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A Letter from the Editors
Regime Terror Spreading
THE MURDER OF Charlie Kirk has done for the Trump 2.0 regime what the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001 did for George W. Bush and company — with such disastrous consequences for the United States, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and the world. (A statement by the editors of Against the Current responding to the Kirk assassination 
is posted at our website.)

Amidst Trump’s bellicose rants about “lunatic radical leftists,” masked armed gangs called Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement are roaming city streets, kidnapping people for walking or driving while brown, grabbing 
people at their court hearings, invading apartment buildings from the air and destroying everything while zip-tying 
the terrified residents, including children.

The Kirk assassination did not trigger the Trump 
regime’s reign of terror against the U.S. population and 
the Constitution’s limits on arbitrary executive power, all 
of which was already well underway. But the assassination 
has further sharpened the polarization in which the crisis is 
rapidly accelerating. The speed with which the right wing and 
Supreme Court majority are wiping out the Voting Rights 
Act, Black federal employment, and anti-discrimination 
protections is a whole story in itself.

By sending troops into U.S. cities as well as assorted 
power grabs, including ordering indictments of political 
opponents, Trump is systematically testing how far beyond 
Constitutional and legal limits he’ll be allowed to go. With the 
peremptory murder-bombing of boats off the coasts of 
Venezuela, he’s also openly preparing a U.S. war against that 
country without even a disguise of Congressional approval.

Even if Trump himself appears unwell and incoherent, as in 
his spoiled-brat rant about not being gifted the Nobel Peace 
Prize, the machinery behind him is all too alive and menacing. 
The government shutdown is a power play to show that the 
Republicans in Congress can just refuse (actually, they don’t 
dare) to negotiate over the murderous health care cuts in 
Trump’s big, barf-bag budget bill.

Incipient Police State
Right now it’s alleged “illegal” immigrants being rounded 

up on the streets, shackled and packed into detention centers 
under hideous conditions, and sometimes “disappeared” as 
in the hundreds who have disappeared without a trace from 
the infamous Florida “Alligator Alcatraz.”

But the incipient all-purpose police state threatens the 
entire society. After the Trump proclamation of “war on 
the left” under the new National Security memorandum 
(see below), some chilling historical precedents are 
worth citing — even if they may seem (for the moment) 
wildly disproportionate to the scale of today’s U.S. post-
Constitutional twilight zone.

Early in the regime of Adolf Hitler, in February 1933 the 
Reichstag (German parliament) building burned down in 
suspicious circumstances. This much-debated event helped 
set in motion the Nazi government’s drive toward a full-scale 
terrorist regime, the destruction of the labor movement, 
deadly persecution of “undesirables” and anti-Jewish laws 
that greased the skids toward full-scale genocide.

In the Soviet Union as the Stalin regime consolidated 
power, in December 1934 a prominent and potential Stalin 
rival Leningrad Communist Party chief Sergei Kirov was 
gunned down by a lone assassin with no clear motive. Victor 
Serge’s chilling novel The Case of Comrade Tulayev is based 
on the events that followed. Seizing on this murder, Stalin 
would launch the Great Purges that took millions of lives and 
completed the bureaucratic counterrevolution that turned 

the Soviet Union into a fully totalitarian state.
Closer to our time, “in September 1999, a series of 

explosions hit four apartment blocks in the Russian cities of 
Buynaksk, Moscow, and Volgodonsk, killing more than 300, 
injuring more than 1000, and spreading a wave of fear across 
the country. The bombings, together with the Invasion of 
Dagestan, triggered the Second Chechen War.” (Wikipedia) 

The panic around these bombings brought about 
the violent “war on terror” under the newly ascendant 
Vladimir Putin. There remains widespread suspicion that the 
bombings had been orchestrated by the Russian security 
services — and a number of whistleblowers, journalists and 
a dissident oligarch who claimed as much wound up dead. 
The consequences of the police-state regime that Putin has 
constructed are too numerous to recount here.

We are not living today, of course, in Nazi Germany, 
Stalin’s USSR or Putin’s Russian Federation. We have rights, 
means of information, and widespread popular antipathy 
toward Trump, as tools for resistance and fightback. The 
point is that we have to use them.

The Memorandum
“This is the first time in American history that there is an 

all-of-government effort to dismantle left wing terrorism,” 
Trump’s homeland security advisor Stephen Miller said, 
referring to the issuance of “Countering Domestic Terrorism 
and Organized Political Violence,” known as National 
Security Presidential Memorandum/NSPM-7. This blueprint 
for constructing a MAGA police state was obviously in 
preparation long before the Charlie Kirk murder.

Outlining an all-front war against any and every 
expression of “anti-Christian, “anti-American” and “anti-
capitalism” dissent, particularly on the left, the document 
spells out that “A new law enforcement strategy that 
investigates all participants in these criminal and terroristic 
conspiracies — including the organized structures, networks, 
entities, organizations, funding sources, and predicate actions 
behind them — is required.” (https://www.whitehouse.gov/
presidential-actions/2025/09/countering-domestic-terrorism-
and-organized-political-violence/)

The explosive specifics are laid out by investigative 
journalist Ken Klippenstein (www.kenklippenstein.com) in 
his piece “Trump’s NSPM-7 Labels Common Beliefs As 
Terrorism ‘Indicators.’” We can expect the new campaign 
to combine the traditional tactics of surveillance and smear 
campaigns, McCarthyism and COINTELPRO with the latest 
technology, some of it developed and supplied by Israeli tech 
companies.

Outrages like the “investigation” of George Soros’s Open 
Society Foundation and the groups it helps fund, such as the 
well-established Palestinian human rights organization Al-Haq, 
are just the beginning. So are high-profile prosecutions of 

continued on the inside back cover
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National Oppression, Job Terminations:
Trump’s Reality for African Americans By Malik Miah

r a c i s t  r e i g n

AFRICAN AMERICANS ARE under fire from 
the Trump regime on all fronts. President 
Trump says the Black population is receiving 
unfair advantages over most whites, particu-
larly young white men.

The attack targets concepts of “wokism” 
(which originally meant awakening to realities 
of oppression and DEI (Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion).

Pure and simple, this is a broadside racist 
assault with the goal of reversing every 
socio-economic and political gain won by this 
oppressed segment of the population.

When Trump and his underlings say he 
plans to go after the “radical left,” at the top 
of his list are civil rights groups.

Capitalism, National Oppression, Sexism
The source of these assaults is the struc-

ture of the capitalist system, where billion-
aires come first and working people last.

American capitalism is deeply rooted in 
its historic race-based class structure. Before 
independence from colonial England, the 
founders saw native peoples who welcomed 
them as inferior.

The white European settlers and colonists 
saw African slaves as less then civilized. They 
viewed Mexicans and other brown future 
Latino immigrants as invaders.

The largest oppressed people, Blacks have 
been targeted as “less than” since the for-
mation of an independent country. It took a 
Civil War (the Second American Revolution) 
to end slavery and former slaves to become 
citizens.

Despite their debates over slavery, the 
founders never supported equality for non-
white people. Native tribes faced genocide.

It is not surprising that white future rulers 
of both major capitalist parties imposed a 
system of white supremacy based on en-
forced segregation, exclusion and “last hired, 
first fired” for African Americans.

Women of course suffered double or tri-
ple exploitation — racism, sexual oppression 
and today’s threats by the extreme right wing 
of further rollbacks of abortion rights and 
even contraceptives.

The “Secretary of War” Pete Hegseth, a 
patriarchal Christian-supremacist ideologue, 
has even questioned whether women should 

continue to have the right to vote. Transgen-
der people are facing threats to their physical 
existence.

Rising Unemployment and Cuts
A study of the August, 2025 

employment data from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS) shows the 
true nature of capitalism and Black 
oppression.

The Black unemployment rate 
of 7.5% (up from 6.1% in July 2024) 
remains significantly higher than the 
national average of 4.3%.

Black workers face persistent 
disparities due to many factors, 
including geographic concentration 
in high-unemployment urban areas, 
and systemic barriers in hiring and 
promotion.

The latest unemployment rates 
by race and ethnicity as of August 
2025, based on data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics:

White   3.7%

Black/African American   7.5%

Asian   3.6%

Latino   5.3%

National Average   4.3%

The data show in short that African 
Americans continue to face the highest 
unemployment rate, nearly double that of 
Whites and Asians. They don’t show, how-
ever, the rise in homelessness from working 
people being laid off and unable to pay rent 
and keep their homes.

Hardest hit are Black men and women, 
including those with children going to school 
without permanent addresses. Cuts in 
SNAP (food stamps) and fewer free meals at 
public schools are leading to undernourished 
families, especially among Black and Latino 
communities.

Asian Americans consistently show the 
lowest unemployment, often attributed to 
higher educational attainment and concentra-
tion in high-demand sectors.

Latino workers fall in the middle, with 
rates above white and Asians but below 
African Americans.

These disparities persist across age groups 

but are most pronounced among younger 
workers (ages 16–24), where Black youth 
unemployment can exceed 19%.

Black Women Hard Hit

In Trump’s federal 
work force cuts, 
Black women are 
among the hardest 
hit. He cut hundreds 
of thousands of jobs 
from the federal work 
force, disproportion-
ately affecting Black 
employees, especially 
women who got jobs 
and benefits unavail-
able to them in the 
private sector.

For example, 
when Trump started 
dismantling federal 
agencies and dismiss-
ing rank-and-file civil 

servants, Peggy Carr, the chief statistician 
at the Education Department, immediately 
started to make a calculation.

She was the first Black person and the 
first woman to hold the prestigious post of 
commissioner of the National Center for Ed-
ucation Statistics. As a political appointee, she 
knew there was a risk of becoming a target.

But her 35-year career at the department 
spanned a half dozen administrations, includ-
ing Trump’s first term, and she had earned 
the respect of officials from both parties.

Surely, she thought, the office tasked 
with tracking the achievement of the nation’s 
students could not fall under the president’s 
definition of “divisive and harmful” or “woke.”

On a February afternoon, a security guard 
showed up to her office just as she was pre-
paring to hold a staff meeting. Fifteen minutes 
later, the staff watched in tears and disbelief 
as she was escorted out of the building.

“It was like being prosecuted in front of 
my family — my work family,” Dr. Carr said 
in an interview. “It was like I was being taken 
out like the trash, the only difference is I was 
being taken out the front door rather than 
the back door.”

While tens of thousands of employees like 
Carr have lost their jobs in President Trump’s 
slash-and-burn approach to shrinking the 

Malik Miah is an associate ATC editor and a 
longtime union activist.

Peggy Carr, chief statistician.
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federal work force, labor experts say the cuts 
disproportionately affect Black women.

Black women make up 12% of the federal 
work force, nearly double their share of the 
labor force overall. However, they make up 
25% of the work force in agencies such as the 
Internal Revenue Service and the Depart-
ment of Education where the cuts have been 
the deepest.

The Education Department was a special 
case, more than a quarter of whose work 
force was Black women, suspending dozens 
of people whose job titles and official duties 
had no connection to DEI.

Their only 
apparent exposure 
to DEI initiatives 
came in the 
form of trainings 
encouraged by 
their managers. To 
Trump being Black 
in a job is proof 
you were hired be-
cause of “wokism” 
and DEI.

Why Defend DEI
Federal employ-

ment has served 
generations as a 
ladder to the mid-
dle working class 
who were shut 
out of jobs because of discrimination. The 
government has historically offered more job 
stability, pay equity and career advancement 
than the private sector.

Since the passage of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964, the federal government aggressive-
ly enforced affirmative action in hiring and 
anti-discrimination rules. Trump calls those 
programs “reverse racism.”

The right wing, controlling a majority 
in Congress and the White House, defend 
Trump’s overhaul of the federal government. 
In July, the Supreme Court majority ruled 
the president could continue his racist firing 
across the federal government

In a statement, Harrison Fields, a White 
House spokesman, said that Trump was “ush-
ering in an economy that will empower all 
Americans, just as it did during his first term.” 

He added that “the obsession with divisive 
D.E.I. initiatives reverse years of strides 
toward genuine equality.”

This agenda is exactly why DEI must be 
front and central to the resistance to rising 
moves to entrench Trump’s move to a presi-
dential system with no checks on its powers. 
(The government shutdown gives Trump 
and the Office of Management and Budget a 
pretext for even more abuses.)

During the first 200 days of the Trump 
presidency, of the 98 of his nominees for the 
administration’s highest staff, only only two 

were African American. These were Scott 
Turner, secretary of Housing and Urban 
Development and Earl G. Mathews, general 
counsel in the newly named Department of 
War. In the first Trump administration, of the 
70 nominations, Ben Carson, who became 
Secretary of the housing department, was 
the only Black official confirmed.

Purges
Statistics compiled by Kathryn Dunn 

Tenpas for the Brookings Institution reveal 
the extent of a white administration. In com-
parison with this two percent rate 200 days 

into other 
administra-
tions, Black 
officials 
represent-
ed 21% of 
Senate- 
confirmed 
nominees 
under 
Joseph 
Biden, 

13% under Barack Obama and 8% 
under George W. Bush.

In the same time period, 
the Trump administration fired 
high-ranking Black officials who 
had been previously confirmed by 
the Senate. These include Alvin 
Brown, a member of the National Trans-
portation Safety Board; General Charles Q. 
Brown, chief of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Carla 
Hayden, Congress librarian; Robert E. Primus, 
board chair of the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission and Gwynne Wilcox, member 
of the National Labor Relations Board. (See 
“Trump Fires Black Officials From an Over-
whelmingly White Administration,” Elisabeth 
Bumiller and Erica L. Green, New York Times, 
updated 10/10/25)

Most were fired via email or text message 
without a reason. Several found their work 
phones and computers switched off and 
were escorted off federal property shortly 
afterward. But General Brown was clear 
about the reason he was shown the door. 
Pete Hegseth had called for his firing, claiming 
he harmed the military because he was 
implementing D.E.I. programs.

General Brown, along with Primus and 
Wilcox, are suing to be reinstated. The U.S. 
Supreme Court has ruled that the adminis-
tration could temporarily remove Gwynne 
Wilcox, the first Black woman to serve on 
the NLRB, as her suit goes forward.

Wilcox is concerned about the agency 
since it no longer has a quorum and its work 
has ground to a halt.

Others have been pressured to step 
down rather than face the humiliation of a 
brutal firing and smear campaign. Willie L. 
Phillips, the first African American chair of 
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, 
resigned last spring at the request of the 
White House.

Trump’s attempt to fire Lisa D. Cook, the 
first Black woman governor at the Federal 
Reserve Board, has so far been unsuccess-
ful. Unlike in the Wilcox case, the Supreme 
Court ruled Cook can continue to serve as 
the Administration’s challenge goes forward.

Although Trump initially targeted the 
board chair, Jerome Powell, for removal, rules 
state that a member can only be removed 
for cause. Then the administration charged 
that Cook had lied on a mortgage application. 
Even if true, the incident had nothing to do 
with her qualifications or performance on the 
board, and occurred before her confirmation. 
(Media reports indicate that the charge is 

specious.)
Cook is a 

former econom-
ics professor 
whose research 
focused on racial 
disparities, the 
history of finan-
cial institutions, 
and crises in 
financial markets 
and innovation.

Activist 
LaTosha Brown 
explained to the 

Guardian why Trump picked Lisa Cook:
“He picked her because he is betting that, in 

an industry that is probably 90% or more white 
male, his odds of removing her are greater than 
the odds for removing others from the board. 
That in itself is rooted in the history and how 
insidious racism is built into the fabric of how we 
see people of color in this country.”

So far Cook has fought this attempt to 
fire her all the way up to the Supreme Court, 
which found that she could continue as 
Governor as her case progressed. It has been 
added to their docket in early 2026.

Many of these individuals were the 
first African Americans to be nominated, 
confirmed and work in their category. This 
is true for Alvin Brown, Lisa Cook, Carla 
Hayden, Willie Phillips, Robert Primus and 
Gwynne Wilcox. General Brown was the 
second Black chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Clearly these purges demonstrate why 
defending DEI must be front and central in 
fighting Trump’s authoritarianism and his 
white supremacist policies. The unity of the 
working class that’s essential to defeating the 
far right is not possible unless that occurs.  n

The Trump administration fired Carla Hayden (above), the first 
African American and first woman Congress librarian by text 
message. Gwynne A. Wilcox (right), the first Black woman to 
serve on the National Labor Relations Board is challenging her 
removal.
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w a r  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  d a m a g e

War Machines in Our Lives:
The F-35s Come to Madison  By Marsha Rummel
IN 2020 TRUAX Field, located within Dane 
County, Wisconsin Regional Airport, was 
chosen as one of two sites for the Air 
National Guard Bureau’s “beddown” of 
approximately 20 F-35 fighter jets.

This decision was taken in spite of the 
U.S. Air Force’s Environmental Impact State-
ment (EIS) that selecting Truax to host the 
F-35 stealth fighter jet program would have 
significant adverse impacts — due to intense 
bursts of noise from daily takeoff and landings 
and toxic debris.

The F-35 is a stealth fighter plane 
capable of performing air-to-air combat, 
air-to-ground strikes, and electronic warfare 
missions. Its design allows it to penetrate 
enemy airspace undetected, combining com-
munication technology with a high level of 
maneuverability.

The U.S. fleet, replacing the F-16s, will 
grow to approximately 2500 although other 
countries that operate or have ordered it 
include Japan, South Korea, Australia, Israel, 
the United Kingdom, Italy and several other 
NATO countries. It has been used in combat 
by the United States in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Yemen and Iran and by Israel in Iraq, Gaza, 
Lebanon, Yemen and Iran.

At an estimated cost of $80-100M per 
plane, the F-35s will be built by Lockheed 
Martin — although parts will be made in 
companies around the world. The Depart-
ment of Defense’s F-35 Lightning II Joint 
Strike Fighter program will have three distinct 
versions (A, B and C). The program has the 
dubious distinction of being one of the most 
expensive fighter jet projects in history, with 
an estimated lifetime cost of over $2 trillion.

Back in 2017 when the news was 
announced that the 115th Fighter Wing at 
Truax Field was being considered as one of 
five future sites to host the next generation 
stealth aircraft and replace aging F-16 fighter 
jets, a groundswell of questions and opposi-
tion erupted from nearby residents.

Concerned with the environmental and 

racial justice impacts of adding the next 
generation of stealth fighter jets to a dense 
urban area, Progressive Dane and other 
liberal elected officials on the Madison Com-
mon Council, the Dane County Board of 
Supervisors, and the Madison School Board 
spearheaded, passed and sent resolutions in 
2019 to the National Guard Bureau.

We expressed our opposition to the 
beddown during the Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) process. (I was one of the 
leaders of this effort as a member of the 
Madison Common Council).

During their first virtual meeting after 
the public health emergency of COVID was 
declared in March 2020, the Madison Com-
mon Council voted to reaffirm opposition 
to their selection of Truax Field. This was 
our response to the findings of the final EIS 
released on February 18, 2020. In a meeting 
that lasted until 3am, the Council heard from 
hundreds of residents.

Concerns Disregarded
The issues raised by the EIS on the health 

impacts on children and communities of col-
or in the surrounding neighborhoods, could 
not overcome the feverish excitement of the 
military boosters. These included Senators 
Tammy Baldwin (Democrat) and Ron Johnson 
(Republican), the Greater Madison Chamber 
of Commerce, Democratic Governor Tony 
Evers, the majority of the Republican-con-
trolled Wisconsin Assembly and State Senate, 
and the Wisconsin Congressional delegation.

Except for a few state representatives 
who actively opposed the beddown, the 

majority of state and nation-
al elected representatives 
enthusiastically touted the 
economic benefits of the new 
mission. And then there was 
U.S. Representative Mark Pocan, 
who acknowledged concerns 
about noise impacts, the cost 
of the F-35 program and the 
lack of transparency, but did not 
actively oppose it.

