestinian Bantustan in
exchange for Israel's annexation of the settlement
blocs — doesn't mean "peace and quiet" either. 

This extreme "demographic solution" is not on the
short-term political agenda, for reasons of internation-
al politics (and because traditional Zionism would
hardly be eager to "sacrifice" the territory of the
Galilee).  But it represents the kind of permanent
threat that Israeli Arab citizens, sometimes called
"1948 Palestinians," face under the imperative of "pre-

serving Israel's strong Jewish majority."  It also natu-
rally accompanies the sick logic of establishing "peace
and final borders" by annexing as much of the West
Bank as the Israeli state thinks it can digest, which
represents close to a consensus among Jewish vot-
ers. 

Israel's pretext for "unilateral disengagement," of
course, is that there is "no Palestinian partner for
peace." Translated, this means that the Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas rejected Israel's demand
that he launch a civil war against the Islamist move-
ment, and then that the population in Gaza, the West
Bank and East Jerusalem refused to vote for surren-
der. As the new Palestinian Authority government
organized by Hamas was installed, the United States
along with Canada joined Israel in cutting off aid and
relations with the PA and attempting to starve the pop-
ulation into submission. 

Imperial Chaos

To sum it up: the glorious imperial conquest of Iraq
has become U.S. imperialism's very own suicide
bomb, blowing up the region along with the invader.
Now the circle of chaos threatens to close.  The
Palestinians cannot accept the Israeli-American
demand of surrender to apartheid. They must look for
allies simply in order to survive, and it certainly doe not
look like the European Union intends to defy the
United States on this issue by replacing the lifeline that
Washington and Israel have cut off. 

Suppose now that the Iranian regime, as it has
promised, steps up to do so — because Iran too needs
allies in the face of the imperialist threat. To protect
Palestinians from starvation would no doubt confirm
Condoleezza Rice's proclamation that Iran is "the cen-
tral banker of international terrorism" — as if any coun-
try other than the United States of America could claim
that title.  Would Iranian aid to the Palestinian Authority
propel Israel toward joining a U.S. attack on Iran?
Would this bring about a resumption of the Iran-
backed Lebanese Hezbollah's war with Israel — and
what would that mean for a fragile Lebanese state and
society, and for Syria? 

The worst-case scenarios aren't inevitable.  But
sooner than anyone would like, a cascade of new dis-
asters may tie together the multiple crises that U.S.
imperialism has sharpened in its drive to "transform
the Middle East." 

— David  Finkel is an editor of ATC and Detroit
activist in support of Palestinian rights.  
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I don’t support an immediate U.S. withdrawal

from Iraq, because I think it would probably make

an already bad situation much worse.  Of course,

there's no guarantee that continuing the occupa-

tion will succeed in allowing some form of stabili-

ty to take hold-particularly if our military forces

simply "stay the course" of brutality evidenced in

Fallujah, Abu Ghraib, and the training of Iraqi

death squads.  However, I believe it offers the best

chance for the chaotic forces now at work in Iraq

to settle, over time, into some type of a coherent

nation.

Such a view does not discount the lies and criminal-
ity of the Bush Administration, which is of course the
party responsible for the disaster in Iraq.  But to make
the crimes of the American executive the point of
departure for current and future policy in Iraq is to lose
track of the reality on the ground as it promises to
affect the Iraqi people themselves.  In that regard, it
strikes me that many in the current antiwar camp are
tempted into a knee-jerk identification with the
Vietnam-era antiwar movement. 

As I describe in my book Is Iraq Another Vietnam?
there are similarities between the Vietnam and Iraq
Wars, but also important differences.  One of the key
differences is that Vietnam had been engaged in a
struggle for national liberation against France's colo-
nial occupation decades before significant American
involvement began.  That struggle produced a popular,
viable political movement instigated by the revolution-
ary leader Ho Chi Minh, who became president of
North Vietnam. 

After the war with the French ended, Vietnam was
scheduled to hold nation-unifying elections in 1956,
which the U.S.'s South Vietnamese puppet president
Ngo Dinh Diem canceled when it became obvious that
Ho Chi Minh would win in a landslide.  But that didn't
stop the popular movement in the South, which grew
into the guerrilla army of the National Liberation Front,
better known as the Vietcong. 

Well-organized, highly motivated, and increasingly
well-supplied by the North, those forces held out
against overwhelming American firepower and techno-
logical superiority until American forces withdrew.  In
that setting, America's antiwar movement was perfect-
ly correct in demanding an immediate withdrawal from
Vietnam, where our government's ruthless aggression
pointlessly killed millions and destroyed much of the
country.  (Moreover, a number of leading anti-Vietnam
War activists are currently cautioning against immedi-
ate withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq, recognizing
the key differences between the two situations.) 

Fractured Iraq

By contrast, Iraq is a socio-political basket case,
with a democratically-elected but ineffectual govern-
ment and a hopelessly fractured insurgency that lacks
any common focus beyond wanting the Americans to
leave. 

Iraq was dominated by its Sunni Muslim minority
from the time of the Ottoman invasion in the 17th cen-
tury up through Saddam Hussein's brutal reign.
Indeed, only ongoing institutionalized repression could
keep simmering Shi'ite Muslim resentment at bay.
Hundreds of years of discrimination, imprisonment,
torture and mass murder are not easily forgotten,
especially amidst the turmoil of American sanctions
and wars that have torn Iraq's social fabric to shreds.
(Add to this a large Kurdish minority, and various oth-
ers, whose fates were similar.) 

On the flip-side are the Sunnis, who are angry at
losing their dominant status and fearful of the Shi'ite
majority's potential reprisals.  These various social-
ethnic-religious forces threaten to overwhelm Iraq if
left unchecked. 

Most of those who are calling for a U.S. withdrawal
point out that the occupation is fueling the Iraqi insur-
gency.  They are correct.  But what gets lost in this
view is that the occupation is simultaneously holding
an all-out civil war in check. 

The Case for Staying in Iraq
by Kale Baldock 

(Against the Current, 122 May/June 2006)
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Proponents of withdrawal also often claim that a
civil war is already going on. And again, they are cor-
rect. Nir Rosen's article in the December 2005
Atlantic, which focuses on this fact and the idea that
the occupation is inciting the insurgency, is an author-
itative example of this argumentative line. But what I
would urge those holding such opinions to consider is
the degree to which what is happening now compares
to what would likely happen if the mediocre framework
of security now in place were to dissolve. 

Twenty or thirty bodies of tortured and executed
Sunnis or Shi'ites turning up in a ditch every few days
is horrible enough.  But the thousands upon thousands
of dead that would quickly mount from an all-out civil
war, and the concomitant destruction of what's left of
Iraq's physical and cultural reality, would make the cur-
rent level of violence pale in comparison. Nir Rosen
contends that no such conflict would break out if the
current occupation ended, a claim of which I am skep-
tical. 

Regional War

Beyond those concerns, let's consider Iraq in the
wider context of the Middle East.  A civil war in Iraq will
likely prompt surrounding countries to militarily aid
their respective Sunni and Shi'ite brethren, exacerbat-
ing the long-standing Sunni/Shi'ite rift in the Muslim
world. The various dynamics of opposition also include
Arabs vs. Persians (Iranians), fundamentalist Muslims
vs. governments friendly with the West, and so on in
an unpredictable set of potentials for chaos. 

Dilip Hiro addresses this in his book Secrets and
Lies: Operation "Iraqi Freedom" and After: "Currently,
the presence of an alien occupation force and the
desire to get rid of it is providing Iraqis of diverse polit-
ical hues with a common objective. Once that state
ends, the deep-seated ethnic and sectarian differ-
ences and rivalries are likely to come to the fore,
paving the way for a likely civil war, which will suck in
all six of Iraq's neighbors." 

We know that Muslim fundamentalists have often
been inspired by foreign examples, as when Iran's
1979 revolution provided the incentive for "the worst of
the worst" to emerge from the periphery of Muslim
societies and step into the role of "freedom fighters"
against the Soviets in Afghanistan — the whole thing a
CIA operation aimed at re-establishing U.S. control
over the region. Likewise, they are responding in high
numbers to serve in Iraq, where they make up the bulk
of suicide bombers, who are so effective at indiscrimi-
nately killing anyone they choose, especially innocent

civilians.  In light of this very real potential for chaos,
we should consider Dilip Hiro's description of "the sce-
nario most feared by the U.S. policy makers: Iraq, pos-
sessing the world's second-largest oil reserves, con-
sumed by a civil strife, that would suck in all its six
immediate neighbors, three of them oil-rich, and have
a devastating effect on oil prices. The last major civil
war in the region was in Lebanon, which does not
have oil; it lasted more than fifteen years … and con-
sumed 150,000 lives….  [I]t sucked in not only neigh-
boring Israel and Syria, but also Egypt, Iraq, Libya,
France, the United States, Britain, and Italy." 

Thus, what if, in the ensuing mayhem of Iraq,
extremists in Saudi Arabia attracted enough popular
support to overthrow the despised royal family? Our
initial sense of satisfaction might quickly turn to fright
as the world economy ground to a halt without its pre-
cious petroleum fix.

And how long, do you suppose, it would take the
Hindu nation of India to preemptively strike its neigh-
boring Muslim enemy Pakistan with nuclear weapons
if fundamentalists there finally succeeded in over-
throwing Pakistan's secular government and got their
hands on nukes? 

These scenarios may seem far-fetched and
alarmist. However, I would suggest that the Middle
East is a more volatile place today than it was before
the current Iraq War, and indeed before the previous
two decades of increasingly direct American involve-
ment there in pursuit of controlling the region's oil sup-
plies. 

Ironically, the Iraq War is so far the U.S.'s most suc-
cessful venture in fueling the terrorism it claims to be
fighting in the Middle East.  More numerous than ever,
those who opt for tactics of terror are the likely catalyst
in setting off wider conflicts in the region, not to men-
tion beyond. In this vein, even the stodgy ruling class
organ Foreign Affairs recently allowed Peter Bergen
and Alec Reynolds the space to observe that "the Iraq
war has expanded the terrorists' ranks: the year 2003
saw the highest incidence of significant terrorist
attacks in two decades, and then, in 2004, astonish-
ingly, that number tripled." 

Likewise, Roger Spiller, professor emeritus of mili-
tary history at the Army Command General Staff
College at Fort Leavenworth, recently told The Kansas
City Star, "I'm simply worried about the degree to
which this [Iraqi] insurgency can turn into a global
insurgency…. You have the Philippines. You have
Indonesia, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran." 
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Toward Stability and Amnesty

In 2006, we can expect a bevy of politicians running
for re-election to call for withdrawing U.S. forces from
Iraq.  Of course, most will have voted for the war, and
only now that their own measly political skins are at
stake will they pretend to do penance for their initial
irresponsibility. 

True opponents of wars for oil should stand above
the convenient posturing of such self-serving hacks
and insist that the U.S. do its utmost to secure some
form of stability in Iraq.  In my opinion, this effort would
revolve around an attempt to achieve a general cease-
fire based on amnesty for all combatants.  However
repugnant, even the murderers of children would be
included.  Let us not forget that gruesome circum-
stances in South Africa, Rwanda and Northern Ireland
have been successfully mitigated by similar approach-
es. 

In Is Iraq Another Vietnam? I posited that "As long
as the current [U.S.] military force remains in Iraq,
prospects for peace there, and for stability in the
Middle East generally, are questionable."  But I direct-
ly followed up that statement by insisting: 

A U.S. withdrawal must be backed up with intense
negotiations by all Iraqi parties and factions.
Unconditional cease-fire and amnesty should be the
goals.  A coalition of world powers should be involved,

to save the process from the taint of appearing to be a
purely American project imposed on Iraq.

Since then, no such international effort at broad-
based negotiations has emerged.  In fact, most of the
world is keeping its distance, leaving the U.S. to deal
with Iraq's quagmire in the same "go it alone" fashion
it pursued in opting for war. Alas, if that's where we're
at, it's where we must start over from.  

For all the reasons cited above, I maintain that it is
best not to let our desire to see the Bush
Administration defeated and humiliated overcome our
concern for the fate of the Iraqi people.  If I thought
they were best served by leaving them to their fate
within the turmoil created from outside, I too would
demand that the U.S. quit Iraq, and fast.  But like it or
not, support the war or not, we have as a nation inher-
ited the consequences of our leaders' actions.

If we on the Left are forced to practice our own ver-
sion of realpolitik, and in doing so find ourselves ironi-
cally supporting the desperate attempts of a criminal
leadership to salvage the remnants of a terrible mis-
take, let us not lose sight of those whose futures are
most directly on the line in this ongoing tragedy: the
people of Iraq. 

— Kale Baldock is the author of Is Iraq Another
Vietnam? (www.isiraqanothervietnam.com) He lives

in Kansas City, Missouri. 

Response to Kale Baldock:
URGENCY OF WITHDRAWAL
By Michael Schwartz 
(Against the Current, 123 July/August 2006)

I appreciate Kale Baldock's thoughtful argument (“The Case for Staying in Iraq,” ATC 122) that "con-

tinuing the occupation" is necessary because "it offers the best chance for the chaotic forces now at

work in Iraq to settle, over time, into some type of coherent nation."

His argument does not rest on the unconvincing premises so often offered for this position: that Bush's inva-
sion was justified; and/or that we must "stay the course" to insure against a humiliating U.S. defeat; and/or that
steady progress is being made toward creating a democracy in Iraq.

Instead he rests his case on a Realpolitik argument that the American presence is needed to protect the
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Iraqi people from the horrors of what would "likely happen if the mediocre framework of security now in place
were to dissolve."

But in perfecting the "we must stay" position, Kale Baldock reveals its fatal weakness. By inspecting his
argument, we can see the absolute urgency of an American withdrawal.

Baldock makes his case by chronicling the indubitable horrors that could occur if the current internecine
warfare matures into a full-fledged civil war. His scenario is vivid. The current stream of bodies found in ditch-
es could become "thousands upon thousands of dead;" the current tension the war has created in the Middle
East could mature into a regional war that would, in Dilip Hiro's words, "suck in all six of Iraq's neighbors;" the
already spreading terrorism could topple the Saudi monarchy, and bring the "world economy to a halt without
its precious petroleum fix;" and the ongoing chaos could trigger a collapse of the Pakistani government and
allow Islamist terrorists to get "their hands on nukes."

All this is part of the terrible legacy that escalation of the conflict in Iraq might create. But what Baldock fails
to acknowledge is that the U.S. presence is not preventing disaster; it is, instead, the principal engine driving
the Middle East toward each of these catastrophes.

Taking each of these nightmares very briefly:

1. The occupation has been a key factor in generating the ethno-religious warfare that has been building
since the invasion. Three examples. First, the horrific annihilation of the city of Falluja led — as state terror so
often does — to the raft of suicide car bombings last year; desperate Sunnis were won over to the idea that
the United States and its Shia allies understood nothing but profound violence.

Second, the United States organized the death squads that Baldock mentions as so dangerous; this was
done (as it was in El Salvador 20 years ago) in a desperate attempt to use terror to demoralize the anti-occu-
pation resistance. Third, the U.S. uses Shia troops against Sunnis and Sunnis against Shia; this cynical eth-
nic exploitation is inflaming the hatred that fuels ethnic warfare and providing the opportunity for all manner of
gratuitous brutality.

If the United States were to leave, most (but not all) of the provocation generating the violence would dis-
solve. If the U.S. stays long enough, the hatred may become self-sustaining.

2. The U.S. presence has been the key factor in rising Middle East tensions. Threats of attacks on Iran
and Syria have made each country more belligerent and undermined efforts to bring stability to regional rela-
tions. The political chaos in Iraq has created tensions between Turkey and several of its neighbors, and inter-
mittent threats by the Turkish to militarily intrude into Iraqi Kurdistan.

The threatened division of Iraq has set in motion destabilizing shockwaves around the region. As long as
the U.S. occupation remains, these forces will continue to escalate and heighten the risk of war erupting
among two or more of Iraq's neighbors.

3. The violence and brutality of the U.S. occupation has resulted in an exponential increase in terrorist
attacks outside of Iraq and throughout the region. As the United States continues its air attacks in Iraq, it also
creates more and more revolutionaries and fundamentalist jihadists, not only in Iraq, but also in all the neigh-
boring countries. Saudi Arabia is particularly vulnerable, and will become more vulnerable for as long as the
U.S. presence extends. The best way to protect against a regional war is to remove the U.S. military from the
region.

4. The Pakistani government's alliance with the United States is the single most important reason for its
shaky condition. So long as the U.S. presence remains in Iraq, the more vulnerable the regime in Pakistan
becomes. The best way to prevent the replacement of Musharraf in favor of Islamist fundamentalists is for the
United States to promptly withdraw from Iraq.

In short, Baldock rightly argues that the chaos in Iraq contains the seeds of a much larger catastrophe. To
stop these seeds from germinating, we must remove the key nutrient of chaos: the American occupation. 

— Michael Schwartz is Director, Undergraduate College of Global Studies and
Professor of Sociology, State University at Stony Brook, New York.
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David Finkel’s comments (ATC 122) about my book
Is Iraq Another Vietnam?, and about my position
against immediately withdrawing the U.S. military from
Iraq, were well-informed and fair. So were the judg-
ments of Gilbert Achcar in his interview with Susan
Weissman, though his focus was on the withdrawal
issue in general and not on my essay specifically.
Likewise, Michael Schwartz's current ATC response
reflects an impressive familiarity with Iraq and the
Middle East, and his critique of my analysis is well-
taken.

All these com-
mentators share a
genuine desire to
see the best out-
come for the peo-
ple of Iraq amid
the current crisis.

None agrees
with my position
that the U.S. mili-
tary presence in
Iraq is keeping a
lid on all-out civil
war, and that a
strategy of negoti-
ations with insur-
gent groups toward cease-fire and amnesty offers a
logical next step to resolving the conflict. David Finkel
graciously accepts these differences and pleads for "a
spirit of inclusion and mutual respect" among those of
us who all stand aghast at the Bush administration's
stupid, arrogant, misguided venture in Iraq.

However, I think the judgment of whether this war
was right or wrong has been superseded by the more
pressing concerns of how to get U.S. forces home,
without sacrificing the stability of Iraq in the process.
Certainly, we should continue to tell the truth about the
distortions and lies which created this disaster. That it
was wrong (or at least a mistake) to launch the war in
the first place has become evident to the majority of
Americans. But now we are faced with a moral dilem-
ma, the qualities of which have become, beyond our
wishes, unexpectedly complex.

The question now is: In the face of a crisis which
threatens the future of an entire nation that has unwill-
ingly fallen hostage to American neoconservative
insanity, should we uncritically allow our emotional
response to override our reason?

After the Shiite Golden Dome mosque was blown
up last February, the inter-sectarian war escalated
tremendously — not attacks on U.S. forces. Referring

to an article in the Los Angeles Times, the May 8 edi-
tion of Democracy Now! radio reported that

"(A)t least 4,100 civilians were killed in Baghdad
during the first three months of the year. Many of the
dead were found hog-tied and shot execution style.
Many bore signs of torture such as bruises, drill holes,
burn marks, gouged eyes or severed limbs. Execution-
style killings are now claiming nine times more lives
than car bombings."

Is it reasonable to
conclude that the pres-
ence of U.S. forces is
"causing" this inter-sec-
tarian bloodbath, and
that it would just go
away if the occupation
just went away?

Michael Schwartz
makes a very good
point that Washington
has to some degree
been pitting Sunnis and
Shiites against one
another. (This despica-
ble tactic is endorsed
by esteemed theorists
of our elite political

think-tanks.) He contends that "If the U.S. were to
leave, most (but not all) of the provocation generating
the violence would dissolve. If the U.S. stays long
enough, the hatred may be self-sustaining."

I believe the hatred has already become self-sus-
taining. So does journalist Nir Rosen, who in the win-
ter of 2005 argued that if U.S. forces left Iraq, the moti-
vation for insurgent violence would collapse. Most
recently, however, he dourly informed his national tel-
evision audience that he holds out no hope whatsoev-
er for the insurgent forces in Iraq to step back from the
brink of an all-out civil war.

I freely admit, the most we can hope for from a well-
intentioned but poorly prepared (and consistently lied
to) American military force in Iraq is to provide a bare-
ly adequate lid on the bubbling strife which threatens
to engulf that beleaguered nation — and perhaps the
region.

Another question: How can one interpret the sui-
cide bombings against Iraqi civilian as being "aimed
at" U.S. forces? Only indirectly, for such acts are
geared to give Iraqis the impression that coalition
forces can't protect them, and that they would be bet-
ter off with them gone. Those who commit such acts —
by most accounts foreigners (though Schwartz adds

A Response 
to Critics

By Kale Baldock 
(Against the Current, 123 July/August 2006)
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that Sunnis are often targeting Shiites) — obviously
consider Iraqi lives as cheap sacrifices to some other
motive.

Dynamics of Rage

I think these are signs that a complex dynamic of
rage and reaction are afoot in Iraq, not simply focused
on the foreign occupation, and won't likely be resolved
by that occupation's prompt exit. So far, the civil war is
largely taking place surreptitiously, underground,
through raids on buses, kidnappings and the like, not
openly in the streets. I believe that situation would
quickly change in the absence of the imperfect securi-
ty apparatus now in
place.

Finkel suggested
that "No antiwar move-
ment ever won by
demanding pseudo-
realist 'intense negotia-
tions for national unity'
or nostrums of that
sort." And if the goal is
simply to get the US out
of Iraq, then the
straight-line "Out Now!"
approach is the obvious
answer. But shouldn't
we also be asking some
more nuanced ques-
tions, like what — or
even if — the antiwar
movement and the Left
in general will "win" if
withdrawal doesn't
work? Shouldn't we be
considering the Left's
own liability as a politi-
cal movement?

If indeed a U.S. with-
drawal does precipitate
a cataclysm in Iraq, the
Washington spin-meisters with total access to the
mass media will almost certainly paint the antiwar
movement as the guilty party. In that case, our credi-
bility will suffer and our struggle to confront power will
be severely set back.

True, if we support the prolonged presence of U.S.
forces in Iraq and some type of normalcy is achieved,
the Bushites may be vindicated and the Left still hung
out to dry. The difference: thousands of more innocent
Iraqi lives will have been saved.

I realize that many readers will probably consider

my judgments paternalistic, detached, or worse. I often
question myself as well, particularly in light of polls
showing 80% of Iraqis in favor of withdrawal, and 72%
of U.S. troops wishing to be home by the end of the
year. I understand that both of those parties, victimized
by U.S. governmental power, are exhausted, desper-
ate and sick of the whole thing.

They just want it all to end; and I would likely echo
their opinions if in their shoes. But we should also
keep in mind that desperate people often make irra-
tional choices. Who can blame them? Yet, isn't it also
the responsibility of those who have the luxury of
security to put their minds to work in the spirit of well-

intentioned reason — doing
so in the service of what they
think will most likely benefit
the victims of this tragedy?

Of course, if a unified Iraqi
government demands the
exit of foreign forces, then
exit they must. Hopefully it
will speak with enough
authority and cohesion to
merit the respect of the vari-
ous insurgent groups who
are currently putting Iraq on
a fast-track to national sui-
cide.

It may be utterly naïve for
me to demand that the U.S.
change course in Iraq, and
become focused on peace-
making rather than body
counts. Washington's war
machine never managed to
do so in Vietnam. Why now?
After all, the latest news from
our most recent international
foray is nothing but more
bleakness reflecting, in
Robert Bly's words, "the
insanity of empire."

In the end, we're all striving for the same basic
goals, whether or not we agree in our conclusions. I
think that the complexity of the situation demands we
recognize our own opinions to be, necessarily, incom-
plete and to varying degrees inaccurate.
Nevertheless, let's keep on responding, each in own
way, to the current conflict as we believe best serves
all involved — especially, of course, the Iraqis, whose
predicament is the outcome of criminal statecraft prac-
ticed by butchers in Baghdad and Washington alike.



Whatever the limitations of Rep. Murtha's call to

redeploy U.S. troops from Iraq that we have

already emphasized ("On John Murtha's Position,"

ZNet, Nov. 21), he went much too far for most

Democrats or for the Bush administration.

Nevertheless, there have been others who have

urged the redeploying of some of the U.S. forces in

Iraq. 

In October, Lawrence Korb and Brian Katulis, writ-
ing for the Center for American Progress, a liberal
organization headed by Clinton's former chief of staff
John Podesta, issued a report calling for what they
termed "strategic redeployment." (Lawrence J. Korb
and Brian Katulis, Strategic Redeployment: A
Progressive Plan for Iraq and the Struggle Against
Violent Extremists, Washington, DC: Center for
American Progress, October 2005.)

Like Murtha, Korb and Katulis (who served in the
Reagan and Clinton administrations, respectively)
make telling observations. For example, they note
that:  "most Iraqis do not want us there and they do not
feel our presence makes them safer. One half says
they support insurgent attacks on coalition forces and
a majority says they feel less safe when foreign troops
patrol their neighborhoods, according to polling of Iraqi
citizens sponsored by the US government earlier this
year."

They conclude, however, that what is needed is a
"strategic redeployment," specifically rejecting "calls
for an immediate and complete withdrawal." Under
their proposal, during 2006, 46,000 national guard and
reserves would be returned to the United States,
20,000 troops would be sent to other theaters (18,000
to Afghanistan, 1,000 to Southeast Asia, and 1,000 to
Africa), and 14,000 troops would be stationed in

Kuwait and off-shore in the Persian Gulf.

The 60,000 U.S. troops remaining in Iraq would be
redeployed away from urban areas to minimize inflam-
ing Iraqi opinion. By the end of 2007, most of these
troops would be withdrawn (to unspecified locations),
leaving only "counterterrorist units."

"This presence, along with the forces in Kuwait and
at sea in the Persian Gulf area will be sufficient to con-
duct strikes coordinated with Iraqi forces against any
terrorist camps and enclaves that may emerge and
deal with any major external threats to Iraq."

Some analysts (for example, Slate's Fred Kaplan)
have suggested that Murtha got his plan from Korb
and Katulis, though he speeds up their timetable and
moves his entire residual force out of Iraq. But the
same reasons given in our original essay for why the
anti-war movement should avoid confusing Murtha's
position with its own apply with even greater force to
the Korb-Katulis position.

Korb and Katulis wisely point out that to enhance
U.S. security President Bush should announce that
the United States "will not build permanent military
bases in Iraq, counteracting arguments made in
recruitment pitches by militants and Iraqi insurgents."
But where are the U.S. counterterrorist units in Iraq
going to be housed if not at bases?

In any event, it's not just designs on military bases
that need to be disavowed, but plans to dominate Iraqi
oil too, which are proceeding apace. (See Greg Muttitt,
Crude Designs: The Rip-Off of Iraq's Oil Wealth,
London: PLATFORM with Global Policy Forum,
Institute for Policy Studies [New Internationalism
Project], New Economics Foundation, Oil Change
International and War on Want, November 2005.) And
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"Strategic Redeployment"
vs. "Out Now" 

International Viewpoint 373 (www.internationalviewpoint.org)
by Gilbert Achcar and Steve Shalom



a two-year timetable is unacceptable.

As we noted earlier, two to three months is plenty of
time to remove all U.S. troops, if that is one's genuine
interest. Protracted "timetables" only make sense if
one is trying to secure a continuing dominance over
Iraqi politics and resources before leaving.

In the Washington Post of November 26, Joe Biden
of Delaware, the ranking Democrat on the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, and an aspiring presi-
dential candidate, wrote an op-ed column entitled
"Time for An Iraq Timetable." Biden declared that in
2006 U.S. troops "will begin to leave in large numbers.
By the end of the year, we will have redeployed about
50,000. In 2007, a significant number of the remaining
100,000 will follow. A small force will stay behind — in
Iraq or across the border — to strike at any concentra-
tion of terrorists."

Biden's language is interesting — he doesn't quite
call for this, but essentially predicts it. His prediction
seems to be based on the fact that the Senate by a
vote of 79-19 and over the objections of the White
House adopted an amendment requiring the President
to provide quarterly reports on the progress of U.S.
policy and military operations in Iraq. (This vote took
place after the Senate defeated a Democratic-spon-
sored amendment asking the President to prepare an
estimated timetable for withdrawal from Iraq.) Given
that the successful amendment has no teeth at all, it's
hard to see why it presages much of anything.

Nevertheless, Biden's comment is consistent with
various hints from the Bush Administration itself.
Obviously the Republicans don't want to go into the
2006 elections, let alone the 2008 elections with an
increasingly unpopular and seemingly endless occu-
pation of Iraq on display.

In part this leads them to make optimistic com-
ments about how soon Washington will be able to
reduce the number of troops in Iraq (glossing over the
fact that several thousand troops were added before
the October 15 referendum, so a withdrawal of these
would indicate no progress at all). During the Vietnam
War there were countless optimistic predictions of
when the troops would come home, only to have the
president send more troops when the situation deteri-
orated further. And we've been hearing similar opti-
mistic comments from the Bush Administration for
more than two years; for example, on October 19,
2003, the Washington Post reported on its front page:

"There are now 130,000 U.S. troops in Iraq. The
plan to cut that number is well advanced.... and has
been described in broad outline to Defense Secretary
Donald H. Rumsfeld but has not yet been approved by

him. It would begin to draw down forces next spring,
cutting the number of troops to fewer than 100,000 by
next summer and then to 50,000 by mid-2005, officers
involved in the planning said."

True, in 2003 Iraq was nowhere near the political
liability for the Bush administration that it is now, so we
shouldn't discount the prospect of a real policy shift.
Clearly the Bush administration has scaled back its
more grandiose goals in Iraq, but it's unlikely that it
would choose to withdraw its forces without being con-
fident that it could secure its more basic goal — dom-
ination of the oil resources of the region — unless, of
course, this were made untenable.

It is possible that the U.S. will fall back on a strate-
gy of trying to replace its troops with air power, hoping
that the reduction in U.S. casualties will make the war
more palatable to the American public. In late August,
the head of the air force told the New York Times that
after any withdrawal of U.S. ground troops, "we will
continue with a rotational presence of some type in
that area more or less indefinitely," adding "We have
interests in that part of the world...." (Eric Schmitt,
"U.S. General Says Iraqis Will Need Longtime Support
From Air Force," Aug. 30) To support these interests
Washington is upgrading 16 different bases in the
Middle East and Southwest Asia (New York Times,
Sept. 18, 2005).

According to Seymour Hersh in the Dec. 5 New
Yorker, plans are being drawn up precisely to replace
U.S. ground troops in Iraq with warplanes. Hersh
reports that some Pentagon officials are worried about
what it would mean to have Iraqis calling in bombing
targets to the U.S. air force, but no matter who calls in
the coordinates, white phosphorus, cluster munitions,
and 500-pound bombs are not going to address the
problem of the insurgency; indeed, they are going to
generate more recruits for both the insurgency and ter-
rorism.

For the antiwar movement, it is critical to insist on
the complete withdrawal of U.S. and coalition forces,
from Iraq and from the region, because retaining any
of them — whether counterinsurgency units ready to
intervene or air power to level further Iraqi cities — will
violate Iraqi sovereignty and continue to fuel insur-
gency and hatred. And the antiwar movement must
insist as well on immediate withdrawal, because the
Bush Administration itself will soon be talking of future
drawdowns — and indeed it already is.

We should bear in mind that the mere fact that the
antiwar movement raises the "Out Now" slogan does
not mean that U.S. forces are going to leave Iraq
overnight. During the Vietnam War, a much more pow-
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erful movement than anything we have seen in the
U.S. in the last few decades demanded that U.S.
troops get "Out Now."

This did not lead — even when the U.S. power elite
reached the conclusion that the war should be termi-
nated — to a "precipitous" withdrawal, but to a with-
drawal that was completed only after the Paris
Accords were concluded with the three main
Vietnamese parties involved. Nevertheless, the pres-
sure of the antiwar movement in the U.S. was decisive
in compelling Washington to opt for this withdrawal.

The issue with "Out
Now" is therefore not about
the logistical details of with-
drawal, but about how to be
most effective in countering
Washington's imperial
aims. "Out Now" is a slogan
around which one can build
a large coalition of forces,
from those who only care about "our boys" to those
who care about the Iraqi people's freedom, whereas
any dilution of the "responsible exit strategy" kind —
aside from the fact that it would be extremely difficult
even to agree on what the "conditions" for the with-
drawal should be — would only provide the Bush
Administration, along with pro-war Democrats, an
argument for justifying the protracted presence of U.S.
troops.

We are not calling for a "cut and run" withdrawal,
abandoning Iraq to its fate (like in the "selfish" nation-
alist rhetoric of the isolationist Right). We are perfectly
aware that, given what the United States has been
doing in Iraq, tragically disrupting the situation in that
country, if the U.S. troops were just to leave Iraq sud-
denly, say in 48 hours, without prior notice, that would
definitely create a dangerous chaotic situation. But this
is not what we are demanding.

The demand for the immediate withdrawal of the
troops is, first of all, a demand for an immediate politi-
cal decision to withdraw the troops. Once the political
decision is taken and proclaimed publicly, it becomes
possible, in fact indispensable, to prepare the best
conditions for its implementation in the shortest possi-
ble timeframe, while starting without delay to bring
troops back home. To be sure, the modalities through
which this should be completed in a way not to harm
the Iraqi people must be worked out with their elected
representatives.

If Washington were to make clear that it wants to
complete the withdrawal of its troops within a timetable
stretching over weeks, or very few months, this would

provide a very powerful incentive for the Iraqis to
reach an agreement among themselves on a way to
run their country together peacefully and start to con-
centrate their efforts on the huge task of its reconstruc-
tion.

The consensus reached at the recent Cairo confer-
ence is an important step in that direction and proves
that it is perfectly possible, and much easier indeed, to
reach such agreements when U.S. representatives are
not there constantly interfering and calling the shots.

Finally, those who
accuse the antiwar move-
ment of wanting to "cut and
run" and pretend that they
care more for the interests
of the Iraqis — whereas
most of them are actually
worried about U.S. imperial
interests — would be better
advised to demand that the

U.S. respect Iraqi sovereignty over Iraqi natural
resources and reconstruction.

For our part, we believe that there is a moral obli-
gation for the U.S. government to pay reparations to
the Iraqi people for all that they have suffered as a
consequence of U.S. criminal policies — from the
deliberate destruction of Iraq's infrastructure in the
1991 war to the devastation brought by the present
invasion and occupation, through the green light given
to the Ba'athist regime to crush the mass insurrections
of March 1991 and, above all, the murderous embar-
go inflicted on the Iraqi population from 1991 to 2003.

The withdrawal of U.S. and coalition forces, the end
of U.S. economic domination, and the payment of
reparations: this is the way to truly serve the principles
of justice, as well as the best interests of the people of
Iraq and the U.S. population.

— Stephen R Shalom is a member of the New
Politics editorial board.

— Gilbert Achcar grew up in Lebanon and teach-
es political science at London's School of Oriental

and African Studies. His best-selling book The Clash
of Barbarisms came out in a second expanded edi-
tion in 2006, alongside a book of his dialogues with

Noam Chomsky on the Middle East, Perilous Power.
He is co-author of The 33-Day War: Israel's War on

Hezbollah in Lebanon and It's Consequences.
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Last year I had the opportunity to see "Winter

Soldier," a rarely shown 1971 documentary based

on the testimony of over 100 soldiers recently

back from Vietnam. It was filmed during a three-

day hearing on war crimes that Vietnam Vets

against the War organized in Detroit. Young sol-

diers spoke about atrocities they had committed in

the name of freedom and democracy: throwing

suspects out of planes, torching villages, raping

women, killing civilians. Of course the Nixon

administration attempted to discredit the soldiers

and their stories.

For me, one scene stands out vividly: a soldier talk-
ing about what he had done while his wife and young
child were in the background. I kept thinking: How had
he been able to overcome his guilt and develop a lov-
ing relationship with his family? Or had he?

The My Lai massacre of 347 civilians occurred in
1968. Seymour Hersh broke the story in a New Yorker
article the following year. During this same time period
General William Westmoreland, commander of the
U.S. forces in Vietnam, set up a task force to monitor
war crimes allegations. Amounting to 9,000 pages, the
files were declassified twenty years later and placed in
the National Archives.

Documentation includes witness statements and
reports by military officers substantiating 320 atroci-
ties, and reporting another 500 allegations. At the time
government spokespeople maintained that war crimes
were committed by a few rogue units, but the testi-
mony implicates just about every military unit in
Vietnam. The files detail:

* Seven massacres in which at least 137 civilians
died.

* Seventy-eight other
attacks on civilians, of
whom at least 57 were mur-
dered, 56 wounded and 15
sexually assaulted.

* One hundred and forty-
one cases in which U.S.
soldiers tortured civilian
detainees or prisoners of
war, using fists, sticks, bats,
water or electric shock.

* Only 57 soldiers were
court-martialed, resulting in
23 convictions. A military
intelligence interrogator
received the stiffest sen-
tence, 20 years. He was

convicted of committing indecent acts on a 13-year-old
girl while she was being interrogated in a hut. He
served a total of seven months.

Of course these cases did not constitute a compre-
hensive review. Only those reported to the military
were investigated. And even in the 203 cases where
the evidence reviewed by the military was strong
enough to warrant charges, most resulted in no action
being taken.

This year reporters from the New York Times exam-
ined about a third of the documents before the govern-
ment snatched them away, saying that they contained
"personal information" and therefore were exempt
from the Freedom of Information Act.

Just as corporations don't want to cost out the envi-
ronmental damage that results from their manufactur-
ing processes, the government doesn't figure in the
real cost of warfare. In fact, whether the woman who
is sexually assaulted is a civilian, a military woman, or
the soldier's wife or girlfriend, the perpetrator can
almost always count on the military unit to remain
silent.

Even when there is an investigation, the military
prefers to maintain discretion by handling the case
administratively. This results in a letter of reprimand, or
dropping the charges. Even in the face of laws against
sexual assault, the system finds a way to cover up or
minimize the crime.

Violence becomes the method with which govern-
ments and individuals in positions of power (relative to
the "other") impose their will. Violence isn't something
that only happens out there, to the "others" while "we"
come back to our safe homes.

15

War and the 
Culture of Violence
By Dianne Feeley 
(Against the Current, 124 November/December 2006)



War, Colonialism and Torture

Training for war is learning to dominate the enemy.
One is taught to destroy "targets" from afar or "control"
a civilian population closer at hand. But in either case
enemies — and anyone seen to be helping them —
are to be tamed or eliminated. The enemy must quick-
ly learn that they are powerless in the face of a supe-
rior force.

This dynamic provides the soldier with a powerful
sense that whatever he/she does is necessary and
good. In dehumanizing others, the aggressor per-
ceives the enemy as less than human, and therefore
"deserving" of mistreatment. Just as the battered
spouse learns she was abused "for her own good" and
therefore abuse is a sign of "love," so too the enemy is
supposed to give up any possibility of resistance.

This, in fact, is the story of America. The colonists
came and subdued the Native Peoples, thus "proving"
that they were the chosen ones. The Native
Americans, once defeated, were herded onto reserva-
tions. In many cases, their children were forced to go
to boarding schools where they were not allowed to
speak their language or dress in their fashion. Torn
from their families and culture, the children were often
physically and sexually abused by those who were in
charge of them. Of course, this brutality was carried
out as an exercise in western civilization.

Today we hear, as a justification for the Iraq and
Afghanistan wars, that the people whose government
was overthrown need Washington's "help." If U.S.
troops pulled out, the story line goes, chaos would
ensue. Policing the world is hard work and, by defini-
tion, only the good and brave apply.

In the war against terrorism, President George W.
Bush has set the stage for a permanent engagement
in which the forces of democracy and freedom square
off against the forces of "Islamic fascism."

After 9/11 the administration announced, "You are
with us or you are with the terrorists." In this war,
although Bush has reassured the world that
Americans don't torture, torture is permitted.

How is this seeming contradiction resolved? A
March 2003 memo on torture crafted by John Yoo,
White House lawyer at the time, provided the escape
hatch: Torture isn't torture when it doesn't permanent-
ly injure or murder. Under this definition it's pretty clear
that threatening or humiliating prisoners isn't torture.

According to administration spokespeople, further-
more, torture isn't torture when extracting information
from a terrorist could prevent a catastrophe. The
Christian Science Monitor, reporting on Bush's

acknowledgement of secret CIA prisons and methods
of interrogations, explained that was how the govern-
ment received information that Jose Padilla was plot-
ting to detonate a bomb:

"We knew that [Zayn Abu] Zubaydah had more
information that could save innocent lives, but he
stopped talking," the president said in a speech on
Sept. 6. "So the CIA used an alternative set of proce-
dures."

The CSM reporter, Warren Richey, noted that Bush
insisted that torture was not used, but declined to iden-
tify specific practices. However, Richey pointed out
that Padilla's defense lawyers discovered that Binyam
Mohammed, a source for the warrant against Padilla,
was being held in Pakistan where U.S. agents wanted
him to provide incriminating information about Padilla.

Pakistani agents hung Mohammed on a wall with a
leather strap around his wrists for a week. Later he
was beaten with a leather strap and questioned while
a loaded gun was pressed into his chest.

Unhappy with his "level of cooperation," U.S.
agents had Mohammed sent to Morocco where inter-
rogators used a razor blade to make 20-30 small cuts
on his genitals. Today he is in Guantanamo. Aside
from the horrible "procedures" used, one might won-
der about the quality of the information. ("'Alternative'

CIA Tactics Complicate Padilla Case," CSM, 9/15/06)

Training for Masculinism

As someone who defines herself as a socialist fem-
inist, I've tried to think about how gendered categories
work. In our society we can't even talk about a new-
born without knowing the baby's gender! We assign
nurturing tasks to women and security and protection
to men. This is then reinforced in myriad ways
throughout our childhood, youth and adult lives. It is
this masculinist role that the military builds on, even
today when 15-20% of the army is female.

In Tod Ensign's study America's Military Today, the
chapter on "Women in the Military," written by Linda
Bird Francke, is subtitled "The Military Culture of
Harassment." Francke examines how the culture is
driven by a group dynamic centered on affirmation of
masculinity. Anything despicable is female. She notes
"If the Freudian observation is true that the tenets of
masculinity demand man's self-measure against other
men, military service offers the quintessential para-
digm."

Francke also quotes Tod Ensign, director of Citizen
Soldier: "To be called 'STRAC' (Straight, Tough and
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Ready for Action) is a great compliment. That means
you're ready to jump out this window, rappel down the
side of the building and kill someone with a pencil."
(136)

With this as the training, it's easy to see how an
occupying army, pumped up on the arrogance of
power, commits atrocities against those perceived to
be enemy. So too is the group's willingness to remain
silent or even participate in the cover up of a crime
committed by one or more of its members.

Those who do confront the criminals directly, as
army medic Jamie Henry did in Vietnam, are told "if I
wanted to live very long, I should shut my mouth."
("Vietnam, The War Crimes Files," by Nick Turse and
Deborah Nelson, LA Times, 8/6/06)

After the Abu Ghraib photographs many wondered
how women in the military could participate in these
atrocities. But this is not the first time American women

have been caught on camera as participants.

Examine the pictures of lynchings and you will dis-
cover women — and children — part of the smiling
crowds. The nurturing role women have been
assigned has been suppressed by their group identifi-
cation with the strong and powerful.

Sexual Assault within the Armed Forces

Women in the military are trained to drive out their
female "softness," although not so much that they
become men and therefore compete with the "real"
guys. In fact even in today's volunteer army they are
almost always assigned to support roles, not combat
ones.

Given the military's strict gender imagery, the
strong male identity and the centrality of male readi-
ness for combat, sexual assault on women in the mili-

Of course we don't know the full extent of current atroc-
ities in Iraq, Afghanistan and in the prisons where "suspect-
ed terrorists" are being interrogated. But we do know abuse
is built into a situation where soldiers are expected to force
the population to submit to their own powerlessness. Here
are a half dozen reports of abuse:

* In November 2005 a squad of U.S. Marines killed 24
civilians at Haditha after a roadside bomb killed one of
their fellow Marines. The sergeant who led the squad claims
they followed the "military rules of engagement" and did not
intentionally target civilians. On the other hand, neighbors
recounted that some of the executed begged for their lives
before being shot, refuting the military's version.

* 14-year old girl, Abeer Qassim Hamza al-Janabi. One
of the soldiers had been harassing her so much that her
mother was planning to have her stay with another relative.
The four raped and murdered her, torching her body in an
attempt to destroy the evidence, and then killed her parents
and younger sister.

* Six Marines and a navy medic have been charged with
assaulting civilians in order to extract intelligence. Three kid-
napped and killed an Iraqi man, placing an AK-47 rifle and
a shovel next to his body to make it look as if he was an
insurgent planting a roadside bomb.

* In May 2006, on an island in Tharthar Lake, four sol-
diers killed three Iraqi detainees bound with plastic hand-
cuffs. At a military hearing in August, investigators suggest-
ed that the brigade's commanders created an "atmosphere
of excessive violence by encouraging 'kill counts.'" (LA Times,
8/3/06)

* Also in May, two women on their way to a hospital in
Samarra were shot in the back of the head by U.S. snipers,
who then attempted to hide the evidence. One of the women
was pregnant.

* According to the military's investigation of Abu Ghraib,
there were 44 accounts of sodomizing detainees, stripping
prisoners naked and leading them around on leashes, or
attached electrical probes to their genitals.

In military training, soldiers learn they act as guardians of
freedom and the American way of life. Their task is to be a
"warrior" who never accepts defeat. Physically and mental-
ly "tough," the soldier stands ready "to engage and destroy"
the country's enemies in close combat. (Quotes from the U.S.
Army's Soldiers Creed) No wonder we get so many military
personnel who act as macho men.

Soldiers, trained and equipped, are put into harm's way.
Their friends get killed, they face a rather undefined enemy,
and they are plopped down into a completely different cul-
ture. Their stay has been extended beyond the standard
year of duty. Many are on their second or third tour in Iraq
or Afghanistan. Under these pressures it becomes relatively
easy to use excessive force, realize you want something and
grab it, or intimidate, humiliate or torture a prisoner.

Upon reflection, the pictures of soldiers torturing and
humiliating prisoners at Abu Ghraib don't seem as shocking.
The temptations to humiliate, intimidate and murder are built
into the hierarchical and powerful military machine, rein-
forced by the president's aggressive rhetoric.

The Facts of War



tary is a frequent occurrence. Some estimates suggest
perhaps one out of every three military women faces
sexual violence. But we know for sure that at least 500
sexual assaults involving U.S. forces in Iraq and
Afghanistan were reported.

A 2005 Pentagon report noted a 25% increase
between 2003 and 2004 in the number of reported
cases in which military men had sexually assaulted
military women. The escalation could not be explained
by a greater number of women serving in the military,
or being mobilized into combat zones, or by better
reporting of crimes. For the first time, too, the report
listed 425 civilian victims of assaults.

The most recent case of a woman soldier reporting
sexual assault is that of Suzanne Swift. She was 19
when she was first sent to Iraq. Her squad leader pres-
sured her into a relationship that she broke off after a
few months, after which she was repeatedly harassed
by him.

Lory Manning, director of the Women in the Military
Project, pointed out that such a sexual liaison is not
considered consensual even when the victim goes
along. What made it even more difficult for Swift is
while she stationed in Iraq the person in charge of her
was her harasser and she failed to file a complaint.

Swift encountered two other instances of harass-
ment. Back in Ft. Lewis she asked a sergeant in her
chain of command where she should report for duty.
He replied, "In my bed, naked." When, in front of
others, he sexually harassed her she filed charges. He
was given a letter of admonishment and reassigned to
another unit.

After eight months of being back in the United
States, Swift was ordered back to Iraq for a second
tour. She did not report but sought therapy for post-
traumatic stress and a discharge. The army said it did
not negotiate with deserters and arrested her. After an
investigation, the army has charged her with being
AWOL. (See http://suzanneswift.org particularly "From
Victim to Accused Army Deserter, Donna St. George,
Washington Post, 9/19/06)

Bringing the War Home

Few studies have compared military domestic vio-
lence with the civilian world, but one study done in the
1990s suggests that it is twice the rate of the civilian
population. Military records reveal that between 1997
and 2001 there were an average of more than 10,000
substantiated cases a year.

Over the last several years we have heard of
returning soldiers killing their spouses or girl friends in

Ft. Bragg, Ft. Hood and Ft. Lewis. During the summer
of 2002 four soldiers from elite units in Ft. Bragg, North
Carolina killed their wives; two then killed themselves.
Three of the four had recently returned from
Afghanistan.

In comparing post-traumatic stress disorders sol-
diers have suffered in various wars, it seems to range
somewhere between 15-30% who sought medical
help for their condition. Studies indicate that those with
the highest symptoms were front-line soldiers — it is
more traumatic to be on the front lines than in prison.

A recent Veterans Health Administration report
pointed out that more than one-third of the soldiers
who served in Iraq and Afghanistan sought help for
post-traumatic stress, drug abuse or other mental dis-
orders, a tenfold increase over the last 18 months.

Factors that might contribute to the higher levels of
stress include roadside bombings, unpredictable daily
attacks and the fact that tours of duty are spaced too
close together. Soldiers are already returning to Iraq
and Afghanistan for second or third tours of duty.

The soldier returning from battle has learned to live
with violence. And because of that, he's got a greater
chance, over the course of his life, to turn the violence
he's learned against himself, his family or others.

But the problem is larger than post-traumatic
stress. It's really about how our society forces human
beings to adopt a competitive, aggressive and stress-
ful stance that can lead to violence, particularly against
those perceived to be weak.

The institutional, masculinist mindset gives an inor-
dinate amount of power and self-justification to sol-
diers, whether in war or in recruiting others for war. An
Associated Press investigation found that in 2005
more than 80 military recruiters were disciplined for
sexual misconduct with women who had come to them
seeking advice.

Misconduct ranged from groping to rape, but once
again the military's response was administrative, with
the recruiter suffering a reduction in rank or a fine.
How many more went unreported?

It's time to say, once and for all, that this hierarchi-
cal and gendered violence is antithetical to developing
the full capacities of human beings.

— Dianne Feeley is an editor of Against the
Current
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Behind A Seeming Contradiction

It's not because the antiwar coalitions have failed to
reach out to the African-American communities.
International ANSWER (Act Now to Stop War and End
Racism) in particular, which was formed soon after
9/11, has included issues of anti-racism and discrimi-
nation — the war at home on the working poor — in its
slogans.

African Americans have been prominent on the
speakers' platform in San Francisco, Washington,
D.C., New York City and at other protests.

There have been demonstrations organized in pre-
dominantly Black communities in Harlem and
Oakland. The turnouts have been modest as well,
none reflecting the higher antiwar sentiments.

The lack of active participation is not new. During
the anti-Vietnam war movement some 30 years ago a
similar low Black participation took place.

Muhammad Ali said it best about racism at home as
the primary concern, when he declared while refusing
the draft: "No Vietnamese ever called me Nigger!"

I remember organizing a coalition of Blacks against
the war in my hometown of Detroit in 1970. In contrast
to the main antiwar mobilizations and protests organ-
ized against racism after the 1967 "riots," our actions
were modest.

During a high school walkout in my senior year in
1969 against a racist campaign against a Black judge

(George Crockett) and an antiwar protest occurring
the same day, most Black students joined the
antiracist protest. Few went to the antiwar demonstra-
tion even though most Black students opposed the
war.

We never saw it as a "problem," since we knew we
were against the racist war. Our number one concern
was showing support for a "brother judge" under
attack. Few white students understood this.

Why Whites Don't Get It

I for one always found it odd that the issue for white
progressives was always, "Why aren't more Blacks
joining the antiwar protests?" Instead I thought, "Why
haven't more whites understood the centrality of
racism in society?"

Even though I did see the Vietnam War as central
and later made it a priority in my political work, I under-
stood why most militant Blacks didn't see it as a "big
problem" to focus on issues of racism.

I know from my own discussions with Black co-
workers at United Airlines the discussions are still the
same. Most opposed Bush's war but few joined the
demonstrations in San Francisco or Oakland. When I
asked why, they simply said they had other things to
do.

Pushed further, many said they were more con-
cerned about our jobs at United, the declining econo-
my and racism at home. One woman mechanic specif-

Black America 
and the Iraq War 
By Malik Miah 
(Against the Current, 104 May/June 2003)

One of the contradictions of the peace/antiwar movement to date is the following: The main ethnic

group that opposed the U.S. war on Iraq was largely invisible in the protest marches and rallies.

An overwhelmingly majority of whites (some 90 percent of white males) supported the unprovoked

invasion of Iraq. African Americans by a small majority (according to all polls) didn't.

What explains this contradiction?



ically mentioned the Michigan affirmative action case
and the backwardness of white co-workers on issues
of racial discrimination.

Where Was the Peace Movement?

Consider what happened on April 1 as the bombs
were dropping on Iraq. A big pro-affirmative action
protest occurred in Washington, D.C., overwhelmingly
of Black and Latino students. The Black students,
including from Howard University, went to the U.S.
Supreme Court in support of affirmative action. Many
carried signs linking the war and racism.

But where were the antiwar coalitions at the
protest? Why hadn't they mobilized for the actions?
Weeks earlier hundreds of thousands (mostly white)
had marched in the city.

The reality for most Blacks is because racism is
very much alive, their efforts tend to focus on immedi-
ate issues that affect the broader Black population,
even though they are also antiwar. The limited active
response by whites to attacks on affirmative action
seems to confirm that approach.

The liberal Black leaders of the traditional civil
rights groups including the NAACP sense this con-
sciousness too. Most opposed the war on Iraq. Many
spoke at the protests. But their focus is on issues of
double-digit unemployment, segregated schools and
poor health care for the Black population.

African leaders also see the double standard of
U.S. policy. Nelson Mandela, the historic and moral
leader of Africa, called the U.S. war on Iraq an act of
aggression. South Africa's current president Thabo
Mbeki raised concern that countries in Africa could be
put on Bush's rogue states hit list.

Many African Americans are well aware that the
U.S. government's foreign policy is hypocritical too, as
it gives billions in aid to the state of Israel, blatantly
financing illegal settlements and occupation, while
attacking Palestinians and Arab countries as "terror-
ists" and failed states.

The distrust among Blacks also reflects a history as
victims of American democracy first as slaves (85
years) and then victims of Jim Crow (90 years). Can
gains won 35 years ago be reversed? It happened
after the Civil War, codified in the infamous Supreme
Court Jim Crow decision (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896)
upholding the legality of "separate but equal."

King's Legacy

Recalling the experience and legacy of the most
famous African American in U.S. history — Martin

Luther King, Jr. — proves how gains can be eroded.

While King is known (especially among whites) for
his steadfast opposition to legal segregation by build-
ing a massive nonviolent civil disobedience movement
for Black equality, his last year of life indicated a polit-
ical evolution that began threatening the status quo of
entrenched white power.

He was becoming a leader against U.S. foreign pol-
icy that supported neocolonialism and oppression
abroad, and institutional racial and class oppression at
home.

Every April 4 in Memphis, where King was assassi-
nated in 1968, a celebration of his life takes place.
Here, unlike official Washington's celebration that is
sanitized for white America, the real King is observed
— the antiwar and antiracist King.

At a speech at the Riverside Church in New York in
1967 King said the Vietnam War was wrong, adding,
"There comes a time when one must take a position
that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular, but he
must do it because conscience tells him it is right."

The FBI targeted King so that he was not just wor-
ried about being smeared by pro-war supporters but
feared for his life.

King also launched the interracial poor people's
movement that year, arguing that the government
must not just end legal discrimination but take steps to
end the poverty of all working people, especially
African Americans.

He went to Memphis to support sanitation workers.
Opposition to the Vietnam War and his campaign
against poverty were flipsides of the same fight, he
said.

Today's antiwar organizers must follow King's
example. Institutional racism and neocolonial wars are
evils that must be fought hand and hand.

The attacks on civil liberties by the Bush govern-
ment (epitomized by the USA Patriot Act) make it even
more urgent, since Attorney General Ashcroft clearly
sees the antiwar and antiracist activists in the same
way Hoover viewed King: as unpatriotic critics.

The challenge for the antiwar movement is to deep-
en its working-class connections and its support
among the African-American communities by better
understanding how Blacks see the issue of war and
racism as integrally linked.

— Malik Miah is an editor of Against the Current
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Sgt. Camilo Mejia, the first active-duty U.S. military
resister to be imprisoned for refusing re-deployment to
Iraq, spoke at a Detroit antiwar rally Friday, March 18,
the day before attending the founding convention of
Iraq Veterans Against the War in Fayetteville, North
Carolina.

Sgt. Mejia, who spent more than seven years in the
U.S. military and eight months fighting in Iraq, wrote a
statement of conscientious objection, "Regaining My
Humanity" (full text at www.codepink4peace.org/
National_Actions_Camilo.shtml).  Of his experience in
Iraq and decision not to return after a two-week leave,
he said in part: 

"We weren't preventing terrorism
or making Americans safer.  I couldn't
find a single good reason for having
been there, for having shot a people
and been shot at. 

"Coming home gave me the clarity
to see the line between military duty and moral obliga-
tion.  By putting my weapon down, I chose to reassert
myself as a human being.  I have not deserted the mil-
itary or been disloyal to the men and women of the mil-
itary.  I have not been disloyal to a country.  I have only
been loyal to my principles. 

"When I turned myself in, with all my fears and
doubts, I did it not only for myself.  I did it for the peo-
ple of Iraq, even for those who fired upon me — they
were just on the other side of a battleground where
war itself was the only enemy." 

Camilo Mejia was interviewed by David Finkel from
the ATC editorial board, shortly after receiving an
award from Detroit City Council for his courageous
stand. 

Against the Current: Tell us when you were
deployed in Iraq, and where; and although you've
been out for some time now, what are your percep-
tions of the situation in Iraq as compared with what the
media are portraying? 

Camilo Mejia: I was in Iraq between April and
October, 2003.  After a short time in Baghdad, our
longest stay was in the Ramadi area. 

I know it's unpopular to say this, but I don't really
buy the election in Iraq.  It's a measure of improvement
and progress as far as the U.S. and coalition's alleged
purpose; but with an insurgency going on and 150,000

foreign troops occupying a
country, you can't say you
held a "free election." 

To the issue of democracy,
I find it impossible to establish
a true democracy when a
nation is occupied and the

"democracy" is imposed.  It can only come from with-
in.  We are imposing a way of life that we wish we had
here-for example, asking the Iraqi Congress to have
one-third women, when we don't have anything like
that her —and this after a totalitarian regime under
Saddam Hussein. 

To me it's fictitious, part of a bigger scheme to jus-
tify our presence — by "our" I mean of course the
United States government — and to exploit and priva-
tize their natural resources, which I think is the bottom
line. 

ATC: Presumably you didn't feel this way when you
first went over to Iraq.  What caused your perspective
to change? 

CM: I wouldn't necessarily say it changed.  Yes, it

A Military Resister 
and Conscientious Objector 

ATC Interviews Camilo Mejia 
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"We weren't preventing terror-
ism or making Americans safer. I
couldn't find a single good reason
for having been there, for having
shot a people and been shot at.”
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evolved, but not to the opposite direction.  When I first
went to the Middle East where we ran a secret mission
for two months before the war started, already I dis-
agreed with the reasons the government was giving
for war. I didn't think they had made the case for claim-
ing Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction — in fact, as
soon as we arrived in Iraq we put away our chemical
protection gear — and we were going to war without a
UN Mandate. 

Hans Blix [chief UN weapons inspector — ed.] was
saying we didn't know that there were WMDs in Iraq.
Actually I don't think he ever believed there were any.
On top of that, you had huge antiwar demonstrations
around the United States and the whole world. 

In some way I was part of this huge opposition. But
these are all political reasons. I deployed anyway,
partly because I was naive enough to believe there
might not be a war, just a show of force, that maybe it
would all end without major
human loss. 

After seven years of
being in the military, and
being an infantryman pretty
much my entire career and
being a squad leader, I was
afraid to say I disagreed
with the war on moral
grounds.  First of all, my
squad members might see
me as a coward.  Also, I was
afraid that making my posi-
tion against the war known
to my commanders would
result in a court martial and
going to prison, as I did later anyway.  I tell you this,
because it's all separate from what turned me into a
Conscientious Objector.  At the time I had no problem
with being an infantryman and shooting my weapon.  I
was a vegetarian and a nonviolent person, but not
against war entirely. 

But when I went to Iraq and especially Ramadi, I
came face to face with the reality of war. So what if
there were or weren't WMDs?  You could care less
when you're actually over there.  But in combat, I
began to develop a rejection of all war because you
see how innocent people die, regardless of whether
you mean for them to die. 

When I criticize the attitudes of soldiers, I don't real-
ly mean those in my unit, but the leaders.  You see the
personal agendas at play in war of commanders who
go to any length at the expense of human lives — sol-
diers and civilians. 

It has nothing to do with rebuilding a country —
after we'd destroyed it in the first place — or self-gov-
ernment, or providing clean running water.  It was all
about personal ambitions.  Even if all the commanders
had behaved in an altruistic way, the inescapable real-
ity is the loss of civilian life.  You see the insurgents
and soldiers get away, then all the bodies in the
streets.  I am now a Conscientious Objector.  I reject
all forms of war. 

ATC: Obviously you haven't done a scientific sur-
vey, but can you offer your impressions of the feelings
within the military? 

CM: I haven't done a survey and of course I've
been incarcerated [for nine months of a one-year sen-
tenc — ed.].  When you have opposition to the war or
dissatisfaction within the ranks, it's not usual for sol-
diers to actually express that — because they are
afraid, just as I had been. 

But when they've been through the court
martial and branded as criminals or desert-
ers or whatever, they've gone through
those emotions and are in a position of
freedom to express themselves.  When I
went to prison, I was with 120 other military
inmates.  Not one person in my prison criti-
cized my stand, said "you should have
gone back," or supported the war — not
one of those 120 inmates. 

I think that's a pretty significant meas-
ure.  Also, at the time I surfaced and pre-
sented myself, the Pentagon admitted to
500 cases of AWOL.  Now there are 5500
— that's what they admit to, according to
information from my attorney and that's the

number that's been going around. 

I'm part of an organization called Iraq Veterans
Against the War, and one of the guys who founded it
told me how 15% of his unit went AWOL before being
deployed.  One of the guys who rejoined the unit was
quietly discharged.  We see a pattern of military
authority trying to disguise the extent of the dissent.  I
think there's great dissatisfaction and growing opposi-
tion to the war within the ranks.  One of the main goals
of IVAW will be to help soldiers in opposition to the war
in any way we can. And we want to help returning sol-
diers, who are suffering all kinds of psychological and
emotional problems, to find proper care and to hold
the military responsible.
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Since 9/11 the United States has been

obsessed with "security" in a very particular

sense — protection from intentional threats to our

safety and well being, as in "Office of Homeland

Security," "our

national security,"

"the conflict

between civil lib-

erties and security

considerations,"

"security was

tightened," or,

more mundanely,

"security guards."

In the 1980's and
'90s the racist "cul-
ture of fear" that
fueled the rise of

the U.S. prison-industrial complex amplified crime into
an ever-present threat.  Now, it is "terrorists" and
"rogue nations" that justify the expansion of a new
arena for profit-making, the security industry — a
major growth business here and in many other parts of
the world, and an increasingly high-tech one.

Our daily lives have been transformed as people
have to carry, even to wear ID cards, big concrete
blocks line the sidewalks of many of our streets, and
our access to countless public buildings is tightly con-
trolled by phalanxes of security guards and video mon-
itors.  But most of us pay little attention: the possibility
of terrorist attacks has been normalized.

Yet protection against intentional threats to our

safety is not the only way "security" is understood.  We
have "security blankets" when we're babies and
"social security" when we are elderly—things that pro-
tect our safety and well being both in material and
emotional ways.  This is security in the broader
sense—safety and well being, both of an objective
material and a subjective emotional kind.

Threats to security, in this broader sense of the
word, are understood to go far beyond intentional acts
by individuals or groups.  Generally speaking, howev-
er, most Americans' concern today that is posed in
terms of the word "security" is about intentional threats
from people — the narrower sense of the concept.

These two very different understandings of the
word "security" and threats to security are highly gen-
dered.  When we talk of security in the narrow sense,
as in "our national security interests," we know that it
is men who will be defending us against other men
who are attacking us — and it is men who will be
deciding when, where and how to attack or defend us.
Although the sexual division of labor is amazingly vari-
able through human history, one thing that does not
vary is that men are responsible for warfare.  Even
though women are now soldiers in the United States,
on the ground and piloting planes, the pattern is basi-
cally unchanged.

In photo after photo of ordinary soldiers, military
leaders, "experts" and politicians, women are out of
sight — except for the occasional photogenic excep-
tions, like the good girl Jessica Lynch and her bad sis-
ter of Abu Ghraib.

The higher up you go, the more male it is. The civil-

After 9/11:
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ian militarists of the arms industry and politicians are
even more overwhelmingly male.  And today's warfare
is a very high tech affair, another masculine domain.

On the other hand, if we think of "security" in the
broader sense of security blankets and social security,
then women immediately enter the picture.  The other
invariable piece of the sexual division of labor is that
women do the bulk of caretaking — of the young, the
old and other dependents, so that women around the
world are providing the bulk of the ongoing material
and emotional security that everyone needs.

This is not high-tech but simply caring labor, usual-
ly on top of other labor. When the market threatens
this security by not providing enough for a family's
needs, women pick up the slack; when public goods
are cut back, women's burden increases.

In general, we could say that far more people are
harmed by threats to their security in this second
sense. Far, far more people die from lack of health
care, from poverty-caused malnutrition, from govern-
ment inaction to prevent the spread of deadly disease,
from pollution of the environment by industry, than
from acts by individuals or groups who intend harm.

Yet in the face of this clear truth, it is the threats to
security from intentional acts that capture attention
and drive political action. What might explain this focus
on intentional acts rather than the really widespread
and pervasive threats to our lives, health and well-
being that are not intentional?

One answer might be that it's because intentional
acts do more harm-but that's definitely not true. So our
focus on the narrow kind of security can't be justified
on these objective grounds. To take just one example:
around 8.5 million people were killed during the four
years of World War I, but more than twice that many —
20 million people — died from the flu pandemic in
1918-19.

Perhaps, then, the focus on intentionality has moral
roots?  All societies have laws against harming people
— and these reflect our moral judgment that harm
done intentionally is the worst kind (except when the
government does it in wars or in capital punishment —
"state terrorism" doesn't count).

Despite opposition from the United States, we are
moving closer to having international laws and courts
that can judge and punish these acts.  So perhaps we
focus on intentional threats to security because we
think that there are already, or will be, effective deter-
rents to prevent intentional acts of terrorism as well as
judicial institutions to deal with them if they do occur.

Perhaps we could extend this explanation and say

that we focus on threats to our security from human
acts for practical reasons, because they are potential-
ly under our control, whereas other threats to our
security, like natural catastrophes, are out of our con-
trol. This sounds reasonable; what is the point of
focusing on threats that we can do nothing about?

Well, it is true that some natural catastrophes are
out of our control — but only some, and certainly not
all. The human causes of global warming are well doc-
umented and now obvious. But many other apparent-
ly natural threats to security are also products of
human action.The recent cholera epidemic in South
Africa, called a natural disaster by the government,
was in reality due to the privatization of water that
forced people to get their water from polluted rivers.
Or consider the drought in many parts of Africa, or the
sand storm that came over Beijing a couple of years
ago, both caused by cutting down too many trees.

Moreover, even natural threats that are not caused
by human action might nevertheless be controllable by
human intervention — as diseases are controlled in
the richer parts of the world. Thus some natural
threats, like global warming or drought, which are
clearly side effects of our economic system-collateral
damage, one could say — are potentially under our
control.

But we are all too prone to see the economic sys-
tem as being like nature rather than constituted by
human relations and countless human acts. We listen
to the stock market report in the same way we listen to
the weather report, as something that happens to us,
that we're powerless to affect, rather than something
we do. This distorted way of looking at the world is
related to what Marx called "commodity fetishism," the
appearance of relations among people as if they were
relations among things — which he saw as a very cen-
tral aspect of the ideology of capitalism.

So long as we believe that something is out of our
control, then it is. The focus on intentional acts has the
effect of shielding the economic system of capitalism
from scrutiny, and from being exposed as the major
cause of insecurity for people around the world.

Why doesn't this suffering and insecurity become a
focus of concern? Is it because it appears to be the
result of acts that do not intend to do harm?

Yet in most people's thinking about morality, doing
harm unintentionally but with reckless disregard for the
harmful consequences is considered almost as bad as
it is to do harm intentionally.  This conviction is embed-
ded in our legal system — a drunk driver who kills may
be charged with manslaughter rather than murder, but
still punished heavily.
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Certainly doing harm "unintentionally but with reck-
less disregard" would apply to the ordinary workings of
global corporate capitalism. So there is little basis for
saying that the focus on threats to our security from
intentional acts is due to their being so much worse,
from a moral point of view, than threats to our security
from acts done with willful disregard for their impact on
the vast majority of the people of the globe.

Perhaps also we're more afraid of intentional
threats to our security for psychological reasons.
Perhaps we are afraid, most basically, of someone try-
ing to hurt us; this is more hurtful psychologically
because it is a conscious deliberate rejection of who
we are. Also, with intentional acts, the danger tends to
be sudden, to hit all at once, so there is no time to get
used to it; the fear of the surprise also intensifies the
fear of the harm and so when it occurs we experience
shock.  Some researchers have suggested that the
stress of waiting for the blow to fall explains why
sometimes victims of domestic violence seem to pro-
voke the violence.

The shock of the totally unexpected blow was mul-
tiplied many thousand times in the attack on the World
Trade Center where so many people were killed all at
once.  In contrast, the damage done by the absence of
goods to satisfy basic needs tends to hit far more
slowly; people suffer and die from malnutrition little by
little over a very long time.

This makes slow starvation quite unsurprising; in
fact, it just seems "natural." As Amartya Sen points
out, in some contexts women suffering malnutrition
seem not even aware that they are hungry.

Or, finally, perhaps the crucial issue explaining the
focus on threats to our security from intentional acts is
that when we speak about security, we have to ask
"whose security?"

Perhaps it is mainly those of us who are fortunate
enough not to have to worry about catastrophic threats
to our safety and well being from nature, or from the
everyday workings of the economic system, who focus
on the dangers of people intentionally trying to hurt us,
whether they be ordinary criminals or terrorists.

Thus it is especially North Americans, Europeans
and the elites of the developing world who focus on
security in the narrow sense.  Of course, people in war
anywhere have to focus on those dangers; if they're
not alive, they won't have to worry about clean water.
But ordinarily, poor people have more basic worries
such as "food security."

Whatever explains our narrowness in thinking
about threats to our security — perhaps all of the
above factors contribute — the effect is the same: We

miss the most crucial threats to global security in the
long run, and the best way to defend ourselves.  The
focus on intentional acts is simply too narrow to pro-
vide genuine security, certainly for poor people every-
where in the world, but increasingly for the rest of us
as well. 

Everyone knows the rough figures on the deaths
from the WTC attack: upwards of 3000 people were
killed. Some of us know that at least the same number,
perhaps more, civilians have been killed in
Afghanistan by our forces (to say nothing of tens of
thousands of Iraqis).

But few people are aware of the effects of the eco-
nomic downturn brought on or exacerbated by the
attack. According to the World Bank, in countries with-
out a social safety net, the downturn is estimated to be
responsible for increased disease and malnutrition
among children to the extent of causing an additional
40,000 more children to die than would have died oth-
erwise.

More attention has been paid to how the economic
and political forces of capitalist globalization create
global insecurity than to the ways that patriarchal
social institutions and cultural norms are also respon-
sible for the threats to our security.

In the Global South, structural adjustment pro-
grams, including the privatization of formerly public
services (health care, education, water, etc.) have the
largest impact on the lives of women, who as family
caretakers are most reliant on the state for security.

Patriarchal gender norms that encourage men to
pursue sexual encounters outside of marriage, while
loading onto women all the responsibilities for caregiv-
ing, undermine men's ties to their wives and children.
When forced to migrate to look for work men find new
sexual partners, creating new liaisons, even new fam-
ilies, and abandoning wives and children.

The ranks of single mothers are growing all over
the world. Meanwhile, without opportunities to earn
money to support their families, many of these single
mothers themselves migrate to seek work, sending
back money to their own mothers and other women
kin who care for their children. In the Philippines, for
example, remittances from women working abroad are
the largest source of foreign currency, far surpassing
exports.

Since 1995, women have outnumbered men
among new immigrants to the United States; they
come to work as caregivers not only for children but
also for the ill, the disabled and the elderly. Even with
all this inexpensive immigrant caring labor, threats to
well-being, security in the broader sense, are building
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here too. Women in the United States want and need
to work for wages — and are doing so for more hours
a week and more years of their lives than ever before.

At a time when women need more help than ever
with the caring responsibilities that patriarchal social
arrangements place primarily on their shoulders, the
neoliberal ("free market" and privatizing) assault on
public services is reducing that help, making their lives
more difficult and the lives of their families more inse-
cure. The more insecure people become, the more
they have to rely primarily on themselves, then the
more vulnerable they are to sexist, heterosexist and
racist ideas about who is the cause of their problems,
who is a threat to their well-being.

So the real, but relatively small, threat that terrorism
represents gets magnified as it carries all of the inse-
curity that people are experiencing. It is far easier to
imagine military solutions to external threats than to
imagine challenging the power of the corporate sys-
tem. This displacement of everyday fears onto an
external enemy is also encouraged by the pervasive
racist "Americanism" that regards non-European cul-
tures as less civilized, even barbaric.

Left to their own resources, without being able to
rely on government or on their own communities, peo-
ple feel that they have to compete with others to sur-
vive. This sense of isolation is made worse as fewer
people, in fact, participate in any kind of collective
political activism — in unions, or community or neigh-
borhood organizing projects, for example — where
they could see themselves as connected to other peo-
ple and having the power to challenge the corporate
agenda, to change things for the better.

Thus their response to rising insecurity is not to join
with others, to protect themselves through collective
action, but rather to look elsewhere for a powerful
force that can protect them. They look for a strong
leader — a powerful father — who can take care of
them-not least by harnessing the awesome violence of
the U.S. military. This desperate search for a protector
pulls people away from the new ideals of masculinity
that had begun to emerge out of feminism's critique of
patriarchal culture, and instead reinforces the hyper-
masculinity that underlies super-patriotism and nation-
alism.

It also fuels opposition to LBGT rights, because the
LGBT movement challenges narrow definitions of gen-
der, requires us to value "feminine men" and "mascu-
line women," even begins to force people to acknowl-
edge that gender is somewhat fluid and in some sense
unstable.  This is a frightening recognition if you feel
that your safety and security depends on men who are

hypermasculine, powerful figures who will protect you.

Conservative sexual politics joined with nativist
anti-immigrant sentiment increases political support
for the strategy of all-out militarism and preemptive
war that is the centerpiece of U.S. response to terror-
ism.  Even in terms of providing security in the most
narrow sense — protection from intentional threats —
this policy can only have the opposite effect, to make
us less secure.

Militarism, of course, has been part of U.S. history
since our country's inception, and a powerful military-
industrial complex has been a driving force in politics
since the 1950s.  But there seems to have been a sig-
nificant quantitative and qualitative change in the past
few years — the development of what Chalmers
Johnson describes as an empire of bases (rather than
the old empires of territory).

It is difficult to get an accurate count of U.S. bases,
since many are secret, or not official ("informal leas-
es," etc.). But the official count is 725 bases in 38
countries. Whom do these bases protect?

In the Persian/Arabian Gulf the bases have two
main functions — surveillance and guarding the oil.
The oil companies that raced into the new independ-
ent countries around the Caspian Sea were quickly fol-
lowed by the construction of military bases to protect
their installations. (Chalmers Johnson, 2004, Sorrows
of Empire, 156-169, 216)

So oil company profits are made more secure by
our empire of bases, but what about people?  Well,
there are certainly groups who do benefit from military
bases, which is one reason there are huge vested
interests in preserving and expanding them.  But most
people around the world of course do not benefit —
since the U.S. military presence protects the corporate
interests and supports the policies that have increased
the global gap between rich and poor.

And contrary to the rhetoric of security that views
the arms budget as simply the price "we" have to pay
to defend ourselves against intentional threats, the
government's all-out aggressive militarism creates
more enemies by the day. It gives thousands of peo-
ple real grievances against us — and our arms indus-
try supplies them with the means, including small
nuclear weapons, to do us great damage, though 9/11
showed what could be done simply with box cutters.

The growing antiwar movement, protesting pre-
emptive war, the occupation of Iraq, the state terrorism
unleashed on the people of Afghanistan and other mil-
itaristic policies, does argue that the Bush administra-
tion's strategies are making us less, rather than more,
secure. But we think it is also important to extend this
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challenge, to insist that security means much more
than protection from intentional acts. We propose to
bring feminist politics into antiwar politics by arguing
not only against militarism and empire, but also for
government policies that secure our well-being by
valuing caring work and supporting those who do it.

Too often, when people talk about the link between
the global neoliberal corporate agenda and terrorism
they focus on men. They argue that unemployed and
underemployed men are the terrorists, the organizers
of fundamentalist movements, the social base for anti-
Americanism.

If men had jobs and roles of authority in their com-
munities, they would take care of women instead of
being rootless and violent.  In other words, to reduce
terrorism, the government should pursue economic
development that would restore men to the patriarchal
positions in family and community that capitalist glob-
alization has undermined.

We would make the link in a different way. The
exploitation of women's labor globally, their forced
migration to provide cheap labor in the developed
countries, may not threaten us physically, but does call
upon us to act. The struggle against "sweat shop"
labor urges working people in the United States to join
with workers in other countries to improve pay and
working conditions.

Similar bonds of solidarity can be built in the global
justice movement by organizing to challenge the
neoliberal policies that are so harmful to women and
children in the global south. We can support efforts by
women in the global south to
improve the conditions under
which they do unpaid caregiv-
ing labor and struggle to meet
the needs of their families and
communities.