For Air Force officials, Mad-
ison was strategically appealing 
for its position along the United 
States’ northern border, access 
to extensive military training air-
space in central Wisconsin, and 
proximity to major metropolitan 

areas of Chicago and Minneapolis. And like 
many other residents, military personnel like 
living in Madison, which is often given high 
rankings for being the best place to raise 
a family, retire, get medical care, bike, be a 
foodie, drink craft beer and be happy.

Senator Tammy Baldwin continues to 
support the F-35 mission in Madison despite 
messages from many of her east and north 
side constituents that she threw them under 
the bus by showing more loyalty to empire 
than her most vulnerable residents.

Yet the final Environmental Impact State-
ment confirms that the noise environment 
from the F-35s for nearby residents is four 
times greater than the F-16s. At the same 
time, the number of households affected 
would more than double.

The EIS mentioned the potential for noise 
mitigation, including sound insulation through 
a voluntary program by the Federal Aviation 
Administration, but the FAA could not guar-
antee such a program for Madison.

The nearby impacted area has a census 
tract with both high rates of people of color 
and poverty well above the city- and coun-
ty-wide averages. As the final EIS Executive 
Summary (pages 26-27) confirmed, “There 
would be significant disproportionate impacts 
to low-income and minority populations as 
well as children.”

There are over 300 mobile homes in the 
impacted area, but FAA rules restrict funding 
for sound mitigation exclude mobile homes 
from mitigation assistance.

Additionally, approximately 800 subsi-

Marsha Rummel served 16 years on the 
nonpartisan Madison Common Council, rep-
resenting one of the most progressive districts 
in Wisconsin. She is a founding member of, 
and was endorsed by Progressive Dane, a local 
independent political party. Marsha is also a 
member of Solidarity, DSA, and the Four Lakes 
Green Party.

F-35 in flight. Donald Trump, commander-in-chief of the Armed 
Forces, once proclaimed that the stealth bomber was "actually 
invisible."
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dized low-income housing units are located 
just 1500 feet outside of the noise exposure 
contour map.

These include public housing at Truax and 
Webb-Rethke, and Rethke Terrace, a 60-unit 
permanent supportive housing for formerly 
homeless veterans and chronically unhoused 
individuals with disabilities. Although they will 
experience virtually identical noise exposure 
as residents who live inside the contour line, 
they are ineligible for federal sound mitiga-
tion.

Only the Dane County Regional Airport 
has the authority to prepare noise mitigation 
planning or the power to apply for FAA 
funding to pay for mitigation — but it has 
not committed any resources in planning for 
these residents.

During the EIS process and in subsequent 
community engagement, the Air National 
Guard Bureau promised that the nuclear 
capable F-35s at Truax will not be enabled to 
carry nuclear weapons and Truax Field would 
not be used to store nuclear weapons. Yet it 
also indicated these conditions could change 
without public notice.

Sister City in Fighter Jet Hell
Wisconsin’s 115th Fighter Wing was the 

second Air National Guard unit to receive 
the new jet. In 2019, Burlington, Vermont’s 
158th Fighter Wing was the first. As in 
Madison, citizens in Vermont protested1 and 
advocated2 against the jets arrival due to their 
noise and other potential negative impacts.

A group of community leaders led by 
former Rep. Chris Taylor (D-Madison, now a 
Wisconsin Court of Appeals judge and candi-
date for the Wisconsin State Supreme Court) 
visited Burlington in 2019 to see firsthand 
how a community that had recently begun 
hosting F-35 fighter jets was responding to 

the jets’ arrival. Former Madison City Council 
member Rebecca Kemble and community 
activist Brandi Grayson also joined the tour.

Noise mitigation efforts have included 
home buyouts near the Patrick Leahy Burl-
ington airport and sound insulation projects 
for thousands of other properties. But 
opponents argue that those efforts are not 
enough, and want Vermont’s congressional 
delegation to convince the U.S. Secretary of 
Defense (now War) to find a new assignment 
for the F-35 program.

The city councils of Burlington, South 
Burlington and Winooski adopted resolutions 
in 2024 asking their congressional reps to 
lobby the Air Force for Air National Guard 

missions causing less harm to their commu-
nities.

While taking issue with the price tag of 
the planes, Senator Bernie Sanders admits 
they’re not going anywhere. “It is the plane 
of the Air Force, it is the plane of NATO. 
It’s here, and if it’s not in Vermont, it goes 
someplace else. So, my own view is that while 
we have to do everything we can to control 
the noise issue and other environmental 
concerns, it stays in Vermont.”

Where Does the Money Come From?
Dane County Regional Airport’s Part 150 

NCP draft plan3 has yet to be submitted to 
or finalized by the FAA.

The draft contains recommendations 
for the airport to address noise abatement, 
land use, and programming, particularly “to 
avoid noise-sensitive areas to the south of 
the airport.” (page 186) But the new maps 
expanded the area of impact compared to 
the previous map.

Two low-income housing developments 
near the airport under construction lie just 
a few feet outside the noise mitigation area. 
But the needed 500 units are ineligible to re-
ceive any federal funding for noise insulation.

The city is using tax incremental financing 
and affordable housing funds to help pay for 
noise remediation, but this certainly doesn’t 
cover the full cost.

Using the newly adopted noise exposure 
map, the estimated cost of retrofitting eligible 
residences to insulate them from noise is $64 
million. Doing the same for the nearby Mad-
ison Area Technical College’s buildings and 
facilities near the airport will cost $35 million. 

Other structures — a daycare facility, a 
church, an educational center and transient 
lodging — would bring the total to well more 
than $100 million.

Global Empire
With the arrival of the first F-35 at Truax 

Field, the Wisconsin Air National Guard is 
now part of a vast fleet of F-35s across the 
Air Force, Navy, Marine Corps and many U.S. 
allies.

As part of the total force, the Wisconsin 
Air National Guard provides operationally 
ready combat units and personnel to fulfill 
war and contingency commitments when 
called to federal active duty by the President 
or Congress. State missions include disaster 
relief in times of earthquakes, hurricanes, 
floods and forest fires, search and rescue, 
protection of vital public services, and de-
fense support to civil authorities.

During a deployment in September 2024, 
two F-35s flew over a UW Badger game 
and Green Bay Packers football game.4 Col. 
Bart Van Roo was proud to announce that 
“people may be surprised to learn that we 
have the most advanced fighter aircraft in the 
world based right here in Wisconsin.”

Other than training exercises, the 

The Boycott/Divestment/Sanction (BDS) move-
ment called for a week of action against states 
and companies complicit in the F-35 program, 
targeting their use by Israel and arguing that 
F-35s are crucial for “apartheid Israel to 
carry out its genocide against the 2.3 million 
Palestinians in Gaza. The many countries 
involved in building and purchasing the U.S. pro-
duced F-35 jets are complicit in Israel’s geno-
cide, apartheid, and illegal occupation.”

THE FIRST THREE F-35s arrived in April 2023. More will arrive over the next four years. 
No sound mitigation would likely occur until the final complement has arrived.

Once the program is operational with 18 F-35A jets and four F-16 jets, the fighter 
group, scheduled to fly four times a week with takeoffs and landings twice daily, will 
emit 250 tons of toxic chemicals, carbon monoxide and ultrafine particles annually. Air 
pollution has been linked to higher rates of cancer, heart disease, stroke and respiratory 
diseases such as asthma.

Each F-35 jet carries nearly 19,000 pounds of fuel. If it were to catch fire or crash, the 
burning composites could release toxic gases and fibers posing a risk even after a fire is 
extinguished. This would affect firefighters, recovery crews, police officers and people in 
adjacent neighborhoods.

The noise of an F-35 at takeoff and in the air is 110-115 decibels (dB). Damage to hear-
ing occurs with noise of 115 dB for 30 seconds (impulse sound). In infants and children, 
noise can cause delayed development of speech and cognition and have negative effects 
on attention, concentration, long-term memory and reading and math comprehension.

Even minimal sensorineural hearing loss has been associated with poor school per-
formance, social and emotional dysfunction. Besides hearing loss, exposure to loud or 
prolonged noise can result in high blood pressure, ischemic heart disease and increased 
cortisol levels with stress response in adults. (See graphic on following page.)

This level of noise can have a detrimental effect on people with PTSD, autism, mental 
illness, and other neurological and sensor vulnerabilities. Children will especially be affect-
ed. Physicians for Social Responsibilty FAQ.8 —MR

The Painful Sound and Debris
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115th Fighter Wing had not been deployed 
overseas, but historically the FW has been 
sent abroad. But along with Trump’s growing 
deployment of military equipment in the Ca-
ribbean, currently ten F-35s have been sent 
to Puerto Rico.

The F-35 program has been plagued by 
delays, technical setbacks and cost overruns 
since its inception over two decades ago. 
Even given that this is the most expensive 
weapons system in U.S. history, the Depart-
ment of Defense (or War, in its new title) 
plans to use the aircraft through 2088 and 
operate with about 2500 jets.5

Trump, NATO and F-35s
U.S. allies that have also purchased F-35s 

include Japan, South Korea, Australia, Israel, 
UK, Italy and the Netherlands. According to 
news reports from Politico, several allies are 
re-evaluating their purchase amid the “seismic 
shifts” in policies with the election of Trump.

Portugal expressed uncertainty about the 
“predictability of our allies” who could decide 
to block access to software updates and 
spare parts needed to make F-35s fully oper-
ational. Canada signed its $13.3B deal for 88 
F-35s in 2023, but is considering alternatives 
according to Prime Minister Mark Carney. 
(Laura Kayali, Politico, March 14, 2025)

On February 21, 2025 Amnesty Interna-
tional reported that over 230 NGOs have 
called on governments producing F-35s to 
immediately halt all arms transfers to Israel, 
including F-35s, and to hold their govern-
ments accountable for complicity in Israel’s 
crimes in Gaza.

“Israel has used F-35 jets in its bombard-
ment of Palestinians in Gaza. An F-35 was used 
in July 2024 to drop three 2,000 lb. bombs 
in an attack on a so-called “safe zone” on Al-
Mawasi in Khan Younis, killing 90 Palestinians... 
A global movement of legal cases taken by civil 
society has grown across countries in the F-35 
programme, seeking to hold their government 
accountable for the transfer of F-35 jets and 
components to Israel.”

On March 21, 2025 Trump announced 
that Boeing will move ahead and develop the 
Air Force’s next generation stealth fighter 

which will also fly alongside autonomous 
drone aircraft which he named the F-47 
stealth fighter.

Catastrophic Scenarios
When an F-35A fighter jet crashed at Eiel-

son Air Force Base in Alaska during a training 
exercise on January 28, 2025, the pilot safely 
ejected before the aircraft crashed and burst 
into flames. People were advised to stay away 
from the adjacent highway. The crash is under 
investigation by the Air Force.

In 2023, in South Carolina a pilot was 
ejected and the F-35 traveled another 60 
miles before it crashed. It was considered lost 
for a while.

Local activist Tom Boswell wrote7 that 
back in January of 2020, the Safe Skies Clean 
Water Coalition hosted a Madison visit from 
Pierre Sprey. He pointed out that Sprey, since 
deceased, “was a defense analyst who helped 
design both the F-16 fighter jet and the A-10 
ground attack jet, previous tenants of the Air 
National Guard base at Truax Field. He was 
also a fierce critic of the F-35.”

Boswell went on to recount that Sprey 
spoke to a large crowd at the First Unitarian 
Society and warned those in attendance of 
the dangers inherent in stationing the F-35 in 
a city like Madison.

Sprey explained that the F-35 is not an 
aluminum plane like its predecessors sta-
tioned at the Truax airbase. Rather, it’s made 
of composite materials, including carbon 
fibers and an advanced form of epoxy.

Sprey’s talk haunts the project and 
commits us to oppose this war machine as it 
harms both U.S. citizens and those who are 
on its receiving end across the world:

“The plane structure burns in addition to the 
fuel and when that plastic burns it’s incredibly 
toxic.” “It is corrosive to lungs. It lets out all 
kinds of carcinogens … I cannot tell you the 
number of cases of people poisoned by stealth 
chemicals, even when they haven’t been burned. 
And when it burns, of course, the results are far 
worse.

“The crash of an F-35 in a densely populated 
urban area like Madison would be a disaster 
way beyond a terrorist chemical attack.”

“If you think of a couple of ISIS terrorists 
coming here with a cylinder of chlorine and 
letting it loose somewhere … that would be 
trivial compared to what a burning of an F-35 
can do … thousands of people can be exposed 
to very, very damaging, lung-corroding, heavy, 
carcinogenic fumes.

“People don’t even know how to put out the 
fire.... If such a disaster happened, your local 
fire departments would have no idea what to 
do. First of all, they don’t even know what’s 
necessary to put out an ordinary plastic airplane 
fire, much less a stealth fire. Much less how to 
deal with the victims. This would be a real, real 
catastrophe.”  n
Notes
  1,	 https://www.wcax.com/content/news/Groups-hold-

demonstration-against-the-F-35s--519345701.html
  2.	 https://www.mynbc5.com/article/local-advocacy-

group-continuing-calls-for-local-leaders-to-stop-f-35-
flights/43981172

  3.	 https://www.msnairport.com/documents/pdf/MSN-
P150-NCP-Draft-20240206.pdf

  4.	 https://www.dvidshub.net/news/480712/madison-
f-35s-train-green-bay-provide-lambeau-and-camp-
randall-flyovers

  5.	 https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106703
  6.	 https://www.amnesty.org.au/over-230-global-

organisations-demand-governments-producing-f-35-
jets-stop-arming-israel/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20
F%2D35%20jet%20programme,crimes%20against%20
humanity%2C%20and%20genocide.

  7.	 https://psr-wisconsin.org/f35s-and-truax-air-field
  8.	 https://tonemadison.com/articles/the-crash-

of-an-f-35-is-not-a-laughing-matter/?utm_
source=ActiveCampaign&utm_medium=email&utm_

THE COLOSSAL SCALE of the genocidal 
destruction of Gaza is barely emerging. 
Even the photography of the wasteland 
conveys only the smallest part of it.

The number of deaths is unknown. 
Taking into account unrecovered bodies, 
the toll of disease, and starvation, esti-
mates range from 100,000 to as many as 
half a million — a staggering quarter of 
the Gaza Palestinian population.

Additionally, at least 135 mutilated 
bodies returned by Israel as part of the 
ceasefire came from the Sde Teiman 
detention facility where there have been 
reports of abuse of detainees.

For a first response to the ceasefire 
agreement, see “The Ceasefire, Genocide, 
and ‘Global Palestine’” posted at www.
solidarity-us.org (October 15, 2025).  
While Israeli violations are threatening to 
unravel the ceasefire, the real test of its 
survival depends mainly on Washington’s 
imperial calculations and Donald Trump’s 
notoriously unreliable attention span.

Most of the world knows a lot more 
about the genocide than has been report-
ed to the U.S. public by the corporate 
media. But the truth of what the United 
States and Israel have done to Gaza will 
emerge, if much too slowly. Its bitter 
fruits — physical, medical, psychological 
— for Palestine and Israel will persist for 
generations. —David Finkel
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Defending Tom Alter  Suzi Weissman interviewing Tom Alter
SUZI WEISSMAN INTERVIEWED Tom Alter for 
Jacobin Radio, broadcast October 19, 2025 on 
KPFK Radio, Los Angeles. This is an edited ver-
sion of the interview. Tom’s firing was finalized 
by the university president. A defense campaign 
is underway: https://defendtomalter.org.

Suzi Weissman: Professor Tom Alter, a tenured 
historian at Texas State University, was fired on 
September 10th after he was accused of inciting 
violence in a video of him speaking at a socialist 
conference. His remarks about organizing and 
defending workers was secretly recorded and 
doctored by a self-described fascist influencer 
who launched an online smear campaign.
Within days, Texas state President Kelly 
Damphousse fired Alter for, “jeopardizing the 
health and safety of the university community,” 
violating both due process and First Amendment 
protections, not to mention the protections 
offered by tenure. Tom’s case is emblematic of 
what he calls the new McCarthyism sweeping 
higher education. It’s a far-right campaign of 
repression aimed at purging left and liberal 
educators. But it’s also a story of resistance. 
A mass solidarity campaign followed his firing, 
with students, unions, civil rights organizations 
and colleagues rallying to his defense.

Tom Alter is associate professor of history at 
Texas State University and a member of Texas 
State Employees Union and the American Uni-
versity of University professors, otherwise known 
as AAUP. He’s the author of the book Toward 
a Cooperative Commonwealth the Trans-
planted Roots of Farmer Labor Radicalism 
in Texas. What a great topic. Welcome to the 
show. Sorry about what happened to you and 
solidarity with you.

Can you walk us through what happened, 
your talk, who you were speaking to, who record-
ed it, and what happened?
Tom Alter: Thank you so much for having 
me on. And yes, this is a story of resistance. 
I was invited to give a talk on September 7th 
as part of a Revolutionary Socialism confer-
ence, specifically on building revolutionary 
organization today.

There’s a crisis on the left of organizing 
and trying to get us together to regroup, 
to fight all the assaults that we are facing as 
working-class people. On Sunday, September 
7, at an online conference, I was giving a his-
torical overview as well as offering my views 
on different modes of organizing today.

I was speaking from my home office via 

zoom on my own time on a Sunday morning. 
Not exactly prime time. I identified myself 
as a member of Socialist Horizon — a new, 
honestly small socialist organization and as a 
member of the Texas State Employees Union, 
the union that represents all state employ-
ees in Texas. I did not identify myself in any 
capacity as a faculty member or employee of 
Texas State University.

Unbeknownst to the conference or-
ganizers, a self-described fascist, who also 
describes herself as an anti-communist cult 
leader, filmed the conference. This person has 
horribly anti-Semitic views, saying that Jewish 
people chose to die in the Holocaust and 
Hitler went to heaven. It’s just a really icky 
rabbit hole.
SW: Why don’t we name her? I was going to 
ask you more about her, but her name is Karlyn 
Borysenko.
TA: Yeah. Yeah. And so, she filmed the con-
ference. She filmed my talk. At the end of 
my presentation, there was a question and 
answer period where both I and the other 
speaker gave our slight concluding remarks 
followed by a short break. During the break, 
someone who knew me and knew that I 
taught at Texas State asked me a question 
about what it’s like teaching there. That’s 
when my employment came up.

Fascist Troll
SW: So, somebody in the audience asked you a 
question unrelated to the actual session?
TA: Correct. There were numerous ses-
sions throughout the day, and rather than 
having everyone go offline for ten minutes 
and hoping to get everyone back, there was 
an official break. I was getting ready to get 
a glass of water and be ready for the next 
session, when someone happened to ask 
me really innocent question. He was curious 
about what it’s like teaching at Texas State. I 
answered him, and that became the gotcha 
moment for the self-described fascist.
SW: Was it a planted question?
TA: I don’t I don’t think the person who 
asked the question had any intention what-
soever of trying to out me. It was purely 
innocent question. The person was originally 
from Texas and just asked questions about 
his home state.
SW: How did you find out what Borysenko was 
doing?

TA: Some people were familiar with this 
Borysenko character. She proclaims that she 
infiltrates conferences. Well, really, these 
are online conferences open to the public. 
So, she’s really not infiltrating. What she’s 
doing is recording them against the wishes 
of people that are participating, often taking 
comments out of context.

She used a comment I made about 
different modes of organizing out of context. 
I commented that direct action anarchists, 
such as at Cop City, are literally putting 
putting their bodies on the line. While their 
direct action organizing is laudable without 
sound organizational structures — which an-
archists don’t have — how does one expect 
to overthrow the U.S. government, the most 
bloodthirsty, profit driven organization in the 
history of the world?

I was asking a question, not making a 
statement calling for the overthrow of the 
U.S. government. But this wannabe media 
influencer, self-described fascist, took that 
and started a campaign saying, here’s a Texas 
State University professor calling for over-
throwing the U.S. government!

I heard about it and decided not to give 
it any air. This is ridiculous — just let it pass. 
It wasn’t getting many views. Well, someone 
made a complaint to the Texas State Univer-
sity president Kelly Damphousse. He went 
online and announced that I was immediately 
terminated for inciting violence, that I was a 
danger to the health and safety of the cam-
pus community.

I got a group text from local community 
activists while I was at my son’s soccer prac-
tice. I’m involved in activism in my community 
here in San Marcos, and they wanted to have 
an emergency meeting for me. And I said 
don’t worry about it. I know about online 
fascists. We’re just not going to give it any air. 
And they responded: You’ve been fired.
SW: The Texas State Tribune article about 
your case says that once you were fired by the 
university president, the Texas State University 
system Chancellor commended the firing.
TA: Yes.
SW: And this is before any due process, any 
discussion. You were summarily fired.
TA: Yeah. Summarily fired. As I mentioned, 
other people found out before me that I 
was fired. When I went home, there was an 
email that had been sent at 5:11 Central Time 
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to my personal email. I was immediately 
locked out of my Texas State email. I’ve 
been locked out of my office on campus.

Basically, the university president and 
hence the chancellor just capitulated to a 
self-described fascist with no due process. 
You can be fired if you have tenure, but 
there’s a process to be followed, a very 
strict process.
SW: This is pretty horrific. And of course 
you’re not the only one. I want you to talk 
a bit more about what tenure means. How 
does it protect you? How does it protect all 
of us in academia?
TA: It is precisely this kind of an assault 
tenure is supposed to protect professors. 
First, it’s a six-year process to get tenure. 
It’s not something that happens automati-
cally. It is earned through one’s contributions 
to your academic field.

In my case, it was History. I’ve published 
articles and a book on my specialty, Growing 
Radicalism and Working Class Movements. 
It’s also earned through service to the uni-
versity and a good teaching record. I had all 
those things.

Tenure allows you to pursue different his-
torical research topics that may be controver-
sial or push boundaries; it gives you the ability 
to pursue those subjects without being fired. 
Now, if you’re not fulfilling your research, not 
fulfilling your teaching responsibilities, not 
providing service to the university — basically 
the kind of grunt work that makes universi-
ties move — If you’re not doing that, then 
there’s a process to remove someone from 
tenure. But I had met all those things. I also 
have, as all Americans, free speech.

 Texas is one of those at-will states where 
the management can fire you immediately. 
But tenure is like a contract you have with 
the university. And so, it isn’t an employee- 
at-will.

Academic Purges
SW: Your firing is part of a much larger attempt 
to transform higher education in this country, 
which, as we know, has been a fight forever. But 
it’s been also protected for the longest time. 
Under the Biden administration, this repression 
began against Palestine solidarity activism. 
And that has reached professors, staff and 
students. Then Trump has turned that incipient 
McCarthyism into something much more full 
blown in an attempt to purge the universities, 
not just of left wing and liberal professors, but 
to control the content of what is being taught. 
Maybe you could say a bit about what they’re 
doing and why you think that’s happening?

I understand a second Texas professor has 
been fired. Every time I open Facebook, there’s 
a case of someone either suspended or fired. It’s 
fairly widespread.
TA: Yes. There was a Texas A&M University 
professor fired for teaching gender identity 
to an early childhood development education 

class. One of the students did not like hear-
ing there is a gender spectrum. This profes-
sor was trying to teach future educators that 
there are different types of children in their 
classrooms.

This has been an ideological assault on 
higher education. Universities are classical 
liberal institutions, meaning that in a free 
and democratic society you can have open 
debate, discussion, and learn from differ-
ent perspectives. Students learn different 
perspectives. Sometimes it reinforces their 
preconceived ideologies and at other times it 
opens people up to different ideas.

That’s not always what the far right wants. 
They’re seeking to control one of the basic 
institutions of a democratic society, which is 
a liberal arts university. If you weaken liberal 
institutions, it’s eroding the basic foundations 
of a democratic society.
SW: Is your case a precedent for professors 
nationally? We’re seeing how far too many 
universities are complying in advance. This also 
speaks, I think, to the administrative reorgani-
zation of colleges and universities altogether. 
It used to be that those who ran the adminis-
tration of a university came from the faculty, 
and now they hire people who have never been 
faculty members, but were trained as admin-
istrators, either as provosts, presidents, deans, 
whatever. They’ve created this bureaucratic layer 
that all of us in academia know all too well.
TA: Yes. As you mentioned, there are quite 
a few professors and academics under attack 
across the country. We’ve seen it at the 
University of North Carolina. We’ve seen it 
at Rutgers University and many other places.

Where my case is different — precedent 
setting as you say – is that in those other 
cases there was some form of process. 
Often the process is flawed. It might have 
been predetermined from the beginning, but 
there was a process and that’s what tenure is 
supposed to have.

Mine is possibly the only case where a 
tenured professor was fired without any pro-
cess. But if you go back to the 1950s, and the 
height of the original McCarthyism, tenured 

professors were let go, 
but they went through 
some process. It was 
usually a kangaroo court, 
but there was a process.
SW: People are beginning 
to talk about the new 
McCarthyism. Those 
who went through that 
period point out that it 
was a period of mass 
intimidation. When you 
combine these new cases 
with the other aspects 
of the Trump assault on 
democratic rights, on the 
Constitution, it is similar. 
Now there is also the 

detention and deportation of anyone who looks 
Latino or speaks Spanish. Can you talk compare 
the two, maybe looking at the lineage of repres-
sion and resistance in the state of Texas? What 
might you say from your own research?
TA: Going back to the early 1900s, the Texas 
Socialist Party was the second largest social-
ist party of any state, right after Oklahoma.

Hallettsville, Texas, a little dinky town 
between Austin and Houston, had the third 
largest socialist newspaper in the country — 
and the first repressed under the Espionage 
Act and the mass censoring that was going 
on when the United States entered World 
War One.

Jump ahead. You get ahead into the 1950s 
and Texas legislature passed an anti-com-
munist act. They said you could not be a 
member of the Communist Party, the gover-
nor wanted to pass a law that Communists 
should be executed. They didn’t go that far. 
But they said you cannot be a member of the 
Communist Party and hold a government job 
or run for office. The Supreme Court cases 
eventually came in and corrected that.

So, there’s a long history of repression in 
Texas. And like today it’s also tied to broader 
fights. in the 1950s, it was tied to the civil 
rights movement. Today the repression that’s 
going on in academia, can’t be separated from 
the ICE raids and the attacks on immigrants 
that are going on. They are literally kidnap-
ping people off the streets. This is a multi-
pronged attack on our democratic rights; the 
academic aspect is just one front.

You mentioned the Biden administration 
initiated attacks on Palestinian activists and 
free speech. That’s why I’ve seen a lot of 
broad support. People understand it as an 
attack on democratic rights. And it’s not just 
about my getting my job back, but that it 
would be a real blow to democratic rights if 
we don’t win this case. That’s why so many 
people have rallied around it.
SW: On September 27th a Texas judge rein-
stated you pending a university decision. [The 
firing was finalized after a proforma hearing on 

continued on page 28

Tom Alter was a faculty adviser for several student organizations.
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Attacks on Public Health:
What Impacts? Why Are They Made? By Sam Friedman
THE TRUMP REGIME has attacked public 
health fairly massively as part of its over-
all efforts to transform the United States 
into an authoritarian state, ready for inter-
imperialist war, that can attempt to weather 
climate change without a revolution.

This attack on public health may seem 
to be in irrational contradiction to having a 
healthy military and an economy able to com-
pete with China’s growing imperialist power. I 
will argue that although these contradictions 
exist, the attacks do have strategic purpose 
— particularly given the ideologies of those 
sections of the ruling class most involved in 
these strategies and these attacks.1

Although I will not discuss it in any depth 
here, I want to start with the obvious: The 
regime’s policies that are most likely to devas-
tate public health are not usually considered 
as public health attacks.

These policies include ramping up fossil 
fuel production and slashing away at efforts 
to reduce greenhouse gas production or oth-
er ecological damage; its imperialist approach 
to the rest of the world, which risks devastat-
ing wars that may kill vast numbers of people; 
and its efforts to expel and incarcerate 
immigrants and make international borders 
impermeable, which will condemn hundreds 
of millions of people to ill health and death as 
climate change forces people to try to move.

In addition, there are its attacks on the 
medical services sector, including drastic 
reductions on, and restrictions in access to, 
Medicaid and Medicare. These have been 
covered by the mainstream media, so I will 
not belabor them here.

In brief they will hurt millions of peo-
ple, lead to hospital and clinic closures and 
layoffs (on top of loss of workers who are 
undocumented and are either incarcerated, 
deported, or terrorized away from coming to 
work), lead to even more daft levels of work 
for those healthcare workers who remain 
employed.

Chaotic Cuts
The public health workforce has been at-

tacked. Thousands of highly experienced and 
dedicated scientists and technicians at the 
Centers for Disease Control and the Nation-
al Institutes of Health, among other agencies, 
have already lost their jobs. The chaotic ways 
in which the cuts are being implemented 
makes it hard to be sure how many, and this 
seems to change frequently as decisions are 
reversed or reinstated.

Data have been removed from public 
access, and perhaps destroyed. Although 
academic and other institutions were able to 
copy much of this data in advance and make 
it available, availability for the future has been 
ended for much information needed to make 
people safe.

We do not know yet whether data will be 
twisted or in other ways “cooked” to fit the 
wishes of the Trump regime. And much data 
on gender and race/ethnicity are suppressed 
going forward.

Further cuts loom as budgets for state 
and local public health agencies are also being 
slashed. Since a sizeable proportion of pro-
fessional personnel in state and local public 
health agencies have been seconded to them 

while remaining on CDC payrolls, or paid 
for by funds provided from Washington, the 
ability of states, cities and counties to protect 
public health will be reduced substantially.

Again, no one knows how this will work 
out. It is possible that state or local money 
will be used in some cases to reduce the 
impact of such budget cuts, but that will 
depend on local politics and the degree of 
mass organizing and action by the working 
class and others.

Ideological Wars
Cuts are particularly targeted to slash re-

search and prevention around infectious dis-
eases. This starts with the vicious ideological 
wars against vaccines being coordinated by 
the Secretary of the Department of Health 
and Human Services, RF Kennedy, Jr., but also 
includes budget cuts, termination of research 
grants, and appointment of personnel hostile 
to vaccination to the Advisory Committee 
on Immunization Practices, which over-
sees vaccination approval and affects how 
insurance companies do or not pay costs of 
vaccinations.

Another set of cuts has targeted pro-
grams to reduce racial/ethnic disparities in 
health. I discuss these more below.

Table 1. Total Death Rates by Race/Ethnicity 2019

Sam Friedman is an internationally-noted AIDS 
researcher. His publications include Teamster 
Rank and File (Columbia University Press, 
1982); Grief and Rage: An American Jew’s 
Poems on Palestine (Central Jersey Coalition 
against Endless War, 2015); and Seeking to 
Make the World Anew: Poems of the Living 
Dialectic (Lanham, Maryland: Hamilton Books, 
2008).

White Black Hispanic Asian American
Indian or
Alaska
Native

Native
Hawaiian

Pacific
Islander

Multiple
Races

  739.9   884.0   523.8   372.8   782.5   679.0   326.95

Rate rel-
ative to
Whites

         1       1.19       0.71       0.50       1.06       0.92       0.44

Notes: These figures show deaths per 100,000 population by race and are age-adjusted to the total 
U.S. population in 2000.

Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race, but are categorized as Hispanic; other groups are 
non-Hispanic. Race and Hispanic origin are reported separately on the death certificate in accordance 
with standards set forth by the US Office of Management and Budget. Causes of death include all ICD-10 
codes.

Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics. Underlying 
Cause of Death 2018-2023 on [CDC WONDER Online Database] (http://wonder.cdc.gov/). Data are 
from the Multiple Cause of Death Files, 2018-2023, as compiled from data provided by the 57 vital sta-
tistics jurisdictions through the Vital Statistics Cooperative Program. Accessed at [https://wonder.cdc.gov/
mcd-icd10-expanded.html] (https://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10-expanded.html) on January 30, 2025.

Downloaded July 29, 2025 from https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/
state-indicator/death-rate-by-raceethnicity/?dataView=1&currentTimeframe=4&selectedRows
=%7B%22wrapups%22:%7B%22united-states%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22co-
lId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
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Some of the worst effects on public 
health will be in other countries. Although 
this may be of little concern to the Trump 
regime and the sections of the capitalist class 
who support it, any internationalist — and 
any human being with even a shred of decen-
cy — has to recoil in anguish and horror at 
the devastation these attacks will create.

Based on the cuts that had been an-
nounced by the middle of March, the Secre-
tary-General of the United Nations described 
the damage that will take place (WHO 
Director-General’s opening remarks at the 
media briefing — 17 March 2025; part of this 
speech was quoted in an earlier article in this 
journal, “Plague Pusher Policy,” ATC 236).

I will quote him at some length to give a 
fuller picture:

“To be clear, I’m not talking about the 
decision by the United States to withdraw from 
WHO. I will not comment on that today.

“I’m talking about cuts to direct U.S. funding 
for countries through USAID, the US CDC and 
other agencies. The impact of these cuts will 
be even greater — and we are already seeing 
them.

“There are now severe disruptions to the 
supply of malaria diagnostics, medicines and 
insecticide-treated bed nets due to stock outs, 
delayed delivery or lack of funding.

“Over the last two decades, the U.S. has 
been the largest bilateral donor to the fight 
against malaria, helping to prevent an estimated 
2.2 billion cases and 12.7 million deaths.

“If disruptions continue, we could see an ad-
ditional 15 million cases of malaria and 107,000 
deaths this year alone, reversing 15 years of 
progress.

“It’s a similar story with HIV. The suspension 
of most funding to PEPFAR — the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief — caused an 
immediate stop to services for HIV treatment, 
testing and prevention in more than 50 coun-
tries.

“Eight countries now have substantial disrup-
tions to antiretroviral therapy and some will run 
out of medicines in the coming months.

“Disruptions to HIV programmes could undo 
20 years of progress, leading to more than 10 
million additional cases of HIV and 3 million 
HIV-related deaths — more than triple the 
number of deaths last year.

“On tuberculosis, 27 countries in Africa and 
Asia are facing crippling breakdowns in their 
response, with shortages of human resources, 
disruptions to diagnosis and treatment, data 
and surveillance systems collapsing, and vital 
community engagement work deteriorating.

“Nine countries have reported failing 
procurement and supply chains for TB drugs, 
jeopardizing the lives of people with TB.

“Over the past two decades, U.S. support for 
TB services has helped to save almost 80 million 
lives. Those gains, too, are at risk.

“On immunization, WHO’s Global Measles 
and Rubella Network of more than 700 labora-
tories, which was funded solely by the U.S., faces 
imminent shutdown.

“This comes at the worst possible time, 
when measles is making a comeback.

“Last year there were 57 large or disruptive 
measles outbreaks, and that number has been 
increasing for the past three years. Since 1974, 
measles vaccines have saved nearly 94 million 
lives, but those gains are also at risk.

“The sudden cuts to U.S. funding are also 
affecting efforts to eradicate polio, to monitor 
the emergence of diseases such as avian influ-
enza, and to respond to disease outbreaks and 
humanitarian crises.

“Almost 24 million people living in such crises 
are at risk of not being able to access essential 
health services. More than 2,600 health facilities 
in 12 humanitarian crises have already suspend-
ed services at least partially, or will do very soon.

“In many countries, the abrupt loss of U.S. 
funding threatens to reverse progress in disease 
control, immunization rates, maternal and child 
health, and emergency preparedness.”

Since then, some cuts have been rescind-
ed, and others have been announced. Budgets 
for next year have not been finalized, but 
seem to be grim indeed, although there is 
some hope that some cuts to PEPFAR may 

be reduced.

Why Are They Doing This?
Understanding the reasons behind 

government actions is never easy, 
and it is particularly difficult with 
the Trump regime that deliberately 
obscures its intentions and many of 
its motivations, in part by reversing 
course so often and in part by what 
appears to be a policy of frequent 
lying as a smokescreen and a propa-
ganda tool.

Despite this, I will attempt to 
discuss the reasons behind the attacks 
on public health as a matter of ideol-
ogy, self-interest, tactics, and deeper 
strategy.

Underlying this discussion is my 
analysis that the American ruling 

class, and particularly those sections most 
visibly behind the Trump regime (the other 
lumpenbourgeoisie like real estate interests, 
fossil fuels, and the “tech bros”), are caught in 
a series of long-term crises and are reacting 
in desperation.2

Most salient, perhaps, are the threat 
to their interests of an ascendant Chinese 
capitalist imperialism dominating many fields 
of production and scientifically out-pacing the 
United States in fields much broader than its 
highly-visible challenge in artificial intelligence 
and other “hi tech” industries. (Nature Index 
2025 Research Leaders: “United States losing 
ground as China’s lead expands rapidly.”)

The U.S. ruling class has no solution to 
China’s challenge to Washington’s imperial 
and economic power; the climate crisis and 
the broader ecological crisis, and the eco-
nomic malaise of capitalist economies since 
2008.

These have led it to lose much of its 
ideological hegemony over people in the 
United States — and this, in turn, means that 
authoritarian rule appeals to our rulers just 
as it does to the ruling-class forces in many 
other countries such as Russia, China, Hunga-
ry, Brazil and Argentina.

Lens of Racism and Irrationalism
Although ideology is never entirely sepa-

rate from self-interest, it does have consider-
able independence and force in its own right. 
People — including ruling-class creepoids — 
identify options and think about their worth 
and feasibility through the lens of their ideas.

Racism, including eugenic racism, is one 
of the most visible characteristics of Trump 
and many of his high-ranking regime officials 
and his supporters (See Caplan A., Tabery 
J., “Donald Trump Wants to Make Eugenics 
Great Again. Let’s Not.” Scientific American. 
October 17, 2024; Metraux J.,”Eugenics Isn’t 
Dead — It’s Thriving in Tech.” Mother Jones, 
January 2, 2025.)

Racial animosity, entitlement and arro-

Table 2. HIV diagnoses per 100,000 among adults and adolescents
in the United States

White Black/
African

American

Hispanic
Latino/a

American
Indian/
Alaskan
Native

Asian Native
Hawaiian
Other
Pacific

Islander

Multiple
Races

Total

    5.3   41.8   20.4     10.9     4.4   14.8   19.9   12.7

Risk
relative to 
Whites

  1.0     7.89     3.85     2.06     0.83     2.79     3.75     2.40

This pattern has remained reasonably stable for many years now, and pretty much reflects the pattern among each 
risk category. What is clear is that the racial system has led Black, Native American, and Latino/a people, as well as 
people who identify with multiple races, to have higher HIV rates than White people. These disparities are similar 
for AIDS incidence and for AIDS mortality.
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gance have been characteristic of Trump’s 
campaign and many of his policies, including 
his outlandish belief that Afrikaners in South 
Africa are facing genocide and his granting 
them asylum in the United States — nothing 
he has ever offered to Sudanese, Haitians, 
Palestinians, or anyone truly facing murderous 
oppression.

Racism of course is baked into the 
structures and traditions of the United 
States, both reinforcing and reinforced by the 
campaign against immigrants. It is also a major 
impediment to working class activism.

To a far greater extent than any Adminis-
tration since the 1920s, the Trump adminis-
trations have made racism a major thrust of 
what they say and what they do. Their attack 
on DEI is one manifestation of this.

Their attacks on public health will exacer-
bate the structural racism of this country, and 
make the lives of millions more hazardous 
and shorter as a result. This will be added 
grief on top of a situation already marked by 
oppressed racial/ethnic groups having shorter 
lives and more disease.