We can demand an end to
the structural adjustment poli-
cies that force governments
there to dismantle the welfare
state and public services, and
argue for abolition of the
crushing debt burden that
requires deep cuts in govern-
ment spending. The same
neoliberal policies that are
undermining the conditions of
women's work as caregivers
around the globe are increas-
ing the insecurity of our own
lives.  Here at home, the

sweeping attack on government and public programs
are aimed at forcing everyone to depend on the mar-
ket, to make us all ever more desperate so we'll work
for less, demand less, expect less.

By forcing us to rely on the market for help with our
caregiving responsibilities (and by contracting out pub-
lic services to non-profits and for-profit companies),
these policies have created a vast market demand for
cheap labor — a demand filled by women working for
low wages, without health benefits and pensions.

These women workers — immigrant and native-
born — as well as the vast majority of women who use
the services that they provide as individual care givers
or as workers in the service sector, deserve well-being
instead of the increasing economic insecurity that now
defines our lives.

Real homeland security requires a reversal of
spending on the military and the tax giveaways to the
rich, investment in public education and in a whole
range of new public institutions — day care centers
with high paid workers who are respected for their
skills; a home care system for elderly people that is
well-funded and pays home care workers a living
wage, paid parental and family leave so we can spend
time with those we love and care for.

Until people realize that the sense of security with
which we are so obsessed is an extremely narrow
one, supported by hyper-masculine ideology and cap-
italist interests, the majority of the world's people will
day by day continue to become radically insecure, in
both definitions of that term.
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On the third anniversary of the invasion of Iraq,
Susan Weissman interviewed Gilbert Achcar for her
program, "Beneath the Surface," on KPFK, Pacifica
radio in Los Angeles.  In the following excerpt, Achcar
discusses the questions of immediate withdrawal and
civil war in Iraq.

Susan Weissman: Gilbert Achcar teaches political
science at the University of Paris and also works in
Berlin.  He contributes to various publications includ-
ing Le Monde Diplomatique and Monthly Review.  His
recent books are The Clash of Barbarisms, with a new
edition coming out this year from Saqi books and
Boulder Paradigm Publishers; Eastern Cauldron and
The Israeli Dilemma.  He has also published (with
Stephen R. Shalom), in the current New Politics, an
article on withdrawal from Iraq, which reacts to
Representative John Murtha's position that called for
immediate withdrawal but actually was about "rede-
ployment."  Gilbert, have you updated your position
since then? 

Gilbert Achcar: The longer the U.S. troops stay in
Iraq, the worse the situation becomes.  The situation is
continuously deteriorating: In the last weeks we have
seen again new stages in this deterioration, which are
really very worrying.  For people to say "Well, the U.S.
troops should stay to prevent a civil war" is complete-
ly absurd. 

On the one hand, we are steadily moving toward
that kind of civil war because of the presence of the
U.S. troops, and the timeline here is quite, quite clear.
On the other hand, Rumsfeld himself said, "Well, if
there is a civil war we won't intervene" — so what are
U.S. troops for in that country? 

SW: In effect the Bush Administration has been
saying there's not yet a civil war, while [former Prime
Minister Ayad] Allawi has said there is a civil war —

can you just tell us, is there a semantic fine line here?
Is there a civil war going on, or something building up? 

GA: I've been saying for quite a long while now that
in Iraq you've got low-intensity civil war. Recently the
same formula has been used by the present prime
minister of Iraq, Jaafari, whom the United States is try-
ing to kick out. Yes, this formula's accurate: What
you've got there is not a full-fledged civil war — fortu-
nately, because that would really be an absolute dis-
aster.  But there is a low-intensity civil war, and it's
increasing in intensity.  The presence of U.S. troops
doesn't prevent it from unfolding, but is actually a main
factor in fueling it. 

The way the U.S. representative on the ground,
Ambassador Khalilzad, has been behaving in the last
year or so, is also very much part of what I am saying.
He has been throwing oil on the fire continuously, try-
ing to play one community against another, trying to
get alliances and counter-alliances, trying to break
other factions.  He is interfering very, very heavily in
the political situation, and not as some kind of honest
broker, but as someone applying a very classical
recipe of divide and rule. 

That's what Washington has been left with as the
means to keep its control over the situation in Iraq ever
since it lost the electoral battles. 

SW: President Bush went on the road to try to sell
his message on the war and rather than what I guess
was expected — announcing a timed withdrawal to
appease public opinion — he said "We're going to stay
the course," and "We'll still be in Iraq after I leave office
in 2008,."  Does this announcement by Bush surprise
you?  Is there any alternative? 

GA: First of all, it's not surprising that Bush says
that.  He means that U.S. troops won't leave Iraq as
long as he's the president.  And well, that's quite logi-
cal because he hasn't invaded that country just to with-
draw from it after what has happened, after everything
that has been spent there — not to mention of course
the human cost, and here I'm speaking only of the
American human cost.  Of course the Iraqi human cost
is much much higher. 

If George W. Bush has led this invasion of Iraq it
was to get control of the country and to stay there in
the long run. That's why they are building bases, which
are not built for the short time, but built and conceived
as if they would be bases for a very long period. They
went into Iraq quoting the examples of Germany and
Japan after 1945 And that was the idea — to stay there
for a very long time, let's say, at least until there is no
more oil underground; getting control of that country
for obvious economic and strategic reasons.  Control
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over oil is an absolutely key weapon for world hege-
mony, and that's what this administration is very much
obsessed with. 

SW: I know that the
Bush administration has
scaled back from some
of its most grandiose
goals in the region,
given the situation on
the ground, but
Seymour Hersh has
written an article in the
New Yorker a couple of
months ago, saying we're going to switch to more of
an air war, presumably to ease U.S. opposition so that
fewer troops come home maimed and killed.  Will
Washington come up with some kind of plan to rede-
ploy or pull out temporarily? 

GA: Pulling out temporarily is not something likely
to happen. 

SW: Could they redeploy to the borders as
Congressman John Murtha suggested? 

GA: No, the idea of some Democrats and others is
that the United States should redeploy and keep inter-
vening militarily in the situation, mainly through air
bases. On the one hand that wouldn't improve the sit-
uation in Iraq; and on the other hand air wars, as you
know, lead to the largest number of civilian casualties.
That would be an even more selfish way of trying to
control the area than what is happening now. And in a
sense, it's even worse than what is happening. 

SW: There's this sense that if the United States
were to leave — now that the Ba'athists and Shi'ite mil-
itants are more organized than they were before, and
that there's even splits within them with more radical
elements within each sector, including the jihadists —
that if there were even just redeployment or planned
withdrawal, it would encourage them and all hell would
break loose.  And there's even the notion that maybe
Turkey would invade, maybe Kuwait would try to
reclaim...can you give us a kind of scenario of what
you think could happen? 

GA: One could imagine and draw all kinds of apoc-
alyptic scenarios, but there is apocalypse now, we are
in the midst of it. And of course, it could get worse...but
it is getting worse.  It is getting worse day after day.
And it has been proved very very obviously, very fac-
tually, that the longer the U.S. troops stay in that coun-
try the worse it is getting. 

No one can dispute that since day one of the inva-
sion up until now the situation has steadily worsened
— look at all the figures, it's absolutely terrible. The

idea that the United States should stay there even
longer to prevent it from deteriorating is completely
absurd.  It's clear, it has been tried and tried and over-
tried, and the conclusion is clear, the U.S. troops
should get out of that country if that country is ever to
recover. 

Now, I'm not saying that it'll be paradise as soon as
U.S. troops get out, that's not the point. We, the anti-
war movement, were the people who were saying that
if the invasion took place, it would lead to chaos.  We
were saying that during all the long period before the
invasion.  The invasion took place, and exactly what
we predicted happened.  It led to a chaotic situation, a
very dangerous situation. 

So now, the same people who were telling us "No,
there won't be chaos, it'll be wonderful, U.S. troops will
be welcomed with wreaths of flowers," and you would
have some kind of new Switzerland in Iraq in a matter
of a couple of years — the same people now say "Oh,
the U.S. troops should not leave, because otherwise
there will be chaos."  This is ridiculous. 

SW: There's also the position within the movement
that the United States should provide a kind of
Marshall Plan to repay for all of the damage, including
the damage from the sanctions.  What do you think is
a viable position for the antiwar movement? 

GA: The antiwar movement should, in my view, be
organized, as it has been until now, around the central
demand of "Out Now."  This is more and more striking
a real chord in public opinion.  What we could call the
"passive antiwar movement" that is reflected in the
polls has increased tremendously in the recent period-
you know that better than I do. But the organized anti-
war movement has not been up to the task since the
peak we reached on February 15, 2003. 

After this huge, unprecedented, international, really
truly mass mobilization, the movement lost impetus,
you had a lot of confusion, and that of course was not
helped by the kind of images coming from Iraq.

During the war in Vietnam, one factor in the mobi-
lizations was how the images of oppressed
Vietnamese, victims of the U.S. aggression, touched
people's hearts. Antiwar demonstrators carried those
pictures in the demonstrations. 

The dominant images sent out from Iraq were
images [of the resistance] the media chose to highlight
— decapitation and other barbaric acts.  This did not
help to organize antiwar sentiment. 

There was also the very complex situation on the
ground.  It is true that it's not such an easy situation to
understand and to grasp. 



THREE YEARS LATER, it is hard to believe that a
gloating and triumphant Christopher Hitchens could
write this (April 18, 2003):

"So it turns out that the slogans of the antiwar
movement were right after all. And their demands were
just. "No War on Iraq," they said — and there wasn't a
war on Iraq. Indeed, there was barely a "war" at all.
"No Blood for Oil," they cried, and the oil wealth of Iraq
has been duly rescued from attempted sabotage with
scarcely a drop spilled…."Stop the War" was the call.
And the "war" is indeed stopping. That's not such a
bad record. An earlier antiwar demand — "Give the
Inspectors More Time" — was also very prescient and
is also about to be fulfilled in exquisite detail." (A Long
Short War, 83)

A "long short" war indeed. Its real-world conse-
quences are summed up today by Anthony Arnove:

"The invasion of Iraq in March 2003 and the subse-
quent occupation of the country have already had pro-
found consequences for world politics, and will do so
for years to come. The United States has made the
world a more dangerous place, has fueled reactionary
political currents in Iraq and beyond, has increased the
likelihood of terrorist attacks at home and in the coun-
tries of visible U.S. allies, and has undermined the
potential for democratic developments in the Middle
East — contrary to all the claims of President Bush
and his apologists

Arnove also observes, in relation to Abu Ghraib and
Guantanamo:

"Politicians (around the world) who are accused of
human rights abuses openly protest that they are
merely protecting themselves against terrorism, like
the United States, when they assassinate
Palestinians, Chechens, or domestic dissidents."
(Iraq: The Logic of Withdrawal, xix-xx)

For many of us, it must be said, these conse-
quences are unsurprising. What's harder today is to

recall the euphoria of
the "long short war," as
bitter as that phrase
now seems. In this
regard Christopher
Hitchens' book,
although appalling, is
instructive.

Contrary to the anti-
war doomsayers and
quagmire-mongers,
Hitchens observed, the
war had been short,
overwhelmingly suc-

cessful and welcomed by the liberated Iraqi popula-
tion: "Oh yes, the Arab street did finally detonate, just
as the peace movement said it would. You can see the
Baghdad and Basra and Karbala streets filling up like
anything, just by snapping on your television." (A Long
Short War, 83)

Any residual doubts, Hitchens was certain, would
be swept away in the aftermath: Weapons of mass
destruction would turn up, as would the irrefutable
links between al-Qaeda and the overthrown Saddam
Hussein tyranny. As for Arab-Americans, on April 9

"(T)he streets of Dearborn, Michigan were en fete.
Crowds of Iraqi-American exiles displayed the Stars
and Stripes, honked horns, shouted praise for the
United States and Britain, and defaced pictures of
Saddam Hussein. Their action was a sort of echo and
replay of what could be seen in Baghdad…where the
crowd enlisted American know-how to pull down the
colossus of Saddam Hussein and later to drag its sev-
ered head through the streets, showered in kicks and
spittle." (89)

Come to Dearborn today, let alone Baghdad, and
see what those Iraqi-Americans and the Iraqi popula-
tion think about the liberation. But even then, percep-
tive journalists and even some on-the-ground U.S. mil-
itary commanders noticed that Iraqis' joy over the
destruction of that statue was embittered by the fact
that they hadn't pulled it down themselves — the
Americans had done the job, after draping the U.S.
flag over it.

Bloody Illusions

The exuberance of the moment was nonetheless
understandable. The Iraqis thought they were getting
their country back. The American troops thought they
were going home. That's what both had been prom-
ised, after all.
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The antiwar movement, which Christopher
Hitchens hilariously ridiculed to entertain his new right-
wing readership (most of his book first appeared as
columns in the months before and during the war in
the online magazine Slate), with all its contradictions
and weaknesses, did understand what Hitchens —
who is not ignorant of Middle Eastern and Iraqi reali-
ties —  should have known better than most.  Yet even
those of us who knew then that the short glorious war
was the beginning of a long gory occupation of Iraq
hardly envisioned how ghastly it would actually get.

I'll come back to what the three books reviewed
here have to say regarding the antiwar movement —
Anthony Arnove and Kale Baldock address their mes-
sage to the movement, whereas Hitchens was com-
pleting his separation from it — but first it's worth
briefly discussing how Iraq became such an imperial
disaster.

We now know many of the details. The New York
Times correspondents Michael Gordon and Bernard
Trainor, in their new book Cobra 2, have chronicled the
bloody illusions and incompetence of political leader-
ship on both sides.

Saddam Hussein, more concerned about another
Shia uprising and convinced that the Americans
weren't coming to Baghdad, forbade his generals to
destroy the bridges to the capital city. The Iraqi gener-
als were stunned to learn that no chemical weapons
stockpiles still existed — although Saddam wanted the
Americans to think they did! Meanwhile, U.S. military
commanders who requested more troops and time to
suppress the guerilla insurgency (initiated by "Saddam
Fedayeen" originally created to crush the Shia!) were
peremptorily overruled and threatened with dismissal.

We also know, thanks to the reporting of New
Yorker writer George Packer (The Assassins' Gate:
America In Iraq), how the crucial first postwar period in
Iraq was botched by the arrogant and ignorant L. Paul
Bremer, the Michael Brown of the occupation.
Seymour Hersh has uncovered how the U.S. military
and CIA not only took over Saddam's torture center at
Abu Ghraib but improved upon the previous manage-
ment's techniques.

Most important and underreported was the U.S.-
imposed "economic reconstruction" policy of sweeping
privatization and opening to multinational capital,
which amounted to the deconstruction of Iraq's nation-
al economy, detailed by Michael Schwartz.

As Schwartz cogently observes, this crippling de-
nationalization both deepened the insurgency and pro-
longed the looting that crippled major institutions. (See
"Does the Media Have It Right on the War?" Tom

Dispatch, March 28, 2006.)

Miscalculations and blunders aside, what hap-
pened is that the U.S. occupation not only overthrew
the hideous Saddam regime but also destroyed the
Iraqi state. It's not clear whether this was consciously
planned, but it was the combined effect of dissolving
the Baath party which was so closely tied to the state,
the Iraqi army and the national economy. Nor was
there the semblance of a plan for a new state structure
beyond the fantasy of economic liberalization on the
ruins of a shattered one.

One might have thought that a Marxist-educated
writer like Hitchens would have foreseen such a prob-
lem, and the crucial distinction between the overthrow
of a brutal and yes, genocidal party-state by an inter-
nal revolution and its destruction by an outside colo-
nialist occupying power. But while he refers briefly to
his long-ago editorship of the British journal
International Socialism and opposition to the Vietnam
war, Hitchens shows little memory of what he once
knew about imperialism.

His longstanding dislike of religion intact, Hitchens
describes himself on the eve of the war as "a member
of Atheists for Regime Change" and derides the broad
range of religious leadership speaking out against it.

"The Almighty seems, if anything, to have smiled on
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Saddam Hussein for a quarter of a century. If we want
to assure ourselves of a true "coalition of the willing,"
we might consider making a pact with the devil." (79)

In essence, that's the pact he made — along with
his Iraqi friends Kanan Makiya and Ahmad Chalabi —
in calling for Iraq's liberation by the American regime
most heavily influenced in our nation's history by a
coalition of the Christian religious right, secular and
religious neoconservatives, and crony capitalists.

Makiya, who like Hitchens is a former Marxist and
revolutionary internationalist, proposed an Iraqi consti-
tution that would enshrine citizenship separate from
ethnicity or religion, not an Arab or Muslim state but a
secular democracy. If implemented, this would have
transformed Iraq in one giant leap into the most
advanced democracy in the Middle East (much supe-
rior to the Israeli "Jewish state," certainly).

Yet however seductive such a vision might have
been, this was not Christopher Hitchens' or Kanan
Makiya's or even Thomas Friedman's war. It was and
it remains Bush's and Cheney's and Rumsfeld's and
corporate America's war, waged under the leadership
of a messianic-imperial presidency that is flushing the
U.S. Constitution and the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights down the Guantanamo toilet along with
the Koran.

The destruction of the Iraqi state by imperialism,
not by its own population, led inevitably to the atroci-
ties that we now know by the names of Fallujah, Abu
Ghraib and Guantanamo, and many more still
unnamed. Those American or Iraqi liberals who advo-
cated war in the name of a fantastically advanced
"democratic republic" imposed from the outside bear
some moral responsibility for consequences that they
may abhor but were readily predictable.

Facing the Facts

I've spent considerable space (and would devote
more if there were room) to Hitchens' book, not only
because the political death of a brilliant and principled
leftwing polemicist was a terrible loss but because his
argument illustrates the powerful pull of "humanitarian
imperialism" and the absolute imperative need to
resist it.

Here is where Chapter 3 of Anthony Arnove's Iraq:
The Logic of Withdrawal is so important. Drawing upon
the work of Sid Lens (The Forging of the American
Empire) as well as historian Clifford Kuhn and the writ-
ings of Mark Twain, Arnove reminds us that the more
brutal the practice of American imperialism abroad and
the internal genocide of the Native American peoples,

the more it has been wrapped in the language of moral
rectitude and altruism.

Throughout this book, Arnove elegantly draws
together the work of observers and analysts of the
failed and disastrous Iraqi occupation with its historical
antecedents. The work is explicitly patterned on
Howard Zinn's influential Vietnam: The Logic of
Withdrawal first published in 1967, and as Zinn himself
writes here:

"(A)t that time I heard the same arguments against
withdrawal that we are hearing now. The United States
did not pull out its troops for six [actually eight] more
years. In those years at least a million more
Vietnamese, and perhaps thirty thousand U.S. military,
were killed…

"[In Iraq] There is no certainty as to what would
happen in our absence, but there is absolute certainty
about the result of our presence: escalating deaths on
both sides. Mostly, the loss of life is among Iraqi civil-
ians, many of them children. But even the smaller
casualty toll on the U.S. side includes thousands of
maimed soldiers, some losing limbs, others blinded.
And tens of thousands face psychological damage in
the aftermath." (xii)

Arnove himself reviews (89-90) the factors of resist-
ance and domestic and international opposition that
ultimately forced U.S. elites to accept defeat and with-
drawal from Vietnam. He also notes, "In Iraq, the
United States and its allies have run up against the
limits of empire." (xx)  It might be added, however, that
Vietnam in material terms (oil and strategic position)
never had the importance for imperialism of Iraq today,
a point made effectively by Kale Baldock. (Is Iraq
Another Vietnam? 65)

In any case, for those who remember the Vietnam
war, the argument still echoes. Indeed little if anything
in Iraq: The Logic of Withdrawal claims to be original.
But that's the point — the American propaganda
machine and education system act to suppress histo-
ry. It's not only Vietnam that's ancient history — not to
mention the genocidal conquest and occupation of the
Philippines, the long military occupations of Haiti and
Nicaragua, the sponsorship of dictatorship and exter-
mination of the Indian peasants of Guatemala —  but
the memory that Saddam Hussein and for that matter
Osama bin Laden were American clients and friends in
the glory days of the Reagan presidency is mostly lost.

That's why Zinn's book was such a powerful state-
ment in 1967 and why Arnove's is an essential text for
the movement now. One thing that's true today that
wasn't in 1967 (although it would become true a year
or so later) is that "a clear majority of people in the
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United States now believes the invasion was not worth
the consequences and never should have been under-
taken." (Arnove, 65)  

In these circumstances, the antiwar movement has
the awesome challenge of speaking for, and organiz-
ing, that majority. The contradiction we face is that the
movement is less visible and vocal today than it was
just before the war, on February 15, 2003, when mil-
lions were in the streets in the most magnificent anti-
war mobilization in history — at a point where opposi-
tion to the war was only a minority, though significant,
sentiment.

That's part of the reason why Against the Current,
beginning in this issue, is publishing viewpoints on the
question of immediate withdrawal from Iraq.

Vietnam Then and Now

Kale Baldock knows the history of the Vietnam war,
and if you or a friend aren't familiar with it, you can use
Is Iraq Another Vietnam? as a primer on the subject,
along with the chilling parallels of how the war was
sold to the American public and its realities, the nature
of the insurgency, and who suffered.

The distinctions between the highly coherent and
disciplined Communist-dominated and Soviet-backed
Vietnamese resistance, compared to the highly dis-
united Iraqi insurgency with its nationalist, Sunni and
Shia, and jihadist-terrorist components engaged in a
civil war as well as a resistance struggle, are obvious.
Yet the results eerily converge.

In Vietnam, a series of U.S.-installed puppet gov-
ernments, sometimes dictators of the week, disinte-
grated for lack of a base. In Iraq, the United States is
unable to manipulate contending political forces into a
fraudulent "national unity government," precisely
because they do each have their own base — and
militias, especially after the national army was abol-
ished by Bremer's fiat! The end product is essentially
U.S. political impotence despite overwhelming fire-
power.

While giving a powerful picture of the agony the
Vietnam war created there and at home, Baldock
loses much of his coherence when trying to lay out
what to do about Iraq:

"It would be equally wrong to simply pull out and let
the country devolve into civil war among its various
religious and ethnic groups…A U.S. withdrawal must
be backed up with intense negotiations by all Iraqi par-
ties and factions. Unconditional cease-fire and
amnesty must be the goals. A coalition of world pow-
ers should be involved…The major point of contention

will of course be between the Sunnis and Shiites. But
steps are already being taken to bring the Sunnis into
the political process most of them have boycotted up
to now…" (72-73)

This sounds like the kind of we-shouldn't-have-
gone-in-but-can't-leave-now posture of New York
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, combined with the
"intense negotiations" being conducted at this point by
U.S. Ambassador Khalilzad. At this writing, there are
also ominous signs of another tilt in U.S. policy, this
time toward targeting Shia militia forces rather than
"Sunni insurgents," perhaps in tandem with the
American campaign against Iran.

Not only is this kind of maneuvering murky and
dangerous, it rests on political quicksand and in no
way, shape or form can the antiwar movement afford
to endorse it. The problem is certainly not that the
United States will withdraw "too quickly." Rather, it's
that the U.S. occupation every day produces bloodier
chaos. Not only that: Any serious proposal for the
United States to "prevent chaos" by its military pres-
ence would require doubling the troop numbers on the
ground.

There is another point, policy-wonking pretenses
aside: The antiwar movement can win only by convinc-
ing the American people, who have come to hate this
war, that there IS a "logic of withdrawal" and that with-
drawal is indeed the only logic.

No antiwar movement ever won by demanding
pseudo-realist "intense negotiations for national unity"
or nostrums of that sort. When Bush preaches about a
"strategy for victory," the only effective answer is that
there was one way in, and one way out: Bring the
Troops Home Now!

Today's antiwar struggle may greatly influence
future events far beyond Iraq. It's important that the
U.S. government be forced to leave Iraq under the
pressure of mass revulsion at home. That's necessary
in order to make it politically impossible for the Bush
gang, or the next administration, to make withdrawal
from Iraq a springboard for the next piece of criminal
mischief — like a war against Iran, or, perhaps, military
intervention in Venezuela.

The Voice for Sanity

A couple more things need to be said about the
antiwar movement. Grotesquely, Christopher Hitchens
makes fun of "potluck peaceniks," as if $1000 a plate
dinners to hear Paul Wolfowitz or Dick Cheney praise
"regime change" were morally far superior. It's worse
yet when Hitchens lectures that he could instantly spot
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the "obvious phony" — that is, anyone who got up at a
meeting to denounce Saddam Hussein and then
oppose the war. (A Long Short War, 54, 85)

Unlike those who wish to ridicule and demoralize
the antiwar movement, Anthony Arnove and Kale
Baldock wish to build and strengthen it. While my sym-
pathies in the argument over immediate withdrawal
will be clear, it's important within the movement to treat
our differences over this and other questions (how to
speak about Palestine, linkages to other issues and

struggles, dealing with Iraqi trade unionists, the sensi-
tivities that exist among military families, etc.) in a spir-
it of inclusion and mutual respect.

The antiwar movement doesn't have vast sums of
money, instant media access or any perquisites of
power. What it has, first and foremost, is the integrity
and clarity of its message. That's what we must pre-
serve and build upon in our role as the voices of sani-
ty against this insane war and the larger imperial "mis-
sion" it serves.

Military resister Carl Webb, 39, is Absent Without Leave from the Texas National Guard, after his serv-

ice was involuntarily extended in July, 2004 through the military Stop-Loss program. He tells his story

on his website www.carlwebb.net and blogspot carlwebb.blogspot.com and has been speaking out at

antiwar meetings.  His explicit anti-imperialist views have made him a somewhat controversial figure

within the peace movement.

During his first period of active military service beginning in 1982, Webb was deployed in Korea and
Germany where he was a field and electrical systems maintenance worker (repairing trucks and tanks). His
most recent work in the National Guard was as a combat medic.

On June 1 Carl Webb spoke with David Finkel, from the ATC editorial board, while on a speaking tour of sev-
eral southeast Michigan towns and campuses. He was also interviewed by Ric Urrutia in the March, 2005 issue
of Solidarity News. An interview with resister Camilo Mejia, whose case helped inspire Webb's decision,
appears in our previous issue (ATC 116, May-June 2005).

Against the Current: You've spoken in a number of different places: big cities like New York and Detroit,
campus towns like Ann Arbor, and conservative places like Hillsdale, Michigan. What kind of responses are you
getting?

Carl Webb: In general the audiences everywhere have been very open. As to some of the groups that I've
encountered — their response has been problematic.

Initially when I left Texas, my intent was just to refuse to go to Iraq, turn myself in and request a discharge.
When that didn't happen, I decided step by step to become more outspoken and radical in my public message.
That's when I became aware of this big schism within the antiwar movement, which I sort of knew was there

An Anti-Imperialist War Resister:
An Interview with Carl Webb 

ATC #117 July/August 2005 (Web Edition)
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but hadn't personally encountered — the conflict
among national antiwar coalitions was something I
wasn't aware of until I arrived in New York.

I guess the first time the problem came up was
when I tried to contact a progressive student group at
the University of Tennessee at Knoxville. After several
attempts I finally went to a meeting and heard later
that this group, which is affiliated with United for Peace
and Justice (UFPJ), didn't want to have anything to do
with me. While they said they "supported" my stance,
they thought it was a little too extreme...

ATC: "Extreme" meaning not your refusal to serve,
but your anti-imperialist politics?

CW: Yes, and I had come out as a Marxist; so my
refusal to serve in Iraq was overtly political and leftist.
So I might "scare away," as they put it, some of the
mainstream folks they were trying to attract. This
Knoxville group rented a van for the Fayetteville march
(March 19) and didn't even invite me.

Another incident developed after the big March 19
protests with some members of Military Families
Speak Out (MFSO) on the West Coast, who had invit-
ed me to speak at some events in solidarity with a sol-
dier who was protesting his "Stop Loss" order.  We had
corresponded for weeks, they had sent me an e-ticket
and detailed itinerary.

Just a few days before my departure they sent an

email expressing "concern" about my speaking and
about some groups I was associating with. I guess
they had finally taken a look at my website and thought
I was some kind of leftist sectarian — which I'm not,
but I do say I oppose U.S. imperialism and support the
Iraqi people's right to struggle for self-determination.

Anyway, they asked me "not to speak about certain
things" and remove some content from my website (as
if that would make everyone who'd seen it forget it was
there!). Of course I said no. So they canceled my
appearances in Seattle and Portland.  I do believe this
soldier lost his case and was ordered to go to Iraq.

I was also supposed to speak in Los Angeles, in
support of Pablo Paredes.  Unfortunately one of the
founders of Gold Star Families — a mother whose son
was killed in Iraq, and I certainly don't want to have a
conflict with her — objected to my presence at that
event.  So I got a call from an organization I belong to,
Iraq Veterans Against the War, saying in essence "we
support you but we don't want to alienate those who
don't share this point of view."

I thought about compromising my message, but I
concluded that once I started doing that it would never
end. So I called them back and said I would bow out
of that event — in this case it was my decision. 

ATC: So there's an element of self-censorship
among organized antiwar forces. But what about the
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response of people who actually come to hear you?

CW: It's been much more positive than what some
of the organizers are thinking.  Even the mainstream
press now says that the majority is against the war.
From my interaction with audiences, I feel that a lot of
those who engage in this type of self-censorship are
underestimating the mass sentiment.

I'm not a pacifist, and I want to emphasize the overt
political nature of my resistance.  It's not as if I've been
assaulted or spat on, and I've been speaking in
Tennessee and in places like Hillsdale here in
Michigan.  Of course there will always be people in the
audience who object to the message, but that's OK.

ATC: Let's get to that.  What do people ask you?

CW: "Why aren't you arrested and in jail?" "Why
didn't you apply for CO (Conscientious Objector) sta-
tus?"

As a matter of fact, it's hard to believe that the U.S.
government isn't really cracking down on folks.  When
I tell audiences that six thousand military personnel
(this includes National Guard and reserves) have
deserted, it's not that the number is so large but the
military is trying to avoid any publicity about the prob-
lems they have.

They try to present it as a minor problem with meet-
ing recruitment targets — but because of the coverup
we don't really know how big it is. They're obviously
afraid of too much negative press.

When it became evident — as I learned after sev-
eral encounters with city and campus police — that I
hadn't been reported as a military deserter, I called the
GI Hotline and was told this is common practice. They
could only theorize that the military either doesn't have
the resources to round up people, especially when
they're sending the MPs (Military Police) to the war
and when anyone arrested would need military
lawyers, or else just wants to avoid publicity. 

Most of the resisters I know — including Camilo
Mejia, who inspired me — aren't caught. They turn
themselves in. There's not a dragnet to capture this
supposed small trickle of deserters.  The press that
Camilo and others have gotten has caused concern.
The military will try to avoid admitting that there's a
problem.

ATC: Do people ask you whether you think there
will be a draft? And I'll ask you myself.

CW: I don't know! But I would guess they can't sus-
tain their present military operations.  I tell people the
government is stuck between Iraq and a hard place —
sorry about the pun. This backdoor draft, as many
people refer to the mobilizing of reserves and National

Guard, has skewed the military's demographics
upward by a decade.

I'm going to be 40. Most of the people in my med-
ical unit are over 30. You're talking about doctors, radi-
ologists, technical and professional people who are
physically over the hill and have kids and jobs and
businesses, which they have to leave. This is of con-
cern to middle age, middle-class people and a lot of
the resisters you see in the media are older service-
men.

Military propaganda partly justifies the Stop-Loss
policy by claiming it preserves "unit cohesion" with
older people who have trained together, in the same
community. In my case, the unit I was assigned to —
after I received my Stop Loss order as an individual —
which has been in Iraq since January, is made up of
people I never met. I was transferred from my unit in
Austin to this other unit based in Dallas.

Some soldiers have even had their job classica-
tions changed from noncombat to combat occupa-
tions. People are being prevented from leaving as their
contracts specified, then reassigned to different units
to fill deficiencies that already existed for years.

It's theorized that this is another coverup: Although
we see the coverage about the lack of equipment and
body armor and even ammunition, we haven't known
the shortages of personnel which obviously had been
a problem for years before now. (Just google "ghost
soldiers" to find out more.)

In Hillsdale, there was a sergeant in the audience
who pretty much confirmed the stories journalists have
been writing about the over-reporting of personnel in
many units. This happens for bureaucratic reasons,
officers making themselves look good.

It's hard for people to believe this — we're the
superpower, how could we not have the best of every-
thing? That goes along with the story we used to hear
about the government spending money on high-tech
and high-priced equipment to the detriment of the
common soldier.

This sergeant I mentioned isn't leftist, but already
he's seeing the lies. He's serving in a unit that isn't his
own, from Texas when he's from Michigan; he knows
about the issue of ghost reporting, about the mixing of
units and even soldiers from foreign "coalition" armies
serving with them. I hadn't heard about that, which
brings to light even more the shortage of personnel
and how far they have to stretch to deal with that.

ATC: Have you had any surprising responses?

CW: Not from the audiences. I never had this mis-
judgment that the population is pro-war. There are



many different motivations. There were people in Hillsdale who were against the war, but from a libertarian per-
spective.  Then there are folks who are basically pacifist, for religious or other reasons, and opposed to war in
general — which isn't my own view.

I've been surprised as I said before at the leadership in the antiwar movement. But I've actually been
impressed by the real solidarity among those of us on the left, who are always accused of too much sectarian
infighting.

At the March 19 protest I saw everybody together, from all the socialist to anarchist groups.  It's been the lib-
erals who are supposedly interacting with "the middle," who have been most sectarian.  None of the groups I've
encountered in the left — and I've been open about my past affiliations, although these were largely dormant
while I've been in the military —  have acted in a sectarian way.

However much infighting there is on the left, the polarization in the antiwar movement has made many of us
more willing to work together.  You find out who your friends are.

ATC: How do you see resistance developing from here?

CW: I'm trying to figure out why there has been so much underestimation of the so-called masses that some
people feel we have to go "antiwar lite," like "you can't go on stage and tell people to do something illegal.  You
can't say something crazy like telling all these guys they should just refuse to go." 

Well, it's illegal to go AWOL. That's why Camilo Mejia went to jail.  Why are we going backward?  In the 1960s
the action and theory that moved us forward — if only temporarily — came from the so-called "extreme" that
moved "the middle" toward the left. Why would we put ourselves in the box of working only within the system's
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rules?

As a war resister I am telling people to work outside
the system.  I appreciate all the advice and help from
lawyers and my Quaker friends, but most Con-
scientious Objector applications are going to get
turned down. I purposely didn't go to Canada, because
I was told those refugees might lose their cases.

The movement is going to have to go back 30 years
and see what really was done then to assist resist-
ance. It may happen — there may be a draft. Maybe
not: Perhaps we'll force them to withdraw from Iraq.
But what if they don't?  If the antiwar movement rejects
resisters who are "too radical" it will make a huge mis-
take.

ATC: Any final thoughts on your own experience?

CW: Another question people come up with: "If you
were already so politically conscious, how did you
wind up in the military in the first place?"

ATC: Let me guess: This question comes from peo-
ple who haven't been in or near the military, and don't
understand who ends up there and why?

CW: Right — it's a matter of not having a frame of
reference.  And I say, yes, to a certain degree I sold
out. People have done that for hundreds of years.
Look at the history of the left, people vacillate all the
time.  A lot of that has to with life.  Sometimes it's hard
to combine principles and practice, and I'm not purer
or holier than others. 

Why would, let's say, a lesbian or someone politi-
cally conscious enlist in the military? It goes to show
how bad things are that people resort to such lengths
for survival.  What inspired me in Camilo Mejia's story
was that he's the son of a leading Sandinista militant
(Carlos Mejia Godoy); so for him to be in the U.S. mil-
itary shows how awful this system is, when they can
get people like that.

In my case, I was on the left politically when I was
15.  Unfortunately I dropped out of high school the
next year, and ideology wasn't going to pay my bills.

But when the revolution comes, who can say they
were pure?  The holier-than-thou leaders in China and
Cambodia attacked their opponents' background or
even their parents' background.  That's just nonsense.

Unless you pronounced yourself a radical in your
baby crib, everyone has gone through a process of
political evolution — either in school, the work place,
or oddly the military, which was my direct lesson in
U.S. imperialism.  And some of us will backslide.  My
question is: Is it ever too late for someone to redeem
themselves?
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In Solidarity’s Basis of Political Agreement, point 4 states: 

 

In the labor and social movements, we call for political independence and a break from the 

two-party system. The Democratic and Republican parties are dominated by corporations 

and merely offer different flavors of pro-war and pro-business policies. These capitalist 

parties maintain a stranglehold on politics in the United States and offer only dead ends for 

working class and oppressed people. The Democrats in particular have functioned as a 

trap for organized labor and as the graveyard of social movements. We argue against 

engagement in the “lesser evil” approach of working with the Democratic Party, which 

tends over the long term to push the overall political climate to the right. We argue, 

instead, for the political independence of movements. When possible, we support third 

parties and independent candidacies that stand on these principles. Our long-term 

strategic goal is the construction of a mass party that can champion workers’ interests 

independently of the two-party system. 
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Introduction 
Socialists as well as working-class and social movement activists have attempted to build 
independent parties for more than 100 years. The renewed interest in campaigning for 
socialist and community candidates stands on that tradition. 
 
In the past, those efforts were unable to break through at a national level and several were 
incorporated into the Democratic Party. Today, election laws, the amount of money 
necessary to build a campaign, and the emphasis on campaigning through the media have 
raised the stakes against independent political action. 
 
Building on the momentum of 2014 
 
Independent candidates registered some impressive results at the polls last fall. The 
Green Party’s New York gubernatorial candidate Howie Hawkins secured nearly 5% of the 
vote, more than doubling his 2010 results. He and his running mate Brian Jones, an 
African-American teacher in NYC, ran on an aggressive, pro-working class and pro-
environmental program. Although they knew they had no chance of “winning” in the 
November election, they set goals that they did meet. They became the campaign that 
activists who worked for “progressive taxation, fully-funded schools, renewable energy, 
single-payer health care, $15 minimum wage and a New York that works for the 99%” 
supported. Following the election, Governor Cuomo did ban fracking in the state, an issue 
that the Hawkins-Jones ticket made central to their campaign. 

 
At the local level, the Richmond Progressive Alliance elected three candidates to city 
council and helped secure victory for the RPA backed mayoral candidate. RPA’s slate won 
despite Chevron desperately spending nearly $3 million to stop them. This puts the new 
city government in a position to work toward rebuilding a city fraught with joblessness, 
poverty, pollution, violence and dominated by the Chevron refinery. 
 
In the Milwaukee, Angela Walker, an African-American bus driver, won an impressive 
20% in the city’s election for sheriff on a program is to implement a living wage and end 
mass incarceration. 

In Chicago, a coalition of socialists, the Chicago Socialist Campaign, backed Jorge Mujica 
for alderman in the 25th Ward. Though Mujica was not able to win the February 2015 
primary, he did secure 12% of the vote running on an explicitly socialist program. Chicago 
Teachers Union activist Tim Meegan almost succeeded in pushing Rahm Emmanuel’s 
favored candidate for City Council from the 33rd Ward, but was defeated when the 
absentee ballots were counted. However Susan Sadlowski Garza, a counsellor in the 
public schools and also a CTU activist, did win an aldermanic seat from the 10th Ward. 

The newly formed coalition, United Working Families--composed of the Chicago 
Teachers Union, an SEIU local and community groups--endorsed a number of candidates 
in the city election, which is non-partisan. Karen Lewis was originally slated to run 



 

 

against Rahm Emanuel and his austerity policies, but was forced to withdraw because of 
illness. Lewis then encouraged Cook County Commissioner Jesus “Chuy” Garcia to step 
forward. Despite Emanuel’s outspending his opponents 4-1, he was unable to win the 
primary—the first time an incumbent had not secured reelection for Chicago mayor. In 
the April 7th election, Garcia won 43.8% of the vote despite the fact that Emanuel poured 
$23 million into his reelection campaign. Eighty percent of the margin of Emanuel’s 
victory, according to Crain’s, came from the most affluent neighborhoods. Here is an case 
where the establishment Democrat was forced to run against another Democrat, who was 
supported by independent forces in a non-partisan race. 

Electoral Action, from the late ‘60s to the end of the 20th century 

Coming out of the 1960s and the upsurge against the Vietnam War, support to Black 
Liberation and the development of a women’s movement was the Peace and Freedom 
party, which still maintains registration in California. By the end of the 1970s and early 
1980s there were a number of attempts at breaking with the two-party system: 
 

 The Black Panther Party*, La Raza Unida Party, The Freedom Now Party, and the 
National Black Independent Political Party are but a few examples in the 20th 
century of oppressed nationalities utilizing independent parties and embracing 
elections as a tactic or strategy to win power. Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver ran 
for president on the Peace and Freedom ticket in 1968 and was recorded as 
winning more than 135,000 votes. But given the winner-take-all character of the 
U.S. election system, these efforts weren’t able to sustain themselves, abandoned 
electoral work when they could not win or eventually integrated into the 
Democratic Party. Repression was also a factor, particularly with the Black Panther 
Party. 
 

 The Citizens Party, which ran environmentalist Barry Commoner for U.S. 
president in 1980 and Sonja Johnson, an ex-Mormon and feminist in 1984. It also 
ran statewide candidates and won elections to various city councils. (At that time 
the International Socialists, a predecessor of Solidarity, was involved in the 
Citizens Party.) 
 

 The Communist Party, Socialist Party and Socialist Workers Party ran local, state 
and national candidates throughout this period. But the difficulty of gaining and 
maintaining ballot status was only the beginning of their problems as campaigns 
became more media centered and the amount of money required zoomed. These 
campaigns were based, to a large extent, on movement work these parties were 
involved in. For example, from 1972 to 1984 the Communist Party ran African-
American activists Jarvis Tyner and Angela Davis as their vice presidential 
candidates. The most successful presidential campaign was that of the 1976 SWP 
campaign when charismatic Peter Camejo ran with African American vice-
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presidential candidate, Willie Mae Reid; they were credited with wining over 
90,000 votes. 

 

 Eleanor Smeal, past president of NOW and founder of the Feminist Majority, 
initiated a conference to call for an independent political party, but after the 
conference the organization disappeared into thin air as Bill Clinton launched his 
campaign for the Democratic Party nomination. Several Solidarity members 
participated in the conference. 
 

 The Vermont Progressives developed at the end of the 1970s at a local level and 
were founded as a statewide party in 1999. Over the years they have elected a total 
of 17 members to the state legislature and 30 to the Burlington city council. 
Currently there are five VPP members in the state house and two in the senate. 
Having lost the office of Burlington mayor, they hold office on local school boards 
and community planning bodies. The party is active in supporting grassroots 
organizing as well as electoral campaigns and has sought to run working people as 
its candidates. It also supports a variety of workers’ issues—from a single-payer 
health care plan to the recent 18-day bus drivers’ strike in Burlington. (Bernie 
Sanders, who is an independent from Vermont, has supported various Progressive 
candidates for state and local office although he is not a member. He was first 
elected to the U.S. House in 1990 and is now a U.S. Senator.) Steve Early described 
the Vermont Progressive Party as “the most viable third party in the U.S.” 
 

 Progressive Dane began in 1992. It focuses on issues within Dane County, 
Wisconsin, which includes the city of Madison. It was once part of a larger 
network including the New Party. It currently has three members on the Madison 
common council and another three on the school board as well as seven on the 
Dane County board of supervisors. It sees itself as working to improve the quality 
of life for all, particularly those marginalized by economic and social 
discrimination. Marsha Rummel has served on the common council for several 
terms, and currently focuses around housing issues. Solidarity members in 
Madison have worked on independent political action since the 1980s and several 
discussion bulletins of that period had rich discussions around various issues 
raised. 
 

 The Green Party, founded around a set of principles, first ran for public office in 
1985. Approximately 160 Greens have held elected office including Gayle 
McLaughlin (a Green elected as a candidate of the Richmond Progressive 
Alliance). Several Greens have also been elected to city councils. The Green Party 
has contested five U.S. presidential elections: in 1996 and 2000 with Ralph Nader 
for President and Winona LaDuke as Vice President, in 2004 with David Cobb for 
President and Pat LaMarche for Vice President, in 2008 with Cynthia McKinney for 
President and Rosa Clemente for Vice President and in 2012 Jill Stein for President 



 

 

and Cheri Honkala for Vice President. Jill Stein is planning on running for 
president on the Green Party ticket in 2016. She has remained political active, 
especially around single payer and other health care issues, including 
environmental justice. 

 

 In the 2000 presidential campaign, Ralph Nader and Winona LaDuke won almost 
2.9 million votes. The election—which was decided by the U.S. Supreme Court—of 
George W. Bush was “blamed” on the Greens. 
 
Solidarity members have been involved in the Green Party since its beginning. The 
highpoint of our involvement was during the Nader campaigns. Our members 
have run for local and state office. In 2010 Ann Menasche ran for Secretary of State 
in California and garnered close to 287,000 votes. Howie Hawkins won 41% for 
Syracuse city council in 2010 and in 2012 when the Working Families Party sent in 
organizers to campaign for his Democratic Party opponent, received 40% of the 
vote. (See interviews with Ann Menasche and Howie Hawkins in ATC 151 
(March/April 2011 and John Halle’s “Left Parties in 2013,” at http://www.solidarity-
us.org/site/node/4043.) 
 

During the 1980s Tony Mazzocchi, of the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers 
International Union, campaigned within the union movement for a labor party, saying 
“The bosses have two parties. We need one of our own.” With the labor movement 
agreeing to concessions in the face to the restructuring of industry and the rise of 
globalization, Mazzocchi called for a union movement that revitalized itself through 
developing a fightback strategy and building alliances with social movements. 
 
There were some important union struggles during this period, some of which won, 
and some went down to defeat. Perhaps the most important rank-and-file victory was 
the election of Ron Carey as Teamsters president in 1991. This in turn, led to a militant 
mobilization and bargaining strategy that was most evident in the 1997 UPS strike. 
Every work on the picket line articulately explained their demands. Foremost was 
turning temps into having permanent jobs. UPS was forced to bend. 
 
The Teamsters also rejoined the AFL-CIO, which in turn set the stage for the first 
contested election of the AFL-CIO officers in 1995 and the victory of the “New Voices” 
slate. They promised to organize a million new workers a year. 
 
Throughout the early 1990s Mazzocchi attempted to educate unions to the need to 
have an electoral component to the social movement unionism that was being talked 
about. By 1993 he felt there was sufficient backing from labor to launch Labor Party 
Advocates. Eighty union leaders in attendance represented over half a million 
workers. 

http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/node/4043
http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/node/4043
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President Clinton took office in 1993 and--despite labor and social movement 
opposition--set about pushing the North American Free Trade Agreement through 
Congress. NAFTA took effect at the beginning of 1994. Labor leaders vowed to punish 
the Democrats who had voted for its implementation. As it turned out, that promise 
fell by the wayside. 
 
In June 1996 approximately 1500 unionists met in Cleveland to found the Labor Party. 
It did not launch electoral campaigns but saw as its task building a working-class base. 
The Labor Party was unable to grow without a revitalized labor movement where 
unions were willing to break with the Democratic Party and support pro-working-
class candidates. It did build campaigns around single payer health care and free, 
quality public education but by the end of the ‘90s had stagnated. Many members of 
Solidarity were involved in the Labor Party from the very beginning. 
 
What this recent late 20th century reveals is the determination to build an 
independent electoral vehicle for the 99% but the difficulties given a winner-take-all 
system, the inability of the unions to break with the Democratic Party, the massive 
loyalty of the African-American electorate to the DP despite the minimal rewards for 
their support, the issue of voting for the lesser evil, the dependence of electoral 
campaigns on a growing grassroots movement and the difficulties posed in financing 
campaigns. 
 
Solidarity has been supportive of these campaigns because we support initiatives for 
independent political action and don’t prejudice which will thrive. For example, Dan 
LaBotz, a Solidarity member, was asked to run on the Socialist Party ticket for U.S. 
Senator of Ohio. He developed a working-class program and worked to encourage 
socialists of different stripes to join in the campaign. 

 

 

*There are two formations known as the Black Panther Party. 

A. The first is the Lowndes County Freedom Organization (LCFO), a voter registration campaign launched under the 
direction of the Student Non-Violent Committee in 1965 in Lowndes County, Alabama, which was 80% Black but none 
were registered voters. It adopted the black panther as its symbol and entered county races, opposing the Democratic 
Party (its symbol was the white rooster). In 1968 the National Democratic Party of Alabama was formed along the 
principles of the national Democratic Party, and distinct from the state Democratic Party, which refused to run Blacks 
for political office. LCFO became the National Democratic Party of Alabama’s county organization. By 1974 when the 
NDPA was integrated into the state Democratic Party, it had 100 elected Black officials. 

B. The second was the Black Panther Party, founded by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale in 1966. Started in Oakland, 
California, it became a national organization. Its leaders asked LCFO if they could use the same symbol. Adopting a 10-
point program for Black liberation, the Black Panther Party, which ran on the Peace and Freedom Party ticket, was 
overcome by government repression.] 
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Discussion questions 
 
1. Socialists don’t believe that the government and the economy can be changed fundamentally 
through elections? So why should we participate in them? 
 
2. In most states it is quite difficult to get political parties on the ballot and therefore had to run 
candidates? Why shouldn’t we use the exiting Democratic Party as the vehicle for our 
movements? 
 
3. The Democratic Party has the reputation of being the “workers’ party,” supported by almost all 
of the major unions. African American civil rights organizations the women’s organizations also 
support it. Since it already has the organized support and the reputation, shouldn’t we work 
within the Democratic Party to build a working class political movement? 
 
4. Most people we work with in the social movements and in labor unions, and particularly 
African Americans and Latinos, work in the Democratic Party. Whether or not we agree with the 
Democratic Party’s methods or objectives, shouldn’t we stick with our workers’ movement and 
share their experiences in attempting to make the Democratic Party work for them? 
 
5. The Working Families Party and other fusion parties based on unions and community groups 
that run Democrats on their ballot line, have proven successful both in maintaining their ballot 
status and in becoming the political expression of the progressive movement. While the make 
compromises, they are far more successful than most completely independent parties. Why 
shouldn’t we work with them? 
 
6. The Peace and Freedom Party of 1968 and 1970 arose out of the convergence of the anti-war 
movement and the radical “Black Power” wing of the civil rights movement. Some of Solidarity’s 
foundered were instrumental in organizing that political party. Today, however, there is no such 
national movement, so such an alternative is impossible isn’t it? 
 
7, The Green Party represents about the closest thing to what we want and can achieve today, 
doesn’t it? It is to the left of the Democratic Party, is on the ballot in several states, and has 
elected some candidates. However, isn’t it a problem when people like Howie Hawkins run on the 
Green Party as “open socialists”? Won’t that make it harder for the Green Party to grow, since it 
will appear to be more sectarian or ultra-left? 
 
8. While many of us were thrilled with Khasama Sawant’s victory in Seattle, isn’t it clear that that 
was a fluke, only possible because Seattle (like Minneapolis where her comrade Ty Moore ran), is 
a very liberal city with a lot of you activists? At a moment when working class activity is at a low 
point and the left is so organizationally weak, what is to be gained by running socialist 
candidates? 
 
9. During the late 1960s and early 1970s, activists in the Rio Grande River Valley in Texas created 
the La Raza Unida party, basically a Mexican-American party. Should we be for the creation of 
Mexican-American, Puerto Rican or African American parties? Or should we be for one working 
class party? 
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Solidarity’s Basis of Political Agreement 

1. We oppose the capitalist system and its destructive impact on humanity and the planet. The present system 
produces poverty, war, environmental crises, and social disorder for the many and fantastic wealth and 
power for a tiny ruling class. Through its exploitation of labor and endless drive toward greater profit, 
capitalism pits workers around the world into cut-throat competition, reinforces social oppression, and 
denies us real freedom. Unemployment, regular economic crises, and ecologically unsustainable growth are 
inevitable under the irrational capitalist system. While we fight for reforms that alleviate these miserable 
conditions in order to improve the confidence and organization of the working class, we understand that no 
reform of the system can permanently abolish these conditions. Therefore, we fight for the abolition of the 
capitalist system. 

2. Another world is possible, socialism: a system that is democratic, international, and ecologically 
sustainable. Corporate media and mainstream intellectuals present capitalism as a system without an 
alternative, and use the collapse of 20th-century efforts at socialism to discredit all anti-capitalist visions. 
We stand with the millions of people worldwide who challenge this logic through the slogan, “Another 
World is Possible.” As socialists, we have a specific vision for that world: one in which society’s productive 
capacity is worker and community-controlled and used for the public good in an environmentally 
responsible way.  Under socialism, planning and decisions are made democratically, rather than determined 
by a political elite. We strive to build a world in which all people can live equally without the hierarchies of 
race, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, gender, age, and ability that oppress the great bulk of the world’s people 
today. A society liberated from oppression, poverty, and economic inequality, and from the alienation 
inherit in capitalist social relations, would be free to pursue far greater creative possibilities. 

3. Our strategic goal is revolution‒led by the working class and oppressed‒that shatters the foundations of 
patriarchy, white supremacy, settler-colonialism, and capitalist rule. We believe that the potential for 
realizing socialism lies in the contradictions of the current system. Under capitalism, the exploited and 
oppressed are in constant struggle with the political and economic elites. We seek to participate in all 
manifestations of this struggle, aiming to help develop them into movements against the capitalist class and 
we fight for reforms that may serve as bridges to deeper class consciousness. We also support efforts to 
begin building alternative, democratic institutions and social relations in the present. Only through a 
revolutionary, mass political movement of working and oppressed people can the political and economic 
domination of society by the capitalist class be ended. This future will not be realized by simply ‘taking 
power.’ Rather, the revolutionary process should seek to uproot the settler-colonial foundations and 
dismantle the institutions of the capitalist state–e.g., the police, borders, courts, and military that protect 
the current social order. In their place, we must construct new institutions of the working class and develop 
relations which support the right to self-determination for indigenous peoples and oppressed nationalities. 

4. In the labor and social movements, we call for political independence and a break from the two-party 
system. The Democratic and Republican parties are dominated by corporations and merely offer different 
flavors of pro-war and pro-business policies. These capitalist parties maintain a stranglehold on politics in 
the United States and offer only dead ends for working class and oppressed people.  The Democrats in 
particular have functioned as a trap for organized labor and as the graveyard of social movements. We 
argue against engagement in the “lesser evil” approach of working with the Democratic Party, which tends 
over the long term to push the overall political climate to the right. We argue, instead, for the political 
independence of movements. When possible, we support third parties and independent candidacies that 
stand on these principles. Our long-term strategic goal is the construction of a mass party that can 
champion workers’ interests independently of the two-party system. 



 

 

5. We see organized labor as a central part of the working class movement; within it we organize for greater 
solidarity, internationalism, democracy, and militancy. Since the 1970s, bosses have intensified their attacks 
on organized labor through union busting, automation, outsourcing, and “tiered” wages and benefits, 
among other tactics.  The social safety net faces privatization and destruction. Activity in and coordination 
between unions and other forms of workers’ organizations and, particularly, the self-activity and leadership 
of the rank and file are central to beating back this reactionary offensive. We are active in union rank and 
file caucuses, workers’ centers, solidarity committees, and other forms of workers' organizations in order to 
create a labor movement that acts in solidarity across union and international lines, organizes the 
unorganized, and transforms unions into more militant organizations capable of beating the bosses and 
shifting the balance of power. 

6. We fight against all forms of racism and support the right of self-determination against national/racial 
oppression.  The United States was built on a history of genocide, slavery, land theft, and the exploitation and 
scapegoating of immigrants. Because of the historical and structural connections between capitalism and 
white supremacy, the social disease of racism cannot be eradicated under capitalism, and overcoming white 
supremacy and national oppression is a central task of a revolutionary socialist movement. As members and 
allies of nationally and racially oppressed communities, we support and participate in fights against police 
brutality, voter ID laws, deportation and detention of immigrants, the school-to-prison pipeline, and the 
prison industrial complex, as well as fights for ethnic studies, environmental justice, immigrant rights, and 
native sovereignty. We support the right of people of color to self-organize within our organization, as well 
as within unions and social movements. We seek to become more multiracial and to ally with people of 
color and revolutionary nationalist organizations. 

7. We are a feminist organization that fights for the liberation of all women. Though patriarchy existed prior 
to capitalism and is not simply an extension of capitalist exploitation, the oppression of women is integral 
to capitalism and is manifested in many ways: the denial of reproductive freedom, the exploitation of 
women’s sexuality, the pervasiveness of gendered violence, cultural norms that associate masculinity with 
authority and knowledge, the assignment of women to both paid and unpaid caregiving as well as other 
low-wage work that leads to the feminization of poverty. Race, class, nationality and citizenship, sexual 
orientation, gender expression, age, and other factors of power and privilege affect how women experience 
their oppression. We are committed to a women’s liberation movement that acknowledges these 
differences and strives to develop an inclusive feminism. Women’s self-organization is central to women’s 
liberation and to building a democratic socialist, alternative to capitalism. In our organization and in the 
labor and social movements where we are active we promote a more collaborative culture and support 
women’s caucuses or other forms of self-organization that build women’s leadership and participation. 

8. We fight against homophobia, heterosexism, and the compulsory gender binary and support sexual and 
gender self-determination for all people. As members and allies of the LGBTQ community, we fight for equal 
rights, safe spaces, and liberation for all people who experience oppression based on their gender 
identity/expression and sexuality, including people who self-identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
questioning, queer, intersex, two spirit, and same gender loving. We participate in the fight for full civil 
rights and the repeal of all discriminatory anti-LGBTQ legislation as steps toward a broader liberation 
struggle that would expand all people’s access to health care, housing, community, and sexual freedom. We 
promote the leadership of LGBTQ people within our organization and within progressive social 
movements.  We work to unite the LGBTQ and labor movements through challenging both homophobia 
and transphobia in the labor movement and corporate domination of the organized queer movement. We 
oppose any approach that prioritizes the needs of the most assimilated and neglects the needs of queer 
people who are working class, of color, and/or transgender. As with all oppressed groups, we support the 
right of LGBTQ people to self-organize for liberation. 

9. We are internationalists:  we oppose the imperialist domination of the world by the United States and other 
rich countries. Internationalism is not just a goal for the future socialist world for which we fight, but a 
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political principle that guides us today. We demand an immediate end to the wars, interventions, efforts at 
political and economic destabilization, and funding of repressive regimes by the U.S. government. We call 
for the immediate dismantling of the United States' war machine, including the closing of Guantanamo and 
other military bases around the world. We resist efforts like "Buy American" campaigns that divide 
"American" workers from the international working class. We support movements for self-determination 
and independence all over the world, including Puerto Rico and other U.S. colonies, as well as within the 
territorial borders of the U.S. itself. We call attention to the ways in which US imperialism creates 
conditions leading to displacement and migration across our own borders and contributes to the political 
and economic difficulties of nations in the Global South. We learn from and extend our international 
solidarity to the trade unions and other workers’ organizations, social movements, and the democratic 
revolutionary left of Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, and Oceania. 

10. United by these principles, we are committed to building an organization of socialist activists and a 
broader anti-capitalist movement within the borders of the United States. Socialist organization is essential: 
we must analyze the world and learn from the experience of socialist activists, apply these lessons in our 
work, popularize socialist ideas, and contribute to a future mass movement for revolution led by the 
working class and oppressed. We seek to promote collaboration and unification of existing groups as part of 
a much larger process of building and expanding left organization and renewing the left.  We hope to learn 
from both the strengths and mistakes of the 20th-century left, while not being constrained by any one 
historical tradition or model. Membership is open to all who share our principles and work toward 
achieving them. 
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A Letter from the Editors:

All the Wars: No End, No Point?
AS THE UNITED States and Iran lurch back and forth, toward war and then away and back again, the question 
inevitably arises: what’s it all about anyway? Similar questions can be asked in retrospect about the 2003 invasion 
of Iraq that’s produced such a massive catastrophe, the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan that’s now one of the longest 
running sores in U.S. history, the bombing of Libya and the subsequent meltdown of that country, and other 
interventions large and small, direct and by proxy.

On top of all this comes the Trump-Netanyahu-Kushner “peace plan,” the apartheid-annexationist blueprint 
for completing Israel’s seizure of the Occupied Palestinian Territories — which also envisions stripping Israeli 
Arabs of their citizenship by the “transfer” of their towns to the proposed Palestinian Bantustan. This atrocity 
is discussed elsewhere in this issue. (See also, for example, “Yet Another Declaration of War on Palestinians,” a 
discussion with Rashid Khalidi, January 29, 2020, www.democracynow.org.)

The considerable damage the post-9/11 military 
adventures have inflicted on U.S. society in physically and 
emotionally broken lives and families, trillions of wasted 
dollars, the rise of racism and cynical and vicious domestic 
politics, are dwarfed — by orders of magnitude — by 
the unbelievable civilian suffering and devastation of the 
countries where the wars are fought on the ground and 
from the air. It is difficult to imagine how Iraq, Syria or 
Yemen could be put back together if those wars were over 
right now, let alone the fact that they’re not ending any time 
in the short-term future.

The U.S. drone assassination of Iran’s top general Qassim 
Soleimani at Iraq’s Baghdad airport was followed by the 
Trump administration’s ever-shifting lying pretexts about an 
“imminent threat,” Iran’s retaliatory missile strikes on U.S. 
bases in Iraq, its shootdown under murky circumstances 
of the Ukrainian civilian Flight 752, and the all-but-final 
collapse of the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA, the Iran nuclear agreement). [On these events, 
see “Remembering and Forgetting: No to War with Iran!” 
posted January 15 at https://solidarity-us.org/.]

The Soleimani assassination and Trump’s “Middle East 
peace plan” appear to fit with the U.S. effort to build an 
anti-Iran alliance between Israel and the Arab Gulf states, 
along with maintaining a U.S. political-military presence that 
constrains Russian and Chinese regional influence. But it’s 
far from clear where this will lead.

It must be clear that the foremost responsibility of the 
left, along with sane people in general, to do everything 
in our power to stop the U.S. imperialist campaign against 
Iran. It’s not just the off-and-on war threats that must end, 
but especially the sanctions that cripple Iran’s economy, 
drive its people into poverty, and inevitably lead to further 
“asymmetric” conflict through cyber attacks and proxy 
militias that raise the potential for catastrophe.

Yet we also need to figure out what lies behind 
this cascading sequence of military-political interventions, 
adventures and disasters. How does it come about that 
Donald Trump, after campaigning on the pledge or pretense 
to bring troops home from “endless Middle East wars,” 
winds up sending more into the quagmire?

Why has the United States doubled and tripled 
down on a war in Afghanistan, which U.S. generals — as 
revealed in “the Afghanistan papers” — have long known 
is unwinnable? Why is Washington inextricably committed 
to “our strategic partner” Saudi Arabia, a leading financier 
of jihadi fundamentalism and perpetrator of gruesome 

murders of dissidents globally as well as at home, long after 
Western dependence on Saudi oil has ended?

There’s a bigger strategic puzzle. The most significant 
emerging rivalry in today’s world is the contest between 
the United States and the rising power of China for regional 
and global domination — fought out in the arenas of trade, 
technology, naval power, political intrigue and muscle on 
multiple continents. How do intractable U.S. Middle East 
interventions help it face off with China now and in years 
to come? Don’t they soak up resources and drain political 
capital that are needed for the main imperial struggle?

For another thing, the United States rules a global financial 
system that dominates, paralyzes and extracts profits from 
huge swathes of the global South, without the need for 
direct military intervention. If anything, financialization is the 
cutting edge of today’s imperialism. Trade agreements are 
also important, and highly exploitative of the less affluent 
countries, but these are no longer primarily enforced by 
gunboat diplomacy or expeditionary forces.

Again, what then are the wars for? No one simple answer 
is adequate, but we’ll suggest a number of important, at 
least partial explanations.

Improvisations of “Empire”
One response that’s accurate as far as it goes is that 

U.S. interventions and military bases all over the world 
are all about maintaining “the empire.” True, but this 
leaves unanswered the question of the empire’s underlying 
interests and imperatives. It’s a blurred picture.

In the earlier period between the 1990-91 first Gulf 
War (triggered by Iraq’s takeover of Kuwait) and the 2003 
invasion of Iraq, the common antiwar slogan was “No Blood 
for Oil,” pointing to control of that critical resource and the 
flow of revenues from it as the basic cause and prize of war.

This of course is crude (no pun intended) materialism  
— and a certain dose of it remains essential. As the saying 
goes, Iraq would not have been invaded and occupied, nor 
would Iran’s elected, secular and moderate nationalist 
government been overthrown by the 1953 CIA coup, nor 
would there be the forty years of hostility following the 
1979 Iranian revolution, if these countries produced palm 
oil instead of petroleum.

But U.S. dependence on Middle East oil was becoming a 
thing of the past already before the Iraq invasion, let alone 
today when the vaunted fracking and drilling boom has 
made the United States “energy independent” as Trump 
boasts, and expected to be a net energy exporter this year. 

continued on the inside back cover
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Stigmatizing Foreign-Born Dependency:
The Public Charge Rule  By Emily Pope-Obeda

i m m i g r a t i o n

SINCE THE 19TH century, federal immi-
gration policy has centered on determin-
ing which immigrants are “desirable” or 
“beneficial” to the nation. The “dependent” 
immigrant has been one of the most con-
tested subjects in immigration policy across 
American history. In thousands of individual 
cases, the meaning and boundaries of the 
category “likely to become a public charge” 
and the accompanying “becoming a public 
charge within five years of entry” have been 
fiercely debated.

Although it has received less attention 
in recent years than immigration control 
around rationales of crime or unauthorized 
border crossing, the use of the immigration 
bureaucracy to police poverty and depen-
dency among foreign-born residents has 
been an enduring feature of the state.

For roughly a century and a half, the 
question of what constitutes the “descrip-
tion of a man [or woman] likely to become 
a public charge,” has been central in immi-
gration enforcement, both for barring 
migrants at the point of entry, and for enact-
ing post-entry removals. 

In 1928, the attorney for Russel Conrad 
submitted a brief in his client’s deportation 
case, arguing against a number of the claims 
of the government, including its application 
of the “likely to become a public charge 
provision.” 

Conrad, who was identified by the gov-
ernment as being a 33-year old Canadian 
native of the “Dutch race,” was accused 
of having sustained an extramarital sexual 
relationship with an American-born woman. 
After traveling from Detroit to Windsor, 
Canada with her, he was arrested upon 
reentry and charged with having imported 
a woman across the national border for 
“immoral purposes.” 

But amidst the attorney’s attempts to 
defend his client’s sexual activities lies a 
remarkably revealing set of statements 
about the additional accusation that Conrad 
was “likely to become a public charge.”

His lawyer focused extensively on the 

physical qualifications Conrad possessed to 
be a productive laboring member of society, 
citing his age, weight, and health record. 

Furthermore, he explained, Conrad came 
from a “people noted for their thrift and 
virtues and economy” and was “willing and 
able to do any honest labor no matter how 
arduous the task might be.” He went on to 
query, “Is this the description of a man likely 
to become a public charge?”

The attorney’s efforts to portray Conrad 
as the perfect, compliant, able-bodied 
wage-laborer were telling enough. But what 
followed this question was even more 
striking and named the tacitly accepted 
policy among immigration officials regarding 
the use of the “likely to become a public 
charge” provision.

He stated: “I understand that this is a 
charge used largely by the Department to 
cover that class of cases where the general 
good of the nation will be best served by 
the deportation of an individual.”1

Draconian Interpretation
Ninety years after the case of Russell 

Conrad, the Trump administration proposed 
the most draconian interpretation of that 
clause the government has ever taken. In 
late January 2020, the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled in the case of Department of Homeland 
Security, et al. v. New York, et al., allowing the 
government’s new public charge rule in 
immigration proceedings to take effect.

The rule, initially scheduled to take effect 
on October 15, 2019, had been stopped by 
multiple federal injunctions, but as of January 
27th DHS has been permitted to implement 
the rule everywhere except the state of 
Illinois (where a new, more limited injunc-
tion still holds).2

The new rule, originally announced in 
October 2018 and made final in August 
2019, directs the inadmissibility (both for 
those seeking entry or those seeking adjust-
ment of status to receive a green card) of 
potential immigrants based on a variety of 
expanded criteria. It adds a range of public 
benefits as grounds for inadmissibility which 
have never before been deemed as evidence 
of likelihood to become a public charge 
(LPC).

Immigrants will be assessed for inad-
missibility under the new rule based on a 

“totality of circumstances,” to include not 
only their employment, assets, credit report 
and access to private medical insurance, but 
also their age, health, education and language 
proficiency.

While the existing guidelines for LPC 
status have been applied only to those indi-
viduals primarily dependent on cash assis-
tance or long-term institutionalization, the 
new criteria would be far more encompass-
ing, covering recipients of an array of bene-
fits, including healthcare, housing, and food 
assistance, such as SNAP, Section 8 housing, 
or Medicaid.3

While much of the critique of the Trump 
administration’s immigration decisions has 
focused on his policies toward undocument-
ed or otherwise unauthorized immigrants, 
the new rule targets so-called “legal” immi-
grants (although it exempts refugees, asylu-
mees, or U or T visa holders).

In addition to those seeking entrance to 
the United States, it will also apply to nearly 
400,000 immigrants seeking to adjust their 
status, according to DHS. Immigrants who 
have used the designated benefits for 12 
months within any given 36-month period 
(with each benefit counting separately as 
its own month) will be considered public 
charges under the new criteria.

There are very few benefits not included 
in the ruling, some of the notable exceptions 
include benefits received by active duty 
military members, Medicaid for pregnant 
women or children under 21 years of age, 
and emergency medical care.4

Devastating Consequences
While the case has yet to be decided 

on its merits at the highest level of appeal, 
the Court’s January ruling determines that 
the injunction delaying its application will 
be lifted. The news comes as a devastating 
blow to immigrants and immigration rights 
activists around the country, who have 
condemned the rule as a “wealth test” for 
immigration.

Advocates have deemed the new law 
both a distortion of the original legal intent 
of the “public charge” provision in immigra-
tion law, and a cruel and calculated attack 
on working-class immigrant communities. 

The ruling will not only lead to increases 
in barred admissions and deportations, but 
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as many advocates have pointed out, it will 
(and already has) dissuaded many immi-
grants from seeking needed assistance.

An Urban Institute study found that 
roughly one in seven immigrant adults 
reported their family had decided not to 
participate in a benefit program out of fear 
of risking their status in the future.5

For the Trump administration, this 
ruling has been hailed as a victory. When 
the rule change was announced in August, 
Acting Secretary of Homeland security 
Ken Cuccinelli fielded questions about its 
inconsistency with historic American prac-
tices and values. His responses garnered 
significant controversy, particularly when 
they challenged a much-cherished stanza of 
American poetry.

While many would be unable to cite its 
source or author Emma Lazarus, the lines 
inscribed upon the base of the Statue of 
Liberty “Give me your tired, your poor, Your 
huddled masses yearning to breathe free” 
— are among the most recognizable words 
of poetry for many Americans.

When asked whether these iconic 
lines were part of the “American ethos,” 
Cuccinelli responded “They certainly are: 
‘Give me your tired and your poor who can 
stand on their own two feet and who will 
not become a public charge… That plaque 
was put on the Statue of Liberty at almost 
the same time as the first public charge was 
passed — very interesting timing.”6

The declaration of the United States as 
a “nation of immigrants” is among the most 
frequently parroted ideals of the nation, 
despite its attendant erasure of indige-
nous peoples and the forced migration of 
enslaved Africans. Nearly as ubiquitous is 
the idea of America as a land of opportunity, 
where the impoverished of the world might 
find a new start and economic advancement. 

Yet such an ideal has been under siege.
in immigration law from the start. The sen-
timent behind Cuccinelli’s words is callous 
and discriminatory, but his point regarding 
the timing is factually true — when Emma 
Lazarus penned these momentous lines in 
1883, with their symbolic embrace of the 
poor, the United States had only a year ear-
lier instituted the first public charge criteria 
in immigration law.

“Public Charge” in History
The “public charge” provision was 

enshrined in federal immigration law at its 
very inception, and has been a major force 
in immigration control ever since. In 1882, 
the law initially excluded “any convict, luna-
tic, idiot, or any person unable to take care 
of himself or herself without becoming a 
public charge.”

Within a decade that had expanded, with 
the 1891 Immigration Act adding a clause 
for “any person likely to become a public 
charge.” In 1903, a provision was added 
allowing for deportation within five years of 
entry for those who had become a public 
charge since their entry — but notably, only 
in cases where it could be proved that they 
had become charges for “causes existing 
prior to landing,” which severely limited the 
numbers who could be removed. Immigrants 
were required to affirmatively prove that 
their conditions had arisen subsequent to 
entry.

Throughout this period, decisions at the 
point of entry about an individual’s likeli-
hood to become a charge were made based 
on whether they arrived with money (and 
how much), whether they had an occupation 
and viable job prospects, and whether they 
seemed to be able-bodied and physically 
healthy.

In addition to single women, who were 

often assumed to be unable to support 
themselves by their own labor, those with 
weak, disabled or otherwise “non-produc-
tive” bodies were frequently restricted on 
this basis.

The clause for post-entry deportations 
for public charge status was primarily used 
for those institutionalized in facilities such as 
hospitals or asylums, rather than those who 
merely availed themselves of various forms 
of social benefits.

As historians have noted, those who 
had become dependent as a result of eco-
nomic conditions during the 1930s Great 
Depression were not technically removable, 
even when reliant on public assistance — 
leading to the widespread use of non-official 
“repatriation” efforts to enact mass remov-
als of Mexican immigrants during the period. 

In spite of the on-paper limitations to its 
application, early 20th century immigration 
authorities made eager use of the provision, 
often enforcing it with a vigor that did not 
necessarily match the legal intent of the 
law. The numbers of removals for the LPC 
clause were high in proportion to the over-
all removals during the period, especially in 
the 1910s and 1920s.

In 1921, for instance, more than a quarter 
of all post-entry deportations — 1293 out 
of 4517 total — were conducted on the 
basis of the charge.7 And for much of the 
period, exclusions at the point of entry for 
LPC comprised a majority of those barred 
from entry. Still, in the first decades of the 
century barred and deported immigrants 
still made up only a very small percentage of 
the total admittances to the country.

The Uses of Immigration Law
Over the course the 20th century, 

although still used in significant numbers 
to bar and deport immigrants, the public 
charge provision still did not apply to most 
kinds of relief and government assistance. 
Through the 1960s, both authorized and 
unauthorized immigrants were eligible for 
federal public benefits.

In the 1970s, undocumented immigrants 
were gradually restricted — from SSI in 
1972, Medicaid and AFDC in 1973, Food 
Stamps in 1974, and federal unemployment 
insurance in 1976. Under the 1996 “welfare 
reform” legislation, lawful immigrants lost 
access to certain federal public benefits for 
the first time.

Yet even under the most recent prior 
government issuance in 1999 of a definition 
of the public charge, most benefits would 
not render an individual vulnerable to 
inadmissibility. Instead, it defined a “public 
charge” explicitly as someone who was 
“primarily dependent on the government for 
subsistence,” either through cash assistance 
or long-term institutionalization.

In view of this long history of criminaliz-
ing immigrant dependency, it’s unsurprising 

A montage of racist cartoons in the era of the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882). The demonizing of 
immigrant communities goes back long before Trump’s Muslim ban and anti-Mexican “criminals, 
drug dealers, rapists” rant.                                                            Courtesy Library of Congress



4  MARCH / APRIL 2020

that the Trump administration is taking this 
a step further — changing perhaps from the 
spirit and letter of the original law, but not 
necessarily from the social functions it has 
served over time.

So what has the LPC meant, as a his-
torically enduring feature of American 
immigration policy? The evolution of the 
“public charge” provision in immigration 
policy clearly illustrates a central reality of 
American immigration history.

Immigration serves an indispensable role 
in modern capitalism by ensuring the ready 
supply of low-wage labor. But at the same 
time, immigration law has evolved to serve 
business interests by ensuring that those 
who do not fit the labor needs of the nation 
can be readily expelled.

The image of the able-bodied, indepen-
dent (male) immigrant has been a staple of 
American discourse. Those who deviated 
from this idealized body that would give 
to the economy without demanding from 
the state have long been unwelcome in the 
country.

Global capitalism relies upon the mobility 
of impoverished foreign labor — created in 
no small part by the American subordination 
and destabilization of foreign economies 
— and then enacts mechanisms to punish 
the impoverished poor who do exactly as 
the economic system dictates they must in 
order to survive.

As President Johnson stated in signing 
the 1965 Immigration Act, which fundamen-
tally restructured American immigration 
in the decades that followed, the test for 
future immigrants would be: “Those who 
can contribute most to this country… will 
be the first that are admitted to this land.”8 

By stripping one of the last vestiges of 
government obligation to its non-citizen 
residents, the administration is further solid-
ifying a system of profit maximization from 
foreign-born labor to which politicians have 
long aspired —  a system where immigrants 
can only contribute, but not withdraw from 
the state (upon penalty of expulsion).

As political debate in Europe becomes 
increasingly dominated by anti-immigrant, 
racist rhetoric, there too dependency and 
public benefits have become central facets 
of nativist claims.

Even in those nations where the idea of 
a robust network of social benefit programs 
has been historically prized, the line is being 
drawn ever more firmly, delineating that the 
benefits of membership in a society are to 
be enjoyed exclusively by citizens.

Racialized Enforcement
In addition to punishing immigrant pov-

erty, the new rule, as critics have pointed 
out, will disproportionately impact people of 
color as well as people with disabilities, fur-
thering the existing discriminatory impacts 

of American immigration policy.
The new rule, while a sharp legal depar-

ture from precedent, is not quite as acute 
a turn from the sentiment (or the on-the-
ground enforcement) of previous policies, 
which have long stigmatized foreign-born 
poverty, and created a racialized and gen-
dered association between certain migrant 
groups and the idea of “dependency.”

Alongside the anti-Black welfare rhetoric 
which has existed for many decades, the 
idea of immigrant poverty and the depiction 
of immigrants as “takers” has been a consis-
tent feature of the discourse linking depen-
dency to communities of color.

The public charge provision in immigra-
tion law has always had a racial dimension, 
even while the clause itself did not designate 
racial criteria. The overzealous application 
of the law frequently operated along racial 
lines, and Mexican and Afro-Caribbean immi-
grants have often the most vulnerable to 
poorly-substantiated charges of dependency. 

Because the vague language of the charge 
left so much room for discretion, it allowed 
local examining officials on the ground, med-
ical inspectors, and institutional employees 
to determine eligibility for the provision 
around their own prejudices.

In doing so, they furthered popular pre-
sumptions about the connections between 

race and dependency. As Natalia Molina 
explains about the targeting of Mexican 
immigrants for deportation in the early 20th 
century: “The LPC charge… was another 
mechanism for marking Mexicans as outsid-
ers. Just as the welfare state was being solid-
ified under President Franklin Roosevelt, 
the LPC label reinforced stereotypes of 
Mexicans as charity seekers, dependent and 
underserving of state resources…”9

The continued power of those stereo-
types could be seen in one of the most 
notable controversies over the extension 
of public benefits to immigrants — the fight 
over Proposition 187 in California. Among 
other provisions Proposition 187 set out to 
bar undocumented immigrants from access 
to welfare and other non-emergency ser-
vices. It passed on the ballot, and although 
subsequently overturned by the courts was 
an important predecessor of the 1996 laws 
which would bar federal welfare benefits to 
most lawful immigrants who had lived in the 
United States for less than five years. 

As scholars and advocates have noted, 
Prop 187 was deeply motivated by racist 
perceptions about recent immigrant pop-
ulations, particularly those from Mexico. 
As Robin Dale Jacobson argues, in the 
rhetoric around Proposition 187 Mexicans 
were “raced as takers,” and understood to 

Poster from UCLA Center for Health Policy Research, the UC Berkeley Labor Center and California 
Food Policy Advocates shows impact on California economy of the “public charge” provision denying 
permanent residency and green cards to legal immigrants who receive public benefits, including 
nutrition assistance and health care. The chart does not calculate what this means in terms of public 
health for the immigrants or their neighbors.
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be “lacking independence,” making them 
“anti-American” in the eyes of many.10

Gender Coding
Debates over immigrant benefits have 

not only had deeply racial overtones 
throughout history. They have also been 
intensely gendered. Historically, dependency 
— both foreign-born and domestic — has 
been coded as a female trait (and subse-
quently deemed all the more threatening 
when occurring among men).

As Margot Canaday explains of the early 
public charge provision: “Most fundamentally, 
the clause was a feminized provision that 
was commonly used against women… single 
women were almost by definition public 
charge aliens.”11

In a system in which self-sufficiency and 
self-government were seen as the purview 
of men, dependency was seen to be the nat-
ural state for women, rendering them auto-
matically suspect as potentially productive 
laboring immigrants.

Because a “desirable” immigrant and 
potential future citizen was constructed as 
an able-bodied male body who would be 
able to appropriately sell his labor power, 
those who for varied reasons did not con-
form to this image were seen as potential 
hindrances to the efficient functioning of 
migration under modern capitalism.

Throughout history, claims about 
female dependency have also intersected 
with racist anxieties around immigrant 
birthrates and successive scares about the 
“unrestrained reproduction” of women of 
color. During the early 20th century, black 
immigrant women, particularly from the 

Caribbean, were often put into deportation 
proceedings for likelihood to become a 
“public charge” in which authorities focused 
on their sexual improprieties, illegitimate 
pregnancies or “loose morals.”

The hearing and conclusions of the offi-
cials in the 1924 case of Hilda Christian, a 
25-year-old black immigrant from Antigua, 
centered around her perceived promiscuity 
and reproductive threat, although the case 
was officially decided on the basis of her 
status as “likely to become a public charge.” 

The officer in charge of her case 
explained that “Since this alien has had two 
illegitimate children she has shown a pro-
pensity to disregard the moral law and con-
sequently it is probable that she may have 
another illegitimate child and at such time 
would undoubtedly again become a public 
charge.”12 

Although there was no evidence that she 
was unable to support her current children, 
the presumption that she would have anoth-
er — a presumption which revealed official’s 
beliefs about black women’s unrestrained 
reproduction — was enough to condemn 
her to removal.

Christian’s case, along with many others 
like it, have demonstrated the power of the 
state to condemn and castigate immigrant 
women’s sexuality through ostensibly neu-
tral criteria for deportation such as the LPC 
provision.

What Comes Next?
As the public charge rule continues to 

work its way through the courts, we have 
yet to see what the impact of this major 
departure from legal precedent around the 

use of the LPC provision in immigration law, 
although it is clear that it has already begun 
to harm immigrant families who are too 
afraid to seek needed support.

We can certainly see the continuation 
and exacerbation of a longstanding racist 
discourse around immigrant dependency 
and access to public benefits, which sharply 
highlights the cold economic logic behind 
our immigration policy.  n
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SIWATU SALAMA-RA, A Detroit communi-
ty and environmental justice organizer who 
served nine months in prison before her 
felonious assault conviction was overturned 
last year, is free. Because Wayne County 
Prosecutor Kym Worthy’s office refused to 
drop the spurious charge, Siwatu made the 
difficult decision to accept a misdemeanor 
plea of ”brandishing a firearm” that carries a 
90-day sentence — enabling her to go free 
for time already served.

While in prison, Siwatu was forced to 
give birth while shackled and then removed 
from her newborn son. The conviction was 
overturned due to errors by the trial judge.

Siwatu’s case began in 2017 when she 
defended herself, her mother and her 
daughter from vehicular assault by pointing a 
legal, unloaded, licensed weapon. Despite the 
lawful defense of herself and others, she was 
convicted on a felony firearm charge that 
carried a two-year prison term.

Siwatu and her Freedom Team remain 
unwavering in support of her innocence, 

Regarding her plea deal that ends the case, 
the Freedom Team stated: “Though this is 
not the just vision of freedom we were 
working toward, we cannot risk Siwatu 
being separated from her family and her 
community again. This ends a nearly three 
year ordeal. And we stand here on this day, 
with our sister liberated because of all of 
you, because of the love of this community, 
and your unwavering support to Siwatu and 
her family.”

In Siwatu’s own words: “This was an 

extremely difficult decision to make because 
I should have had the right to defend myself 
and my family from an attack, but instead I 
am now defending us from state violence. 
After experiencing the blatant injustice of 
this courthouse firsthand, there is no evi-
dence that a just process is possible here. 
Therefore it is not worth going through 
another unfair trial and risking being sepa-
rated from my babies ever again. 

“I am a living example of how prosecu-
tors weaponize Felony Firearm and other 
heightened charges in order to corner peo-
ple into taking plea deals, regardless of their 
innocence. This vicious system must come 
to an end, and we have a lot of work to do.” 

Siwatu is now committed to working 
with and for imprisoned women to ensure 
that no pregnant person at Huron Valley 
ever lives through the kind of hardships she 
faced. She will fight for an end to the prison 
industrial complex, and continue to link this 
work to the environmental justice and cli-
mate justice movements that raised her.  n

Siwatu is Free!
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“A Matter of Life and Death”
Moms 4 Housing Struggle in Oakland By Isaac Harris
FOR DOMINIQUE WALKER, facing home-
lessness was “a matter of life or death.” So 
she decided to take matters into her own 
hands.

Fed up with suffering from homelessness 
while working multiple jobs and caring for 
their children, Dominique and her friend 
Sameerah Karim began occupying a vacant, 
investor-owned house on Magnolia Street in 
West Oakland on November 18, 2019. 

In the following months they formed 
the group Moms 4 Housing, orchestrated a 
successful media campaign, and galvanized 
scores of activists during a “Week of Action” 
for housing organized by the Alliance of 
Californians for Community Empowerment 
(ACCE). They emphasized their occupation 
was nonviolent. (See https://moms4housing.
org/.)

After community pressure and legal 
work by activists, the Alameda County 
Court held an eviction hearing. Carroll Fife, 
director of Oakland ACCE, pointed out that 
“the housing courts’ work is basically a mill 
to grind people down and send them out to 
the streets.” 

That’s the law. So it was no surprise on 
January 10 when Judge Patrick McKinney 
concluded Moms 4 Housing had “no valid 
claim of possession” and gave them five 
days to move. The corporate landlord then 
offered the women two months’ rent at a 
shelter. They wanted a permanent home, not 
another round of shelters, and refused.

Knowing the sheriff would have to 
carry out the order by January 15, two days 
beforehand the moms made sure their chil-
dren had places to stay. With the imminent 
threat of eviction, Moms 4 Housing rallied 
hundreds of supporters to the home that 
evening through a rapid response text mes-
saging system. The sheriffs’ office did not 
make an appearance that night.

But before dawn on January 14 the sher-
iff and his troops arrived at the home in riot 
gear, with rifles, armed vehicles and even a 
robot to check for possible explosives.

The squad broke down the front door 
and a second one with a battering ram, 

arresting Tolani King, Mistry Cross and two 
supporters. All were later released on bond.

Although told they could retrieve 
their belongings the following 
morning, when the moms 
arrived they found their 
things strewn on the 
curb.

The Housing Crisis
The Moms 4 Housing strug-

gle highlights the depth — and 
absurdity — of the nation’s 
housing crisis, especially in the 
Bay Area, where people live in 
tent encampments down the 
block from empty investment 
properties. It is estimated that in Oakland 
there are four times as many empty homes 
as there are people without homes.

Dominique herself was well acquainted 
with the problem. When she moved from 
Mississippi back to Oakland, her hometown, 
she got a job as a community outreach 
coordinator for ACCE. But she struggled to 
secure permanent housing for herself.

About her experience canvassing West 
Oakland to offer legal services to people 
facing displacement, she said, “It seemed 
like we were a little bit too late because 
out of a whole sign-up sheet of information 
we had, 90% of those people were already 
homeless. And they were working folks… 
Just blank on the addresses.”

That’s when she realized: “Hey this is not 
just me, it’s everybody. It’s especially folks 
that look like me. Mothers and children, and 
families out on the street. It was a tipping 
point for me.”

Dominique also noticed the prevalence 
of vacant homes in the neighborhood, 
including the one where she and Sameerah 
moved in. Owned by Redondo Beach-based 
Wedgewood Inc., a “leading acquirer of dis-
tressed residential real estate,” the property 
had been sitting empty for more than two 
years. In addition, Dominique had encoun-
tered a man running scams out of the house 
— taking renters’ deposits without following 
through on a lease.

Higher rents (and higher profit for 
the property owner) effectively create an 
income requirement for people to access 

housing. “Because if you are 
hard-working and the wages 

aren’t enough, does that 
mean you deserve 

to be on the 
street?” said 

Dominique. 
“Shelter is a 

human right, it is 
a basic need.”

But under 
capitalism, the 
primary purpose 
of housing is to 
provide a return 
on investment for 
banks and land-

lords, not to provide shelter for those who 
need it. Dominique stressed, “I think it’s a 
moral crisis. It’s capitalism, it’s greed that are 
keeping people on the streets.”

Exploitation and Struggle
Wedgewood Inc.’s invasion of this part 

of the town follows a long history of West 
Oakland’s exploitation at the hands of the 
real estate industry. 

By the late 1940s, the once-diverse 
neighborhood was becoming increasingly 
segregated, as one of the few places where 
Black residents were not excluded from 
buying and renting homes. But at the same 
time, racist banking practices deemed the 
neighborhood “high risk” for capital invest-
ment and made loans for home repair 
unavailable.

As a result, residents suffered from 
overcrowding and the physical decline of 
homes in the area. Believing that this “blight” 
would hurt property values for downtown 
real estate, the business class that domi-
nated Oakland politics in the 1950s pushed 
for federal “urban renewal” programs that 
displaced thousands of people from West 
Oakland. 

Centers of neighborhood culture also 
suffered, including the strip of jazz clubs, 
barber shops and restaurants along Seventh 
Street that was razed for construction of 
the above-ground BART tracks. Other vis-
ible examples of this devastation are the 
three highways that destroyed entire blocks 
of homes and sliced up the neighborhood 

h o u s i n g  a s  a  h u m a n  r i g h t

Isaac Harris is a co-chair of the Social Hous-
ing Committee in the East Bay chapter of 
Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). He also 
supports tenant organizing efforts in ACCE.
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— leaving the Moms 4 Housing home stuck 
between the 880, 580 and 980 freeways.

Residents at the time did not sit idly 
by. Tarea Hall Pittman and the National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) fought for the 
rights of people displaced by another rede-
velopment project known as Acorn, and 
called for the construction of public housing 
alongside the proposed industrial and com-
mercial land uses.

Today, West Oakland is experiencing the 
latest form of redevelopment: gentrification. 
Corporate landlords like Wedgewood are 
driving these changes. Dominique comment-
ed, “A lot of people [are] jacking up rents 
and buying houses and flipping them for 
all these amounts that people I know can’t 
afford to pay, people that are originally from 
Oakland, that built the culture in Oakland. 
The culture isn’t the same.”

The resulting displacement, which has 
disproportionately affected Black fami-
lies, hits home for Dominique. “Even my 
own family, they are in Benicia, Vallejo, 
Sacramento, Antioch, Stockton — and we’re 
off in Oakland… I grew up in East Oakland 
and the family I had in West Oakland, they 
don’t live here anymore.”

Our Path Forward
But Moms 4 Housing has shown that by 

building a mass movement of both unhoused 
and housed people, we can reclaim housing 
as a social good. Dominique emphasized that 
the house occupation has been a collective 
project: “From this particular block, I’ve seen 

so much support. Folks have brought food, 
donations, asking what we need, welcoming 
us to the neighborhood…”

She also helped organize the March for 
Housing Now last November 23, which 
united over 200 supporters from housing, 
labor, and faith groups. The march began at 
Mosswood Park, where dozens of unhoused 
people live in tents, and ended at MacArthur 
Commons, a shiny new market-rate devel-
opment where studio apartments rent for 
over $2,500 per month. 

Just like Wedgewood, MacArthur Com-
mons’ landlord is sitting on vacant units 
while offering six weeks rent-free, desperate 
to attract renters at the high price point.

The Moms 4 Housing occupation helps 
us imagine alternatives to this dystopian 
capitalist housing market. 

Dominique was inspired by her time 
in Mississippi, where she took part in 
Cooperation Jackson, a working-class 
organization led by people of color, which 
describes itself as a “solidarity economy… 
anchored by a network of cooperatives and 
worker-owned, democratically self-managed 
enterprises.” There, she worked on a farm 
where “we let folks do volunteer work and 
take food and they don’t have to pay — just 
volunteer and it’s free.”

She envisioned the house as a site for 
further cooperative living and community 
solidarity. “Right downstairs there is a whole 
other unit a family could stay in, with plumb-
ing, so our goal is to fix this up and a couple 
of families could live here.” 

Moving from housing to commerce, 
Dominique said she believes that in West 
Oakland, “we also need to have some 
co-ops to combat capitalism. Even old-
school bartering, the community needs 
to get back to that because we all have 
skill sets that we can offer and trade… I 
can braid somebody’s little girl’s hair and 
babysit.”

Moms 4 Housing has inspired Oakland 
to reject an attitude of resignation to the 
moral crisis around us. They forced Mayor 
Libby Schaaf, who claimed she didn’t con-
done “unlawful acts,” to negotiate with 
Wedgewood. 

Wedgewood buys, renovates and then 
sells foreclosed homes primarily on the 
West Coast, but operates in 18 states. 
The company was shamed into offering 
the Magnolia Street home to the Oakland 
Community Land Trust at its appraised value 
and to turn it over to the moms — but that 
might cost more than half a million dollars.

Wedgewood also agreed to change the 
way it does business by letting the city of 
Oakland and non-profit housing organi-
zations have the right to purchase any of 
their homes at market rate (“right of first 
refusal”).  Mayor Schaaf’s boasting that this 
will take those homes out of a speculative 
market, however, seems an overstatement.

Homelessness is not inevitable in a 
wealthy society, but we must confront the 
landlord class, the politicians they control, 
and capitalism itself to ensure that homes 
are places for people, not for profit. Housing 
is a human right!  n
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Why the Populist Upsurge?  By Val Moghadam 
FOR AT LEAST a decade scholars, pundits 
and activists have observed and comment-
ed on the upsurge in electoral victories by 
right-wing populist movements and political 
parties (which I’ll call here RWP).

Initially, much of the commentary 
pertained to European countries includ-
ing France, Italy, Poland, Hungary, the 
Netherlands and Sweden, with studies 
identifying common grievances and 
demands — immigration, welfare cuts, 
the refugee crisis of 2015 — but also 
differences in approaches to women, the 
family, and sexuality.1

Some of the right-wing populist par-
ties were formed in the 1990s but most 
came to win elections in the new century: 
Australia’s One Nation, Austria’s Freedom 
Party, the Danish People’s Party, the Finns 
Party (previously called the True Finns), 
France’s Rassemblement National (formerly 
Front National), Germany’s Alternative for 
Germany (AfD), Italy’s League (formerly 
Northern League) in coalition with the 
hard-to-define Five Star party, the Party 
for Freedom of the Netherlands, and the 
Swedish Democrats.

RWP now has become a global phenom-
enon, encompassing movements, parties, and 
governments in the global South as well as 
in the global North. Countries with RWP 
governments include not just Poland and 
Hungary in Europe but also Turkey, Israel, 
India, the Philippines, Brazil, and the peculiar 
case of Trump’s USA.

In Britain, the RWP message of two 
anti-European Union (EU) parties — the 
United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) 
and the Brexit Party — was appropriated by 
the Conservative Party under a faction led 
by Boris Johnson, Michael Gove and Jacob 
Rees-Mogg. After the parliamentary election 
of December 12, 2019, Johnson’s British 
version of Trump’s “America First” mantra is 
being implemented.

Populism of various progressive as well 
as reactionary strains is hardly a new polit-
ical phenomenon; it has appeared in the 
United States, Russia, and Latin America at 
different times and in different forms since 

the 19th century. Contemporary RWP, too, 
is varied.

In Poland and Hungary, RWP appeals to 
voters fed up with the neoliberal economic 
policies of past governments. Hungary’s 
Victor Orbán and his ruling Fidesz party, and 
Poland’s Jaroslaw Kaczynski and his ruling 
Law and Justice (PiS) party have increased 
social spending.

In contrast, Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro wants 
neoliberal economic reforms after the regu-
lations and social spending of his predeces-
sors from the Workers’ Party, Ignacio Lula 
da Silva and Dilma Roussef. France’s Marine 
Le Pen rails against “savage globalization,” 
but Israel’s Netanyahu and Turkey’s Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan have no quarrel with neolib-
eral capitalist globalization.2

Right-wing populist movements are gen-
dered, in that their leaders and founders 
are mostly men and their discourses and 
tactics often evince a problematical form of 
hypermasculinity. Typically, their notions of 
femininity and of women and the family are 
traditional and would strike feminists as dan-
gerous, but such notions do resonate with a 
certain section of the female population.

Conservative and right-wing parties and 
movements have not been devoid of women 
supporters. Indeed, some RWP parties in 
Europe (notably France) are led by women; 
those and other RWP parties promote 
women’s rights and gay rights against what 
are seen and portrayed as intolerant atti-
tudes and practices of immigrant (particular-
ly Muslim) communities.

Populist Grievances
Populism is not an ideology in itself 

but rather a discursive style and political 
strategy, usually appearing during periods of 
political polarization, leading to an “us versus 
them” approach to grievances and mobili-
zations. Populist leaders appeal to “the peo-
ple,” “the real people,” “the silent majority” 
and similar terms for a political base.

Across many Western countries, galvaniz-
ing issues are economic deprivation, immi-
gration, refugees, integration, law and order, 
terrorism and the perceived loss of culture.

With the share of foreign-born residents 
now ranging from 11%-17% in Germany, 
France, Sweden and the Netherlands, there 
is pressure on welfare spending, and the 

2015 migration crisis added to anxieties. 
As such, the populist appeal may reflect 

the popular will for a more participatory 
democracy when capitalist globalization and 
neoliberal states have enabled gross income 
inequalities, periodic financial crises, wars, 
unemployment, precarious forms of employ-
ment, and welfare cuts.

Exploring Trump’s appeal in 2016, sociol-
ogist Arlie Hochschild writes of American 
voters who feel dispossessed and are angry 
about how mainstream politicians have 
ignored them or ridiculed their culture and 
religiosity. Many also see their economic 
woes and the end of the “American dream” 
tied to free trade agreements, immigration, 
and security concerns.3

Who votes for populist parties and lead-
ers? A study of who voted for Brexit in 2016 
showed how Britain was divided along eco-
nomic, educational and social lines.

The poorest households, with incomes 
of less than £20,000 per year, were much 
more likely than the wealthiest households 
to support leaving the European Union, as 
were the unemployed, people in low-skilled 
and manual occupations, people who felt 
that their financial situation had worsened, 
and those with no qualifications.

Groups vulnerable to poverty were 
more likely to support Brexit.4 The stron-
gest driver was educational inequality: 
“Groups in Britain who have been ‘left 
behind’ by rapid economic change and feel 
cut adrift from the mainstream consensus 
were the most likely to support Brexit.”5 

In the United States, Britain and else-
where, material and cultural interests alike 
have galvanized such voters. In turn, voters 
resonate with the RWP parties and leaders 
calling for a welfare state for their “own 
people” first.

Populist leaders exploit capitalist contra-
dictions and societal frustrations to attain 
or remain in power. They may deploy “the 
people vs. the elites” rhetoric, but in many 
cases such rhetoric and accompanying polit-
ical moves reflect intra-elite competition 
and contention rather than an alternative 
democratic agenda that genuinely benefits 
the people.

In general, the rise and spread of right-
wing populism expresses political, eco-
nomic and cultural grievances, anxieties 

Val Moghadam is a professor of Sociology and 
International Affairs at Northeastern University. 
She is an ATC advisory editor.
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and demands, which right-wing leaders can 
exploit to gain political power. In this way, 
they echo Marx’s brilliant analysis of the rise 
of a reactionary demagogue in the wake of 
failed revolutionary hopes, in The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.

Populism’s Dark Side
Populism’s darker version expresses 

hostility and antagonism toward “others,” 
usually minorities or foreigners or “alien 
ideologies.”

Across countries experiencing RWP, 
antagonism is directed toward Muslims 
who cannot or will not assimilate or are 
blamed for terrorism (Europe); toward 
Palestinians and their continued demands 
for statehood and Arab-Israelis who demand 
equality (Israel); toward Mexicans and 
Central Americans who migrate or seek 
refuge in large numbers (USA); toward the 
European Union for its intrusive regulations 
(Brexiteers in the UK); toward Kurds and 
their continued demands for equality or 
autonomy (Turkey).

Both milder and more extreme versions 
of RWP hostility are also found within 
Islamist parties and movements, whereby 
“the Muslim people,” “Islamic values,” or 
“the land(s) of Islam” are to be protect-
ed (either peacefully or militantly) against 
Western, Christian, Jewish or secular 
influences. In India, RWP extremism entails 
the defense and promotion of “Hindutva” 
against Muslims and Islam.

When populist protests have erupted 
across the globe, in some cases it is diffi-
cult to distinguish right-wing and left-wing 
inclinations. The gilets jaunes (yellow vests) 
protests in France exemplify this.

They were triggered by French president 
Emmanuel Macron’s introduction of a fuel 
tax, something generally approved on the 
left and by environmentalists. Yet the under-
lying grievances pertained to the president’s 
unilateral decision-making, growing income 

inequality in France, and changes to France’s 
longstanding and very generous social con-
tract.6 Similar grievances are observed in 
other countries where protests have erupt-
ed: Chile, Morocco, Tunisia, Lebanon, Iran 
and Iraq.

Whither Left-wing Populism?
In many accounts, RWP has grown 

among those who have felt left behind by 
the mainstream parties that have adopted 
neoliberalism and disregarded the economic 
difficulties or cultural concerns of many 
ordinary citizens. Across the RWP landscape, 
however, there are national or even local 
specificities that need to be considered 
when explaining the upsurge.

In the UK for example, the Labour 
Party’s loss of many seats in its heartland 
to the Conservatives was not the result 
of Labour’s neglect of its traditional work-
ing-class base but rather the leadership’s 
very difficult political position, given that the 
party’s membership was roughly split on 
whether to remain or to leave the EU.

The ambiguity on Brexit cost the party 
and its left-wing leader Jeremy Corbyn 
numerous parliamentary seats and the par-
ty’s potential to offer a socialist alternative 
to the status quo. (Corbyn was himself the 
target of a vicious smear campaign since his 
election as party leader in 2015, and spu-
rious charges of anti-Semitism dogged the 
Labour party, both of which likely played a 
role in the party’s defeat in the December 
2019 general election.)

Yet the picture is not completely rosy 
for the victorious Conservative Brexiteers, 
who will have to contend with a revived 
nationalism — of the left-wing variety — 
in Scotland, where the pro-EU Scottish 
National Party (SNP) won overwhelmingly 
and its leadership plans to hold another ref-
erendum on independence.

As early as 2014, Alasdair Rankin, SNP 
Councillor for Edinburgh, wrote in The 

Economist magazine of “alienation after more 
than 35 years of neoliberal economic policy 
and directives from London.”7

A likely constitutional crisis also is 
impending with respect to Northern Ireland, 
where the nationalist Sinn Fein is popular 
and the many voters who prefer to remain 
in the EU look to a possible unification with 
the Republic of Ireland.

Left-wing populism, therefore, can be the 
alternative to the right, and it sometimes 
takes a nationalist complexion even as it 
demonstrates a preference for inclusion in 
a broader community and a robust capacity 
for internationalism.

In Argentina, the left-wing populism of 
Nestor Kirchner emerged from the wreck-
age of the 1998-2002 financial crisis and 
depression. This was accompanied by a wave 
of left-wing political parties being voted into 
one Latin American country after another, in 
what was called “the pink tide.”

Left-wing parties or movements that 
emerged from the 2008 financial crisis and 
ensuring Great Recession include Spain’s 
Podemos, Greece’s Syriza, and in Italy the 
contradictory Five Star movement.

Podemos, which did quite well in the 
2016 general election, has called for nation-
alizing industries, hiking business taxes, 
raising the minimum wage, imposing a max-
imum salary, limiting the working week to 
35 hours, reducing the retirement age to 60, 
and a referendum on leaving NATO.

In the United States, the Bernie Sanders’ 
primary campaign gained momentum in 
2016, and if nominated he could very well 
have won the presidential election.

Thus far, left-wing populism has not 
fared well. The Latin American pink tide has 
receded. Syriza as a ruling party encoun-
tered a punishing debt repayment regime 
from Berlin, Paris, and Brussels, leading to 
internal rifts and loss of power in the July 
2019 general election. In November 2019, 
Spain’s Podemos joined a coalition gov-
ernment with the Socialist Party, but the 
far-right Vox party became the third leading 
party, while the Catalan independence crisis 
remains unresolved.

Britain’s Labour Party (as noted) lost 
numerous seats in the December 2019 
general election. And in the United States, 
Donald Trump’s “America First” populist 
rhetoric continues to appeal to his base — 
even as he reneges on his 2016 campaign 
promises to end U.S. involvement in Middle 
East conflicts and to allocate resources 
toward jobs for Americans in infrastructural 
projects.

What Is to be Done?
Left and right populists alike are sus-

picious of traditional institutions, on the 
grounds that they have been either corrupt-
ed by elites or left behind by business elites 

“Alternative for Germany” on the march: anti-immigrant, xenophobic, with a whiff of neo-nazism.
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and technological change.
This suggests not only that neoliberal 

globalization has produced a critical mass 
of disaffected voters and politicians but that 
liberal democracy itself is in crisis, unwilling 
or unable to tackle the policies that have 
given rise to the problems and the backlash.

There is no shortage of left-wing alterna-
tive programs, parties, and movements. What 
is lacking is a coordinated, concerted effort 
to unite leftists, socialists and progressives 
around a common platform and agenda. 

For some pundits, today’s right-wing pop-
ulism has echoes of the 1930s (the crimes 
of fascism and the tragedy of the runup to 
World War II). Personally, I do not see anal-
ogous historic conditions.

There does not exist a large socialist/
communist movement and working-class 
base that the bourgeoisie would find threat-
ening in any way. Capitalism, unfortunately, 
remains in a secure position, despite all the 
movements and uprisings of the past decade. 
The challengers to U.S. hegemony, notably 
China, are themselves capitalist states.

Thus, in the same way that Marx ana-
lyzed the 18th Brumaire, 1851 coup of Louis 
Bonaparte, there is something farcical about 
many of the leaders of RWP parties and 
governments. If history is our guide, these 

parties and governments may serve only to 
reinforce the capitalist world order, as is the 
case with Trump, Johnson and other RWP 
leaders.

Seeking an alternative, in July 2019, 
DiEm25 (Democracy in Europe Movement 
2025), the pan-European movement 
formed by former Greek finance minister 
Yanis Varoufakis, forged an alliance with 
Britain’s Labour Party to seek changes to 
EU policies, and DiEM25 planned further 
alliances through a new initiative called the 
Progressive International.

Potential allies could be the Green par-
ties in the EU, many of which — from the 
Netherlands, Germany and Belgium — won 
additional seats in the European Parliament 
after the May 2019 elections.

Some Green parties have expanded their 
platform beyond environmental issues. In 
the Netherlands, tax avoidance by multina-
tional corporations is a signature issue. In 
the United States the Green Party opposes 
militarism and war.

Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren and 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez attack the rich 
and privileged in a way that used to be 
taboo in mainstream U.S. politics. A 2018 
article in The Economist magazine, citing 
Gallup polls, reported that some 51% of 

Americans aged 18-29 had a positive view of 
socialism. In the 2016 primaries more youth 
voted for Bernie Sanders than for Hillary 
Clinton and Donald Trump combined.

Almost a third of French voters under 
24 in the 2017 presidential election voted 
for the left-wing candidate Jean-Luc 
Melanchon.8 And we have seen the rise of 
youth-led climate justice movements, includ-
ing Sunrise and Extinction Rebellion.

But trade unions need to be revived and 
to take a stronger role in helping to build a 
progressive coalition. Indeed, working with 
progressive political parties, unions could 
play an important recruitment and bridging 
role by organizing workers and providing 
political education to their members (includ-
ing those who have veered to RWP) while 
also challenging the overweening power of 
capital to set the terms of the labor-capital 
relationship.

In the absence of “the party” of the past, 
we need an International that would reflect 
the democratic spirit of the World Social 
Forum as well as the strategic vision and 
mission of the socialist movement’s revolu-
tionary internationalism, with a job-creating 
green social-welfare model that also rec-
ognizes the right of people to health and 
leisure.

An alternative to the rise and spread 
of RWP would require coalition building 
within and across countries, as well as a 
common platform that would be attuned 
to national specificities. Such a coalition and 
agenda arguably could attract citizens pre-
viously drawn to Right populists. We need 
the optimism and the will to move in that 
direction.n 
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UNITED NATIONS SPECIAL repporteur on 
torture, Nils Melzer, last November sent a scath-
ng letter to the U.S. government last November 
condemning the continuing imprisonment of whis-
tleblower Chelsea Mannng. The letter was made 
public in late December and reported by The 
Guardian (London) on December 31, 2019.

Manning has been held since last May 16 for 
refusal to testify to a grand jury pursuing the fed-
eral government’s charges against Julian Assange. 
An army computer specialist, she previously 
served seven years of a 35-year sentence for 
disclosing U.S. atrocities in Iraq until her sentence 
was commuted by president Obama. 

She faces imprisonment (and fines of $1000 per day) until the grand jury term 
expires in November. As reported by The Guardian, Melzer’s letter says Manning’s con-
ditions represent “an open-ended, progressively severe measure of coercion fulfilling all 
the constitutive elements of torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment 
or punishment.”

Melzer writes: “The practise of coercive deprivation of liberty for civil contempt … 
involves the intentional infliction of progressively severe mental and emotional suffering 
for the purposes of coercion and intimidation at the order of judicial authorities.”

During her seven-year incarceration, Manning suffered severe stress that caused 
her to become suicidal. In the present situation, pointing out that “victims of prolonged 
coercive confinement have demonstrated post-traumatic symptoms and other severe 
and persistent mental and physical health consequences,” Melzer states that her deten-
tion “is not a lawful sanction but an open-ended, progressively severe coercive measure 
amounting to torture & should be discontinued & abolished without delay.”

Manning’s lawyers have argued that her detention is “for refusing to comply with a 
grand jury is pointless, punitive, and cruel” and warned that she is not likely to change 
her mind.

A petition for the immediate release of Chelsea Manning is online at https://action-
network.org/petitions/sign-the-petition-free-chelsea-manning-now.  n

The Torture of Chelsea Manning
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From Climate Denialism to False Solution:
The Fallacies of Geoengineering  By Ansar Fayyazuddin

For the first time, nature becomes purely an 
object for humankind, purely a matter of 
utility; ceases to be recognized as a power 
for itself; and the theoretical discovery of 
its autonomous laws appears merely as 
a ruse so as to subjugate it under human 
needs, whether as an object of consumption 
or as a means of production. (Karl Marx, 
Grundrisse, Penguin Classics Edition 1993, 
410)

THE GENERIC TERM “geoengineering” has 
come to denote a battery of hypothetical 
technological interventions to mitigate cli-
mate change. It is coming into vogue as the 
increasingly dire predictions of climate disas-
ter make us desperate for a solution. Yet it 
is precisely in these moments of desperation 
and panic that we cannot lose our capacity 
for clear thinking and become susceptible to 
the specious promises of a miracle cure.

There is broad consensus that green-
house gas (GHG) emissions must be 
reduced drastically in order to avert an even 
greater climate disaster than what we are 
on target to hit. Yet GHG production has 
not gone down and, despite the righteous 
rhetoric of the supposedly enlightened 
members of the political class, nothing of 
any significance is being done.

Even the simplest strategies of GHG 
reduction are not pursued. Public transpor-
tation remains utterly inadequate and unaf-
fordable for many.

In New York City, for instance, Mayor 
de Blasio has presided over MTA fare hikes 
and simultaneous degradation of services. In 
the meantime, he has pursued a villainous 
policy of employing the notorious NYPD to 
aggressively crack down on MTA fare evad-
ers and electric bike food-delivery workers 
towards whom he holds a peculiar animus.

At the national level, rail service remains 
at a laughably primitive level incapable of 
competing with other more carbon-inten-
sive means of travel.

It is in the context of a complete failure 
to act in any meaningful way to bring GHG 
production down that we are presented 
with technological cures that require no 
change in the current way of life. 

I want to also note the cultural context 
in which geoengineering is offered as a solu-
tion. For decades climate change denialism, 
conceived as a form of anti-science and 
illogic, has been taxing the slender resources 
and energies of environmentalists. Instead 
of a rich discussion capable of weighing 
strategies to address the undeniable climate 
catastrophe that we face, countering denial-
ism has become one of the central preoccu-
pations of the environmental movement and 
has kept the discourse at a very low level.

Even the drabbest proposals to mitigate 
the climate catastrophe appear attractive if 
they simply acknowledge the reality of the 
crisis and employ the legitimizing idiom of 
science.

Geoengineering is one such set of pro-
posals. At the moment it is neither a science 
nor a practical scheme. It is an ideological 
intervention predicated on the world con-
tinuing on its current path of growth and 
increasing consumption, and could rightfully 
be described as eco-neoliberalism. Indeed, 
it views the climate disaster as a business 
opportunity.

As discussed below, it is based on a 
peculiarly narrow conception of the ecolog-
ical disaster as a circumscribable problem, 
incidental to and addressable within the 
framework of market fundamentalism.

But geoengineering fails, even within its 
own self-defined framework. It offers a sci-
entifically naïve and anti-democratic vision 
that is a distraction from the real work that 
needs to be done.

A False Framework
First, I want to elaborate on the frame-

work that defines the problem in such a way 
that geoengineering seems like a solution.

Discussions of climate change are often 
formulated in the neat terms of a textbook 
physics problem. The problem, in this view, 
is balancing the earth’s energy budget. The 
earth absorbs heat radiated by the sun 
and, in turn, radiates a large portion of this 
absorbed energy back out. On average, the 
absorbed and emitted energy have to be 
roughly equal if the earth is not to heat or 
cool.

At the current moment the balance is 
tilted towards net absorption of heat, result-
ing in increasing average temperatures. The 

mechanism for this net absorption of heat 
is the greenhouse effect, which traps heat in 
the earth’s atmosphere due to the presence 
of certain gases which are opaque to the 
low frequencies of the earth’s radiation pre-
venting heat from escaping.

This widely accepted mechanism is 
remarkably successful in explaining the 
rough pattern of warming observed by 
scientists. If anything, the models are too 
conservative in their predictions, and real-
ity is more dire than previously thought, 
as documented for instance by the latest 
IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change) report.

Despite the successes of viewing climate 
change in this framework, there are some 
serious limitations. This conception leaves 
out two essential points. First, it assigns 
causal priority to the universal laws of 
physics, rather than the circumstances in 
which these laws are operating — the social 
arrangement that is late capitalism, with its 
rapacious logic of unceasing profitmaking 
through ever-increasing production and con-
sumption, that lies at the heart of producing 
the conditions of ecological disaster.

Second, the ecological crisis should 
be conceived as much more than global 
warming alone, which leaves out equally 
important problems that are neither sepa-
rable from greenhouse gas production nor 
reducible to it.

Briefly, elements left out of this narrative 
include wide-ranging practices including 
certain methods of industrialized agriculture, 
mining and waste disposal leading to the 
horrific poisoning and destruction of our 
ecosystems, wholesale extinction of species, 
increasing rates of cancer, developmental 
problems among children, and many other 
issues.

Returning to global warming, the geoen-
gineering perspective follows the disembod-
ied physics-based narrative to identify the 
causes of climate change in the narrowest 
possible terms, as a consequence of a lethal 
mix of something called the sun and another 
thing called greenhouse gases that conspire 
to create the problem of global warming.

Thus, geoengineering solutions come 
in two varieties aimed at each of the two 
monsters — the Scylla of the Sun and the 
Charybdis of greenhouse gases.

Ansar Fayyazuddin is a physicist, a member of 
Solidarity and Science for the People and an 
advisory editor of ATC.   
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Dimming the Sun
Solar radiation management, or SRM, is 

based on the idea that if we could dial the 
amount of solar energy delivered to the 
earth we could adjust the average tempera-
ture of our planet at will. This dialing would 
be achieved by blocking solar radiation so 
that is not absorbed by the earth.

Thus, if sun rays were somehow partially 
prevented from penetrating the atmosphere 
and being absorbed by the earth, the planet 
would not warm as much. Central SRM 
proposals include the injection of aerosols 
in the form of sulfates or other particulate 
matter into the stratosphere, as well as 
cloud and ocean brightening schemes to 
reflect sunlight back out of the atmosphere.

These strategies are not a way to 
reverse or even to slow down the green-
house effect; rather they begin with accept-
ing defeat against it. Even on the limited 
terrain set by SRM, the problems with the 
proposed strategies are many, but a few 
stand out.

Let me begin by noting the obscuran-
tist terminology employed to describe 
what is being proposed. “Aerosols,” a term 
from physics, describes particulate matter 
suspended in a gas. In more easily under-
standable terms, SRM amounts to polluting 
the atmosphere with a fine dust. Similarly, 
cloud and ocean “brightening” seem benign 
enough until we ask what brightening entails. 

The increase of aerosols in the upper 
atmosphere would very likely result in both 
unpredictable weather patterns as well as 
climatic consequences. Nevertheless, some 
consequences can be gleaned from historical 
climate data and from modeling.

In the past, potent volcanic activity has 
resulted in the natural production of aero-
sols that get lodged in the stratosphere. In 
the aftermath of these events, net cooling of 
the earth was observed.

The volcanic dust is of the kind pro-
posed by many SRM enthusiasts. Indeed, it’s 
exactly this historical record that provides 
evidence of the efficacy of the methods of 
aerosol injection that SRM experts use in 
arguing their case. But these incidents are 
also correlated with severe droughts and 

the disruption of key climatic patterns such 
as the monsoons, consequences also con-
firmed by climate modeling experts.

Historic data from volcanoes and inde-
pendent modeling show that many of the 
most drastic weather-pattern disrupting 
consequences of aerosols will be for the 
global South. It is also important to keep 
in mind that many of the consequences of 
aerosol injection are inherently and irreduc-
ibly unpredictable.

Devastating Consequences
If all one wanted to achieve was to cool 

the earth, SRM could seem like a strategy 
worth pursuing. But the reason we are con-
cerned with global warming is not out of a 
capricious desire to maintain a certain aver-
age temperature on our planet, but rather 
because warming threatens our ecosystem 
with collapse and poses the real possibility 
of human extinction.

That’s why it would be appropriate to 
abandon the language of physics in favor 
of that of ecology, to better focus on the 
consequences of SRM. In addition to those 
already-mentioned likely disruptions of 
weather and climate, there will be other 
ecological consequences. As a means of 
dimming the sun, SRM will affect plant life 
not only through the disruption of patterns 
of rainfall but also because bright sunlight is 
essential to the lifecycle of many plants.

Similarly, ocean brightening will have 
consequences for marine ecology. Moreover, 
ocean and cloud brightening are expected 
to have unpredictable consequences for 
weather as these interventions will result in 
cooler air over oceans, which will be condu-
cive to the development of severe weather 
patterns of the La Niña variety.

What’s most troubling and irrational 
about SRM is that by bypassing greenhouse 
gas reduction, it can only achieve its goal of 
temperature reduction by constantly ramp-
ing up SRM interventions to counter the 
increasing effects of global warming.

The SRM perspective is based on the 
conception of the sun solely as a deliverer 
of unwanted heat. The effects on ecosystems 
and the experience of living in a world with 

SRM appear to be of little or no concern. 
Yet the injection of aerosols and cloud 
brightening will fundamentally affect our 
daily lives as we will no longer be able to 
experience the sun as we do now.

Instead of the bright sun, we will be left 
with a less defined object through the haze 
of aerosols. We have to ask: Is our view of 
the sun so instrumental that we can dis-
pense with our experience of it to maintain 
the dystopia of late capitalism?

Finally, the deployment of SRM will be a 
fundamentally undemocratic measure. We 
lack a world government that could be held 
accountable by the population and have the 
legitimacy and right to make decisions with 
major consequences for the entire globe.

Any implementation of SRM will be 
decided, no doubt, by the ruling classes of 
powerful nations but will affect the entire 
world and, if history is a guide, dispropor-
tionately the global South.

Atmospheric Carbon Capture
The second variety of geoengineering is 

based on capturing carbon and storing it. 
No one has yet come up with a viable strat-
egy of capturing atmospheric carbon at a 
scale relevant to the climate, yet these strat-
egies continue to excite the imaginations of 
venture-capital hungry entrepreneurs.

Just as with SRM, these technological 
strategies are not premised on changing the 
way that the world currently functions. On 
the contrary, they’re modeled for a world 
where economic growth and increased con-
sumption are assumed.

Several strategies in this category are 
worth pointing out to give a flavor of what 
is being suggested. One proposed strategy 
is to cultivate phytoplankton and other 
photosynthesizing species on ocean surfaces. 
These species would capture carbon for 
photosynthesis.

There are many issues associated with 
this strategy, but the biggest one is the 
uncontrolled disruption of ocean ecolo-
gy. A second crucial issue is whether the 
absorbed carbon will actually be seques-
tered or rereleased into the environment.

Afforestation is another strategy which 



AGAINST THE CURRENT  13

requires planting forests for the explicit pur-
pose of carbon capture. This strategy seems 
benign at first, but requires the repurposing 
of vast tracts of land to make a real differ-
ence as a climate mitigation strategy.

The displacement of people or the 
disruption of natural ecologies is a virtual 
certainty. Any land taken over for afforesta-
tion will no doubt belong to those who are 
already marginalized. Thanks to the resis-
tance at Standing Rock in North Dakota 
by the Water Protectors, the whole world 
was made aware of the routine violations of 
treaty rights of Native people by the state 
whenever their land is needed for some 
purpose.

In addition, we are seeing the decima-
tion of wild ecologies. With land shortage 
already a problem, the remaining unmarred 
wild ecologies will face the threat of instru-
mentalized conversion of rich ecosystems 
to forests, for the purpose of maintaining 
an untenable system of exploitation of the 
natural world.

A third strategy that has received a lot 
of attention is BECCS (bio-energy with 
carbon capture and sequestration). BECCS 
proceeds on a very simple if abstract and 
unworkable idea: Cultivate plants that can 
be combusted for the purpose of energy 
production in such a way that all the carbon 
byproducts from combustion are captured 
and sequestered.

Such a scheme would theoretically result 
in negative emissions because, during their 
growth phase, the plants would absorb car-
bon from the atmosphere for photosynthe-
sis while no carbon will be released when 
they are combusted as fuel. Not surprisingly, 
no viable practical implementation of this 
idea exists.

Even if one grants the fantasy, scientists 
have shown that its implementation will 
result in net atmospheric carbon production. 
Moreover, BECCS suffers from the same 
problems as afforestation in that it requires 
the repurposing of land and its concomitant 
destruction of ecologies and displacement 
of people. Sequestration of captured carbon 
from combustion at the required scale is 
another problem that has not been solved.

Agents and Solutions
I want to now examine the logic that 

lies behind geoengineering as a whole. First, 
let us agree that capitalism is an ecological 
disaster. The insatiable drive for profit is 
its life force and requires the constant and 
ruthless exploitation of resources, whether 
of nature or humanity.

The destruction of habitat and decima-
tion of the diversity of flora and fauna are 
noticeable to anyone who can recall life 
from even a decade ago. Greenhouse gases 
and climate change are just one facet of this 
disaster. What distinguishes the greenhouse 
effect is the simplicity of the mechanism 

behind it and the clear identification of the 
agents — so called greenhouse gases that 
prevent heat from escaping the earth.

In ecology, as in the study of anything 
with a degree of complexity (evolutionary 
biology, history and sociology, say), billiard-
ball-like causality where causal agents and 
their effects are unique and identifiable is 
rare. We inevitably have multiple forces at 
play, none of which is singly determining.

Even when we do have an effect with a 
single agent, one might ask how to counter 
the effects of this agent. One answer, and 
this is the answer of geoengineering, is to 
remove the agent. However, this is not nec-
essarily viable nor even a real solution.

Allow me to develop an analogy that I 
first began to explore in a piece I co-au-
thored with Erik Wallenberg for the geoen-
gineering collection published by Science for 
the People.

In epidemiology, diseases with a clear 
bacterial, viral or parasitic agent are often 
best addressed from a public health per-
spective that is focused not on the microbial 
agent but rather on the conditions under 
which the disease spreads and develops. An 
example that illustrates my point very well 
is one that the biologist Richard Lewontin 
has used multiple times to illustrate a key 
difference between a “cause” and an “agent.”

Lewontin points to studies that show 
the precipitous decline in the occurrence of 
tuberculosis from the late 19th to the mid-
20th century cannot be traced to medical 
or antibacterial interventions. Rather, no 
simple explanation is known but what did 
occur in this period is the rapid increase in 
access to better quality nutrition, housing, 
sanitation and education.

The subsequent recurrence of TB in 
times of austerity — such as in the after-
math of the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and its Eastern European satellites — illus-
trates vividly a different mode of causality in 
operation than the one that is focused on 
microbial agents.

Similar illustrations abound: epidemics of 
cholera, typhoid and dysentery occur almost 
exclusively under conditions of war or 
natural disaster in large parts of the world. 
Looking further back, plagues were often 
contemporaneous with crop failure and 
other causes of hunger and malnutrition.

How helpful is it then to view the causal 
agent as bacteria or other microorganisms 
when it comes to eradicating these ill-
nesses? Not very, in my opinion. Clearly, in 
every sensible definition, the causes of these 
epidemics are war, austerity and primitive 
accumulation. Thus the focus on the agents 
of illness, while often needed and helpful 
when treating individual patients, is not so 
helpful when dealing with the eradication of 
certain diseases.

Quite often the focus has to lie else-

where entirely. For instance, in the case 
of malaria, the draining of standing water 
where mosquitos, the vectors of the disease, 
breed is often more effective than inter-
ventions that target the microbial parasitic 
agent of the disease. Thus, some illnesses 
require an entirely different focus.

In the case of epidemiology, the over 
focus on agents can have the opposite effect 
of addressing the problem, as is illustrat-
ed by the over-prescription of antibiotics 
resulting in antibiotic-resistant strains of 
bacteria.

I believe that a similar perspective is 
needed in the case of climate change. The 
production of greenhouse gases has to be 
drastically reduced, but the focus on remov-
ing them from the atmosphere or turning 
off the sun is to miss the real cause of the 
disaster, which is clearly capitalism and its 
helpless drive for profit at any expense 
including the destruction of our ecosystem.

One might think that the promise of 
geoengineering belongs to the mythos of 
optimism in technology. I find it hard to 
believe that technology can excite anything 
like optimism in us anymore.

We live in a world where technology 
produces neither joy nor excitement. Our 
latest cellphone acquisition is not a moment 
of joy but the melancholic start of the 
countdown to its impending obsolescence.

When we encounter the Soviet 
Constructivist poster in museums, the opti-
mism of their time is no longer legible to us. 
The placement of these posters in museums 
as relics seems apt. I believe that the mythos 
that geoengineering belongs to is an unmis-
takably contemporary one, and steeped 
in pessimism. It is rooted in the belief in 
the immutability of the present neoliberal 
moment.

Frederic Jameson has famously said that 
in these times, it is easier to conceive the 
end of the world than to conceive an end 
to capitalism. In this radically truncated con-
temporary view that grew out of the defeats 
from the 1970s to the present, we cannot 
imagine a possible world that is not driven 
by the nihilistic pursuit of profit.

As I have argued, geoengineering technol-
ogy will not get us out of this mess but will 
further entrench us in a deeply eco-destruc-
tive mode of life, and guarantee a future that 
may not be a future at all. We have to devel-
op an ecosocialist critique and practice that 
begins with conceiving the possibility of the 
end of capitalism.  n

Further reading: For readers interested in 
exploring geoengineering further from a left 
perspective, Science for the People has a special 
issue on geoengineering available at the URL 
https://magazine.scienceforthepeople.org/geoen-
gineering-special-issue/. Naomi Klein’s chapters 
on geoengineering in This Changes Everything 
are also excellent.
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Markets & the Private Sector as Religion:
A View from the Farm  By John Vandermeer 
FROM INTERACTING WITH small-
scale farmers in Mexico, Puerto Rico, and 
Michigan, I have come to understand some 
of their problems and some of the ways 
in which they analyze the world. From this 
perspective, recent proclamations from 
national politicians and local academics alike 
have caused me to reflect on certain basic 
features of contemporary capitalism.

Recent comments about markets and the 
private sector suggest an incautious use of 
language. The actual operation of small-scale 
and peasant farmers* as background shows 
that the very nature of such operations are 
clearly within both the private sector and 
market participation, but hardly correspond 
to the common meaning of either under 
current capitalist logic.

When Elizabeth Warren made the enthu-
siastic claim that “I am a capitalist,” she 
explained herself by defending the idea of 
markets, noting that historically markets had 
promoted entrepreneurship and led to great 
advances in technology and the provisioning 
of goods and services. This is confusing to 
be sure, since regions claiming to be one 
sort of socialism or another have always 
had markets, and by definition have explicitly 
claimed not to be capitalist.

I invite her to visit Cuba where a claim 
to be socialist (and anti-capitalist) intersects 
freely with farmers’ markets that include 
offerings of both state-supported products 
and products that arrive directly from the 
farm and sold to consumers by the farmers. 
A suggestion that somehow they didn’t have 
markets would be bewildering to the folks 
participating in them.

A seemingly independent proclamation 
from some of my academic colleagues at 
the University of Michigan was equally per-
plexing. In response to student objections 
to the School for Sustainability’s coopera-
tive relationship with the giant brokerage 
firm Morgan Stanley, several professors 
noted that it is important for those of 
us concerned with sustainability that we 
engage with the “private sector,” and not be 

“anti-corporate” lest we restrict the options 
for the students we are training.

After all, they argue, all corporations 
have dirty laundry and funding the Dakota 
Access or the Keystone XL pipeline, as does 
Morgan Stanley, may be bad, but other cor-
porations do similar things.

If the farmers I engage with were pre-
sented with this notion of the private sector 
and corporate cooperativeness, I fear there 
would likewise be a sense of bewilderment, 
stemming from the very sense of the fram-
ing itself — feeling they are indeed in the 
private sector, but certainly not guilty of the 
sorts of malfeasance characteristic of many 
corporate actors.

Back to Basics
It is unfortunate that in the current glob-

al ecological crisis, those who claim to be 

advocates for the planet fail to fully under-
stand the nature of the interactions that 
exist among the most important inhabitants 
of that planet, which is to say the cultural, 
economic and political nature of saving 
the planet. At the center of this failure is a 
rather narrow, cold-war mentality of what 
capitalism actually is (socialism too). 

A return to basics is perhaps in order, 
as I think many of my farmer friends might 
suggest. Karl Marx taught us of the “evils” 
of capitalism, to be sure. But his point was 
not that markets are bad, but rather that 
the fundamental structure of capitalist 
production (i.e. a “market-based economy” 
where an idealized notion of “the market” 
dictates all economic activity) carried with it 
the seeds of its own destruction, indeed the 
inevitability of destroying the very markets 
on which it was initially based. 

Marx was attempting to analyze capital-
ism in a way that was clearly influenced by 
the materialism of Enlightenment thinkers 
(to say nothing of earlier sages, such as 
Epicurus), and his project was designed 
to make the analysis of macroeconomic 
structures somehow akin to the analysis of 
gravity or the electromagnetic spectrum. 
While his success at doing so is contested 
by many, it certainly cannot be said that he 
was somehow arguing that markets were 
inherently bad. 

Indeed, it is evident to me that his view 
of capitalism was actually that he thought of 
it as a temporary stage of macroeconomic 
development which would, by its internal 
contradictions, cause its own destruction, 
much as had the internal contradictions of 
Feudalism before.

Although Marx said little of socialism, 
it was clear that he saw socialism emerg-
ing from that inevitable fall of capitalism. 
However wrong many of his historical pre-
dictions may have been (e.g. the reality of 
the Bolshevik Revolution), he saw markets 
as a real thing, indeed as a positive compo-
nent of the historical replacement of feudal-
ism through the bourgeois revolutions.

The post-World War II indirect East-
West or “Roosevelt/Churchill versus Lenin” 
intellectual debate — i.e. the foundational 

John Vandermeer is a professor of Ecology and 
Evolutionary Biology and the Program in the 
Environment at the University of Michigan. He 
has been studying tropical agriculture for the 
past 30 years in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Puerto 
Rico and Mexico.

* The word “peasant” is being reappropriated by small-scale agriculturalists. So, for example, a serious journal, The 
Journal of Peasant Studies, now occupies center stage in academic debates. But that discussion is beyond the scope of 
this short piece. — J.V.

Small farmers . . . . are 
forced to compete with 

what they call the
corporate farming sector. 
Using public research to 
modify traditional crop 

varieties which are then 
patented and sold

profitably and exclusively; 
lobbying to have legal 
restrictions over what 
rural communities can 
collectively decide; tar-
iff restrictions that limit 
access to markets — all

these are viewed by the 
small farming sector as 

anti-competitive.
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contradiction of the underlying sociopolitical 
structures that led to the Cold War — con-
tained few points of agreement. But one 
stood out, although there seems to have 
been little concern with advertising it since 
it was simply an underlying assumption of 
both sides: Small-scale, and/or peasant, agri-
culture would disappear. 

The West saw it disappearing as agricul-
ture became subsumed by the “efficiencies” 
that the capitalist system would bring, while 
the Soviet bloc saw it disappearing as agri-
culture became subsumed by the “efficien-
cies” that the socialist/communist system 
would bring. There was little disagreement 
about the “fact” of it disappearing. 

Little appreciated at the time were the 
studies of Russian economist Alexander 
Chayanov, who, after extensive study of the 
pre-revolution rural sector in Russia chal-
lenged that shared notion that peasant agri-
culture was a “primitive” form that would 
be superceded by more advanced (capitalist 
or communist) structures.1

After detailed study of the Russian peas-
antry, Chayanov wrote convincingly that 
their operations were not in accord with 

what either side would eventually argue. 
Rather than religiously pursue the optimi-
zation of utility, peasant farmers planned 
their activities according to a schedule 
that included a host of conditionals, what 
Chayanov called “balances.”

Perhaps optimizing yield this year was 
one goal, but that would be tempered by a 
concern for how the long-term condition 
of the farm would be sustained. Similarly, 
adopting new techniques would be judged in 
the context of how much additional “drudg-
ery” would be involved.

The vision of the peasant farmer as just 
a small-scale profit-maximizing entrepreneur 
was not in line with what actually happens in 
the world. They are formally in that socially 
constructed “private sector” to be sure, but 
hardly Morgan Stanley.

Now, three quarters of a century after 
this East-West non-debate, we see that 
both sides were surely wrong. Depending 
on sources, it is clear that most actual food 
people eat in the world is produced by 
peasant and small-scale farmers,2 and that 
the industrial agricultural system which was 
presumed to end peasant farming either 
under capitalism or communism is mired 
in inefficiency and political controversy. The 
factories that supply its inputs and use its 
outputs as raw materials, have taken over its 
original purpose of food production. 

On the relatively small fraction of the 
land devoted to agriculture in the world 
(perhaps about 25%), small-scale agricultur-
ists produce the vast majority of the food 
that people actually eat.3

The political condition of this peasant 
farming sector is diverse when viewed 
across the world. However, a large section 
of it would most likely identify as “socialist.” 
Yet even those most militantly socialist are 
indeed in the “private sector” and engage 

in “markets.” I’m not sure how they would 
react if it were suggested to them that their 
private sector reality and participation in 
markets made them “capitalists.” Probably 
with some bewilderment.

Small vs. Corporate Farming
The complaints that the small farmers of 

the world have about capitalism are partially 
due to its functioning correctly (as theory 
would suggest), but mainly about its hypo-
critical corruption.

When J. D. Rockefeller was “participat-
ing” in the development of the early oil 
industry he engaged in practices that could 
hardly be described as fair. Charging rail-
roads “drawbacks” (imposing a tax for every 
barrel of oil they shipped from competitors), 
predatory pricing in local markets (selling 
oil below the cost of production to drive 
competitors out of the market), bribes (lob-
bying) to political officials, were all part of 
his strategy to “compete.”

Small farmers see the same thing hap-
pening in areas where they are forced to 
compete with what they call the corporate 
farming sector. Using public research to 
modify traditional crop varieties which are 
then patented and sold profitably and exclu-
sively; lobbying to have legal restrictions 
over what rural communities can collectively 
decide; tariff restrictions that limit access to 
markets — all these are viewed by the small 
farming sector as anti-competitive.

Yet these anti-competitive actions are 
precisely what those who religiously pro-
mote capitalism are best at, even as they 
preach a gospel of competition for others.

Perhaps worshipping the private sector 
is not what it seems to my academic friends, 
nor are free markets what they seem to 
presidential candidates after all.

At least that would seem to be the view 
from the farm — the farm across the street 
from the soybean field that stretches to the 
horizon, the farm looking to borrow $100 to 
repair the fence around the corral, the farm 
looking for help in paving the muddy road 
to the market — in short, the free-market 
farm that participates in those miraculous 
monopoly-free markets.  n

Notes
1. An extensive discussion of this point is provided by 
Van der Ploeg, J.D., 2013. Peasants and the art of farming: A 
Chayanovian manifesto (No. 2). Fernwood.
2. There are a variety of reports on this, variable in terms 
of data sources and particularities of definitions. Recent 
sources include Graeub, B.E., Chappell, M.J., Wittman, H., 
Ledermann, S., Kerr, R.B. and Gemmill-Herren, B., 2016. 
“The state of family farms in the world,” World develop-
ment, 87, 1-15, and Rosset, P., 2008. “Food sovereignty and 
the contemporary food crisis,” Development, 51(4), 460-
463, and Altieri, M.A. and Toledo, V.M., 2011. “The agro-
ecological revolution in Latin America: rescuing nature, 
ensuring food sovereignty and empowering peasants,” 
Journal of Peasant Studies, 38(3), 587-612.
3. GRAIN, 2014. Hungry for land: small farmers feed the 
world with less than a quarter of all farmland. GRAIN 
Report.

YOU’RE THE BEST: We’re thrilled to report 
that our annual fund appeal, concluding on 
Super Bowl Sunday, raised $5875 in sup-

port of Against the Current. Many thanks to 
everyone who so generously contributed!
We encourage our readers to attend the 
Socialism 2020 conference, July 2-5 in 

Chicago (see https://socialismconference.
org/ for online registration). In addition to 
prominent speakers, this event features
over 100 panels with ample audience

participation, including some sponsored
by Solidarity and ATC.

We hope to see many of you there.

Notes to Our Readers

Small-scale agriculture, the unrecognized backbone of what the world actually consumes.
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JAPAN’S #ME-TOO MOVEMENT was 
sparked by a television reporter who said 
she was sexually harassed by the country’s 
highest-ranking finance ministry official.

“Can I touch your breast?” “Can I tie you 
up?” The voice of the man’s relentless sexual 
advances was heard on a tape that ran in 
the weekly tabloid magazine Shukan Shincho. 
His target was the reporter herself.

When the full story appeared in 2018, 
there was sympathy among female journal-
ists but little surprise. Most had experienced 
similar harassment. The recording of the 
encounter went viral on the Internet.

It was not an isolated case. More than 
70% of women who work in the media say 
they have been sexually harassed on the 
job, according to a survey conducted by a 
confederation of media unions, the Japan 
Congress of Mass Media Information and Cu
ltural Workers (MIC) in 2018.1 

In the most famous recent case, free-
lance journalist Shiori Ito accused a senior 
journalist with television network TBS 
(and a biographer of Japan’s Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe), Noriyuki Yamaguchi, of drug-
ging and raping her in 2015 when she was 
a college intern seeking a job. Prosecutors 
dropped criminal charges against Yamaguchi 
in 2016.

Amidst mounting criticism and vicious 
online trolling, Ito published a bestselling 
book, Black Box, to tell her own story. She 
has since become a leading figure in wom-
en’s battle against sexual violence. She took 
Yamaguchi to court and won a landmark 
civil case against him in December 2019.

As Ito’s case highlighted, the majority of 
harassers are male bosses and coworkers, 
but the list also includes police officers, 
politicians and local and central government 
officials,2 such as the finance ministry official, 
Junichi Fukuda.

The handful of women who muster up 
the courage to speak out often face vicious 
harassment and trolling, as Ito did (she says 
she was forced to flee the country after 
receiving threats on her and her family). The 
case involving the finance ministry official 
showed the price paid for confronting pow-
erful men. 

Finance Minister Taro Aso, Fukuda’s boss, 
hinted that Fukuda had been entrapped by 
the female reporter and expressed con-
cerns about his human rights rather than 
the victim’s. Some questioned the reporter’s 
journalistic ethics because she handed a 
tape of the secretly recorded conversation 
to another media organization. Concern was 
mounting that her company would issue her 
a reprimand.

Many female journalists across the coun-
try decided enough was enough. They stood 
up to support their colleague with the 
hashtag: “#WithYou.” More than 100 women 
gathered within a few weeks and formed 
Women in Media Network Japan (WiMN) in 
May 2019 — the first-ever all-female group 
of journalists (print, broadcast, publishing 
and freelance) in Japan.

Breaking the Silence
At a press conference to announce 

the group’s establishment, and to protest 
against the finance ministry, 19 women 
reporters anonymously revealed they had 
been exposed to sexual abuse throughout 
their careers. In statements, some revealed 
a pattern of forced kissing, groping and fon-
dling by male colleagues and interviewees so 
common that they grew numb to it.

They also spoke of their sense of 
responsibility and regret that by staying 
silent about this sexual abuse they may have 

contributed to the industry’s tolerance to 
it. Many had stayed silent because they had 
been told that predatory abuse is part of 
the job, and to just bear it. They were told 
that such abuse is the path to becoming 
professional journalists.

To maintain journalistic objectivity, 
they had kept themselves out of stories of 
harassment. The case against the television 
reporter made them realize they were 
among the voiceless victims they had been 
reporting all along.

The Japan Federation of Newspaper 
Workers’ Unions (Shimbunroren) immedi-
ately responded to the case and demanded 
that the industry body, the Japan Newspaper 
Publishers and Editors Association, adopt a 
strict no-tolerance policy against any sexual 
harassment and protect the victims under 
the understanding that harassment is a vio-
lation of human rights.

A similar set of demands was filed by the 
commercial broadcast unions. 

Before the negotiation with the industry 
organization, a report by a university grad-
uate was circulated to Shimbunroren. The 
graduate said she was asked during a job 
interview for a major newspaper if she had 
ever been sexually harassed. This question, 
by itself, is harassment: would a man be 
asked such a thing? 

The suggestion is that media compa-
nies expect new recruits to put up with 

Chie Matsumoto is a journalist and member of 
Shimbunroren and WiMN.

f e m i n i s t  t h e o r y  &  a c t i o n

The #MeToo Movement in Japan’s Media Industry:
The Fight Is Only Getting Started  By Chie Matsumoto 
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unwanted sexual advances, so common as 
they are. Veteran journalists and members 
of Shimbunroren reported that they had 
been asked the same question more than 20 
years ago. Nothing changed.

A Press Freedom Issue
Soon after the negotiation, the news-

paper association passed a resolution stat-
ing that news sources abusing their status 
and harassing reporters not only infringes 
reporters’ human rights, it violates citizens’ 
right to know. It said henceforth it would 
refuse to turn a blind eye to words or 
deeds that keep women from doing journal-
istic work.

As both print and broadcast industry 
bodies clearly stated, demanding sexual 
favors or making unwanted sexual advances 
on journalists in exchange for information 
or access to interviews is a press freedom 
issue.

Japan’s pacifist constitution famously 
denounces war. It also guarantees two 
essential rights of democracy: press free-
dom and the right to know. As harassment 
of journalists concerns some of the most 
important elements of democracy, interest 
surged from the media industry.

Meanwhile, the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) opened a forum on 
workplace violence and was scheduled to 
vote on a resolution to eliminate it in June 
2019. The only two member countries that 
resisted were the United States and Japan. 
Japan was also categorized in a group of 
countries without any regulations on work-
place violence and harassment.

Unions across Japan increased pressure 
on the government to demand a compre-
hensive law defining and banning sexual 
harassment, as well as stronger penalties 
against perpetrators. 

The #MeToo and #WithYou movement 
helped uncover sexual and other forms of 
harassment not only in media but in many 
other jobs and industries, even at job inter-
views. The MIC was moved to conduct a 
second online survey, this time across all 
jobs and industries.3 

The results were illuminating. According 
to the survey, about 20% of respondents 
who experienced sexual harassment said 
they never reported the case. Almost 70% 
complained that their cases were handled 
improperly, by being dismissed, transferred 
or dropped without investigation. Some 
were told it was best to keep quiet for their 
own sake.

Those findings suggest a pattern. When 
women address cases of sexual harassment 
or gender discrimination, the issues are 
often minimized. One reason is that the 
media industry, like others, is male-domi-
nated. About 20% of the media workforce 
is female. Just 6.6% of the management of 

newspapers and wire services are women 
(the figure is 14.7% in commercial broad-
casters).4 There are almost no women on 
the boards of media companies.5

Gender Gap Persists
Japan ranks 121st out of 153 countries in 

the Global Gender Gap Report 2020, falling 
from 110th in the previous year. 

More women in management would 
not only help create a more gender-neutral 
workplace, it might encourage victims of 
sexual harassment to report not just their 
own cases, but those of others. Female jour-
nalists often express frustration that such 
stories are hard to get past male-dominated 
newsrooms. 

The recent outburst of solidarity among 
women journalists has boosted coverage 
of gender issues, analysts say. When it was 
revealed in mid-2018, for example, that 
Tokyo Medical University had for more than 
ten years manipulated scores on entrance 
examinations to favor male applicants by 
deducting points from female students, 
female (and male) journalists extensively 
reported the story and filed a protest state-
ment. 

The effort eventually exposed simi-
lar practices at other universities. Tokyo 
Medical University said that the medical 
industry needed more male doctors and 
practitioners because women take maternity 
leaves during pregnancy or tend to resign 
when they marry and have children.

The string of injustices against women 
continued. On March 12, 2019, a man was 
found not guilty of having sex with a woman 
who was drunk and incapacitated in the 
southern Japanese city of Fukuoka. (The 
case was overturned later in the high court. 
The man was sentenced to four years in 
prison.)

On March 19, the Shizuoka District 
Court in central Japan found another man 
innocent on charges of forcing a woman to 
have sex. The courts ruled that in both cases 
the women had “failed to resist enough” 
for the men to notice there was a lack of 
consent.

Another case in Nagoya District Court 
found a father not guilty of sexually abusing 
his teenage daughter repeatedly for two 
years. Although the court accepted that the 
man had sexually abused his daughter, it 
ruled that there was still doubt that she lost 
complete ability to resist. In other words, 
she showed no physical signs of abuse that 
would indicate her resistance.

#MeToo Fighting Back
Many women interpreted this string of 

unjust verdicts as a backlash against the 
#MeToo movement in Japan. On April 11, 
2019 they took to the streets of Tokyo 
holding flowers and began what has devel-

oped into a nationwide campaign against the 
silencing of women.

The Flower Demo, which is now orga-
nized on the 11th of every month in 36 
out of Japan’s 47 prefectures, has offered a 
place for women (and men) to reveal abuse 
and sexual violence, or simply to receive or 
express support. 

The campaign was fueled by solidarity 
among WiMN members who relentlessly 
pushed their editors to cover the Flower 
Demos, stories on gender-based violence 
and the #MeToo accounts.

These actions empowered one survivor 
of a 2007 rape case to file a lawsuit against 
Nagasaki City. The alleged rapist, the head 
of the city’s Atomic Bomb Survivors Relief 
Department, hanged himself a few months 
after the reporter filed a claim and the city 
was set to launch an investigation. The city 
has not officially apologized or even con-
firmed that she was raped.

That reporter’s case was the first taken 
up by Shimbunroren since it appealed to 
women working in newspapers and wire 
services to report sexual violence. The 
newspaper union’s federation in July last 
year recruited eight women to the all-male 
executive committee. Labor must first 
spearhead changes to corporate society, said 
the federation.

Shimbunroren organized the first Flower 
Demo in Nagasaki City in November, along 
with local advocacy groups for women that 
were the first to respond to the reporter’s 
claims 12 years ago. They demanded an apol-
ogy and said the shame brought on a city so 
emblematic of the global peace movement 
demanded justice for the rape survivor. The 
lawsuit has triggered several more claims 
of sexual violence against journalists in 
Nagasaki, surely the tip of the iceberg.

As a commitment to eradicating sexual 
violence especially in media industry, WiMN 
put together a compilation of confessions, 
essays and opinions from its members. The 
book, The State of Sexual Harassment in 
Media6, edited by WiMN, is guaranteed to 
ignite more reports of gender-based abuse 
and discrimination. The fight to end violence 
against women and build stronger solidarity 
is only getting started. The key is to keep 
sharing our stories.  n
Notes
1. MIC is a network of unions in Mass Media, Information 
and Culture industries. The online survey was conducted 
between July 18 and August 17, 2018. Some 428 (233 
women, 194 men and one other) responded.
2. MIC survey.
3. MIC conducted another survey across more than 24 
jobs and industries, including university job seekers, from 
mid-April to mid-May, 2019. Some 1,061 responded to the 
online survey.
4. 2019 Cabinet Office report: http://www.gender.go.jp/
about_danjo/whitepaper/h29/zentai/pdf/h29_genjo.pdf.
5. Japan Federation of Commercial Broadcast Workers’ 
Unions survey (2019. 10) http://www.minpororen.jp//
6. Masukomi • Sekuhara Hakusho (The State of Sexual 
Harassment in Media) scheduled for publication on 
February 13, 2020.
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Looking at Social Reproduction  By Cynthia Wright
Social Reproduction Theory: 
Remapping Class, Recentering Oppression
Edited by Tithi Bhattacharya
London: Pluto Press, 2017, $17 paperback.

MATERIALIST AND MARXIST feminist 
theory is currently undergoing something of 
a renaissance. Wide-ranging conceptual and 
empirical work on social reproduction is a 
major part of that theoretical innovation.1 
So, too, are the recent international wom-
en’s strikes highlighting key issues such as 
gender violence and attacks on reproductive 
autonomy, as well as the range of unpaid 
social reproductive labor often performed 
by those gendered as women.

As Cinzia Arruzza observes in the con-
cluding essay of Social Reproduction Theory, 
“the women’s strike can legitimately be seen 
as a political translation of social reproduc-
tion theory.”2

These developments reflect a search for 
alternatives to mainstream liberal feminism 
and to the profound crises and contradic-
tions of everyday life as well as the need for 
an anti-racist, anti-capitalist and anti-patriar-
chal theoretical framework and politics. This 
may be one of the most important contri-
butions of a renewed social reproduction 
theory: it can help us understand, as Laura 
Briggs has recently argued, “how all politics 
became reproductive politics.”3

Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping 
Class, Recentering Oppression, edited by 
scholar and activist Tithi Bhattacharya, forms 
part of this renewed work on the theory 
of social reproduction and everyday life in 
global capitalist context.

As the subtitle suggests, the collection 
argues for a more expansive understanding 
of class relations. It also aims to build on the 
insights of anti-racist feminist intersection-
ality analysis, with a view to creating theory 
and anti-capitalist politics that can account 
both for class power and the material orga-
nization of gender and race in the context 

of a unitary system. 
But for those unfamiliar with the basic 

concept of social reproduction within 
Marxist feminist theory or needing some 
re-cap, here’s a brief overview.

Expanding Marxist Feminism
Social reproduction is defined and con-

ceptualized in different (although overlap-
ping) ways and at different site and scales.4 
While the capitalization of SRT (Social 
Reproduction Theory) in the book’s introduc-
tion might suggest a singular theoretical tra-
dition or current of feminism, there are in 
fact various genealogies of theorizing in the 
field — as well as some productive debates.5 

Adding to the mix, as the introduction 
also acknowledges, is that several bodies of 
literature theorize what many Marxist femi-
nists call social reproduction using different 
conceptual terms. Marxist feminist theorists 
of social reproduction do differ, but they 
converge on themes including an expanded 
understanding of work and the working 
day and a concern for the production and 
reproduction of labor power. 

However, this focus turned out to be no 
mere addition to Marxist theory. As Kathi 
Weeks describes it, social reproduction 
theory “has in fact required a vast re-think-
ing of [Marxism’s] concepts and models, its 
critical analyses and utopian visions” as fem-
inists mapped the possibilities of an expan-
sive politics at the site of “the contradiction 
between capital accumulation and social 
reproduction.”6 

So while there remain productive theo-
retical and political debates within SRT, and 
some unanswered questions, there is no 
doubting its capacity for powerful and excit-
ing theoretical insights. 

Social reproduction, as a conceptual 
framework within Marxist feminism and 
feminist political economy, is not new. A 
number of Marxist feminists, including Meg 
Luxton and Silvia Federici, have been pub-
lishing theoretical and empirical research in 
this area consistently for decades.7 

Such theoretical work dates back to the 
late 1960s at least and is part of a broader 
inquiry and set of debates regarding the 
question of women’s oppression in capitalist 
context and the critique of political econo-

my and its categories.8 As part of that theo-
retical trajectory, Against the Current readers 
may recall the classic and oft-cited definition 
of social reproduction from Barbara Laslett 
and Johanna Brenner. Writing in the 1980s, 
they referred to social reproduction as:

“the activities and attitudes, behaviors and 
emotions, responsibilities and relationships 
directly involved in the maintenance of life on 
a daily basis, and intergenerationally. Among 
other things, social reproduction includes how 
food, clothing and shelter are made available for 
immediate consumption, the ways in which the 
care and socialization of children are provided, 
the care of the infirm and the elderly, and the 
social organization of sexuality.”9

Sue Ferguson, who has contributed a 
great deal to the renewed project of SRT 
(and who contributes to the collection with 
an important chapter on social reproduc-
tion, capitalism and the making of children’s 
subjectivities), elaborates on social repro-
duction in a recent essay: 

“(I)ts most powerful insight is that the pro-
cess of capital accumulation requires human 
labour power but does not produce it. As there 
is no mechanism in the direct labour/capital 
relation to ensure labour’s daily and generation-
al renewal, it finds ways to organize historically 
specific embodied subjects — differently gen-
dered and racialized subjects — in and through 
hierarchically and oppressively structured 
institutions and practices, such as private house-
holds, welfare states, slavery, and global labour 
markets.”10

Ferguson’s conceptualization is helpful 
because social reproduction is often pop-
ularly conflated with the family, domestic 
labor and the private household, all of which 
may be very important in a given context 
but do not define social reproduction across 
all historical conjunctures. 

Some social reproduction theory (espe-
cially some of the earlier formulations) too 
easily assumes a national frame where ques-
tions of migration, (lack of) citizenship, and 
the increasingly global character of work-
ing-class lives and social reproductive labour 
disappear. Additionally, recent work on labor, 
social reproduction and the global South has 
asked whether widespread informal labor 
might necessitate a re-working of the con-
cept of social reproduction.11 

Cynthia Wright is a long-time activist who lives 
and works in Toronto where she teaches at York 
University. Among her recent projects is a his tory 
(with Franca Iacovetta) of Emma Goldman’s 
exile and death in Toronto, including how the 
inter-generational memory of Goldman has
circulated in the city.
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 While the focus of Social Reproduction 
Theory is largely on the U.S./Canada context 
with some scattered references to strug-
gles over social reproduction in the global 
South, some of these points are addressed 
by Carmen Teeple Hopkins, editor of a 
recent special issue on feminist geographies 
of social reproduction and race,12 in her 
interesting chapter, “Mostly Work, Little Play: 
Social Reproduction, Migration and Paid 
Domestic Work in Montreal.”

In this contribution, Teeple Hopkins asks 
how migrant domestic workers meet their 
own social reproductive needs in a context 
of long paid working hours and the lack of a 
place to call home that is not a workplace. 