Tables 1 through 3 illustrate that Black 
and Native American people have shorter 
life expectancies than white people, and that 
they and Latinos have suffered most from the 
HIV/AIDS and COVID-19 pandemics.

Further, oppressed groups tend to have 
sharply lower incomes and wealth than 
do their oppressors — although the low 
incomes of working class people who happen 
to be white also expose them to this risk — 
so that the cuts in Medicaid, Medicare, Indian 
Health Service and Veterans Administration 
funds and access will disproportionately 
increase their rates of untreated sickness and 
of death. (I discuss how this will benefit the 
ruling class later in this article.)

Anti-scientific beliefs also run rampant.3 
Elsewhere (Friedman in New Politics #79) I 
have discussed at some length the roots of 
irrational thought in the ruling class and in 
popular classes, including their origins in the 
irrational and chaotic operations of the econ-
omy and empires under capitalism (drawing 
on writings by Marx and by Engels on the 
social roots of religion.)

Here, I want to focus only on vaccine pol-
icy. Vaccines have saved hundreds of millions 
of lives during my lifetime, and continue to do 
so to the extent that they are used.

Indeed, the only decision Trump made 
during his first term in office that I would 
endorse is his decision to authorize and fund 
Operation Warp Speed, which discovered 
and rolled-out the vaccine for COVID-19.

This of course is deeply ironic and tragic, 
since Trump and other reactionaries have 
savagely attacked this vaccine ever since, and 
indeed have enlisted some people who see 
themselves as socialists in these attacks.

Supporters claim to be basing their oppo-
sition to vaccines on science, but the articles 

they cite are deeply flawed — and mainly 
published in journals that play fast and loose 
with the scientific method and often ignore 
issues around data quality.4

These attacks on vaccines mobilized many 
right-wingers and others to support Trump 
in the 2024 election. This is one of several 
harmful campaign promises that the current 
Administration seems to be honoring, having 
appointed RFK Jr. to be Secretary of Health 
and Human Services.

Kennedy fired the entire membership of 
the Advisory Committee for Immunization 
Practices (ACIP), which makes recommenda-
tions on the safety, efficacy and clinical need 
of vaccines, replacing them with people with 
anti-vaccine views. He has also limited the 
population groups for whom COVID vaccines 
are recommended, which will affect their 
access to the vaccine and the amount they 
have to pay for it.

Kennedy also seems to be taking aim at 
programs and research dealing with infectious 
diseases in general (which, as discussed above, 
tend to hurt oppressed and working-class 
people much more than their oppressors and 
exploiters).

The consequences of these attacks on 
vaccines can already be seen by the spreading 
measles outbreak in the United States. (I am 
particularly attuned to this, because I had 
a particularly bad case of measles when I 
was a child that would have hospitalized and 
perhaps killed me had my fever not broken 
when it did.)

With COVID-19 still around, and still 
mutating to develop new strains, and with 
Bird Flu a looming threat for causing a new 
pandemic (https://tempestmag.org/2024/06/
in-bird-flu-capitalism-is-the-culprit/), these 
attacks on vaccines and infectious disease 
programs are deeply irrational from the 
perspective of human health.

A new pandemic, and indeed the spread 

of existing diseases like measles that had 
been all but-eliminated by vaccines, will cause 
immense suffering.

Many top officials in the Trump admin-
istration, including Trump himself, seem to 
believe in eugenics — the belief firmly held 
by Adolph Hitler, and many Jim Crow racists, 
that some people’s genes (or “bad blood” in 
Trump’s words) make them inferior and that 
human progress depends on increasing the 
number of people with “good blood.” They 
think that people who succeed economically 
or are white have “good blood.”

People who succeed economically or are 
white have “good blood.” For such eugen-
icists, then, deaths or lowered fertility due 
to the attacks on public health have value in 
themselves — they can be seen as “improving 
the gene pool.”

Tactics and Strategy
On a tactical level, as discussed above, at-

tacking public health is most likely to disable 
and kill working class voters, with a particular 
impact on Black, Brown, and Red people.

These are people who are more likely 
to vote Democrat than Republican (Kim 
Moody “Analyzing the 2020 Election: Who 
Paid? Who Benefits?” ATC 211, March-April 
2021). Indeed, it is arguable that the differen-
tial deaths and disabling Long COVID cases 
(including those captured in Excess Death 
statistics — who outnumber those recorded 
as direct COVID deaths) among these groups 
from the pandemic may have benefitted 
Trump in the election.

Although readers of this journal may 
be deeply skeptical about the Democratic 
Party, and (correctly) see it as our enemy, the 
reactionaries in the Trump regime probably 
understand the tactical electoral advantages 
they gain from poor public health.

On a more strategic level, working-class 
and minority communities burdened with 

AS WITH MUCH else, the Trump regime’s attacks on public health come rapidly and 
somewhat erratically to try to keep the resistance off balance. Since this article was writ-
ten, they sacked one leader of CDC and were faced with resignations by three others and 
a mass “clap out” and goodbye to these leaders as they left work for their final time.

People I am working with who have been active around COVID issues, however, point 
out that these same CDC leaders were part of efforts by the Biden administration to roll 
back masking rules and other public health measures as part of the government’s efforts to 
maintain business profits and prospects.

Advisory committees around vaccines and other issues have had their members dis-
missed and replaced with anti-vaxers, many with ties to the “wellness industry” and some 
of its untested products. And on and on.

Public health doctors, nurses, and researchers have mobilized in groups like Defend 
Public Health to write op-eds and pressure state health departments and legislatures to act 
on their own to protect public health, and a number of states have indeed done so around 
maintaining childhood vaccine rates.

This is welcome, and indeed I take part in a limited extent in these actions, but (as their 
members mostly recognize) these efforts are defensive. As the accompanying article em-
phasizes, we need to develop a massive and disruptive working-class response against these 
attacks, and do what we can to help such a response radicalize to get rid of capitalism and 
build something better.  —S.F.

A Rapidly Emerging Story
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disease, and with caring for the disabled and 
the children of the dead and disabled, are 
less able to resist capitalist demands. Cuts in 
access to health insurance, and increases in 
costs, may also weaken resistance.

Beyond that, attacks on workers’ eco-
nomic health will deepen the “poverty draft” 
that leads some among them to enlist in the 
military, police or ICE, thus strengthening the 
coercive power of the State.

Attacks on public health leading to deaths 
among retired people, or those with disabili-
ties serious enough to impede their econom-
ic productivity, also have strategic value for 
capital. Such deaths mean that Social Security 
and other income support funds can be used 
for investment rather than consumption by 
the “unproductive.”

Another way of saying this is that more 
surplus value can be invested rather than 
consumed. The capitalist class also has other 
economic and imperial arguments to favor 
cutting public health, although these are 
somewhat contradictory.

Capital benefits from having healthy work-
ers! However, as I argued above, American 
capital has to funnel all the surplus value it 
can into investing in the competition with 
China and, even though some capitalists and 
politicians may not realize it, into fighting 
climate change.

In developing strate-
gy to do this, of course, 
capitalist strategists are 
guided by their ideol-
ogy, which sees “free 
markets” and compe-
tition as better ways 
to get things done, and 
more likely to lead to 
profitable innovation, 
than government 
action.

This is why (in 
addition to greed) they 
favor tax cuts so much 
— putting investable 
capital in the hand of 
corporate elites rather 
than government elites. 

Cutting public 
health is part of the 
costs of redirecting 
surplus value to the 
investors. It has the 
side advantage, from 
their perspective, of 
forcing a large number 
of technically trained 
experts into the labor 
market, where com-
panies can hire them 
relatively cheaply.

Fighting Back
As with much of the rest of the Trump 

regime’s agenda, people have been resisting 
the attacks on public health in many ways. 
Some of these have been the routine meth-
ods of testifying before government agencies, 
lobbying, getting Democratic politicians to 
write legislative proposals that get ignored, 
writing op-eds and blogs, and routine demon-
strations.

Others have been more substantial, such 
as the mutual aid that people in the Los An-
geles basin organized during the fires earlier 
this year. Mutual aid pretty much always has 
value for the people directly involved, but in 
this case it also had political implications as 
the networks established during the fires be-
came important resources and communica-
tions channels for the mass street (and other) 
opposition to ICE. (https://www.theguardian.
com/us-news/2025/jun/26/los-angeles-resi-
dents-immigrants-ice-resistance; also, person-
al communications from anonymous sources). 

Previously existing groups organized 
around specific health conditions have been 
seeking ways to defend their programs and 
to fight back more generally. These include 
groups with whom I am in ongoing commu-
nication, growing out of AIDS efforts such as 
harm resistance groups and ACT UP New 
York, as well as groups like Peoples CDC and 
a variety of Long Covid groups.

Even though their ability to engage in 
street actions is limited by their physical con-
dition, a number of Long Covid activists were 
active in mutual aid around the Los Angeles 
fires and around the struggles against ICE.

Other groups organized around the 
problems disabled people face have also been 
engaged, although I am less aware of what 
they have been doing.

Health workers’ unions have been seeking 
ways to fight back, including seeking out ways 
to help undocumented people get care. They 
are also facing prospects of hospital closings, 
staff cutbacks, and increases in work pace and 
work time due to budget cuts and the attacks 
on Medicaid, Medicare, and other programs 
mentioned above.

Nurses’ unions have been quite visible 
in these efforts. So far, however, none of 
them have found ways to develop truly mass 
actions with the power to resist the attacks.

However, as is widely known on the 
left, these struggles alone will not suffice 
to defeat the attacks by a desperate ruling 
class on public health. That will take much 
greater struggles that involve mass strikes and 
confrontations in the street in which much of 
the working class and members of oppressed 
communities get involved, as discussed in 
many other articles in this magazine.

The more limited efforts such as mutual 
aid and strikes against specific cutbacks are 
nonetheless important since they can build 
solidarity, give us experience in struggle, and 
show the many ways in which the existing 
system is both unfair and vicious.

None of this will be easy. But it is neces-
sary to prevent widespread and unnecessary 
death and misery.  n
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Table 3. Death rates per 100,000 from
COVID 2020 through 2022 by race/ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity Death 
Rate

Rate of death rate\
relative to White
death rate

White   268.5   1.00

Black   441.9   1.65

Hispanic   466.0   1.74

Asian   196.9   0.73

American Indian 
or Alaska Native

  552.4   2.06

Native Hawaiian 
or Other
Pacific Islander

  463.78   1.73

Source: Latoya Hill and Samantha Artiga. COVID-19 Cases and Deaths by 
Race/Ethnicity: Current Data and Changes Over Time. Published: Aug 22, 
2022. COVID-19 Cases and Deaths by Race/Ethnicity: Current Data and 
Changes Over Time | KFF (Kaiser Family Foundation). Downloaded July 29, 
2025
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THE LEFT IN Britain is in the midst of what 
could be the most important party forma-
tion since Labour was established in 1900. 
The process is proving slow and difficult, 
though the need could scarcely be more 
urgent.

The far right have gone from strength to 
strength over the past two years, and the 
Labour government are tailing them with less 
shame (and less electoral reward) than ever 
before. With the two-party system in an 
unprecedented crisis, the UK is on a treach-
erous path to a hard-right government, but 
there are exciting opportunities for the Left 
to turn the tide.

Saturday, September 13, 2025 was a 
red-letter day for British fascists. By many 
accounts, it was their biggest mobilization 
ever on British soil, with more than 100,000 
on the streets of London. The demonstration 
was headed by Stephen Yaxley-Lennon (alter 
ego: Tommy Robinson). A well-known fascist 

leader, “Robinson” has been convicted of 
various assaults and frauds, and was flanked 
by failed actor Laurence Fox and failed media 
personality Katie Hopkins. The event was ad-
dressed via livestream by billionaire white-su-
premacist Elon Musk.

Anti-fascists mobilized in response and 
were humiliated. A meagre turnout meant 
that they were outnumbered by roughly 
10:1. Disastrously incompetent (and possible 
malicious) policing enabled the fascists to 
surround the counter-demonstration. The 
result was a demoralizing encirclement of 
the anti-fascist forces, leaving the fascists 
to drinking, harass and attack people with 
impunity.

The Stakes
The so-called Unite the Kingdom demon-

stration was the culmination of a second 
summer of far-right dominance on Britain’s 
streets. In 2024, this took the form of po-
gromist riots. This summer, the most visible 
element has been a viral campaign to display 
the Union and St. George’s flags on houses 
and lamp posts.

The success of the flag-raising campaign 
has been matched by large demonstrations 
outside hotels and other residences where 
asylum seekers are housed. A majority of 

the British electorate now support sending 
people claiming asylum to “prison camps,” 
largely due to a media-fuelled panic about 
their mythologized sexual threat to women 
and children.

The Unite the Kingdom demonstration 
was not officially supported by any political 
party, though its size was symptomatic, above 
all, of the threat posed by Reform UK. This 
is the new organizational form taken on by 
the populist Right (historically represented 
by UKIP, then the Leave campaign, then the 
Brexit Party).

They have long been led by Nigel Farage, 
a friend of Donald Trump who harbors ambi-
tions to replicate his mass deportations and 
anti-democratic attacks. With the Conserva-
tive Party slumping into third-place in most 
polls, and lacking any ideas other than aping 
Farage, Reform UK is on course to form the 
next government.

Labour Prime Minister Keir Starmer has 
raised some muted objections to the fascists’ 
illegal excesses, but has voiced support for 
the flag-raising efforts of the far-right. Mean-
while, Starmer’s response to Reform’s me-
teoric rise has been one-note: copy them in 
both the form and content of Labour policy.

Having won a “loveless landslide” in the 

Owen Walsh is an educator and organizer 
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of Aberdeen Marxist Caucus and a supporter 
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2018 Stand Up to Racism demonstration. The far right continues to grow as the Labour government responds with blandness.        Alisdare Hickson CC 2.0
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2024 general election, the Labour leadership 
have spent their first year in office proving 
their adeptness at wasting an advantage. 
Despite a massive parliamentary majority, 
ruthless discipline over the party machine, a 
favorable relationship with the mass media, 
and the low expectations of the electorate, 
Starmer has led an incompetent and unpopu-
lar government.

Over-eager to prove his 
credentials as a reliable capitalist 
politician, Starmer has unveiled a 
disastrously unappealing legislative 
agenda. The signal policies of the 
Labour government thus far have 
been the removal of a winter 
fuel allowance from millions of 
pensioners who are vulnerable 
to fuel poverty; the gutting of 
Personal Independence Payments, 
a government benefit intended to 
grant disabled people a mini-
mum of independent living; and 
retention of a two-child cap on 
benefit claimants that has seriously 
exacerbated child poverty.

These have been served with 
side-dishes of Trump brown-nos-
ing, genocide apologism, and trans-
phobia. Starmer’s expertise is in delivering 
such Farageist policies with a technocratic 
blandness that excites no one.

Starmer’s injurious policies have been 
accompanied by insult. Within months of 
taking office, Starmer and his ministers were 
embroiled in scandal for having accepted a re-
cord-setting quantity of freebies from private 
business. While Labour are now being forced 
into U-turns on their most unpopular an-
nouncements, this only compounds the sense 
that Starmer leads an inept and directionless 
government.

Support for the Labour Party has col-
lapsed, perhaps as low as 15%. In short order, 
Starmer has turned a landslide victory into 
one of the most despised governments in 
living memory.

Despite their massive majority and the 
totalitarian disciplining of the parliamentary 
party, Labour has not achieved a single major 
legislative victory, while its most ambitious 
proposal has been to legalize euthanasia! 
A more precise summary of their political 
messaging could hardly be imagined.

The Left: Your Party
In the streets and at the ballot box, the 

Left in Britain have spent six years in retreat. 
The defeat in 2019 of the Jeremy Corbyn-led 
Labour Party shortly led to a rout.

The Palestine movement has neverthe-
less re-energized the Left, having brought 
record-breaking crowds out on numerous 
occasions. At its largest, the movement was 
mobilizing close to a million people.

Through this mass intervention, and 

thanks to Starmer’s belligerent hounding, 
Jeremy Corbyn has been finally forced to ac-
cept the need to lead the formation of a new 
party. His hope is to revive the progressive 
insurgency that drove his Labour leadership 
between 2015 and 2019.

The party formation process was an-
nounced, however, by his young colleague, 

Zarah Sultana, who 
grew impatient 
with the dithering, 
rumours, and back-
room maneuvering by 
Corbyn’s associates.

On 24 July, 
Sultana announced 
— seemingly without 
the knowledge of 
Corbyn — her 
resignation from 
the Labour Party 
and her support for 
the formation of a 
new party. Corbyn 
was peculiarly slow 
to issue his wel-
coming response. 
Corbyn and Sultana 
nevertheless agreed 
that the name and 

policy of the party will be determined by its 
members. In the interim, it is being called 
Your Party.

Having been teased for months about 
the likely new party, the grassroots Left met 
Sultana’s announcement with an explosive 
response. Eight hundred thousand people 
registered their interest, the possible mem-
bership of the new party several times bigger 
than any of the other parties in the UK. Most 
of these signups came in the space of a single 
weekend, with scarcely a finger having been 
lifted to build support following Sultana’s 
social media post.

Since then, developments have been 
slow and, at times, genuinely alarming. The 
hugely valuable data gathered in the signup 
process (essentially, the contact details of the 
whole UK Left) was not shared with any local 
organizers. Only in mid-September were the 
signups given an update on the plan. That 
was:

In September, the opening of formal 
membership and the beginning of a consul-
tation process on a Political Statement, Con-
stitution, Rules, and Organizational Strategy. 
This continues through October, alongside an 
ambitious series of regional assemblies and a 
vote on the party’s name. Finally, a founding 
conference will convene in late November 
with delegates selected by sortition (random 
selection). Parallel to this rush of activity will 
be a mass door-knocking campaign to ensure 
the party is formed from the widest possible 
mass base.

Much of this is good news, though views 

remain divided on the organizational mecha-
nisms such as delegation by sortition.

Shortly after this announcement, however, 
the project was pitched into a seemingly-ex-
istential crisis. As part of behind-the-scenes 
power struggles that had seen Sultana and 
other leading figures marginalized by the 
Corbyn clique, Zarah Sultana’s office sought 
to regain their position — and defend their 
more democratic view of the formation 
process — by launching a membership sys-
tem without approval from Corbyn and the 
Independent MPs.

In a devastating 24-hour period, this was 
met by a rapid and hostile response from 
Corbyn’s camp, with legal threats issued both 
by Corbyn and Sultana.

Mediation has since calmed the splits 
among the leadership, who are now pre-
senting a united front, but the damage to 
the project’s momentum will be harder to 
recover, and the need for grassroots control 
is now impossible to deny. If the party is to 
work, the grassroots must seize control of 
the party and make it their own.

Factions
This dispute reflects a set of tensions 

that have been evident from the start. In the 
statement that launched the process, Sultana 
claimed that she would be “co-leading” it as 
Corbyn’s equal partner. In defiance of some 
senior Corbynistas, this wording was adopted 
as a statement of opposition to the crowning 
of Corbyn as sole leader of a personalist 
party.

In reality, Sultana has been the more 
visible, dynamic, and militant face of the 
emergent party. She has unambiguously 
communicated her vision of a member-led, 
socialist party that makes no concessions on 
somewhat divisive issues such as trans rights. 
She has also been openly critical of the Left’s 
mistakes during the Corbyn era. Sultana, far 
more than Corbyn, has toured rallies orga-
nized by the semi-official Your Party groups 
that sprung up over the summer.

Sultana therefore appears as a key 
voice for the grassroots Left. Her energetic 
entrance into national leadership alongside 
Corbyn is a promising indication of what the 
new party might be, and how it might depart 
from his “kind, gentle” style, which in the past 
has permitted timidity in the face of right-
wing attacks, and has relied on bureaucratic 
management by his staffers.