Drawing on theoretical tools from fem-
inist economic geography as well as diverse 
currents within SRT (including Black feminist 
approaches to transatlantic slavery), Teeple 
Hopkins examines how Filipinx women rely 
on religious spaces, and the friendships con-
nected to them, as sources of reproductive 
support. 

Theory and Strategy
 In her introduction to Social Reproduction 

Theory, Bhattacharya outlines the three 
major tasks of the anthology: a) clarifying 
the theoretical focus and site of inquiry of 
Marxist-feminist social reproduction theory; 
b) expanding on Marxist theory from the 
standpoint of social reproduction, including 
the understanding of race and gender, as 
well as class; and c) teasing out the strategic 
possibilities of a social reproduction politics 
within contemporary context. (6) 

Bhattacharya’s own theoretical chap-

ter, “How Not to Skip Class: Social 
Reproduction of Labor and the Global 
Working Class,” offers an approach to all 
three, but not all of the contributors neces-
sarily address all three equally. 

While many of the contributors offer 
some interesting examples of the strategic 
possibilities, the book does not discuss at 
length concrete contemporary organizing 
initiatives at the site of social reproduction. 
Cinzia Arruzza’s essay on the women’s strike 
concludes the book, but it’s the only contri-
bution that is a handful of pages and not a 
full-on chapter. 

At the same time, several chapters offer 
theoretical insights and historical exam-
ples that can clarify the broader structural 
context of specific struggles. Serap Saritas 
Oran’s “Pensions and Social Reproduction,” 
for example, illuminates why and how the 
question of intergenerational social repro-
duction has become such a major site of 
struggle across various social contexts. 
Similarly, Nancy Fraser’s “Crisis of Care? 
On the Social-Reproductive Contradictions 
of Contemporary Capitalism” anatomizes 
crises in social reproduction and their out-
comes across three historical regimes. 

In one of the most interesting and ambi-
tious chapters, “Without Reserves,” Salar 
Mohandesi and Emma Teitelman work with 
the standpoint of social reproduction to 
revision the historical sweep of U.S. capital-
ism, state formation, and class composition. 
The result is a rich contribution that draws 
on the important contributions of U.S. 
women’s, gender and labor history to under-

standing social reproduction.13 
In “Body Politics: The Social 

Repro duction of Sexualities,” Alan 
Sears locates sexuality within the 
context of broader social relations 
of production and reproduction, with 
a view to theorizing why and how 
heteronormativity and gender power 
persist. As part of this analytic work, 
Sears envisions the possibilities for 
a more expansive understanding of 
sexual liberation, bodily autonomy, 
and freedom from sexual violence. 

Recent work in the field elabo-
rates on these vital theoretical and 
political commitments. For example, 
the question of the production and 
reproduction of binary gender itself 
within social reproduction is current-
ly undergoing renewed inquiry and 
critique as scholars bring a transgen-
der theoretical lens to the concerns 
of SRT.14 

The profound problem of wide-
spread violence against women 
and gender non-conforming peo-
ple calls out for further attention 
within social reproduction theory. 
In a recent interview, Silvia Federici 

speaks to the relationship between that 
violence and — to name just some links — 
the devaluation and coercion of women’s 
labor; women’s refusal to carry out social 
reproductive labor; and the dispossession of 
(often indigenous, often older) women from 
common lands.15 

Finally, Sears’ notion of an erotic libera-
tion re-envisioned via a social reproduction 
lens is echoed in disability scholar Loree 
Erickson’s argument that people with dis-
abilities are figured as sexually undesirable 
because they are read as dependent bodies. 
For her, full sexual expression for people 
with disabilities cannot happen without a 
re-making of ideas and practices of care and 
dependency.16

Class, Gender and Racial Dynamics
 In general, theories of social reproduc-

tion have attempted to avoid the problems 
of so-called “dual systems” theory, that is, 
the argument that patriarchy and capital-
ism, gender and class, are two autonomous 
structures, and have instead sought to theo-
rize women’s oppression in a non-reductive 
way within the dynamics of capitalism.17 

Much SRT emerged in the British, U.S. 
and Canadian context but as it grappled 
with the dynamics of class and gender, it 
often had far less to say about race and cap-
italism and the racial division of labor.

As Sue Ferguson has observed: “The 
theoretical work of explaining how and why 
capitalism’s very existence involves racism, 
and how and why racism takes the specific 
form it does under capitalism — that is, the 

“Woman’s Work Is Never Done” — attempting to theorize a woman’s exploitation and oppression. 
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theorization of a systematically racialized 
patriarchal capitalism — lags behind.”18

While the back cover of Social Repro-
duction Theory claims the book is “presenting 
an alternative to intersectionality,” it would 
be more accurate to suggest that those con-
tributors who do address intersectionality 
theory engage it in various ways. Put anoth-
er way, the theorization of social reproduc-
tion in the context of racialized patriarchal 
capitalism remains a major problem that will 
require systematic work drawing on critical 
dialogues across different literatures and 
theoretical orientations. 

Bhattacharya’s introduction suggests 
(with particular reference to David 
McNally’s chapter, “Intersections and 
Dialectics: Critical Reconstructions in Social 
Reproduction Theory”) that social repro-
duction theory opens up a way to build on 
the “insights of intersectionality” while cri-
tiquing its methodological approach to race 
and gender understood as discrete systems 
that intersect. (17)

Within intersectionality theory itself, 
there is already a wide-ranging extended 
internal conversation going on about the 
field’s epistemologies and methodologies 
(which are in fact diverse).19 This suggests 
one space of critical dialogue for SRT. 

Second, in a context in which theories of 
racial capitalism are also undergoing renew-
al, there is rich potential for elaborating 
on cross-conversations between theories 
of social reproduction and those of racial 
capitalism.20 There are important theoretical 
traditions among Marxist and socialist fem-
inists of color and anti-racist feminists who 
have contributed in significant ways to the-
ories of race, gender, capitalism and social 
reproduction. 

In other words, it’s important not to 
conflate all feminist of colour theorizing 
with intersectionality theory. In this connec-
tion, McNally’s chapter rightly references 
the importance of Angela Davis’s classic 
Women, Race and Class (1981). At the same 
time, contextualizing the book within the 
long tradition of Black Communist women’s 
theorizing of which it is a part would yield 
further insights important for social repro-
duction theory while also identifying some 
of the unresolved theoretical problems of 
that tradition.21 

Finally, there are important cross-conver-
sations between the theoretical production 
by U.S. feminists of colour and transnational 
feminism. Much of this literature also sug-
gests important insights into processes of 
race and social reproduction.

As Lisa Duggan observes in an essay on 
social reproduction, “new scholarship on 
globalizing care chains, transnational adop-
tion, and indigenous resistance to structural 
adjustment policies also centrally analyze 
processes of social reproduction in the 

context of global political economy, though 
these scholars do not generally employ the 
term itself.”22 

Re-reading Political Economy
Theories of social reproduction aim 

not to add another category to analyses of 
everyday life, but to re-read political econo-
my, politics and anti-capitalist organizing and 
strategy anew from the standpoint of social 
reproduction. This has become an increas-
ingly urgent theme in the debates given that, 
as Nancy Fraser warns in her contribution, 
“today’s crisis of care...will not be resolved 
by tinkering with social policy.” (36, ellipsis 
is mine). 

Then there is the problem that, as Rada 
Katsarova has observed, “infrastructures 
of access to social services and social-re-
productive needs have been turned into 
coercive instruments of dispossession and 
racialization” not to speak of their problems 
for transgender people.23 

One thing that’s clear, as she notes, is the 
increasing criminalization of all those who 
try to experiment with forms of life beyond 
capital, beyond the state.

 A theoretical lens anchored in social 
reproductive theory is enormously pro-
ductive, but the practical-political question 
ahead of us remains: What might what Silvia 
Federici calls “the reclamation and common-
ing of the means of reproduction”24 look 
like? And how might this re-order feminist 
politics today?  n
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The Trump-Netanyahu Apartheid Plan By David Finkel
MANY APPALLING DETAILS of the apart-
heid-annexation Steal of the Century pro-
claimed as the Middle East “peace plan”  
by Donald Trump, Benjamin Netanyahu 
and Jared Kushner — the troika of the 
impeached, the indicted and the idiotic 
— have been pretty well covered by the 
progressive media and Middle East commen-
tators. (I’ll suggest a brief list of sources at 
the conclusion of this article.)

Predictably, the plan rollout was timed to 
boost Trump’s standing with his Christian-
Zionist fundamentalist base and the right 
wing of the Jewish community. It also 
bolsters his crony Netanyahu’s standing in 
Israel’s pending third election within the last 
year (the main opposition candidate Benny 
Gantz also welcomed the plan to annex 
Israel’s West Bank settlements and the 
Jordan Valley).

In the White House drafters’ calculation, 
a “peace” deal on any terms would facili-
tate the strategic project to incorporate 
Arab regimes and Gulf monarchies, led 
by Kushner’s Saudi buddy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman, into the U.S.-
Israeli alliance against Iran. That’s also what 
lay behind the U.S. drone assassination of 
Iranian general Qassim Soleimani.

Writing in The New Yorker online 
(February 10, 2020), however, Bernard 
Avishai observes that “the Trump Admin-
istration’s plan for Israeli-Palestinian peace 
has already been so widely discredited for 
its one-sidedness and its political devious-
ness that there is a risk of ignoring its most 
immediate threat — which is not to the 
Palestinians but to Jordan.

“In Israel, the plan, or ‘Vision,’ as the doc-
ument unveiled at the White House calls it, 
has been received as an American warrant for 
the Israeli government to annex West Bank 

territory. This could precipitate a crisis in the 
Hashemite kingdom of Abdullah II, whose sta-
bility is critical to Israel’s security, and to that 
of America’s regional allies, particularly in any 
effort to thwart Iranian forces in Syria, Iraq, and 
the Gulf.”  

If those are unintended consequences, 
many others are entirely intentional conse-
quences of previous acts of the Trump and 
earlier administrations. The handwriting was 
on the wall when Trump named his bank-
ruptcy lawyer David Friedman, a supporter 
and financier of the rightwing Israeli settler 
movement, as U.S. ambassador to Israel, 
moved the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem, and 
announced that the United States no longer 
considers Israeli settlements contrary to 
international law.

This is entirely in keeping with long-
standing U.S. doctrine that international law 
is only what the United States says it is, and 
applies when and only when the United 

David Finkel is an ATC editor and member of 
Jewish Voice for Peace-Detroit chapter.

Left, Drobles Plan (1979); right, Trump-Netanyahu Plan (2020).
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States says it does. In any case, the effective 
result is that Trump has put the final bullet 
into the corpse of the “two-state solution,” 
which has been dead in practice for quite 
some time anyway.

“I don’t think Jared Kushner has an 
idea in his head about anything to do with 
Palestine or Israel,” Professor Rashid Khalidi 
told “Democracy Now” (January 29, 2020). 
“He knows what he’s told. And this is dic-
tated to him by his Israeli mentors, and 
it is meant to be an Israeli diktat to the 
Palestinians.”

Old Garbage in New Pail
Contrary to Kushner’s claim to taking 

“an unconventional approach,” Yehuda Shaul 
points out: 

“(T)he Trump plan is actually as traditional 
as it gets. In fact, it bears striking resemblance 
to another plan published more than 40 years 
ago. In 1979, the World Zionist Organization 
released a plan titled ‘Master Plan for the 
Development of Settlements in Judea and 
Samaria, 1979-1983,’ written by Matityahu 
Drobles, a former member of the Knesset for 
the Herut-Liberal Bloc — a precursor to today’s 
Likud party — and the head of the World 
Zionist Organization’s Settlement Division, the 
body responsible for planning and building set-
tlements.

“His plan was basically a detailed attempt 
to execute the then-Agriculture Minister Ariel 
Sharon’s plan for settlement expansion — a 
task that successive Israeli governments car-
ried out with great zeal over the following four 
decades, placing 640,000 settlers in key areas 
throughout the West Bank. Trump’s vision is 
actually Drobles 2.0.” (https://foreignpolicy/
com/, February 11, 2020)

The plan’s map for disconnected 
Palestinian areas does break some new 
ground in its degree of dishonesty, as Shaul 
states: “Drobles was honest enough to 
admit what he was doing; he was explicit 
that what his map described was not a 
Palestinian state but the means to prevent 
one. Trump and Kushner support the 
exact same line of thinking, yet they call 
this collection of bantustans a plan for 
‘two states.’”  

There’s a reason for this deceptive 
language, which may be the plan’s most 
sinister dimension although it’s greatly 
underreported in the mainstream media. 
It envisions the “transfer” of Arab villages 
in northern Israel, where many of Israel’s 
20% non-Jewish population lives, to the fake 
Palestinian “state” — along with the citizen-
ship of their inhabitants. 

This scheme, which would follow the 
logic of Israel’s recently adopted “Jewish 
nation-state law,” is not only an outrage 
in its own right. It follows a rising trend of 
ethno-supremacist reaction in many parts 
of the world.

The largest example is India, where the 
Hindu-nationalist government’s projected 
new “registration” threatens the citizenship 
rights of hundreds of thousands, perhaps 
millions of Muslims who’ve lived there for 
centuries. 

Don’t imagine it’s just a faraway 
trend. Donald Trump, if reelected, might 
feel emboldened to overturn the 14th 
Amendment’s guarantee of citizenship for 
anyone born in the United States, setting off 
a Constitutional crisis that would make his 
Russia collusion and Ukraine extortion look 
like child’s play. That might be a high crime 
too tall for even Trump to attempt, but it’s 
never a good idea to “misunderstimate” (as 
George W. Bush might put it) the criminality 
of this administration.

The “population transfer” threat is 
another reason why this travesty of a “peace 
plan” should alarm everyone. At this writing 
I’ve seen no leading Democrats calling out 
this most sinister feature.

Democratic Party presidential candidates 
and Congressional leaders mostly say they 
oppose the plan’s “unilateral” character 
with no Palestinian participation. Elizabeth 
Warren stated, “I will oppose unilateral 
annexation in any form — and reverse any 
policy that supports it.” 

Only Bernie Sanders’ Senate office issued 
a statement that a peace deal must “end 
the Israeli occupation that began in 1967 
and enable Palestinian self-determination in 
an independent, democratic, economically 
viable state of their own alongside a secure 
and democratic state of Israel.” 

Sanders is the one candidate who speaks 

the words “Palestinian self-determination.” 
That’s laudable in the face of the long U.S. 
bipartisan support for Israeli supremacy, 
especially as the Bernie-bashing campaign 
of the Democratic party establishment and 
corporate media revs up to full throttle. 

Regrettably, the potential for achieving 
meaningful Palestinian self-determination 
within the “two-state solution” has been 
strangled by Israeli action and imperialist 
complicity.

Nor does the U.S. ruling class care 
about Palestine at all, and its cynical endless 
exercises around a “peace process” with no 
peace have produced the present result.  

The struggle ahead against the Israeli 
state’s imperialist-abetted apartheid-annex-
ationist “solution” will be long and difficult. 
It’s up to the solidarity movement at the 
grassroots to intensify our activism, espe-
cially around the global Boycott/Divestment/
Sanctions (BDS) campaign, educate our 
communities, and put Palestinian rights on 
the agenda from the bottom up.  n

Further Reading:
Professor Rashid Khalidi has written several 

important articles, including this one at https://time.
com/5774722/trumps-plan-outrageous-palestinians/, 
and interviews including on “Democracy Now” (www.
democracynow.org, January 29, 2020).

Jonathan Cook, a journalist based in Nazareth, Israel 
dissects Jared Kushner’s discussion of the Palestinian 
Authority’s “police state” at https://www.jonathan-cook.
net/blog/2020-02-04/kushner-palestinian-police-state. His 
article on the sinister “transfer” plan is at https://www.
jonathan-cook.net/2020-02-07/israels-palestinian-minori-
ty-has-good-reason-to-fear-trumps-plan/.

On the growing strength of the fanatical Israeli 
religious-settler right wing, Moshe Machover’s essay 
“Messianic Zionism — The Ass and the Red Heifer” 
appears in the February 2020 issue of Monthly Review.
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THE 2012 CHICAGO Teachers Union (CTU) strike was a 
defining moment that changed the narrative and direction 
of teacher unionism. The community supported the strike 
because they saw the teachers’ demands as fighting for what 
schools should be.

The union leadership, forged out of a caucus that support-
ed parents when they struggled for better schools, described 
this process as “bargaining for the common good.” After years 
of attacks on public teachers, the victory against a neoliberal 
mayor laid the groundwork not only for schools that Chicago 
children deserve, but opened a path for teachers’ unions 
across the country.

In 2019, the stakes were just as high for the CTU and again 
they came away with a clear victory. The strike settlement 
contains improvements for educators and students with no 
givebacks. 

However, there are significant differences from 2012. This 
contract fight was not defensive, but offensive. It clearly 
demanded changes to provide equity in education. The teach-
ers also highlighted social demands beyond the classroom 
and outlined where the resources existed that could correct 
them.

The second difference was in the political leadership of 
the city. The election of Lori Lightfoot as mayor in April 2019 
was a repudiation of the policies of former mayor Rahm 
Emanuel. The CTU forced the new mayor to bargain on a 
range of issues that the union has no legal right to strike over. 

This reflected the union’s work at explaining what education 
means over the last nine years.

 This fight also marked a real step forward in the two 
unions representing teachers and staff, who carried out a 
joint strike against austerity — no small step in Chicago. The 
fact that not all the goals were achieved takes nothing away 
from the strike. In fact given the powerful forces that confront 
unions like the CTU that should not be surprising.

What is surprising is to see how the landscape of edu-
cation has changed since the 2012 strike. When the Caucus 
of Rank and File Educators (CORE) won election in 2010 it 
confronted the wreckage of “educational reform” that blamed 
teachers and their unions for all the shortcomings that result-
ed from inadequate funding and rampant inequality.

With teacher unions scapegoated as the culprits, the 
solution was the implementation of a multifaceted privatiza-
tion campaign that promoted vouchers, school performance 
metrices based on high stakes testing, and the establishment 
of privately run, publicly funded and non-union charter indus-
try. Many of these were for-profit enterprises.

Strike Preparation
Several factors had to be considered in preparing for the 

2019 strike. First, in the year following the 2012 strike — and 
despite opposition by the CTU and parents — Mayor Emanuel 
forced the closure of 50 Chicago Public Schools (CPS). Ninety 
percent of them were in Black and brown neighborhoods. 
Hundreds of teachers, disproportionately African American 
teachers, unable to follow their students to the schools they 
were assigned to, lost their jobs in this process.

Robert Bartlett was a high school teacher for 25 years and is an associ-
ate member of the Caucus of Rank and File Educators. He was active in 
the 2012, 2016 and 2019 CTU solidarity campaigns.
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Second, student-based budgeting — an allotment of money 
to schools based a per student basis, not the needs of the school 
— led to a diminishment of educational resources in poorer 
areas. But schools in more affluent neighborhoods were able 
to raise supplemental funds to provide for smaller class sizes 
and a richer and more diverse curriculum. 

Third, since 2000 the dual track policy of starving neigh-
borhood schools of resources and encouraging gentrification 
had pushed almost 200,000 Black people out of the city. Public 
housing was torn down and rents skyrocketed. The increasing 
school starvation also drove students into charter schools.

Fourth, teachers have been under pressure from the 
threat of losing their jobs. Along with the decline in school 
enrollment, they have been saddled with a punitive evaluation 
process which ranks schools and teachers’ “effectiveness” 
based on their students standardized test scores. Of course 
these scores highly correlate with family income. Added to the 
oppressive evaluation procedures, the school system devel-
oped a policy of training what teachers call “bully principals.” 
Fear of being targeted undercut teacher confidence gained 
during the strike.

As a result of these relentless attacks, some CTU teachers 
felt that “social movement unionism” left them unprotect-
ed. This led to a contested CTU election in May 2019 by a 
conservative group of teachers called “Members First.” Their 
appeal to the membership was based on opposition to the 
inclusion of social justice issues affecting the majority of stu-
dents of color as a union priority. 

Their strongest support came in whiter areas of the city 
where police and firefighters live. (Chicago has a residency 
policy for all public workers, including teachers.) This con-
servative layer of educators were aggravated by the CTU 
leadership’s support of groups like Black Lives Matter and 
restorative justice practices in schools.

After the roughly two-to-one leadership victory by CORE, 
the union could focus on building the legally required support 
necessary to approve a strike vote. (Illinois designed a law 
applicable only to Chicago teachers; 75% of all teachers, not 
just a majority of those voting, have to vote yes.)

Another element that influenced the course of the 2019 
strike is the payoff resulting from the CTU’s organizing the 
charter school sector. After winning office, CORE developed 
a two-pronged strategy: to stop charter school expansion and 
to organize the teachers by their charter school networks. 

By 2018, CTU and AFT had managed to organize about 
30% of the Chicago charter teachers into IFT Local 4343. 
They then discussed and carried out a merger between Local 
4343 and CTU. It was approved in CTU by a 70% to 30% 
vote, with those voting against merger partly motivated by a 
displaced anger at public school closings and the loss of jobs 
due to charter expansion.

Charter contracts were lined up to expire in most charter 
networks at the same time so that maximum pressure could 
be applied to the different operators. With the contracts 
expiring and the merger behind them, CTU prepared for the 
first charter school strike in the United States.

One big goal was to raise the charter teacher wages up 
to the level of the those in the Chicago Public Schools. They 
were also intent on winning a reduction of class size. Because 
they were not hampered by a state law over what they could 

bargain and strike over, issues like class size and student sup-
ports set the table for CTU’s strike. Teachers struck three 
separate charter networks — Acero, Chicago International 
Charter Schools, and the Instituto Health Sciences and Justice 
Leadership Academies — affecting 21 charter schools in total. 
Strikes ranged between five and nine days. Caps on class size, 
raises of up to 35% over four years bringing charter teachers 
close to parity with CPS, sanctuary school status for immi-
grant students, and language mandating staffing in special ed 
and kindergarden classes were all won.

This win advanced the conditions of the charter school 
teachers while opening up a window for CTU. As a result, the 
victory was strategic not only in strengthening CTU’s power 
in the charter sector but in establishing a common narrative 
about the needs of all schools.

Along with these internal preparations for the CTU strike 
were a series of external factors. Key was the election of a 
new mayor. On top of his unpopular decision to close neigh-
borhood schools, Rahm Emanuel got caught in a cover up 
of the police execution of Laquan McDonald. As a result, he 
decided not to run for a third term.

Both Lori Lightfoot and her opponent ran on education 
platforms that were hard to distinguish from that advocated 
by the CTU, calling for “equity” in education. After winning, 
she appointed the most progressive school board in the era 
of mayoral control. Board members include Miguel del Valle, 
a political progressive; Elizabeth Todd-Breland who wrote a 
well-regarded book, A Political Education, about Black politics 
and education reform in Chicago; and Dwayne Truss, a west 
side activist in the fight against school closings.

However, despite Lightfoot’s campaign promise to support 
an elected school board (Chicago has the only appointed 
school board in Illinois), she stopped a bill establishing it in the 
legislature. She also kept the same CPS bargaining team that 
Rahm had used in 2012 and 2016, effectively maintaining the 
same policy as previous school boards.

Additionally, as a result of the defeat in 2018 of the rabidly 
anti-union governor Bruce Rauner by billionaire Democrat J. 
B. Pritzker, the finances of Chicago Public Schools improved. 
Under public pressure, the Illinois Legislature changed the 
state school funding formula. This resulted in CPS receiving 
almost a billion more dollars a year. It became harder to claim 
that there was no money to reduce class size or the wrap-
around services CTU was demanding. 

The last piece of the puzzle was the alliance forged 
between the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) 
Local 73 — who represent special education, classroom 
assistants and other non-teaching staff — and CTU. A new 
leadership in Local 73 sought a united struggle with teachers 
to raise the wages of the lowest-paid workers and to support 
the social justice demands both unions shared.

The Mayor’s Strategy
While the former mayor had prepared for the 2012 strike 

by cancelling the last raise teachers won in their previous con-
tract, and coerced school staff into signing contract waivers in 
exchange for $125,000 extra money for their school, Lightfoot 
was willing to concede to the unions’ demands on wages. But 
given the state law that limited contract negotiations to wages 
and benefits, she did not want any language in the contract to 
be binding on “permissive” subjects that define the everyday 
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conditions of schools. The law states that these can be bar-
gained, but only with the consent of both parties.

Lightfoot didn’t come with the baggage that Rahm had 
acquired, particularly given the deals he made with other 
unions in order to isolate CTU. She was willing to talk about 
equity in education but planned to keep a range of issues, 
from class size to the wraparound services the unions were 
demanding, limited to promises she might make.

The Strike
The issues that SEIU 73 and CTU were fighting for have 

striking similarities. With many of the lowest-paid union mem-
bers qualified to receive  food stamps, both wanted to lift 
poorest members out of poverty wages. For the lowest-paid 
public school employees the strike was definitely about 
money, but it didn’t end there. 

Both unions highlighted issues where staffing inadequacies 
deprive students of the services they need. This was par-
ticularly true for Teaching Assistants and Special Education 
Classroom Assistants, who  were often pulled out of their 
classroom assignments to cover for absent staff.

Students in Chicago are faced with challenges such as the 
level of trauma in their neighborhoods due to lack of health 
insurance, levels of violence, challenges of being criminalized in 
cases of school discipline rather than using restorative justice 
practices and poor environmental conditions. The need for 
a nurse in every school, every day seems obvious, but social 
workers and counselors are equally necessary for the mental 
and physical health of students.

Those demands resonate beyond the most needy neigh-
borhood schools. Staffing ratios of counselors and special ed 
case managers have been far beyond levels recommended by 
professional associations. Teaching in all its facets is depen-
dent on the amount of attention adults can pay to students, 
which is why shortchanging students by cramming them into 
classrooms or pulling counselors and other staff from their 

regularly assigned duties to fill vacant 
positions is an educational justice issue.

Given the number of undocumented 
and mixed status families, teachers and 
staff felt strongly that their students 
needed to feel secure at school; they 
raised the demand for sanctuary schools. 
And given that there are 16,000 students 
who are attending school while home-
less, addressing homelessness became an 
important issue.

Another key demand was the suspen-
sion of additional charter schools during 
the life of the contract. Evidence has 
shown that the proliferation of charter 
schools has destabilized neighborhood 
schools in the Black and brown communi-
ties while not providing an education that 
is significantly different from the Chicago 
public schools they displace.

Non-unionized charter schools also 
suffer much higher rates of staff turnover 
than public schools in the same communi-
ties. This suspension of charter expansion 
can lead to more public advocacy for the 

necessary resources and support in neighborhood schools.
Another win was lifting the cap on sick days that teachers 

could accumulate from year to year. Accumulating sick days is 
standard in most teacher contracts. These can then be used 
as a credit toward their pension or cashed out.

In the 2012 contract CPS had demanded a limit of 40 
bankable sick days, which had the entirely predictable result 
of teachers deciding to use their days rather than lose them. 
This exacerbated the shortage of substitute teachers and 
reduced the effectiveness of instruction when teachers used 
their excess days. Under the new contract teachers can bank 
up 244 days, thus overturning a stupid and petty rule.

In an example of the coordination between SEIU 73 and 
CTU, a month before the strike they jointly hosted an Art 
Build where banners, placards and parachutes (meant to be 
visible to hovering news helicopters) were made to dramatize 
the demands.

The Art Build was successful, demonstrating the unity 
between Local 73 and CTU and setting the tone for the 
issues both unions were pushing. These cloth banners were 
so popular that after a day of demonstrating it was hard to 
retrieve the items from members so they could be used at 
the next rally. 

The tempo of the strike was similar to 2012, where pick-
eting began at every school in the morning. Most afternoons 
featured mass rallies designed to pressure the mayor or high-
light sources of revenue that had been diverted from schools 
to fund private development schemes. These had the effect of 
shutting the downtown but also demonstrating the strength 
of teachers and allies with rallies of up to 30,000 people. 

On one multiple march day, three separate marches on 
the north side converged on the Lincoln Yards development, 
which had garnered $1.3 billion in Tax Increment Financing 
(TIF) money. The next day the target was in the South Loop 
78 project, slated to receive up to 1.1 billion TIF dollars to 

IHSCA charter school teachers supported the public school teachers and staff, as they had been 
supported in their earlier, and successful, strike.
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develop land adjacent to a rapidly gentrifying area. 
As the strike continued, CTU ratcheted up the pressure 

and demonstrated the commitment of its members by holding 
a civil disobedience training that attracted 500 teachers who 
practiced sit-ins blocking traffic in front of union headquarters. 

The mobilizations had the effect of forcing the mayor to 
back down from each line in the sand she tried to draw. She 
had to back down on bargaining over permissive issues includ-
ing class size, staffing, and support for homeless students, and 
the amount of money that she would put into the agreement. 

Even when the tentative agreement was reached on the 
tenth day of the strike, Lightfoot stated that no lost school 
days would be made up. The next day a rally of over 10,000 
encircled city hall and forced her to agree to make up five of 
the 11 days. The strike blew the lid off the legal restrictions on 
CTU’s ability to negotiate on subjects other than wages and bene-
fits and has implications for the future.

What Was Won?
Highlights in the five-year agreement included a 40% raise 

for the lowest-paid paraprofessionals and classroom assis-
tants, paraprofessional salary lanes that reflect experience 
and training, and a 16% raise for teachers and clinicians. The 
major victory came on issues over which the union is legally 
barred from striking but are “permissive,” meaning they could 
be bargained by consent of both CPS and the union. 

Gains won on permissive subjects include enforceable 
class size caps, money to reduce class size prioritized to the 
neediest schools, a nurse and social worker in every school 
every day by 2023, 180 more special education case managers, 
120 more staff in highest-need schools, additional bilingual 
staff and resources, dedicated staff to support homeless stu-
dents, sanctuary school protections, a moratorium on charter 
school expansion, and effective in 2020 a ban on the use of 
subcontracted clinicians. These are groundbreaking gains.

While the only loss was a 0.75% increase in insurance cost 
in the final years of the contract, some important demands  
were not addressed. The main one 
was no reduction in maximum class 
size guidelines. Currently these are 
28 students in kindergarten through 
third grade and high school, and 31 in 
grades 4-8. Instead there is a stronger 
commitment to  enforceable class size. 
In reality the only way the resourc-
es needed to adequately address the 
needs of the students of Chicago can 
be funded is through cutting off tax 
breaks for developers and instituting 
stiff taxes on corporations and the 
wealthy.

Strike Lessons
The strike is a clear victory in that 

the union forced the city to negotiate 
and concede on issues that the union 
was unable to legally strike over. The 
unions won significant concessions on 
many demands that addressed “com-
mon good” bargaining — on staffing 
and resources for the betterment of 

education.
Despite the attempt by the mayor, the major newspapers 

and business community endeavored to make the negotiations 
solely about money, the memberships of CTU and SEIU 73 
were having none of that. 

The strike had a political focus. It revealed how taxpayer 
money has been diverted from schools and other social ser-
vices through TIFs, funding development projects of the rich. 
CTU targets and talking points highlighted revenue sources, 
such as demanding a financial transactions tax to force the 
wealthy to pay their fair share. This educated the community 
on why schools are so underfunded. 

As the strike continued the political education of strikers 
and city residents deepened as CTU emphasized social and 
economic goals. “Bargaining for the common good” was rein-
forced within the union and energized a new layer of CTU 
members hired since the 2012 strike. 

I was personally heartened by meeting a former student on 
the picket line with her partner, and a former colleague who 
picketed one morning with her son. Both teachers are in their 
first year of teaching and reflected the engagement of new 
teachers. In fact younger members were prominent in the 
large mobilizations across the city, with young Latinx caucus 
members making up the majority of those arrested during 
the one civil disobedience action of the strike. Although gains 
in union consciousness achieved in one strike can be eroded 
over time, the CTU has worked to incorporate new leaders, 
especially people of color.

The teacher strikes in both Los Angeles and Chicago show 
some of the limits that the most visionary unions face today. 
It will take a movement on a national scale to begin to achieve 
the far-ranging political and economic demands raised in these 
strikes, but the terms of what we should be struggling for 
were advanced. That is no small achievement.

The unity between SEIU 73 and CTU was a watershed 
moment. Too often unions are willing to take a deal “to benefit 

Educating the public about the misuse of TIP funding was an important component of the strike.
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their members,” but to the detriment of another union. Local 
73 stuck to their alliance with CTU and continued to honor 
picket lines even after they reached a deal for their members 
— a principled stance that should be the norm in the labor 
movement.

Public support of the strike was favorable but harder to 
judge. At the west side school in the Black community where I 
picketed, support by passing motorists who honked, was good. 
CTU members on the picket lines across the city reported 
consistently strong public support, even when approaching 
days nine and ten of cancelled classes. 

Eleven days of no school is hard on parents, but there were 
few signs of exasperation with the teachers and staff on picket 
lines or demonstrations. One measure of public support over 
the social goals of the strike was the gradual change in news 
coverage to shift away from pay issues to staffing and student 
support demands.

Both papers initially demanded that teachers “take the 
deal.” After the strike was settled, one of the papers that 
had lambasted CTU for bringing up “extraneous” issues like 
homelessness ran an article lauding the new services that the 
homeless students will receive under the new contract.

External support efforts like the Chicago Teachers and Staff 
Solidarity Campaign were a shadow of their 2012 strength 
in the numbers of people attending meetings and being able 
to reach out. Reasons for this include the dissipation of the 
remnants of the 2011 Occupy movement who were the core 
of the 2012 committee, and the diminishment of the far left 
whose cadres had more organizational experience than the 
new activists of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA).

Community groups were in support of the strike, but less 
visible in coalitions than in 2012. Broader union support still 
reflected the deep divide between the left-wing CTU and tra-
ditional trade unions that organized a support rally but didn’t 
mobilize their members to attend.

The victories of the charter strikes need to be followed 
up with a continuation of the organizing effort of the last 
10 years. So far the largest non-union charter chain, Noble 
Street, has responded to the strike by raising their pay scales 
in an attempt to head off internal pressure. Organizing at the 

charters will still be a difficult task, but one 
that is crucial.

At a February 12th celebration of the strike 
victory the CTU officers acknowledged the 
groups that made the victory possible.  First 
were the strike captains and coordinators 
across the city, along with over 40 members of 
the negotiating team. Second were the teach-
ers from the CTU charter school division, 
whose strikes in 2018-19 placed the issues 
of staffing, class size, pay equity and sanctuary 
schools squarely in the public.

Third were the members and officers of 
SEIU Local 73 who were so visible at every 
picket line and demonstration and showed 
the unity of strikers from both unions. Fourth 
were members of community groups and 
supporters who were on picket lines, orga-
nized the pre-strike Art Build (the Milwaukee 
Teachers Education Association sent a dozen 
or more members to lead this with CPS art 

teachers).  Fifth was the CTU staff, and finally a special recog-
nition of the nine members of the LatinX caucus who were 
arrested in a civil disobedience action.

Next Steps
In addition to making sure the provisions on the contract 

are carried out, CTU needs to take advantage of the union’s 
power to achieve several legislative changes. The first is to 
take away mayoral control of the school board, and institute 
an elected representative school board.

The second is to overturn anti-democratic measures 
meant to limit the power of unions and working people, as 
well as denying rights to the majority Chicagoans of color 
who need to direct the education of their students. This will 
require a broadening coalition of labor and community orga-
nizations.

Despite its limits, the victory in Chicago continues to pro-
vide an impetus for other labor activists to broaden the use 
of common good bargaining and strategic goals. It also shows 
how crucial a leadership is if unions are to succeed in chal-
lenging the power of our opponents. It was impressive to see 
how that leadership deepened as teachers and staff stepped 
up to the responsibilities of the strike. It will be a test to see 
how those new member leaders continue to build CTU’s 
vision and practices.

Along with the new members who stepped forward in 
2020 it should be noted that since the CORE swept office in 
2010 with Karen Lewis as its head, nearly a decade later only 
one of the original candidates, Jesse Sharkey, is still in office. 
Lewis retired in 2018 after fighting an aggressive form of brain 
cancer. The loss of the charismatic Lewis was a blow, but the 
continuity of CORE's vision as a socially active union survives 
the changes in leadership.

A common chant in the strike was “when we fight, we 
win.” There is no guarantee that a strike can always win, but 
the converse is certainly true — when we don’t fight, we lose. 
We’ve had plenty of examples of that over the past 40 years, 
and it is time to continue using aggressive strategies and 
tactics that can increase chances of winning. That is the real 
bottom line of teacher and other union struggles.  n
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The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee:
From Freedom Now to Black Power By Martin Oppenheimer

f r e e d o m  s t r u g g l e

SIXTY YEARS AGO the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee was founded by delegates from Black student 
groups that had been staging sit-ins to integrate lunch count-
ers in the South. 

The sit-ins had spread rapidly from the first one in 
Greensboro, North Carolina on February 1, 1960. In a period 
of 60 days the sit-ins had spread to nearly eighty communi-
ties as far apart as Xenia, Ohio and Sarasota, Florida. It had 
become clear that training for and coordination of these 
scattered efforts were needed. Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Ella Baker of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) secured the cooperation of the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE), the American Friends Service Committee 
(AFSC) and the Fellowship of Reconciliation, all committed 
to nonviolent desegregation efforts, to sponsor a “Leadership 
Conference on Nonviolent Resistance.” The Conference 
began on April 15 at Shaw University, a predominantly Black 
institution in Raleigh, the North Carolina state capital. Ella 
Baker had been a student there.

Rev. James Lawson, an activist from Nashville, Tennessee, 
was named coordinator of the Conference and gave the key-
note address. In it he exposed a rift between the more tradi-
tional National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) and the more militant direct action-oriented 
students who had come to the Conference. 

He called Crisis, official organ of the NAACP, the magazine 
of the “black bourgeois club.” Ella Baker downplayed this dis-
agreement in order to maintain an appearance of unity. She 
would play a crucial role in mediating disputes within SNCC 
over the next few years. 

On its final day, April 17, 1960, the Conference established a 
coordinating committee and adopted a statement of purpose, 
written by Lawson. It affirmed “the philosophical or religious 
ideal of nonviolence as the foundation of our purpose…and 
the manner of our action.” This committee soon ended its 
“temporary” status to become what we know as SNCC.1

Over the next two years numerous facilities including 
libraries, swimming pools, and even churches were desegre-
gated in the Upper South. SNCC went on to play a major role 
in “Freedom Summer,” the 1964 campaign to register Black 
voters in Mississippi. The year following Freedom Summer 
marked the high point of SNCC’s strength. In 1965 there were 
200 full-time SNCC workers. 

But very soon SNCC would come to a critical strategic 
crossroads. It took the path from nonviolent direct action 
and its slogan “Freedom Now” to Black Power. This essay will 
explore how that happened, and its consequences. 

Any substantial changes in the segregationist system of 
the five states of the Deep South (as distinct from the 
Upper South where most of SNCC’s actions had taken 

place) seemed impossible in the 1960s due to the sheer terror 
(bombings, assassinations, jailings) facing civil rights workers 
on a daily basis. 

In late 1963 civil rights organizations determined to attack 
this system by means of a concentrated campaign to register 
the unrepresented Black population of Mississippi to vote. 
This became “Freedom Summer.” SNCC believed that local 
authorities, supplemented by mobs, would undoubtedly block 
any attempt to register Black voters. Their violence would 
force the federal government to intervene. 

Whether President Johnson liked it or not, America’s image 
in world politics, in the midst of the Cold War, was at stake. To 
push this strategy further, a Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party (MFDP) — separate from the segregationist official 
Democratic Party — was created. The plan was to challenge 
the regular Democratic Party and attempt to displace it at 
the Party’s August, 1964 Presidential Convention in Atlantic 
City, N.J. 

In mid-June 1964 some 300 college students, mostly white 
Northerners, were brought to a college in Oxford, Ohio, to 
prepare for the campaign, which was sponsored by an umbrel-
la organization, the Council of Federated Organizations 
(COFO). Overall about 900 volunteers eventually participat-
ed, of whom about 135 were Black. 

Given the miserable performance level of Black pub-
lic schools, a parallel campaign was also created to set up 
Freedom Schools to teach Black students in a variety of 
subjects. A representative of the U.S. Justice Department told 
the volunteers that it could not protect voter registration 
workers, despite the fact that both Presidents Eisenhower 
and Kennedy had used federal troops to protect students 
attempting to integrate schools several years earlier. 

Soon after the campaign began three volunteers, James 
Chaney (Black), Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman 
(both white), disappeared after having been briefly arrested in 
Philadelphia, Mississippi. A Black church, the Mt. Zion United 
Methodist nearby, had been burned to the ground. The three 
men went to investigate on June 21. Their bodies were found 
on August 4. 

The FBI took no action in the critical two days between 
the disappearance and the murders, it would later be 
shown, but soon 21 men were arrested for violating the civil 
rights of the victims. The charges were dropped by a U.S. 
Commissioner, but in later years there were arrests in that 
and other cases thanks to persistent efforts by relatives and 

Martin Oppenheimer was a delegate to SNCC’s founding convention and 
to CORE’s national conventions in 1964 and 1965.
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allies of the victims.2
The project went forward despite continuing attacks, 

including bombings, and about 1,000 arrests. COFO collected 
data about these events that went to 26 pages. Black farmers 
in the areas where organizing was going on were armed, 
which limited the violence somewhat. There was also wide-
spread press coverage. 

The MFDP delegation to the Democratic Party’s Atlantic 
City Presidential Convention that August, 1964 included a 
number of SNCC members. The MFDP faced the formidable 
obstacle that a number of their liberal and labor union allies 
favored a compromise that would have allowed only two 
seats, and not as delegates from Mississippi but as at-large 
delegates. President Johnson and his vice-presidential nomi-
nee-to-be Hubert Humphrey were afraid that support for the 
MFDP would alienate Southern whites, who up to that time 
still generally supported the DP. 

Every effort was made to keep the MFDP out. The com-
promise was rejected by the MFDP delegates. They attempted 
to take seats but were hustled out. They went home, many 
feeling that working within the conventional political sys-
tem was useless. “In the eyes of the SNCC leadership, the 
Northern liberal elite had finally shown its true colors; moral 
force had proven no match for raw political power.”3

Ironically, the official Mississippi delegation did not support 
Johnson anyway. Barry Goldwater, the Republican candidate, 
carried Mississippi that November, plus all the other states 
of the Deep South. Four years later third party segregationist 
George Wallace, Governor of Alabama, carried most of these 
same states.  

It had become clear to many in SNCC after the murders of 
Chaney, Goodman and Schwerner that the federal govern-
ment would not intervene even to protect white volunteers, 

much less Blacks. The issue of armed defense was now on the 
agenda. The question had come up at its Atlanta staff meeting 
the previous June, where those who were skeptical about 
white volunteers coming to the project also advocated that 
SNCC workers be allowed to arm themselves.4

The decision at that time was that no guns 
were to be kept in any SNCC facility, and that 
SNCC staff were not to carry guns. But SNCC 
refrained from taking a public stand on armed 
self-defense for others. The Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE), founded on nonviolent direct 
action principles, also debated the question, with 
James Farmer, CORE’s national director at the 
time, expressing fear that white liberal support 
would be undermined if their Southern activists 
became openly violent even in self-defense. 

That fall, after most of the Northern white 
volunteers had gone home, the Ku Klux Klan 
and local police increased their level of harass-
ment and violence against the continuing COFO 
campaign. In McComb, Mississippi, Black res-
idents reacted to a bombing on September 
20 by coming into the streets armed with 
guns, Molotov cocktails, and other weapons, 
and attacking whites and white establishments. 
Finally the federal government reacted. Nine 
Klansmen were tried for arson and bombing in 
October. After pleading guilty, they were put on 

probation. 
SNCC’s relations with other civil rights groups and with 

liberal and labor supporters were gradually deteriorating. 
The MFDP’s refusal to compromise in Atlantic City was one 
factor. But strains had also developed during the run-up to 
Mississippi Summer, when SNCC refused to sever ties to the 
National Lawyers Guild, which was providing legal counsel 
in a number of SNCC cases. The NLG was considered by 
mainstream civil rights and liberal groups to be Communist-
dominated.

 After Freedom Summer SNCC had become the face of 
civil rights, to the chagrin of some of the older, established 
organizations. The consequence was a drying up of financial 
support. 

It was not clear that there had been much progress on vot-
ing rights. Despite the fact that there were now close to 200 
full-time SNCC workers, morale was down. A reassessment 
was called for. It would be influenced by the experience of 
several SNCC leaders who had gone to Africa in September 
as part of a larger delegation sponsored by Harry Belafonte. 
There they were exposed to the socialist ideas of Sekou 
Tourè, the President of Guinea. They also met with Malcolm 
X. This was the beginning of a relationship that would last until 
Malcolm X’s assassination on Feb. 21, 1965. The contact with 
Malcolm X also worried mainstream civil rights leaders. 

In mid-November 1964, SNCC staff met at Waveland, 
Mississippi to reevaluate strategy. A Molotov cocktail was 
thrown. Some of the SNCC staff were armed and rushed 
after the perpetrators, who were caught, warned and released. 
Howard Zinn, the radical history professor who was the first 
to publish a study of SNCC,5 was told by a participant, “You 
have just witnessed the end of the nonviolent movement.”6 

It had also become clearer by this time that the group was 
no longer a coordinating body for campus-based organiza-
tions but instead a group of full-time organizers. Meanwhile, 
strains between white and Black SNCC staff were increasing. 
The latter thought white organizers would inhibit the devel-
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opment of local Black leaders. This “foreshadowed a new 
racial consciousness that would pervade the black struggle in 
the last half of the decade.”7

More immediately, a factional dispute between a group 
referred to as “freedom high,” meaning a tendency 
to act on the basis of individual conscience, versus 

a “hardline” group favoring a more centralized, disciplined 
approach, was tearing at the fabric of SNCC’s solidarity. 

Controversy also swirled around a demand from a wom-
en’s workshop that SNCC deal with discrimination against the 
women in its ranks. A group of women presented a position 
paper, “Women in the Movement,” which charged that women 
mostly performed office tasks. Some SNCC veterans, both 
men and women, pointed to the important positions held by 
women, and the critical role of Ella Baker, a SNCC founder 
and constant adviser. 

SNCC women have testified on both sides of the issue. 
Jean Smith Young, also a Howard University student participat-
ing in Freedom Summer, for example, states that she “never 
felt discriminated against as a woman…I felt and experienced 
quite the opposite. SNCC was a liberating experience for 
me as a woman.”8 Veteran SNCC staffer Stokely Carmichael’s 
notorious remark, made apparently in jest, that the position 
of women in SNCC was “prone” didn’t help dispel the idea 
that there was at least some truth to the discrimination story. 

There was also the highly charged and divisive role of sex-
ual relations among the Freedom Summer volunteers, and in 
SNCC more generally. A number of Black leaders in SNCC 
had white girlfriends. During Freedom Summer white female 
volunteers faced an “explosive” dilemma: “They could either 
reject black males’ advances and risk being labeled a racist, or 
they could go along at considerable physical and psychological 
cost to themselves.”9 

Demonstrating another dimension of this double standard, 
Black women volunteers who dated white male volunteers 
faced SNCC staff tongue lashings; Black men who dated white 
women did not. Adding to SNCC’s difficulties were resent-
ments between the more “middle-class” staff, both Black and 
white, and Black staff who came out of local struggles and 
were less formally educated. 

James Forman, the veteran Executive Secretary, also felt 
that Northern “middle class” elements were spreading the 
use of marijuana, which he considered politically dangerous. 
Neither the Waveland meeting nor a subsequent one in 
Atlanta resolved these issues.

The Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party supported 
Lyndon Johnson in November 1964, to the dismay of 
most SNCC staff. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was on 

the horizon, and the MFDP had been promised seats at the 
1968 Democratic Convention. Participation in the two-party 
system was becoming more feasible at least in some parts of 
the Deep South, especially in urban areas. 

SNCC, however, was turning in a different direction, 
towards more radical views. In January, 1965 SNCC challenged 
the seating of Jamie L. Whitten and four other whites, who 
had been elected to the U.S. House of Representatives from 
Mississippi the previous November, on the basis that Blacks 
were excluded from voting. The House voted 228-143 to seat 
them nevertheless. Actually, although this was a pretty good 
outcome, Cleveland Sellers wrote that the objective of the 

challenge was “to prove that the system would not work for 
poor black people.”10 Sellers’ view would prove to be overly 
pessimistic. 

Early in 1965, Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference initiated a voting rights 
campaign in Selma, Alabama. In Dallas County, where Selma 
is located, which was then more than half Black, there were 
only 130 registered to vote out of some 15,000 Black adults. 
Nearby, neither Lowndes nor Wilcox Counties had a single 
Black voter. King was arrested February 1 in Selma, setting off 
marches that led to a thousand arrests, including hundreds of 
school children. 

In March, following the shooting of a Black protester, 
Jimmy Lee Jackson, by a state policeman, the SCLC decided 
on a march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama to publicize 
the disastrous conditions facing Blacks in that state. About 
2,000 began the march on March 7. SNCC did not participate 
officially, but many individuals including SNCC chairman John 
Lewis did. 

At the Pettus Bridge just outside Selma, the marchers 
were ordered to disperse and when they did not, the police 
attacked, using clubs and tear gas. There were many injuries. 
Lewis was hospitalized with a fractured skull. 

SNCC workers from several states immediately descend-
ed on Selma. The march resumed a few days later only to 
be halted by police. Martin Luther King Jr., at the head of 
the march, then turned it around in order to avoid further 
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violence. During the following days three white clergy who 
supported the movement were attacked. One, James Reeb, 
died of his injuries. 

The march finally did continue to Montgomery, accompa-
nied by U.S. Army and Alabama National Guard troops. On 
March 25, after a rally at the capital, Viola Liuzzo, a white vol-
unteer who was driving to Montgomery, was killed by a sniper. 

President Johnson used the Selma incidents to advocate 
new federal voter legislation. He realized, after the passage of 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act, that the Democratic Party was fin-
ished as far as the South was concerned and that it would not 
make a comeback until Blacks voted in much larger numbers. 

The Democrats have not yet fully recovered from even 
Johnson’s far from radical civil rights policies. President 
Obama carried only the Southern states of Florida, North 
Carolina and Virginia in 2008. In 2012 he lost North Carolina. 
Hilary Clinton carried only Virginia in 2016. No Democrat 
has carried a “Deep Southern” state since Bill Clinton won 
Georgia in 1992. 

This persisted even in the light of vast demographic chang-
es: the South had become much more urban, educated, and 
Northern in composition since the mid-1960s, and Blacks 
have voted in increasing numbers, overwhelmingly for the 
Democratic Party. In contrast, most whites in the South con-
tinue to vote against the party that is viewed by many of them 
as the “black party.” In fact, the higher the percentage of Black 
voters in a Southern state, the lower the percentage of whites 
voting Democratic.

Following the Selma demonstrations, Stokely Carmichael 
moved to Lowndes County, Alabama to lead the cam-
paign to register Black voters. Given the impossibility of 

taking over the segregationist Democratic Party organiza-
tion, it was decided to organize a third party, the Lowndes 
County Freedom Organization. It used the ballot symbol of a 
black panther, in contrast to the white rooster of the official 
Democratic Party. 

Soon the name would be changed to the Black Panther 
Party (not to be confused with the Black Panther Party in 
California). It was an all-Black party simply because no local 
white would join. Carmichael told prospective members that 
the role of the Party was just like that of other parties: “We 
want power, that’s all we want.”11

Most local Black farmers were armed; so were many 
SNCC workers in Lowndes County. In addition, the Deacons 
for Defense and Justice, a Louisiana group consisting mostly 
of Black military veterans, occasionally provided guards at 
Black gatherings. A year later “power” would change to “Black 
Power.” 

The strategy in Georgia was different. Julian Bond, SNCC’s 
communications director and one of its founders, won a seat 
in the Georgia State House of Representatives running as 
a Democrat. He was refused the seat by the white legisla-
tors due to his support for SNCC and its opposition to the 
Vietnam War. The case went to the U.S. Supreme Court, which 
ordered him seated.

The 1964 and 1965 Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts 
and President Johnson’s 1964 Economic Opportunity Act, 
the so-called war on poverty, presented SNCC with a clas-
sic dilemma of which direction to take. The reformist path 
seemed increasingly attractive to many. Voter registration 

and electoral successes were now on the horizon. The war 
on poverty seemed to create real opportunities to change 
communities, and real salaries with which to support families. 

Many SNCC staff, however, rejected these strategies as 
inadequate and cooptative. James Forman, SNCC’s leading 
theorist, had predicted Washington’s strategy and its conse-
quences: The government “would pay people to work in its 
poverty programs — a reformist trap designed to militate 
against basic changes, for the government is not about to 
finance programs that are working to destroy the present 
economic and political system.”12

Black nationalist tendencies within SNCC, influenced 
by Malcolm X and others, led to white SNCC staff feeling 
increasingly unwelcome. At the Kingston Springs, Tennessee, 
staff meeting in May 1966, Stokeley Carmichael, who was 
inclined towards Black nationalism and increasingly dubious 
about nonviolence, replaced John Lewis as chairperson. 

Carmichael was 24 years old. Lewis was seen as insuf-
ficiently militant and too close to mainstream civil rights 
groups, especially the religiously-oriented SCLC. The issue of 
whites in SNCC now became urgent. If SNCC was 25% white, 
how could it develop a Black consciousness? Cleveland Sellers 
asked later.

The Kerhonkson, New York, staff meeting in December, 
1966, was the last one with any white staff.13 By this time 
almost all whites had left, either to organize among Southern 
whites, or, since that was difficult to say the least, to move into 
other political arenas, mainly the antiwar movement. SNCC’s 
going all-Black contributed further to its abandonment by the 
white liberal and mainstream civil rights community.

Even as SNCC and other groups were busy organizing in 
the South, Northern urban “ghettos” had exploded into a 
series of “race riots” beginning in Harlem, New York City, 

on July 18, 1964. These continued yearly, mostly in the summer 
months, mainly in Northern cities, with increasing violence 
until local, state and the federal authorities responded with 
overwhelming force. 

In Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the Black rebellion broke 
out on August 28. For three days white-owned businesses in 
the predominantly Black section of North Philadelphia were 
looted and police were attacked. Two people were killed and 
many injured, including 100 police.14 In the Watts section of 
Los Angeles, California in August, 1965, 4000 people were 
arrested, 34 killed, and about $35 million damage resulted 
from nearly two days of rioting.

In the Newark, New Jersey rebellion of July 12-17, 1967, the 
National Guard was called out. In Newark 23 people were 
killed. In Detroit a week later, 5000 National Guardsmen were 
called in to control rioting. In the Spring of 1968, following 
the assassination of Martin Luther King, riots broke out in 
138 cities. About 60,000 soldiers were called out to suppress 
them. More than 40 Blacks were killed and some 20,000 were 
arrested at least briefly. 

These riots, termed “insurrections” by some, were not 
white versus Black. They were mainly attacks against property 
not Black-owned. The context, as President Johnson clearly 
understood, was the conditions prevalent in the decaying 
centers of cities that had become predominantly Black after 
World War II, with high rates of poverty and unemployment, 
job discrimination, poor educational facilities, and police hos-
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tility particularly against Black youth. 
Trigger incidents often involved an altercation with police. 

In urban areas progress towards equal opportunity was min-
iscule, and tactics of nonviolence were difficult to employ 
against landlords and politicians who were some distance 
removed. 

The riots continued despite the passage of the Economic 
Opportunity Act of 1964, which provided significant sums 
to create programs to assist unemployed youth (including 
whites), and promoted “maximum feasible participation of 
residents” in local employment and other improvement pro-
grams.15

Militant civil rights organizations including SNCC quickly 
began “a veritable northward stampede…to establish orga-
nizational footholds in the ghetto…”16 Understandably, given 
the usual internal disputes and difficulties in relating to a pop-
ulation in the urban North that was very different from the 
rural South, this was a tough job. 

Nonetheless, Jacobs and Landau’s view, that “the masses 
of poor Negroes remain an unorganized minority in swelling 
urban ghettos and neither SNCC nor any other group has 
found a form of political organization that can convert the 
energy of the slums into political power,” is an exaggeration.17 

In every metropolis numerous organizations existed, from 
the NAACP and the Urban League to political party organiza-
tions, churches, and independent charities, and even chapters 
of the more radical National Welfare Rights Organization. 
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) was also doing com-
munity organizing work among poor whites. Yet despite these 
efforts, the poverty of many “ghettos” remained fundamentally 
unalleviated. 

A political backlash soon developed to the urban uprisings 
(and the increasing militancy of students, symbolized by the 
Berkeley Free Speech Movement of September, 1964-January, 
1965). Black support for Democratic candidates for public 
office led to a Republican strategy to use “law and order” and 
patriotic, pro-war rhetoric to sway white Democrats to the 
Republican side. Moreover, the riots led to massive expendi-
tures by local governments to provide their police forces with 
the latest weaponry, even including tanks in some cities. 

The FBI engaged in successful efforts to infiltrate and elim-
inate radical Back activists. Bob Zellner believed that both 
Black and white informers, including agents provocateurs, had 
been in SNCC from the beginning. Mississippi’s NAACP was 
infiltrated by the state’s “Sovereignty Commission,” a kind of 
state FBI, to spy on civil rights activists.

By early 1966 SNCC found itself in yet another dilemma: 
if it failed to break with the President on the issue of the 
war, it would lose credibility with more militant Blacks. 

If it did break, it would lose even more financial support from 
the liberal and labor wing of the Democratic Party. 

However, after the shooting of SNCC volunteer Sammy 
Younge, a U.S. Navy veteran, on Jan. 3, 1966, as he tried to 
integrate a “white” bathroom in Tuskegee, Alabama, the SNCC 
Executive Committee not only voted to oppose the U.S. 
government’s foreign policy, but went so far as to advocate 
support for draft resisters. This resulted in SNCC’s further 
isolation from mainstream civil rights organizations that were 
loyal to the Johnson administration.

SNCC’s move in the direction of Black nationalism and the 
slogan of “Black Power” gained ground with a resurgence of 
protests following the shooting of James Meredith on June 
5, 1966. In 1962 Meredith had been the first Black to attend 
the University of Mississippi. His successful effort to enroll 
required the use of 31,000 troops including 11,000 Mississippi 
National Guardsmen called into federal service, plus a con-
tingent of U.S. Marshalls, to put down what amounted to an 
armed insurrection by white citizens from across the state 
protesting integration of “Ol’ Miss.”18

On June 5, 1966 Meredith determined to walk from 
Memphis, Tennessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, the state capital, 
to promote voter registration. A day later he was shot and 
wounded by a sniper. SNCC, CORE and King decided to 
continue his march and utilize it to register Black voters along 
the route. 

Willie Ricks, a SNCC field organizer, at this point proposed 
using the slogan of Black Power to arouse local Blacks to 
join the campaign. It was quickly supported by James Forman 
back in Atlanta, and Carmichael who was with the march. 
Carmichael wanted to de-emphasize white participation, and 
supported the inclusion of the armed Deacons group. 

King was dismayed, feeling that the Black Power slogan 
would backfire, alienate white supporters, and provide ammu-
nition to racists. Even Meredith opposed the slogan. The 
NAACP and the Urban League, another old-line mainstream 
civil rights group, both withdrew from the march. 

John Lewis was similarly critical, and in a later interview 
termed the slogan “meaningless rhetoric.” Vice-President 
Hubert Humphrey spoke out against it. Yet it was supported 
in the form of a full-page advertisement in The New York Times 
by the National Committee of Negro Churchmen. 

Carmichael was arrested on June 17, then released and at 
a rally in Greenwood, Mississippi, deliberately made a point 
of raising the slogan of Black Power. The march ended in 
Jackson, Mississippi, after it had been attacked by white mobs 
and police at two earlier points. In Jackson, Carmichael again 
called for “Black Power.” 

The slogan could be, and was, interpreted in many ways. 
The mainstream media took it as promoting violence and 
hatred of whites, even as “reverse racism.” The NAACP swiftly 
condemned it because it seemed separatist, that is, opposed 
to integration. Soon mainstream civil rights groups and 
leaders, including Congressman Adam Clayton Powell from 
Harlem, maneuvered to coopt the slogan, even holding several 
“Black Power” conferences. It was used by some Black leaders 
as rhetoric to promote Black business entrepreneurship. 

Yet Carmichael initially advocated only building a Black 
political base in order to elect Blacks to public office. Later 
in 1967 he wrote, with political scientist Charles V. Hamilton, 
Black Power, the Politics of Liberation in America. Here the 
authors adopt a clearly radical, quasi-Marxist Black nationalist 
theory, that “black people in this country form a colony…they 
stand as colonial subjects in relation to white society.”19 

Regardless of interpretation, Black Power galvanized young 
Blacks and its militant tone seemed to revive a sense of orga-
nizing possibilities. But it also irreparably sundered the tenu-
ous coalition of civil rights forces in which up to now SNCC 
had played a major, perhaps the leading, role. 
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SNCC’S future still looked fairly bright. It would be seven 
more years until the FBI closed its file on the organi-
zation. But once the Voting Rights Act and President 

Johnson’s “anti-poverty program” were passed, SNCC needed 
to find a new path forward. And Johnson’s carrot was accom-
panied by the stick of repression. SNCC’s advocacy of Black 
Power and armed self-defense attracted the attention of too 
many law enforcement officials. 

SNCC’s name was now a misnomer. It was no longer “stu-
dents” nor nonviolent. It had turned into a cadre mini-party. 
In the Spring of 1967 it found itself in competition 
with a new organization, the California-based Black 
Panther Party. SNCC and the Panthers developed an 
on-again, off-again partnership but “The government 
was on the offensive and everybody who had taken 
a revolutionary position seemed to be fair game.”20

There was a fundamental argument within SNCC 
between those like Carmichael who saw “the prob-
lem” as primarily one of racial oppression, and 
those like Forman who believed the underlying 
issue was social class, that is, the capitalist system. 
This was on top of the issue of reformism versus 
revolutionary action. These two issues would, 
in the maelstrom of 1968 (the assassinations 
of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy, 
the riot at the Democratic Convention in 
Chicago, continuing arrests) eventually 
result in a change of name (to Student 
National Coordinating Committee). 
Additionally, there were splits, defec-
tions, exile for some, clandestine 
existence for others and even an 
unsolved car bombing leaving two SNCC cadre dead in 1970. 
By the Spring of 1971 SNCC was effectively done, in the esti-
mation of the FBI.21

Was the advocacy of armed defense and the turn to Black 
Power the crucial element in SNCC’s demise? In my view the 
turn was inevitable at the time if SNCC was to remain rele-
vant to many younger Blacks. Still, this development certainly 
hurt access to financial resources and did lead to the disaffec-
tion of some members and allies. 

None of the militant Black organizations of the 1960s 
that supported armed resistance survived at the national 
level. Between repression and cooptation, the revolutionary 
elements of the Black freedom struggle were (for the power 
structure) successfully stalled. SNCC, however, was respon-
sible for much of the groundwork for the next phase of the 
freedom struggle: the election of Black public officials in the 
South. 

Soon there were increasing numbers of Black mayors, 
members of Congress and statewide office holders. Some, 
such as John Lewis, still in Congress at the close of 2019, had 
been among SNCC’s founders. Marion Berry, SNCC’s first 
chairperson, served two terms as Mayor of Washington, D.C. 
(including a political comeback from scandal and drug convic-
tion — ed.). 

Nationally, the number of all-Black elected officials at all 
levels, from Congress down to local sheriff, increased from 
1,469 to 4,890 in the decade between 1970 and 1980 — still 

a pittance, but the trajectory was clear. 
Non-party civil rights activity would center on organiza-

tions led by a few charismatic individuals such as the Nation of 
Islam’s Louis Farrakhan and his Million Man March of Oct. 16, 
1995, Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow/PUSH organization in Chicago 
and Rev. Al Sharpton’s National Action Network. But there 
was little to show in terms of nationwide grassroots move-
ment building. 

When a grassroots movement finally began to take root in 
2012-2014, it took the form of street protests against police 
shootings of Black and Latinx civilians and coalesced as Black 
Lives Matter. Whether that movement can be sustained and 

achieve the level of success of the 1960s civil rights move-
ment remains an open question. 

We generally don’t think of unions as part of the 
civil rights movement. Although organized labor to 

say the least has a mixed record with regard to people 
of color, it should be remembered that many unions 

with large numbers of Black workers have been 
leaders in civil rights campaigns. 

The 1941 March on Wash ington was 
organized by A. Philip Randolph, the 

socialist leader of the Brotherhood of 
Sleeping Car Porters. It was called off after 

President Roosevelt signed an executive order 
prohibiting discrimination in the defense 

industry. The 1963 March, led by Rev. 
Martin Luther King Jr. was peppered with 
union leaders and members. 

Many of today’s labor struggles, as in 
recent teachers’ strikes and the “Fight for 

Fifteen,” are led by Black and Latinx workers. 
Perhaps the workplace has now become the terrain of strug-
gle for civil rights.  n
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ON FIRE!
The Burning Case for a
Green New Deal
By Naomi Klein
Simon and Schuster, 2019,
320 pages, $27 hardcover.

AS WITH HER previous book 
This Changes Everything, Naomi 
Klein lays out an excellent 
case for a rapid transition to 
clean energy and leaving fossil 
fuels in the ground. Her stron-
gest political point is that the 
Green transformation must be 
multi-issue. There are two rea-
sons for this: 

1) Logically the green trans-
formation requires massive 
government involvement against narrow 
market-oriented private interests.

This fundamental restructuring of the 
economy must take up housing, education 
and re-education for the new green jobs; 
opposition to the U.S. military, the largest 
single user of fossil fuels in the world; sup-
port for Native peoples trying to preserve 
the earth; the need to transfer wealth to the 
Global South to deal with climate devasta-
tion; the need to allow in climate refugees 
and hence oppose xenophobia; redistribu-
tion of wealth from the top 10-20%, the 
largest contributor to climate change; and 
more.

2) In order to build a strong enough 
movement to bring this about, all sectors 
of poor and working people need to be 
involved. This demands a “just transition” 
for workers, ending environmental racist 
policies, taxing the rich so that the burden 
of transition doesn’t fall on the people the 
movement must mobilize, etc.

The author stresses that she agrees 
with rightwing opponents of a Green tran-
sition in one key respect: It will require a 
fundamental transformation of the economy 
and society. They oppose it not just because 
they want to protect fossil fuel profits, but 
because they want to preserve the wealth 
and power of the top one percent in all 
respects.

This implies that the strategy of 
soft-pedaling what it will take to make the 
transition is wrong. Ecosocialists cannot 

logically deny that 
the need for a rad-
ical transformation 
will upend current 
power and eco-
nomic relations.

We won’t fool 
the right wing by a 
“moderate” strat-
egy, and we won’t 
successfully mobi-
lize everyone who 
needs to be mobi-
lized by appealing 
to the middle of 
the road. Climate 
denial will not be 
beaten by radical 
change denial!

Klein  points out that it is not just cli-
mate change deniers against whom we need 
to organize. The reality of climate change is 
so clear that many hard right people have 
become “Eco-Fascists,” whose ideology says 
that declining living standards and access to 
resources means that what is left should be 
saved for the superior race, for U.S. citizens. 
etc. 

Their “ solution” to the climate crisis 
is to further victimize the poor and peo-
ple of color: Close the borders, kick out 
immigrants of color etc. This was the clear 
position of the mass murderer of Muslims 
in ChristChurch New Zealand. His massacre 
ironically caused a police crack down which 
ended a rally against global warming nearby! 
(42-47)

Capitalism is the Disaster
More generally, Klein correctly sees the 

climate issue as the way the rich can impose 
even more attacks on the poor, referencing 
the “Disaster Capitalism” that she explained 
in her Shock Doctrine. Overall, she shows 
clearly that the solution must be collective, 
democratic and solidaristic rather than indi-
vidualistic, hierarchical and competitive.

Finally, she makes the very important 
point that we need structural change. 
Lifestyle change will not cut it. (132). She 
extends this analysis to warn activists not to 
burn themselves out by believing that they 
alone can change the world. (136) We need 
to be part of a mass movement.

Her radical critique of the current 
political system extends to the Democratic 
Party’s version of the Green New Deal 

(264) which she feels leaves out a lot: chal-
lenging the military; cancelling the debt of 
the Global South; and the need to leave all 
fossil fuels in the ground.

[On many of these points, see Howie 
Hawkins’ extensive discussion of “The Real 
Green New Deal” in Against the Current 203, 
November-December 2019 — ed.]

Naomi Klein is an excellent writer and 
as usual makes a solid case for radical trans-
formation of the energy system. 

Yet this is exactly what’s frustrating 
about Klein’s writing on this topic. Her 
prescriptions don’t meet her analysis. Just 
as with This Changes Everything, she sees 
“capitalism” as an enemy of ecological sanity, 
but her definition of capitalism is often lim-
ited to its current brutal form of “neoliberal 
capitalism.” 

Thus, even while targeting capitalism her 
solutions often assume the continuation of 
the market system. Accordingly, she also has 
too much faith in the ability of the capitalist 
state to enact the changes needed, even if 
under mass pressure. This alternates with 
her suspicion of central government and a 
call for local initiatives. 

Her proposals (page 82 onward) show 
this clearly: 1) Expanded public sphere; 2) 
more planning in a mixed economy; 3) reg-
ulate the corporations; 4) local initiatives; 5) 
cut consumption of the top 20%;  6) tax the 
rich. These are mostly fine as partial mea-
sures, but assume the continuation of capi-
talism and therefore don’t get at the root of 
the problem.

Capitalism, not only in its neoliberal 
form, is anti-ecological in multiple ways: 

1) It relies on continual expansion with-
out regard to ecology or real human need.

2) Its commitment to profit, which is 
enforced by competition, means that pol-
lution is considered an “externality.” Each 
competitive unit must cut its costs, both in 
terms of labor and its relation to the envi-
ronment. 

3) In its current form, capitalist produc-
tion relies on fossil fuels. The whole industri-
al system is founded on this. It’s not just the 
oil, coal, natural gas, etc. industries that ben-
efit economically from global warming, it is 
all the industries interconnected with them.

4) The capitalist state must support 
those industries in order to compete in the 
world market and system of states.  This 
state is run for and by capital. It is not dem-

Steve Leigh is a member of the Revolu tion-
ary Socialist Network and an ecosocialist 
activist in Seattle, Washington.

REVIEW
Burning Questions of Our Planet  By Steve Leigh

continued on page 37
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REVIEW
A Voice of Resistance Revisited  By David Finkel
Culture and Resistance
Conversations with Edward W. Said
By David Barsamian
Haymarket Books reissue (first 
publication South End Press, 2003), 
193 pages + notes and index, 
$17.95 paperback.

WHAT WOULD IT be worth 
to have the wisdom and pas-
sionate commitment of Edward 
Said with us today? What 
would Said have to say about 
the U.S. confrontation with 
Iran, the Syrian catastrophe, the 
ever-deeper bloody impasse 
of Palestine/Israel, devastating 
climate change, Donald Trump 
and so much more — especially the apart-
heid-annexation “Deal of the Century” 
atrocity that Trump-Kushner and Netanyahu 
have dumped on the Palestinian people?

Sadly, we can’t know because Edward 
Said died in 2003 after a long and painful 
struggle with leukemia, “in and out of hospi-
tals, about to begin treatments or recover-
ing from them” as David Barsamian wrote at 
the time (Introduction, xvi). 

This collection of extended interviews 
was conducted by Barsamian between 1999 
and February 2003, and its welcome repub-
lication now by Haymarket Books serves 
as a reminder of Said’s thinking as well as a 
primer for readers who may not be familiar 
with this brilliant scholar, critic and engaged 
advocate of Palestinian freedom. 

For those readers, Said’s political com-
mentary and philosophical reflections may 
serve as bridge to the heavier lifting in read-
ing Orientalism, his classic 1978 pathbreaking 
and controversial exploration of the distort-
ed images of Arab and Eastern peoples in 
the imaginations of Europe and the United 
States, and how these have shaped domi-
nant assumptions behind government policy, 
media portrayals and popular culture. Those 
topics are touched on here, but not in great 
depth.   

For the most part, this collection could 
have been titled “Palestine and Resistance.” 
The role of culture is addressed main-
ly in the concluding discussion, “At the 
Rendezvous of Victory,” where Said refers to 

the “whole assembly of cultural expression 
that has become part of the consolidation 

of Palestinian persistence and 
identity,” an observation that 
obviously pertains to many 
other peoples’ struggles.

He continues: “Culture 
is a form of memory against 
effacement…But there is 
another dimension of cultur-
al discourse — the power to 
analyze, to get past cliché and 
straight out-and-out lies from 
authority, the questioning 
of authority, the search for 
alternatives. These are also 
part of the arsenal of cultural 
resistance.” (159)

Grassroots Power
This means that cultural resistance 

threatens not only the direct oppressor — 
which is why Israel has gone to extreme 
lengths to smash up Palestinian institu-
tions and steal their historical records and 
archives — but also established leaderships 
of oppressed people’s movements.

Although Said served for a time on the 
Palestine National Council, he was known as 
a fierce critic of the Palestinian institution-
al leadership for corruption, bureaucratic 
incompetence and accommodation to U.S. 
and Israeli dictates:

“There’s no way of overestimating the 
pressure that all Palestinians feel. Here we are, 
being killed by a ruthless enemy, and all we 
have in our defense are young men throwing 
rocks at tanks and missiles and helicopter gun-
ships. That is the basic reality. We have a leader-
ship that is unable to lead, for whatever reason. 

For one, the leadership is in prison…
“The other reason is ignorance. The 

Palestinian elites, including intellectuals, still 
think that there’s a shortcut to influencing 
America, which is the main actor in this besides 
Israel.”

Said points out that grassroots activ-
ism, directed toward the American people 
and targeting corporate complicity in the 
Occupation, gets results. 

“But what you need is a new leadership, 
an alternative leadership of intellectuals who 
make that kind of action a principal focus and 
don’t get diverted by things like worrying about 
the Arab League or whether the British or the 
Germans are going to do something.” (76, 77)   

This remark in 2001 presciently fore-
shadows the Boycott/Divestment/Sanctions 
(BDS) movement, which arose from 
Palestinian civil society — not the official 
leadership — four years later. Unfortunately, 
Said himself would not live to see it.

A committed humanist as well as a 
Palestinian partisan, Said was clear that 
Israeli society and its people “are not epi-
phenomena, like Crusaders or imperialists 
who can be sent back somewhere. It’s very 
important for us also to insist, as I often do, 
that Israelis are Israelis. They are citizens 
of a society called Israel. They’re not ‘Jews,’ 
quite simply, who can be thought of once 
again as wanderers, who can go back to 
Europe. That vocabulary of transitory and 
provisional existence is one that one has to 
completely refuse.” (22-23) 

In other discussions here, Said lays out 
his views on “a one-state solution” for the 
Palestine/Israel crisis, the “origins of ter-
rorism,” the Palestinian Intifada, the 9/11 
catastrophe, and his own life trajectory. It’s 
remarkable how current many of his obser-
vations remain almost two decades later, 
except that in most respects things on the 
ground have become even worse.

The book comprises in all six extended 
interviews in the same style that David 
Barsamian has conducted with Noam 
Chomsky, Eqbal Ahmad, Arundhati Roy and 
Howard Zinn among others. Barsamian 
produces the Alternative Radio program 
(https://alternativeradio.org), which has been 
running for more than three decades. 

The republication of the present collec-
tion reminds us of how much Edward Said 
gave us, and how much he’s missed in the 
present catastrophic global situation.   n

David Finkel is an editor of Against the 
Current and a member of Jewish Voice for 
Peace in Detroit.
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pressure that all 
Palestinians feel. Here 

we are, being killed by a 
ruthless enemy, and all 
we have in our defense 

are young men throwing 
rocks at tanks and missiles 
and helicopter gunships.”
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Decaying Teeth, Decaying System  By Rachel Lee Rubin
Teeth:
The Story of Beauty, Inequality, and the 
Struggle for Oral Health in America
By Mary Otto
New York: The New Press, 2017, paperback
edition 2019, 304 pages, $20 paperback.

WHEN I FIRST learned about Mary Otto’s 
book, I was both immediately drawn in and 
internally shaken. I am from Baltimore — 
where, as it turns out, much of the book 
is set — and I’ve objected for years to the 
way poor people, especially Appalachians 
(many of whom ended up in Baltimore), 
are frequently mocked for their teeth: in 
Halloween costumes, in movies, in cartoons. 

I was particularly offended recently by 
a book someone gave me that satirized 
wealthy right-wing politicians as monsters 
— because one was represented as a “hill-
billy” with bad teeth. Indeed, pretty much 
every Halloween I end up seeing someone 
wearing a costume with rotting and missing 
teeth, and pretty much every Halloween, I 
want to approach and say, “Oh, it’s so hilar-
ious that people don’t have equal access to 
dental care!”

In fact, my Baltimore construction-work-
er brother struggled — and failed — to 
obtain dental care, which he needed for 
multiple reasons that are taken up by Mary 
Otto, a Washington Post journalist who is the 
oral health topic leader for the Association 
of Health Care Journalists, and for years has 
steadily linked health care and class.

Otto’s book is admirably successful at 
confronting and presenting the class-based 
health care inequality that is manifested 
through teeth. Her authorial strategies are 
multiple and deft; she combines particular 
examples in a sometimes-tragic, pull-no-
punches way with careful historical research 
and contextualization. (Her effective use of 
oral history and class-based analysis make it 
not at all surprising that the book received a 
grant from a Studs Terkel fund.) 

In addition to oral history and broader 
historical contextualization, Otto addresses 
dental care from an economic perspective, 
a philosophical perspective, a business per-
spective, a geographic perspective, and more. 
She addresses dental care as a health issue, 
but also as something that functions as a 
standard of beauty — in short, convincingly 

demonstrating that 
teeth are overly com-
modified, and that 
this commodification 
has far-reaching influ-
ence.

In the book’s 
Preface, Otto notes 
that bad teeth “con-
fer the stigma of 
economic and even 
moral failure. People 

are held personally accountable for the state 
of their teeth in ways that they are not held 
accountable for many other health condi-
tions.” (vi-vii) 

This is startlingly true despite the fact 
that dental insurance is separate from health 
insurance (Maryland, Otto notes, is one of 
a small group of states with no adult dental 
benefits under Medicare) and therefore for 
many people taking care of teeth is chal-
lenging. It is startlingly true despite the fact 
— as Otto points out multiple times, with 
convincing historical evidence — that many 
dental organizations and individual dentists 
resist preventative care and only perform 
treatment after dental problems emerge.

It is quite compelling that Otto’s focus 
on the significance of “the integration of 
medical and dental records” (86) is still rare 
and striking. This is a second way I found 
Otto’s book compelling on a personal level: 
she discusses how medical and dental treat-
ment are still separated, which I confronted 
due to the fact that cancer treatment can 
have a damaging effect on teeth — as do 
other serious medical conditions, as Otto 
points out. 

Health, Beauty, Overtreatment
The book approaches dentistry from 

two significant angles. First and foremost is 
health: in her usual combination of gripping 
personal stories and useful historical analy-
sis, for instance, she writes about a disabled 
miner who lost his insurance when he had 
to leave the mine and how he suffered as a 
result.

She also explores the significance of 
dental care (and, it must be noted, economic 
class) to social standards of beauty — and 
again, adroitly connects these standards to 
class though personal stories, quoting for 
instance a waitress who worries that she 
will lose her job if she has “bad teeth.” (34)

Meanwhile, Otto points to an editorial 

by a prominent Utah dentist that calls out 
certain cosmetic “oral overtreatment” as 
“nothing less than overt dishonesty.” (25-26) 

A particularly good example of Otto’s 
use of a case study to make institutional 
claims is when she takes up the fact that — 
as she quotes dentist and instructor Martin 
Goldstein saying at a gathering of dentists 
— “weddings are a terrific way to incentiv-
ize people to get their smiles done.” (12)

Otto also explores how an extreme 
instance of what she considers a shady “sell-
ing” of dentistry is the number of people 
with body dysmorphic disorder who are 
exploited by cosmetic dentists. In addition 
to exploring industrial habits and policies, 
she tracks the story of a beauty pageant 
contestant who worried deeply about her 
(healthy) teeth.

The book is usefully divided into three 
sections. The first is called “Bad Teeth,” 
where the author lays out how “bad teeth” 
are defined and how they influence health 
and beauty culture. In the second section, 
“The Dental Art,” she approaches teeth 
through health care and consumerism.

The final section is called “A Sentinel 
Event,” and here she bundles a great deal 
of analysis on the tragic story of an under-
served 12-year-old boy, Deamonte Driver, 
who died when an infection in his teeth 
— which his family could not get treated — 
spread to his brain and killed him. 

This section presents one of the most 
effective aspects of the book. Otto is able 
to hang a great deal of social commentary 
on individual experiences — particularly, 
but not only, class-based commentary. For 
instance, she points out that nearly half of 
young children (3-5 years) in Special Start 
have untreated tooth decay. 

As Deamonte Driver’s story indicates, 
one of Otto’s most effective approaches 
overall is her use of particular stories to 
draw in readers and convey the cruelty 
of our country’s approach. (In addition, 
Deamonte’s story spread widely and was 
used as a carrier of commentary in many 
places, including on the Congressional floor.) 

But then she gracefully pivots, using 
those stories as a lens on systemic injustice. 
In other words, she is able to turn sympa-
thy and pain into a national story without 
turning her work into a series of numbers 
that are in their own way disturbing, but not 
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quite the gut punch of children dying — or 
being orphaned after their parents die. 

But as effectively as Otto uses individual 
stories, one of the most admirable aspects 
of the book is its persuasive systemic com-
mentary. A powerful example is how, in a 
chapter called “The System,” Otto directly 
confronts the many ways that dental organi-
zations have pushed back against efforts to 
change our dental system and make it acces-
sible, preventative, and not only cosmetic.

For instance, when Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt (and others) called for national 
health insurance, a dental journal referred to 
it as a “monster of exploitation of the dental 
profession.” (143-144) Similarly, the American 
Dental Association stood up against a study 
showing a worthwhile service provided by 
dental therapists in other countries, writing 
that “throwing more ‘treaters’ into the mix 
amounts to digging a hole in an ocean of 
disease.” (169) 

The ADA has long used a range of strat-
egies to push back against accessible care, 
including what Otto refers to as “a rich war 
chest” for making campaign contributions 
and hiring lobbyists and legislative experts in 
Washington, DC. (170) Otto also notes that 
the ADA has resisted training so that there 
would be enough dentists to treat every-
one — despite the fact that they had also 
pushed against national insurance by saying 
that there were not enough dentists. 

Race, Class and Neglect
While Otto focuses usefully on how 

many reasons dentists and dental organiza-
tions give for not accepting Medicaid, she 
also pays attention to people who have tried 
to help bring access to dental care. 

She writes about an occasion in Lee 

County, Virginia, when temporary tents were 
set up to give dental service to people with-
out other access. Before dawn, Otto notes, 
more than 400 people were already there 
waiting, many of them experiencing a great 
deal of pain due to untreated dental condi-
tions. (33) 

Similarly, she writes about a mobile 
dental clinic at an elementary school (and 
movingly describes the reactions of some 
children who had never been to a dentist 
before). Otto is careful to note that lack of 
access to dental care is not just about ability 
to pay for the care. For instance, many peo-
ple can’t get time off work, and don’t always 
have adequate transportation or phones. 

Of course, race and class in the United 
States have always been mutually shaping  —  
but Otto effectively takes up the racialized 
nature of dental care in the United States, 
writing, “In America, access to health care 
has always been divided along racial lines.” 
(181)

She takes this up in two ways: segre-
gation being maintained longer than many 
readers might think, and the ways in which 
American racial history has left a physical 
mess. Certain diseases, for instance, are far 
more widespread in “minority children.” 
Some African Americans, she quotes an 
African American doctor as saying, who 
were kids during legal segregation, have 
seriously “paid the price for not getting oral 
health care as a child.” (184) 

Meanwhile, from the other end, Black 
dentists had to form their own professional 
organization in 1913. Otto’s chapter on race 
takes up both patients and dentists. While 
she explores reasons for insufficient dental 
care, she remains a little bit optimistic about 
the future, at least in some states. But she 
notes that “dental care has remained far 
scarcer for poor children,” and that adult 
dental care visits have “have been in a state 
of decline.” (124) 

With her usual adept and strategic 
application of an individual story, she writes 
about a blacklisted dentist — who worked 
hard to bring good dental care to poor 
Californians, which included many African 
Americans — who was called before 
the House Committee on UnAmerican 
Activities. (Happily, he pushed back hard.) 

Although she does not state the con-
crete specifics of his political alignment, this 
man’s story does indicate that capitalism is 
against health care for all, for he is seen as 
a traitor for wanting to expand access to 
dental care.

Another significant approach of the 
book is the author’s confronting of the 
relationship of drug abuse to dental health. 
Once again, she is not blaming of addicts 
— instead, she movingly confronts a social 

problem that has been getting more atten-
tion in the last few years because use of 
certain dangerous drugs has shifted to 
wealthier users. 

She also flips this assumption to note 
that not only do certain drugs have a bad 
effect on teeth, but that suffering from den-
tal pain frequently leads to poor Americans 
turning to both “legal and illegal drugs, folk 
remedies, and in some cases, pulling out 
their own teeth.” (38) 

In addition to drug abuse, lack of access 
to dental care causes children with poor 
oral health to be nearly three times as likely 
to miss school, as a result of dental pain.

It is easy to think of the effects of miss-
ing school as building up and becoming 
more and more dangerous  — a kind of ava-
lanche — and while the author is not direct 
about this, it reveals that lack of access to 
dental care is not only due to class position, 
but also works to keep poor people trapped 
in their class position.

Finally, Otto’s historicizing is ambitious 
and successful. She introduces significant 
figures and their discoveries and assertions 
before the Civil War, and notes that cultural 
depictions of teeth go way back as well. For 
instance, she quotes a short story about a 
young woman selling her good teeth in 1833 
to “ease her father’s dying days” and points 
out that graverobbers frequently stole teeth 
from buried bodies. (99, 102)

The one shortcoming of the book, in my 
opinion, is that Otto writes as though lack 
of access to dental care is largely ignored or 
unknown (although one-third of Americans 
have insufficient access), when the fact is 
that it is also frequently mocked — cultural-
ly as well as personally.

In fact, how teeth are mocked is quite 
telling as well. In my office, for instance, I 
have two offensive versions of costume 
teeth from the same company: what started 
as “hillbilly” teeth is now packaged as
“junkie” teeth.

Perhaps the most summary and telling 
line in this incredibly engaging book is “The 
rate of dental suffering is a grim kind of eco-
nomic indicator.” (37) I personally think it is, 
indeed, an economic indicator — one that 
is read by many and rarely evokes enough 
sympathy among well-off Americans.

Overall, this is a deeply ambitious, 
engrossing and significant book — success-
ful in terms of both content and rhetorical 
strategies. Otto’s writing is, at times, impres-
sively efficient. Indeed, there are multiple 
phrases that, when I read them, made me 
think, “That would have made a good title!” 
But perhaps the most summary line in the 
book is a reference to insufficient access to 
dental care as “America’s silent epi demic.” 
(ix)  n

Questions  — cont. from page 34

ocratic and cannot be made to be so.
All this means that the creation of eco-

logically sane capitalism through reform is 
impossible. The movement for ecological 
sanity can win reforms that lessen capitalist 
destruction. However, since the root of the 
problem is capitalism itself, the whole sys-
tem must be replaced. 

The capitalist state needs to be eliminat-
ed, replaced with actual democratic struc-
tures that can transform the economy. To 
end the threat of global ecocide, we need to 
eliminate private and bureaucratic owner-
ship, not just regulate it. We need complete 
democratic control of the economy from 
the bottom up. Profit must be eliminated 
and replaced by human need.

On the way to this goal, On Fire —The 
Burning Case for a Green New Deal is a 
useful analysis of the problem, even if its 
prescriptions fall short.  n
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Escaping the Debt Trap  By Michael McCallister
The Debt System:
A History of Sovereign 
Debts
and Their Repudiation
By Eric Toussaint
Haymarket Books, 2019, 280 pages,
$19.95 paper.

YOU CAN’T REALLY under-
stand the world, especially glob-
al North-South relationships, 
without understanding how for-
eign aid works. The Debt System 
will help you do that. The book 
argues for the necessity of a 
radical restructuring of global 
finance.

Eric Toussaint is a lead-
ing figure in the Fourth 
International and president 
of the Committee for the 
Abolition of Illegitimate Debts 
(CADTM), based in Belgium. The commit-
tee’s website (www.cadtm.org) provides 
a compendium of important information 
about the debt problem. Toussaint’s previous 
book was Bankocracy (Resistance Books, 
2015).

In this work, Toussaint aims to explain 
the history of international development 
loans between the imperialist countries of 
the global North and the (neo)colonies to 
the South. Over the first seven chapters 
Toussaint outlines instance after instance 
“from Latin America to China, Greece, 
Tunisia, Egypt, and the Ottoman Empire 
[where] the ruling classes in the global 
North have used debt as a means of accu-
mulating wealth and as a weaon of domina-
tion.” In short, you understand the imperial 
power always profits from a loan to a colony.

Toussaint tells some colorful stories 
from the records with a familiar pattern. 
The colonial collaboration regime runs to 
the European power with a plea for a loan 
to make war on a regional rival, or simply 
to keep the government running. European 
bankers come to the rescue, but at an inter-
est rate that the colony can never afford. 
But hey, there’s more money to borrow 
where that came from. 

The cycle keeps repeating. That is, unless/

until the debt 
is repudiated 
— which is the 
second theme 
of this book.

Consider 
Emile Erlanger. 
Toussaint 
describes him 
as “one of the 
most prominent 
bankers in the 
financial centers 
of Paris and 
London in the 
second half of 
the 19th centu-
ry.” He shows 
up in 1863 with 
a pile of money 
for the bey 
(king) of Tunis, 

to help the bey pay for consular buildings 
for France and Britain, not to mention the 
French rifles he needed to replace a batch 
of useless weapons from Belgium.

“Genuine Swindle”

Erlanger sold Tunisian bonds worth 500 
French francs for a bargain rate of 480 
francs, with annual interest of 35 francs for 
15 years. In turn, the Tunisian government 
received 415 francs for each 500-franc bond 
sold, and had to repay the investors 1025 
francs for the same bond.

Meanwhile Erlanger pocketed a little 
over five million francs in commissions. 
Ten years later, a French treasury inspector 
described this loan as “a genuine swindle.”

The bey and his prime minister were paid 
in cash, and deposited the funds in a special 
account, which never found its way into the 
government treasury. Presumably, the bey 
and his ministers pocketed all the money.

Meanwhile, the various creditors pres-
sured the bey for repayment. No worries — 
the bey doubled the annual tax on each per-
son in Tunis! This “caused a general rebellion 
in the country.” It took the bey almost a 
year to quell the uprising.

Erlanger came to the rescue a second 
time, offering 36.87 million French francs. 
Tunisia only saw 20 million of that, but had 
to repay 75.4 million francs!

The cycle continued, until the French 
invaded Tunisia in 1881 to enforce debt col-
lection.

A different set of events following the 
same general pattern led to the military 
occupation of Egypt by the British in 1882.

Debt Crises Then and Now
The book lives in the shadow of the 

Greek debt crisis in the last decade, and 
Toussaint reminds us that “The lives of 
Greeks have been blighted by major debt 
crises no less than four times since 1826.” 
(59)

The first, in 1830, resulted in the Hellenic 
Republic overthrown in favor of a monar-
chy at the behest of a troika of the British, 
French and Russian monarchies.

When even the Greek king could no 
longer find the money in the treasury to 
service the debt, he suspended payments in 
1843. Despite a series of popular rebellions, 
the troika attempted to impose another 
debt plan requiring massive public sector 
layoffs (including all but 26 university profes-
sors), wage cuts, and canceled public works 
programs.

When even those efforts failed to get 
the sufficient revenue for the troika, the 
British and French navies seized the port of 
Piraeus in 1854, and collected all the cus-
toms revenue for two years. Yet again, the 
troika insisted that the original loan from 
1824-5 had not been paid in full. 

The Greek debt was restructured yet 
again in 1878. Noting that Greek budgets 
delivered a surplus every year but two 
in the period 1837-1877 before the debt 
service was paid, Toussaint concludes that 
“Once debt repayment enters the picture, 
it becomes clear that it (debt service) was 
the sole cause of the unsustainable debt 
burden.”

Toussaint reviews several Latin American 
debt crises in the 19th and early 20th centu-
ries. Even the continent’s “liberator” Simon 
Bolivar was forced into agreeing to borrow 
from the former colonial powers in the 
1820s.

Toussaint includes a useful chronology 
as an appendix, offering brief descriptions 
of debt crises. These include several not 
touched on in the main text, from 1815-1992.

Successful Debt Repudiation
Sometimes the debtor countries man-

age to win small victories against crushing 
debt. Toussaint explains in great detail how 
20th century revolutionaries in Mexico 
and Russia successfully repudiated debts 
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incurred by their respective ancien regimes.
Toussaint describes the aftermath of 

the 1910 revolution in Mexico, leading to 
the establishment of what would become 
known as the Institutional Revolutionary 
Party (PRI) that dominated Mexican politics 
for a century. In February 1919, a cartel of 
bankers from the creditor nations formed 
to bring Mexico to the bargaining table to 
resolve its debts.

Three years later, Mexican president 
Alvaro Obregon acknowledged a public debt 
of $500 million. Toussaint contends that 
figure was twice what was actually owed 
($220 million from the previous dictatorship 
of Porfirio Diaz, plus another $30 million 
from 1910-1922). “On top of that,” Toussaint 
writes, “he agreed to add $200 million as 
default interest.”

Mexico began repaying on this doubled 
debt, but suspended debt payments on June 
30, 1924 after the budget deficit got too 
deep. After several cycles of resuming and 
suspending payments, the Mexican Congress 
canceled the most recent agreement 
between the government and the bankers 
in January 1932, at the height of the global 
Depression.

In 1941, just before U.S. entry into World 
War Two, President Franklin Roosevelt 
insisted that the bankers’ cartel give up try-
ing to enforce debt payments from Mexico 

and Brazil. The cartel reduced the $510 mil-
lion bill it was trying to steal from Mexico, 
and agreed to accept just $50 million (capi-
tal and interest).

The post-revolutionary debt situation in 
Russia was more complicated, but settled 
in an equally decisive manner. The Soviet 
government suspended payment of all inter-
national debt just months after the October 
Revolution of 1917, and all czarist debts 
were repudiated in February 1918. [Eric 
Toussaint describes the subsequent struggle 
in detail in ATC 195, “The Soviets and Tsarist 
Debt,” online at https://solidarity-us.org/
atc/195 — ed.]

Soviet debt repudiation was one reason 
for 13 countries invading Russia to support 
the counterrevolutionary White forces in 
the civil war that followed the revolution 
of 1917. In April 1922 Great Britain, France, 
Belgium, Japan and Italy hosted a conference 
to force the Russians to again acknowledge 
the repudiated debt and stop demanding 
global revolution. 

“The Western capitals believed that Soviet 
government to be on its knees and were con-
vinced they would get what they wanted by 
making the new loans and investments Russia 
needed conditional upon the acknowledgment 
of previous debts and compensation for expro-
priated Western companies.” (194)

The Bolshevik government proposed to 

resume partial payment of the Tsarist debt if 
three conditions were met by Western pow-
ers. (195) These were:

• Diplomatic recognition of the Soviet 
government

• Bilateral loans
• Encouragement of private firms that 

were demanding payment for expropriation 
to accept concessions to exploit natural 
resources in Siberia and other locations as 
compensation.

Five weeks after the start of these nego-
tiations, Russia dropped out, with foreign 
minister George Chicherin declaring that 
“Governments and administrations created 
by revolutions are not bound to respect the 
obligations of the governments which have 
been overthrown.” (203)

Aside from a brief reference to 
Argentina’s debt suspension from late 2001 
to March 2005, The Debt System does not 
discuss today’s international debt. Readers 
interested in current topics should closely 
follow the CADTM website.

Theories of Odious Debt
Chicherin’s declaration is an excellent 

summary of the theory of “odious debt.” 
Toussaint turns more theoretical in Chapter 
8, where he describes the theory of “odious 
debt” that Chicherin summarizes so well. 
The phrase comes up frequently in the pre-
ceding historical chapters, but he offers a 
more thorough explanation of the concept 
here and in the following chapter.

Alexander Nahum Sack is considered to 
be the originator of this concept, which sug-
gests that in exceptional cases, debts may be 
written off by new regimes: Sack wrote:

“If a despotic power contracts debt, not 
for the needs and interest of the state, but to 
strengthen its despotic regime, to oppress the 
population that combats it, that debt is odious 
for the whole state. The debt need not be recog-
nized by the Nation: It is a debt of the regime, 
a personal debt of the power that contracted 
it and consequently falls along with the power 
that contracted it.” Les Effets des Transformation 
des Etats sur leurs dettes publiques et autres 
obligations financières: traité juridique et finan-
cier, Recueil Sirey, Paris, 1927, 157, quoted in 
Toussaint, 131

Since 2008 CADTM has campaigned for 
“a new doctrine of illegitimate, illegal, odi-
ous, and unsustainable debt” cancellation. 
This doctrine includes considerations of 
whether the debtor state is democratic, 
whether it respects human rights, whether 
the debt is incurred within the framework 
of “structural adjustments” (enforced aus-
terity), and includes all debts incurred to pay 
back previous odious debts. 

On grounds of global social justice, The 
Debt System makes a strong case for this 
new doctrine.  n
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Class, Race and Elections  By Fran Shor
Merge Left:
Fusing Race and Class, Winning 
Elections, and Saving America
By Ian Haney Lopez
The New Press, 2019, 288 pages, $27 hardcover.

THE LEFT IN the United States has his-
torically foundered over how to develop a 
political strategy that recognizes all the con-
tradictions inherent in the intersections of 
class and race. Early 20th century socialists, 
like Eugene Debs, believed that attacking the 
class system embedded in capitalism would, 
in itself, solve the “Negro Question.”

On the other hand, the Communist 
Party USA during its “Third Period” in the 
late 1920s and early 1930s, raised the slo-
gan of “Self-Determination for the Black 
Belt,” not with regard to the actual wishes 
of African Americans (North or South) 
but in obeisance to the doctrine of the 
Communist International that dictated a 
nationalist line.

Ian Haney Lopez, a University of 
California-Berkeley law professor and 
author of Dog Whistle Politics (2014), in his 
important new book, Merge Left: Fusing 
Race and Class, Winning Elections, and Saving 
America, tries to navigate between a “class” 
left that continues to subordinate issues of 
racial justice under a banner of “economic 
populism,” evident at times in the Bernie 
Sanders campaign (141-45), and racial justice 
radicals who dismiss class as a determining 
factor in addressing the persistence of white 
supremacy. (98-116)

Acknowledging the co-determining role 
of class and race, Haney Lopez proposes 
a race-class approach that he believes will 
engender racial and economic justice. 

There is much to admire and emulate in 
Haney’s analysis and strategy. At the same 
time, in his efforts to formulate a political 
strategy that goes beyond what he sees as 
the underlying “moral” arguments of racial 
justice advocates and downplaying of racism 
by the class left, Haney Lopez’s positions 
become problematic precisely to the extent 
that they focus almost exclusively on elec-
toral politics and the reliance on a “winning” 

rhetorical mes-
sage.

The key 
point, stressed 
by Haney 
Lopez and his 
associates who 
provided the 
polling data 
extensively 
used for his 
analysis and 
strategy, is 
that “most 
Americans — 
including many 
who do not 

consistently vote Republican — are suscep-
tible to coded messages about threatening 
or undeserving people of color but are not 
consciously committed to defending white 
dominance.” (20)

In relying on polling data that are framed 
around ideological messaging for electoral 
campaigns, Merge Left diminishes the role of 
collective struggle that contests class and 
race rule and the identity structures that 
prop up racial resentments.

On the other hand, Haney Lopez’s anal-
ysis provides much insight into how racial 
resentments are mobilized by politicians, 
especially with what he calls, following 
George Lakoff, “core narratives.” Those 
narratives, which work to reinforce the rule 
of a white oligarchy, are: “1. Fear and resent 
people of color; 2. Distrust government;
3. Trust the marketplace.” (73)

Yet Merge Left never provides a thorough 
analysis of the neoliberal context for the 
later two core narratives, a context that 
would do much to anchor those narratives 
in the social and economic conditions of the 
times.

Politics of “White Fragility”
Certainly, Haney Lopez acknowledges 

how the policies and positions adopted by 
the Reagan and Clinton Administrations 
reinforced, to differing degrees, these core 
narratives. His ability to reveal how dog 
whistle politics inflamed racial resentments 
and played upon what Robin D’Angelo has 
labeled “white fragility” is exemplary. 

In addition, his analysis of how Trump 
“epitomizes the connection between white 
racial spite and widespread economic ruin-
ation” (220) offers the historical opportu-

nity for contesting the ugly remnants and 
resonances of white supremacy. 

However, there is a lack of understanding 
of how deeply rooted connections among 
national identity, citizenship and whiteness 
informs a white identity politics that appears 
impervious to the kind of cross-racial soli-
darity that Haney Lopez champions. 

In other words, race and class are also 
confounded by the constraints and contra-
dictions of nationalism and imperialism. 

On the other hand, the book helps to 
make very clear how “racial resentment 
and economic hardship exist in a mutually 
reinforcing relationship.” (140) Linking this to 
the vicious feedback loop of racial resent-
ment and class rule, Merge Left skewers 
those politicians and their economic mas-
ters in the following insightful manner: 

“Racial resentment helped build enthusi-
asm for dog whistle politicians, who then 
did favors for the economic royalty, which 
caused economic misery, which set the con-
ditions for more racial scapegoating, which 
built more support for dog whistle politics 
serving the interests of plutocracy, more 
wealth being siphoned skyward, more scape-
goating, and down the country slumped.” 
(140) 
To break this vicious cycle and to win 

over electorally those “persuadables,” whom 
Haney Lopez contends are not wedded 
to white dominance, it is incumbent upon 
those on the left to find the right messag-
ing. This messaging, which is provided by 
examples throughout the book, balances the 
class-race arguments, not tipping too far in 
either the class or race direction but always 
framing the message of how race is used to 
increase class depredations. 

The Power of Struggle
While Merge Left pays homage to collec-

tive struggle outside the electoral arena, the 
commitment to messaging that relies on a 
finely tuned electoral discourse undercuts 
the important role of collective struggle in 
breaking the class-race negative nexus. 

There are myriad examples of how 
multi-racial collective struggles can create 
real breakthroughs and establish solidarity. 
One example is from Studs Terkel’s Working, 
where a former KKK member becomes a 
union activist in a local dominated by Black 
women. In the process of striking and build-
ing their solidarity, the racist scales falls from 
the eyes of this white union activist. 

continued on page 43

Fran Shor is a Detroit area activist and retired 
Emeritus Professor of history at Wayne State 
University. His book Weaponized Whiteness. 
The Constructions and Deconstructions 
of White Identity Politics (Brill) is forthcom-
ing in paperback from Haymarket Books in 
September 2020.
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REVIEW
Surveillance Capitalism & Resistance By Peter Solenberger
The Age of Surveillance 
Capitalism:
The Fight for a Human Future
at the New Frontier of Power
By Shoshana Zuboff
New York: Public Affairs/Hachette Book Group, 
2019, 704 pages, $38 hardcover.

Activists and the Surveillance 
State:
Learning from Repression
Edited by Aziz Choudry
London: Pluto Press, 2019, 264 pages,
$29 paperback.

Permanent Record
By Edward Snowden
New York: Metropolitan Books/Henry Holt and 
Co., 2019, 352 pages, $30 hardcover.

SURVEILLANCE IS CONSTANTLY in the 
news. As I began writing this review, a major 
surveillance story broke that Facebook-
owned WhatsApp is suing the NSO Group, 
an Israeli spyware company, for compromi-
sing mobile phones running WhatsApp.

WhatsApp encrypts voice, text, image 
and other data and is used by activists and 
journalists in many countries to communica-
te securely. The encryption is end-to-end, so 
that even WhatsApp can’t see the content. 
The NSO Group sells spyware that can be 
remotely installed via a seemingly innocuous 
WhatsApp message and then tracks and 
reports every conversation, text or image 
before encryption.

The NSO Group sells its spyware to 
governments and police forces around the 
world. The WhatsApp suit revealed that the 
Indian government is using the software to 
monitor critics of its authoritarian Hindu-
nationalist policies. The Saudi government 
used NSO Group software to spy on jour-
nalist Jamal Khashoggi before it assassinated 
him in October 2018. 

Facebook, which owns WhatsApp, is itself 
notorious for compromising users’ data. 
In July 2019 the Federal Trade Commission 
fined Facebook $5 billion for failing to 
se cure its users’ data. In a scandal unmasked 
in March 2018, Facebook’s “partner” poli-
cies had allowed Cambridge Analytica, a 
rightwing political consulting company, to 
access the data of 50 million U.S. Facebook 
users to help Donald Trump win the 2016 

presidential election. (See “Far-right ‘resear-
chers’ steal Facebook info” at https://solida-
rity-us.org/facebook_cambridge_analytica/.)

Facebook is attempting to disguise itself 
as a defender of internet privacy by suing 
the NSO Group and resisting demands by 
governments to create a “backdoor” in 
WhatsApp so that they can get around the 
encryption. It is suggesting that it might 
encrypt Facebook messages too.

End-to-end encryption of messages is 
important but it doesn’t touch Facebook’s 
main surveillance business: collecting, storing 
and selling the unencrypted information 
users give it. And Facebook can figure out 
most of what it wants to know from mes-
sages without seeing their content.

From its own and other surveillance 
sources Facebook knows about the people 
sending and receiving messag-
es: names, addresses, phone 
numbers, email addresses, 
family, friends, likes, dislikes, 
browsing history, purchases, 
credit scores, property own-
ership, travel, voting records, 
etc. It can add message meta-
data: who communicates with 
whom, when, where, how 
long, how much data. Putting 
all that together it can see 
networks and infer content, 
to the extent it needs to.

Governments with sophi-
sticated surveillance agencies 
can see all this too. But the pressure to go 
beyond metadata to access encrypted data 
is pervasive. Police demand access to “fight 
crime.” Security agencies demand access to 
“fight terrorism.”

Well-intentioned advocates demand 
“backdoors” to stop hate speech, incite-
ment to genocide, fake news, and child 
pornography. As I began writing, a New York 
Times article castigated Apple for end-to-
end encryption of its messages, which allow 
them to be used to distribute child pornog-
raphy. Yet encryption is the only practical 
method most people have to thwart corpo-
rate and government surveillance.

This is just following the thread of one 
day’s stories.

Three Books on Surveillance
Not surprisingly, authors have begun 

writing books about surveillance. Three 
books published in 2019 investigate the pos-

sibilities opened by technology to improve 
work and life and the way contemporary 
capitalism ruins those possibilities. 

The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The 
Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier 
of Power by Shoshana Zuboff exposes cor-
porate surveillance by Google, Facebook, 
Microsoft, Amazon and now an avalanche of 
companies. 

Zuboff, a Harvard Business School pro-
fessor emerita, wrote two previous books 
on technology and society: In the Age of the 
Smart Machine: The Future of Work and Power 
and, with her late husband James Maxmin, 
The Support Economy: Why Corporations Are 
Failing Individuals and the Next Episode of 
Capitalism.

The Age of Surveillance Capitalism is an 
indignant exposure and a demand that 

democratic governments reign 
in corporate surveillance so 
that people can freely express 
their humanity.

Activists and the Surveillance 
State: Learning from Repression, 
edited by Aziz Choudry, is a 
collection of essays on sur-
veillance and repression in the 
name of national security and 
resistance to it. 

The essays recount expe-
riences in English-speaking 
capitalist democracies: the 
United States, Canada, Britain, 
Mauritius, South Africa, 

Australia and New Zealand. All the authors 
are activists. Most are academics or journal-
ists. Choudry is an Associate Professor at 
McGill University in Montreal.

Activists and the Surveillance State has a 
more radical perspective than Surveillance 
Capitalism. Its contributors are anticapitalist 
and anti-imperialist, veterans of campaigns 
on behalf of national liberation, antiracist 
and indigenous, environmental, women’s and 
queer struggles. All have run up against sur-
veillance and political policing and resisted it.

Permanent Record is Edward Snowden’s 
memoir of his journey from computer geek 
in a family with a long military tradition to 
whistleblower on mass surveillance by the 
U.S. “intelligence community.” Snowden 
thanks writer Joshua Cohen for having 
“taken me to writing school, helping to 
transform my rambling reminiscences and 
capsule manifestos into a book that I hope 
he can be proud of.”

Peter Solenberger is a Solidarity member 
and activist in Michigan.



42  MARCH / APRIL 2020

The book would make great fiction: 
a coming-of-age story, a story of moral 
conflict, a spy story, an action adventure 
complete with an evil empire and an heroic 
but seemingly doomed resistance, and a love 
story. Except that it’s true.

In the course of tell-
ing his story Snowden 
recounts in very accessible 
terms how the U.S. gov-
ernment collects, stores 
and mines data on the 
digital communications 
of almost everyone con-
nected to the internet. 
Encryption and use of 
the “dark web” (the TOR 
network and others) can 
thwart the surveillance, 
but thwarting it gets you 
tagged too: “What do you have to hide?”

Surveillance Capitalism
Jacob Silverman re viewed The Age of 

Surveillance Capitalism for The New York 
Times on January 18, 2019 (https://www.
nytimes.com/2019/01/18/books/review/
shoshana-zuboff-age-of-surveillance-capital-
ism.html). His review captures the appeal 
of the book to readers open to a critique 
of capitalism run amok with information 
technology.

Enter, as a critical guide, Shoshana 
Zuboff, who has emerged as the leading 
explicator of surveillance capitalism. With 
decades of experience studying issues of 
labor and power in the digital economy, 
Zuboff in 2015 published a paper, “Big Other: 
Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects 
of an Information Civilization,” which has 
since become an essential source for anyone 
looking to reckon seriously with what she 
described as a distinct, emerging economic 
logic. 

Now she has followed up that paper 
with a doorstop of a book, an intensively 
researched, engagingly written chronicle of 
surveillance capitalism’s origins and its dele-
terious prospects for our society.

The Age of Surveillance Capitalism tells the 
story of the rise of surveillance capitalism. 
Google was formed in 1998 and developed 
a slick internet search engine by collecting, 
storing, indexing and accessing vast quan-
tities of data from crawling the internet 
(moving from website to website via links) 
and from saving users’ queries and clicks to 
see what they wanted.

The problem for Google and other 
internet technology companies was that 
they hadn’t figured out how to make money 
from their marvelous toys. Hence the dot-
com bust. Then Google figured it out. They 
knew the who, what, when and where of 
searches and could combine that with what 
they knew from previous searches and from 

other data sources. 
This allowed them to target ads more 

precisely, to report whether users clicked 
on the ads, and to charge higher prices 
when they did. The more Google knew 

about users, the better 
their targeting, the more 
clicks, and the more they 
could charge. 

This set off a scram-
ble to collect data. 
Google offered not only 
free searches but also 
free email, email groups, 
docs, drives, calendars, 
maps, browsers, opera-
ting systems, messaging, 
whatever they could 
think of. As users contri-

buted more and more data, Google mined 
it, charged more for ads, and got richer and 
richer.

So far the data appropriation depen-
ded on users typing in data. But why stop 
there? Google Assistant and Google Home 
could answer voice queries — and listen to 
whatever else was happening in the vicinity. 
Android devices (laptops, tablets, smart-
phones, watches, etc.) and apps could report 
where users were and, with the help of 
various sensors, what they were doing.

Google wasn’t the only villain. Facebook, 
Microsoft, Amazon and others quickly fol-
lowed. Cars, appliances and other devices 
became internet-connected. You look at 
your television, but it also looks at you and 
reports what it sees. Smart thermostats, 
nanny cams, garage door openers, even refri-
gerators spy.

 The tech companies claim that surveil-
lance is “personalization,” and to a certain 
extent it is convenient. But as Zuboff points 
out, every “privacy policy” is really a surveil-
lance policy.

While the story is fascinating, the edifice 
Zuboff builds on its foundation is much less 
satisfying. She overtheorizes her findings. For 
example, she coins the term “behavioral sur-
plus” to describe the data the surveillance 
capitalists extract beyond what’s needed to 
improve the digital product and says this is 
the basis for a new capitalist exploitation, 
superseding the exploitation of workers in 
production. 

The reality is much simpler. Surveillance 
capitalism is good old government-sup-
ported monopoly capitalism using new 
technology.

Zuboff overstates the effectiveness 
of surveillance capitalism. The targets of 
advertising can ignore it, as consumers have 
ignored “hidden persuaders” in all previous 
media. 

Surveillance capitalists dream of behavio-
ral modification to get people to buy what 

they direct them to buy and to think what 
they direct them to think. If capitalism really 
could satisfy human needs, they might suc-
ceed. But the contrast between the fiction 
of a “good life” under capitalism and the 
reality generates dissatisfaction, alienation, 
anger and thought.

Zuboff underestimates the danger of 
government spying using the new techno-
logy. True in China, she says, but it couldn’t 
happen here. But we know that a revolving 
door connects Big Tech and the “intelligence 
community” (IC).

We know that Cambridge Analytica used 
Facebook data to build a “friends list” of 50 
million people they thought might be per-
suaded to vote for Trump. They or the IC 
could as easily have created an enemies list 
for harassment, blacklisting and blackmail.

Finally, Zuboff puts too much faith in 
the possibility of reforming surveillance 
capitalism and restoring the good old days 
of the New Deal, with capitalism regulated 
by the “double movement” of markets and 
democracy. She dismisses Marx as a utopian, 
but her proposed solution of democratic 
capitalism seems far more utopian than 
socialism.

The Surveillance State
Activists and the Surveillance State focuses 

on more traditional surveillance by polit-
ical police. Almost exactly a century ago 
the Palmer Raids rounded up and jailed or 
deported activists in the “Red Scare” follow-
ing World War I and the Russian Revolution. 
A. Mitchell Palmer, the Attorney General 
under Democratic Party hero Woodrow 
Wilson, led the repression.

Palmer picked 24-year-old J. Edgar 
Hoover to head the newly formed General 
Intelligence Division (GED) of the Justice 
Department’s Bureau of Investigation. The 
GED’s task was to investigate, infiltrate 
and destroy radical groups. Fifty years later 
Hoover was still at it, with the Counter-
Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) 
against civil rights, Black Power, Puerto Rican 
Nationalist, Native American, antiwar, femi-
nist, environmental and socialist groups.

Activists and the Surveillance State exam-
ines the experience of activists with sur-
veillance, political policing and resistance. It 
deals only in passing with digital surveillance, 
but the traditional methods of observation, 
infiltration, agents provocateurs, arrests, 
interrogation, torture, trials, prison and 
assassinations are even more effective, if also 
more labor-intensive and expensive.

The book consists of eleven essays. The 
first two analyze the surveillance state not 
as an aberration, but as a “rational” (from 
the capitalists’ standpoint) development of 
the capitalist state. Exploitation, oppression, 
repression. 
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The following eight essays, pre-
sent case studies from the U.K., 
Mauritius, South Africa, the United 
States, Australia, the Canadian state, 
and New Zealand. The final essay 
argues for continued research into 
and exposure of corporate and 
state spying and political policing.

It is well worth reading for acti-
vists experiencing or thinking about 
what Choudry describes as “the 
sharp edge of state power.”

Permanent Record
Edward Snowden was born in 

1983, the year the internet was 
born, as the Defense Department 
separated its military network from the 
public one. He came from a military and 
government family. His father was a Coast 
Guard officer, an engineer, and his maternal 
grandfather a Coast Guard rear admiral. 

His ancestors had served in every 
war the United States fought. His mother 
worked for the government. Snowden grew 
up with a strong sense of duty, but also with 
a sense of justice. His family served their 
country because it was just.

As a boy, Snowden was quite good with 
computers, which led him into the world of 
online hacking, not for money or malice but 
for the fun of it. He saw no conflict between 
his hacking and his sense of duty. His hack-
ing uncovered inconsistency, incompetence, 
irrationality and hypocrisy. But he main-
tained his sense that sometime, somehow, 
someone with good intentions and smarts 
would intervene to put matters right.

Snowden enlisted 
in the army after 
9/11, continuing the 
family tradition. He 
was injured in basic 
training too badly 
to serve in combat. 
Rousted out of the 
army, he decided to 
join the CIA, NSA or 
some other agency 
of the intelligence 
community. But 
Congress wouldn’t 
approve hiring more 
government workers 
or raising their sala-

ries and instead approved contracting on a 
dodgy cost-plus basis. 

So Snowden got a job working nominally 
for Dell but really for the IC. He became a 
systems administrator. His job was to make 
sure that all the databases in his area were 
up and running and communicating with 
each other. 

In the course of his work he began to 
realize that the IC had much more data than 
made sense if it was engaged in targeted 
surveillance for national security. Without 
public knowledge or legal authorization or 
oversight, the IC was engaged in mass sur-
veillance.

He was torn between duty to the ideals 
that had brought him to the IC and his 
own comfort and safety. He had work that 
challenged him and paid well. He was living 
happily with Lindsay Mills, the love of his life. 
Why rock the boat?

As we know, Snowden decided to rock 
the boat, or rather blow the whistle. He 
copied and encrypted a huge trove of data 
which proved that the U.S. government was 
engaged in mass surveillance of its citizens 
and most of the online world.

He got the data to journalists Glenn 
Greenwald, Laura Poitras, and Ewen 
MacAskill, and they published stories in The 
Guardian and The Washington Post. Other 
media picked up the story.

After a dramatic international odyssey, 
Snowden and Mills are living in political 
exile in Moscow. Not the happy ending they 
deserve, but they are heroes to those who 
care about democracy.

Beyond Surveillance
What can activists do to stop or limit 

corporate and government spying? The arti-
cle on Cambridge Analytica cited above has 
some suggestions about protecting yourself 
on the internet and promoting noncapitalist 
internet alternatives. Probably the most 
important of these online activist sites is 
the Electronic Frontier Foundation (https://
www.eff.org).

But these are something like recycling 

and promoting community recycling to fight 
climate change — important, but far from 
sufficient to solve the problem.

Stopping or significantly curtailing surveil-
lance would require a movement far beyond 
what exists now. The movement would have 
to link up with other movements, since 
working people struggling to support them-
selves and their families, pay debts, and enjoy 
limited time off are not immediately going 
to see the need to mobilize to stop target-
ed advertising or what the IC euphemistical-
ly calls “bulk collection” of data.

They’ll see the need to mobilize against 
surveillance when it affects them, when 
they’re blacklisted by employers for union 
activity or targeted for protesting police vio-
lence, immigration raids, attacks on abortion 
clinics, or environmental destruction.

The ongoing demonstrations in Hong 
Kong show how connections can be made. 
The demonstrators took to the streets to 
protest inequality, corruption and rollbacks 
of democracy. The police attacked them, 
so they learned that they had to fight the 
police too. 

The police used surveillance to identify 
protestors, so they learned to smash CCTV 
cameras and to wear masks. The govern-
ment prohibited the wearing of masks, so 
they had to fight that too. The connection 
was made.

The three books reviewed above 
expose corporate and state surveillance. 
They suggest a world in which technology 
would be used not to spy on workers, but 
to make work easier, less time-consuming, 
more flexible, more engaging, not to market 
whatever the corporations want consum-
ers to buy, but to make consumption more 
satisfying, more fulfilling, less wasteful. They 
invite resistance today to bring that future 
forward.  n

Class, Race  — cont. from page 40

Alternatively, Haney Lopez could have 
more fully explicated these passages 
from the excerpt he cites in Keenga-
Yamahta Taylor’s compelling book From 
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation:

“Solidarity is only possible through relentless 
struggle to win white workers to antiracism…
to win the white working class to the under-
standing that, unless they struggle, they too will 
continue to live lives of poverty and frustration, 
even if those lives are somewhat better than 
the lives led by Black workers.” (Taylor, 215; 
Quoted by Haney Lopez, 181)

Without constant reinforcement and 
creation of real solidaristic environments, 
calling for class-based cross-racial solidarity 
through race-class messaging in electoral 
campaigns will most likely never achieve the 
transformative politics that Merge Left advo-
cates. Nevertheless, as Haney Lopez reminds 
us, we cannot afford to neglect either class 
or race (or gender for that matter) as criti-
cal co-determining factors in how we build a 
multi-class and multi-racial solidarity.  n

IN A MEDIA world where cascading 
new crises crowd out coverage of 
the previous ones, the catastrophic 
Australian wildfires induced by cli-
mate change have faded from the 
nightly news. Massive rainstorms have 
quenched many of the New South 
Wales fires (although they’re liable to 
return), but the effects remain horrific 
and threaten many unique species with 
extinction.

We refer our readers to an article 
by Pip Hinman in Green Left (Australia), 
on how the tragedy may be changing 
the political climate as well as the ecol-
ogy of that continental nation. It’s in 
their February 11, 2020 issue, online at 
https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/
will-apocalyptic-bushfires-be-turn-
ing-point-australia-climate-emergency. n

As the Fires Turn…
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Margaret Jordan ¡presente!  By Dianne Feeley & Johanna Parker

i n  m e m o r i a m

MARGARET SHAPER JORDAN, 
a founding member of Solidarity, 
died early January 3rd. She is sur-
vived by her partner, Mike Parker, 
and her daughter, Johanna Parker.

Margaret grew up in Berkeley, 
California. Her parents Hans and 
Lore Shaper, whose parents were 
murdered in the Nazi concentra-
tion camps, fled Germany in 1939. 
Margaret was born in 1942 and 
her brother, Andrew, four years later. 

Attending the University of California 
Riverside, Margaret then taught first and 
second grades in Richmond public schools. 
She became a specialist in teaching math to 
elementary school students. An early mar-
riage to Joel Jordan ended but her lasting 
partnership with Mike Parker began in the 
late 1960s.

Over the course of her work life 
Margaret was a teacher, nurse and then 
received a doctorate in psychology at 
Wayne State University in 1993.

In her job as a psychologist at Henry 
Ford Hospital in Detroit, she trained doc-
tors to relate to their patients. Working 
with physicians new to Detroit, she 
explained how racism was fundamental to 
understanding the health conditions of an 
African-American city that suffered segrega-
tion and white flight. 

 As a young teacher in the 1960s she was 
drawn to civil rights activity and then to the 
Independent Socialist Club, which was influ-
enced by the revolutionary socialists from a 
previous generation, Anne and Hal Draper. 

The ISC transformed into the Inter-
national Socialists (IS) in 1969. They were 
one of the first left groups to prioritize 
implanting its membership in key industries. 
Adopting a rank-and-file perspective they 
moved much of their membership into 
Midwestern cities such as Gary, Indiana and 
Detroit, Michigan. Margaret and Mike moved 
to Detroit in the mid-1970s.

She worked with the Red Tide youth 
group on the campaign to free Gary Tyler, 
a young Black man unjustly sentenced to 
death in Louisiana. (He spent 41 years in 
prison and was only released in April 2016 
after a long chain of judicial decisions that 

resulted in a plea deal.)
She and another member of the IS, 

Elissa Karg, attempted to set up Women 
Against Racism but the group never 
developed a base and later disbanded.

As the IS merged in 1986 with 
Workers Power, Socialist Unity and 
a collective in Madison to form 
Solidarity, she participated in women’s 
seminars and on the Detroit branch 
executive committee, bringing her 

distinctive approach of organizing spaces 
where people could enjoy each other. In 
one workshop her talk discussed how 
feminist ideas were surfacing in teen-age 
magazines.

She encouraged members to go out for 
dinner after branch meetings. She and Mike 
opened their home to a Superbowl/anti-Su-
perbowl party where the branch could 
invite its members and friends over for a 
relaxing evening. This is now a tradition of 
the Detroit branch, which also uses the 
event as a fundraiser for a local organization 
or campaign.

Johanna Jordan Parker was born in 1979, 
and family began to play a more central role 
in their lives, especially for Margaret. While 
Johanna was at Cass Tech High School and 
beginning to develop an interest in theatri-
cal productions, Margaret developed cancer.

Her network of friends was able to 
help by providing dinners, arranging to take 
Margaret to appointments when Mike was 
at work and making sure Johanna got to and 
from rehearsals. It was a difficult cancer to 
contain, but after some misdiagnoses and 
scares she beat it back and remained cancer 
free until 2017.

Richmond Progressive Alliance
Margaret wanted to return to the Bay 

Area, particularly after Johanna moved there 
and began to work as a Spanish interpreter. 
Inheriting her parents’ house after their 
death, Margaret and Mike moved into their 
home in Richmond.

During World War II Richmond had 
been an industrial center, with Kaiser’s inno-
vative boat construction, Ford’s auto plant, 
Standard Oil’s refinery and dozens of other 
plants. By the 21st century most industry 
had left and its population was reduced to 
100,000. 

Standard Oil (now Chevron) expand-
ed, becoming the behemoth that polluted 
the town and dominated its political life. 
An independent formation, the Richmond 
Progressive Alliance, had begun to challenge 
Chevron, and Margaret plunged into the 
work of expanding RPA’s presence.

Once again Margaret’s organizational and 
political skills were invaluable at extending 
RPA’s influence. She worked night and day 
on the 2014 city council campaign that beat 
Chevron’s candidates and elected RPAers to 
the council, taking on many different tasks, 
including the central organizing of hundreds 
of volunteers on Election Day. 

She played an important role in men-
toring some of the developing RPA leaders. 
And, on another front, she was always to 
be counted on at Labor Notes conferences. 
She developed friendships with labor and 
social activists from Brazil to Japan.

In addition to her work with RPA, 
Margaret worked with a number of organi-
zations in Richmond and the broader Bay 
Area to better her community. These includ-
ed her neighborhood council, a Richmond 
organization working to improve health 
in low-income communities, and the local 
humane society. During her last year she 
was a member of the Democratic Socialists 
of America and was encouraged to see 
young people becoming politically active.

Although her cancer had returned and 
she was on medication, Margaret was active 
until the last six weeks of her life. She had 
fulfilled a longtime dream by visiting Africa 
with Mike, Johanna, and Johanna’s partner, 
Matt Sylvester, last fall. A year before, she, 
Mike, and Johanna visited the German towns 
where her parents were born. 

She was looking forward to a trip to 
England with her daughter and more trips 
with Mike. But around Thanksgiving she 
came down with a respiratory illness that 
became progressively worse until her lungs 
and kidneys failed. She died peacefully.

As a woman who fought for social justice 
throughout her adult life and understood 
that personal relations are an essential 
part of building a movememt, Margaret is 
remembered by a large circle of comrades 
and friends. Two memorial meetings are 
planned: in Richmond on March 8 and in 
Detroit on April 4.  n

Dianne Feeley was a friend of Margaret Jordan 
and Johanna Parker is her daughter.
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The collateral damage of this triumph is that it accelerates 
humanity’s race toward climate-change catastrophe, but we 
know that is none of Trump’s concern.

Even if China’s involvement (e.g. in Iran’s economy) 
and Russian military-political intervention in Syria are 
eroding the United States’ regional hegemony, they’re not 
fundamentally about seizing oil supplies and routes. In short, 
oil in itself can hardly explain the wars.

A second factor after 9/11 was the ideology of U.S. 
world domination. Embodied in formations like the Project 
for a New American Century, the neoconservative war 
faction saw the terrorist 9/11 attacks as the opportunity to 
“reshape the Middle East” on the basis of overwhelming 
U.S. power with the support of Israel along with the 
reactionary Arab Gulf states and Egypt (prior to the Arab 
Spring upheavals, of course).

This turn-of-the-millennium neocon scenario for an 
imperial feast envisioned domino-like regime-change wars 
where Afghanistan would be the appetizer course, Iraq the 
soup, Iran the main course and Syria to be swallowed for 
dessert. As we know too well, the Afghanistan “appetizer” 
couldn’t be digested, the Iraq “soup” went down the 
windpipe and the whole festive meal turned into disaster.

Roads to Quagmire
As far as we can infer what’s inside Donald Trump’s 

brain (we don’t want to go there, literally or figuratively), 
he appears not to want a real war, nor of course do the 
Iranian rulers who have their hands full with revolts within 
their own population, as well as in Iraq next door where 
Iranian as well as American dominance are both bitterly 
resented. But history ominously warns that wars can break 
out unintended, by catastrophic accident.

Anyway, ideology and presidential stupidity are no more 
adequate explanations than crude “fight over resources” 
materialism. Consider the fact that the highly intelligent 
president Barack Obama, who himself wanted to disentangle 
from Middle East wars in favor of a “pivot toward Asia,” 
wound up getting in deeper.

In Obama’s case, Libya started out looking like a 
humanitarian rescue, bombing Muammar Qaddafi’s forces as 
they moved toward assaulting the population of Benghazi. 
It then became effectively a U.S.-led air force of a divided 
opposition movement, leading to the overthrow and 
summary torture-execution of the dictator but leaving no 
coherent political force to replace his regime — with Libya 
subsequently becoming today’s bloody civil war and proxy 
battleground.

For president Obama, liquidating Osama bin Laden in 
his Pakistan hideout was supposed to be a strategic turning 
point for dismantling the jihadi fundamentalist “terror 
network.” Instead, not only did bin Laden’s al-Qaeda persist, 
but the even more brutal “Islamic State” swept through 
much of Syria, as that country disintegrated, and into Iraq.

Iranian-sponsored militias, coordinated by General 
Soleimani, became the United States’ tactical allies, along 
with tens of thousands of Syrian Kurdish fighters, in the 
deadly ground war against ISIS. The Iranian general has now 
been assassinated, and the Kurds abandoned, on the orders 
of the same U.S. president who was under impeachment 
for extortion and blackmail of yet another “strategic ally,” 

Ukraine.
Trump did send more troops, however, to guard the 

Syrian oil fields — just to show that crude materialism 
shouldn’t be dismissed entirely! Overall, despite its brutality, 
U.S. policy looks more like serial improvisation and corrupt 
political opportunism than cohesive strategy.

Underlying Factors
In the course of the Cold War against the Soviet Union, 

the U.S. weapons industry spearheaded a “permanent war 
economy” that became, and remains, a quite significant 
element of the overall U.S. economy. It’s particularly 
important to specific states and communities, often of 
great electoral significance to both capitalist parties. [On 
the Permanent War Economy, see Marcel van der Linden’s 
essay on the theorist Edward Sard, https://solidarity-us.org/
atc/198/permanent-war/.]

Every attempt to close a superfluous air base brings 
angry howls and resistance from political leaders whose 
communities are impacted. And just imagine where Boeing 
would be, with the blood on its hands of the 346 doomed 
passengers and crew in its 737 Max flying coffins and the 
fleet indefinitely grounded, without its lucrative military 
contracts.

The end of the Cold War was supposed to bring a 
“peace dividend” without a bloated military machine. 
Instead, at $700 billion Trump’s Pentagon budget exceeds 
what even the generals asked for. The latest addition is 
the “space force” that promises to generate a whole new 
bureaucracy and inflated budgetary demands, along with the 
weaponization of space that will compel rivals to follow suit. 
The military-industrial complex carries substantial political 
clout in its own right, as well as serving as an important 
component of forces such as the “Israel Lobby.”

If this discussion seems inconclusive, it may be that 
ultimately these unending U.S. wars and interventions 
in the Middle East have no single overriding dynamic 
— although they’re no less imperialist, destructive and 
dangerous for that. They can be partially but not completely 
explained in terms of multiple factors — oil, the ideology 
of U.S. domination, competition with Russia and China, war 
profiteering, counterrevolutionary alliances, the domestic 
power of the “pro-Israel” lobby and the military-industrial 
complex, policy paralysis, sometimes inertia and in the cases 
of George W. Bush and Trump, big doses of ignorance.

What’s inertia? As the great British journalist Robert Fisk 
stated many years back, as the occupation of Iraq began to 
unravel: “The United States must get out of Iraq. The United 
States will get out of Iraq. And the United States can’t get 
out of Iraq.”

To some degree, then, these wars may be about 
themselves — as self-perpetuating as they are fruitless, 
murderous, and in the end pointless. It’s entirely clear that 
the American people are sick of them. But it will take a 
powerful antiwar movement, of a kind we haven’t seen in a 
long time, to break the logjam.  n
THIS ISSUE WENT to press after the Democratic shambolic 
Iowa caucus and New Hampshire primary, and before the 
end-of-February primaries and Super Tuesday. Our discussion 
of the election, and the Bernie Sanders campaign in particular, 
will continue in ATC’s forthcoming issues. We welcome readers’ 
comments.
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Seven theses on the 
current period, the 
war and the anti-war 
movement  
Gilbert Achcar  

1. The Iraq occupation is entirely in keeping with the expansionist 
"grand strategy" initiated by the USA at the end of the Cold War. 
 
The end of the USSR was a major turning point in history, equal in importance to the end 
of the 20th century's two world wars. Each of these turning points ushered in a further 
phase of US imperial expansion. With the First World War, the USA graduated from its 
status as a regional or minor world power to that of a major world power. It went on to 
become a superpower following the Second World War, within the framework of a bipolar 
world, divided up between the two empires of the Cold War. 
 
The decay and final implosion of the USSR confronted the USA with the need to choose 
between major strategic options about "shaping" the post-Cold War world. Washington 
decided to perpetuate its supremacy, in a world that had become unipolar in the area of 
military force, where it held a major advantage in the global competition between 
imperialist states. The era of US hyperpower was inaugurated by the first Bush 
administration's war against Iraq in January-February 1991, the year of the USSR's final 
collapse. 
 
The 1991 war was decisive for "shaping the world." It enabled the USA to simultaneously 
fulfill a number of major strategic objectives: 
 
•         a massive return of direct US military involvement in the Gulf region, home to two-
thirds of the world's oil reserves. We are at the beginning of a century which will see a 
growing shortage and exhaustion of this most strategic of resources. The return to the 
Gulf has given the USA a dominant position in relation to both allies and potential rivals, 
all of whom -- save for Russia -- are hugely dependent on oil from the Middle East. 
 
•         a striking demonstration of the crushing superiority of US weaponry over the new 
dangers facing the world capitalist order in the form of "rogue states" -- dangers 
exemplified by the predatory behavior of Baathist-run Iraq, and the precedent of the 
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"Islamic Revolution" in Iran which had brought to power a regime evading control by the 
two Cold War superpowers. This show of force played a key role in convincing 
Washington's key allies -- the European powers and Japan -- of the need to renew the 
vassalage relationship that had been established following the Second World War between 
themselves and their new American overlord. Upholding NATO and transforming it into a 
"security organization" were part and parcel of the renewal of this hierarchical 
relationship. 
 
At the same time, the US return to the Middle East inaugurated a new and final historic 
phase in the development of Washington's global empire. The US could now extend the 
network of military bases and alliances with which it encircled the globe, to those regions 
of the planet that had previously escaped its control because they had been under 
Moscow's domination. NATO expansion to Eastern Europe, armed intervention in Bosnia, 
and the Kosovo war were the first stages of this completion of imperial globalization, 
carried out under the Clinton administration. Successful pursuit of this process required 
favorable political conditions, especially given the persistence of the "Vietnam syndrome" 
which hampered Washington's expansionist military ambitions. 
 
2. The September 11th 2001 terrorist attacks provided the 
administration of George W. Bush with an historic opportunity to 
dramatically accelerate and complete this process in the name of 
the "war on terror." 
 
The invasion of Afghanistan and the war against the Al-Qaida network were the ideal 
pretext for the expansion of US military power into the heart of formerly Soviet-controlled 
Central Asia (Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) and the Caucasus (Georgia). Aside from 
the oil and gas riches of the Caspian Basin, Central Asia provides the inestimable strategic 
interest of being located at the heart of the Eurasian landmass -- between Russia and 
China, the two main potential adversaries of US political and military hegemony. 
 
The 2003 invasion of Iraq aimed to complete work that had remained unfinished in 1991 
due to the impossibility at that time of embarking upon a long-term occupation of the 
country -- for reasons of both international (the limited UN mandate, the existence of the 
USSR) and domestic politics (public reluctance, a limited mandate from Congress). With 
its occupation of Iraq, its ongoing domination of the Saudi kingdom and military presence 
in the other emirates of the Gulf region, the US now has direct control of more than half 
of the planet's oil reserves, in addition to its own domestic reserves. Washington is 
actively seeking to further tighten this global grip on oil resources by spreading its 
hegemony to Iran and Venezuela, its priority targets after Iraq. 
 
3. The strategic decision to pursue and complete US unipolar 
domination of the world is the corollary of the neoliberal 
orientation adopted by global capitalism and imposed on the entire 
planet through the general process encapsulated by the term 
"globalization." 
 
In order to guarantee free access for the USA and its partners in the global imperialist 
system to the resources and markets of the rest of the world, it is of vital importance to 
build up and maintain military forces up to the task. Such forces are also essential to 
guard against the non-economic threats to the system and markets created by the 
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neoliberal agenda of social cutbacks, extreme privatization and savage competition. 
Washington has elected to make the US "the indispensable nation" of the global system. 
As a result, the gap between the US and the rest of the world continues to grow. At the 
end of the Cold War, the USA accounted for one third of global military spending; it now 
spends more than all other countries combined. 
 
This formidable military superiority of the American hyperpower can be traced to the 
"militarism" inherent in the very concept of imperialism as defined by the English 
economist John A. Hobson at the turn of the last century. It has been magnified by the 
feudal-like hierarchical structure between the US overlord and its vassals that has been in 
place since the Second World War. Through this structure, a tutelary superpower took 
charge of most of the work of defending the capitalist system. It concretized the objective 
solidarity that exists between capitalist elites through an institutionalized subjective 
solidarity. The need for such solidarity had been demonstrated during the economic and 
political experience of the Great Depression, and became flagrant in the context of the 
global confrontation with the Stalinist system. 
 
For this hierarchical structure to become a single global imperial system, and for it to 
remain so, it was and will always be absolutely essential for the superpower -- now a 
hyperpower -- to maintain the military wherewithal in keeping with its ambitions. 
Strengthening America's role as protective overlord was at the heart of the projects of the 
Reagan administration and its huge increase in military spending to record peacetime 
levels. This made the US a military hyperpower by developing the "asymmetric 
advantage" of its forces over those of the rest of the world. 
 
The end of the Cold War, combined with the economic constraints of public finances 
dangerously in the red, had led to a reduction and then a leveling off of US military 
spending in the first half of the 1990s. But there was a resurgence of post-Soviet Russian 
challenges to US objectives around NATO expansion (from 1994 on) and the Balkan crisis 
(1994-1999), as well as the emergence of a challenge from post-Maoist China, illustrated 
by the confrontation over Taiwan in 1996. When combined with the backdrop of increased 
military cooperation between Moscow and Beijing, these developments led the Clinton 
administration to set in motion a long-term increase in military spending from 1998 
onwards. 
 
4. The renewed US race to overarm itself in relation to the rest of 
the world -- picking up where the Cold War arms race with the 
USSR left off -- was accompanied by a new approach in 
Washington towards the management of international relations. 
 
Starting with the "Gulf crisis" in 1990, there was a passing infatuation of the US for the 
UN, accompanied by a belief that Washington could pursue its imperial objectives within 
an international legal framework attuned to its aspirations, as was the case for Iraq, 
Somalia and Haiti. These illusions were very short-lived and were initially jettisoned in 
order to carry out unilateral NATO action in the Balkans. At that time, Washington 
circumvented the Russian and Chinese vetoes at the UN Security Council by taking 
unilateral action through the US-led alliance, in the name of supposedly "humanitarian" 
concerns. 
 
The new surge in military spending made possible by the September 11th attacks, the 
new consensus created by these attacks in relation to Washington's military expeditions -- 
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combined with the "unilateralist" predisposition of George W. Bush and his team -- led the 
Bush administration to cast aside all institutional constraints to the pursuit of US military 
expansion. "Coalitions of the willing" under unchallenged US leadership even 
circumvented NATO, whose principle of unanimity granted the equivalent of veto rights to 
all member states. 
 
The war of invasion in Iraq was a perfect opportunity to put this unilateralist approach 
into practice. The US point of view and interests were at odds not only with those of 
permanent members of the UN Security Council, such as Russia and China, who are 
generally opposed to US global hegemony, but also with traditional allies and NATO 
members, such as France and Germany. The overlap of interests and points of view 
between the governments of the US and the UK prompted them to carry out the invasion 
together, with the support of a few NATO members and a mix of docile and more zealous 
US allies. 
 
The quagmire of the US-led coalition in Iraq and the Bush administration's difficulties 
running the occupation, have provided a striking demonstration of the futility of their 
arrogant unilateralism, which had been criticized from the start by a section of the US 
establishment, including within the Republican Party and the entourage of Bush senior. 
 
5. The Iraq failure has highlighted the need for a return to a more 
subtle combination of military supremacy and the fashioning of a 
minimum consensus with the traditional allied powers (NATO, 
Japan), if not with all the world powers in the framework of the 
UN. Of course, consensus has a price. The US must skillfully take 
their partners' interests at least minimally into account while 
keeping the lion's share of the spoils for themselves. 
 
Since the 1990-1991 turning point, Washington has felt that the UN's role as a testing 
ground and caretaker of the consensus between the big powers was obsolete. It sees the 
equality of rights (to veto) for the five permanent members of the Security Council as 
entirely outdated in a new unipolar world in which, in practice, only the USA can exercise 
a veto in the area of international "security." Paradoxically, though, the world order was 
overturned through a UN resolution that Bush senior obtained in order to secure domestic 
support for his war against Iraq. Then, under Clinton, the UN was reduced to post-war 
caretaking alongside NATO in the Balkans, in the territories invaded by NATO under US 
leadership. This same post-war caretaking formula was used once again in Afghanistan, 
following Washington's unilateral invasion. 
 
Having led the invasion of Iraq, the USA now faces the difficulties of running the 
occupation and would like to find an Afghanistan-type solution. The letter and, even more 
so, the spirit of the UN Charter are blithely violated. According to the Charter, wars of 
invasion are illegal unless they have been decided by the Security Council. As such, 
Washington's wars are no longer even legal, let alone just or legitimate. The 1991 war 
had only been waged in the UN's name -- but not actually by the UN, as the UN general 
secretary himself put it at the time. 
 
In any event, Washington only considers turning to the UN, or to NATO or any other 
multilateral body, when it determines that it will serve its purposes. The US has always 
reserved the right to act unilaterally in defense of its interests. International bodies are 
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perpetually confronted with the blackmail of US unilateralism. This has dramatically 
depreciated the UN Charter since the end of the Cold War.  
 
6. The major post-Cold War policy directions of the US-led world 
imperialist order have ushered in a long historic period of 
unbridled military interventionism. The anti-war movement is the 
only force capable of overturning this state of affairs. 
 
Since the collapse of the USSR, the evolution of the global relationship of military forces 
has virtually eliminated all impediments to imperialist interventionism. In the case of the 
nuclear deterrent, only a suicidal state would brandish atomic weapons against the US -- 
another matter being the case of a clandestine terrorist network not confined to any 
territory that could be targeted for reprisals.  The main point is that no military force on 
earth can stop the steamroller of US hyperpower once it has decided to invade any given 
territory. 
 
The only major power able to stop the imperial war machine is public opinion and its 
frontline detachments in the anti-war movement. Logically, the people of the United 
States play the decisive role in this regard. The "Vietnam syndrome" -- in other words, 
the impact of the spectacular anti-war movement that massively contributed to ending 
the US occupation of Vietnam -- militarily paralyzed the empire for more than 15 years, 
from the sudden withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973 until the invasion of Panama in 1989. 
 
Since the military action against the Panamanian dictatorship, Washington has been 
attacking enemies that are easy to demonize given their hideous dictatorial character: 
Noriega, Milosevic, Saddam Hussein, and so on. Moreover state and media propaganda 
blow things out of proportion whenever the need arises, i.e. if reality does not quite 
conform to the demonized image, especially in comparison with the West's allies. This 
was the case for Milosevic (compared to Tudjman, his Croatian rival), as it continues to be 
the case for the Iranian regime (compared to the far more obscurantist and medieval 
fundamentalism of the Saudi monarchy). Similar efforts are underway in relation to 
Venezuelan leader Hugo Chavez. 
 
Still, in 1990 Bush senior ran into some difficulty when he tried to obtain a green light 
from Congress for his military operation in the Gulf, in spite of the Iraqi occupation of 
Kuwait. Similarly, the Clinton administration had problems getting support for 
intervention in the Balkans; and let us not forget its calamitous withdrawal from Somalia. 
This reflects strong and persistent reluctance within US public opinion and the impact of 
this uncertainty in the electoral arena. Unfortunately, this sentiment did not prevent the 
anti-war movement from promptly collapsing after its revival in 1990 in response to the 
Gulf crisis. 
 
The September 11th 2001 attacks gave the Bush administration an illusion of mass, 
unconditional support within Western public opinion for its expansionist designs dressed 
up as the "war against terrorism." The illusion was short-lived. On February 15th 2003, 
17 months after the terrorist attacks, the US and the world saw the broadest anti-war 
mobilization since Vietnam -- the broadest international mobilization ever in fact, around 
any cause. An expression of the massive opposition within global public opinion to the 
planned invasion of Iraq, this mobilization was nonetheless only a minority phenomenon 
in the USA itself. The international movement had, as usual, contributed powerfully to the 
strengthening of the US movement, but the effects of September 11th -- nurtured by a 
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campaign of disinformation orchestrated by the Bush administration -- were still too 
strong. 
 
7. Setbacks for the US-led occupation in Iraq have created the 
conditions for a major shift in US public opinion and for a powerful 
and inexorable rise of sentiment in favor of bringing the troops 
home. 
 
The problem this time around is that the frontline anti-war forces have seen a decline in 
activity since the invasion, although it should have continued to grow. This untimely 
retreat in the anti-war mobilization was caused by a number of factors. For one thing, the 
movement was quickly demoralized due to an outlook overly focused on the short term, 
although it was highly improbable that the movement would manage to prevent the 
invasion given the tremendous stakes involved for Washington. For another, there is 
widespread belief in the US in the possibility of settling the question through the ballot 
box, whereas only mass pressure would force a withdrawal of US troops, given the 
bipartisan consensus around the importance of keeping a hold on Iraq. Finally, there is an 
illusion that the various armed actions against the occupation troops will be enough to 
end the occupation. 
 
These views are at odds with the Vietnamese experience, too far removed from the 
awareness of new generations for the lessons to have remained in collective memory. 
There has not been the kind of continuity in the anti-war movement that could ensure 
such lessons are passed from one generation to the next. The movement that put an end 
to the US occupation of Vietnam was built over time, as a long-term movement, and not 
as a mobilization immediately preceding the outbreak of war and then demobilized once 
the invasion began. The movement had far fewer electoral illusions in the USA given that 
it had been built under the Johnson Democratic administration and then peaked under the 
Nixon Republican administration. It was clear to the movement that, in spite of their 
impressive resistance, incomparably broader and more effective than Iraq's, the 
Vietnamese were tragically isolated militarily and could not inflict a Dien Bien Phu on US 
troops -- that is to say, a defeat comparable to the one that had ended the French 
occupation of their country in 1954. 
 
This is even more evident in the case of Iraq. Leaving aside the heterogeneous character 
of the origin and form of violent actions -- where terrorist attacks of a sometimes 
communalist character against the civilian population are combined with legitimate 
actions against the occupation forces and their local subordinates -- the nature of the 
terrain itself makes it impossible to inflict a military defeat on the US hyperpower. This is 
why the occupiers are far more fearful of mass mobilizations of the Iraqi population, such 
as those that forced the decision to hold elections by universal suffrage by January 2005 
at the latest. 
 
Only a big upsurge of the anti-war movement, relayed by anti-war public opinion in the 
USA and around the world and combined with pressure from the Iraqi people, can force 
Washington to release its grip on a country whose economic and strategic importance is 
far greater than Vietnam's, and which has already cost so many billions of dollars to 
invade and occupy. 
 
Iraq is only a potential "new Vietnam" from a political angle, not a military one. It is 
certainly the biggest quagmire for the US since 1973 -- a quagmire whose repercussions 
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are amplified by memories of Vietnam (proof of the persistence of the "syndrome") and 
by the development of global media and communications since that time. 
 
We have an historic opportunity to resume the momentum of February 15th 2003 and 
rebuild a long-term anti-war movement. This movement could transform the US-led Iraq 
adventure into a new Vietnam, in the political sense: a new long-term paralysis of the 
imperial war machine. Combined with the rise of the global mobilization against 
neoliberalism, this would open up the way for the profound social and political changes 
urgently needed in this world of spiraling injustice. 
 

August 29, 2004 
 
 

This text, written for the general assembly of the French anti-war organisation "Agir 
contre la guerre" (Act against the war), was translated by Raghu Krishnan for the 
Canadian magazine New Socialist and reprinted with permission of the author.  
 
Gilbert Achcar's latest books in English are The Clash of Barbarisms: Sept. 11 and the 
Making of the New World Disorder and Eastern Cauldron: Islam, Afghanistan, Palestine 
and Iraq  in a Marxist Mirror, both from Monthly Review Press, New York.  
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War as a “Masculine” 
Institution  Dianne Feeley  
Today war means massive civilian dislocation, starvation, the 
trafficking of women and children, fields sown with land mines and 
contaminated with depleted uranium. Whether “smart” bombs kill 
civilians dropped from on high or whether they are humiliated, raped 
and murdered by soldiers or paramilitaries, war fuels acts of violence. 
These acts of aggression are particularly harmful to women and 
children—yet war is often justified as “to protect the women and 
children.”  

  
Women do have the right to defend themselves against invasion and occupation, including through 
armed struggle. Today's global reality, however, is a panoply of aggressive wars and domination in 
which the United States plays the dominant role—although countries such as Russia and Israel are 
also brutal occupying powers. 
  
Over the last couple of years all around the United States small organizing committees of Women in 
Black have sprung up. These local networks of women oppose the use of violence and terror against 
civilians and call for a peace with justice. They wear black in the spirit of Women in Black of Israel and 
Palestine, who call for the restoration of human rights of the Palestinian people, and of the Argentine 
mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, who gathered to demand that the military regime be held accountable 
for the “disappearance” of their children. 
  
Playing off Washington's terrorist alert, “Code Red,” other women have claimed pink as their color. 
“Code Pink” is a group of women who wear bright pink to symbolize their preemptive strike for peace, a 
determination to maintain civil liberties as well as a celebration of life, not war. They have vigiled in 
front of the White House and confronted various pro-war spokeswomen. 
  
These various vigils and marches in opposition to state-sponsored violence are a visual expression of 
the solidarity that binds women globally. Women have mobilized not because we are genetically or 
physically any less capable than men of inflicting pain, but because in this gendered world, where 
physical aggressiveness is regarded as a positive quality in men but not women, women have been 
less burdened with the propaganda that justifies aggression. 
  

Many Faces of War 
  
War in the form of occupation is being waged on the Iraqis, Chechens and Palestinians. Checkpoints, 
military raids and curfews are the daily reality, trapping people in their homes, preventing them from 
going to school or work and reducing their ability to carry out daily errands. Look at the photos of Jenin, 
Nablus or Grozny and see how armies have reduced cities and towns to rubble. 
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War as civil war and ethnic conflict is being waged in Colombia, the Sudan, in the Congo and has been 
unleashed in the Ivory Coast. Only too recently it burned hot in Kosova and Bosnia. As in the case of 
occupation, the “other” is to be captured, subjugated, humiliated, raped, tortured, forced to flee or 
exterminated. 
 
War as martial law is in effect in Aceh, where the conflict between the Indonesian government and the 
Free Aceh Movement (GAM) has continued for more than a quarter century. Increases in the number 
of extra judicial executions, “disappearances,” arbitrary detention, torture, sexual violence, forced 
displacement and destruction of property has increased since the reimposition of martial law last year. 
Indonesia’s National Commission on Human Rights holds Indonesia’s security forces responsible for 
most of the attacks on unarmed civilians, yet no military officers have been convicted.  
  
War in the guise of “liberation from the Taliban” has been imposed in Afghanistan since September 
2001. A society that has been torn apart by foreign intervention (United States, USSR and Pakistan) 
and civil war is being propped up by the presence of U.S. and UN soldiers. How long is the population 
supposed to live in shells of bombed-out homes, without work? How long will war lords rule? 
  
War in the form of U.S./UN sanctions was waged for over a decade in Iraq, destroying the country's 
infrastructure and dramatically escalating infant mortality. There were hospitals and doctors, but no 
medicine. It is a country with enormous oil resources, but a stagnating and deteriorating infrastructure. 
  
These wars have been justified as necessary in the name of democracy or liberation--or even, in the 
case of U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, in the name of women's rights. Yet on closer inspection we 
hear the echo of a U.S. general's infamous statement during the Vietnam war: ”We had to destroy the 
village in order to save it.” 
  
War, militarism and occupation undercuts the ability of women to have the right to control their lives: 
  

1. War--and its aftermath--kills the civilian population. 
   
Despite the hype of “surgical” operations, war kills the civilian population, the majority of whom are 
women and children. The “smart” bombs of the 1991 Gulf War killed people in the Amerriyah air raid 
shelter in Baghdad and during the Afghanistan war U.S. planes bombed a Red Cross building, a 
wedding, a UN building. Since U.S. forces have occupied Iraq, over 10,000 Iraqis, overwhelmingly 
civilians have been killed. During the siege of Fallujah alone more than 700 civilians died. In May 2004 
the U.S. military reported a successful bombing raid on a terrorist camp, but the evidence is clear that 
they bombed a wedding party. 
  
During the 1991 war against Iraq an estimated 100,000-150,000 Iraqis--mostly civilians--and 184 U.S. 
soldiers were killed. The bombing destroyed Iraq's water and sewage treatment plants, its  
electrical production plants and pharmaceutical supply facilities. 
  
But in the decade after the war, with UN-imposed sanctions, at least 500,000 Iraqi children died. 
UNICEF reported that every month during that decade of sanctions over 5,000 Iraqi children under the 
age of five perished from causes related to the sanctions. That is, more Iraqi children died each month 
than the total number of people killed on 9/11! 
 
War continues after the bombing through the laying of land mines and uranium poisoning caused by 
the use of depleted uranium ore in warheads (used to maximize the effectiveness and  
strength for precision bombing). High concentrations of uranium have been found in the Afghani, the 
Balkan and Iraqi populations. (Several thousand U.S. soldiers who fought in the Gulf War have also 
died from cancers and other medical complications related to the war.) 
  
Kabul, a city of 3.5 million people, suffered the highest number of fixed targets during the 2001-02 
“Operation Enduring Freedom.” Preliminary samples taken in the city of newborn infants reveal 25% 
are suffering from congenital and post-natal health problems. These are most likely associated with 
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uranium contamination. Such infants are lethargic, develop skin rashes, have large heads in 
comparison to body size and undeveloped muscles. 
  
The proliferation of arms means that social tensions that have existed within various countries—
whether based on ethnicity, religion or different modes of living—are more likely to explode into civil 
conflicts. This world arms market--almost half of which is controlled by the United States—results in 
death and destruction, the poisoning of land and sea, and causes miscarriages, birth defects, cancers 
and other long-term health problems.  
  
*We will never know the exact body count of the Israeli attack on Jenin refugee camp, in the West 
Bank, last April. First-hand reports indicate hundreds dead, bodies lying in the street--some shot at 
close range—buildings reduced to rubble with people trapped inside. Hundreds of men were rounded 
up and taken away to unknown interrogation and detention camps. While women were left trying to find 
out whether their husbands, fathers or sons were alive or dead, they also had to shoulder the task of 
finding food and shelter for their families. UN Special Representative Terje Roed-Larsen, after touring 
the camp, reported “colossal destruction . . . horrifying beyond belief.” 
  