Sultana’s combative and clear-sighted 
interventions have been especially important 
given the motley nature of the party-in-for-
mation. The victory of four new Independent 
parliamentary candidates in the 2024 general 
election demonstrated the prospects for a 
left-of-Labour challenge. Each of these candi-
dates campaigned in working-class constit-
uencies on pro-Palestine platforms, winning 
support especially from Asian communities. 

Zarah Sultana, a Labour MP impa-
tient with the dithering, rumours, 
and backroom maneuvering by 
Corbyn’s associates, resigned and 
announced her support for the for-
mation of a new party. 
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These Independent MPs have since operated 
in alliance with Corbyn.

But the politics of the Independents are 
very mixed. Beyond a liberal pro-Palestine 
advocacy and an anti-austerity agenda, they 
agree on little. They have no roots in the Left 
or the labor movement. Most notably, one of 
them, Adnan Hussain, has advocated for con-
cessions to transphobes and to a religiously- 
informed “social conservatism.”

The Left has been quick to condemn such 
concessions, and correctly so. The Indepen-
dent MPs will be in a position of real power 
in the new party but are among its least reli-
able elements. It remains to be seen whether 
they will accept the political discipline 
required to remain inside a socialist party.

While it’s necessary to maintain a hard 
line against such figures as Hussain, though, 
the Left will also need to consider how to 
keep constituencies of the kind he represents 
onside. Building an organization that can 
bridge the mostly city-based Left with work-
ers in towns, including some who are heavily 
influenced by religious leadership, is a long-
term project. It will require political skill and 
patience to transcend the polarized political 
geography that has largely prevailed since the 
Brexit referendum.

The political diversity of the party is also 
manifested in various local vehicles built 
around individuals like Luftur Rahman (leader 
of the Aspire group in Tower Hamlets, Lon-
don) and Jamie Driscoll (leader of Majority, 
a party to Labour’s left in the North-east of 
England). Neither of these are firmly socialist 
in their politics, though both have established 
effective organizations that have scored 
impressive electoral performances with a 
left-populist agenda.

The place of such organizations in the 
new party raises not only political but orga-
nizational questions. Corbyn, for instance, 
has championed a federated structure for the 
new party, with a view that this would enable 
it to be as broad a coalition as possible. Such 
a structure is also preferred by some sections 
of the revolutionary Left, though for rather 
different reasons: they prefer to affiliate as 
blocs while maintaining their organizational 
independence. One danger, however, is that 
a federal structure might lead the new party 
to replicate rather than overcome the “broad 
church” social democracy that has long char-
acterized the Labour Party.

On the other hand, Sultana has come 
out in support of a one-member-one-

vote (OMOV) structure, which she sees 
as necessary to ensure a democratic and 
ideologically firm party of the Left. (Sultana 
wants the party to be called The Left). The 
OMOV model is also supported by individu-
als who differ from Sultana either on issues 
of policy, party management, or the question 
of “co-leadership.” Some versions of this 
model would in fact mean that, in place of an 
activist democracy, the party is run through 
atomized member “consultations” that would 
weaken its Left.

So, views on organizational structure 
divide the party’s constituencies in non-linear 
ways. Those disagreements are compounded 
by personal clashes.

In sum, the announcement of the party 
was made in a messy set of circumstances, 
and with no coherent plan or united vision 
of what the party ought to look like, what 
the timeline for its formation ought to be, or 
what structures it should adopt. The respon-
sibility for working these out has been on an 
unelected and opaque network of individuals 
with their own agendas — some political, 
some personal.

It is essential going forward that the 
clique-based leadership — mainly drawn from 
parliamentary staffers and trade union leaders 
— is replaced by a thoroughgoing democracy 
that represents the political perspective of 
the party grassroots, as well as its regional, 
racial and gender diversity.

Perspectives
While the formation process has proved 

frustrating, the cogs are now in motion, and 
prospects for the Left need not remain so 
dire as they presently appear. The right-wing 
consensus that governs all the main parties is 
papering over a far more complex picture.

Popular support for Palestine, for wide-
spread nationalizations, and for taxes on the 
wealthy provide a firm basis for a socialist 
political project. Meanwhile the widespread 
rejection of the political establishment ought 
to open the field for not just a “populist” po-

litical style, but for a program of democrat-
ic transformation on a working-class basis.

Alongside the Your Party process, the 
Left has also established its dominance in 
the Green Party in England and Wales. 
The Greens have recently elected a new 
leader, Zach Polanski, who is determined 
to transform them into an “eco-populist” 
vehicle championing progressive reforms 
and communicating in combative language.

The Greens second-place finish in 
around 40 Labour constituencies makes 
them well positioned to add an important 
force to the left-of-Labour challenge, and 
talk is already afoot of a Red-Green alliance. 
Such a formation would have its challenges 
and problems (the Greens are not a social-
ist party), but if approached in a principled 
manner it could yield fruit.
Outside of England, the picture is 

additionally complicated by constitutional 
questions that are most pressing in Scotland. 
There, the Scottish National Party look set 
to capitalize on Labour’s decline, though their 
progressive and anti-establishment credentials 
have hollowed significantly, and Reform are 
on the rise. A Left party in Scotland, given 
substantial autonomy, effective leadership and 
a class program, might produce a much-need-
ed shakeup in the pro-independence camp.

Opportunities abound for a militant, 
mass-membership, socialist politics, if it is 
approached in the right way. Any degree 
of success would result in the ruling class 
placing immense pressure on its leadership to 
participate in coalitions. As such, it is essential 
that the party proceeds from a place of firm 
political clarity and purpose.

The interventions of revolutionary social-
ists should cohere around three points:

1. The party must have a thoroughgoing 
grassroots democracy, with full transparency 
from leaders who are elected and recallable.

2. Membership, affiliation, and especially 
candidature, should be based on agreement 
around non-negotiable programmatic com-
mitments, including defence of minority rights 
(trans, migrants, etc).

3. The party exists to implement its 
program in full, and is committed to the 
socialist transformation of society as the only 
way to avoid a future of capitalist barbarism 
and environmental collapse. Electoral alliances 
with pro-capitalist forces are, under any 
circumstances, impermissible.

Revolutionary socialists will play an 
urgently important role in the new party. 
By coordinating across sectarian and other di-
visions we can form a counterweight against 
pressures to accommodate to reactionary 
prejudices, British capital, and the U.S.-led 
imperialist bloc.

Only a party of this kind will represent a 
true break from the treacherous history of 
Labourism.  n

Jeremy Corbyn champions a federated structure for 
the new party, with a view that this would enable it 
to be as broad a coalition as possible.

Popular support for Palestine, 
for widespread

nationalizations, and
for taxes on the wealthy
provide a firm basis for

a socialist political project.
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e r a s i n g  u. s.  h i s t o r y

Donald Trump vs. History:
The Trump School of Falsification  By Bruce Levine
THE RISE TO power of Donald Trump and 
his minions has sanctified and energized a 
campaign to revive the kind of triumphalist, 
exceptionalist version of U.S. history that 
reigned over both academia and public 
culture from the late 1940s through the 
early 1960s.

To drive that campaign forward, the 
Trump regime has now launched simul-
taneous assaults against schools, libraries, 
museums, the National Parks Service, and 
even the National Archives.

The conservatives’ favored Cold War 
narrative celebrated America’s “excep-
tionalism” — its alleged freedom from 
European ills like social conflict. It extolled 
this country’s inexorable march from birth towards its glorious, 
enlightened present and future, a march along a path mapped 
out by destiny, God, or both.

As the prominent historian Daniel Boorstin put it, “It is 
not surprising that we have no enthusiasm for plans to make 
society over…. Why should we make a five-year plan for 
ourselves when God seems to have had a thousand-year plan 
ready-made for us?”1

But the democratic movements of the 1960s and 1970s -—
the civil rights movement, the fight against the neo-colonialist 
Viet-Nam war, the women’s movement, the gay rights move-
ment, the environmental movement — raised challenges to 
this image, beginning to change the way people thought about 
U.S. history.

Historians of those movements and others influenced by 
them earned advanced degrees, obtained jobs in public schools 
and universities, and many of the latter began to publish. Over 
time, the old, simplistic, triumphalist version of the nation’s past 
went into at least partial eclipse.

Classroom teaching, essays and books now more often 
explored the manifold forms of exploitation and oppression 
that existed in U.S. society from its birth as well as the various 
struggles waged to overcome them — some of those struggles 
successful, some unsuccessful, and many unfinished.

Other such people became librarians, 
museum curators, and historians and 
guides at the National Parks Service (NPS). 
They, too, helped bring this new history to 
the general public. 

The political right despised and railed 
against this new history from the start. 
Thirty years ago, then Speaker of the 
House Newt Gingrich complained that 
while “from the Jamestown colony and the 
Pilgrims … up to the Norman Rockwell 
paintings of the 1940’s and 1950’s,” a com-
mon set of values had prevailed, that was 
no longer true — because “since 1965, 
… there has been a calculated effort by 
cultural elites to discredit the [U.S.’s] civi-

lization.”2

House majority leader and soon-to-be Republican pres-
idential candidate Bob Dole elaborated, telling a receptive 
American Legion convention that the country’s “language, 
history and values” were “under attack from our government 
and from intellectual elites who seem embarrassed by America. 
What we see as an opportunity, they see as oppression.

“What we see as a proud past, they see as a legacy of shame. 
What we hold as moral truth, they call intolerance. They have false 
theories, long dissertations and endless studies to back them up. 
They know so much. But somehow they missed the fact that the 
United States of America is the greatest force for good the world 
has ever known.”3

Even worse, rightists added, these subversive elites maintain 
their domination of the academic humanities and social scienc-
es by discriminating against, silencing, and flat-out refusing to 
hire conservative scholars onto university faculties. Supposedly, 
that is to say, all this had occurred as a result of conspiratorial 
political blacklisting and not because conservative theories and 
narratives had simply lost intellectual credibility.

The Coming of Trump and Trumpism
In staging his own descent-from-above on that gilded esca-

lator in 2015, Trump early revealed his self-image and signaled 
his ambitions. He was the heaven-anointed man of destiny 
who “alone” could save the country from the ills and perils 
that beset it.

So no sooner did he take the oath of office than he began 
attacking the Constitution that he had just sworn to defend. 
He seized control of autonomous parts of the executive 
branch while simultaneously claiming for that branch abso-
lute supremacy over both the legislature and judiciary. Docile 
appointees and obsequious courtiers in the latter branches 
bestowed their blessings upon him.
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Trump hard at work signing Executive Orders in 
the White House.
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Toward the end of his first term in office, Trump and his 
advisors evidently decided that his bonapartist project and the 
reactionary rhetoric and imperial decrees that accompanied it 
needed historical justification.

In September, 2020 he convened a White House Conference 
on American History. There he launched a campaign against 
“left-wing” accounts of the nation’s past that affronted him 
and that he saw animating the massive anti-racist protests that 
filled city streets after police murdered George Floyd and other 
Black Americans.

All this “left-wing rioting and may-
hem,” Trump explained, “are the direct 
result of decades of left-wing indoctri-
nation in our schools” in which “our 
children are instructed from propaganda 
tracts, like those of Howard Zinn” — 
meaning Zinn’s very popular A People’s 
History of the United States — tracts “that 
try to make students ashamed of their 
own history.”

In those books and in other ways, Trump claimed,4 “the left 
has warped, distorted, and defiled the American story with 
deceptions, falsehoods, and lies.” Warming to his subject — 
better: bringing it to a boil — Trump accused purveyors of this 
vile version of history with virtual treason.

“The narratives about America being pushed by the far-left and 
[now] being chanted in the streets bear a striking resemblance 
to the anti-American propaganda of our adversaries — because 
both groups want to see America weakened, derided, and totally 
diminished.”

What was to be done? For the Trumpists this was not a 
difficult question. The dark version of national history must give 
way to the older, long-cherished, brighter one.

“We must clear away the twisted web of lies in our schools 
and classrooms,” Trump (or his ghost-writers) declared, “and 
teach our children the magnificent truth about our country,” 
teach them that “they are the citizens of the most exceptional 
nation in the history of the world.”

We must remind them and ourselves that we have “built the 
most fair, equal, and prosperous nation in human history.” And 
we must regain the certainty that all this progress was fore-
ordained, that the very birth of the republic made inevitable 
all the uplift that came afterward: “America’s founding set in 
motion the unstoppable chain of events that abolished slavery” 
and then “secured civil rights.”5

In reality, of course, gains that have been made in the causes 
of human freedom and justice were neither preordained nor 
inevitable; they were won through hard-fought struggles against 
powerful, entrenched forces of resistance. (And to find recent 
proofs that the country’s progress toward freedom, fairness, 
and equality has been anything but “unstoppable,” one need 
only scan the records of Trump’s administrations and the cur-
rent Supreme Court.)

Not long after delivering the jeremiad quoted above, Trump 
found himself voted out of office. But when he returned to 
power in 2025, he picked up where he had left off.

During his four years in political exile, assorted rightwing 
operatives, academics, and think tanks like the Federalist 
Society, the Heritage Foundation, and the Claremont Institute6 
had elaborated for him a reactionary political program that 

was still more consistent and coherent than the one he had 
brought with him in 2017. Trump was now also armed with 
lists of enthusiastic would-be enablers readier than some of his 
first-term staffers to further specify, articulate, and implement 
that program.

And just two months after his second inauguration, Trump 
once more declared his determination to revise the record of 
the past, doing so in an executive order entitled “Restoring 
Truth and Sanity to American History.”

To be true and sane, it explained, our history must free itself 
from “divisive, race-centered ideology” and instead celebrate 
the country’s “consistent progress toward becoming a more 
perfect Union,” its “unparalleled legacy of advancing liberty, 
individual rights, and human happiness.”7

Schools and Libraries
Trump & Co. seek to monitor and censor what takes place 

in the classrooms. Thus far their most successful attempts 
have occurred at the university level, using various pretexts to 
extort major institutions into surrendering control not only 
over admissions policies but also over faculty hiring decisions, 
curriculums, and entire academic programs.8 Helping Trump 
to accomplish all that have been sympathetic or simply supine 
university administrators and boards of governors.

But public schools also find themselves in the crosshairs. 
Complaining that “parents have witnessed schools indoctri-
nate their children in radical, anti-American ideologies,” one of 
Trump’s executive orders promises “to ensure that recipients 
of Federal funds providing K-12 education” give students a 
“patriotic education,” which features “a presentation of the 
history of America grounded in: an accurate, honest,” but also 
“unifying, inspiring, and ennobling characterization of America’s 
founding and foundational principles.”

Such a vetted history will instruct students that “the United 
States has admirably grown closer to its noble principles 
throughout its history” and “that celebration of America’s 
greatness and history is proper.”9

Accompanying this attempt to control schools is an attack 
on school libraries. The federal government exercises its most 
direct control over such libraries on its military bases. To 
protect the children of service personnel from dangerous influ-
ences, the Defense (now War) Department ordered libraries 
serving some 67,000 kids on 160 military bases worldwide to 
consider removing any books that are “potentially related to 
gender ideology or discriminatory equity ideology topics.”10

Meanwhile, the Naval Academy’s Nimitz Library removed 
from its shelves nearly 400 books that deal with discrimination 

based on social class, ethnicity, race, or 
gender.

Purged volumes of course include 
James W. Loewen’s iconic, plainly subver-
sive Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything 
Your American History Textbook Got Wrong 
(1996), but also titles like Jim Crow’s 
Legacy; The Second Coming of the KKK: The 
Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s; Memorializing 
the Holocaust; Confederate Monuments 
and the Ongoing Fight for Racial Justice; and 

even A Respectable Woman: The Public Roles of African American 
Women in 19th-Century New York.11

In April, the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, the 
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Army War College, the Air Force Academy, and other service 
installations were told to begin similar “reviews” of their own 
library holdings.12

Purging Museums
In August Trump declared on his personal social media plat-

form, Truth Social, that “the Museums throughout Washington, 
but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining 
segment of ‘WOKE’” (the current shorthand for “politically 
objectionable”).

Among the chief offenders were the Smithsonian Institution 
and eight museums that it administers, including the Museum of 
American History, the National Museum of African American 
History and Culture, the Smithsonian American Art Museum, 
and the National Portrait Gallery.

“The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where every-
thing discussed is how horrible our Country is,” and “how 
bad Slavery was.” Not content with over-stressing the wrongs 
of slavery, the Smithsonian added insult to injury by daring to 
question the existence of biologically distinct human races.

Trump thus singled out for special scorn an exhibit in the 
American Art Museum that “promotes the view that race is 
not a biological reality but a social construct, stating ‘Race is a 
human invention.’” That view, today part of mainstream scien-
tific thought, is apparently anathema to a regime determined 
to bring back the intellectual assumptions of the early 1950s. 

Therefore, to “ensure that future appropriations to the 
Smithsonian Institution prohibit expenditure on exhibits or 
programs that …divide Americans based on race, or promote 
programs or ideologies inconsistent with Federal law and poli-
cy.”13 Trump announced that he had “instructed my attorneys 
to go through the Museums, and start the exact same process 
that has been done with Colleges and Universities where tre-

mendous progress has been made.”14

That meant, he informed Smithsonian head Lonnie Bunch 
on August 12, evaluating all exhibits “to assess tone, historical 
framing and alignment with American ideals.” Trump expected 
the Smithsonian within 120 days to “begin implementing con-
tent corrections where necessary, replacing divisive or ideolog-
ically driven language with unifying, historically accurate, and 
constructive descriptions” throughout its domain.15

Nor are federally supported museums the only ones 
impacted. Independent museums around the country are eye-
ing these developments fearfully.

As in the case of universities, a number are bending the 
knee in advance of any direct attack. They “have already 
changed their programming significantly — and sometimes 
abruptly — as they try to steer clear of potential hot-button 
topics,” the New York Times reports.16

Parks, Monuments, Historic Sites
The censorship of public history displays hardly stops at 

museums; it also encompasses more than 400 monuments, 
parks, and historic sites run by the Interior Department.

All of them, an executive order decreed in late March, must 
be stripped of any “descriptions, depictions, or other content 
that inappropriately disparage Americans past or living (includ-
ing persons living in colonial times).” All must focus instead 
“on the greatness of the achievements and progress of the 
American people.”

Workers at the National Park Service (NPS), which the 
Interior Department controls, were ordered to post signs 
(bearing QR codes, phone numbers, and email and web 
addresses) that invite visitors to report anything they think 
needs altering to conform to this new standard.

NPS workers were also called upon to themselves identify 

Several Indigenous tribes, including the Kiowa people, were imprisoned at the Castillo de San Marcos National Monument in Florida in the late 1870s. 
Will their imprisonment be whitewashed as the story of the how the Spanish fortress was used?
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whatever else might offend. The Service’s officials would then 
review those suggestions and remove everything objection-
able by September 17. 18 Since then, employees have obedi-
ently tagged depictions of the abuse of fugitive slaves at the 
Independence National Historical Park in Philadelphia.19 And 
at Castillo de San Marcos National Monument in Florida, they 
eyed texts recalling the imprisonment of Native Americans 
inside the stone Spanish fortress there.20

Trump officials have reportedly also removed references to 
transgender people from the Park Service’s website about the 
Stonewall National Monument in Greenwich Village.21

The NPS promises that all these changes will help ensure 
an “accurate portrayal” of American history. Interior Secretary 
Doug Burgum puts it more bluntly. The purpose, he explains, is 
to ‘remind Americans of our extraordinary heritage.’”22

Presumably for the same purpose, a statue in Washington 
of Confederate general Albert Pike, which was torn down and 
torched during the Black Lives Matter protests, will be restored 
and put back in place.23

National Archives
The Trump regime has drawn a bead not only on schools, 

libraries, museums, and parks but also on the very archives 
that contain the raw materials — what historians call primary 
sources — on which much historical scholarship about the 
country is based.