The Israeli army blocked entry by humanitarian aid convoys, journalists, and human rights 
investigators; subsequently the Sharon government with U.S. support successfully blocked a UN 
investigation. 
 
Yet Israel’s military might was unleashed once again in Rafah, a Palestinian refugee camp in the Gaza strip. 
The Israeli army established its power by massive bombing that resulted in civilian death as well as the 
destruction of hundreds of housing units. The destruction is carried out in the name of Israel’s “security.” 

 
2. War increases violence against women. 
  

In times of war, rape is a method of terrorizing the civilian population. Whether the rape 
occurs in an isolated setting or takes place in front of the woman's family, its purpose is to demonstrate  
the complete domination of the warring party over the woman and her people. She is the symbol of her 
society—her humiliation is to demonstrate how completely and contemptuously her society has been 
defeated. 
  
Gang rape, sexual mutilation and the deliberate attempt to impregnate a woman and confine her so 
that she must bear the unwanted child are all practices militarism imposes on a subject people. 
  
During the war in Bosnia a decade ago rape was used as a weapon of political terror. An estimated 
20,000-30,0000 Muslim and Croatian women and children were raped, often cruelly and repeatedly. 
Many rape survivors--held by regular or irregular soldiers until their pregnancy was beyond the second 
month--were forced to bear unwanted children as a form of “ethnic cleansing.” 
  

Rape and massacres also prepare the population for wars to come. In March 2002 Hindu 
fascists killed over 2,000 Muslims in Gujarat, India in what was a state-sponsored program. Muslim 
women were stripped, gang raped and then burnt alive. And that was to be the preview of things to 
come. With more than 150,000 Muslims forced to flee their homes and businesses, the right-wing 
Hindu movement claimed the right to demolish mosques, rewrite schoolbooks and murder those who 
stand in their way. 
  

Soldiers bring the war home. The rape of girls by U.S. servicemen on Okinawa and the murder of 
three women at Fort Bragg, NC shortly after their husbands—“special operations officers”—returned 
from duty in Afghanistan illustrate how war is waged both abroad and “at home.” Soldiers are trained to 
be killers--to judge in an instant and automatically pull the trigger. Aggression is not something easily 
turned on and off; it is more likely to become part of a culture of domination that is reproduced again 
and again. Veterans returning from war are expected to cease violent behavior. But many are unable to 
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“adjust.” The pattern of their lives is far more likely to include incidents of domestic violence, alcoholism 
or drug addiction, post-traumatic stress disorder, suicide, difficulty in maintaining a good job and unable 
to sustain relationships. 
  

3. War restricts women's freedom of movement in daily life. 
  
Restrictions enforced by the military have a devastating effect on women, reducing their access to 
food, resources, work and the larger social interaction that comes from going to work or to  
the market. They see their children becoming malnourished, unable to live a normal life or even attend 
school. They do not have access to medical care. 
  
* The situation of Palestinian women has been well documented by human rights and UN agencies—in 
the first two years of the intifada alone 22 women and 16 children died while stopped at Israeli 
checkpoints. 
  
Since September 2000 the number of women unable to receive prenatal care has increased five fold. 
Fifty-five women in labor were unable to get to a hospital and were forced to give birth at a checkpoint. 
Twenty had stillbirths or lost their babies. These checkpoints are yet another source of dehumanizing 
the Palestinian population. 
 
* An Iraqi women’s rights organization documented that in the five months following the U.S. 
occupation of Iraq more than 400 women were kidnapped, raped or sold. Faced with these alarming 
cases of sexual violence, many women and their daughters are confining themselves to their homes, or 
only dare to go out in the street accompanied by their male relatives. 
 
Amnesty International pointed out that in this climate of instability some of the country’s religious 
conservatives have pressed for restrictions on women’s freedom of movement. With less than fifteen 
minutes of discussion the U.S.-backed Iraqi Governing Council passed Resolution 137, canceling 
legislation designed to protect women and placing them instead under the jurisdiction of religious law. 
Although Paul Bremer did not allow the resolution to go into effect, the threat to women’s rights 
illustrates how the U.S. occupation prefers to deal with reactionary clerics than with a civil society in 
which women’s organizations and trade unions are organizing in the interests of the majority. While 
religious conservatives vigorously oppose the U.S. occupation and maintain an social infrastructure to 
feed, cloth and educate the population they will gain a hearing. This power will be used to impede 
women. 
 
4. War forces the civilian population to flee from their homes. 
  
* During the twenty-five months of Israeli incursions in Palestinian territory, over 9,750 homes were 
demolished in the West Bank and another 2,349 in the densely populated Gaza strip. Although 
collective punishment is a violation of international law, Israel has destroyed more than  
a thousand Palestinian homes following military or municipal decision. 
  
Palestinian villages near Israeli settlements have faced constantly escalating attacks from armed 
settlers. Over the last four years settler harassment, military house-razing policies, the building of the 
wall the World Court has ruled illegal, confiscation of traditional Palestinian lands in the name of 
security, as well as military occupation and unemployment has forced 150,000 Palestinians into exile. 
  
* Since 1999--when Sudan became an exporter of oil--the ongoing civil war in the South has taken on a 
new level of brutality. With oil revenues the government has been able to obtain more lethal weaponry, 
displacing the civilian population in areas where oil is extracted and where further oil exploration is 
being carried out. While diplomacy seems to have had an impact on drawing the civil war in the South 
to a close, the situation in Darfur, in Western Sudan, has exploded into a brutal war. The destruction of 
villages, the rape of women and civilian displacement is the hallmark its hallmark. 
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Since the start of the civil war twenty years ago, 5.5 million Sudanese have been forced to flee their 
homes, with one million currently living in exile. An additional two million died from the war in the South 
or from the famine that follows war. 
  
* In the current phase of Colombia's civil war more than two million Colombians--particularly the Afro-
Caribbean population--have been displaced, forced to move from their rural homes to cities and towns 
within the country, or abroad. 
  
Most have been displaced by the paramilitaries. Yet under the banner of fighting terrorism and the 
narcotics trade, the Bush administration is pouring $470 million a year into “training” 
Colombian troops (who have close links to the paramilitaries) and police. 
  
* More than 160,000 Chechen civilians have been displaced by the Russian troops, with at least 
20,000 living in tent camps in Ingushetia where conditions are primitive but safe. Although it was 
winter, in December 2003 the Russian authorities closed one of the six camps in Ingushetia, cutting off 
its gas and electricity. 
  
Pressuring the displaced population to “voluntarily” return to Chechnya, the Federal Migration Service 
uses both the carrot (promising non-existent, or already occupied or uninhabitable accommodations) 
and the stick (threats to close the other camps). 
  
Meanwhile in Chechnya human rights organizations continue to document extra judicial executions, 
forced disappearances and torture of noncombatants by Russian troops as well as assassinations, 
mainly of Chechens collaborating with the Russians. 
  
During bombing campaigns or invasions, civilians able to escape the war area do so, and usually with 
just the clothes on their backs. With men often off at war or forced into hiding, the task of resettling falls 
to a great extent on women. 
  
The need to replace community networks that have been destroyed places an enormous burden on 
women, struggling to overcome acute trauma even while finding a way to house, feed and protect all of 
their children. 
  
Whether the civilian population ends up in camps within the country, flees over a border to refugee 
camps or are ultimately able to migrate to Europe, Australia or North America depends on many 
factors: their level of education, whether other family members are already settled in other countries, 
their host country's willingness to accept them. 
  
In 2001 there were an estimated 14.9 million refugees and at least 22 million internally displaced 
persons. More than two-thirds were from Afghanistan, Angola, Burma, Burundi, Congo-Kinshasa, 
Eritrea, Iraq, the Palestinian territories, Somalia and Sudan. 
  
War reinforces global poverty and racism, disrupting and destroying the infrastructure of the Third 
World, including schools, scarce medical facilities, and water supplies. Yet countries built on 
immigration--Australia, Canada and the United States--place severe limits on the number of refugees 
they are willing to accept. 
  
The UN High Commission for Refugee statistics for 2001 reveals that of the top ten countries receiving 
refugees, not one is in the advanced capitalist world! 
  

5. War continues for refugees who are not welcomed once they reach “safety.” 
  
Women refugees have often fled their homes because of sexual violence only to find themselves once 
more in a potentially violent situation. Any time an army is sent to “keep the peace,” the trafficking of 
women--usually involving coercion--develops or is intensified. 
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Dependent on others for help, refugee women often find that male officials in the camps demand 
sexual favors in return for food and shelter. Last year incidents of sexual abuse by humanitarian  
aid workers surfaced in refugee camps in Zimbabwe and West Africa. 
  
Women have also been molested, raped and even sold into prostitution by smugglers, including the 
police. It is estimated that the trafficking of humans is a $7 billion-a-year business. In Asia and the 
Pacific region alone more than 30 million children have been traded over the last three decades. The 
victims are usually teenager girls who end up working in brothels or sweatshops.  The sexual trafficking 
of women and children is directly related to the wars and civil wars  
taking place in their countries. 
  
According to Amnesty International, women seeking asylum in the United States have been also 
detained without adequate food or medical care, forced to undergo strip searches and treated in 
demeaning and humiliating ways, including sexual assault. 
  
In a world where there is free movement of capital, the movement of people is more and more 
constrained. Last year we saw the refusal of the Australian government to allow Afghan refugees--in 
desperate condition--the right to land on their territory. 
  
The governments of the European Union are developing common and draconian border policies; the 
United States has expanded its border patrol, building a fence along the southern California border and 
demanding that Canada adopt strict policies. 
  
Despite the fact that the legal right to asylum has been ratified by 140 countries, today refugees are 
subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention, denial of social and economic rights, closed  
borders and forcible return to their country of origin. 
  
Women refugees have often fled their country as victims of sexual assault, or have particular gender 
reasons for seeking asylum. Yet gender-based claims for asylum were rejected until the early 1990s. 
Gender-based assaults were treated as “private” not public matters. 
 
Canada become the first country to recognize gender-specific forms of persecution. Since that time 
women refugees have successfully sought asylum for sexual violence in situations of conflict as well as 
for protection against “honor” crimes and female genital mutilation. Yet states have not accepted the 
right of women to asylum for situations of domestic violence, no matter how brutal. 
  
In the United States, since 85% of immigrants are people of color--and like all new immigrants have a 
higher fertility rate--anti-immigrant propagandists paint a picture of immigrants looking for a “free ride” 
and who will overwhelm the country's economy. 
  
As a result, passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act in 1996 particularly 
targets immigrants. Almost half of the expected welfare “reform” savings came from cuts to immigrants' 
benefits, including cutting non-citizens from the food stamp program. 
  

6. War dehumanizes the aggressors as well as the victims. 
 
The military is an institution designed to destroy “targets” from afar or “control” a population up close, 
as in an occupation. Thus the military institution builds an efficient, hierarchical and aggressive model. 
This does not depend on the particular gender of the soldier but on the “masculine” gender of the 
institution. In that sense all soldiers are male, all civilians are female. 
 
This efficient machine gives permission to soldiers to see themselves as all-powerful. The occupying 
power needs to “control” the population through offering “carrots” (incentives) or “sticks” (repression), 
but finds repression a more readily available tool. “The enemy” must be broken down so they 
understand and accept their powerlessness. Thus whether in Iraq, the West Bank and Gaza, Aceh, the 
Congo, or Chechnya the occupying army justifies its repressive actions by seeing the population as 
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less than human and therefore can be mistreated. Soldiers must either learn to relish humiliating the 
enemy or run the risk of being paralyzed by guilt. Once one perceives the enemy as “vermin,” 
“terrorists” or some other sub-human animals who need to be brutalized, boasting about it is a way of 
burying one’s moral sense. (“Why are they smiling?” G. Jeffrey MacDonald, Christian Science Monitor, 
5/26/04) Accounts of Israeli “refusenicks” mention how their fellow soldiers described Palestinians in 
racist and humiliating terms, took pleasure in tormenting the civilian population in a variety of ways and 
boasted of the number they managed to kill. A similar dynamic is apparent in the photos soldiers took 
at Abu Ghraib prison, as Susan Sontag describes: 
 
“You ask yourself how someone can grin at the sufferings and humiliation of another human being—
drag a naked Iraqi man along the floor with a leash? set guard dogs at the genitals and legs of 
cowering, naked prisoners? rape and sodomize prisoners/ force shackled hooded prisoners to 
masturbate or commit sexual acts with each other? beat prisoners to death?—and feel naïve in asking 
the questions, since the answer is, self-evidently: people do these things to other people. Not just in 
Nazi concentration camps and in Abu Ghraib when Saddam Hussein ran it. Americans, too, do when 
they have permission. When they are told or made to feel that those over whom they have absolute 
power deserve to be mistreated, humiliated, tormented. They do them when they are led to believe that 
the people they are torturing belong to an inferior, despicable race or religion. For the meaning of these 
pictures is not just that these acts were performed, but that their perpetrators had no sense that there 
was anything wrong in what the pictures show. Even more appalling, since the pictures were meant to 
be circulated and seen by many people, it was all fun. And this idea of fun is, alas, more and more—
contrary to what Mr. Bush is telling the world—part of ‘the true nature and heart of America.’” (NYTimes 
Magazine, 5/24/04) 
 
For those who naively thought that somehow the institution of the military would become more 
compassionate with the addition of women in combat roles misunderstood the way systems of 
hierarchy and repression are reproduced. We speak of institutional racism and institutional sexism 
because it is not the good will of individuals but the reproduction of institutional values that dominates. 
Some journalists have been shocked to discover photos that show even women soldiers in Abu Ghraib 
prison were involved in humiliating and torturing prisoners. In fact women soldiers must “prove” they 
are men. The photos at Abu Ghraib reveal that these women soldiers are fully integrated into military 
culture—they too can smile with the glee of torturers. 
 
Yet trophy postcards taken of lynchings in the U.S. South less than a century ago reveal the presence 
of white women as smiling participants. Today the “security” of America justifies all, then it was the 
“security” of the white “race.” But if institutions mold the individual to “accept” what is immoral, there are 
always those individuals who do not go along. In the case of Abu Ghraib, soldier Joseph Darby not only 
refused to participate in the torture, but also reported the practice even though he risked being labeled 
a “traitor.” 
 
7. War also unleashes violence within the military. 
 
More than 60,000 U.S. women soldiers have been stationed in Iraq and Afghanistan, serving in more 
combat-support roles than ever before, including flying fighter jets, conducting patrols and analyzing 
intelligence data. The problem of sexual assault of women soldiers by fellow soldiers publicly surfaced 
with an article in the Denver Post, the result of a nine-month investigation (www.denverpost.com) By 
February 2004 Pentagon officials announced that at least 88 cases of sexual misconduct have been 
reported by troops in Iraq, Kuwait and Afghanistan. (see “Camouflaging Criminals: Sexual Violence in 
the Military,” Amy Herdy and Miles Moffeit, Amnesty Now, Spring 2004) 
 
Sexual harassment and rape is—and has been--a major issue within the U.S. military. In 1991 
witnesses told Congress that between 60,000-200,000 women servicemen had sexually assaulted 
veterans over time. According to the Congressional Record, nearly 30% of 202 female Vietnam 
veterans surveyed in 1990 reported a sexual encounter “accompanied by force or threat of force.” Two 
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Department of Veterans Affairs surveys indicated that between 21-30% of the women reported rape or 
attempted rape (although its 1995 survey put the percentage of women sexually assaulted in single 
digits). 
 
Yet as early as 1988 a Pentagon survey found that more than 90% of those victimized by military 
sexual harassment did not report their incidents. And The Defense Task Force on Domestic Violence 
noted in their March 2003 report that “victims wish they had never disclosed their abuse because the 
disclosure damaged their military careers.” 
 
The reality is that those who rape within the military are rarely punished. After the 1991 Navy Tailhook 
Association convention in Las Vegas, where more than 100 officers sexually assaulted and harassed 
dozens of women, no one was convicted. In 1997, after a sexual assault at the Aberdeen Proving 
Ground, an investigative panel shelved findings linking sexual harassment to military culture. Such a 
finding directly indicts the institution of the military. 
  
8. War and the militaristic culture it imposes prioritizes weaponry over human 
services. 
  
No society can afford to fund war and social programs. The United States military budget is not only 
the highest of any country in the world but surpasses the combined spending of the next eight 
countries--Russia, France, Japan, the United Kingdom, Germany, China, Saudi Arabia and Italy.   
 
 President Bush proposed a 2003 budget that would raise “defense” spending by nearly 13%. This is 
the greatest increase since the Cold War era and is justified in the administration's National Security 
Strategy paper as maintaining forces “strong enough to dissuade potential adversaries” from the dream 
of ever “surpassing or equaling, the power of the United States.” 
  
The military budget eats up one-third of the federal budget. Yet faced with persistent unemployment 
and a sluggish economy, the Bush administration blithely states “we” can afford the coming war and 
calls for yet another round of tax cuts for the rich. But an inflated military budget is not just a 
Republican idea. It is a bipartisan one. 
  
As more troops and military hardware pour into the Middle East here at home almost every state 
budget is projecting draconian budget cuts that will affect libraries, schools, recreation  
programs, medical care--all the programs that effect the quality of our lives. 
  
According to the U.S. Census Bureau 33 million people live below poverty (many of them the working 
poor). The poverty rate in 2001 stood at 11.6%, with the percentage of Black and Latino poverty double 
that rate. 
  
Roe v. Wade, the limited victory of U.S. women's reproductive rights, has survived more than thirty 
years. Yet despite the Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion, most counties across the United 
States have never established abortion services. 
  
Since the Carter administration the cultural battle against women's rights continues to chip away 
access to abortion. But the whole range of reproductive rights issues--ranging from addressing 
sterilization abuse, improving pregnancy programs, campaigning to lower infant mortality rates or 
aiding women after the birth of their children through the establishment of federally funded, quality day 
care--are not issues any administration prioritizes. 

  
Through executive orders, legal briefs and delegations at various international conferences, the Bush 
administration has revealed its particular anti-women positions. While scientifically accurate information 
about contraception and abortion has disappeared from federal government web sites, federally funded 
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sex education programs preach abstinence as the only solution to pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
diseases. 
  
At last year's United Nations Special Session on Children the Bush administration delegates opposed 
efforts to help young girls who are victims of rape under wartime conditions and request abortion. The 
administration has frozen millions of dollars of funding for programs run by the United Nations 
Population Fund and the World Health Organization to advance reproductive health and combat HIV 
and AIDS. 
  
While Bush’s 2003 “State of the Union” address trumpeted funding for AIDS treatment in Africa, at a 
United Nations-sponsored conference in Bangkok last fall the Bush delegates attempted to block 
endorsement of condom use to prevent AIDS. President Bush has also withdrawn his support for 
Senate ratification of a treaty that requires nations to remove barriers of discrimination against women 
in areas like legal rights and health care. 
  
At the beginning of the 21st century a campaign against war, racism and poverty is central to the well 
being of women, children and all human beings. We need a campaign to oppose the various trade 
policies that privatize water, electricity, social security and even education. We need a campaign that 
opposes war, which drains funds from all our social, educational, environmental and medical needs. 
The Pentagon spends more than $842 billion a year, or half of the world’s total military spending. The 
cost of one Trident submarine ($1.5 billion) could immunize the children of the world against six deadly 
diseases, preventing one million deaths annually. 
 
No matter what the social problem, the U.S. government cannot “afford” to spend significant resources 
on it because currently more than 50% of the federal discretionary budget is slated for the military.  
 
We need a campaign that rejects the reactionary call to build fortresses of wealth, which widen the gap 
between those who have immense resources and those who have too few. We need a campaign that 
sees through the phoniness of “humanitarian intervention” and calls for solidarity in the face of war and 
globalized capital. We also need to build a world in which human beings are not imprisoned by 
gendered roles. 
 
 
 
I would like to acknowledge the I received from the following sources: Betsy Hartmann’s “Militarism and 
Reproductive Freedom,” a 1/4/03 Znet Commentary, Women of Color Resource Center’s “10 Reasons 
Why Women Should Oppose the ‘War on Terrorism,’” War Times (June 2003), Susan Sontag’s article 
from the 5/24/04 NYTimes Magazine, and reports by Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. 
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Imperialism and 
Occupation after    
“Iraqi Sovereignty” 
David Finkel  

BEFORE THE INVASION of Iraq, we identified three basic impulses 
behind this imperialist war: to consolidate unchallenged U.S. control of Middle East 
oil supplies and therefore world oil prices; to serve as cover for the far-right 
domestic agenda of this administration; to "reorganize the Middle East" on the basis 
of total U.S.-Israeli supremacy. We argued (and this was not uniquely our own 
view) that the unusually reckless course pursued by this administration reflected a 
combination of traditional imperial greed and an ideologically driven 
"neoconservative" assumption that  the United States should unilaterally rule the 
world.   
 
The thirteen months since George W. Bush proclaimed "the end of major combat 
operations in Iraq" have not been lucky ones for Washington. The balance sheet of 
this war of imperial domination is generally negative. To briefly sum up the results 
of the three strategic objectives: 
 
1) The stability of oil supply and price is actually more uncertain than before the 
war--partially because the entirely predictable rise in terrorism has impacted Saudi 
Arabia, threatening to panic the large foreign community that staffs the oil 
production infrastructure of that country. 
 
2) The administration has pursued its domestic agenda with some success, but 
faces declining public support and in particular growing defections from elites who 
are horrified by the middle-and-long-run implications of its monstrous fiscal 
irresponsibility. 
 
3) The Middle East--broadly speaking, the entire Muslim world from Pakistan to 
North Africa--is closer to chaos than to "democratic reorganization." The specific 
situation in Iraq will be discussed in more detail below, but a few general 
observations are in order: 
 

3 



 

18 

a) Afghanistan is a barely disguised disaster, with a government that basically 
controls the capital city, with warlords and drug lords carving up the countryside, 
and with a Taliban insurgency that cannot regain power but largely negates 
"reconstruction" programs. 
     
b) Hatred of United States policies is bitter and widespread across the Muslim world, 
expressed partly in rising terrorist recruitment but even more so in bitter popular 
alienation. 
 
c) In the case of Palestine/Israel especially, the neoconservative scenario was that 
"regime change" in Iraq would set off a domino effect which--combined with the 
application of Israeli military power--would bring about Palestinian surrender to 
U.S.-dictated terms of settlement.  
 
Since the intended sweeping regional shift to a U.S.-dictated agenda has proven 
illusory, the Bush-Sharon policy has become one of total reliance on extreme and 
almost unrestrained Israeli brutality, on a scale that often exceeds that of South 
African apartheid--assassination of Palestinian leadership without concern 
for accompanying civilian carnage; destruction of population centers from Jenin 
(2002) to Rafah (2004); deliberate killing of children on a substantial scale; 
systematic infliction of economic ruin and explicit U.S. support for Israeli land grabs.   
 
The fact that the U.S. administration has packaged these atrocities as "laying the 
basis for a Palestinian state" has brought the real prospects for a two-state solution 
to the brink of final collapse (we leave aside here the more complex fact that "two 
states" represents at best only a partial solution in the first place). 
 
4) Before a closer examination of Iraq, a couple of conclusions can be drawn from 
the above. It is now evident to everyone that Iraq was envisioned as only one in a 
chain of rapid conquests in the post-9/11 world: Afghanistan as the appetizer, Iran 
as the soup, Iran as the main course and Syria for dessert.  
 
This ideologically driven delusion was a big part of why Afghanistan and then Iraq 
were invaded with vastly fewer resources, military and otherwise, than were needed 
for the enormous tasks of "reconstruction and reorganization" (as opposed to the 
relatively simple job of overwhelming weak armies with massive U.S. 
technological superiority).  
 
The U.S. population, immediately after 9/11, might have accepted the costs of 
invading Afghanistan with, say, the kind of military operation (over 100,000 troops) 
used on Iraq. But it would not have accepted the burden associated invading Iraq 
with the numbers of troops used in Vietnam--which is roughly what knowledgeable 
military officers predicted would be necessary for a successful occupation.  
 
That is partly why this occupation became a chaotic debacle. That debacle in turn 
explains why the massive, systematic lies with which this war had to be sold to the 
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U.S. public have now been revealed. That is also why we should expect, and hope, 
that from now on the former "Vietnam Syndrome" will be renewed by an "Iraq 
Syndrome" when future imperialist adventures are proposed. As antiwar activists 
we must do everything we can to ensure this result, which will be one of the very 
few positive consequences of this enormously evil war. 
 
Can the United States Withdraw? 
 
After the delusional promises of "reorganizing the Middle East" have collapsed, the 
question facing U.S. imperialism in Iraq now is whether it has a way out. The stakes 
are very high indeed: If the United States is required to maintain a military force in 
Iraq at present or higher levels, and if (as John Kerry advocates) the size 
of the standing U.S. Army is to be expanded by 40,000, then the prospect is not 
only for a sustained antiwar movement but also--very likely--an explosive debate 
on the reintroduction of the draft.  
 
In such a struggle, the Republican right wing will motivate conscription on the basis 
of the permanent "war on terror," while Democratic liberals will promote "national 
service" and the drivel of "shared sacrifice." For the U.S. ruling class, however, a 
fight over conscription, with the raw politics of class and race it would entail, is a 
nightmare scenario. 
 
The choices for U.S. imperialism in Iraq are framed by the following context:  
 
(1) Unlike the situation in Vietnam in the 1970s, "just getting out" is not an option. 
(It is of course our option as revolutionary socialists and antiwar activists. That's a 
different matter.) Withdrawing from Vietnam and accepting a Communist victory 
was not the first choice for the U.S. ruling class, but it did not constitute a 
fundamental threat, especially as China was in rapid transition toward allying itself 
with the United States against the USSR.  
 
Today, in contrast, to leave Iraq without a stable regime in place risks the country's 
disintegration, potential chaos in Saudi Arabia and a repeat of the 1973 and 1979 
oil price shocks, to say nothing of the implications for Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
Iraq is materially strategic whereas Indochina was more of a pawn, even  if 
a large one, in the Cold War great game.  
 
(2) The U.S. military at its present size cannot maintain a long occupation of Iraq 
on its own, due to the extreme stresses on the reserves and National Guard and the 
demoralization created by "stop loss" orders which keep soldiers in the military after 
their enlistment terms expire.  
 
Roughly speaking, then, the options for the Bush administration after June 30 look 
like this: To restrict the size and scope of U.S. military operations and require Iraqi 
security forces to do most of the policing of the country; to rely on a new influx of 
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international forces under UN or NATO auspices; to expand the American role and 
force levels for offensive operations against insurgent forces.      
 
The third of these options is so risky in terms of U.S. domestic politics and military 
morale that it seems unlikely. The second option is vastly preferable, but seems out 
of the question since the war and occupation are so universally internationally 
unpopular. (A new Kerry administration might have more luck than the despised 
Bush regime in internationalizing an imperialist occupation of Iraq.) 
 
Our guess then is that the first option, "Iraqification" will be attempted, risky as it 
is. The hope would be to reduce the U.S. troop presence from 138,000 back down 
to a more sustainable 100-110,000. This requires a substantial reconstitution of the 
old Iraqi army, along with much of its leadership structure, the peremptory 
dissolution of which was probably Paul Bremer's biggest blunder.  
 
The four months leading up to the U.S. election are critical. By that time we will 
have a pretty clear idea whether the Bush administration has been able to pull off a 
messy, but partly viable exit strategy, or whether an escalating Iraq occupation 
crisis will be left to a second Bush term or an incoming Kerry administration.  
           
Iraq's Future 
 
The rapid U.S. military conquest of Iraq and collapse of Saddam Hussein's regime 
created, quite predictably, an imperialist occupation superimposed on an incipient 
Iraqi civil war resulting from decades of brutal dictatorship. That civil war has 
numerous dimensions--religious, tribal, ethnic and political, as well as a 
component of reviving class struggle. 
 
The complexity of the Iraqi situation arises from the fact that the manifold 
expressions of anti-occupation resistance are, at the same time, bids of rival 
factions for political supremacy in Iraq. The same is true of efforts of various figures 
like Ayatollah al-Sistani to cooperate with the occupation or to become mediators.  
 
It is simply not the case that there is an "Iraqi national resistance camp" on one 
side, confronting a "puppet collaborator camp" on the other. That kind of crude 
model and the associated terminology should be generally avoided in our analysis. 
 
The "resistance" includes, for example, attempts at building new trade unions of 
Iraqi workers and the unemployed--exactly what revolutionary socialists would 
advocate as central activity. It also includes forces who put car bombs in the middle 
of the largest Shia religious festivals--exactly as fascists anywhere would operate. 
To regard these as part of a common national resistance is nonsense.   
 
To be sure, there are some authentic "puppet collaborator" elements whose fate is 
instructive. Among these are the Iraqi National Congress, headed by Ahmad 
Chalabi, which may once have represented a democratic anti-Saddam 
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resistance--given the smoke and mirrors world Chalabi constructed it is ultimately 
hard to say—which became the favored faction of the neocon civilians in the 
Pentagon as the source of (i) ostensible intelligence on Iraqi WMDs and  
(ii) promises of massive popular Iraqi support for an American "liberation." 
 
U.S. intelligence and military professionals apparently never trusted Chalabi further 
than they could throw him, but in the factional wars inside the U.S. government and 
media the neocons as well as at least one prominent writer from the left 
(Christopher Hitchens) supported him completely. So did the single most unreliable 
establishment reporter on this entire crisis, Judith Miller of The New York Times, 
whose entire body of work has been apologetically repudiated by the editors 
(without naming her).     
   
Who used whom in the Chalabi-Pentagon relationship remains obscure, but he has 
now been famously dumped and accused of espionage for Iran--under 
circumstances that would suggest either a harebrained frameup by U.S. authorities, 
or the dumbest spying ever by Chalabi. Be all this as it may, the absurd plan to 
install Chalabi and the INC at the head of a "liberal Iraqi democracy" (meaning 
pro-U.S., pro-Israeli and devoted to the free market) has blown apart, and the 
frenzied improvisations of recent months would seem to suggest that there never 
was a serious backup plan. 
 
What then is the character of the "Iraqi interim government" that has been 
installed, almost a month early as the former "Iraqi Governing Council" 
disintegrated?  Two simple facts are clear from the outset: 
 
1) Iraq remains a country under imperialist occupation, and will continue to be so 
after the charade of "transfer of sovereignty" on June 30 under the cover of a UN 
Security Council resolution. It will be under occupation until the U.S. military is 
kicked out, and until real power resides in an Iraqi government and not the 
imperial headquarters euphemistically called "the United States embassy." 
 
2) The interim government, more than just a puppet regime, is a prototype for 
some kind of bourgeois coalition government, cemented of course in the first 
instance by the military occupying power, but also by attempts at regional balance 
and Islam as a unifying thread.  
 
This new government, if it is to have enough legitimacy to be of any use, must be 
seen to exercise more independence from the dictates of the occupier than the 
former IGC. This cannot be entirely sham. At the very least, the interim 
government cannot afford to openly hand over control of Iraq's oil to American 
interests or massively privatize the country's national industries (the effect of which 
would be to create the Russian model of entrepreneurship with Mexican standards 
of good government). It will seek to carve out some independent space for 
maneuver vis-a-vis the U.S. occupation, and will probably have some tactical 
support in this regard from France and other UNSC powers who have their own 
strategic and economic interests in Iraq. 
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3) Aside from some kind of economic plan and partially containing armed insurgents 
(who cannot in any case be defeated by a government whose legitimacy is negated 
by the very presence of the occupying power that protects it), probably the 
thorniest problem for the interim or any future Iraqi government is preventing a 
Kurdish secession. Imperialism also has a strong stake in this, since a war over the 
Kurdistan oil fields would be a potentially disastrous development for world price 
stability. 
 
This is a problem bequeathed to the Iraqi people by imperialism.  Simply put, the 
Kurds--who more than other sectors of Iraqi society were able to participate in their 
liberation from Saddam Hussein's genocidal tyranny--will not accept the restoration 
of a centralized Arab dictatorship, or an Islamist regime that tries to impose Sharia 
law on them. Furthermore, they have been betrayed enough times by foreign 
powers playing The Great Game that they will not surrender their independent 
military power in exchange for here-today-gone-tomorrow American guarantees of 
their autonomy. 
 
At the same time, many Arab Iraqis, especially Sunnis, view the Kurds as traitors. 
This would especially be the case if it's true, as some press reports indicated, that 
the United States used Kurdish pesh merga fighters in its brutal and abortive siege 
of Fallujah--to say nothing of the ethnic cleansing and counter-cleansing taking 
place in the Kirkuk region. 
 
4) Imperialism cannot solve the problem of Iraqi unity. Various so-called "experts" 
have argued whether U.S. policy should be holding Iraq together by force, or 
compelling its separation into three mini-states. Neither course is viable imposed 
from outside. Only the Iraqi people can determine their own future. 
 
To do this, terms of regional government, sharing of oil resources, resolution of 
refugee grievances and a Constitutional guarantee of the right of Kurdish 
self-determination would have to be negotiated among authentic representative 
institutions of all sectors of Iraqi society. Whether they could accomplish this cannot 
be known in advance; what is certain is that it cannot be done in the presence 
of the imperialist occupation.  
 
End the Occupation--Now! 
 
From the ashes of a failed and deadly occupation of Iraq, it can be said at least that 
some healthy flowers are blooming—in particular, a potential revived U.S. and 
international antiwar movement. But some poisonous weeds are sprouting as well. 
The worldwide network of U.S. torture centers at Abu Ghraib and elsewhere is one. 
Another is a new emerging "bipartisan" approach to maintaining the occupation in 
disguise. 
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The disastrous aftermath of triumphant Bush "preemptive war" has forced this 
administration, crudely and unevenly, back toward a so-called "multilateral" track of 
grudging collaboration with traditional European allies and the United Nations. 
Waiting with open arms to welcome this shift are the Democrats and John Kerry.  
While the two parties eagerly bash each other for their respective arrogance, lack of 
patriotism, incompetence, backstabbing and general unfitness to govern, they come 
together around a joint theme: "Whether or not the war in Iraq was a good idea, 
we have to move beyond how we got there. We can't leave now and let terrorists 
and Baathists create chaos there." 
 
Everyone who remembers or has studied the Vietnam War knows this argument. 
 
Yes, Iraq is in chaos now--a chaos not of its own people's making, but a chaos 
created by the United States (and the other powers) who supported Saddam 
Hussein for over a decade, then bombed Iraq and imposed sanctions, destroyed its 
economy and essential infrastructure, and finally invaded it, took over and stood by 
as everything down to the plumbing fixtures was looted. And now the same 
government (or governments, if you prefer the "multilateral" approach) are 
supposed to safeguard Iraq "until the people are ready to rule themselves"?  
       
Our answer is: The Iraqi people will be ready to rule themselves the minute they're 
organized and strong enough to throw "us" out.  Do they "need help"? Sure, but not 
from George W. Bush and L. Paul Bremer III and Tony Blair. They need solidarity 
from an international antiwar movement that demands "U.S. Out" and reparations 
for the enormous damage that imperialism has inflicted on Iraq.  
 
At the same time, Socialists and labor activists in particular should build links to the 
emerging Iraqi trade unions that are struggling simultaneously against occupation 
and exploitation, against Bremer's decrees upholding Saddam's anti-labor laws and 
the religious fanatic thugs who take time out from chanting "Death to America" to 
smash up workers' demonstrations. 
 
As in all colonial and national liberation struggles, the way in which the struggle is 
waged today will determine whether workers, women and national minorities have 
rights and power when their country is free. If the struggle for democracy and 
human rights is to be won, it must be fought at one and the same time as the 
struggle for national freedom itself. In our solidarity with Iraq as elsewhere, 
socialists do not separate these struggles into "stages" or separate compartments. 
 
This document was drafted by David Finkel for the July, 2004 Solidarity national convention. 
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SOLIDARITY BASIS OF POLITICAL AGREEMENT (amended 2004) 
 
1. Capitalism is an outmoded social system now deep in crisis. This crisis is producing the 
beginning of a declining standard of living and an escalating drive toward war. This crisis is the unavoidable 
outcome of capital's most basic drives. Humanity will only be freed from the barbarism of war, environmental 
devastation, poverty, unemployment and declining living standards for millions when capitalism has been 
displaced by a rational, planned and democratic and participatory economic system: socialism.  
 
2. Socialism is the political and economic rule of the working class, in which the means of 
production are under the social ownership of the working class, which democratically plans economic life. The 
working class organizes its political and economic rule through councils of workers and popular representatives, 
freely chosen among a variety of organized working class and popular parties.  
 
3. Socialism can only be achieved by a revolutionary mass political movement of the 
working class which ends the political rule of the capitalist class and private ownership of the means of 
production.  
 
4. The aim of this organization is to build a revolutionary socialist movement in the 
working class and allied sectors of the oppressed. Membership is open to all who share our principles and 
work toward achieving them.  
 
5. The capitalist parties, especially the Republican and Democratic parties, are 
fundamentally anti-working class, racist and sexist. We oppose any form of participation in or 
support for these parties. We call for the working class and its allies to form a new, independent political party that 
fights for their needs.  
 
6. The capitalist crisis has set in motion an employers' offensive that necessitates national 
and international labor solidarity as well as organizing the unorganized. The labor bureaucracy for the most part 
acts as a brake on labor action. We therefore support all efforts to transform the unions into militant vehicles, 
including rank and file groupings within the unions as well as coalitions against concessions and strike support 
committees.  
 
7. Racial and national oppression divide the working class and create poverty and misery for 
millions. We join in the fight against racism, such as the struggle for affirmative action, and support the efforts of 
oppressed national minorities to organize independently for their liberation.  
 
8. We fight for women's liberation, and for women's equality today. The oppression of women within 
the family and in society divides the working class, keeps women's wages low and burdens women unequally in 
the task of social reproduction. 
 
9. We are supporters of lesbian and gay liberation, of their struggles for civil rights and against 
all forms of anti-gay bigotry. We support, as with all oppressed groups, the efforts of gays and lesbians to organize 
independently for their liberation.  
 
10. We are internationalists. We support movements for self-determination and national liberation 
throughout the world and the struggles of workers for better living standards and social and political power 
everywhere. Whatever may be our differing theoretical analyses of any particular struggle, we are unconditional 
defenders of movements for  genuine trade unionism and workers' democracy.  
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11. We actively oppose the growing drive towards war, whether that be in the form of 
intervention in Central America, the Middle East or elsewhere, or the buildup of the U.S. war machine.  
We fight for unilateral disarmament in the U.S. and, at the same time, we extend our solidarity to the independent 
peace movements of Eastern Europe.  
 
12. Toward these ends we are committed to building an effective revolutionary socialist 
organization in the U.S. capable of acting together without presenting a monolithic face to the world or engaging in 
pretenses of being "the vanguard."  

 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
We are socialists who stand for feminism, anti-racism, and grassroots democracy.   
You may be wondering how to join Solidarity. If you are in general agreement with 
our twelve points of political agreement and are committed to building social 
movements and willing to contribute monthly due, or if you would like more 
information, please call or e-mail us,  or detach the coupon below and send back to 
us.   
 
 

www.solidarity-us.org          solidarity@igc.org 
 
 

 
 

____________________Yes! I want to join Solidarity 
 
__________I’m not sure if I want to join Solidarity but send me some more     
                                information, please. 
 
Name:_____________________________________________ 
Address:___________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________ 
 
Phone:____________________________________________ 
 
e-mail:____________________________________________ 
 

Send to:  Solidarity 7012 Michigan Ave. Detroit MI 48210 
 



Socialist Feminist Questions
About Queer Activism

The New Sexual Radicalism
by Peter Drucker

A Solidarity Pamphlet

                                                                                                                 Fifty cents



FROM ITS BEGINNING in the 1990s in the United States, 
a “queer” activist current has gradually spread to other 
countries, including in recent years in Western Europe. In 
decades when the prevailing trend in LGBT movements 
has been to orient to legal reforms by parliamentary means, 
queer activism has constituted a third wave of sexual radi-
calism,1 emphasizing visibility, difference, direct action, re-
fusal to assimilate to the dominant culture, and the fluidity 
and diversity of sexual desire.

What are the social origins of queer? Does this current 
have a vision — whether implicit or explicit — of sexual 
liberation, and if so, what is it? What is its relationship to 
such emancipatory projects as feminism, antiracism, global 
justice and socialism?

I come to these questions as a socialist, whose own so-
cialist activism and LGBT activism have been linked for 30 
years. The year I came out as a gay man, 1978, was also the 
year I became active on the socialist left — more specifical-
ly, the socialist-feminist left. The two things were closely 
linked in my mind and in my life, and still are. So the ques-
tions I bring to queer activism are very much the questions 
of a socialist and feminist gay man.

They are also, for better or worse, the questions of an out-
sider. Although I was active in ACT UP, the milieu from 
which the queer current first emerged, in San Francisco and 
New York in the late 1980s and early 1990s, this current 
didn’t exist in the Netherlands when I moved here in 1993. 
In recent years, when a queer activist current has emerged, 
I have related to it as a sympathetic observer and occasional 
supporter, but not as a real participant.

I would like to emphasize that the questions I’m posing 
really are questions. I don’t claim to know the answers; 
I’m not sure anybody has definitive answers yet. I think 
queer activists will have to come up with the answers as 
their politics continue to evolve. My hope is that asking the 
questions will help stimulate discussion on them within the 
queer current.

Another point I’d like to stress is that my questions 
concern queer activism, not the body of largely academic 
thought that’s called “queer theory.” My impression is that 
queer activism emerged a few years before the key works 
of queer theory were published. In later years some queer 
activists have been influenced by queer theory; but many 
queer activists are not particularly theoretically minded, 

and those who are can be influenced by other approaches.
Queer theory is itself a complex, contradictory, evolving 

body of thought, on which I don’t have any claim to be an 
expert. I do think there are criticisms to be made of queer 
theory,2 but I don’t think they all necessarily apply to queer 
activism.

Although queer activism has emerged only recent-
ly in the Netherlands, internationally it is about 
25 years old. The first queer group, Queer Nation, 

was founded in New York in 1990.3 In fact the first wave of 
Queer Nation groups in the United States rose and reced-
ed within a few years. Only a few groups, like OutRage! in 
London (founded only a month after Queer Nation in New 
York) around its controversial leader Peter Tatchell, have 
managed more or less to survive through the intervening 
years. Some of the most active queer-identified groups to-
day are in Southern Europe, like the French and Portuguese 
Pink Panthers, and have emerged only in the past decade.

Lack of organizational continuity makes the current hard 
to pin down. Although there are various international queer 
events, like the “queeruption” that took place annually from 
1998 to 2007 in a different country and city, the queer cur-
rent is also very decentralized, with no permanent national 
or international structures or decision-making bodies.

Many queer activists define themselves as anarchists, 
leaning towards the tendency within anarchism that is sus-
picious of organization; DIY (“do it yourself”) is widely seen 
as a queer principle. This too contributes to the difficulty 
in defining queer politics. Finally, queer-identified activi-
ty sometimes raises the question of how “politics” should 
be defined, since much of it consists of cultural and sexual 
events that make little or no effort to reach non-queer-iden-
tified people.

The shape of queer activism probably has something to 
do with its social origins. Before discussing the strengths 
and limitations of queer activism, therefore, I would like to 
analyze the emergence of the queer scene more generally.

Fordist to Post-Fordist Gay Identities
The emergence of queer can be explained to a great ex-

tent in class terms, I think, starting from John D’Emilio’s 
analysis of the emergence of gay identity under capitalism.4 
Roughly following his analysis, I would argue that modern 
lesbian and gay communities are largely a product of the 
development of capitalism in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
and on a mass scale particularly a product of the long ex-
pansive wave of capitalism from 1945 to 1973.

It is by now nothing new to link the rise of what might 
be called classic lesbian/gay identity to the rise of a “free” 

Peter Drucker is the author of Warped: Gay Normality and Queer 
Anti-Capitalism (Brill and Haymarket, 2015) and editor of the anthol-
ogy Different Rainbows (London: GMP, 2000) on same-sex sexuali-
ties and struggles in the dependent world. This article appeared in the 
May/June 2010 issue of Against the Current.



labor force under capitalism. This has developed over the 
course of centuries, and historians have generally looked at 
it as a long process. But gay identity as we know it, partic-
ularly on a mass scale, is in fact amazingly recent, more a 
question of decades than of centuries.

On closer examination the emergence, consolidation and 
spread of gay identity took place to a large extent during 
what some Marxist economists refer to as the expansive 
long wave of 1945-73. It emerged gradually from the waves 
of political and social repression (in Europe fascism and 
Stalinism; in the United States the aftermath of Prohibition 
followed by McCarthyism)5 that had begun with the 1930s 
depression. Gay identity was dependent on the growing 
prosperity of the working and middle classes, catalysed 
by profound cultural changes from the 1940s to the 1970s 
(from the upheavals of the Second World War6 to the mass 
radicalization of the New Left years) that prosperity helped 
make possible.

This means that gay identity was shaped in many ways 
by the mode of capitalist accumulation that some econo-
mists call “Fordism,” specifically by mass consumer societ-
ies and welfare states. After 1945, working-class living stan-
dards in capitalist countries went up dramatically under the 
Fordist order, in which increases in labor productivity were 
matched to a large extent with increasing real wages that 
sustained increasing effective demand, and many forms of 
social insurance cushioned the blows that hit working peo-
ple during dips in the business cycle.

As a result, for the first time masses of working-class 
people as well as students and others were able to live inde-
pendently of their families. Working-class family structures 
and gender roles also changed. For the first time since the 
family wage became a cherished ideal, and sometimes a re-
ality, for broad working-class layers in the mid- to late-19th 
century, World War II made waged work at least tempo-
rarily normal for even respectable working-class and mid-



dle-class women.
This transformation made a dent in the pronounced gen-

der polarization that had been characteristic of both work-
ing-class heterosexuality and homosexuality in the first 
decades of the 20th century. Higher funding for education 
and expansion of a social safety net (in the imperialist coun-
tries at least) decreased people’s economic dependence on 
parents to support them as students or young people, on 
spouses to help pay the rent, and on children to save them 
from poverty in old age. Rapid growth of service and lei-
sure industries in developed countries created more jobs, 
for men if not for women, in which gender expectations 
were in some cases less rigid than in blue-collar sectors.

The combination of increased economic possibilities and 
more questioning of gender roles helped many more peo-
ple in the 1950s and ’60s defy convention and form lesbian/
gay couples and communities. What remained to prevent 
people from living openly lesbian/gay lives were the con-
straints of the law, police, employers, landlords, and so on. 
The lesbian/gay movements of the 1960s and ’70s rebelled 
against these constraints, inspired by a wave of other social 
rebellions: black, youth, antiwar, feminist, and (at least in 
some European countries) working class.

The second wave of feminism was key in virtually finish-
ing off (or at least driving underground) the butch-femme 
patterns that were still largely hegemonic in 1950s lesbian 
subcultures. The first lesbian/gay legal victories in the 1970s 
made mass, open lesbian/gay communities possible in the 
imperialist countries for the first time in history.

The conditions that initially shaped emerging lesbi-
an/gay identities did not last. The depressive long 
wave that began by 1974-75 was met by the late 1970s 

with a neoliberal offensive. This offensive has included (to 
be incredibly schematic): a shift to “Toyotist” production 
techniques and to “lean production” generally; economic 
globalization, liberalization and deregulation; an increase 
in the wealth and power of capital at labor’s expense; an in-
crease in inequality among countries (through the debt cri-
sis and structural adjustment policies) and within countries 
(through regressive tax and welfare “reforms” and attacks 
on unions), and luxury consumption that has increasingly 
replaced mass consumption as a motor of economic growth.

This offensive has among other things fragmented the 
world’s working classes. Big differences have grown up 
between better- and worse-paid workers, permanent and 
temporary workers, native-born and immigrant, employed 
and unemployed. The relatively greater homogeneity of na-
tional working classes in the 1960s, which was the backdrop 
to the rise of lesbian/gay identity, is a thing of the past.

Like the rise of Fordism, its decline has had implications 
for LGBT identities, communities and politics. There is of 
course no one-to-one correspondence between economic 
and social developments and shifts in sexual, cultural and 
political identities. In lesbian/gay communities, as in the 
world at large, there is a whole set of institutions that pro-
duce (among other things) lesbian/gay ideology and iden-
tity and mediate the underlying class and social dynamics. 
But there are some trends that correspond to changing class 
dynamics in lesbian/gay communities and are expressed in 
a shifting relationship of forces within them.

Of the one hand, commercial gay scenes and sexual 
identities compatible with these scenes have advanced and 
been consolidated in many parts of the world. Particular-
ly among some middle-class and upper-working-class so-

cial layers that prospered in the 1980s and ’90s, especially 
but not only in the imperialist countries, commercial gay 
scenes continued to grow, continuing to undergird lesbian/
gay identity.7

Market-friendly lesbian/gay identities have prospered in 
commercialized spaces, in the construction of two-income 
households among better-off gays and to a lesser extent 
lesbians, and in the tolerant public space fostered by gay 
rights victories. Many relatively better paid lesbian/gay 
people who have benefited from both economic success and 
gay rights reforms have some cause to be contented with 
the progress they have made: “Inside a cozy brownstone, 
curled up next to a health-insured domestic partner in front 
of a Melissa Etheridge video on MTV, flipping through Out 
magazine and sipping an Absolut and tonic, capitalism can 
feel pretty good.”8

The ideological and cultural sway of gay identities in 
LGBT communities extends beyond the more privileged so-
cial layers in which people’s lives most comfortably fit these 
identities. In the imperialist countries, despite the prolifer-
ation of websites and zines defining identities and subcul-
tures for minorities within the minorities, the most widely 
circulated books, periodicals and videos tend to be those 
most closely linked to the new, predominantly middle-class 
gay mainstream. Even poor transgender and queer people, 
whose lives are most remote from the images of the gay 
mainstream, often incorporate aspects of gay mainstream 
culture into their aspirations and fantasies.

Three aspects of the lesbian/gay identity that stabilized 
by the early 1980s fit well with the increasingly conserva-
tive social climate: the community’s self-definition as a sta-
ble minority, its increasing tendency towards gender con-
formity, and marginalization of its own sexual minorities. 
A higher degree of gender conformity among lesbian/gay 
people has fit with their incorporation into a neoliberal so-
cial and sexual order.

Lesbians and gay men’s self-definition as a minority 
group expressed a profound social fact about lesbian/gay 
life as it took shape in the 1970s. To the extent that lesbians 
and gays were increasingly defined as people who inhabit-
ed a certain community (went to certain bars, bathhouses 
and discos, patronized certain businesses, and in the United 
States at least even lived to some extent in certain neigh-
borhoods), they were more “ghettoized” than before, more 
clearly demarcated from a majority defined as straight.

The tendency of many early theorists of lesbian/gay lib-
eration to question the categories of heterosexuality and ho-
mosexuality, emphasize the fluidity of sexual identity and 
speculate about universal bisexuality tended to fade away 
with time as the community’s material reality became more 
sharp-edged. The lesbian/gay rights movement accordingly 
ran less risk of seeming sexually subversive of the broader 
sexual order. 

The decline of butch/femme role-playing among lesbians 
and of camp culture among gay men also contributed to 
normalizing lesbian/gay identity. The drag queens who had 
played a leading role in the 1969 Stonewall rebellion found, 
as social tolerance of lesbians and gays in general began to 
increase in the 1970s, that social tolerance for gender non-
conformity in many queer spaces if anything decreased. 
Drag often seemed anomalous and even embarrassing in 
the context of androgynous imagery that was in vogue in 
the early 1970s.

Despite growing levels of consciousness and self-ex-
pression among transgender people, lesbian/gay commu-



nities increasingly defined themselves in ways that placed 
transgender people and other visible nonconformists on 
the margins if not completely out of bounds. The decline 
of Fordism was accompanied early on by a shift among gay 
men from the largely androgynous imagery of the early 
1970s to the more masculine “clone” culture that took hold 
by the early ’80s. Feminine forms of self-presentation that 
lesbian feminists once frowned on, using the label “lipstick 
lesbians,” had become more common and acceptable  by 
the 1990s.

The Social Origins of Queer
Commercial scenes, however, have not been equally de-

terminant for the lifestyles or identities of all people with 
open same-sex sexualities. In the dependent world many 
poor people simply have a hard time taking part in com-
mercial gay scenes. In the imperialist countries, while com-
mercial scenes are more accessible to even lower-income 
queers, growing economic inequality has meant increasing-
ly divergent realities in lesbian and gay people’s lives. Crit-
icism has mounted among LGBT people of the over-con-
sumption increasingly characteristic of many aspects of the 
commercial gay scene, which inevitably marginalizes many 
LGBT people and alienates many others.

Alternative scenes of various sorts (not always less com-
mercial) have proliferated, creating space for queer identi-
ties more or less outside the mainstream commercial scene. 
Contrary to much right wing anti-gay rhetoric, the prosper-
ous couples focused on by glossy lesbian/gay magazines 
were never typical of queers in general. Data gathered by 
the U.S. National Opinion Research Center’s General So-
cial Survey in the 1990s suggested that lesbian and bisex-
ual women were still far less likely than other women to 
have professional or technical jobs and more likely to have 
service or craft/operative jobs, while gay and bisexual men 
were more likely than other men to have professional/tech-
nical, clerical/sales or service jobs but less likely to have 

managerial jobs.9

Whatever the causes (less ability or willingness to meet 
gendered job expectations, migration to more competitive 
job markets, discrimination), the net result (contrary to un-
founded claims made not only by anti-gay ideologues but 
also by some gay publications) was that at least in the Unit-
ed States, both gay men and lesbians were and are under-
represented in the higher-income brackets (with family in-
comes of $50,000 or more), while gay men in particular are 
over-represented in the lower-income brackets (with family 
incomes of $30,000 or less). Another set of data showed that 
after taking differences in education, age and other factors 
into account, gay and bisexual men earned 11-27% less than 
comparable straight men.10

The expansion of queer communities centred on gay 
commercial scenes has not improved the situation of low-
er-income queers. Particularly in imperialist countries like 
the United States and to a lesser extent Britain, the welfare 
state has been shredded by Reaganism and Thatcherism, 
unions have been very much weakened, and inequality has 
grown rapidly. Economic inequality is presumably as char-
acteristic of LGBT communities as of the broader societies 
within which they exist.

Lower-income queers, transgender people, street youth 
and queer people of color have been under assault in var-
ious ways, as attacks on poor people and minorities have 
become more prominent in politics and society generally 
in recent decades. Queers are also more likely to be cut off 
from broader family support networks and, as the social 
safety net has frayed, inequalities resulting from wage dif-
ferentials have affected queers with particular intensity.

A queer social milieu has grown up since the mid-1980s, 
made up to a large extent of young people on the bottom of 
the unequal social hourglass that resulted from economic 
restructuring. One aspect of the underlying social reality 
is that the lower young queers’ incomes are and the more 
meager their job prospects, the less on average they identify 
with or want to join the lesbian/gay community that has 
grown up since the 1960s and ’70s.

Particularly in English-speaking imperialist countries 
— the ones where social polarization first took flight in the 
1980s — young queers resisted disco culture and a bar-cen-
tred ghetto. In some ways English-speaking queer scenes 
have been echoed by queers in squatters’ milieus in conti-
nental Western Europe. This generation had also grown up 
in far more diverse and changeable family structures, which 
made the notion of modelling lesbian/gay households on 
traditional straight ones all the more implausible for them.

Economic marginalization and cultural alienation were 
closely interlinked in the emergence of a queer milieu, mak-
ing it hard in many cases to say to what extent poverty was 
a cause of alienation, to what extent the choice for a queer 
lifestyle contributed to more or less voluntary poverty, and 
to what extent some queers are middle-class gays dressing 
and talking like down-and-outs. But the correlation be-
tween lower incomes and queer self-identification seems 
unmistakable.

As we have seen, the dominant trend during the 1980s 
and ’90s, based particularly on the reality of more 
prosperous lesbian/gay people’s lives, was for the 

lesbian/gay community to define itself as a stable and dis-
tinct minority, tend increasingly towards gender conformi-
ty, and marginalize its own sexual minorities. By contrast, 



the nonconformist same-sex identities 
that have grown up among more mar-
ginalized layers have tended to identify 
with broader communities of oppressed 
or rebellious people and to resist domi-
nant gender norms.

Queer identities defined by marginal-
ization on the basis of age, class, region 
and/or ethnicity overlap with the growth 
or persistence of various subcultures that 
have been marginal in the commercial 
scene because they constitute (sometimes 
extensive) niche markets at best and illicit 
ones at worse. The relationship between 
queer identities and marginalized sexual 
practices is elusive, but there does appear 
to be some kind of correlation. There are 
of course many queers who limit their 
sexual rebellion to the safety of a partic-
ular brand of bar. But the more attached 
people are to their sexual identities, the 
more reluctant many of them become to 
give them up at work or in public.

Not coincidentally, the more visible transgender or leath-
er people are, the less likely they are to get one of the well-
paid, permanent, fulltime jobs that have become scarcer 
and more coveted commodities in post-Fordist economies. 
Moreover some people are virtually or entirely incapable 
of hiding aspects of their identities, particularly effemina-
cy in men or butchness in women, that are often rightly or 
wrongly associated with queer sexualities. Voluntary or 
involuntary, tell-tale signs of sexual deviance often lead to 
management’s excluding people from professional or ser-
vice jobs or to fellow workers’ hostility that impels people 
to avoid or flee certain workplaces.

The result is not a straightforward correlation between 
queer identity and working class affiliation; on the con-
trary, working-class lesbians and gays have sometimes re-
acted against self-defined queer groups when such groups 
demanded visibility of them that would make their lives 
more difficult in particular workplaces or communities. But 
there does seem to be a correlation between queer identities 
and particular sectors of the working class — on average 
younger, less skilled, less organized and lower paid — that 
have expanded since the 1970s.

Part of the younger queer generation has taken up and 
to some extent recast claims for stigmatized sexual practic-
es that were made during the sex wars of the early 1980s. 
For example, younger transgender people seem more likely 
to take on gender identities that are difficult to subsume at 
all under existing feminine or masculine roles. These more 
flexible and ambiguous forms of transgender associated 
with queer milieus contrast with the forms of transsexuality 
promoted by a wing of the medical establishment.

Queer Politics and Its Limits
This account of the social roots of queer can help us un-

derstand several positive aspects of queer politics as well as 
some of its limitations. To begin with the positive aspects:

• Reflecting queer alienation from the ghettoized lesbi-
an/gay mainstream, queer politics is anti-assimilationalist, 
inclusive and diverse. It refuses to fit into any model of gay 
or lesbian respectability. It is a space where many of the 
LGBT people who are least welcome in other LGBT spaces 
— such as trans and intersexed people, bisexuals and SM 

practitioners — are welcome and visible. Queer is not seen 
as a single way of being, but rather as a dissident stance 
with great respect and room for difference.

• Queers do not have any of the access to the political 
power structure that the lesbian/gay establishment has 
built up over the years. So when they take political action, 
they do so militantly, keeping up the tradition of direct ac-
tion pioneered by ACT UP (and to a great extent borrowed, 
though rarely acknowledged, by the global justice move-
ment).11 They do not engage in the kind of lobbying and 
parliamentary work that has come to predominate in main-
stream LGBT political groups, but instead use more con-
frontational and creative tactics. Peter Tatchell’s attempt to 
do a citizens’ arrest of homophobic Zimbabwean President 
Robert Mugabe was an internationally notorious example. 
The early Queer Nation groups applied these kinds of tac-
tics at the most local level, for example by highlighting the 
dictatorship of the heterosexual norm by holding same-sex 
kiss-ins in non-gay bars and responding to homophobic vi-
olence with the slogan “Queers bash back!” (though as far 
as I know this remained at the level of a slogan). My im-
pression though is that there have been fewer such militant 
queer actions in recent years.

• Rejecting ghettoization, queers reaffirm the fluidity of 
sexual desire and identity that was proclaimed by the pio-
neers of lesbian/gay liberation in the 1960s and ’70s — what 
was then often defined as a universal bisexual potential or 
an aspiration to universal “polymorphous perversity” (a 
Freudian term picked up by Herbert Marcuse).12 Queers 
therefore reject the vision of lesbian and gay people as a 
fixed, static minority of the population, which some of the 
most moderate currents in lesbian/gay movements take 
as the basis for their claim for equal rights (“we can’t help 
it, we were born this way, so it’s not fair to discriminate 
against us — and not necessary to discriminate against us, 
since there won’t be any more of us if you tolerate us”). 
Queers also refuse to let their sexual difference and visi-
bility be confined to a gay ghetto, insisting that the whole 
world should be — as the expression goes — “queered,” 
that is, opened up to queer possibilities.

• Reflecting the international character of the neoliberal 
offensive that gave rise to the queer scene, queer politics is 
in principle internationalist. The list of the 10 queeruption 
sites from 1998 to 2007 give a sense of the scope and limits 



of this internationalism, however. Five of the 10 were in Eu-
rope, three in North America, one in Australia and one in 
Israel. That is to say, they all took place in the richest one-
fifth of the world. Six of the 10 took place in cities where 
the dominant language is English. This is in fact a narrower 
geography than the geography of the open, visible LGBT 
world; many Latin American countries have vibrant, visi-
ble LGBT communities and movements, as do South Africa 
and several Asian countries.

• Like its internationalism, the geographical limits of 
queer are probably no accident; they reflect the fact that 
sexual dissidence takes very different forms in imperialist 
and dependent countries. For example, the World Social 
Forum in Mumbai in 2004 showed that thousands of India’s 
transgender hijras identified with the global justice move-
ment’s rebellion against neoliberalism, and were prepared 
to resort to militant tactics similar to European and North 
American queer activists’; but they did so on the basis of the 
subculture that they had been developing over the course of 
decades or even centuries.

So what are the factors that make it harder for queer 
activists to link up with many of the other rebellious 
LGBTs in the world, let alone with labor, feminist and 

other movements?
The sexual conservatism of other social movements 

clearly makes it difficult for queer activists to ally with 
them. In many countries the labor and even feminist move-
ments reflect the open heterosexism of their societies. In 
other countries where open anti-LGBT prejudice is less ac-
cepted, mainstream social movements often link up with 
middle-class, moderate lesbian/gay organizations rather 
than with radical groups.

This sexual conformism can dovetail with the political 
and social moderation of mainstream leaderships. LGBT 
activists in broader social movements sometimes adapt to 
those leaderships’ moderation and sexual conservatism; 
as noted above, working-class LGBTs, LGBTs of color and 
other specially oppressed LGBTs sometimes feel obliged 
to downplay their own sexualities in order to blend more 
easily into broader communities. This makes many LGBTs 
hesitate to associate themselves with queers. Moreover, in 
many cases queer groups simply do not have the size or 
institutional weight to make them interesting as allies for 
big social organizations.

There are other factors isolating queer activists that 
sometimes reflect their own political limitations. For exam-
ple:

• The anti-organizational, DIY leanings of some queer 
groups can reinforce their social homogeneity. Sponta-
neous, informal styles of action are easier to sustain when 
activists have roughly similar backgrounds, lifestyles and 
social situations. When people need to unite in action who 
face different forms of oppression and lead very different 
lives, they need structures to help them discuss their dif-
ferences in depth, make joint decisions and carry out their 
decisions over the longer term. More structures mean a 
greater risk of bureaucracy and authoritarianism; but the 
way to minimize these risks is to consciously make struc-
tures as grassroots and democratic as possible, not to avoid 
structure altogether.13

• The social marginality that queer people experience 
sometimes seems to lead queer activists to choose politi-
cal marginality, cutting themselves off from other LGBT 
people who might sympathize with queer politics if they 

encountered it. For example, the commercialization and de-
politicization of lesbian/gay pride events help explain the 
allergy that many queer activists seem to have to them; but 
staying away from pride marches can deprive queer groups 
of access to a big potential audience. Pride marches of hun-
dreds of thousands of people in several countries helped 
put the issue of same-sex marriage and civil union on the 
political agenda.

• Again, many queer activists’ allergy to the institution 
of marriage and the assimilationism that the demand for ac-
cess to it can reflect may be understandable and even justi-
fied. But thousands of working-class and poor LGBTs have 
very practical concerns that lead them to demand equal 
access to marriage. Failing to address these concerns is an-
other way that some queer radicals may cut themselves off 
from a potential base of support.14

• Queer political activism can flow almost imperceptibly 
into subcultural events. This can be a source of strength, 
inasmuch as the politics is rooted in the life of a commu-
nity. But it can sometimes lead queer activists to stress the 
aspects of LGBT identity that are cultural and chosen, rath-
er than those that are socially constructed and involuntary. 
Many of the most oppressed LGBT people do not feel that 
there’s anything chosen about their identities. This is reflect-
ed, for example, in the differences between queer-oriented 
transgender people, who may say that they transcend gen-
der, and more traditional transgender people who strongly 
identify with a gender different from the one they were as-
signed to as children. This is one way in which queer activ-
ism sometimes takes on the suspicion of identity practiced 
by queer theory. It is important to recognize that an identity 
can be fluid and malleable and yet at the same time very 
strong and stable — and essential as the basis for a move-
ment. The emphasis on cultural rather than material aspects 
of identity may also make queer politics less appealing to 
some LGBT blacks and immigrants, who are more likely to 
contend with material oppression in their daily lives.15

• Queer activists rarely seem to have a very well worked 
out vision of the society they would like to see. This is un-
derstandable, given that the decades in which queer poli-
tics emerged were ones in which traditional conceptions of 
socialism seemed largely discredited. But given that queer 
politics expresses a deeply felt rebellion against the lives 
that queer people are forced to live under patriarchal capi-
talism, it seems incomplete if it does not include an explicit 
rejection of patriarchal capitalism. This suggests that rad-
ical queers should take up and develop the analyses that 
an earlier radical generation made during the lesbian/gay 
liberation movement, of the roots of gender and sexual op-
pression in the capitalist family and the way it helps repro-
duce labor and authoritarian social hierarchies.

The use of the words “some,” “sometimes,” “can,” “tend 
to” and so on in these remarks is not simply an attempt to 
soft-pedal criticism. It reflects the real diversity of queer ac-
tivists. For every group that shares these weaknesses, there 
may be another one somewhere that has overcome them, 
or is at least trying to. Queers for Economic Justice, which 
was active in New York from 2002 to 2014, was a particu-
larly impressive example of queer activism combined with 
economic organizing and broad outreach. This is a reason 
to hope for the emergence of a radical queer current that 
is better organized, more oriented to the broader range 
of LGBT people, more ethnically diverse, more genuinely 
global in its politics, more materialist and profound in its 
analysis — and that thus can lay the basis for a powerful 



queer anti-capitalism and feminism.  n
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Women’s Experiences of War
By Dianne Feeley

GEORGE W BUSH’S “State of the Union” speech was the closest thing 
possible to an open declaration of war. For the past twelve years, 
crippling sanctions against Iraq have had especially devastating 
effects on the health of women and children — due to Iraq’s inability 
to restore water infrastructure and import medicines in particular.

These sanctions resemble a medieval siege in slow motion, reducing 
the population to unbearable misery, and mirroring Saddam Hussein’s 
expropriation of the Iraqi people’s resources for his police-state 
apparatus.

The official outbreak of the war will drastically speed up this ruinous 
process. According to a secret UN memo, leaked to the press, a war 
could be “devastating” for the population.

The evolution of modern warfare has brought on a disproportionate 
share of suffering for women. From time immemorial women have 
been “prizes” of conquest; it is only in the last century that they have 
become a major bearer of direct casualties.

A hundred years ago war meant sending soldiers off to fight battles 
that would lead to death and/or victory. Today war means massive 
civilian dislocation, starvation, the trafficking of women and children, 
fields sown with land mines.

Whether civilians are killed by “smart” bombs dropped from on high 
or humiliated, raped and murdered by soldiers, war fuels acts of 
violence. This glorification of aggression is particularly harmful to 
women and children.

Women have the right to defend themselves against invasion and 
occupation, including through armed struggle. Today’s global reality, 
however, is a panoply of wars of aggression and domination in which 
the United States is playing a major role — although countries such 
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as Russia and Israel are also involved.

Around the country small organizing committees of Women in Black 
are springing up. These local networks of women oppose the use of 
violence and terror as a means to political ends. They wear black 
in the spirit of Women in Black of Israel and Palestine, who call for 
the restoration of human rights of the Palestinian people, and of the 
Argentine mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, who gathered to demand 
that the military regime be held accountable for the “disappearance” 
of their children.

Other women have claimed pink as their color — playing off the 
U.S. government’s terrorist alert, “Code Red,” with a “Code Pink.” 
A coalition of women’s organizations wear bright pink to symbolize 
their preemptive strike for peace, a determination to maintain 
cvil liberties as well as a celebration of life, not war. They have 
maintained a vigil in front of the White House since last November, 
and confronted various pro-war spokeswomen.

These various vigils and marches in opposition to state-sponsored 
violence are a visual expression of the solidarity that binds women 
globally.

Many Faces of War

War in the form of an occupation is being waged on the Chechens 
and Palestinians. Checkpoints, military raids and curfews are the 
daily reality, trapping people in their homes, preventing them from 
going to school or work and reducing their ability to find food. Look 
at the photos of Jenin, Nablus or Grozny and see how armies have 
reduced cities and towns to rubble.

War in the form of U.S./UN sanctions has been waged for over a 
decade in Iraq, destroying the country’s infrastructure and escalating 
infant mortality. There are hospitals and doctors, but no medicine. 
It is a country with enormous oil resources, but a stagnating and 
deteriorating infrastructure.
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War as civil war and ethnic conflict is being waged in Colombia, the 
Sudan, in the Congo and has been unleashed in the Ivory Coast. Only 
too recently it burned hot in Kosova and Bosnia. As in the case of 
occupation, the “other” is to be captured, subjugated, humiliated, 
raped, tortured, forced to flee or exterminated.

War in the guise of “liberation from the Taliban” has been imposed 
in Afghanistan since September, 2001. A society that has been torn 
apart by foreign intervention (United States, USSR and Pakistan) and 
civil war is being propped up by the presence of U.S. and UN soldiers. 
How long is the population supposed to live in shells of bombed-out 
homes, without work?

These wars have been justified as necessary in the name of 
democracy or liberation — or even, in the case of U.S. intervention in 
Afghanistan, in the name of women’s rights. Yet on closer inspection 
we hear a U.S. general’s infamous statement during the Vietnam 
war, “we had to destroy the village in order to save it.”

Let us count the ways war and militarism undercuts the ability of 
women to have the right to control their lives:

1. War — and its aftermath — kills the civilian population.

Despite the hype of “surgical” operations, war kills the civilian 
population, the majority of whom are women and children. The 
“smart” bombs of the 1991 Gulf War killed people in the Amerriyah 
air raid shelter in Baghdad and during the Afghanistan war U.S. 
planes bombed a Red Cross building, a wedding, a UN building.

During the 1991 war against Iraq an estimated 100,000-150,000 Iraqis 
— mostly civilians — and 184 U.S. soldiers were killed. The bombing 
destroyed Iraq’s water and sewage treatment plants, its electrical 
production plants and pharmaceutical supply facilities.

But the aftermath of the war, with the UN-imposed sanctions, 
resulted in at least one million Iraqi deaths, half of them children. 
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UNICEF reports that every month over 5,000 Iraqi children under the 
age of five perish from causes related to the sanctions.

More Iraqi children die each month than the total number of people 
killed on 9/11! (Several thousand U.S. soldiers who fought in the Gulf 
War have also died from cancers and other medical complications 
related to the war.)

The war continues after the bombing through the laying of land mines 
and uranium poisoning caused by the use of “depleted uranium” 
ore in warheads (used to maximize the effectiveness and strength 
for precision bombing). High concentrations of uranium have been 
found in the civilian (and military) populations of Afghanistan, the 
Balkans and Iraq.

Kabul, a city of 3.5 million people, suffered the highest number of 
fixed targets during the 2001-02 “Operation Enduring Freedom.” 
Preliminary samples taken in the city of new-born infants reveal 
twenty-five percent are suffering from congenital and post-natal 
health problems.

These are most likely associated with uranium contamination. Such 
infants are lethargic, develop skin rashes, have large heads in 
comparison to body size and undeveloped muscles.

Clearly the world arms market — almost half of which is controlled by 
the United States — poison the land and sea, causing miscarriages, 
birth defects, cancers and other long-term health problems.

We will never know the exact body count of the Israeli attack on 
Jenin refugee camp, in the West Bank, last April. First-hand reports 
indicate hundreds dead, bodies lying in the street — some shot at 
close range; buildings reduced to rubble with people trapped inside.

Hundreds of men were rounded up and taken away to unknown 
interrogation and detention camps. While women were left trying 
to find out whether their husbands, fathers or sons were alive or 
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dead, they also had to shoulder the task of finding food and shelter 
for their families. UN Special Representative Terje Roed-Larsen, 
after touring the camp, reported “colossal destruction . . . horrifying 
beyond belief.”

The Israeli army blocked entry by humanitarian aid convoys, 
journalists, and human rights investigators; subsequently the 
Sharon government with U.S. support successfully blocked a UN 
investigation.

2. War increases the aggressive violence against women.

In times of war, rape is a method of terrorizing the civilian population. 
Whether the rape occurs in an isolated setting or takes place in front 
of the woman’s family, its purpose is to demonstrate the complete 
domination of the warring party over the woman and her people. She 
is the symbol of her society.

Gang rape, sexual mutilation and the deliberate attempt to impregnate 
a woman and confine her so that she must bear the unwanted child 
are all practices militarism imposes on a subject people.

During the war in Bosnia a decade ago rape was used as a weapon 
of political terror. An estimated 20,000-30,0000 Muslim and Croatian 
women and children were raped, often cruelly and repeatedly. Many 
rape survivors — held by regular or irregular soldiers until their 
pregnancy was beyond the second month — were forced to bear 
unwanted children as a form of “ethnic cleansing.”

Rape and massacres also prepare the population for wars to come. 
Last March 2,000 Muslims were killed in Gujarat, India in what was 
a state-sponsored program by Hindu fascists. Muslim women were 
stripped, gang raped and then burnt alive. And that is the preview of 
things to come. With more than 150,000 Muslims forced to flee their 
homes and businesses, the right-wing Hindu movement claims the 
right to demolish mosques, rewrite schoolbooks and murder those 
who stand in their way.
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The rape of girls by U.S. servicemen on Okinawa and the murder 
of three women at Fort Bragg, NC shortly after their husbands – 
“special operations officers” — returned from duty in Afghanistan 
are the tip of the iceberg.

Soldiers are trained to be killers — to judge in an instant and 
automatically pull the trigger. Aggression is not something easily 
turned on and off; it is more likely to become part of a culture of 
domination that is reproduced again and again.

3. War restricts women’s freedom of movement in daily life.

Restrictions enforced by the military have a devastating effect on 
women, reducing their access to food, resources, work and the 
larger social interaction that comes from going to work or to the 
market. They see their children becoming malnourished, unable to 
live a normal life or even attend school. They do not have access to 
medical care.

The situation of Palestinian women has been well documented by 
human rights and UN agencies, revealing that in the last two years 
twenty-two women and sixteen children have died while stopped at 
Israeli checkpoints.

Although in labor, over fifty women were unable to get past the 
checkpoint. Forty-three babies were born there while an additional 
nine were stillbirths. These checkpoints are yet another source of 
dehumanizing the Palestinian population.

4. War forces the civilian population to flee from their homes.

During the twenty-five months of Israeli incursions in Palestinian 
territory, over 9,750 homes were demolished in the West Bank 
and another 2,349 in the densely populated Gaza strip. Although 
collective punishment is a violation of international law, Israel 
has destroyed more than a thousand Palestinian homes following 
military or municipal decision.
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Palestinian villages near Israeli settlements have faced constantly 
escalating attacks from armed settlers. Settler harassment, military 
house-razing policies, confiscation of traditional Palestinian lands in 
the name of security, occupation and unemployment have convinced 
150,000 Palestinians to leave.

Since 1999 — when Sudan became an exporter of oil — the ongoing 
civil war has taken on a new level of brutality. With oil revenues 
the government has been able to obtain more lethal weaponry, 
displacing the civilian population in areas where oil is extracted and 
where further oil exploration is being carried out.

In the western Upper Nile region more than a hundred thousand 
civilians have been expelled from their villages. Helicopter gunships 
first attack from the air and then troops swoop in to carry out a mop-
up operation involving mass executions, rape and abductions.

The soldiers mine the cattle feed sites and herding paths to insure 
that the population is unable to return. Children are forcibly recruited 
into soldiering.

Since the start of the civil war twenty years ago, 5.5 million Sudanese 
have been forced to flee their homes, with one million currently living 
in exile. An additional two million died from the war or the famine 
that periodically follows.

In the current phase of Colombia’s civil war more than two million 
Colombians — particularly the Afro-Caribbean population — have 
been displaced, forced to move from their rural homes to cities and 
towns within the country, or abroad.

Most have been displaced by the paramilitaries. Yet under the banner 
of fighting terrorism and the narcotics trade, the Bush administration 
is pouring $470 million a year into “training” Colombian troops (who 
have close links to the paramilitaries) and police.

More than 160,000 Chechen civilians have been displaced by the 
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civil war, with at least 20,000 living in tent camps in Ingushetia 
where conditions are primitive but safe. Although it was winter, last 
December the Russian authorities closed one of the six camps in 
Ingushetia — and cut off its gas and electricity.

Pressuring the displaced population to “voluntarily” return to 
Chechnya, the Federal Migration Service use both the carrot 
(promising non-existent, or already occupied or uninhabitable 
accommodations) and the stick (threats to close the other camps).

Meanwhile in Chechnya human rights organizations continue to 
document extrajudicial executions, forced disappearances and 
torture of noncombatants by Russian troops as well as assassinations 
by rebel troops (of Chechens working with the Russians).

The 1991 Gulf War created 1.5 million Iraqi refugees. How many will 
flee this time?

During bombing campaigns or invasions, civilians able to escape the 
war area do so, and usually with just the clothes on their backs. With 
men often off at war or forced into hiding, the task of resettling falls 
to a great extent on women.

The need to replace community networks that have been destroyed 
places an enormous burden on women, struggling to overcome 
acute trauma even while finding a way to house, feed and protect 
all of their children.

Whether the civilian population ends up in camps within the country, 
flees over a border to refugee camps or are ultimately able to migrate 
to Europe, Australia or North America depends on many factors: 
their level of education, whether other family members are already 
settled in other countries, their host country’s willingness to accept 
them.

In 2001 there were an estimated 14.9 million refugees and at least 
22 million internally displaced persons. More than two-thirds were 
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from Afghanistan, Angola, Burma, Burundi, Congo-Kinshasa, Eritrea, 
Iraq, the Palestinian territories, Somalia and Sudan.

War reinforces global poverty and racism, disrupting and destroying 
the infrastructure of the Third World, including schools, scarce 
medical facilities, water supplies. Yet today even the countries built 
on mmigration — Australia, Canada and the United States — place 
severe limits on the number of refugees they are willing to accept.

The UN High Commission for Refugee statistics for 2001 reveal that of 
the top ten countries receiving refugees, not one is in the advanced 
capitalist world!

5. War continues for refugees who are not welcomed once they 
reach “safety.”

Women refugees have often fled their homes because of sexual 
violence only to find themselves once more in a potentially violent 
situation. Any time an army is sent to “keep the peace,” the trafficking 
of women — usually involving coercion — develops or is intensified.

Dependent on others for help, refugee women often find that male 
officials in the camps demand sexual favors in return for food and 
shelter. Last year incidents of sexual abuse by humanitarian aid 
workers surfaced in refugee camps in Zimbabwe and West Africa.

Women have also been molested, raped and even sold into 
prostitution by smugglers, including the police. It is estimated that 
the trafficking of humans is a $7 billion-a-year business. In Asia and 
the Pacific region alone more than 30 million children have been 
traded over the last three decades. The victims are usually teenager 
girls who end up working in brothels or sweatships. The sexual 
trafficking of women and children is directly related to the wars and 
civil wars taking place in their countries.

According to Amnesty International, women seeking asylum in 
the United States have been also detained without adequate food 
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or medical care, forced to undergo strip searches and treated in 
demeaning and humiliating ways, including sexual assault.

In a world where there is free movement of capital, the movement 
of people is more and more constrained. Last year we saw the 
refusal of the Australian government to allow Afghan refugees — in 
desperate condition — the right to land on their territory.

The governments of the European Union are developing common 
and draconian border policies; the United States has expanded its 
border patrol, building a fence along the southern California border 
and demanding that Canada adopt strict policies.

Despite the fact that the legal right to asylum has been ratified by 
140 countries, today refugees are subjected to arbitrary arrest, 
detention, denial of social and economic rights, closed borders and 
forcible return to their country of origin.

Women refugees have often fled their country as victims of sexual 
assault, or have particular gender reasons for seeking asylum. Yet 
gender-based claims for asylum were rejected until the early 1990s. 
Gender-based assaults were treated as “private” not public matters.

Canada become the first country to recognize gender-specific forms 
of persecution. Since that time women refugees have successfully 
sought asylum for sexual violence in situations of conflict as well as 
for protection against “honor” crimes and female genital mutilation. 
Yet states have not accepted the right of women to asylum for 
situations of domestic violence, no matter how brutal.

In the United States, since eighty-five percent of immigrants are 
people of color — and like all new immigrants have a higher fertility 
rate — anti-immigrant propagandists paint a picture of immigrants 
looking for a “free ride” and who will overwhelm the country’s 
economy.

As a result, passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work 
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Opportunity Act in 1996 particularly targets immigrants. Almost 
half of the expected “welfare reform” savings came from cuts to 
immigrants’ benefits, including cutting non-citizens from the food 
stamp program.

6. War and the militaristic culture it imposes prioritizes weaponry 
over human services.

No society can afford to fund war and social programs. The United 
States military budget is not only the highest of any country in 
the world but surpasses the combined spending of the next eight 
countries — Russia, France, Japan, the United Kingdom, Germany, 
China, Saudi Arabia and Italy.

Last year President Bush proposed a 2003 budget that would raise 
“defense” spending by nearly thirteen percent. This is the greatest 
increase since the Cold War era and is justified in the administration’s 
National Security Strategy paper as maintaining forces “strong 
enough to dissuade potential adversaries” from the dream of ever 
“surpassing or equaling, the power of the United States.”

The military budget eats up one-third of the federal budget. Yet faced 
with persistent unemployment and a sluggish economy, the Bush 
administration blithely states “we” can afford the coming war and 
calls for yet another round of tax cuts for the rich.

As more troops and military hardware pour into the Middle East here 
at home almost every state budget is projecting draconian budget 
cuts that will affect libraries, schools, recreation programs, medical 
care — all the programs that effect the quality of our lives.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau 33 million people live below 
poverty (many of them the working poor). The poverty rate in 2001 
stood at 11.6%, with the percentage of Black and Latino poverty 
double that rate.

This year we celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of Roe v. Wade, 
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the limited victory of U.S. women’s reproductive rights. Despite the 
Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion, most counties across 
the United States have never established abortion services.

Since the beginning of the Bush administration the cultural battle 
against women’s rights continues to chip away access to abortion. 
But the whole range of reproductive rights issues — ranging from 
addressing sterilization abuse, improving pregnancy programs, 
campaigning to lower infant mortality rates or aiding women after the 
birth of their children through the establishment of federally funded, 
quality day care — are not issues the administration prioritizes.

Through executive orders, legal briefs and delegations at various 
international conferences, the Bush administration has revealed 
its deeply anti-women positions. While scientifically accurate 
information about contraception and abortion has disappeared 
from federal government web sites, federally funded sex education 
programs preach abstinence as the only solution to pregnancy and 
sexually transmitted diseases.

At last year’s United Nations Special Session on Children the Bush 
administration delegates opposed efforts to help young girls who are 
victims of rape under wartime conditions and request abortion. The 
administration has frozen millions of dollars of funding for programs 
run by the United Nations Population Fund and the World Health 
Organization to advance reproductive health and combat HIV and 
AIDS.

While the “State of the Union” address trumpeted funding for AIDS 
treatment in Africa, at a United Nations-sponsored conference in 
Bangkok last fall the Bush delegates attempted to block endorsement 
of condom use to prevent AIDS. President Bush has also withdrawn 
his support for Senate ratification of a treaty that requires nations to 
remove barriers of discrimination against women in areas like legal 
rights and health care.

At the approach of this year’s International Women’s Day, we 
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think back to the women socialists who first called a coordinated 
campaign to win rights for working women — particularly the right 
to vote — in the early years of the 20th century.

We also recall the 1960s, when the second wave of feminism 
germinated and then blossomed out of the mass antiwar and civil 
rights movements. At the beginning of the 21st century a campaign 
against war, racism and poverty is central to the well-being of 
women, children and all human beings.

This is a campaign to oppose the various trade policies that privatize 
water, electricity, social security and even seeks to privatize 
education. It is a campaign that must reject the reactionary call to 
build fortresses of wealth which leave the majority in abject poverty.

It is a campaign that sees through the phoniness of “humanitarian 
intervention” and calls for solidarity in the face of war and globalized 
capital.

ATC 103, March-April 2003
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After 9/11: Whose Security?
By Johanna Brenner and Nancy Holmstrom

SINCE 9/11 THE United States has been obsessed with “security” 
in a very particular sense—protection from intentional threats to 
our safety and well being, as in “Office of Homeland Security,” “our 
national security,” “the conflict between civil liberties and security 
considerations,” “security was tightened,” or, more mundanely, 
“security guards.”

In the 1980’s and ‘90s the racist “culture of fear” that fueled the rise 
of the U.S. prison-industrial complex amplified crime into an ever-
present threat.  Now, it is “terrorists” and “rogue nations” that 
justify the expansion of a new arena for profit-making, the security 
industry—a major growth business here and in many other parts of 
the world, and an increasingly high-tech one.

Our daily lives have been transformed as people have to carry, even 
to wear ID cards, big concrete blocks line the sidewalks of many of 
our streets, and our access to countless public buildings is tightly 
controlled by phalanxes of security guards and video monitors.  But 
most of us pay little attention: the possibility of terrorist attacks has 
been normalized.

Yet protection against intentional threats to our safety is not the only 
way “security” is understood.  We have “security blankets” when 
we’re babies and “social security” when we are elderly—things 
that protect our safety and well being both in material and emotional 
ways.  This is security in the broader sense—safety and well being, 
both of an objective material and a subjective emotional kind.

Threats to security, in this broader sense of the word, are understood 
to go far beyond intentional acts by individuals or groups.  Generally 
speaking, however, most Americans’ concern today that is posed 
in terms of the word “security” is about intentional threats from 
people—the narrower sense of the concept.
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These two very different understandings of the word “security” and 
threats to security are highly gendered.  When we talk of security in 
the narrow sense, as in “our national security interests,” we know 
that it is men who will be defending us against other men who are 
attacking us—and it is men who will be deciding when, where and 
how to attack or defend us. Although the sexual division of labor is 
amazingly variable through human history, one thing that does not 
vary is that men are responsible for warfare.  Even though women 
are now soldiers in the United States, on the ground and piloting 
planes, the pattern is basically unchanged.

In photo after photo of ordinary soldiers, military leaders, “experts” 
and politicians, women are out of sight—except for the occasional 
photogenic exceptions, like the good girl Jessica Lynch and her bad 
sister of Abu Ghraib.

The higher up you go, the more male it is. The civilian militarists of the 
arms industry and politicians are even more overwhelmingly male.  
And today’s warfare is a very high tech affair, another masculine 
domain.

On the other hand, if we think of “security” in the broader sense of 
security blankets and social security, then women immediately enter 
the picture.  The other invariable piece of the sexual division of labor 
is that women do the bulk of caretaking—of the young, the old and 
other dependents, so that women around the world are providing the 
bulk of the ongoing material and emotional security that everyone 
needs.

This is not high-tech but simply caring labor, usually on top of other 
labor.  When the market threatens this security by not providing 
enough for a family’s needs, women pick up the slack; when public 
goods are cut back women’s burden increases.

In general, we could say that far more people are harmed by threats 
to their security in this second sense.  Far, far more people die 
from lack of health care, from poverty-caused malnutrition, from 
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government inaction to prevent the spread of deadly disease, from 
pollution of the environment by industry, than from acts by individuals 
or groups who intend harm.

Yet in the face of this clear truth, it is the threats to security from 
intentional acts that capture attention and drive political action.  
What might explain this focus on intentional acts rather than the 
really widespread and pervasive threats to our lives, health and 
well-being that are not intentional?

One answer might be that it’s because intentional acts do more 
harm—but that’s definitely not true.  So our focus on the narrow kind 
of security can’t be justified on these objective grounds.  To take just 
one example: around 8.5 million people were killed during the four 
years of World War I, but more than twice that many—20 million 
people—died from the flu pandemic in 1918-19.

Perhaps, then, the focus on intentionality has moral roots?  All 
societies have laws against harming people—and these reflect our 
moral judgment that harm done intentionally is the worst kind (except 
when the government does it in wars or in capital punishment—
”state terrorism” doesn’t count).

Despite opposition from the United States, we are moving closer to 
having international laws and courts that can judge and punish these 
acts.  So perhaps we focus on intentional threats to security because 
we think that there are already, or will be, effective deterrents to 
prevent intentional acts of terrorism as well as judicial institutions to 
deal with them if they do occur.

Perhaps we could extend this explanation and say that we focus 
on threats to our security from human acts for practical reasons, 
because they are potentially under our control, whereas other 
threats to our security, like natural catastrophes, are out of our 
control.  This sounds reasonable; what is the point of focusing on 
threats that we can do nothing about?
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Well, it is true that some natural catastrophes are out of our control—
but only some, and certainly not all. The human causes of global 
warming are well documented and now obvious.  But many other 
apparently natural threats to security are also products of human 
action.

The recent cholera epidemic in South Africa, called a natural 
disaster by the government, was in reality due to the privatization 
of water that forced people to get their water from polluted rivers.  
Or consider the drought in many parts of Africa, or the sand storm 
that came over Beijing a couple of years ago, both caused by cutting 
down too many trees.

Moreover, even natural threats that are not caused by human action 
might nevertheless be controllable by human intervention—as 
diseases are controlled in the richer parts of the world.  Thus some 
natural threats, like global warming or drought, which are clearly 
side effects of our economic system—collateral damage, one could 
say—are potentially under our control.

But we are all too prone to see the economic system as being like 
nature rather than constituted by human relations and countless 
human acts.  We listen to the stock market report in the same way 
we listen to the weather report, as something that happens to us, 
that we’re powerless to affect, rather than something we do. This 
distorted way of looking at the world is related to what Marx called 
“commodity fetishism,” the appearance of relations among people 
as if they were relations among things—which he saw as a very 
central aspect of the ideology of capitalism.

So long as we believe that something is out of our control, then it is. 
The focus on intentional acts has the effect of shielding the economic 
system of capitalism from scrutiny, and from being exposed as the 
major cause of insecurity for millions of people around the world.

Why doesn’t this suffering and insecurity become a focus of 
concern?  Is it because it appears to be the result of acts that do not 
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intend to do harm?

Yet in most people’s thinking about morality, doing harm unintentionally 
but with reckless disregard for the harmful consequences is 
considered almost as bad as it is to do harm intentionally.  This 
conviction is embedded in our legal system—a drunk driver who 
kills may be charged with manslaughter rather than murder, but still 
punished heavily.

Certainly doing harm “unintentionally but with reckless disregard” 
would apply to the ordinary workings of global corporate capitalism.  
So there is little basis for saying that the focus on threats to our 
security from intentional acts is due to their being so much worse, 
from a moral point of view, than threats to our security from acts 
done with willful disregard for their impact on the vast majority of 
the people of the globe.

Perhaps also we’re more afraid of intentional threats to our security 
for psychological reasons.  Perhaps we are afraid, most basically, 
of someone trying to hurt us; this is more hurtful psychologically 
because it is a conscious deliberate rejection of who we are.

Also, with intentional acts, the danger tends to be sudden, to hit all at 
once, so there is no time to get used to it; the fear of the surprise also 
intensifies the fear of the harm and so when it occurs we experience 
shock.  Some researchers have suggested that the stress of waiting 
for the blow to fall explains why sometimes victims of domestic 
violence seem to provoke the violence.

The shock of the totally unexpected blow was multiplied many 
thousand times in the attack on the World Trade Center where so 
many people were killed all at once.  In contrast, the damage done 
by the absence of goods to satisfy basic needs tends to hit far more 
slowly; people suffer and die from malnutrition little by little over a 
very long time.

This makes slow starvation quite unsurprising; in fact, it just seems 
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“natural.”  As Amartya Sen points out, in some contexts women 
suffering malnutrition seem not even aware that they are hungry.

Or, finally, perhaps the crucial issue explaining the focus on threats 
to our security from intentional acts is that when we speak about 
security, we have to ask “whose security?”

Perhaps it is mainly those of us who are fortunate enough not to 
have to worry about catastrophic threats to our safety and well 
being from nature, or from the everyday workings of the economic 
system, who focus on the dangers of people intentionally trying to 
hurt us, whether they be ordinary criminals or terrorists.

Thus it is especially North Americans, Europeans and the elites of 
the developing world who focus on security in the narrow sense.  
Of course, people in war anywhere have to focus on those dangers; 
if they’re not alive, they won’t have to worry about clean water.  
But ordinarily, poor people have more basic worries such as “food 
security.”

Whatever explains our narrowness in thinking about threats to our 
security—perhaps all of the above factors contribute—the effect 
is the same: We miss the most crucial threats to global security in 
the long run, and the best way to defend ourselves.  The focus on 
intentional acts is simply too narrow to provide genuine security, 
certainly for poor people everywhere in the world, but increasingly 
for the rest of us as well. 

Everyone knows the rough figures on the deaths from the WTC 
attack: upwards of 3000 people were killed.  Some of us know that 
at least the same number, perhaps more, civilians have been killed 
in Afghanistan by our forces (to say nothing of tens of thousands of 
Iraqis).

But few people are aware of the effects of the economic downturn 
brought on or exacerbated by the attack.  According to the World 
Bank, in countries without a social safety net, the downturn is 
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estimated to be responsible for increased disease and malnutrition 
among children to the extent of causing an additional 40,000 more 
children to die than would have died otherwise.

More attention has been paid to how the economic and political 
forces of capitalist globalization create global insecurity than to the 
ways that patriarchal social institutions and cultural norms are also 
responsible for the threats to our security.

In the Global South, structural adjustment programs, including the 
privatization of formerly public services (health care, education, 
water, etc.) have the largest impact on the lives of women, who as 
family caretakers are most reliant on the state for security.

Patriarchal gender norms that encourage men to pursue sexual 
encounters outside of marriage, while loading onto women all the 
responsibilities for caregiving, undermine men’s ties to their wives 
and children.  When forced to migrate to look for work men find 
new sexual partners, creating new liaisons, even new families, and 
abandoning wives and children.

The ranks of single mothers are growing all over the world.  
Meanwhile, without opportunities to earn money to support their 
families, many of these single mothers themselves migrate to seek 
work, sending back money to their own mothers and other women 
kin who care for their children.  In the Philippines, for example, 
remittances from women working abroad are the largest source of 
foreign currency, far surpassing exports.

Since 1995, women have outnumbered men among new immigrants 
to the United States; they come to work as caregivers not only for 
children but also for the ill, the disabled and the elderly.  Even with 
all this inexpensive immigrant caring labor, threats to well-being, 
security in the broader sense, are building here too. Women in the 
United States want and need to work for wages—and are doing so 
for more hours a week and more years of their lives than ever before.
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At a time when women need more help than ever with the caring 
responsibilities that patriarchal social arrangements place primarily 
on their shoulders, the neoliberal (“free market” and privatizing) 
assault on public services is reducing that help, making their lives 
more difficult and the lives of their families more insecure.

The more insecure people become, the more they have to rely 
primarily on themselves, then the more vulnerable they are to 
sexist, heterosexist and racist ideas about who is the cause of their 
problems, who is a threat to their well-being.

So the real, but relatively small, threat that terrorism represents 
gets magnified as it carries all of the insecurity that people are 
experiencing.  It is far easier to imagine military solutions to external 
threats than to imagine challenging the power of the corporate 
system.

This displacement of everyday fears onto an external enemy is also 
encouraged by the pervasive racist “Americanism” that regards 
non-European cultures as less civilized, even barbaric.

Left to their own resources, without being able to rely on government 
or on their own communities, people feel that they have to compete 
with others to survive.  This sense of isolation is made worse as 
fewer people, in fact, participate in any kind of collective political 
activism—in unions, or community or neighborhood organizing 
projects, for example—where they could see themselves as 
connected to other people and having the power to challenge the 
corporate agenda, to change things for the better.

Thus their response to rising insecurity is not to join with others, 
to protect themselves through collective action, but rather to look 
elsewhere for a powerful force that can protect them.  They look for 
a strong leader—a powerful father—who can take care of them—
not least by harnessing the awesome violence of the U.S. military.

This desperate search for a protector pulls people away from the 
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new ideals of masculinity that had begun to emerge out of feminism’s 
critique of patriarchal culture, and instead reinforces the hyper-
masculinity that underlies super-patriotism and nationalism.

It also fuels opposition to LBGT rights, because the LGBT movement 
challenges narrow definitions of gender, requires us to value 
“feminine men” and “masculine women,” even begins to force 
people to acknowledge that gender is somewhat fluid and in some 
sense unstable.  This is a frightening recognition if you feel that 
your safety and security depends on men who are hypermasculine, 
powerful figures who will protect you.

Conservative sexual politics joined with nativist anti-immigrant 
sentiment increases political support for the strategy of all-out 
militarism and preemptive war that is the centerpiece of U.S. 
response to terrorism.  Even in terms of providing security in the most 
narrow sense—protection from intentional threats—this policy can 
only have the opposite effect, to make us less secure.

Militarism, of course, has been part of U.S. history since our country’s 
inception, and a powerful military-industrial complex has been a 
driving force in politics since the 1950s.  But there seems to have 
been a significant quantitative and qualitative change in the past 
few years—the development of what Chalmers Johnson describes 
as an empire of bases (rather than the old empires of territory).

It is difficult to get an accurate count of how many U.S. bases there 
are, since many are secret, or not official (“informal leases,” etc.).  
But the official count is 725 bases in 38 countries.  Whom do these 
bases protect?

In the Persian/Arabian Gulf the bases have two main functions—
surveillance and guarding the oil. The oil companies that raced 
into the new independent countries around the Caspian Sea were 
quickly followed by the construction of military bases to protect their 
installations.  (Chalmers Johnson, 2004, Sorrows of Empire, 156-169, 
216)
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So oil company profits are made more secure by our empire of 
bases, but what about people?  Well, there are certainly groups who 
do benefit from military bases, which is one reason there are huge 
vested interests in preserving and expanding them.  But most people 
around the world of course do not benefit—since the U.S. military 
presence protects the corporate interests and supports the policies 
that have increased the global gap between rich and poor.

And contrary to the rhetoric of security that views the arms budget 
as simply the price “we” have to pay to defend ourselves against 
intentional threats, the government’s all-out aggressive militarism 
creates more enemies by the day. It gives thousands of people real 
grievances against us—and our arms industry supplies them with 
the means, including small nuclear weapons, to do us great damage, 
though 9/11 showed what could be done simply with box cutters.

The growing antiwar movement, protesting preemptive war, the 
occupation of Iraq, the state terrorism unleashed on the people of 
Afghanistan and other militaristic policies, does argue that the Bush 
administration’s strategies are making us less, rather than more, 
secure.

But we think it is also important to extend this challenge, to insist that 
security means much more than protection from intentional acts.  We 
propose to bring feminist politics into antiwar politics by arguing not 
only against militarism and empire, but also for government policies 
that secure our well- being by valuing caring work and supporting 
those who do it.

Too often, when people talk about the link between the global 
neoliberal corporate agenda and terrorism they focus on men. They 
argue that unemployed and underemployed men are the terrorists, 
the organizers of fundamentalist movements, the social base for 
anti-Americanism.

If men had jobs and roles of authority in their communities, they 
would take care of women instead of being rootless and violent.  In 
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other words, to reduce terrorism, the government should pursue 
economic development that would restore men to the patriarchal 
positions in family and community that capitalist globalization has 
undermined.

We would make the link in a different way. The exploitation of 
women’s labor globally, their forced migration to provide cheap 
labor in the developed countries, may not threaten us physically, but 
does call upon us to act. The struggle against “sweat shop” labor 
urges working people in the United States to join with workers in 
other countries to improve pay and working conditions.

Similar bonds of solidarity can be built in the global justice movement 
by organizing to challenge the neoliberal policies that are so harmful 
to women and children in the global south.  We can support efforts 
by women in the global south to improve the conditions under which 
they do unpaid caregiving labor and struggle to meet the needs of 
their families and communities.

We can demand an end to the structural adjustment policies that 
force governments there to dismantle the welfare state and public 
services, and argue for abolition of the crushing debt burden that 
requires deep cuts in government spending.

The same neoliberal policies that are undermining the conditions of 
women’s work as caregivers around the globe are increasing the 
insecurity of our own lives.  Here at home, the sweeping attack on 
government and public programs are aimed at forcing everyone to 
depend on the market, to make us all ever more desperate so we’ll 
work for less, demand less, expect less.

By forcing us to rely on the market for help with our caregiving 
responsibilities (and by contracting out public services to non-profits 
and for-profit companies), these policies have created a vast market 
demand for cheap labor—a demand filled by women working for low 
wages, without health benefits and pensions.
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These women workers—immigrant and native-born—as well as the 
vast majority of women who use the services that they provide as 
individual care givers or as workers in the service sector, deserve 
well-being instead of the increasing economic insecurity that now 
defines our lives.

Real homeland security requires a reversal of spending on the 
military and the tax giveaways to the rich, investment in public 
education and in a whole range of new public institutions—day care 
centers with high paid workers who are respected for their skills; a 
home care system for elderly people that is well-funded and pays 
home care workers a living wage, paid parental and family leave so 
we can spend time with those we love and care for.

Until people realize that the sense of security with which we are so 
obsessed is an extremely narrow one, supported by hyper-masculine 
ideology and capitalist interests, the majority of the world’s people 
will day by day continue to become radically insecure, in both 
definitions of that term.

ATC 115, March-April 2005
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State-Sponsored Violence Against 
Women
By Julia Perez Cervera

THE WORDS OF Latin American women continue to have no 
value to those who legislate, govern and administer justice. The 
permissiveness and omissions of state laws, institutions and 
functionaries in response to the violation of women’s rights are part 
of gender violence. The advances have been minimal and the need 
to dismantle this theater of illusions is urgent.

A couple of weeks ago I was in Mexico presenting a project to help 
women whose rights had been violated. While I was waiting for it 
to be received, I ran into a woman recognized for her work with 
social organizations and who has held important posts. Among other 
things, she asked me how the proposed modification of Mexico City’s 
Law for the Prevention of and Response to Intra-family Violence was 
going.

I replied that it was going badly, in fact it wasn’t going anywhere; 
that it was tough due to the composition of the legislative branch, 
the limited strength of its Gender Equality Commission, the political 
parties’ lack of interest in the issue...In short, I told her about the 
difficulties that are repeated in every country when it comes to 
making or reforming certain laws.

So she said to me, in what I believe was a well-intentioned way: “Look, 
the problem is that you’ve got the strategy wrong. Women’s NGOs 
can’t go alone to fight with legislators for the kind of modifications 
they want. If you like, I could get together with some important 
people (Carlos Monsivais, Paco Cervantes, the president of the 
PRD fraction) and ask them to talk to the legislators and propose 
the needed modifications to the law as if they were their own. They 
aren’t even going to listen to you and as some of you are feminists to 
boot, they won’t so much as look at them.”
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Maybe our political strategy is wrong, but I’m personally convinced 
that the mistake is to continue letting ourselves be represented and 
spoken for by people who deny women’s value as people, who deny 
the value of women’s words, who don’t recognize any truth that isn’t 
spoken by people of the same class, ideas, sex or rank. In short, as 
the end did not justify the means, I didn’t accept her proposal.

I want to look at the issue of violence against women in Latin 
America in a little more detail, and specifically link it up with the 
value of women’s words. Because the fact is that despite decades 
of denunciation by women’s organizations, for the governments of 
Latin America the problem of violence against women is a relatively 
recently discovered issue of limited relevance.

In some cases, they are only just learning about the different kinds 
of violence exercised against women; and in others, not all of the 
violence exercised against women just for being women is talked 
about so the issue is limited to family, domestic or intra-family 
violence, as it is variously referred to, depending on what they 
want to acknowledge. The true dimensions of family violence — 
understood in its diverse ways and still not very well at that — are 
only now beginning to be plumbed in Latin America.

Physical violence is recognized in some countries and both physical 
and psychological violence in others. Yet others are beginning to 
recognize economic violence. In almost all Latin American countries 
this acknowledgment always comes conditioned, with qualifiers or 
limitations: i.e. only when it is repeated and ongoing, when it happens 
between cohabitants, when it happens within the family residence... 
or, in the case of Puerto Rico, when a couple that has been living 
together for less than five years can prove they intend to continue 
living together. I wonder what it would be like to go and denounce 
your partner for violence against you and be asked to prove that you 
want to continue living with him in order to be attended.

I sometimes feel that what’s proposed in the laws aimed at dealing 
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with violence is just a sick joke; that the idea is precisely to render 
non-viable any action that really could start putting the brakes on 
male domination.

The fact is that state violence, which no country anywhere 
recognizes, seems to assume that women can be violated, beaten 
or humiliated every now and then. Could that be because it’s thought 
that we must be corrected or that it’s good for us to know who’s in 
charge?

Most of the laws promulgated to respond to or prevent violence 
against women, which up to now have been limited to the domestic 
sphere, require before intervention by government institutions that 
the woman must have suffered violence repeatedly, continuously 
and in her own home, and that the violence must have been serious 
or led to her death. And curiously enough, when a woman dies as the 
result of violence, it is not labeled homicide; it’s just family violence. 
At least in Mexico, this is what they would have the world believe in 
the case of the women murdered in Ciudad Juárez.

I think that this state violence is precisely what generates gender 
violence, the violence against women that includes family violence, 
rather than the other way round. When a law defines family violence 
only as “repeated violence,” what else is it saying than: “You can 
hit your partner, but be careful not to do it every day and try not to 
let things get out of hand so it won’t be considered a crime. If not, it 
won’t be so easy for us to help you.”

And when a law limits its definition of family violence to violence 
committed within the home, it is saying: “We still consider it a private 
matter, and not some huge quarrel. The male partner continues to 
hold sway over his house, his woman, his children, his family. It’s no 
big deal: we’re not going to get involved, we’re not going to throw 
stones in our own glass house.”

When a law like the one recently approved in Guanajuato says that 
the main objective of an anti-violence law is to preserve the family 
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and that after two sessions the man and woman have to sign a 
conciliation agreement, it is effectively telling women to “Grin and 
bear it because this is all the protection the state has to offer you.”

They Sign, Then Don’t Comply

I’ve been reviewing the legislation of the different Latin American 
countries, and to tell you the truth I don’t think any country has a real 
political willingness to eliminate violence against women, or even 
reduce domestic violence. I don’t believe they’re really bothered 
about violence against women. What’s more, I believe that they’re 
actually worried that it might come to an end. Then how would they 
maintain their power, their position; how would they defend their 
interests?

All of the Latin American countries — although I’m not sure about 
Venezuela — signed the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Discrimination against Women somewhere between 1980 and 
1995. With certain reservations, maybe, but they’ve signed it. Yet 
fewer than half of them have signed the implementation protocol, 
and those that have only did so in recent years.

Something similar happened with the Belém do Pará Inter-American 
Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of 
Violence against Women, which was adopted in 1994. None of the 
countries has complied with what it signed, and in certain cases 
they openly contradict it, for example by excluding common-law 
wives, divorced women, women who have not had sexual relations 
with their partners — as in the case of Puerto Rico — or women 
subjected to violence outside the conjugal home.

Latin American countries have certain legal common denominators 
regarding violence against women:

* Faced with the “political necessity” of creating a law related to 
violence against women, all, without exception, have established 
the same backdrop, the same basis and the same limits: namely, the 
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family in its most archaic, conservative and machista conception, 
which must be sustained even if through violence.

* The goal of most of the laws and programs is “conciliation,” 
understood as the signing of a contract in which the men promise 
to be less violent in the future. It is a contract that in most cases 
has to be signed after only a couple of sessions or chats with a staff 
member from the violence treatment center. And incidentally, the 
staff member is not necessarily even trained in this field, much less 
a specialist, and in some cases is a university volunteer.

* None of the countries have resources for these programs or 
centers.

* Most of the personnel related to the attention provided — judges, 
public prosecutors, expert witnesses and the like — have no 
sensitivity to or knowledge of the topic, which explains why they 
generally suggest that the women put up with the situation, make 
excuses for not pursuing the charges or simply shelve the cases.

* They either avoid writing punishments into laws or define laughable 
sanctions for the aggressors. And when real punishments do exist, 
they look for ways not to impose them, explicitly establishing 
proposals such as plea bargaining or a waiver if, for example, the 
accused presents a certificate of previous good behavior or an 
evaluation by two psychiatric or mental health doctors named by the 
public prosecutor’s office, as happens in Panama.

* Official research and statistics seek to minimize the problem, or 
violence is justified with arguments as crass as the one found in a 
study by Mexico’s Inmujeres: that it’s brought on by female wage 
earners’ economic independence.

These are just some of the common points in Latin America’s 
different responses to violence against women. But for me, this isn’t 
the important point.



32 Women and Violence – A Solidarity Publication

Institutional Mockery As Violence

I’m more concerned about the fact that violence against women has 
been made invisible, diluted in the false notion that violence is given 
and received without distinction by all family members, that men and 
women are responsible for an equal percentage of violence and for 
the same reasons.

Violence against minors, family violence and violence against older 
people or those with different capacities have been lumped together 
as if all these were the same.

There’s no desire to understand the different causes and 
consequences of the different kinds of violence. I worry that there 
is talk about important advances when every day I see that the 
governments and legislative and judicial branches are making such 
a great effort to deny reality, to avoid any kind of punishment for those 
who have either committed violence against women or allowed it to 
be exercised on a daily basis for years whether to save them from 
themselves, compensate for their own insecurity, provide an identity 
and/or preserve a form of power that depends on the use of force.

Violence against women is being used as an electoral campaign 
platform. Rather than help guarantee women’s rights, the theatricality 
set up around this problem — considered to affect just a few women 
— only hinders the exercise of women’s rights and subjects women 
who suffer violence to yet another of its forms: institutional mockery.

Some say that the very fact that family violence is being talked about 
openly is an advance in itself, because at least women know it isn’t 
normal and should be rejected. This might be true, but I have my 
doubts.

I’m going to explain my point with some real examples to provide a 
clear understanding of why I question that thesis.

Ana, a 17-year-old girl, came to the office where I work with an eight-
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month-old baby, having been convinced to come by her mother. She 
told me that to escape from her stepfather, who treated her badly, 
she left home when she was 16 with a 40-year-old neighbor, who, as 
always, promised to treat her like a princess. This man took her out 
of the city and kept her in a small-town motel. Whenever he went 
out he left her locked up with no money and nothing more than a 
nightgown to wear.

Evidently the sexual relations were forced and involved physical 
violence and threats when she said no. While he brought her food 
and even bought her a radio, he also showed her a gun and swore 
to kill her if she dared try to escape. She tried anyway and returned 
home, saying that she had spent a few weeks with a girlfriend 
because she was afraid of how her stepfather and mother would 
react if she told the truth.

Two days later the neighbor turned up with his pistol and took her 
away again. She wanted to die. When she got pregnant, she hid 
it until the seventh month and when she could hide it no longer, 
she escaped again. This time she told the truth to her mother, who 
encouraged her to press charges.

That is what she did, but neither the rape nor the false imprisonment 
was treated as a crime because she went with the man “voluntarily.” 
The violence has not been prosecuted because she hasn’t been able 
to prove the blows, the insults or the threats, as demanded by the 
law.

The lesser charge of “abuse of minors” is being considered by the 
authorities because, according to the expert’s testimony, “Ana is a 
very sexually mature woman who tends towards promiscuity.”

We’ve been involved in this process for a year now, and in the latest 
appeal we managed to get the man arrested, although we’re afraid he 
might be released because the authorities are currently deliberating 
why Ana went with him a second time and we haven’t been able to 
demonstrate that he threatened her with a firearm. We’ve asked for 
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different expert opinions and contended everything we could, but to 
no avail.

Ana is still terrified and at times wants to give it all up, particularly 
when she has to tell yet another doubtful-looking psychologist how 
it all happened, why she returned, what she felt like when he was 
raping or hitting her, or what she was thinking when she heard him 
arrive, something that’s impossible to rationalize.

The Risks In Denouncing Violence

So we’re back where we started: women’s words have no value. 
Presumption of innocence works for the rapists, who only have to 
say that it wasn’t them.

The chief crime suspect is always the women’s body. It is presumed 
that women lie and men tell the truth. In such cases statistics are 
absolutely inoperative and nonexistent. It means nothing that 90% of 
gender violence is exercised by men against women, frequently their 
partners or wives. It means nothing that violence against women is 
exercised in closed spaces with no witnesses, because that’s how 
the law defines it.

If you want the state to intervene, you have to prove it, to take photos 
in which the fist in front of your face can be clearly seen, and you 
have to carry a tape recorder to prove the insults and threats. And 
if possible, when you’re just about to be hit, you need to ask for time 
out to call a few witnesses.

For a while, there were campaigns to get women to denounce 
family violence. It always seemed a bit irresponsible to me to invite 
women to denounce violence when the laws are still fundamentally 
protecting the aggressors. I particularly questioned those campaigns 
that made it seem as though the women were to blame for keeping 
quiet. Several women had to die before it was understood that it isn’t 
just a question of pressing charges.
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Unfortunately, certain government institutions — women’s institutes, 
councils and secretariats — continue to promote the same thing, 
although the emphasis is now on prevention.

It’s not that prevention is bad, but I can’t help wondering whether a 
campaign “For a Culture of Peace” really does any good against the 
reality of “If you hit your wife without leaving any marks, don’t worry; 
she won’t be able to prove it.” I wonder about the use of a campaign 
or law against violence when it doesn’t even consider violence as 
grounds for divorce; in fact it forces you to negotiate, to conciliate.

What’s the use of having a unit to treat cases of violence if they 
treat you like the aggressor when you go there? Isn’t this just more 
violence, and from those who should protect the victims above 
all, but instead dedicate themselves to defending the aggressor’s 
presumption of innocence?

Doesn’t it amount to violence that the only way the state offers to 
guarantee a woman’s life is by making her leave her house, her 
work, take her children out of school and shut herself up with them 
in a shelter as if they were the guilty ones?

Why don’t they make the shelters or refuges for the aggressors? It 
would be much cheaper and wouldn’t affect the children so much. In 
addition, now that they’ve seen the light and found that you need to 
educate the aggressors, what better place to do it than in a shelter, 
after work, thus avoiding absurd restraining orders and better 
protecting the lives of the rest of the family?

Why are those who suffer punished instead of the aggressor? Why 
do battered women have to leave their home and hide with their 
children, knowing that in three or four months they’ll have to leave 
the shelter and knock on the door of the very person who beat them 
up for no good reason?

Many women see this as progress, but I’m not one of them. Hiding 
women away, terrified, without knowing whether they’ll live tomorrow 
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or not, on the silencing argument that “there are laws protecting 
them now,” seems to me to be torture, an ongoing violation for all 
women, even those who have so far managed to free themselves — 
ourselves — and think that liberating oneself from male violence is 
a personal matter.

We can’t talk about progress: I know very well how these things are 
being handled in Latin America and to be quite honest the laws that 
are being applied are a trap, a trick. In some cases they actually put 
women at greater risk. And generally speaking, they’re a farce.

For many people, talking like this makes me a radical feminist who’s 
overly critical. Maybe it’s because I can’t stomach them telling me 
that a lot of progress has been made when, for example, marital rape 
is considered neither rape nor violence.

Maybe it’s because I can’t understand where the progress is when 
family honor is placed above my right to personal integrity. Excuse 
me, but I find it very hard to accept that there has been progress 
when a women who is beaten and kept under lock and key by her 
husband only has access to her rights if she herself dares press 
charges, because violence is only treated as a crime if the interested 
party files suit.

I recognize that it’s not possible to change in one fell swoop an almost 
perfect state of slavery for women that has taken twenty centuries 
to construct. But I believe that the way to achieve these changes is 
to point out the deficiencies, the gaps and the injustice that remain.

It’s true that many women no longer view their partner’s violence 
as natural, and that’s a good thing. But I can’t sit back and be happy 
with that. I don’t want to play the game of the governments or public 
powers or wise men who continue defining my life according to 
their interests. I don’t like concessions being made with my rights or 
diplomatic games that cost women their lives.



37Women and Violence – A Solidarity Publication

Costs, Problems and Shortcomings

It’s easy for the state to sign agreements and for legislators to 
change Constitutions and declare that all people are equal in 
dignity and rights. But at the end of the day, nobody calls to account 
those who decide women’s lives through laws and decrees pushed 
through with no knowledge of the cause or, what’s worse, without 
even caring.

I don’t belong to any government, party or religion; I’m simply a person 
who feels obliged to say that there’s a long way to go before the 
right to integrity, to a dignified life are part of women’s everyday life 
in Latin America. The special rapporteurs and high commissioners 
on violence, human rights and extra-judicial deaths have repeatedly 
stated the shortcomings, problems and consequences of not taking 
serious and adequate measures in response to the problem of 
violence against women.

As corresponds to the particular interests they defend, the Inter-
American Development Bank and the World Bank have pointed out 
the high costs of violence: 14.2% of the world GDP, which amounts 
to around US$170 billion spent on programs related to the problem, 
on medical care for victims and on police services. But states never 
have the funding for any decent programs for women. Moreover, if 
the budget has to be cut, those programs are precisely the ones that 
get the axe.

Perhaps I’m very influenced by the fact that I deal with women who 
suffer violence every day and have to tell them: “Before pressing 
charges look for somewhere to go and how to survive because 
you’re not one of the priorities for the laws or the rule of law.”

If only: If only inclusion of the issue of violence against women in 
the three Summits of the Americas could help the efforts to ensure 
normative and public policy changes to overcome the serious 
shortcomings in fulfilling the Belém do Pará Convention’s objectives 
in Latin America. There are considerable obstacles with respect to 



38 Women and Violence – A Solidarity Publication

information and registry, access to justice, provision of treatment 
and protection for the victim and educational training.

If only the proposals to create a specific follow-up mechanism for 
that convention were implemented and could actually contain the 
underlying violence. Fifteen countries in the region have expressed 
their commitment to these proposals: Argentina, Brazil, Canada, 
Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, the United States, Guatemala, Guyana, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, St. Kitts and Neves and Uruguay.

But once again, due to “limited financial and human resources,” both 
the countries and the OAS are voicing concern that the proposed 
mechanism will increase the funds and commitments required for 
its long-term sustainability. Ten countries have still not named a 
representative for this mechanism.

And now we are faced with feminicide, another unquestionably 
more serious problem that I can’t leave unmentioned. Ciudad Juárez 
triggered it off, but in reality it’s just a small sample. To give you some 
figures, Ciudad Juárez has only the fifth highest homicide rate for 
women in Mexico, below the states of Mexico, Chiapas, Morelos 
and Guerrero. And increasing numbers of women are murdered in 
Guatemala.

Nothing is known about feminicide in Honduras —  which doesn’t 
mean the problem doesn’t exist there — and it’s being researched 
in Costa Rica and Nicaragua. It’s probably best not even to imagine 
the number of women disappeared right now. No, I’m sorry, I can’t 
talk about progress. I can only repeat that if we want to assert our 
own rights rather than those they want to grant us, we can’t let the 
academics, the jurists, the secretaries and the judges continue 
defining what constitutes violence against women.

We’ve already been through the idea that it’s a public health problem, 
an educational problem, a problem of family de-structuring, and 
we’ve already been “vulnerable groups.” Enough already! Enough 
of accepting patches, or palliative campaigns. Enough of shelters 
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and preventive measures.

The Most Urgent Point

I accept that as men are generally stronger, the only defense possible 
against gender violence would perhaps have to be too definitive. But 
I therefore demand that the state comply with its obligation to protect 
my rights, my life and my liberty. And my rights can’t be traded off 
against my liberty or my liberty against my life. All of my rights are 
valid and aren’t negotiable with time periods or conditions.

The state’s permissiveness and omission toward the violation 
of women’s rights also constitute violence against women. And 
that’s the first, most urgent point in Latin America. This official 
permissiveness and omission is what is maintaining the rates of 
violence against women, allowing it to be reproduced and turning 
the efforts of organizations, programs and plans to eradicate it into a 
permanent, seemingly endless battle.

ATC 121, March-April 2006
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From the beginning, Solidarity was an avowedly pluralist radical organization that included several currents of
Trotskyism, socialist-feminists who had been in the New American Movement, and veterans of earlier New
Left groups such as Students for a Democratic Society. Solidarity sought to "regroup" with others to create a
larger revolutionary socialist-feminist organization. They hoped to initiate a broad regroupment that would
include, for example, some of the fragments of the disintegrating New Communist Movement and many more
socialist-feminists and New Left veterans. Discussions of regroupment and "Left Refoundation" have been
initiated between Solidarity and other left groups of varying tendencies from the 1980s to the present, but these
have not led to broader fusions.
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Smaller-scale regroupments have occurred, however. During the 1990s, two organizations fused with
Solidarity—the Fourth Internationalist Tendency (a group expelled from the SWP) and Activists for
Independent Socialist Politics (a Socialist Action split that had previously worked in Committees of
Correspondence). In 2002, members of the Trotskyist League joined Solidarity.

Solidarity members often work in various unions for shop-floor militancy and rank-and-file democracy, and
some have played key roles in maintaining and providing staff for Labor Notes magazine and Teamsters for a
Democratic Union. Solidarity members have worked in many other mass movements in the US, including the
anti-apartheid, reproductive rights, LGBTQ, Central American solidarity, Free Mumia Abu-Jamal, anti-war,
and Global Justice movements, as well as the Green Party and the 1990s attempt at building a mass Labor
Party. Solidarity members were deeply involved in Occupy Wall Street and Occupy in other cities since the
Fall of 2011.

Solidarity prides itself on a "non-sectarian" approach to building these movements, and traditionally has
prioritized the movements over building itself: "Too often socialist groups have seen the development of a
movement not for what it is and can become, but only what it might offer in the way of recruits. We reject this
conception and affirm the need for an effective class movement in and for itself, which requires new forms of
action, thinking and dialogue rather than repeating the known formulas" (Regroupment & Refoundation of a
U.S. Left).[4] Solidarity publishes a bi-monthly Marxist journal, Against the Current,[5] which is produced by
an editorial board including Solidarity members and independent socialists.

In the 2010 midterm elections, Dan La Botz, a member of Solidarity and a co-editor of New Politics, ran for
the United States Senate under the banner of the Socialist Party of Ohio and received 26,454 votes, or 0.69%
of the total vote.[6]

In 2000, Solidarity endorsed both the Green Party's Ralph Nader and the Socialist Party USA's David
McReynolds for President. In August 2004, Solidarity again endorsed the now independent candidacy of
Ralph Nader. In 2008, the organization endorsed Cynthia McKinney of the Green Party for President.[7] In
2012, Solidarity urged its members to vote for the nominees of either the Green Party, Peace and Freedom, or
Socialist Party USA.[8] For 2016, the organization again endorsed Jill Stein of the Green Party for President.[9]

In the 2020 presidential election, Solidarity initially endorsed the campaign of Howie Hawkins in November
2019, who was running as the candidate for the Socialist Party and the Green Party.[10] The organization later
decided in August 2020, after a poll of its members, to take no official position regarding the presidential
election.[11]
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Year President Vice President Votes Endorsed Party

2000
Ralph Nader Winona LaDuke 2,882,955 Green Party US

David McReynolds Mary Cal Hollis 5,602 Socialist Party USA

2004 Ralph Nader Peter Camejo 465,650 Independent

2008 Cynthia McKinney Rosa Clemente 161,797 Green Party US

2012

Jill Stein Cheri Honkala 469,627 Green Party US

Roseanne Barr Cindy Sheehan 67,326 Peace and Freedom

Stewart Alexander Alex Mendoza 4,430 Socialist Party USA

2016 Jill Stein Ajamu Baraka 1,457,218 Green Party US

2020 No official position N/A N/A

Theresa El-Amin, political activist
Fred Feldman, political activist
Howie Hawkins, political and labor union activist associated with the Green Party
Dan La Botz, labor union activist, academic, journalist, and author
Kim Moody, academic, journalist, and author

Retrieved from "https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Solidarity_(United_States)&oldid=1022085776"

1. Lichtenstein, Nelson (2003). Labor's war at home: The CIO in World War II (http://www.temple.e
du/tempress/titles/1693_reg.html) (pdf) (second ed.). Philadelphia PA: Temple University Press.
p. xxiii (footnote 2). ISBN 1-59213-196-4.

2. Solidarity | A democratic, revolutionary socialist, feminist, anti-racist organization (http://www.so
lidarity-us.org/) official Web site.

3. Fourth International (http://www.internationalviewpoint.org/spip.php?rubrique19), International
Viewpoint.org.

4. [1] (http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/refounding) Web site.
5. Against the Current (http://www.solidarity-us.org/atc) Web site.
6. U.S. Senator: November 2, 2010, Amended Official Results,

http://www.sos.state.oh.us/sos/elections/Research/electResultsMain/2010results/20101102sena
7. "A Campaign with Issues (http://www.solidarity-us.org/node/1604)", Against the Current

editorial, July/August 2008 (accessed 24 July 2008).
8. "Statement on the 2012 US Elections" (https://solidarity-us.org/2012_elections/). solidarity-

us.org. Solidarity. August 31, 2012. Retrieved November 15, 2019.
9. "An Open Letter to Bernie Sanders Supporters from Solidarity, a socialist, feminist, anti-racist

organization" (https://solidarity-us.org/openlettertosanderssupporters/). solidarity-us.org.
Solidarity. September 10, 2015. Retrieved November 15, 2019.

10. "Howie Hawkins for President" (https://solidarity-us.org/atc/203/hawins-for-president/).
solidartiy-us.org. Retrieved November 2, 2019.

11. David Finkel (23 August 2020). "Solidarity's Election Poll" (https://solidarity-us.org/solidarity_el
ection_poll/). Solidarity. Retrieved 9 November 2020.

Notable members

References

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2000_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralph_Nader
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winona_LaDuke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_McReynolds
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Cal_Hollis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2004_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralph_Nader
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Camejo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2008_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cynthia_McKinney
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosa_Clemente
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jill_Stein
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cheri_Honkala
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roseanne_Barr
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cindy_Sheehan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stewart_Alexander
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alex_Mendoza
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jill_Stein
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajamu_Baraka
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2020_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theresa_El-Amin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fred_Feldman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Howie_Hawkins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dan_La_Botz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kim_Moody
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Solidarity_(United_States)&oldid=1022085776
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nelson_Lichtenstein
http://www.temple.edu/tempress/titles/1693_reg.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/1-59213-196-4
http://www.solidarity-us.org/
http://www.internationalviewpoint.org/spip.php?rubrique19
http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/refounding
http://www.solidarity-us.org/atc
http://www.sos.state.oh.us/sos/elections/Research/electResultsMain/2010results/20101102senator.aspx
http://www.solidarity-us.org/node/1604
https://solidarity-us.org/2012_elections/
https://solidarity-us.org/openlettertosanderssupporters/
https://solidarity-us.org/atc/203/hawins-for-president/
https://solidarity-us.org/solidarity_election_poll/


This page was last edited on 8 May 2021, at 11:07 (UTC).

Text is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike License; additional terms may apply. By using this
site, you agree to the Terms of Use and Privacy Policy. Wikipedia® is a registered trademark of the Wikimedia
Foundation, Inc., a non-profit organization.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Text_of_Creative_Commons_Attribution-ShareAlike_3.0_Unported_License
https://foundation.wikimedia.org/wiki/Terms_of_Use
https://foundation.wikimedia.org/wiki/Privacy_policy
https://www.wikimediafoundation.org/


Solidarity (U.S.): This multi–tendency U.S. 

organization is a major player in the movement for 

left refoundation and left regroupment. Solidarity, 

while historically rooted in third–camp Trotskyism, 

later broadened its base to include communists 

representing different tendencies or schools of 

thought. The organization publishes the magazine, 

Against the Current: A Socialist Journal.  

 

“Solidarity believes that the creation of new forms of 

revolutionary socialist organisation would mark an 

important step forward for socialist politics in the US. 

The shape taken by a revolutionary refoundation 

could have a variety of possible contours, depending 

on the actual unfolding of any process of regroupment 

and renewal. (Or, nothing much could happen; sadly, 

that’s also a possibility.) 

 

“The collapse of the bureaucratic post-capitalist 

regimes in the East and the emergence of the new anti-

capitalist global justice movement makes such a new 

revolutionary socialist organisation both possible and 

desirable. However imperative it might be, history 

does show that socialist refoundation will not come 

about spontaneously, but will require the conscious 

engagement of old and new anti-capitalist currents. To 

be viable, such a newly created organisation should 

incorporate not only those existing organisations that 

http://www.solidarity-us.org/
https://www.solidarity-us.org/site/atc


are non-vanguardist in character, but newer and 

younger layers of radical and revolutionary activists. 

 

“Refoundation has the potential of creating a new 

organisation that would bring together currents which 

historically and in present practice are considerably 

more distant from each other. Structures and modes 

of comradely collaboration will be necessary in order 

to allow for authentic coexistence and cross-

fertilisation of tendencies. The search for dialogue and 

partnerships is not necessarily guided by ‘who’s 

closest to us.’ That would eliminate much of the 

emergent leadership in the anti-globalisation 

movement, and a wide swatch of the left wing of 

people of colour movements. The stepping off point is 

not only the desire to build a stronger and more 

effective socialist presence, but also the genuine belief 

that we can all learn from one another.” 

 

Editor, “Left regroupment/refoundation.” Solidarity. 

July, 2002. Retrieved on September 14th, 2015. 

 

“We invite the broad left to think collectively about: 

1) the political state of the world, 2) the major political 

movements which structure our landscape of 

possibilities, and 3) the tasks and possibilities of some 

kind of left refoundation/regroupment which might 

http://www.markfoster.net/struc/left_regroupment_refoundation.pdf


have the audacity to really propose a social 

transformation. This analysis is necessarily incomplete 

and impressionistic. It is not a ‘line’ in the classic 

Leninist sense, but more of an arc (a line of flight, 

rather than a line of march): an act of thinking 

together which we hope will clarify our project for 

ourselves as well as contribute to a dialogue with 

others – other groups as well as the ones and twos out 

there hungering for new ideas and forms of 

organization.” 

 

Editor. Regroupment & Refoundation of a U.S. Left: A 

Solidarity Draft Working Paper. Chicago, Illinois: 

Solidarity (U.S.). July, 2008. Page 8. Retrieved on 

November 8th, 2015. 

 

“… after the limited momentum for left regroupment 

seemed to have played out, other organizations – 

notably our comrades in FRSO/OSCL [the English-

language name, Freedom Road Socialist Organization, 

and its Spanish-language translation, Organización 

Socialista del Camino para la Libertad] – raised the 

term ‘left refoundation’ to highlight the role of a small 

but growing U.S. ‘social movement left’ in cohering a 

vibrant, combative, revolutionary force. 

 

https://solidarity-us.org/pdfs/refoundation.july2008.pdf
https://solidarity-us.org/pdfs/refoundation.july2008.pdf


“The two words – regroupment and refoundation – 

mean different things, but the process we are looking 

at is actually a combination. The exact proportion of 

one in relationship to the other is impossible for us to 

predict. We should pursue both, and let natural 

processes determine how the balance works out. 

Today, the social movement left that actually exists 

suffers greatly because there is no organized 

revolutionary movement worthy of the name. The 

organized revolutionary movement suffers equally 

because there is no mass social movement left worthy 

of the name. Each, in its future development, is 

dependent on the other. We favor, therefore, a 

‘regroupment/refoundation’ perspective which pays 

attention to both sides of the equation.” 

 

Editor, “Regroupment, Refounding and the Arc of 

Resistance.” Solidarity. Undated. Retrieved on 

September 11th, 2015. 

 

“Another world is possible, socialism: a system that 

is democratic, international, and ecologically 

sustainable. Corporate media and mainstream 

intellectuals present capitalism as a system without an 

alternative, and use the collapse of 20ᵗʰ-century efforts 

at socialism to discredit all anti-capitalist visions. We 

stand with the millions of people worldwide who 

https://solidarity-us.org/refounding3
https://solidarity-us.org/refounding3


challenge this logic through the slogan, ‘Another 

World is Possible.’ As socialists, we have a specific 

vision for that world: one in which society’s 

productive capacity is worker- and community-

controlled and used for the public good in an 

environmentally responsible way. Under socialism, 

planning and decisions are made democratically, 

rather than determined by a political elite. We strive 

to build a world in which all people can live equally 

without the hierarchies of race, ethnicity, religion, 

sexuality, gender, age, and ability that oppress the 

great bulk of the world’s people today. A society 

liberated from oppression, poverty, and economic 

inequality, and from the alienation inherent in 

capitalist social relations, would be free to pursue far 

greater creative possibilities.” 

 

Editor, “Basis of Political Agreement.” Solidarity. 

2013. Retrieved on September 10th, 2015. 

 

“We [Solidarity] reject the ideas that capitalism can 

be reformed from within by the Democratic Party or 

trade union bureaucrats; or that the socialism is 

possible without the fullest development of democratic 

forms of working class and popular power. However, 

we believe that revolutionaries can legitimately differ 

on a wide variety of questions, from the theoretical 

http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/politicalagreement


analysis of the former bureaucratic societies in the 

East to the tactics socialists should pursue in the labor 

movement. Solidarity is building this sort of 

revolutionary organization because we do not pretend 

to be either the vanguard party or its nucleus. 

Therefore, we advocate revolutionary regroupment—

the coming together of different revolutionary 

currents who agree on a common practice—as the best 

way to lay the foundation for a real revolutionary 

party in the United States.” 

 

Charlie Post and Kit Wainer, “Socialist Organization 

Today.” Solidarity. 2006. Retrieved on September 

10th, 2015. 

 

“Our strategic goal is revolution—led by the working 

class and oppressed—that shatters the foundations of 

patriarchy, white supremacy, settler-colonialism, and 

capitalist rule. We believe that the potential for 

realizing socialism lies in the contradictions of the 

current system. Under capitalism, the exploited and 

oppressed are in constant struggle with the political 

and economic elites. We seek to participate in all 

manifestations of this struggle, aiming to help develop 

them into movements against the capitalist class and 

we fight for reforms that may serve as bridges to 

deeper class consciousness. We also support efforts to 

https://solidarity-us.org/pdfs/socialistorgtoday.pdf
https://solidarity-us.org/pdfs/socialistorgtoday.pdf


begin building alternative, democratic institutions and 

social relations in the present. Only through a 

revolutionary, mass political movement of working 

and oppressed people can the political and economic 

domination of society by the capitalist class be ended. 

This future will not be realized by simply ‘taking 

power.’ Rather, the revolutionary process should seek 

to uproot the settler-colonial foundations and 

dismantle the institutions of the capitalist state—e.g., 

the police, borders, courts, and military that protect 

the current social order. In their place, we must 

construct new institutions of the working class and 

develop relations which support the right to self-

determination for indigenous peoples and oppressed 

nationalities.” 

 

Editor, “Solidarity Founding Statement.” Solidarity. 

1986. Retrieved on September 10th, 2015. 

 

“The left, particularly the socialist left, remains 

divided and weak, while the Democratic Party 

continues its hollow role as society’s ‘left’ option—

despite consistent evidence to the contrary. While the 

members of socialist organizations have played 

important roles in the most important mass struggle of 

recent years (the Ferguson [Missouri] protests that 

swept the nation) the organized socialist presence has 

http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/foundingstatement


been negligible on the national stage. The socialist left 

must find a way to project a popular socialist counter-

narrative to capitalism in the here and now.” 

 

David Finkel (a member of Solidarity’s National 

Committee), “Statement of Purpose.” eMERGE. 

Undated. Retrieved on September 13th, 2015. 

 

“They’re [the members of Solidarity are] 

multitendencied and allow factions within the 

organization. I believe a couple minuscule Trot 

[Trotskyist] sects dissolved into tendencies. I believe 

there is a Luxemburgist tendency. Supposably, there 

were/are a number of former anarchists who joined in 

mass after Love & Rage dissolved, but that might just 

be myth. They’re involved in a Left 

Refoundation/Regroupment conference with New 

York Study Group (the NY branch of Solidarity 

now?), Malcolm X Grassroots Movement, the League 

of Revolutionaries for a New America, Left Turn, and 

softer Maoist Freedom Road Socialist Organization 

(as opposed to the harder Maoist, Freedom Road 

Socialist Organization that puts out the Fight Back! 

newspaper and was raided by the FBI recently).” 

 

http://www.emergeleft.com/statement-of-purpose.html
http://newyorkstudygroup.blogspot.com/
http://newyorkstudygroup.blogspot.com/
http://mxgm.org/
http://www.lrna.org/
http://www.lrna.org/
http://www.leftturn.org/
http://www.freedomroad.org/
http://frso.org/
http://frso.org/
http://www.fightbacknews.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OhuRnuZgkGc


Juan Conatz, “About the US leftist group Solidarity.” 

December 5th, 2013. Retrieved on September 11th, 

2015.] 

 

a. revolutionary democratic socialism (J. David 

Edelstein): Edelstein, an at–large member of 

Solidarity (U.S.), develops a revolutionary 

approach to democratic socialism. He strongly 

distinguishes his formulation from social 

democracy.  

“For many decades the small size of revolutionary 

democratic socialist organizations throughout the 

world indicated that even people who consciously 

defined themselves as socialists tended to be 

drawn towards the poles of social democratic and 

‘Communist’ regimes, and related political 

parties. Because of the high visibility and strong 

attraction of social democracy and ‘Communism’, 

it has been necessary, regrettably, for any socialist 

tendency to locate and define itself in relation to 

these poles.… 

“Social democratic parties have failed to educate 

the people about the nature and desirability of 

democratic socialism, or have miseducated them 

either by identifying it with state ownership or 

welfare capitalism. A key element of democratic 

http://libcom.org/forums/organise/about-us-leftist-group-solidarity-05122011


socialism, as distinct from social democracy, is 

meaningful participation and control of daily life 

at work and in the community (workers’ and 

community self-management), with managers 

(where needed) elected by and responsible to 

workers and community members. This is 

incompatible with big business’s ownership of 

most of the economy, and requires various forms 

of social ownership of at least the major means of 

production — in other words, the abolition of the 

capitalist system. 

“However, the programs of social democracy are 

not much different from what Americans would 

call liberalism. Social democracy can be viewed as 

having a common set of practices and a set of 

working assumptions including: 

“(a) gradualism (progress little by little); (b) 

electoralism or parliamentarism (a reliance on 

getting elected and passing laws); and (c) statism, 

(a top-down administration of society, rather than 

grass-roots democracy). This has varied with the 

country and the times. Social democratic parties 

have been distinguished from liberal capitalist 

parties primarily by their earlier identification 

with socialism, by the remaining symbols of this 

identification, by their current close association 



with the official unions, and by their willingness to 

tolerate left wings which are more explicitly 

socialist. These distinctions have often led left-

wing socialists to consider working within social 

democratic parties or giving them critical support 

in elections. Attempts to radicalize social 

democratic parties have been generally 

unsuccessful, even in times of crisis. Since World 

War II, virtually every western European social 

democratic party has participated in government 

coalitions with capitalist parties, thus 

collaborating in the oppressive politics of the 

status quo.… 

“We know of no example in any way 

approaching workers’ self-management in state-

owned industry under social democratic 

regimes.… 

“The possible tactics of revolutionary democratic 

socialists with respect to the large social 

democratic parties have been just touched upon, 

with the implication that while participation in 

and critical support for such parties may be 

advisable in particular cases, the possibilities for 

reform of these parties are probably quite 

limited.… 



“A third movement-based left party is expected, 

as a minimum requirement for support, to be anti-

racist, feminist, pro-labor and anti-war. While 

socialists can avoid making a specifically socialist 

platform a pre-condition for participation, they 

should continue to advocate the public ownership 

of big business under democratic control. 

“Such an advocacy of a third left party is based 

largely on the view that it is unlikely that the 

American people will come directly to 

revolutionary democratic socialism — that some 

intermediate phase of breaking with the 

Democratic and Republican parties, and of 

radicalizing experiences, will be necessary.… 

“The opportunities and social democratic pitfalls 

of such a left third-party development would 

occur together. Avoiding the pitfalls would 

require political sensitivity and good judgment as 

well as general analysis. This is inherent in 

politics. During this process, revolutionary 

socialist objectives and critiques of social 

democracy would become even more relevant. 

They must not be watered down. The objective is 

to make revolutionary democratic socialism a 

major pole of attraction, on the way to a 

democratic revolution from below … 



“… [A] quite minor pole of attraction has been a 

pre-Stalinist form of Leninism, as distinct from 

the cruder and more obviously undemocratic 

‘Marxist-Leninism’ which favors or tolerates a 

one-party dictatorship. Leninism’s attractive 

power derives from the Bolsheviks’ role, under 

[Vladimir] Lenin, in leading the first (and many 

would say only) successful socialist revolution. 

While it is not the subject of this pamphlet, 

modern-day Leninism tends to be insufficiently 

critical of the essentially administrative approach 

and undemocratic practices of the Soviet 

government under Lenin, and to have a view of 

the organization for a socialist party today which 

reflects the needs and times of pre-revolutionary 

Czarist Russia, rather than those in modern 

advanced capitalist democracies. Many 

revolutionary democratic socialists would also, in 

a more positive vein, put a greater emphasis on 

the need to build ‘prefigurative’ participative 

peoples’ organizations and a broad socialist 

consciousness well in advance of a successful 

transition to socialism. Leninists have tended to 

focus more narrowly on ‘the’ revolutionary crisis 

situation.” 

[J. David Edelstein. Social Democracy versus 

Revolutionary Democratic Socialism. New York: 



The Socialist Institute. 1990. Creative Commons. 

No pagination.] 

“… [A] diagnosis, depoliticization as a result of 

apparent homogeneity and a precedence of 

administration over ideology or interest-group 

politics, might apply in a new socialist, state 

socialist or managerial society. An actual or 

incipient stratification system might not be 

recognized in a supposedly one-class society. With 

no attempt at repression whatsoever the lines 

between trade unions and the state might become 

blurred, as might also be the case for other 

associations. If such a social system were initiated 

under democratic auspices, the survival of 

democratic opposition might depend upon its 

early refuge within a comprehensive but 

heterogeneous and decentralized state with 

parliamentary features favorable to minorities.” 

[J. David Edelstein, “An Organizational Theory of 

Union Democracy.” American Sociological Review. 

Volume 32, number 1, February 1967. Pages 19-31. 

“Ideally, the problem of union democracy should 

be attacked from a number of approaches 

simultaneously—especially large-scale 

comparative and case studies, supplemented by 

studies of change. However, heterogeneous, 



limited, and changing reality precludes such an 

approach to many problems, even apart from 

limitations of the resources for a research effort. 

Perhaps the greatest prehminary advance would 

come from really good descriptive studies with 

adequate details of the political process in unions 

in many countries and, of course, the circulation 

of the findings in all major languages. Such 

studies should be conducted, ideally, by some 

combination of natives and foreigners, so that they 

could not only be done competently but unusual 

features noted.” 

J. David Edelstein and Malcolm Warner, 

“Research Areas in National Union Democracy.” 

Industrial Relations. Volume 16, number 2, May 

1977. Pages 186-198. 

“The flow of communication from the various 

contending groups to the [union] membership 

takes simpler and more direct routes. Since issues 

tend to become union-wide in a referendum 

election, all contenders may appeal to the 

membership through general propaganda. A 

union opposition would not have to expend its 

energies supporting numerous local candidates 

through the preparation and distribution of 

special handbills or other materials. 



Communication may also be improved through a 

more comprehensive reporting of a referendum 

by the mass media.” 

J. David Edelstein, “The Election of 

International Union Officers.” Political Research, 

Organization and Design. Volume 3, number 5, 

January 1960. Pages 30-31. 

“J. DAVID EDELSTEIN, an ardent socialist all 

his life, died July 20, 2009 in Syracuse, NY at age 

90. Dave was an at-large member of Solidarity 

[U.S.] and supporter of the Socialist Party USA; 

his life in the socialist movement dated back to the 

Workers Party and Independent Socialist League 

of the 1940s and 1950s. 

“Dave was a professor of sociology at Syracuse 

University and Northern Illinois University. He 

was keenly interested in union democracy and its 

potential lessons for the structure and institutions 

of a future democratic socialist society. His study 

of voting in unions resulted in a book co-authored 

with Malcolm Warner, Comparative Union 

Democracy: Organization and Opposition in 

British and American Unions (Transaction 

Publishers, 1979). 



“Dave is survived by his wife Ruth R. 

Greenberg-Edelstein and children Daniel and 

June, grandchildren Susan and Jacob, a niece 

Beth and two nephews Steven and Jeff.” 

Editor, “J. David Edelstein.” Against the Current: A 

Socialist Journal. Number 142, September–

October 2009. Online publication, No pagination. 

b. legacy and prospects for socialism in the United 

States (Alan Ward): Ward examines American 

socialism, from a Trotskyist standpoint, both 

historically and prospectively. Ward is a 

Trotskyist and a member of Solidarity (U.S.).  

“The Left in the United States in the 1990s faces 

the possibility of near extinction unless it 

generates fresh perspectives for the construction 

of an organized socialist movement.… 

“One major predecessor, usually called the ‘Old 

Left,’ became a major political force in the 1930s. 

This Old Left enjoyed a brief revival immediately 

after World War II, only to be shattered by 

external and internal crises during the next 

decade. The other predecessor is popularly 

referred to as the ‘New Left,’ and it was largely a 

product of the struggles of the 1960s. Quite 



heterogeneous, this movement declined in the 

1970s following the end of the war in Vietnam.… 

“My approach might be apprehended as a 

critical extension of the Trotskyist proclamation 

of the late 1930s, which, regrettably, has by now 

degenerated into a tired cliché mouthed by most 

Trotskyist organizations: ‘The world political 

situation as a whole is chiefly characterized by a 

historical crisis of the leadership of the 

proletariat.’ For Trotsky and his supporters in 

1938, ‘leadership’ primarily meant adherence to a 

political program—the Trotskyist program 

codified in the ‘Transitional Program,’ which 

remains today a fascinating, relevant, and 

provocative document.… 

“The view that I am suggesting here clearly 

rejects the traditional ‘Marxist-Leninist’ 

perspective that the problem with the New Left is 

that it was a departure from the Old Left.… 

“What is hopeful … is that much of the national 

debate objectively concerns precisely the arenas in 

which U.S. revolutionary socialists are poised to 

intervene: racism, war, inequality, independent 

political action, defense of workers’ living 

conditions, defense of women’s rights, and 

preservation of the environment. Moreover, the 



traditional socialist modes of struggle— 

independent mass action, the creation of 

democratically controlled unions and autonomous 

organizations—remain the best routes to social 

progress.” 

    Alan Wald, “From the Old Left to the New Left 

and Beyond: The Legacy and Prospects for 

Socialism in the United States,“ in George 

Breitman, Paul Le Blanc, and Alan Wald. 

Trotskyism in the United States: Historical Essays 

and Reconsiderations. Second edition. Chicago, 

Illinois: Haymarket Books. 2016. Google Play 

edition. 

i. Trotskyist intellectuals: In an article about 

James T. Farrell, Ward refers to a variety of 

fiction and non–fiction writers who were 

influenced, at least to some extent, by Leon 

Trotsky.  

“[James T.] Farrell was one of a number of 

American writers and intellectuals who were 

influenced in various ways by Leon Trotsky 

during the 1930s and 1940s. These figures 

constituted a heterogeneous yet distinct group 

which can be called ‘the Trotskyist 

intellectuals.’ Included were a number of 



talented literary critics, journalists, poets, 

philosophers, historians, and novelists. 

“Many from this group rose to prominence 

in their field, giving the Trotskyist experience 

(however limited and transient it may have 

been in some individual cases) a discernible 

impact on American culture. Among the 

novelists and poets who held membership in 

Trotskyist parties and youth groups are Saul 

Bellow, Isaac Rosenfeld, Harvey Swados, 

Bernard Wolfe, John Wheelwright, Harry 

Roskolenko, and Sherry Mangan. Journalists, 

critics, and other writers who also joined are 

Irving Howe, Dwight Macdonald, James 

Burnham, Leslie Fiedler, Herbert Solow, 

George Novack, Felix Morrow, Harold Isaacs, 

and John McDonald. 

“Far more numerous were those more 

lightly touched by Trotsky’s person or ideas: 

Max Eastman, Sidney Hook, Edmund Wilson, 

Lionel Trilling, Diana Trilling, Norman 

Mailer, Mary McCarthy, Philip Rahv, 

William Phillips, F. W. Dupee, V. F. 

Calverton, John Dos Passos, Charles 

Rumford Walker, Lionel Abel, Louis Hacker, 

Harold Rosenberg, Elliot Cohen, Arthur 



Mizener, Meyer Schapiro, and Benjamin 

Stolberg among others. Most of these had 

little interest in organized political groups of a 

Trotskyist stamp, and their allegiance to 

Trotsky’s views was highly qualified.” 

   Alan Wald, “Farrell and Trotskyism.” 

Twentieth Century Literature. Volume 22, 

number 1, February 1976. Pages 90-104. 

“I met Leon Trotsky in Mexico in 1937. He 

seemed different from what might have been 

expected. He gave the impression of 

extraordinary simplicity. Alice Ruhl – wife of 

Otto Ruhl, one time left wing Socialist 

member of the German Reichstag and 

biographer of Karl Marx – said of Trotsky 

that he had changed from his younger days: 

he had, she said, become more simple, more 

like Lenin. Many who knew him earlier said 

that he was cold. He did not seem so in 

Mexico. He was easy to talk to and one felt 

less distance between him and oneself than is 

sometimes the case when one meets a man 

prominent in political life. But this 

comparison is perhaps not a good one. 

Trotsky was then a defeated leader, and a 

man in exile. He was seeking to rebuild a 



political movement and was engaged in the 

most dramatic fight of his life. Accused of 

betraying the revolution he helped to lead and 

the society he did so much in helping to found, 

he was defending his revolutionary honor. He 

lived behind guarded walls, and followers and 

secretaries of his carried guns inside his home. 

He was preparing to answer the charges 

[Joseph] Stalin launched against him in the 

Moscow trials.” 

              James T. Farrell, “A Memoir on Leon 

Trotsky.” University of Kansas City Review. Volume 23, 

summer 1957. Pages 293-298. 

“For Leon Trotsky, I felt both admiration 

and affection. I was not a follower of his in the 

strict and literal meaning of this term. But I 

was influenced by him. The Old Man 

educated some of the members of my 

generation: 1 was one of those whom he 

educated. Were it not for his writings, I would 

be a different person than I am, and I would 

think differently than I do. The loss of Leon 

Trotsky at this particular moment is tragic. In 

this black and bitter period of reaction. 

Trotsky was needed, and needed not merely 

as a symbol, but even more so as a leader. 



Now, those points on which one disagreed 

with him fade in importance. One sees now 

his greatness, the inspiration which was 

gained from his very life, from his 

indomitable fight, and from his brilliant 

writings. Leon Trotsky was a great 

revolutionist, a great writer, a great man, a 

great spirit. Edmund Wilson, the literary 

critic, once remarked that since his exile from 

Soviet Russia, Leon Trotsky had served as 

‘the Marxist conscience of the world.’ The 

pickaxe blow of Stalin’s hired assassin struck 

down ‘the Marxist conscience of the world.’ 

With grief, I say farewell to the Old Man. He 

is dead in the flesh. The spirit that animated 

his work will not die.”  

              [James T. Farrell, “Tribute to Comrade 

Trotsky.” Labor Action. Volume 4, number 21, 

September 1940. Page 2. 

“My Dear Leon Trotsky: … 

“… Ireland a defeated nation has developed 

a fine modern literature, just as Germany, 

defeated and still un-unified at an earlier 

period, developed German philosophy. But 

the moral terrorism in the name of the 

Church and the Nation, and the parochial 



character of the life and of intellect in Ireland 

might choke the literature now. So backward 

is Ireland that even the American motion 

pictures have a progressive influence in the 

sense that they make the youth restless, that 

they produce freer and less strained 

relationships between the sexes, and that they 

give a sense of a social life of more advanced 

countries that is not permitted because of the 

state of economy in Ireland. Ireland impresses 

me as being somewhat parallel to Mexico, 

except that in Mexico there are progressive 

strains in the country, and in Ireland these 

are weak and morally terrorized. In part, this 

is undoubtedly because of Ireland’s lack of 

mineral resources and wealth, the 

backwardness and sleep of its labor 

movement, and the role of the Church. In 

Ireland, the Church was not the feudal 

landholder. Behind the scenes, the Church 

always fought against the Irish people, and 

spoke for law and order. But at one time, the 

Church itself was oppressed. The Church and 

the people became entangled in the 

consciousness of the Irish, and the religion 

question befogged the social and economic 

one. In Mexico, Spain, France, and Russia, the 

Church was more openly a part of a feudal or 



pseudo-feudal system. The peasants became 

anti-clerical because they wanted land. This 

did not happen in Ireland. In consequence, 

anti-clericalism did not take the same form. 

Anti-clericalism amounts to jokes at the 

priesthood, dislike of the archbishops, and so 

forth. In earlier days, it was stronger, 

particularly among the Fenians. But it never 

took the real form it took in France, Spain, 

etc. And so the Church has great power in 

Ireland today. In the most real, vivid, and 

immediate sense it gives opium to the people.” 

   James T. Farrell. Letter to Leon Trotsky on 

Ireland. Pacifica, California: Marxists 

Internet Archive (Marxists.org) ebook edition. 

December, 1938. 

ii. struggle for socialism: To Ward, this struggle 

is not always elevated. Rather, it is 

“protracted, complex, and filled with many 

disappointments.”  

“The sad fact is that, when the genuine nature 

of the struggle for socialism becomes clear—

that it is not a steady “high” but protracted, 

complex, and filled with many 

disappointments—tired radicals can find 

plenty of reasons to despair, immerse 



themselves in private lives and careers, or 

simply switch sides. This was the fate of the 

preponderance of the 1930s generation; it is 

perhaps one that will overtake a good number 

of the 1960s generation as well.”  

Alan Wald, “George Novack, 1905–92: 

Meaning a Life,“ in George Breitman, Paul 

Le Blanc, and Alan Wald. Trotskyism in the 

United States: Historical Essays and 

Reconsiderations. Second edition. Chicago, 

Illinois: Haymarket Books. 2016. Google Play 

edition. 

iii. end of American Trotskyism?: He examines 

problems in American Trotskyism and makes 

proposals for improvement.  

“For starters, one has the discouraging 

evidence of the net gains for Trotskyism after 

having passed through two major eras of 

political radicalization, the 1930s and the 

1960s. In these periods, the Trotskyist 

movement (a broad term that I’ll use for the 

moment to include all of its components), 

although it grew and made noteworthy 

contributions, never achieved anything 

remotely like a sustained organizational or 

political breakthrough. If one takes an 



overview or if one assesses the situation from 

the perspective of long-term gains, 

Trotskyism never clearly outdistanced rival 

currents on the political left, particular those 

associated with the Communist and Social 

Democratic traditions.” 

Alan Wald, “The End of American 

Trotskyism? (Part 1).” Against the Current: A 

Socialist Journal. Number 53, November–

December 1994. Online publication. No 

pagination. 