A principal target is the National Archives and Records 
Administration, whose 43 facilities across 17 states house gov-
ernment records and related documents. In February Trump 
fired the head of the National Archives, Colleen Shogan, 
replacing her on a supposedly interim basis with his Secretary 
of State and notorious toady Marco Rubio.24

Since then, the Associated Press reports, other senior staff 
members at the Archives have also been fired, or have quit, 
retired, or taken government “buyouts.”25

Many observers presumed that Trump initiated this par-
ticular purge because he resented having been criminally 

prosecuted for deliberately withholding and concealing from 
the Archives official records that federal law required him to 
hand over upon leaving the White House in 2020. But Colleen 
Shogan did not yet head the Archives when all that occurred, 
and Trump has since gone on to undermine other federal 
archives, too.

He thus appointed Deputy Secretary of Labor Keith E. 
Sonderling as Acting Director of the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services (IMLS). An independent government agency, 
the IMLS is the primary source of federal support for muse-
ums, libraries, and records depositories around the country.

“I am committed to steering this organization in lockstep with 
this Administration to enhance efficiency and foster innovation,” 
Sonderling trumpeted. He would “revitalize” it and “restore focus 
on patriotism, ensuring we preserve our country’s core values, 
promote American exceptionalism and cultivate love of country in 
future generations.”26

What Sonderling didn’t mention was that in the name of 
cost-cutting Trump had already decreed that this key source of 
archival funding simply “be eliminated to the maximum extent 
consistent with applicable law.”27

Why?
All this may sometimes seem like the product simply of 

infantile pique and/or a childish idea of patriotism — of a 
desperate desire merely to make our past look “good,” so 
that we can feel pride instead of shame. But Trump’s across-
the-board attack on history is at once more purposeful, more 
consequential, and more insidious — the natural adjunct to his 
determination to influence the present and shape the future.

Discussing the Stalin regime’s constant re-writing of Soviet 
history, Leon Trotsky explained that, in general, the fact “that 
the past was falsified and altered … is due to the workings of 
a profound political process, with social roots of its own.” The 
historical lie “serves as a function of the class structure of soci-
ety. The oppressors erect the lie into a system of befuddling 
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Part II: Vietnam: The Soldier’s Revolt  By Joel Geier
THE FIRST HALF of this essay 
appeared in our previous issue, 
ATC 238. It was first published 
in International Socialist Review, 
Issue 3, Fall 1999. Thanks to the 
author for reprint permission, and 
to Lisa Lyons for her cartoons from 
the period.

Mutiny
“If an officer attempted to impose 
disciplinary punishment upon a 
soldier, the power did not exist to 
get it executed. In that you have 
one of the sure signs of a genuine 
popular revolution. With the falling 
away of their disciplinary power, 
the political bankruptcy of the staff 
of officers was laid bare.” —Leon 
Trotsky, History of the Russian 
Revolution1

THE REFUSAL OF an order to 
advance into combat is an act 
of mutiny. In time of war, it is the gravest crime in the military 
code, punishable by death. In Vietnam, mutiny was rampant, 
the power to punish withered and discipline collapsed as 
search and destroy was revoked from below.

Until 1967, open defiance of orders was rare and harshly 
repressed, with sentences of two to ten years for minor infrac-
tions. Hostility to search-and-destroy missions took the form 
of covert combat avoidance, called “sandbagging” by the grunts. 
A platoon sent out to “hump the boonies” might look for a 
safe cover from which to file fabricated reports of imaginary 
activity.2

But after Tet, there was a massive shift from combat avoid-
ance to mutiny. One Pentagon official reflected that “mutiny 
became so common that the army was forced to disguise 
its frequency by talking instead of ‘combat refusal.”’ Combat 
refusal, one commentator observed, “resembled a strike and 
occurred when Gls refused, disobeyed, or negotiated an order 
into combat.”3

Acts of mutiny took place on a scale previously only 
encountered in revolutions. The first mutinies in 1968 were 
unit- and platoon-level rejections of the order to fight. The 
army recorded 68 such mutinies that year. By 1970, in the 
1st Air Cavalry Division alone, there were 35 acts of combat 
refusal.4 One military study concluded that combat refusal was 
“unlike mutinous outbreaks of the past, which were usually 
sporadic, short-lived events. The progressive unwillingness of 
American soldiers to fight to the point of open disobedience 
took place over a four-year period between 1968-71.”5

The 1968 combat refusals of individual 
units expanded to involve whole compa-
nies by the next year. The first reported 
mass mutiny was in the 196th Light Brigade 
in August 1969. Company A of the 3rd 
Battalion, down to 60 men from its original 
150, had been pushing through Songchang 
Valley under heavy fire for five days when 
it refused an order to advance down a per-
ilous mountain slope. Word of the mutiny 
spread rapidly.

The New York Daily News ran a banner 
headline, “Sir, My Men Refuse To Go.”6 The 
GI paper, The Bond, accurately noted:

“It was an organized strike ... A shaken 
brass relieved the company commander ... but 
they did not charge the guys with anything. 
The Brass surrendered to the strength of the 
organized men.”7

This precedent — no court-martial for 
refusing to obey the order to fight, but the 
line officer relieved of his command — was 

the pattern for the rest of the war. Mass insubordination was 
not punished by an officer corps that lived in fear of its own 
men. Even the threat of punishment often backfired.

In one famous incident, B Company of the 1st Battalion of 
the 12th Infantry refused an order to proceed into NLF-held 
territory. When they were threatened with court martials, 
other platoons rallied to their support and refused orders to 
advance until the army backed down.8

As the fear of punishment faded, mutinies mushroomed. 
There were at least ten reported major mutinies, and 
hundreds of smaller ones. Hanoi’s Vietnam Courier 

documented 15 important GI rebellions in 1969.9 At Cu Chi, 
troops from the 2nd Battalion of the 27th Infantry refused 
battle orders. The CBS Evening News broadcast live a patrol 
from the 7th Cavalry telling their captain that his order for 
direct advance against the NLF was nonsense, that it would 
threaten casualties, and that they would not obey it. Another 
CBS broadcast televised the mutiny of a rifle company of the 
1st Air Cavalry Division.10

When Cambodia was invaded in 1970, soldiers from Fire 
Base Washington conducted a sit-in. They told Up Against the 
Bulkhead, “We have no business there ... we just sat down. 
Then they promised us we wouldn't have to go to Cambodia.” 
Within a week, there were two additional mutinies, as men 
from the 4th and 8th Infantry refused to board helicopters to 
Cambodia.11

In the invasion of Laos in March 1971, two platoons refused 

i m p e r i a l  d e b a c l e
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to advance. To prevent the mutiny from spreading, the entire 
squadron was pulled out of the Laos operation. The captain 
was relieved of his command, but there was no discipline 
against the men. When a lieutenant from the 501st Infantry 
refused his battalion commander's order to advance his troops, 
he merely received a suspended sentence.12

The decision not to punish men defy-
ing the most sacrosanct article of 
the military code, the disobedience 

of the order for combat, indicated how 
much the deterioration of discipline had 
eroded the power of the officers. The only 
punishment for most mutinies was to relieve 
the commanding officer of his duties. Consequently, many 
commanders would not report that they had lost control of 
their men. They swept news of mutiny, which would jeopardize 
their careers, under the rug. As they became quietly complicit, 
the officer corps lost any remaining moral authority to impose 
discipline.

For every defiance in combat, there were 
hundreds of minor acts of insubordination 
in rear base camps. As one infantry offi-
cer reported, “You can't give orders and 
expect them to be obeyed.”13 This democratic upsurge from 
below was so extensive that discipline was replaced by a new 
command technique called “working it out.” Working it out 
was a form of collective bargaining in which negotiations went 
on between officers and men to determine orders. Working it 
out destroyed the authority of the officer corps and gutted the 
ability of the army to carry out search-and-destroy missions. 
But the army had no alternative strategy for a guerrilla war 
against a national liberation movement.14

The political impact of the mutiny was felt far beyond 
Vietnam. As H.R. Haldeman, Nixon’s chief of staff, reflected, 
“If troops are going to mutiny, you can’t pursue an aggressive 
policy.” The soldiers’ revolt tied down the global reach of U.S. 
imperialism.15

Fragging
“The moral condition of the army was hopeless. You might describe 
it by saying the army as an army no longer existed. Defeats, 
retreats, and the rottenness of the ruling group had utterly 
undermined the troops.” —Leon Trotsky, History of the Russian 
Revolution16

The murder of American officers by their troops was an 
openly proclaimed goal in Vietnam. As one GI newspaper 
demanded, “Don’t desert. Go to Vietnam, and kill your com-
manding officer.”17 And they did. A new slang term arose to 
celebrate the execution of officers: fragging. The word came 
from the fragmentation grenade, which was the weapon of 
choice because the evidence was destroyed in the act.18

In every war, troops kill officers whose incompetence 
or recklessness threatens the lives of their men. But only in 
Vietnam did this become pervasive in combat situations and 
widespread in rear base camps. It was the most well-known 
aspect of the class struggle inside the army, directed not just at 
intolerable officers, but at “lifers” as a class.

In the soldiers' revolt, it became accepted practice to paint 
political slogans on helmets. A popular helmet slogan summed 
up this mood: “Kill a non-com for Christ.” Fragging was the 

ransom the ground troops extracted for being used as live 
bait.19

No one knows how many officers were fragged, but after 
Tet it became epidemic. At least 800 to 1,000 fragging attempts 

using explosive devices were made. The army reported 
126 fraggings in 1969, 271 in 1970 and 333 in 1971, 

when they stopped keeping count. But in that year, 
just in the American Division (of My Lai fame), one 
fragging per week took place. Some military esti-
mates are that fraggings occurred at five times the 
official rate, while officers of the Judge Advocate 
General Corps believed that only 10% of fraggings 
were reported. These figures do not include officers 
who were shot in the back by their men and listed 
as wounded or killed in action.20

Most fraggings resulted in injuries, although “word 
of the deaths of officers will bring cheers at troop 
movies or in bivouacs of certain units.”21 The army 
admitted that it could not account for how 1,400 
officers and non commissioned officers died. This 

number, plus the official list of 
fragging deaths, has been accept-
ed as the unacknowledged army 
estimate for officers killed by 

their men. It suggests that 20-25% — if not more — of all offi-
cers killed during the war were killed by enlisted men, not the 
“enemy.” This figure has no precedent in the history of war.22

Soldiers put bounties on officers targeted for fragging. The 
money, usually between $100 and $1,000, was collected by 
subscription from among the enlisted men. It was a reward for 
the soldier who executed the collective decision.

The highest bounty for an officer was $10,000, publicly 
offered by GI Says, a mimeographed bulletin put out in the 101st 
Airborne Division, for Col. W. Honeycutt, who had ordered 
the May 1969 attack on Hill 937. The hill had no strategic signif-
icance and was immediately abandoned when the battle ended. 
It became enshrined in GI folklore as Hamburger Hill, because 
of the 56 men killed and 420 wounded taking it. Despite sever-
al fragging attempts, Honeycutt escaped uninjured.23

As Vietnam GI argued after Hamburger Hill:
“Brass are calling this a tremendous victory. We call it a goddam 

butcher shop ... If you want to die so some lifer can get a promotion, 
go right ahead. But if you think your life is worth something, you 
better get yourselves together. If you don’t take care of the lifers, 
they might damn well take care of you.”24

Fraggings were occasionally called off. One lieutenant 
refused to obey an order to storm a hill during an operation in 
the Mekong Delta. “His first sergeant later told him that when 
his men heard him refuse that order, they removed a $350 
bounty earlier placed on his head because they thought he was 
a ‘hard-liner’.”25

The motive for most fraggings was not revenge, but to 
change battle conduct. For this reason, officers were usually 
warned prior to fraggings. First, a smoke grenade would be left 
near their beds. Those who did not respond would find a tear-
gas grenade or a grenade pin on their bed as a gentle reminder. 
Finally, the lethal grenade was tossed into the bed of sleeping, 
inflexible officers. Officers understood the warnings and usually 
complied, becoming captive to the demands of their men. It 
was the most practical means of cracking army discipline. The 
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units whose officers responded opted out of search-and-de-
stroy missions.26

An Army judge who presided over fragging trials called frag-
ging “the troops’ way of controlling officers,” and added that it 
was “deadly effective.” He explained, “Captain Steinberg argues 
that once an officer is intimidated by even the threat of fragging 
he is useless to the military because he can no longer carry out 
orders essential to the functioning of the Army. Through intim-
idation by threats — verbal and written ... virtually all officers 
and NCOs have to take into account the possibility of fragging 
before giving an order to the men under them.” The fear of 
fragging affected officers and NCOs far 
beyond those who were actually involved 
in fragging incidents.27

Officers who survived fragging 
attempts could not tell which of their 
men had tried to murder them, or when 
the men might strike again. They lived 
in constant fear of future attempts at 
fragging by unknown soldiers. In Vietnam 
it was a truism that “everyone was the 
enemy”: for the lifers, every enlisted man 
was the enemy. “In parts of Vietnam [frag-
ging] stirs more fear among officers and 
NCOs than does the war with ‘Charlie’.”

Counter-fragging by retaliating officers 
contributed to a war within the war. While 80% of fraggings 
were of officers and NCOs, 20% were of enlisted men, as 
officers sought to kill potential troublemakers or those whom 
they suspected of planning to frag them.

In this civil war within the army, the military police were 
used to reinstate order. In October 1971, military police air 
assaulted the Praline mountain signal site to protect an offi-
cer who had been the target of repeated fragging attempts. 
The base was occupied for a week before command was 
restored.28

Fragging undermined the ability of the Green Machine to 
function as a fighting force. By 1970, “many commanders no 
longer trusted Blacks or radical whites with weapons except 
on guard duty or in combat.” In the American Division, frag-
mentation grenades were not given to troops. In the 440 Signal 
Battalion, the colonel refused to distribute all arms.29

As a soldier at Cu Chi told the New York Times, “The 
American garrisons on the larger bases are virtually disarmed. 
The lifers have taken the weapons from us and put them under 
lock and key.”30 The U.S. army was slowly disarming its own 
men to prevent the weapons from being aimed at the main 
enemy: the lifers. It is hard to think of another army so afraid 
of its own soldiers.31

Peace from Below — Search and Avoid
“The army was incurably sick ... so far as making war was con-
cerned, it did not exist. Nobody believed in the success of the war, 
the officers as little as the soldiers. Nobody wanted to fight any 
more, neither the army nor the people.” —Leon Trotsky, History 
of the Russian Revolution32

Mutiny and fraggings expressed the anger and bitterness that 
combat soldiers felt at being used as bait to kill Communists. It 
forced the troops to reassess who was the real enemy. Many 
began to conclude that the enemy was the lifers or the rulers 
in the United States — that it was the capitalist class and not, 

as they had once believed, the NLF.
In a remarkable letter, 40 combat officers wrote to 

President Nixon in July 1970 to advise him that “the military, 
the leadership of this country — are perceived by many sol-
diers to be almost as much our enemy as the VC [Viet Cong] 
and the NVA [North Vietnamese Army].”33

Extraordinary as this officer admission was, it was too little, 
too late. Fort Ord’s Right-On-Post proclaimed that Gls had to 
free themselves and all exploited people from the oppression 
of the military, that “we recognize our true enemy ... It is the 
capitalists who see only profit ... They control the military 

which sends us off to die. They control the 
police who occupy the black and brown 
ghettoes.”34 For others, the enemy was 
more immediate. As the GI paper, the 
Ft. Lewis-McChord Free Press, stated, “In 
Vietnam, the Lifers, the Brass, are the true 
Enemy, not the enemy.”35

From there it was a short leap to the 
idea that “the other war, the war with 
Charlie,” had to be ended. After the 1970 
invasion of Cambodia enlarged the war, 
fury and the demoralizing realization that 
nothing could stop the warmongers swept 
both the anti-war movement and the 
troops.36

The most popular helmet logo became “UUUU,” which 
meant “the unwilling, led by the unqualified, doing the 
unnecessary, for the ungrateful.” Peace, if it were to 

come, would have to be made by the troops themselves, 
instituted by an unofficial troop withdrawal ending search-and-
destroy missions.37

This peace from below came to be called “search and avoid,” 
or “search and evade.” It became so extensive that “search and 
evade (meaning tacit avoidance of combat by units in the field) 
is now virtually a principle of war, vividly expressed by the GI 
phrase, ‘CYA’ (cover your ass) and get home!” It was not just a 
replay of early combat avoidance, of individual units hiding from 
the war — it was more open, more political, and more clearly 
focused as a strategy to bring peace.38

In search and avoid, patrols sent out into the field deliber-
ately eluded potential clashes with the NLF. Night patrols, the 
most dangerous, would halt and take up positions a few yards 
beyond the defense perimeter, where the NLF would never 
come. They hoped to make it clear to the NLF that their unit 
had established its own peace treaty.

Another frequent search-and-avoid tactic was to leave base 
camp, secure a safe area in the jungle and set up a perime-
ter-defense system in which to hole up for the time allotted 
for the mission.

“Some units even took enemy weapons with them when they 
went out on such search-and-avoid missions so that upon return 
they could report a firefight and demonstrate evidence of enemy 
casualties for the body-count figures required by higher headquar-
ters.”39

The army was forced to accommodate what began to be 
called “the grunts’ cease-fire.” An American soldier from Cu 
Chi, quoted in the New York Times, said:

“They have set up separate companies for men who refuse to 
go out into the field. It is no big thing to refuse to go. If a man is 
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ordered to go to such and such a place, he no longer goes through 
the hassle of refusing; he just packs his shirt and goes to visit some 
buddies at another base camp.”40

An observer at Pace, near the Cambodian front where a 
unilateral truce was widely enforced, reported:

“The men agreed and passed the word to 
other platoons: nobody fires unless fired upon. As 
of about 1100 hours on October 10, 1971, the 
men of Bravo Company, 11/12 First Cav Division, 
declared their own private cease-fire with the 
North Vietnamese.”41

The NLF responded to the new situa-
tion. People’s Press, a GI paper, in its June 
1971 issue claimed that NLF and NVA units 
were ordered not to open hostilities against 
U.S. troops wearing red bandanas or peace 
signs, unless first fired upon.42 Two months 
later, the first Vietnam veteran to visit Hanoi 
was given a copy of “an order to North 
Vietnamese troops not to shoot U.S. soldiers 
wearing anti-war symbols or carrying their 
rifles pointed down.” He reports its impact 
on “convincing me that I was on the side of 
the Vietnamese now.”43

Colonel Heinl reported this:
“That ‘search-and-evade’ has not gone unnoticed by the enemy 

is underscored by the Viet Cong delegation’s recent statement at 
the Paris Peace Talks that Communist units in Indochina have been 
ordered not to engage American units which do not molest them. 
The same statement boasted — not without foundation in fact — 
that American defectors are in the VC ranks.”44

Some officers joined, or led their men, in the unofficial 
cease-fire from below. A U.S. army colonel claimed:

“I had influence over an entire province. I put my men to work 
helping with the harvest. They put up buildings. Once the NVA 
understood what I was doing, they eased up. I’m talking to you 
about a de facto truce, you understand. The war stopped in most 
of the province. It’s the kind of history that doesn’t get recorded. 
Few people even know it happened, and no one will ever admit 
that it happened.”45

Search and avoid, mutiny and fraggings were a brilliant suc-
cess. Two years into the soldiers’ upsurge, in 1970, the number 
of U.S. combat deaths were down by more than 70% (to 
3,946) from the 1968 high of more than 14,000. The revolt of 
the soldiers in order to survive and not to allow themselves to 
be victims could only succeed by a struggle prepared to use any 
means necessary to achieve peace from below.46

The revolt was not just against body bags, it was the “Revolt 
of the Body Bags,” of men who refused to allow themselves to 
be shoved into body bags, to become American capitalism’s 
road kill. The soldiers’ revolt won the internal war within the 
army. Ground troops were removed from Vietnam. The armed 
forces are still afraid to use them elsewhere.