“One of the key problems in the theory and 

history of U.S. Trotskyism is the definition of 

Trotskyism itself. This problem immediately 

underscores the need for an analytical method 

based on perspectives and approaches, not 

absolutes and blueprints. It is, I think, fair 

and plausible to include within Trotskyism all 

those who declare themselves Trotskyists and 

exclude those who deny any such allegiance. 

Nevertheless, accepting any and all self-

definitions will be problematic, since some 

self-proclaimed Trotskyists are regarded by 

others as palpably fraudulent, and some 

groups refusing a Trotskyist identity have 

political views similar to Trotskyism.” 



Alan Wald, “Problems in History & Theory: 

The End of ‘American Trotskyism’? – Part 

2.” Against the Current: A Socialist Journal. 

Number 54, January–February 1995. Online 

publication. No pagination. 

“In my view, the Trotskyist criticism of the 

U.S. Communist or ‘Stalinist’ movement has 

been inadequate and off base. I came to this 

conclusion not only through reading the new 

scholarship but also as I conducted extensive 

empirical research based upon about a 

hundred personal interviews and the 

examination of sixty or so new archival 

collections dealing with Communist Party 

activities.… 

“… to repudiate the strong elements of 

sectarianism, leader idolatry, hairsplitting, 

and so forth, which have afflicted and 

disabled U.S. Trotskyism, has nothing in 

common with the vulgar anti-Trotskyist views 

that the movement produced nothing of 

worth, that all forms of anti-Stalinism must 

lead to deradicalization or ‘objectively’ aids 

reaction, that Trotskyism is simply Stalinism 

without power, and so forth. 



“To sum up: TROTSKYISM!!! is dead. 

Long live trotskyism.” 

    Alan Wald, “Problems in History & Theory: 

The End of ‘American Trotskyism’? – Part 

3.” Against the Current: A Socialist Journal. 

Number 55, March–April 1995. Online 

publication. No pagination. 

c. objective basis for Trotskyism (Joanna Misnik): 

Misnik argues that, although this basis has 

eroded, “revolutionary socialism,” as proposed by 

Trotskyism, should not be abandoned.  

“… the transitional program of [Leon] Trotsky, 

and the predictions made and the basis of the 

formation of the Fourth International, rested on 

the perspective that after the then-impending 

Second World War the working masses, 

particularly in the industrial bastions of Western 

Europe, would be impelled to rise up, creating 

new revolutionary openings. That did not happen. 

Nobody can hindsight these things; the 

revolutionary moment should always be seized 

and revolutionary optimism is in fact a material 

force in our business.… 

“The objective basis for Trotskyism is … eroded, 

for this specific current developed out of 



Stalinism, self-defined in revolutionary opposition 

to it. That does not mean that we don’t want to 

carry on the continuity of revolutionary socialism, 

as expressed by Trotskyism. 

“But we have to begin to see the socialist left as 

encompassing reformism, i.e. social democracy 

(the objective basis for which is immense in the 

coming period), and some sort of revolutionary 

current, of which we will be a part, if we have the 

objective conditions with a renewal of mass 

struggle anywhere in the world with which to do 

it.” 

   Joanna Misnik, “Opening of a New Century.” 

Against the Current: A Socialist Journal. Number 

47, November–December 1992. Online 

publication, No pagination. 
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Regroupment & Refoundation of 
a U.S. Left 
A Solidarity Draft Working Paper, July 2008 

The  opening  of  the  21st  century  finds  the  global 
working  class,  social movements,  and  revolutionary 
left  in  disarray.  Yet,  another  world  –  one  freed  of 
exploitation,  oppression,  war  and  environmental 
catastrophe – is possible, and the need to fight for that 
world  is as great as ever. This document attempts  to 
summarize our  experiences as members of Solidarity 
and  to draw  these  lessons  into suggestions  for  today. 
We  lay  this on  the  table  and  reach out  to other anti‐
capitalist  activists,  organizers  and  organizations  also 
desirous  of  a  larger,  more  powerful  grouping 
committed  to  revolutionary  change.  Collective work 
and analysis is necessary to generalize our experiences 
and gain a greater understanding of the world we live 
in.  Changing  this  alienating,  dehumanizing  profit‐
driven  political  and  economic  system  requires  an 
accurate understanding of our world  and  location of 
pressure  points  that  can  create  openings  for  radical 
change.  Socialists  need  organization  to  be  effective. 
Since our founding in 1986, Solidarity has seen itself as 
an organization devoted to the rebirth of the left in the 
United States. At that time the U.S. organized socialist 
left was approaching its low ebb.  

In this 40th anniversary of the revolutionary tumult of 
1968,  it  is  important  to  recollect  how  then  the 
worldwide  upsurge  spawned  a  proliferation  of 
socialist organizations and parties, many attached to a 
particular  country  of  “already  existing  socialism” 
(whether  China,  Cuba,  Albania  or  the  USSR).  The 
overriding belief at the time was that the revolutionary 
process would continue to unfold. There were genuine 
differences  on  the  left  in  this  era,  between  radicals 
who  identified  with  different  historical  currents 
(supporters  of  the USSR, of China,  of Trotskyism, of 

various  social‐democratic  trends),  which  led  to 
legitimate ideological competition between different 
organizations. Too often, however,  this spilled over 
into  an unfortunate  competition  even  among  those 
who  adhered  to  the  same  historical  perspectives, 
leading to unnecessary factional warfare and splits.  

By  the mid‐‘80s,  it was  apparent  that  this  cycle  of 
radicalization  had  come  to  an  end. At  the  time  of 
Solidarity’s  founding most  of  the  organizations  of 
the  New  Communist  Movement  had  closed  up 
shop. The  feminist and Black  liberation movements 
had  ebbed,  as  had  other  people  of  color‐led 
movements,  leaving  behind  a  rich  legacy  of 
leadership and ideas.  

Social Movements over the Last 
Two Decades 

The  re‐emergence  of  the  civil  rights  movement 
following  World  War  II  inspired  and  propelled 
forward  all  of  the  oppositional  and  liberation 
movements  of  the  1960s  and  ‘70s. After  Jim Crow 
was  defeated,  the  struggle  for  African‐American 
freedom and self determination moved north. Here 
the  movement  faced  considerable  challenges 
confronting  the  myriad  ways  in  which 
institutionalized  racism  is  embedded  in  the 
country’s  economic  and  social  institutions.  Some 
militants  faced  surveillance  and  state  repression. 
Others  were  drawn  into  the  Democratic  Party, 
which  systematically  demobilized  the  mass 
movement  responsible  for  winning  significant 
concessions  in  the  first  place.  The  onslaught  of 
neoliberalism  was  also  particularly  damaging  to 
African‐American communities  in urban centers, as 
industry  departed  for  the  suburbs  or  the  right‐to‐
work  states  in  the  South.  “Good”  jobs  declined. 
Poorer Blacks, unable or unwilling to leave cities like 
Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, Atlanta or New Orleans, 
were  faced  with  deteriorating  parks,  libraries, 
schools  and  housing.  Racism  was  the  wedge 
whereby social programs won in the 1930s and  ‘60s 
were  cut,  with  the  urban  poor  blamed  for  their 
deepening  poverty.  By  the  time Hurricane Katrina 
hit,  lack  of  governmental  assistance,  both 
beforehand and afterward, perfectly symbolized the 
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political marginalization of urban African Americans 
trapped  in  poverty.  Even  in  the  face  of  these 
tremendous  difficulties,  the  political  legacy  of  the 
Black  freedom movement  lives on  through  ideas and 
organization.  Formations  such  as  the  Black  Radical 
Congress, Million Worker March, and the recent Black 
Left Unity  indicate  a desire  to  regroup  and  renew  a 
Black liberation agenda nationally.  

For  draft‐age  youth  in  the  1960s  opposition  to  the 
Vietnam War was  a  pivotal  experience.  The  antiwar 
movement, like other movements, began as a minority 
but  “infected”  the general population,  including U.S. 
soldiers at home and abroad. Many activists not only 
demonstrated against the war, but studied the history 
of U.S. intervention and saw the links between the war 
Washington  waged  in  Vietnam  and  larger  foreign 
policy.  With  the  end  of  the  Vietnam  War  and  the 
collapse  of  the  Portuguese  revolution,  two 
international struggles dominated the 1980s: southern 
Africa –specifically the struggle against South Africa’s 
apartheid  regime  and  its military  domination  of  the 
region – and Central America, with  its  revolutionary 
possibilities  and  the  fight  against  Washington’s 
intervention.  There  was  the  promise  of  the  1979 
Sandinista revolution  in Nicaragua and revolutionary 
upsurges  in  El  Salvador  and  Guatemala,  with 
Honduras  a  U.S.  base  for  launching  Reagan’s  “low 
intensity war.” Throughout the 1980s a wide range of 
U.S. anti‐intervention and solidarity networks, projects 
and  coalitions  sustained  activity,  with  more  than 
100,000 U.S. citizens visiting, studying and working in 
Nicaragua  alone.  A  few,  like  Ben  Linder,  lost  their 
lives  there.  Many  activists,  including  a  large 
proportion  of  women,  became  radicalized  in  this 
process. Most did not come out of the traditional left.  

The  flowering  of  mass‐based  community 
organizations in South Africa along with the founding 
in 1985 of COSATU, a federation of Black trade unions 
with  an  emphasis  on  shop‐floor,  democratic 
structures,  produced  a  sustained  struggle  that 
included  comprehensive  sanctions  against  the  South 
African  government.  Along  with  solidarity 
movements  in other countries, the U.S. anti‐apartheid 
movement  grew  and  became  strong  enough  to  force 
universities  to  divest  and  secure  passage  of 

Congressional  sanctions  over  President  Reagan’s 
opposition.  By  1990  the  DeKlerk  government was 
forced  to  unban  political  organizations  and  free 
Nelson Mandela.  

President Reagan’s firing of the air traffic controllers 
in 1981 set the stage for a quarter‐century of strikes 
and  lockouts, most of which  (but not  all)  ended  in 
concessions:  PATCO,  Phelps‐Dodge,  Greyhound, 
Hormel & P‐9, Eastern Airlines, International Paper, 
the  mineworkers  at  Pittston,  Detroit  newspaper 
strike,  NYNEX,  UPS,  American  Axle.  These 
defensive  struggles  against  corporate  attack  gave 
rise  to  a  culture  of  solidarity  and  a  diverse  use  of 
tactics  including  roving  pickets,  mass 
demonstrations,  strike  support  committees,  picket 
lines,  sympathy  strikes,  civil  disobedience,  direct 
action,  solidarity  tours,  boycotts,  corporate 
campaigns and even a plant occupation at Pittston, 
West Virginia. While the victory at Pittston included 
defying  a  court  injunction,  the  defeat  of  P‐9  at 
Hormel  signaled  the  gutting  of militant  unionism 
throughout  the  industry.  In  general  the  anti‐
concession battles  lost because  the  employer had  a 
strategy  for  winning  and,  despite  high  levels  of 
solidarity, most  unions  didn’t.  The  fight  begun  in 
the  1960s  to  democratize  the  unions  –  among 
miners,  teamsters,  autoworkers,  railroad  workers 
and  postal workers  ‐‐  has  been  pushed  back, with 
only  the miners and  teamsters partially succeeding. 
But without  the  rank and  file being able  to discuss 
and  debate  strategy,  it’s  hard  to  imagine  how  the 
culture of concessions can be reversed.  

By the 1980s aggressive lending by the major banks 
led  to  the  Third  World  debt  crisis  and  IMF 
“structural  adjustment  programs”  that  drove 
millions  from  their  land. A  series  of U.S. military 
interventions  and  civil  wars  displaced  millions 
more.  While  the  U.S.  immigrant  population  had 
been stagnant  throughout  the 1960s, by 2004  it had 
risen  fourfold  (approximately  34.2  million). 
Although  some  are  admitted  on  the  basis  of  their 
professional or technical skills, most are poor people 
fleeing U.S.  intervention or  its “free  trade” policies. 
The  new,  and  poor,  immigrants  earn  significantly 
less than the average U.S. worker. They are far more 
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likely  to  be  found  in manual  or  service  occupations 
where  the  job  is  traditionally  low  paid  (agriculture, 
food  preparation,  hospitality  industry,  and  domestic 
work)  or  became  low  paid  because  of  industrial 
restructuring  (building  trades  and  meatpacking). 
While California, New York, Florida and Texas are the 
destination for the majority, the South now employees 
almost  a  third  of  the  immigrant  work  force.  These 
workers bring social networks and, sometimes, radical 
political  traditions  from  their  home  countries.  They 
have developed new forms of organization in the face 
of union retreat, and political attacks such as ʺEnglish 
onlyʺ  legislation  or  refusal  by  various  states  to  issue 
drivers’ licenses to immigrants.  

The  explosion  of  one‐day  strikes  and  economic 
boycotts  that  defeated  2006  the  Sensenbrenner  bill 
demonstrated an  impressive  level of organization. As 
with  the African‐American movement,  the  immigrant 
rights  movement  has  attempted  to  forge  national 
networks  to  coordinate  its  struggle  against 
discrimination  at  the  workplace  and  in  the 
community.  The  Immigration  and  Customs 
Enforcement  (ICE) mass workplace  raids, detentions, 
deportations  that  tear  families  apart  and  the  active 
participation  of  some  local  police  in  these  practices 
have become a reign of  terror against  legal as well as 
“illegal”  immigrant  communities.  Struggling  to  stop 
these obscene abuses of state power and recognize that 
no human being is “illegal” is essential.  

Student  activism  has  its  own  dynamics,  and  can 
inspire  motion  in  other  sectors,  but  in  general  it 
reflects  the  downward  momentum  of  the  social 
movements. At times students have organized around 
specifically campus‐focused issues, such as during the 
Free Speech Movement of the 1960s. But unlike many 
other  countries,  the  university  system  here  is 
organized  on  a  statewide  rather  than  federal  basis, 
limiting  opportunities  for  organizing  a  national 
movement  around  student  issues.  Nonetheless 
throughout  the  1990s  and  into  the  21st  century, 
campus  activists  developed  networks  to  coordinate 
labor solidarity, environmental, antiwar, global justice 
and  anti‐racist  activism.  Campus  womenʹs  and 
multicultural  centers,  fights  against  political 
repression  on  campus,  and  activism  focused  on 

recruitment and  retention of students of color have 
also  been  important  sites  of  struggle  and  places 
where  young  activists  radicalize.  Into  the  new 
millennium, existing student formations like United 
Students  Against  Sweatshops  (USAS),  Student 
Environmental  Action  Coalition  (SEAC), 
Movimiento  Estudiantil  Chicano  de  Aztlán 
(MEChA),  Student  Farmworker  Alliance,  and  the 
Campus  Antiwar  Network  (CAN)  have  been 
bolstered by the emergence of the new Students for 
a  Democratic  Society  (SDS)  as  well  as  episodic 
mobilizations such as by those around the Jena 6.  

The  rise  of  feminism  in  the  late  ‘60s  forced  U.S. 
society  to  change  some  of  its  laws,  many  of  its 
assumptions and some of its language ‐‐ but today’s 
culture  wars  are  still  being  waged  over  women’s 
bodies. In 1970, on the fiftieth anniversary of women 
winning  suffrage,  women’s  demands  were  equal 
rights, the right to birth control and abortion and the 
right  to  low‐cost,  quality  child  care. None  of  them 
have been secured.  

Although  the  Supreme Court  established women’s 
right  to  abortion  at  least  during  the  first  two 
trimesters  of  pregnancy,  hundreds  of  laws  have 
been enacted  to blunt  that  right. Most  importantly, 
the  Hyde  Amendment  severely  curtails  poor 
women’s  right  to  obtain  Medicaid‐paid  for 
abortions.  In  the  late  ‘80s and early  ‘90s  right‐wing 
mobilization at the clinic doors gave rise to a counter 
movement  defending  women’s  right  to  abortion. 
Solidarity members were  actively  involved.  Today 
the right organizes periodic mobilizations, including 
a two‐week confrontation in Atlanta, and Solidarity 
members continue  to defend women’s  rights at  the 
clinic doors.  

Both  socialist  feminists  and women of  color  affirm 
the reality that women’s reproductive needs include 
more  than  the  right  to  abortion:  access  to  scientific 
information  about  their  bodies,  the  right  to 
appropriate birth  control,  the  right  to  chose  or not 
choose  sterilization,  the  right  to  have,  and  raise, 
children in a safe environment. Since the early 1980s 
a  number  of  women  of  color  organizations  have 
been  established  including  Black Women’s Health 
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Project (now defunct), Incite! Women of Color Against 
Violence  and  SisterSong,  a  network.  These 
organizations  tend  to  center  their  philosophical 
perspective  around  a  human  rights  agenda  and  are 
usually  involved  in  a  variety  of  community  issues: 
housing campaigns, LGBTQ  issues, Katrina solidarity 
work, establishing clinics.  

Taking  cues  from  the  New  Leftʹs  revitalization  of 
political radicalism and the counterculture and sexual 
revolution, a gay liberation movement emerged. In the 
years  following  the  1969  Stonewall  Riot,  the 
movementʹs  aims  expanded  beyond  the  individual 
rights focus of earlier “homophile” organizations such 
as the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis. 
Gay  Liberation  activists  attacked  conservative  social 
norms,  patriarchy,  imperialism  and  the  state;  their 
political coalitions and language presented a common 
front  with  Black  Power,  radical  feminism,  anti‐
imperialism  and  other  left  movements.  By  the  late 
1970s,  however,  this  initial  energy  had  tapered; 
political  strategy moved  from  a  systemic  critique  to 
focus  on  achieving  political  and  social  equality  for 
gays  and  lesbians  within  the  existing  the  social 
framework,  replacing  direct  action  with  reform‐
oriented  lobbying  and  electoral  tactics.  While  the 
mainstream  ʺgay  civil  rightsʺ  organizations 
established during  this period  continue  to dominate, 
the  criminal  negligence  to  the  AIDS  crisis  breathed 
new  radicalism  into  the  movement.  Militant 
organizations  like ACT UP won  significant  victories 
and dramatically  raised awareness of  the devastation 
caused  by  the  virus;  as  the  “at‐risk”  population 
broadened,  diverse  coalitions  for  health  care  justice 
fought lack of access to AIDS treatment. Today a new 
generation  of  activists  dedicated  to  radically  re‐
imagining  the  possibilities  for  human  sexuality  and 
gender  expression  uses  the  language  of  “qeer 
liberation,”  much  as  earlier  activists  distanced 
themselves  from more cautious elders by demanding 
gay power. 

Another movement that developed during the 1980s is 
the  environmental  justice  movement.  Initiated  by 
African‐American  community  and  environmental 
activists,  it  expanded  the  environmental  struggle  to 
reveal  how  the  deadly  contradictions  of  capitalism 

reinforce  structural  racism.  For  example,  garbage 
dumps and coal‐burning plants are placed in people 
of color communities, with resulting health disaster. 
This  has  enlarged  the  mission  and  base  of  the 
environmental movement.  

Finally,  the  development  of  the  global  justice 
movement  challenged  the  institutions  through 
which  U.S.  and  other  capital  has  dominated  the 
world since World War II. It allowed for impressive 
mobilizations against various IMF, World Bank and 
Davos meetings, but also for a thoughtful exposé of 
how  capitalism  creates  tremendous  poverty  by 
redistributing wealth  from  the poor  to  the wealthy. 
The  movement  was  able  to  attract  labor  and 
students, and was beginning to link up with people 
of color‐led organizations only to be undercut by the 
“war on terror” in the aftermath of 9/11. 

Regroupment, Refounding and the 
Arc of Resistance 

In  the  decade  of  our  founding,  people  on  the  left 
began  talking  to each other across  ideological  lines, 
in ways that hadn’t happened for a long time – with 
a  common  realization  that  the  “party‐building”  of 
the  previous  years  had  effectively  collapsed,  and 
had been abusive  in significant ways  to  the human 
beings committed to it. In this climate of assessment 
and  inquiry,  Solidarity’s  founding  organizations 
brought  about  a  small‐scale  regroupment,  initially 
including  three  groups  with  origins  in  Trotskyist 
traditions,  a  caucus  inside  the  Socialist  Party  and 
one  socialist‐feminist  collective.  The  project  was 
daring  for  the  time:  to  rebuild  a  left  socialist 
presence,  which  was  threatening  to  disappear  (or 
alienate  future  generations),  on  the  basis  of  a 
rudimentary set of shared revolutionary precepts.  

The  basis  of  Solidarity’s  daring  was  admittedly 
narrow. It was rooted in Trotskyism. The idea was to 
overcome  decades  of  debilitating  splits  that 
stubbornly  maintained  separate  organizations  – 
based  perhaps  most  centrally  on  different 
characterizations  of  the  nature  of  the  Soviet  state, 
but also on other analytical, strategic or even tactical 
differences – and get to the positions we agreed on. 
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Solidarity’s  founders  also  looked  to  other 
developments,  like  the  fusing of  several  survivors of 
the New Communist Movement  into  FRSO,  as  signs 
pointing to the possibility of a broader “regroupment” 
(as we then called it) of the revolutionary left. Later, in 
1991,  Solidarity  closely  watched  as  hundreds  of 
Communist Party members, rebelling against the  lack 
of democracy  in  their party – and clearly  inspired by 
the  openness  of  the  Gorbachev  era  ‐‐  founded  the 
Committees  of Correspondence.  For  a  time,  some  in 
Solidarity became dual members of the Committees of 
Correspondence. We  thought  that  the  demise  of  the 
Soviet  Union  might  change  the  possibility  of  a 
regrouped  left  – with  those who  had  looked  to  the 
Soviet Union more open to the idea that democracy is 
an essential component in constructing socialism. It is 
difficult  to  imagine  a  vibrant U.S.  left  that  does  not 
have the ability to learn from lessons and experiences 
gained  by  various  left  organizations  and  individuals 
across  ideological  borders.  While  Solidarity  always 
prioritized having our members rooted in the struggle 
of  aspiring  social  movements,  it  made  sense  in  the 
1980s  to hold out hope  for a broader regroupment of 
the  already  organized  revolutionary  left  as  the  next 
step  in  a  revitalized U.S.  left. At  our  1986  founding 
conference we came out explicitly  in support of  these 
kinds of regroupment efforts. We still are.  

More  recently,  after  the  limited  momentum  for  left 
regroupment  seemed  to  have  played  out,  other 
organizations – notably our comrades  in FRSO/OSCL 
–  raised  the  term “left  refoundation”  to highlight  the 
role  of  a  small  but  growing  U.S.  “social movement 
left”  in  cohering  a  vibrant,  combative,  revolutionary 
force.  

The  two  words  –  regroupment  and  refoundation  – 
mean different things, but the process we are  looking 
at  is  actually  a  combination. The  exact proportion of 
one in relationship to the other is impossible for us to 
predict.  We  should  pursue  both,  and  let  natural 
processes  determine  how  the  balance  works  out. 
Today,  the  social movement  left  that  actually  exists 
suffers  greatly  because  there  is  no  organized 
revolutionary  movement  worthy  of  the  name.  The 
organized  revolutionary  movement  suffers  equally 
because there is no mass social movement left worthy 

of  the  name.  Each,  in  its  future  development,  is 
dependent  on  the  other.  We  favor,  therefore,  a 
“regroupment/refoundation”  perspective  which 
pays attention to both sides of the equation.  

The decade of Solidarity’s founding began with  the 
emergence  of  Solidarnosc,  an  independent  Polish 
union and nationalist response to Soviet domination, 
which was set back and forced underground by the 
imposition of martial law. In our founding statement 
Solidarity analyzed the Polish union as representing 
“the high point  in the struggle for socialist freedom 
in  the  Eastern  bloc.”  (Section  1)  We  saw  its 
development could point the way to “the possibility 
of  genuinely  socialist  societies  without  bosses  or 
bureaucrats”  (Section  II).  Additionally,  we 
celebrated  the  founding  of  South  Africa’s  trade 
union  federation, COSATU,  as  “the most  dramatic 
example  of  a  newly  arising  proletarian movement 
with  revolutionary  possibilities.”  Along  with  the 
Polish  and  South  African  examples,  we  saw  the 
growth of a vibrant and democratic labor movement 
in  Brazil  and  Mexico  as  the  best  hope  for 
repudiating debts that burdens so much of the Third 
World. (Section II)  

Within 18 mouths of our  founding, a new  focus of 
resistance  emerged,  when  the  First  Palestinian 
Intifada  erupted  in December  1987. A  tremendous 
mass  mobilization  resting  on  the  strength  and 
creativity of popular organizations – many of  them 
women‐led – in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, 
this  uprising  stirred  hopes  that  the  Palestinian 
people  take  concrete  steps  toward  their  aspirations 
for  national  independence  and  freedom  from 
occupation.  These  hopes  were  defeated  by  three 
factors:  the  overwhelming  brutality  of  the  Israeli 
response,  with  full  U.S.  support,  to  an  unarmed 
popular  movement;  the  decision  of  the  external 
Palestinian  leadership  to  stake  the  future  on 
international  diplomatic  maneuvering,  rather  than 
putting all its resources into strengthening the mass 
struggle;  and  the  disastrous  change  in  the  world 
political context with the First Gulf War in 1991. This 
was  followed  by  the  “Oslo  peace  process,” which 
proved  to  be  an  enormous  failure  and  step 
backward  because  it  rested  on  two  fundamentally 
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false  premises:  a)  that  Israel  would  take  any 
meaningful steps to halt settlements, release prisoners 
and  relieve  the  horrible  burdens  of  daily  life  in  the 
Occupied  Territories,  and  b)  that  the  Palestinian 
people would  surrender  in  the  face of overwhelming 
Israeli‐U.S. domination.  

The collapse of Oslo, the assassination of Israeli Prime 
Minister  Rabin,  the  re‐ascendance  of  Israel’s  hard 
right, and the last‐minute negotiating debacle at Camp 
David under Bill Clinton’s watch produced the Second 
Palestinian  Intifada. This  stage of  the  struggle, much 
more  militaristic  and  less  driven  by  popular 
mobilization  than  the  first, has  taken a  far higher  toll 
in  Israeli  casualties  but  imposed  an  overwhelming 
burden  of  destruction  and  immiseration  in  the 
Occupied Palestinian Territories, especially Gaza. The 
imperialist mythology that the terms of surrender can 
be  imposed  on Palestine  by massive U.S.  and  Israeli 
firepower  has  never  been  more  destructive  and 
bankrupt than at the present moment.  

Less  than  a decade  into Reagan  / Thatcher  (but  also 
Volker  / Carter)  neoliberalism  and  restructuring,  our 
expectations of a vibrant and stronger  left  turned out 
to  be misplaced.  The  ‘90s  brought  forth  a  period  in 
which  not  just  Stalinism,  but  socialism,  social‐
democracy  and  even  Keynesian  liberalism  would 
seem  discredited  by  the  force  of  an  energetic  and 
neoliberal  capitalism.  The  fall  of  Communist  Party‐
ruled  states  in  the  Soviet Union  and Eastern Europe 
did not open the door to libratory socialism in Poland 
or  East  Germany.  In  fact  the  possibilities  quickly 
disappeared  beneath  the  boots  of  a  triumphant 
capitalism.  Reagan’s  “low  intensity warfare”  caused 
enough violence and disruption in Central America so 
that whatever the terms of the peace agreements in El 
Salvador  and  Guatemala,  the  status  quo  won.  In 
Nicaragua  a  combination  of U.S.‐armed  contras  and 
the  Sandinista  government’s  inability  to  understand 
the issues of the rural or indigenous populations led to 
the  1990  electoral  victory  of  right‐wing  forces. 
Although  there  was  the  hope  that  the  FSLN  could 
analyze  its electoral defeat and  rebuild  itself,  it chose 
instead  to  build  a  leadership  clique  around  Daniel 
Ortega  and  consolidate  itself  around  its  business 
interests.  

By  the  beginning  of  the  ‘90s  organized  labor  and 
progressive  popular  movements,  instead  of 
rebounding from the doldrums of the Reagan years, 
went  deeper  into  hibernation.  In  these  objective 
circumstances,  prospects  for  left  regroupment  had 
dimmed  –  the  forces  and  circumstances  needed  to 
bring  us  together were  outweighed  by  forces  that 
demoralized  the  left and drove many organizations 
to  hold  on  to what  they  had.  The  organization‐to‐
organization regroupment project as we conceived it 
stalled  out,  despite  sporadic  efforts  through  the 
years.  

Among the most serious consequences of the failure 
to deepen  the process was our  inability  to alter  the 
racial composition of Solidarity, whose membership 
was  at  its  founding  overwhelmingly  white  and 
remains so today. A vibrant process of regroupment 
among surviving left formations of the period could 
have  brought  into  being  an  organization with  the 
basis  for  the  participation  and  leadership  of 
revolutionaries  of  color  that  is  so  necessary  to 
socialist refoundation.  

The  founding  of  Solidarity was  the  product  of  the 
actual  experiences  of  members  of  the  ‘60s‐‘70s 
generation. Whatever  innovation  and  departure,  it 
occurred  within  the  framework  of  a  socialist  left 
gravitating around well‐defined currents on a world 
scale  that  were  the  product  of  the  20th  century 
experience.  Solidarity  was  a  corrective  “structural 
adjustment”  of  socialist  organization  and  action  to 
the  realities  of  the  times. More  than  twenty  years 
later  the  challenge  for  Solidarity  –  and  the  other 
surviving  socialist  groups  –  is  starkly  posed: How 
can  we  contribute  to  the  renewal  of  a  socialist 
movement in today’s realities?  

Refounding a New Left: Next 
Generations & Their Experiences 

The  period  from  1999  to  2008  has  created  a  new 
situation  for remnants of  the U.S. revolutionary  left 
and the new progressive and popular movements. A 
new  generation  of  radicals,  who  hadn’t  been 
through the experiences of the traditional left, came 
of age around the struggles of the global justice and 
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antiwar movements. They are joined by a small cohort 
who came of age during the ‘90s, around the first Gulf 
War  and  in  opposition  to  the  Republican  “Contract 
with  America.” Many  activists  from  this  generation 
cut  their  teeth  on  local  struggles.  They  organized  in 
communities  of  color with  unions,  around  safe  and 
affordable  housing,  redefined  environmentalism  to 
include  the  human  rights  of  communities 
disproportionately  affected  by  pollution  and  toxic 
waste, fought police brutality and the prison industrial 
complex,  and  forced  queer  and  transgender  issues 
onto  the agenda. New  forms of organizing,  including 
workers’ centers, arose to champion workers’ interests 
both  on  and  off  the  shop  floor  and  to  organize  the 
unorganized.  

Much of the most creative organizing and most of the 
most  powerful  thinking  of  the  global  justice 
movement  took  place  within  anarchist  and  anti‐
authoritarian  circles.  Various  citywide  Direct  Action 
Networks  (DANs) and spokescouncils struggled with 
issues  such as balancing  sporadic  large mobilizations 
with  ongoing  community‐ally  organizing;  centering 
the  movement  around  those  most  attacked  by 
neoliberalism;  putting  an  anti‐oppression  framework 
into practice; calling  for direct actions while ensuring 
safety  for  working‐class,  poor,  and  immigrant 
participants  in  actions;  avoiding  domination  by  a 
charismatic  or  cliquish  few;  and  thinking  one  step 
ahead of  the police and political and corporate elites. 
Their  track  record  of  successes  in  transforming 
themselves around  these  issues was quite mixed, but 
the fact that they wrestled with them was impressive.  

Many  global  justice  movement  activists  looked 
through a  lens of anti‐authoritarianism. They rejected 
the politics of “social democracy” in the leaderships of 
the  AFL‐CIO  and  traditional  women’s  and 
environmental organizations as too much a part of the 
“system,”  and  stylistically  stale.  Nonetheless,  there 
was a pragmatic willingness to work with those forces 
in coalitions. Based on the sometimes commandeering 
and undemocratic, sometimes opportunist practices of 
most  socialist  groups  they  encountered,  they  also 
rejected  Marxism.  They  constantly  strived  towards 
organizational  horizontality, where  leadership  could 
be rotated. Frustrated with symbolic protest and civil 

disobedience  politics,  they  put  a  commitment  to 
placing  struggles  against  racism  (and,  sometimes, 
sexism and homophobia) at the center of organizing, 
both  within  groups  and  in  the  world.  They 
attempted  to  practice  forms  of  politics  that would 
excite,  not  alienate.  From  the  beginning  a  tension 
existed  between  the  nonprofit‐based  organizations 
and those consisting of unpaid, grassroots activists.  

After 9/11, of course, the Global Justice Movement – 
already  getting  a  bit  bogged  down  in  some  of  the 
more  objective  quandaries  –  was  effectively 
subsumed into the nascent struggle against the war. 
Again, particularly on  the West Coast, much of  the 
most exciting organizing at the height of the antiwar 
movement  was  in  the  anti‐authoritarian  Direct 
Action  to Stop  the War  (DASW), which  shared  the 
basic premises outlined above.  

Much  of  these  politics  continue  to  be  central  to 
movement‐building  projects  among  young  people 
where  they  exist,  in various Social Forums,  among 
the  Anarchist  People  of  Color  tendency,  to  some 
extent  in  USAS  and  the  new  SDS,  and  in  many 
campus‐based worker‐rights and antiwar organizing 
projects.  The  insights  and  experiences  of  these 
activists  will  be  an  important  component  in  the 
process of left refoundation.  

However, the politics of the global justice movement 
have  reached  a  certain  blind  alley,  and  there  has 
been a quantitative decline  in  the movement. Some 
global justice activists are thinking about new forms 
of  revolutionary  organization,  while  others  seem 
trapped into endless discussions about red and blue 
states. And probably a few are doing both.  

Activists carry a deep‐seated distrust –  if not anger 
and rejection – of capitalism as an inhumane system 
that  brings  exploitation,  war,  starvation  and 
destruction of our planet. To varying degrees,  they 
are  anti‐capitalist  in  their  thinking.  With  this 
rejection  of  capitalism many  also  feel  a need  to  be 
more than  just “loose activists,” but rather part of a 
whole more  effective  that  just  the  sum of  its parts. 
They  have  begun  to  outgrow  isolated,  individual 
activism  and  hunger  for  different  kinds  of 
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organization, one that would be based around a long‐
term  commitment  to  shared work  and  developing  a 
common (if not completely unitary and fixed) political 
vision.  This  hunger  was  evident  at  the  US  Social 
Forum.  

The longings for comradeship, accountability, a better 
understanding of  the world brought activists,  in ones 
and  twos,  into  Solidarity  and  into  other  groups  and 
collectives.  Twenty  years  after  socialism  was 
seemingly discredited,  a new generation  is  revisiting 
socialism and socialist organization – asking questions 
from new directions, ready  to accept much and reject 
much.  

At the same time these new generations face incredible 
pressure to professionalize and /or devote themselves 
to  their  individual,  personal  lives,  their  careers  and 
dating  lives,  their  marriages  and  partnerships  and 
children.  The  cultural  and  political  sources  of 
resistance  to  these pressures  are weaker  than  in  ‘60s 
and  ‘70s,  when  “the  revolution”  was  perceived  as 
being  around  the  corner,  or  at  least  within  one’s 
lifetime. Combined with  an  economy  that  carried  far 
less  anxiety  about  finding  a  job,  building  personal 
economic survival was easier.  

A  socialist  left  is  not  nurtured  mainly  by  sound 
theories  and  analyses.  Unlike  the  generation  that 
founded  Solidarity,  today’s  activists  have  not 
experienced  anything  like  the  same  level  of  global 
social  upheaval  –  and  victories.  A  left  is  built  as  a 
reasonably‐sized force in conformity with living proof 
that  struggle  is  possible,  that  consciousness  can  rise 
and  lead  to  sustained action  for  social  justice against 
capital. The new generations of activists have not yet 
directly  experienced  a  compelling  and  sustained 
political  environment  of  this  nature.  Inspiring 
movements  do  arise,  but  have  been  cut  short  before 
they  get wind  in  their  sails. While  the  global  justice 
movement  was  undercut  by  the  war  on  terror,  the 
World  Social  Forum  evolved  toward  domination  by 
reformist forces.  

An organized left, if it existed, might cohere resistance, 
focus it, and expound a new vision and a new practice. 
But  in  terms of  social weight  and placement,  it does 

not  exist. When we  speak  of  “the  left”  today,  this 
notion is a placeholder, an inexact way of speaking, 
an  empty  space  needing  to  be  filled. At  best,  “the 
left”  in  the United  States  is  a  project,  a  goal  to  be 
pursued not  simply by  regroupment,  in  the  classic 
sense,  but  through  refoundation:  a  fusing  of  new 
energies and a thoughtful examination and selection 
among old visions and programs. Solidarity would 
like to partner in such a project.  

We  invite  the broad  left  to  think collectively about: 
1)  the  political  state  of  the  world,  2)  the  major 
political movements which  structure our  landscape 
of possibilities, and 3)  the  tasks and possibilities of 
some kind of  left  refoundation/regroupment which 
might  have  the  audacity  to  really  propose  a  social 
transformation.  This  analysis  is  necessarily 
incomplete and  impressionistic.  It  is not a “line”  in 
the classic Leninist sense, but more of an arc (a line 
of  flight,  rather  than  a  line  of  march):  an  act  of 
thinking  together  which  we  hope  will  clarify  our 
project  for  ourselves  as  well  as  contribute  to  a 
dialogue with others  – other groups  as well  as  the 
ones  and  twos  out  there  hungering  for  new  ideas 
and forms of organization. 

The Tasks and Possibilities of a U.S. 
Refounded Left 

For millions, the Soviet Union and China were what 
socialism  in  the  concrete  looked  like. But with  the 
collapse  of  the  Soviet  Union  and  the  Chinese 
bureaucracy’s  embrace  of  capitalism  in  its  most 
rapacious  form,  millions  have  concluded  that 
socialism has been tried, and it has failed. Certainly 
those bureaucratic and authoritarian versions failed. 
However  the  removal  of  this  alternative  economic 
bloc has placed new  strictures on  the possibility of 
anti‐capitalist outcomes  for  liberation struggles  in a 
developing world.  

Even  the  exciting  promise  of  workers  democracy 
articulated by Brazil’s and South Africa’s mass trade 
unions remain unfulfilled. Each maintained alliances 
with  political  parties  which,  upon  taking 
governmental  power,  adopted  a  neoliberal  model 
with  an  occasional  populist  gesture.  Tied  to  these 
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parties, the unions and much of the social movements, 
including  Brazil’s  militant  Landless  Workers 
Movement,  lost  a  substantial  measure  of  political 
autonomy and have been unable to defend themselves 
let  alone  pave  the  way  for  an  alternative.  U.S. 
revolutionaries  need  to  understand  how  global 
capitalism is evolving, how that affects the confidence 
of  the working class and social movements, and how 
those changes reveal new fault  lines. We also need to 
support  and  participate  in  working‐class  and 
community‐based  struggles  and  social  movements. 
With  a  few  notable  exceptions  like  the  antiwar  and 
immigrants’  rights  movement,  today’s  battles  are 
largely defensive and  local  in nature  ‐‐ such as police 
brutality  cases,  attacks  on  abortion  clinics  or  laws 
regulating  them,  issues  involving  prisoner  rights, 
community  struggles  over water  and  pollution,  and 
many local labor struggles.  

In  its  present  state,  the  left  is  almost  never  the 
generating force for these struggles. It  is far too small 
and  lacking  in  social  legitimacy.  However,  these 
developments  tell  us  that  leadership  has  developed; 
militant, collective action has been  taken.  It  is crucial 
for socialists to participate in such movements in order 
to  learn from them, to support their most progressive 
direction,  and  to  recruit  as  many  of  their  ranks  as 
possible  to a socialist perspective  in a respectful way, 
mindful  of  the  parasitical  stereotype  that  does 
confront us.  

Experiencing  solidarity  is  crucial  to  understanding 
that we  are  not  condemned  to  live  in  an  alienated, 
commodified  world  of  growing  inequality.  To  the 
greatest extent possible, our small forces should do all 
they can to honor and assist these fights – from direct 
participation,  to  support  work,  to  education  on  the 
underlying issues. Recognizing our limitations, the left 
should  not  develop  delusions  about  taking  the  lead, 
although individuals among us are leaders or mentors 
to leaders. In today’s relation of forces, the immediate 
objective  is  a  successful  struggle  that  can  encourage 
further developments.  

Too often socialist groups have seen the development 
of a movement not for what it is and can become, but 
only what  it might  offer  in  the way  of  recruits. We 

reject  this  conception  and  affirm  the  need  for  an 
effective  class  movement  in  and  for  itself,  which 
requires new forms of action, thinking and dialogue 
rather than repeating the known formulas.  

The  left must  be  involved  in  the  struggle  against 
current wars and occupations, demanding  that U.S. 
troops  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  be  brought  home 
now.  No  occupation  is  benign!  We  think  this 
moment provides  socialists with  an opportunity  to 
educate  about  the  nature  of  U.S.  foreign  policy, 
particularly in the Middle East. We want to explain 
how  complicity  with  the  brutal  Israeli  occupation 
underpins  U.S.  policy,  and  express  our  solidarity 
with  the  Palestinian  people.  We  do  so  without 
illusions  that  the  occupation  of  Iraq  and 
Afghanistan,  let  alone  the  ongoing  Palestinian 
tragedy, will  end  in  the near  term. We oppose  the 
U.S.  empire  and  support  struggles  to  close  down 
U.S.  military  bases  wherever  they  exist.  On  an 
international  scale,  our  “programmatic  judgments” 
on liberation struggles in the developing world must 
be held up to the light of global capitalist hegemony. 
That is, we can see some of their limitations, but it is 
more difficult to see how  far these struggles can go 
in a world dominated by unipolar capitalism.  

Despite  unfair  election  laws  that  benefit  the  two‐
party  system, we  believe  it  is  necessary  to  build  a 
party  independent of  the  ruling‐class. Such a party 
needs  to  be  both  a  participant  in  the  social 
movements  as  well  as  run  candidates  that  can 
articulate  a  working‐class  perspective.  Over  the 
course of Solidarity’s existence, we have  supported 
various  initiatives  toward  building  independent 
political parties including the Labor Party, the Party 
for the 21st century, the Green Party and exploratory 
efforts to build a Reconstruction Party. Some of our 
members  work  in  the  Green  Party  that,  however 
fragile, has been able to gain ballot status  in almost 
half  the  states  and has  elected  officials  at  the  local 
level.  In  addition  to  its  platform  of  environmental 
justice,  opposition  to  the  Iraq  war,  and  supports 
reparations,  community  struggles  and  workers’ 
strikes. We  think  that  a movement‐rooted  political 
formation  that encourages people  to break with  the 
two  capitalist  parties  has  high  priority  and  an 
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unfortunately  low  momentum.  The  capitalists  have 
two parties, the working class has none.  

In this next presidential election, we recognize that the 
historic  possibility  of  electing  Barack  Obama  to  the 
presidency of  the United States  is  a  touchstone  issue 
for  the  vast majority  of  the  progressive  community, 
and  especially  African  Americans.  Yet  Obama  is  a 
centrist Democrat. What  is  unknown  at  this  point  is 
whether  his  possible  victory  and  subsequent 
inability/refusal  to  end  the  U.S.  occupations  in  Iraq 
and Afghanistan,  reverse  the  repression  launched by 
the war  on  terror  or  implement  such  needed  social 
measures  as  single‐payer health  care will demoralize 
those who  vote  for  him  –  or  spur  them  into  action. 
While  Solidarity  has  endorsed  Cynthia  McKinney’s 
campaign  in  the  2008  election  cycle, we  realize  that 
most  of  the  progressive  community  that  votes  will 
choose Obama  either as  symbol of hope and  change, 
or as the better of the two mainstream candidates.  

Solidarity  views  Cynthia  McKinney’s  campaign  as 
attractive  to  a  layer  of  Black  activists  interested  in 
independent  political  action,  and  we  want  to  work 
with them. We also note that a small group of people 
of color have  joined the Green Party and several have 
run  for political office. Others have decided  to build 
the Reconstruction Party, and are also supporting  the 
McKinney  campaign.  While  we  are  not  hostile  to 
Ralph Nader’s 2008  run, we want  to help  the Greens 
sink  deeper  roots  into  local  struggles  and  feel  the 
McKinney campaign can advance that goal. Solidarity 
members  inside  the  Green  Party,  just  as  in  other 
movements,  respect  the  party’s  integrity  and 
encourage its democratic process.  

Even  though  no  “really  existing  alternative”  to 
capitalism  occupies  the  stage  at  the  moment,  the 
terrifying  dimensions  of  the  global  environmental 
crisis help  convince millions of people,  including  the 
best of a new generation of activists, that capitalism is 
incompatible with  the  survival  of  human  society. A 
convergence  of  “global  justice”  and  environmental 
justice  is  key  to  the  emergence  of  21st  century 
socialism.  

Refounding the Left: Taking Our 
Past Into Our Future 

A forceful renewal of the socialist left is not entirely 
a matter of our will alone. It ultimately depends on 
developments of a more massive scale both here and 
around the world that in one way or another pose a 
significant challenge to the capitalist agenda from a 
left  direction.  These  developments  provide  the 
proverbial “tests” that are supposed to prove out the 
necessity  for  diverse  revolutionary  organization. 
Here,  in  the United  States, we  are  no where  near 
them.  At  this  stage,  most  existing  revolutionary 
organizations feel their fragility and place a question 
mark  over  their  possibility  for  survival  in  any 
meaningful  sense.  The  era  of  competition  and 
triumphalism has pretty much ended.  

Does this mean that we circle the wagons, soldier on 
and wait? Solidarity rejects this approach. Even as a 
body  at  rest,  an  organization  will  change  –  and 
inevitably  not  for  the  better.  The  risk  runs  the 
gambit  from  membership  drift‐out  to  downright 
cultification.  

The process  of  socialist  renewal  has  to  begin  now, 
and  should  have  begun  at  least  a  decade  ago. 
Working  together  at  varying  levels,  the  social 
movement  left  and  the  organized  left  together  can 
produce  a  modest  pole  that  would  be  more 
attractive to those who do not belong to any socialist 
organization. It would have a remoralizing effect on 
all  our  respective  members  and  networks.  What 
forms could this working together take?  

• Dialogue and study. Each organization feels 
the obligation to enunciate the basic lessons 
of 20th century revolution, examine  its past 
as an organization, and relocate itself in the 
current realities of capitalism. It is pointedly 
wasteful of our scant  resources  to be doing 
this separately. A far richer and educational 
process,  as  well  as  a  healthier  internal 
environment, could be generated by finding 
spaces  to  conduct  this  discussion  together. 
The  same  hold  true  for  analyzing  the 
movements and world relations of forces of 
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today. The  forces of  the social movement  left 
needs  to  figure out where and how  they’d be 
interested in participating in this discussion. 

For example, too often the left’s “model” tends to drift 
back  to  a  one‐sided  application  of  “Leninism”  as 
people  imagine  this  concept  was  implemented  in 
czarist Russia nearly a century ago. Is this appropriate 
today  ‐‐  under  conditions  of  formal  democracy  and 
with new methods of communication, not to mention 
lessons  from  the  20th  century  experience  on  the 
transition  to  socialism  and  the  durability  of  capital? 
What  organizational  forms  and  modes  of  operation 
can be most effective in bringing about the renewal we 
seek?  Today’s  activists  must  be  full‐fledged 
participants  in  such  a  dialogue,  bringing  their 
questions,  expectations  and  experiences  as  well  as 
their commitment to the intersection of class, race and 
gender.  

Starting  in  the  1960s,  significant  challenges  have 
successfully altered  the  standards of  internal practice 
and  culture  in  revolutionary  organizations.  The 
changes that have been brought about are profoundly 
political,  and  address  a  concept  of  democracy  that 
goes beyond the requisite and anonymous formality of 
one  person,  one  vote.  Solidarity’s  organizational 
practice  has  been  influenced  by  people  of  color, 
women, and LGBT liberation movements. The changes 
include  the  institutional  existence  of  caucuses within 
our  organizations  based  on  those  oppressed  because 
of  race,  gender  and  sexuality. These  caucuses play  a 
role not only  in guiding our external  relationships  to 
movements  of  the  oppressed,  but  also  act  as  an 
internal corrective. They help our organizations  to be 
inclusive  and  capable  of  acting  with  a  collective 
understanding of how oppression manifests itself even 
among  revolutionaries, who  are  not  immune  to  the 
pressures of the broader society.  

The stereotype of the ‘70s revolutionary organizations 
as  being  dominated  by  (charismatic)  males,  with  a 
heavy polemical, defeat‐your‐opponent factionalism is 
– or should be – dead and buried. To whatever extent 
it  was  practiced,  it  was  an  exclusive,  self‐defeating 
model based on a caricature of the early 20th century 
movement.  Today’s  revolutionaries  are  striving  for 

what some call “feminist functioning” – a respectful, 
egalitarian  and  uplifting  internal  environment 
grounded  in democratic functioning and pooling of 
the strengths from all the members.  

The  ‘70s model tended to see “the party” as a thing 
onto  itself;  floating  above  the members with  some 
kind of existence of  its own  (often defined by  these 
same white males).  In our organizations  today,  this 
reification  has  to  be  combated.  The  “party”  is  the 
human  beings who  come  together  to  act  together. 
They are the locus of ownership. Solidarity has been 
mocked by other  revolutionary groups because our 
members sometimes voted for different proposals at 
movement meetings. We  have  attempted  to  build 
consensus positions around our founding principles 
and encourage members to express judgments based 
on  their  experiences.  Sometimes  this  has  meant 
differences that we have not attempted to shut those 
down in the name of a “line,” requiring members to 
vote against their real convictions at the loss of their 
integrity.  

Imagine how much richer it would be to discuss – or 
even build  ‐‐  a  21st Century  internal  revolutionary 
culture together,  instead of  in small groups that are 
grappling with  the  same  basic  need  to make  deep 
structural‐democratic  changes.  Together, we  could 
make a more coherent contribution that could enter 
the arsenal of models of revolutionary organization 
and theory.  

For  example,  developments  of  defiance  of  the 
imperialist world market diktat  in Latin America – 
highlighted by political developments  in Venezuela 
and Bolivia, and before  that Brazil and Argentina – 
have  to  be  assessed  based  on  the  current  world 
relationship  of  forces,  which  is  qualitatively 
different from the global reality for most of the 20th 
century. We should be taking  inspiration from, and 
carefully examining, today’s processes of struggle as 
they  unfold,  offering  them  our  solidarity. 
Approaching this as a broader collective will give us 
an  opportunity  to  expand  our  common  experience 
and analysis.  
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The  socialist  left  in Europe has experienced a  similar 
stagnation,  yet  has  managed  to  maintain  a  more 
vibrant  existence,  in  good  measure  due  to  greater 
levels  of  residual  class  consciousness.  Many 
organizations  are  engaged  in  building  new  forms  of 
organizations  that  have  something  to  teach us  about 
the  possibilities  –  and  in  some  cases  the  limits  or 
obstacles  –  for  unity  or  united  action  among 
previously  competing  revolutionary  organizations. 
These include the Red Green Alliance in Denmark, the 
Left Bloque  in Portugal, attempts  to build Respect  in 
Britain and  the evolution of Rifondazione Comunista 
in  Italy.  The  Ligue  Communiste  Révolutionnaire  of 
France  has decided  to dissolve  and  form  an  entirely 
new  left socialist organization  that would be more of 
an appropriate refoundational home  for  thousands of 
activists  not  currently  in  any  socialist  organization. 
Though we do not have  the means  to duplicate  these 
efforts here –  they require a  level of social weight we 
don’t  presently  enjoy  – we  should  be watching  and 
discussing these efforts at left foundation together.  

• Acting together. We should be sharing where 
we  think  things  stand  and  what  should  be 
done.  How  strange  the  case  that  we  often 
don’t  even  speak  to  one  another  while 
engaged in the same coalition, the same fight. 
That  relic of  the past has  to  stop. We  should 
help mobilize our respective memberships for 
greater  focus  on  a  flashpoint  struggle. 
Example: we often have members in the same 
trade union, even  the same  local, carrying on 
various  fights  for  democracy,  against 
concessions,  etc.  These  energies  should  be 
pooled, and  the  tactical arguments  should be 
had comrade‐to‐comrade. 

For its part, Solidarity believes that agreement around 
a  broad  set of principles,  and not  agreement  around 
historical  questions,  is  the  root  base  for  organized 
renewal of the socialist movement. We believe that the 
left has yet to perfect the art of “agreeing to disagree” 
– while still finding ways to act together in a coherent 
fashion  ‐‐ once basic agreement of  this  type has been 
achieved.  (Solidarity  is  not  an  exception  to  this 
statement.)  The  notion  of  “homogeneity”  in  an 
organization as  the 20th  century  left perceived  it did 

not  serve well  at  all;  it  ended  in  sectarianism  and 
irrelevance.  

We  believe  that  unity  in  action  does  not  require 
unity  of  thought.  Solidarity  is  thus,  in  the  broad 
sense,  a  proudly multi‐tendency  group.  However, 
there is an important proviso to this: unity in action 
may  not  require  unity  of  thought,  but  it  most 
certainly  requires  thought  –  not  just  individual 
thought, but collective thought.  

That  is,  we  do  not  believe  that  “democratic 
centralism”  is  an  appropriate  mechanism  through 
which  such  a  diverse  group  of  revolutionaries  can 
function  effectively. Yes,  there needs  to be  a  set of 
key  principles  around  which  membership  is 
constructed.  Within  that  framework  it  will  be 
necessary to listen to the ideas and experiences of all 
comrades,  and  to  move  forward  with  the 
understanding  that  there  will  be  differing 
assessments  and  therefore  decisions  will  be 
revisited.  Diversity  can  be  the  source  of  an 
organization’s  strength  because  it  allows  for  a 
pluralism  from which  a more  nuanced  assessment 
may  be  possible.  Additionally,  we  believe  that 
tactical decisions are just that, tactical.  

Marxism  should  be  a  method  and  not  a  set  of 
formulas we have learned from the past. We also see 
that  the  insights  from  other  philosophies  of 
liberation  and  the  living  movements  they  spring 
from must renew and revitalize Marxism.  

Solidarity remains hopeful  that  today’s socialist  left 
is capable of taking some or all of the steps can lead 
off  the  process  of  renewal.  Though  recent modest 
initiatives, we are attempting to bring about a frank 
discussion with other organizations as well as  local 
collective/study groups and national networks of the 
social movement left on how – or whether – they see 
a process of left renewal taking root.  
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Solidarity (United States)
Solidarity is a revolutionary multi-tendency socialist organization in
the United States, associated with the journal Against the Current.
Solidarity is an organizational descendant of the International
Socialists, a Third Camp Marxist organization which argued that the
Soviet Union was not a "degenerated workers' state" (as orthodox
Trotskyists argue) but rather "bureaucratic collectivism," a new and
especially repressive class society.[1]

Solidarity describes itself as "a democratic, revolutionary socialist,
feminist, anti-racist organization."[2] Its roots are in strains of the
Trotskyist tradition but has departed from many aspects of traditional
Leninism and Trotskyism. It is more loosely organized than most
"democratic centralist" groups, and it does not see itself as the
vanguard of the working class or the nucleus of a vanguard. It was
formed in 1986 from a fusion of the International Socialists, Workers
Power, and Socialist Unity. The former two groups had recently been
reunited in a single organization, while the last was an expelled
fragment of the Socialist Workers Party (SWP). Solidarity's name was
originally in part an homage to Solidarność — an independent labor
union in Communist Poland which, in Solidarity's view, had
challenged the Soviet Union from the left. As of its 2011 convention,
Solidarity is a sympathizing organization of the official Fourth
International.[3]
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From the beginning, Solidarity was an avowedly pluralist radical organization that included several currents of
Trotskyism, socialist-feminists who had been in the New American Movement, and veterans of earlier New
Left groups such as Students for a Democratic Society. Solidarity sought to "regroup" with others to create a
larger revolutionary socialist-feminist organization. They hoped to initiate a broad regroupment that would
include, for example, some of the fragments of the disintegrating New Communist Movement and many more
socialist-feminists and New Left veterans. Discussions of regroupment and "Left Refoundation" have been
initiated between Solidarity and other left groups of varying tendencies from the 1980s to the present, but these
have not led to broader fusions.
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Smaller-scale regroupments have occurred, however. During the 1990s, two organizations fused with
Solidarity—the Fourth Internationalist Tendency (a group expelled from the SWP) and Activists for
Independent Socialist Politics (a Socialist Action split that had previously worked in Committees of
Correspondence). In 2002, members of the Trotskyist League joined Solidarity.

Solidarity members often work in various unions for shop-floor militancy and rank-and-file democracy, and
some have played key roles in maintaining and providing staff for Labor Notes magazine and Teamsters for a
Democratic Union. Solidarity members have worked in many other mass movements in the US, including the
anti-apartheid, reproductive rights, LGBTQ, Central American solidarity, Free Mumia Abu-Jamal, anti-war,
and Global Justice movements, as well as the Green Party and the 1990s attempt at building a mass Labor
Party. Solidarity members were deeply involved in Occupy Wall Street and Occupy in other cities since the
Fall of 2011.

Solidarity prides itself on a "non-sectarian" approach to building these movements, and traditionally has
prioritized the movements over building itself: "Too often socialist groups have seen the development of a
movement not for what it is and can become, but only what it might offer in the way of recruits. We reject this
conception and affirm the need for an effective class movement in and for itself, which requires new forms of
action, thinking and dialogue rather than repeating the known formulas" (Regroupment & Refoundation of a
U.S. Left).[4] Solidarity publishes a bi-monthly Marxist journal, Against the Current,[5] which is produced by
an editorial board including Solidarity members and independent socialists.

In the 2010 midterm elections, Dan La Botz, a member of Solidarity and a co-editor of New Politics, ran for
the United States Senate under the banner of the Socialist Party of Ohio and received 26,454 votes, or 0.69%
of the total vote.[6]

In 2000, Solidarity endorsed both the Green Party's Ralph Nader and the Socialist Party USA's David
McReynolds for President. In August 2004, Solidarity again endorsed the now independent candidacy of
Ralph Nader. In 2008, the organization endorsed Cynthia McKinney of the Green Party for President.[7] In
2012, Solidarity urged its members to vote for the nominees of either the Green Party, Peace and Freedom, or
Socialist Party USA.[8] For 2016, the organization again endorsed Jill Stein of the Green Party for President.[9]

In the 2020 presidential election, Solidarity initially endorsed the campaign of Howie Hawkins in November
2019, who was running as the candidate for the Socialist Party and the Green Party.[10] The organization later
decided in August 2020, after a poll of its members, to take no official position regarding the presidential
election.[11]
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Year President Vice President Votes Endorsed Party

2000
Ralph Nader Winona LaDuke 2,882,955 Green Party US

David McReynolds Mary Cal Hollis 5,602 Socialist Party USA

2004 Ralph Nader Peter Camejo 465,650 Independent

2008 Cynthia McKinney Rosa Clemente 161,797 Green Party US

2012

Jill Stein Cheri Honkala 469,627 Green Party US

Roseanne Barr Cindy Sheehan 67,326 Peace and Freedom

Stewart Alexander Alex Mendoza 4,430 Socialist Party USA

2016 Jill Stein Ajamu Baraka 1,457,218 Green Party US

2020 No official position N/A N/A

Theresa El-Amin, political activist
Fred Feldman, political activist
Howie Hawkins, political and labor union activist associated with the Green Party
Dan La Botz, labor union activist, academic, journalist, and author
Kim Moody, academic, journalist, and author
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International Socialists (United States)
The International Socialists (1968–1986) was a Third Camp Trotskyist group in the United States.
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The roots of the IS went back to the fall of 1964 when the Berkeley locals of the Socialist Party-Social
Democratic Federation and Young People's Socialist League left with sixteen members to found the
Independent Socialist Club led by Hal Draper and Joel Geier.[1] At first it consisted mainly of ex-
Independent Socialist League members who had disagreed with the decision to merge the ISL into the SP-
SDF in 1958 and had become uncomfortable with the positions taken by Max Shachtman and the
Realignment Caucus within the party, i.e. entry into the Democratic Party, and an orientation toward the
established union leadership and liberal integrationist forces within the Civil Rights Movement.[2] The new
group wished to revive the tendency represented by the ISL and the third camp.[3] While still basing its ideas
on the literature of the ISL, as the new organization grew through the 1960s, the proportion of former
members of the ISL declined, until they were a small handful by 1970.[4]

The following year a second ISC was founded in Berkeley (one on campus, one in town) and another in New
York.[5] In September 1967 a conference was held in New York and the clubs were federated under the
umbrella Independent Socialist Clubs of America. A quarterly, Independent Socialist or I.S. had begun in
early 1967 and became the organ of the new group.[6]

The group worked within the CORE, the Berkeley Free Speech Movement and help initiate the California
Peace and Freedom Party, which it saw as a form of "independent political action...leading eventually, or
hoping to crystallize the development of a Workers party".[7] The movement recruited many members from its
work in the PFP and among Students for a Democratic Society. When the SDS imploded in 1969 many of its
members joined the Independent Socialists, including the Revolutionary Socialist Caucus, and significant parts
of the SDS chapters at the University of Chicago, University of Michigan, CCNY, and Madison. The
Revolutionary Workers Committee at Detroit also joined. With all of these additions it was decided that a
national organization should be created, more centralized than the former federation of autonomous clubs.
Thus the "International Socialists" were formed at a convention in September 1969.[8][9]

More changed than just the name. The national office was transferred from New York to Detroit. The group's
periodical, which had moved from New York to Berkeley, was also moved to Detroit and rechristened
Workers' Power. National Secretary Joel Geier noted that while they had formerly been oriented toward the
student, anti-war, and women's liberation movements, they would now focus on the industrial working class.
They developed a three pronged strategy that included building rank and file within the unions, caucuses for
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black and women workers, and urging independent political action of the workers organizations. This strategy
deemphasized the long term program of socialist revolution, instead focusing on day-to-day issues. As they put
it "Rank and file groups usually arise around a specific event, incident or issue. It is the tasks of socialists and
advanced militants to move the group in a broader programmatic direction. This is not done by putting forth a
score of demands all at once. New demands and concepts should be introduced in a logical and relevant
manner." A group of member who were uncomfortable with this distancing from Trotskyist ideology broke
away in 1973 and formed the Revolutionary Socialist League in 1973, taking about a third of the
membership.[10]

Of all the Trotskyist groups that attempted a turn toward industry in the 1970s, the IS was the most successful.
They became a force within opposition movements within several unions. These included the United Action
Caucus within Local 1101 in the Communication Workers of America, the opposition to the leadership of the
United Mine Workers which eventually led to the election of Arnold Miller as president, the opposition within
the National Maritime Union, and in the International Longshore and Warehouse Union where they led a
successful court fight against the expulsion of IS member Stan Weir.[11]

However they were most successful within the Teamsters. Here they worked within the Teamsters Rank and
File Caucus, which was organized around the issue of alleged misspending of pension funds by union
officials. They also were an important element within the Teamsters for a Decent Contract later in the decade.
These efforts helped lead to the creation of Teamsters for a Democratic Union. Through these activities the IS
was able to recruit a number of important rank-and-file leaders, most of whom later left the group during its
splits, such as that forming Workers Power.[12]

The IS organized regional conferences of the opposition movements within labor unions during the mid-
1970s, and in the late 1970s formed the "Labor Education and Research Project." This "Project" began
publication of Labor Notes, which carried news on rank-and-file reform movements within the unions and
began regular conferences and workshops on re-radicalizing the labor movement.[13]

Meanwhile, the group lost some of its original members. Hal Draper left the organization in 1971. He claimed
that the IS was embracing dual unionism, and felt that the IS was becoming a "micro-sect" and it was best to
participate in personal, rather than organized political activity.

IS had long had informal links with the International Socialists in Britain led by Tony Cliff. By the early 1970s
some members were becoming influenced by that group and came to reject the labeling of Stalinist states as
bureaucratic collectivist in favor of Cliff's state capitalism theory. These members were also disturbed by the
abandonment, as they saw it, of IS's traditional policy on building rank and file caucuses in the unions as well
as by the stance adopted by the leadership around Geier on the then-current upheaval in Portugal. By 1977 this
group had formally constituted itself as the Left Tendency and was then expelled, after which it founded the
International Socialist Organization.

Around the same time another tendency came into opposition to IS's leadership and split to form a new group
called Workers Power. By the early 1980s the IS had decided that a more pluralist sort of revolutionary
socialist organization was required and merged with Workers Power and Socialist Unity to form Solidarity in
1986.

1. Fisk, Milton Socialism from below in the United States:The Origins of the International Socialist
Organization (http://www.marxists.de/trotism/fisk/ch5.htm) Hera Press, Cleveland 1977

2. Alexander, Robert "Schisms and unifications in the American Old Left" Labor History vol. 14
Fall 1973 p.545

3. Fisk, Milton Socialism from below in the United States:The Origins of the International Socialist
Organization (http://www.marxists.de/trotism/fisk/ch5.htm) Hera Press, Cleveland 1977
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International Socialist Organization
The International Socialist Organization (ISO) was a Trotskyist
group active primarily on college campuses in the United States that
was founded in 1976 and dissolved in 2019. The organization held
Leninist positions on imperialism and the role of a vanguard party.
However, it did not believe that necessary conditions for a
revolutionary party in the United States were met; ISO believed that it
was preparing the ground for such a party. The organization held a
Trotskyist critique of nominally socialist states, which it considered
class societies. In contrast, the organization advocated the tradition of
"socialism from below." as articulated by Hal Draper.[2] Initially
founded as a section of the International Socialist Tendency (IST), it
was strongly influenced by the perspectives of Draper and Tony Cliff.
It broke from the IST in 2001, but continued to exist as an
independent organization for the next eighteen years. The
organization advocated independence from the U.S. two-party system
and sometimes supported electoral strategies by outside parties,
especially the Green Party of the United States.

The organization emphasized educational work on the socialist
tradition. Branches also took part in activism against the Iraq War,
against police brutality, against the death penalty, and in labor strikes
and other social movements. At its peak in 2013, the group had as
many as 1,500 members.[3] The organization argued that it was the
largest revolutionary socialist group in the United States at that
time.[4] The ISO experienced discord in early 2019, upon exposure
that its leadership mishandled an accusation of sexual assault in 2013
and voted to dissolve itself shortly after.
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The ISO advocated replacing the capitalist system with socialism, a system in which society's collective wealth
and resources would be democratically controlled to meet human need by those who produce that wealth, i.e.
the working class. The organization believed that this working-class majority could end capitalism by
leveraging their power over production through mass strikes.[5]

Supporters of ISO referred to their beliefs as 'socialism from below', a term attributed to Hal Draper. This
concept can also be traced back to the rules of the First International which stated: "the emancipation of the
working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves."[6] ISO saw this as distinguishing
themselves from socialists who work within the Democratic Party and from various forms of what they
disparagingly term Stalinism — nominally socialist politics, usually associated with the former Soviet Bloc and
the old Communist Parties. These are seen as advocating socialism "from above". Because capitalism is a
global system, the ISO argued that capitalism could not be successfully overthrown in individual countries.
They agreed with Leon Trotsky that socialism in one country is an impossibility. The ISO held that the former
Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc were examples of bureaucratic, class-stratified states, not socialist societies; and
that the People's Republic of China and post-revolutionary Cuba had emulated this model.

Some of the political theories adopted by the ISO had been developed in the British Socialist Workers Party
(SWP), including that of "state capitalism" developed by Tony Cliff, the party's founder. State capitalist theory
identifies the former Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc as exploitative class societies driven by military
competition with private Western capitalism, rather than as the "deformed workers' states" that Trotsky
maintained they were in The Revolution Betrayed.[7] The organization tended to follow Cliff's view of these
governments as state capitalist, although not all members held this analysis.[8] After the split with the
International Socialist Tendency in 2001, this particular characterization became less strict.

Following Vladimir Lenin, the organization believed the creation of a revolutionary workers' party was
necessary in coordinating and building the power of a revolutionary working-class vanguard. However, ISO
believed that the historical conditions in the United States were insufficient for the existence of such a
vanguard party. For this reason, the organization saw itself as a preliminary group that could help to win
reforms and raise consciousness until such time that a revolutionary party could be formed. Nonetheless, it
aimed for a Leninist principle of democratic centralism in its internal deliberation process. The ISO
emphasized the training of cadre, seasoned and educated militants.[9] In theory, these cadre would build the
organization as well as engaging in movement work, and would someday cooperate with other groups in order
to build a new vanguard party.

The ISO supported struggles for economic, political, and social reforms while also maintaining that
exploitation, oppression, war, and environmental destruction could not be eliminated until the overthrow of
capitalism and its replacement with socialism.[10]

The organization offered critical support to national liberation movements. Most notably, the organization
advocated solidarity with Palestine and supported the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement. ISO also
supported Syrian revolutionary groups against Bashar al-Assad.

The organization advocated the right of gays and lesbians to marry as well as social validation of transgender
identities. In the final years of its existence, the organization was more strongly aligned with socialist feminist
ideas and particularly Black feminism and intersectionality.[11][12]

Philosophically, the organization defended the orthodox Marxist tradition from postmodernism. ISO was
somewhat open to Western Marxist and Marxist humanist thinkers.
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The ISO originated in 1976 among a number of groups in the American International Socialists (IS) that were
growing increasingly critical of the organization's leadership. Among them was the self-identified Left Faction,
which was led by Cal and Barbara Winslow and supported by the IS's Canadian and British members. The
Left Faction and its international supporters maintained that the IS's leadership had acquired a top-down style
of operating that depoliticized the organization and placed too much emphasis on sending student activists into
working class employment (a tactic referred to as "industrialization"). These disputes followed the
disagreements over the 1974 revolution in Portugal. Additionally, the main part of IS thought that there should
be attention to rank and file or reform caucuses in unions, whereas the Left Faction contended that in addition
to rank and file work, agitation at the workplace for socialism should continue.[13] In 1977, the Left Faction
was expelled from the IS and immediately formed the International Socialist Organization.[14] The ISO began
publication of its paper, Socialist Worker, shortly after its formation and produced a monthly print version as
well as a daily updated website until 2019.[15] The ISO was initially the U.S. section of the International
Socialist Tendency (IST), and followed closely the positions of the British Socialist Workers Party.

By 1991, ISO had about 150 members.[16] In 1995, the organization launched a Campaign to End the Death
Penalty in San Francisco. ISO also took part in the United Parcel Service strike of 1997.[17]

In 2001, the ISO was expelled from the IST after a dispute with the British SWP. This dispute was framed by
the SWP as a critique of the ISO's conservative approach to the anti-globalization movement.[18] The ISO
disputed this claim and criticized the SWP for maintaining what the ISO viewed as an exaggerated perspective
for the 1990s,[19] which the SWP characterized as "the 1930s in slow motion".[20] However, the organization
continued to grow. Juan Cruz Ferre writes, "The ISO famously managed to thrive during the worst years of
neoliberalism and working-class retreat."[21]

The organization organized and took part in protests against the Iraq War, helping to build the Campus
Antiwar Network and cooperating with Iraq Veterans Against the War.[22]

By 2009, members argued that it was "by far the largest socialist organisation in the United States today,
attracting to revolutionary ideas a much larger number of young activists than any of the others."[8] Four years
later, an outside observer estimated that the organization had "at least 1500 members."[3] The ISO also helped
to organize the Chicago Teachers Union strike of 2012, which it characterized as an example of a new era of
Social movement unionism.[23][24]

Even after the split with the IST, ISO continued to receive informal guidance from leaders of the UK SWP,
such as Chris Harman.[25] This relationship further deteriorated, however, after Harman's death and the 2013
crisis in the UK SWP. The ISO sharply rebuked Alex Callinicos for his "bureaucratic tendencies" in
maintaining control in the fallout of a rape allegation.[26] Ironically, a similar situation led to the dissolution of
the ISO six years later.

At this time, the organization also became somewhat more open to ideas outside the tradition inaugurated by
Cliff. In 2013, Richard Seymour noted a "lack of a set of 'lines'". He wrote, "I know ISO members who are
straightforwardly 'state cap', others who are 'bureaucratic collectivist'. I know members who are 'Political
Marxists', others who are more orthodox ... This is a far more diverse ecology inside one organisation than I
have been used to."[27] This period of openness led to controversy. While some commentators viewed this
positively, others claimed that the organization remained sectarian. For example, Jeffrey St. Clair wrote in
CounterPunch that ISO had become less socialist in membership and identification, and opined that they were
more concerned with "lash[ing] out at nearly every popular uprising of the last 50 years for being doctrinally
impure, from the Cuban Revolution to the Zapatistas, from the protests at the WTO to the Bolivarian
Revolution".[28]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Socialists_(US)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Socialists_(Canada)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialist_Workers_Party_(Britain)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnation_Revolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Socialist_Tendency
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialist_Workers_Party_(UK)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Campaign_to_End_the_Death_Penalty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Parcel_Service_strike_of_1997
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-globalization_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neoliberalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protests_against_the_Iraq_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Campus_Antiwar_Network
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq_Veterans_Against_the_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chicago_Teachers_Union#2012_strike
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_movement_unionism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chris_Harman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialist_Workers_Party_(UK)#Internal_crisis_in_2013%E2%80%932014_over_allegations_of_rape
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alex_Callinicos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Seymour_(21st-century_writer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bureaucratic_collectivism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_Marxism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Trotskyism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeffrey_St._Clair
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CounterPunch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuban_Revolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zapatista_Army_of_National_Liberation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1999_Seattle_WTO_protests
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bolivarian_Revolution


In November 2013, nine members of the ISO, mostly in Providence and Boston, announced the formation of
the ISO Renewal Faction,[29] resulting in the organization's first national-level faction fight since the dispute
with the British SWP. The faction claimed that the ISO was going through an organizational and political
crisis[30] and that members critical of the leadership had been "bureaucratically excluded".[31] The ISO
leadership denied these claims, stating that "the ISO is more experienced and more engaged than ever".[32] In
February 2014, the ISO expelled the Renewal Faction.[33] The following month, the organization's student
branch at Brown University resigned, citing the expulsion of the faction as an indication that the organization
had "shown itself to be undemocratic."[34] Beginning in 2017, many of ISO's cadre began to resign in order to
join Democratic Socialists of America.[21]

In the mid-2010s, the organization became involved in the new campus anti-rape movement, associated with
figures such as Emma Sulkowicz.[35] In 2017, ISO members strongly supported the Me Too movement.[36]

The organization began to embrace theoretical influences from intersectional feminism at this time.[11][12]

At the ISO's 2019 convention, much of the long-time leadership of the organization was voted out of office
over concerns about "unaccountable leadership structures and a damaging internal culture that had a
disproportionate impact on people of color and others with oppressed identities."[37][38] Soon after, an
allegation of rape that occurred in 2013 surfaced against a newly elected leader. It was soon revealed that the
leadership at the time forced the national appeals committee of the ISO to overturn an earlier finding of rape in
order to clear the accused.[39] The ISO was thrown into crisis, with up to a third of the membership resigning
and several local branches disaffiliating. After several weeks of debate, the ISO membership voted on March
28, 2019 to dissolve itself.[1]

Some of the former ISO branches, together with independent groups and Workers' Voice, formed the
Revolutionary Socialist Network (RSN).[40]

The ISO published a daily online and monthly print newspaper, Socialist Worker, with a bi-monthly Spanish
language supplement, Obrero Socialista.[41] The ISO also distributed the International Socialist Review and
titles from the publishing house Haymarket Books, both of which were run by the non-profit Center for
Economic Research and Social Change.[42]

The ISO participated in several local and national progressive movements. These include the antiwar
movement,[43] efforts to end the death penalty,[44] support for gay marriage[45][46] and abortion rights[47] as
well as the struggle for immigration rights,[48] among others.

The ISO did not support the Republican Party or Democratic Party, both of which it viewed as political
representatives of corporate power. However, the group has campaigned for the Green Party in various races
and assisted Ralph Nader's presidential campaigns in 2000 and 2004.[49] In California in 2006, ISO member
Todd Chretien ran against Dianne Feinstein for the Senate seat on the Green Party ticket, receiving 139,425
votes (1.8 percent).[50] In 2013, the ISO endorsed Socialist Alternative's Kshama Sawant in her successful
Seattle City Council election.[51]
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The ISO was the co-sponsor, along with the Center for Economic Research and Social Change, of an annual
conference titled Socialism.[52] Speakers at past Socialism conferences include filmmaker and author Tariq
Ali, actors Wallace Shawn and John Cusack, The Nation writers Jeremy Scahill and Dave Zirin, journalists
Amy Goodman, Glenn Greenwald, scholar Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, environmental writer John Bellamy
Foster, science-fiction author China Miéville, Iraq Veterans Against the War member Camilo Mejía,
Palestinian rights activists Omar Barghouti and Ali Abunimah.[53][54]

Paul Le Blanc, activist and historian
Brian Jones, schoolteacher, activist, actor and 2014 Green Party of New York nominee for
Lieutenant Governor
Nancy MacLean, historian and National Book Award finalist[55]

Jesse Sharkey, president of the Chicago Teachers Union
Sharon Smith, journalist, author and women's rights activist
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, sociologist and activist
Dave Zirin, sports writer

International Socialists
List of Trotskyist internationals
Workers' council
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Workers Power (United States)
Workers Power was a short lived Trotskyist faction in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

In the 1970s the Third Camp group International Socialists carried out its most successful work within
organized labor within the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, helping to organize rank-and-file
opposition to corruption and misspending of union finances by the leadership.[1] Among the people they
recruited in this drive was Peter Camarata who became the IS's principal figure within the union. However by
the late 1970s Camarata split with the IS claiming that they were too willing to compromise during the intra-
union struggles. Workers Power published a periodical called Against the Current which argued for that the
disparate tendencies of the revolutionary left should unify despite their political differences. Workers Power re-
merged with the International Socialists in March 1985,[2] during the series of mergers that culminated in
creating Solidarity.

1. Alexander, Robert International Trotskyism: a documented analysis of the world movement
Durham, Duke University Press 1991 p.902

2. Alexander p.910
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