Revolution and the Army
“It is a manifest fact that the disorganization of armies and a 
total relaxation of discipline has been both precondition and con-
sequence of all successful revolutions hitherto.” —Engels to Marx, 
September 26, 185147

It is a maxim of revolutionary politics that for revolution to 
be successful, some part of the army must go over to the rev-

olutionary forces. For that to occur, the revolutionary move-
ment must be strong enough to give confidence to soldiers 
that it can protect them from the consequences of breaking 
military discipline.

The army revolted in Vietnam — but it lacked revolutionary 
organization. There was no revolution 
for it to go over to. The revolt was 
successful in ending the use of ground 
troops, but left intact the structures of 
the army, which allowed imperialism to 
slowly rebuild out of the wreckage.

The army revolt had all of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the 1960s 
radicalization of which it was a part. It 
was a courageous mass struggle from 
below, creatively improvising the nec-
essary tactical means to accomplish its 
goals as it went along. It relied upon no 
one but itself to win its battles.

It was revolutionary in temper and 
tactics, but it lacked the prerequisites 
for revolutionary success: organization, 
program, cadre and leadership. It is 
possible to name dozens of heroic acts 

of the soldiers’ revolt in Vietnam, but impossible to record any 
organization or leader. They are nameless.

It was brilliant but brief. The only organizing tools were the 
underground GI newspapers. A newspaper, as any revolution-
ary can tell you, is an organizer, the scaffolding for the building 
of organization. But newspapers became a substitute for orga-
nization. There was scaffolding, but no building.

Had revolutionary organization coordinated, centralized, 
politicized, made conscious and generalized the striving of the 
soldiers’ revolt, the potential for change would have been enor-
mously greater, and the outcome unimaginable.

A contradiction of modern imperialist armies is that they 
serve ruling-class wars of conquest, while they rely on 
working-class troops, who — whatever their initial 

ideological confusion — have no material interest in conquest. 
This contradiction has the potential to destroy armies. In the 
20th century, it did so to the Russian and German armies at 
the end of the First World War, the Portuguese army in the 
African colonial wars in the 1970s and the American army in 
Vietnam. But armies have also been used for counter-revo-
lution, of which the defeat of the Chilean revolution is a still 
living reminder.

The hidden history of the 1960s proves that the American 
army can be split and won to the revolutionary movement. But 
that requires the long, slow patient work of explanation, of 
propaganda, of education, of organization, and of agitation and 
action. The Vietnam revolt shows how rank-and-file soldiers 
can rise to the task. The unfinished job is for revolutionary 
organization to also rise to that level. When it does, the troops 
of the American army can become the troops of the American 
revolution.  n
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the masses in order to maintain their rule.”28 To maintain their 
rule, he might have continued, and to justify their policies.

George Orwell’s Big Brother thus instructed the people 
of Oceania that it “has always been at war with Eastasia” 
the better to reconcile them to making war on Eastasia.

The American Library Association protests that 
Trump’s “shameful censorship decrees erase his-
tory and silence the voices of Americans whose 
lives reflect the diversity of our nation.”29 The 
Society of American Archivists warns that 
these assaults “jeopardize the preservation 
and access to the evidence that safeguards 
individuals’ rights, documents government 
actions, and ensures transparency.”30

But of course, those consequences are 
among Trump’s principal goals. The history 
Trump despises, he complains, “deepens 
societal divides”31 when it should instead 
promote “national unity,” a national unity 
cemented by “our shared identity as 
Americans. That is why it is so urgent that 
we finally restore patriotic education to our schools.”32

The kind of “national unity” and “shared identity” he has 
in mind, Trump makes clear when he seeks to annul birth-
right citizenship, furiously attacks all attempts to guarantee 
voting rights and equal access to higher education and jobs 
for women and national minorities, dispatches heavily armed 
troops to occupy cities with large Black populations, expels 
and/or imprisons immigrants who are desperately seeking ref-
uge from grinding poverty and political violence.

The Supreme Court makes the same point when it green-
lights racial profiling by immigration and customs cops. Lest 
their understanding of national unity and identity still remain 
obscure, Trump & Co. helped further clarify it “on the occa-

sion of Juneteenth, a day that commemorates the end of slav-
ery,” as a White House correspondent recorded.

“President Trump took a moment to complain that the 
national holiday even exists. ‘Too many non-working holi-
days in America,’ Mr. Trump groused on social media” that 
day, “just hours after his press secretary, Karoline Leavitt, 
made a point of noting that White House staff had shown 
up to work.”33

What Can Be Done?
It is a commonplace that history is written by 

the victors. But it is also true that the way history is 
written can help determine who will be victorious. 
Only an accurate understanding of the past, of what 
has already occurred, enables individuals, nations and 
social classes to orient themselves and act effectively 
in the present and to plan for and shape the future.

So progressives generally, and socialists in partic-
ular, have a big stake in resisting rightwing efforts to 
distort history. Those who work in the institutions 
under attack — thousands of teachers, librarians, 

Park Service employees, museum curators, archivists — are 
unavoidably on the front lines of this conflict. But for that same 
reason, they have it in their power to make Trumpist attempts 
to whitewash the past much more difficult.

These workers’ professional associations and especially 
their unions, where those exist, need not only to protest these 
attempts loudly and clearly but also to actively foil them. There 
are myriad ways to do that,34 up to and including strike action.

Sadly, these and other unions have thus far done pitifully 
little, not even to defend members whom the government has 
stripped of bargaining rights or simply, summarily fired. The 
unions must begin not only to do at least that much but also 
to take the lead in fighting Big Brother’s dangerous assault on 
public memory.  n

The Trump School of Falsification  — continued from page 19

Harriet Tubman, woodcut by John 
G. Darby; W.J. Moses, printer; 
stereotyped by Dennis Bro's & Co. 
— Scenes in the Life of Harriet 
Tubman by Sarah H. Bradford.
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GROWING UP IN a working-class Polish neighborhood on 
Detroit’s west side, Ron Citkowski assumed he would go into 
the army as his father and uncles had. He registered for the 
draft there when he turned 18. But by the time he was drafted 
in May 1968, he was attending graduate school on a science 
fellowship at the University of Michigan — and against the 
Vietnam war.

Although the head of the draft board had promised to sup-
port his deferment, the quota assigned to the neighborhood 
was too high to spare him. Reporting for duty at Fort Knox, 
Kentucky, with others from the Midwest, he was determined 
not to use a weapon and was hoping to become a medic.

Dianne Feeley for ATC: During basic training, how did the war in 
Vietnam come up in conversations?
Ron Citkowski: The brainwashing took the form of songs we 
were to sing, like

When I get to Vietnam,
I’m going to kill some Vietcong.
If I die in a battlefield
box me up and send me home.
Some must have taken it seriously, but most of us didn’t. It 

got actually kind of campy, you know.
It was pretty, pretty heavy-duty stuff, but later on when, you 

get to know the people in your unit, you have some friends, 
you hang out and you say “this war is crap,” and “what are 
you going to do?” But they kept you exhausted so not a lot of 
deep thinking. When we got to the advanced training, in Fort 
Monmouth, NJ it was a little different. Many of the people were 

against the war. Nobody was championing it that I had heard.
It was a specialized school for people in the Signal Corps 

and a stone’s throw from New York City. New York was a easy 
place to get to on a bus.
ATC: Did you see signs of an antiwar movement or go to any 
demonstrations?
RC: We usually hung out in the Village area so yes, we made 
some noise and joined in a bit. There were newspapers and 
materials specifically aimed at GIs with a lot of antiwar infor-
mation. They were very easy to come by; you’d get a handful 
of them.
ATC: When you went back to Fort Monmouth, did you and others 
come back with this material, exchange it, talk about it?
RC: Yes, we did. People had a lot of time to think and talk. We 
were in night school so we had very odd hours and a lot of 
time off in the day.
ATC: Did you know that you were going to Vietnam?
RC: We figured we would all be going to Vietnam, but as it 
was, the class that graduated just before us all went to Europe, 
staffing embassies. Because we were specialists we were scat-
tered all over.

A number of us were sent to a medium-sized communica-
tion base in Vietnam, not too far from Saigon. We were near to 
some big bases that people may have heard of, like Long Binh. 
A half a dozen of us trained in what I was doing and there we 
were part of a bigger signal group of a couple hundred. We 
were not really out in the rough, but kind of off to the corner.

We worked at the communication center in our base, while 

Radicalized by Vietnam
                                    ATC interviews Ron Citkowski

At the start of the Cambodian invasion in 1970. Notice driver is flashing the peace sign.
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others went out into the field to work at a small communi-
cation center on top of a mountain. We rotated to different 
places.
ATC: Were you able to maintain an anti-
war group there?
RC: When I first got to Vietnam, I 
would make the peace sign as if to say, 
“Give peace a chance, war is bad.” After 
a little while I’d just ball my hand into a 
fist — we all did that. A number of us 
knew each another from New Jersey so 
we were a pretty tight group. We were 
all in the same boat.

When I arrived at the base in 
Vietnam, the captain was a career mil-
itary, and a military brat. He was very 
arrogant. Morale had gotten very bad, but I didn’t have much 
to do with any incidents that may have happened. But after I’d 
been there about a month or so, they booted him out and sent 
him somewhere else.

Another one of our sergeants was a bossy blowhard. He’d 
have a drink with you and then use what you said against you. 
There was another fellow, one rank below this sergeant, who 
was thinking of becoming a career military. He hung out with 
us and this sergeant didn’t like it. The fact that this other up 
and comer was hanging around with riffraff resulted in his being 
given a hard time. We didn’t like it.

The tension built up and one night some of us were standing 
around talking. I just happened to be holding a teargas grenade. 
I got a couple other guys and said, “Let’s go get this guy.”

I pulled the pin and rolled the grenade under the sergeant’s 
bed while he was sound asleep. We stood waiting outside his 
hooch. Of course the grenade went off as his room filled with 
gas. He came running out, choking, vomiting and completely 
in a panic.

We’re standing there looking at him, just giving him a good 
hard look. I can’t remember whether it was me or somebody 
in the group who said, “Next time in the frag, motherfucker.” 
(The frag is a grenade that blows up and kills you.)

Of course there was a big crowd out there. We’re standing 
in the crowd saying, “Oh yeah, whatever happened?” and just 
blended away.

Next morning they pulled what they call a shakedown 
inspection. That’s when they get you just before you get out 
of bed, roust you outside, open your lockers and look at what 
you got. And of course, they found a whole lot of people had 
grenades of all sorts stashed in there.

No surprise they found drugs, which they didn’t much care 
about, but when they found those grenades and seeing what 
happened, they got a little nervous.

The next day that sergeant disappeared. They sent him off 
to a different site up on the top of some secluded mountains 
somewhere. Just got him out of there. They brought us in a 
completely different captain, a Black guy. He was very good at 
working with us. He knew when to back off, when to leave 
things alone. He kept things moving a lot more smoothly.

For a couple of months I was attached to the Australian 
army, maybe 50-60 miles away. A small group of Americans 
maintained some of their communications equipment. The 
Aussies were a little more mixed about the war.

I remember talking to one Aussie from the Outback. He 
was a long time Australian soldier, drank a lot, was a little bit 

of a goof, and had been knocked down 
in rank three, four times.

His rank was no more than the rest 
of us, which was nothing. And he had 
been in the army for about 15 years. 
One night I asked, “Why are you fight-
ing here? You’re an Aussie.” He replied, 
“I’m fighting for me Queen.”

A memo was finally issued to the 
Aussie commanders to stop them from 
hanging around with us. They were 
told not to hang out with us. It didn’t 
matter. They did.
ATC: Was that the only trip to the field 

that you were on?
RC: I would sometimes go out to places for a few days. One 
time I got put on a helicopter late at night to deliver equipment 
out to a broken communication center that was at a Thai army 
base. I took a night flight on a little helicopter, not the great big 
one that carries the VIPs.

I’m riding usually where the captain rides. A crew of two 
flew me out with bullets flying under us and landed out there 
to drop the equipment off. They set me down and I said, okay, 
“I’m going to drop this box off and get it installed. Where will I 
meet you?” They said, “We’re leaving. Our mission was to bring 
the box here, not you.” I was stuck out there for days.
ATC: Did going out in the field give you a feel for what those doing 
the fighting were thinking?
RC: Their attitude was “Fuck the war.”
ATC: What was their attitude towards the officers?
RC: Well, the Aussies took them more seriously, but you 
know, they’re the boss, like the boss in the factory: some were 
worthy of your respect, others were absolute jerks.
ATC: Given soldiers’ attitudes, what did you think was going to 
happen?
RC: We were hoping we would all get out of it alive. None of 
us were interested in shooting any enemies. When we were 
there we could see the war was ending. This was 1970. The 
Vietnamese people were not on our side. Even those who 
worked on our base did not like the South Vietnamese govern-
ment. It didn’t represent them. Some of those working on the 
base were caught spying.

It was very clear that we were losing this war; we did not 
have the hearts and souls of the people. That was very, very 
clear. And we all knew it. Aside from some of the officers who 
were pro-war, no one was for the war. You know we’re sol-
diers. We have a job to do. We’ll get our job done. We’ll do 
as little harm as we can, but really the gung-ho sort, no, they 
weren’t there because it was clear this was a losing war; they 
were trying to wind down. Then of course, Nixon came up 
with his Cambodian invasion, which was a big show.
ATC: What did soldiers in the field think when the Cambodia inci-
dent happened? [When Cambodia’s Prince Norodom Sihanouk 
was overthrown and replaced by pro-U.S. General Lon Nol, 
the United States decided they would take the opportunity to 
clean out the VC from the Cambodian-Vietnamese border. The 
invasion took place before it was announced on April 29; the 

Ron Citkowski in his work clothes.
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operation was completed July 22, 1970. The announcement of 
the invasion set off huge U.S. demonstrations. It also led to the 
National Guard shooting and killing students at Kent State and 
the police killings at Jackson State. —ed.]
RC: I was involved. We were kind of like the roadies running 
the sound gear for the rock stars, that is the infantry. It was 
over fast. Not too much came from it that we saw, but it was 
kind of frightening.
ATC: Frightening because?
RC: We were pushing into this country with the jumping off 
point a small city in Vietnam right on the border. The VC were 
hitting it hard. They blew up a big movie theater. In fact, a 
famous photo journalist, Sean Flynn — the only son of Errol 
Flynn — was killed on Highway One. We saw him. He was 
talking, kind of holding court, and everyone was in awe of him. 
But two days later he got blown away on the road. [The bodies 
of Flynn and a second journalist, Dana Stone, have never been 
recovered. —ed.]
ATC: Did people see the Cambodian adventure as a desperate 
last-minute attempt?
RC: I don’t know if anyone analyzed it that deeply, but it was 
clear that this was a big push made by Nixon with a lot of 
theatrics. I don’t think anybody had any hope of this ending 
the war. It’s just “Well, this is where they sent us. Okay. We’ll 
set up the systems and then it’d be out in a couple of weeks.” 
We didn’t know it, but then we were out in a couple of weeks.
ATC: Were there racial tensions that you could feel in Vietnam?
RC: Our group was very, very mixed. We had a lot of Latinos 
from New York. We did hang together and things went pretty 
smoothly.
ATC: You mentioned you saw a lot of contractors in Vietnam. What 
were they doing there?
RC: The biggest contractor was Pacific Architects and 
Engineers. They were building roads, bunkers and forts, driving 
these heavy bulldozers through the jungle. They were earning 
very good money. We could see that the money was going to 
places like that.

It was our lives on the line — and to some degree theirs 
too, but not so much. We were giving our time, our lives and 
our abilities and they seemed to be getting all the money. So 
people were pretty much opposed to that. That’s where I 
would say I began to take a different view. At that point we 
realized the power of big money and what it was doing.
ATC: Was that a topic of conversation?
RC: Sure was. People talked about that. Pacific Architects and 
Engineers, they’re getting all the money. We’re doing all of this 
stuff. So, yeah, it was eye opening for a lot of people. It defi-
nitely moved me further to the left and others too, when you 
see this in action.
ATC: What were the class differences? Were the officers’ lives on 
the line?
RC: It depended. A lot of the young officers were very, very 
similar to us. Not the career ones, the big shots, they’re gen-
erally more upper-class people. I’m talking about colonels not 
second lieutenants.

Our second lieutenant was a guy, my age, who had gradu-
ated from college the same time I did. But he went the ROTC 
route and became an officer. One night we were leaving the 

communication center for our shifts; we’re just chit-chatting as 
we are walking along by ourselves. He told me he thought it 
would be better to go in as an officer but said I had the better 
deal because I had more freedom.

He said, “I have to hang around with the officers at their 
club. I don’t like being there, but I can’t hang with anybody 
else.”

Just then, they were taking the flag down, as they did every 
night. They play a bugle and you’re supposed to all stop and 
turn toward the flag. No matter where you are, you are to 
stand and give a salute. He looked at me and he said, “Nah, we 
don’t do it, huh?” I agreed. So the two of us ignored it. That 
was kind of eye-opening to get his view.

Socially we didn’t mix. We had a place where you could go 
get a beer at night and they had theirs. We did not cross those 
lines. Could not cross those lines. And they ate separately from 
us. It was a very distinct class.

We also had our own hangout, a movie theatre in a tent 
with canvas seats. It was open to anyone who wanted to go 
see movies in the evening. They ran some fairly new movies.

Everybody was there smoking dope and stuff like that. And 
talking, talking politics, talking against the war, hanging out. 
They always started the movies with the national anthem. 
People stood up and you had to salute it. Gradually we took 
the place over.

One night, instead of the national anthem, one of our guys 
put on Jimi Hendrix playing the Woodstock version. A bunch 
of us stood up and gave a clenched fist salute. The lifers who 
were there for the movie looked really scared. They didn’t 
come back after that. They just did not hang there anymore. 
This was not territory for them.

The new captain that ran the base pretty well acknowl-
edged that this place was for us, the more radical bunch, for as 
long as we did our job and came back for duty in the morning.

It was a kind of a no man’s land. We had some Aussies come 
and visit us because they had heard about it. They said, “We 
want to see this theater of yours.” It got to be well known.

We were a bit of an odd bunch. The Signal Corps had a 
lot of free thinkers. We had to pass tests so a lot of us were 
college grads, but not conformists. Others hadn’t finished high 
school like a good friend of mine, a South Carolina boy, mar-
ried at 17. Another friend of mine, a Puerto Rican guy from 
New York, was a subway mechanic. His skills were very, very 
good. None of us was typical.

There was a sense of camaraderie, but also an undercurrent 
of rebellion against the rigid structures of military life. Our little 
enclave, surrounded by the dust and noise of the base, offered 
a kind of refuge — a place where the rules were blurred and 
new ones quietly written by consensus.

We were mostly young, disillusioned, and wary of authority, 
yet determined to carve out a space we could call our own. In 
that space, boundaries softened and identities shifted, united 
less by rank than by shared skepticism and a yearning for some 
semblance of autonomy.

Outside our tented theatre and makeshift world, however, 
the machinery of the army ground on. We were still watched, 
expected to show up and do the job. But the undercurrent of 
dissent ran deep; it was an open secret that many of us ques-
tioned the war and the orders we received.

The gap between official policy and lived reality widened 
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with every passing week, and, for some, insubordination 
became not an act of defiance but a simple assertion of self.

It was said that in the army, the highest number of dis-
ciplinary actions were young troops in the infantry. But the 
second highest was with the Signal Corps. We didn’t much 
follow the plan.
ATC: As you were prepared to leave Vietnam, what was in your 
mind?
RC: What’s it going to be like to go home now? What’s going 
on? In the States, you couldn’t quite fit back to where you 
were. I didn’t want to go back studying to be a chemist for big 
pharma. But I didn’t know what I wanted to do.

You’re very much off the track. Then you go back to the 
world; you’ve got to catch up again.
ATC: What was different?
RC: When I got back, my friends were pretty much scattered. 
Some were off in the army, some were off here, some were 
off there.

I floated around a bit, picked up a few odd jobs. Eventually I 
found work that was interesting and a life partner. That made 
a big difference.
ATC: When did you hook up with Vietnam Vets Against the War 
(VVAW)?
RC: Shortly after I got back, I found a number of antiwar 
groups. I’d heard of the Winter Soldier investigation VVAW 
organized in Detroit [ January 31-February 2, 1971 —ed.]. I was 
a little too inert to actually go down there, but I read about it 
and then I got more and more fired up.

Then I saw there was a VVAW group in Detroit. I hooked 
up with them and went to a lot of meetings. That’s how I met 
Neil Chacker [who wrote the Kampfer column in ATC until his 
death —ed.] and worked with them for quite a bit.

We were very much opposed to the war, pretty far left and 
strong willed in our demonstrations. It suited me. I felt I was 
doing something good.

ATC: What did you do beside demonstrate?
RC: We had regular weekly meetings. We worked with other 
antiwar groups and with the Black Panthers, who also had 
many Vietnam vets. We went to a lot of demonstrations, 
wearing our raggedy uniforms. We organized a camp at the 

Michigan State Fair for a few years running. We would have 
fake patrols going through the fairgrounds, carrying toy guns 
and signs and chanting slogans.

We slept out there overnight too. It was kind of a big party, 
with a lot of the circus people hanging out with us. Our tent 
became a center of interest because we were the soldiers who 
had been there and survived. Young people were very interest-
ed in what we were doing and thinking.

People were quite receptive to our antiwar message, except 
for the few who would make up an argument with you. That 
didn’t go too far usually. They were kind of arrogant.

ATC: When I first became against the war, we were just a small 
group. We started out as a minority — and became the majority. 
You came along a bit later and there was already a sense of being 
the majority!
RC: I would say so. By 1970 you didn’t see too many people 
who were supporting the war.
ATC: When you look back on your experiences what lesson might 
you offer to young people today?
RC: Don’t be afraid to stand up and get something done. You 
can find other people who think your way and do it. Don’t be 
afraid.  n

Defend Tom Alter! — continued from page 8

October 6.] Can you talk about how that hap-
pened? What was the role students, unions, the 
AAUP, DSA, all kinds of organizations played? 
If you Google Tom Alter, the first thing you see 
are all of the declarations in solidarity with you 
against the actions of Texas. Tell us about the 
campaign.

TA: I was fired on a Wednesday evening. 
And on the next morning, students at Texas 
State University were out protesting. They 
protested five school days straight.

Immediately, my union, the Texas State 
Employees Union, came to my defense. They 
provided the ground game in organizing. 
Then the American Association of University 
Professors provided me with a lawyer, and a 
lot of the national connections.

I’m a labor historian, so I’m part of the La-
bor and Working Class History Association. 
They immediately issued a statement in my 
defense. That’s been followed by a plethora 
of other academic associations: the Ameri-
can Historical Association’s Organization of 
American Historians, the Alliance for Texas 
History. The academic world has spoken.

The labor movement has spoken, students 
have spoken, and faculty have spoken. We’ve 
even had elected officials here in San Marcos 
— representatives from the city, county 
and state level — coming out to speak for 
freedom of speech and democratic rights. 
And so, the support has just been amazing. 
We’ve got like the academic world, the labor 
movement, students free speech advocates 

on our side.
SW: And also, international solidarity.
TA: As well as international solidarity, trying 
to keep track of it all. There are members of 
the Argentinian National Congress that have 
chimed in with letters of support. That has 
been a real positive of this. It’s been a uni-
fying moment for the broad left — and we 
know the left tends to be fractured. My talk 
was critical about different parts of the left 
yet the whole spectrum of the left as well as 
liberals came together to defend this assault 
on all of our rights. And so that’s been great.

But in Texas, and especially at Texas State. 
It’s deeply flawed. There’s no faculty gover-
nance. The university president basically has 
the final say.  n

Ron Citkowski, like many other soldiers, wore a peace sign.
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Toward A Socialist History:
Utopian Communities in Texas  By Folko Mueller
IF YOU WERE to take a Texas History class, 
you would most likely hear about apparently 
larger-than-life characters like Stephen F. 
Austin and Sam Houston, and events like the 
Texas war of independence, including the 
epic Battle of the Alamo and the Battle of 
San Jacinto, and, of course, the discovery of 
oil at Spindletop, which started the Texas Oil 
Boom.

In essence, you would be taught why 
everything in Texas is supposedly bigger and 
better, and how it is an exceptional state in a 
country that is already deemed exceptional.

If we dig a little deeper, we do find an al-
ternative history. This history includes quite a 
few settlers who weren’t all that different ei-
ther from their friends or families in the Old 
World, or other settlers of the New, with 
regards to their struggles and aspirations.

These communal experiments, however 
consciously or not, were inevitably part of 
the colonial settlement of Indigenous lands 
whose peoples had their own longstanding 
cultures and social structures. As discussed 
below, in some cases they interacted and 
established treaty relations with the Native 
American nations. In other cases they ap-
peared to have no knowledge of or interest 
in the peoples dispossessed in the overall 
settlement and U.S. expansion process.

These settlers did not want to replicate 
the order of the world which they just left 
(usually under duress), but they also had an 
alternative vision for a future society.

Their approaches towards realizing this 
vision ranged from initially forming primitive 
communitarian societies shaped by the ideas 
of utopian socialism, to taking a princi-
pled stance against slavery and secession 
in a Confederate State, to later becoming 
involved in labor, social and at times even 
electoral struggles, which would include trade 
union organizing as well as political clubs and 
parties.

Socialist ideas, while continuously being 
portrayed as somehow un-or-anti-American, 
have been part of the political and social 
fabric of this country for a long time. Texas is 
no exception.

Some of the very first communistic soci-

eties were formed by settlers in the middle of 
the 19th century, right around the time Texas 
was granted statehood. We can therefore say 
that socialist ideas have been prevalent in the 
state of Texas since its inception.

Much whitewashing of course has been 
occurring since then, in particular after World 
War II when anti-communist hysteria was at 
its height during the repressive McCarthy era. 
Since the fall of the Stalinized USSR and its 
satellite states, the term “socialism” may have 
become more acceptable to a new gener-
ation of scholars and activists — but not 
necessarily perceived as a vision that once 
had a mass following in this country.

I propose to somewhat remedy this 
situation in showing that socialist ideas are 
as American as apple pie. This article focuses 
specifically on the rise and decline of Texas 
utopian communist societies.

Utopian Socialism and Emigrant Roots
An early example was  the community of 

Bettina founded in 1847, west of Fredericks-
burg in Gillespie County. It was named after 
Bettina von Arnim, a German literary figure 
and social visionary of the Romantic era. 
Ironically, German noblemen who had found-
ed an Adelsverein (nobility club) to promote 
German colonization in Texas, played a role 
in bringing it about.1

While emigrants leaving their homeland 
for America were at first being blamed for 
godless behavior and adventurism, the sheer 
size of the exodus caused a shift in German 
public opinion. From the 1840s on, charity 
organizations sprung up all over Germany to 
try and help emigrants.

State authorities removed barriers and 
abolished special taxes for emigrants. At the 
same time an organizational network that 
would facilitate moving abroad came into 
being. Emigration societies that experiment-
ed with group migration and settlement 
emerged.

 The Texas Adelsverein was the most 
famous of these. Its goals can be summarized 
as follows:

a) Assistance and protection for immi-
grants.

b) The founding of a colony of settlers in 
America.

c) Elimination of a dangerous potential for 
social unrest and revolution.

d) New activity for members of the 
nobility who had lost their sovereign rights 
in the early 19th century political reforms, 
and a financial profit for the members of the 
society.2

The Commissioner General of the 
Adelsverein, Prince Solms was trying to 
recruit members of a communistic fraternity 
of freethinkers by telling them “…that there 
was no demand in the Old Country for all 
the professional men whom universities were 
turning out, and they must find a new and de-
veloping country where their services would 
be in demand.”

No doubt remained after their meeting 
with Prince Solms that the place to seek their 
ideal community was Texas — “a land of milk 
and honey, of perennial flowers, of crystal 
streams, rich and fruitful beyond measure, 
where roamed myriads of deer and buffalo 
while the primeval forests abounded in wild 
fowl of every kind.”

Known as “The Society of Forty” from 
the size of their membership, the fraternity 
had chapters at Darmstadt, Giessen and 
Heidelberg.3 Students were allotted $12,000 
in financial backing along with livestock, 
equipment and provisions to sustain the 
project for the first year. The commune 
selected “friendship, freedom, equality” as its 
motto and advocated “no regular scheme of 
government.”4

In 1845 Solms was 
replaced by the far 
more impactful Baron 
Ottfried Hans von 
Meusebach, or John 
O. Meusebach as he 
became known as in 
Texas after renouncing 
his blueblood ancestry. 
Meusebach personally 
knew Bettina von 
Arnim, who introduced 

him to a liberal elite of German intellectuals 
known as the Berlin Circle, while he was 
living in Prussia’s capital.

The political views of this circle were far 
ahead of their times in ultra-conservative 
Prussia. A shared concern of this group was 
that the policies of Prince von Metternich 
(the German-born Austrian diplomat and key 
figure of the Vienna Congress of 1815) had 
closed the door on liberalism and nationalism, 
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including in Germany, in order to maintain 
the dominant conservative role of the Haps-
burg empire.

The single most famous act of Meusebach 
in Texas was to broker a treaty with Native 
American plains tribes, in particular the Co-
manches, in order to gain access to the more 
fertile lands of the Texas Hill Country. This 
peace treaty was never broken, and was thus 
indicative of an approach that differed vastly 
from that of the majority of Anglo-settlers, 
often leading either to broken treaties being 
broken or outright violent confrontations 
between settlers and the Indigenous nations.

In Meusebach’s case, rights to a land grant 
from the Republic of Texas between the Lla-
no and Colorado rivers, originally dating from 
1842, had been sold to the Adelsverein. As 
the land grant stated that the territory had 
to be at least partially surveyed and settled 
by 1847, incursions into Native American 
territory became a necessity.

These began on January 22, 1847. Con-
tacts were made, and over the course of 
several sessions a peace treaty was reached 
in March of 1847 between Meusebach and 

representa-
tives of the 
Penateka 
Comanches, 
including 
head chiefs 
Buffalo Hump 
and Santa 
Anna (San-
tana).

The treaty 
allowed 
Meusebach’s 
settlers to 
go unharmed 
into Native 
territory and 
the Native 

Americans to go to the white settlements; 
promised mutual reports on wrongdoing; and 
provided for survey of lands in the San Saba 
area with a payment of at least $1,000 to the 
Indians.

The Treaty remains one of the few pacts 
between settlers and Native Americans that 
was never broken.5

Experiments and Failures
It was in this region that Bettina was 

founded. Sadly, the social experiment was 
short-lived. Although the commune members 
had a quite diversified skill set ranging from 
physicians to carpenters, none possessed the 
practical skills needed to clear virgin land for 
settlement.

Bettina collapsed within a year, primarily 
due to its members’ lack of frontier expe-
rience. The fact that the Adelsverein went 
bankrupt, which in essence cut the settlers 
off from financial aid, did not help either.6

Little is known regarding the interactions 

of the Bettina commune with the outside 
world. Given what we do know about 
the project’s financial dependence on the 
Adelsverein, its internal strife and short life 
span, we can assume that outside interaction 
was probably limited. But since it failed to be 
self-sufficient as initially planned, there must 
have been some trade.

There are no records, as far as I am 
aware, that would indicate any proselytizing 
or other ideological engagement with the 
outside world.

Another attempt at establishing a com-
munistic society on Texas soil was made the 
same year Bettina failed, in 1848, by a group 
of primarily French utopian socialists known 
as “The Icarians.” The original tenets of the 
Icarians were based on the pillars of the 
French Revolution: “Liberty, Equality, and 
Fraternity.”

This group was led by Étienne 
Cabet, a French philosopher who 
wrote a history of the July Revolution 
of 1830, in which he had actively 
participated. He was also a leader of 
a secret revolutionary society known 
as the Carbonari, a member of French 
legislature; and established his own 
newspaper.7

Due to his bitter attacks on the gov-
ernment, Cabet was accused of treason, 
condemned to two years of prison, and 
forced to flee the country. While in exile in 
England he fell under the influence of Robert 
Owen and wrote a utopian novel, Icaria, 
about a fictional country and society.

The success of his book prompted him 
to take steps to realize his vision. In 1839 he 
returned to France to advocate a commu-
nitarian social movement, which he termed 
communisme.

By 1848 Cabet gave up on reforming 
French society but looked at the United 
States to set up Icaria. More specifically, he 
set sail from Le Havre for the Red River 
Country in Texas. In the end, however, Texas 
did not prove the utopia Cabet and his fol-
lowers were looking for.8

Sixty-nine persons formed the advance 
guard of his first settlement in Texas. They 
were ravaged by yellow fever, and by the time 
Cabet arrived in New Orleans with a second 
band the first was already disorganized; about 
one third of the colonists returned to France.

The remainder of his followers moved 
first to a site in Nauvoo, Illinois that had re-
cently been vacated by Mormons, and finally 
established an “Icaria” near modern-day 
Corning, Iowa.

This final move followed factional splits, 
in large part caused by Cabet’s increasingly 
dictatorial leadership. He died shortly after-
ward but the Corning Icaria did not disband 
until 1898. It existed for 46 years, making it 
the longest non-religious communal living 
experiment in American history.6, 7, 8

While interaction with the outside world 
at the original Icarian settlement in Texas was 
minimal due to the harsh conditions encoun-
tered by the original wave of colonists and 
the extremely short life of the settlement, 
the final Corning settlement had extensive 
networks.

The settlement became known as quite 
an attraction on the Mormon Trail west, 
where one could find respite from the road 
in exchange for simple labor. “Visitors were 
quite frequent in Icaria,” wrote Marie March-
and Ross, a child of the colony, in her 1938 
memoir. “They were of all kinds — cranks, 
students of French or students of econom-
ics, … reporters from neighboring towns or 
cities, and even persons from abroad.”9

Also predominantly French-speaking was 
the social-
ist utopian 
community of 
La Réunion, 
formed in 
1855 by 
French, Belgian 
and Swiss Col-
onists near the 
forks of the 
Trinity River, 
now part of 
Dallas.10

It was 
founded by Victor Prosper Considerant, one 
of the leading democratic socialist figures in 
France during the revolutionary period of 
1830-1850 and international leader of the 
Fourierist movement.

Considerant’s participation in a failed 
insurrection against Louis-Napoléon Bona-
parte (Napoleon III) forced him into exile in 
Belgium in 1849. By 1853 he was in North 
Texas, following an invitation by an American 
utopian socialist and Fourier popularizer, 
Albert Brisbane.

Considerant believed that capitalism could 
be coaxed into changing by providing good 
examples of functional socialist enterprises. 
He planned  the colony to be a loosely struc-
tured communal experiment administered 
by a system of direct democracy. Partici-
pants would share in the profits according 
to a formula based on the amount of capital 
investment and the quantity and quality of 
labor performed.

While Considerant’s plans for experimen-
tal communities were tried in many places in 
Europe and America, none of them proved 
economically viable. Many of the Europe-
ans, however, stayed after their original 
settlements had collapsed. They made great 
contributions in the sparsely settled areas 
where they raised families, including becom-
ing professors and mayors.11

Massacre
The Civil War put an end to all the 

Texas communities. One incident, known 

Buffalo Hump — medicine 
man and war chief of the 
Penateka band of Comanche 
Indians — with his family.

Victor Prosper Considerant.  A. Collette
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as the Nueces massacre, is indicative of the 
extremely oppressive nature of Civil War-
era Texas. Due to the strong pro-Union 
and anti-slavery sentiment of the German 
Texan population, the Confederate States 
of America imposed martial law on Central 
Texas in 1862. Many Germans set out to flee 
Texas after two of their peers were executed 
by a Confederate expedition into the Hill 
Country; they wanted to avoid the Confed-
erate draft.

One such group was trying to head to 
Union-controlled New Orleans via Mexico. 
A Confederate group pursued, and after six 
days, caught up with them, as the Germans 
made camp by the Nueces River.

What turned this event, also known 
as the “Battle of the Nueces,” into a war 
crime is that after the initial fight ended, nine 
wounded Germans were not taken prisoner 
but summarily executed.

Another party of Germans that had fled 
the field was chased down by Confederate 
cavalrymen and killed in cold blood before 
they could cross the Rio Grande.12

Prefigurative Politics and Limitations
In summary, we can identify a number of 

issues that form a common thread across the 
three communes, which ultimately lead to 
their demise. These included no or at best 
very limited, knowledge of agriculture; harsh 
conditions of frontier life combined with 
adverse weather, lack of funds. and infighting.

However, there is also a common denom
inator that has to do with the commune 
model per se, which is one of prefigurative 
politics.

“Prefigurative politics” refers to a political 
orientation based on the premise that the 
ends that a social movement achieves are fun-
damentally shaped by the means it employs, 
and that movements should therefore do 

their best to choose means that embody or 
“prefigure” the kind of society they want to 
bring about.13

In practice, they involve building a new 
society “within the shell of the old” by living 
out the values and social structures the group 
desires for the future.

We don’t know for sure whether the 
commune members ever intended to bring 
about any larger societal change, but none of 
the communes had any significant social base 
outside the community to begin to think or 
act on such efforts.

In the end, these utopian socialist com-
munities could probably be also described 
as libertarian socialist. A sort of Ur-libertar-
ianism provided an environment for a free 
and egalitarian lifestyle, while features of 
anarchism where at the very least present at 
La Réunion, where commune members were 
self-governed via direct democracy.

They were contemporaries of Marx, but 
we don’t know if the commune members 
read or would have had access to some of his 
writings. We do know is that The Communist 
Manifesto was published in 1848, the same 
year that Bettina failed and Icaria was first 
established. In chapter 3 of the Manifesto, 
Marx and Engels provide their critique of uto-
pian socialists:

“The undeveloped state of the class struggle, 
as well as their own surroundings, causes 
Socialists of this kind to consider themselves far 
superior to all class antagonisms. They want to 
improve the condition of every member of soci-
ety, even that of the most favoured. Hence, they 
habitually appeal to society at large, without 
the distinction of class; nay, by preference, to 
the ruling class. For how can people, when once 
they understand their system, fail to see in it the 
best possible plan of the best possible state of 
society?

“Hence, they reject all political, and 
especially all revolutionary action; they wish to 
attain their ends by peaceful means, necessarily 
doomed to failure, and by the force of example, 
to pave the way for the new social Gospel.”

They go on to say:
“The significance of Critical-Utopian Social-

ism and Communism bears an inverse relation 
to historical development. In proportion as 
the modern class struggle develops and takes 
definite shape, this fantastic standing apart from 
the contest, these fantastic attacks on it, lose all 
practical value and all theoretical justification. 
Therefore, although the originators of these 
systems were, in many respects, revolutionary, 
their disciples have, in every case, formed mere 
reactionary sects.”

In The Peasant War, published two years 
later, Engels chose a much more reconcilia-
tory tone, writing that “German theoretical 
socialism will never forget that it rests on 
the shoulders of Saint-Simon, Fourier and 
Owen — three men who, in spite of all their 
fantastic notions and all their utopianism, 
stand among the most eminent thinkers of all 
time…”14

Today’s revolutionary socialists, with 
the benefit of hindsight, the example of the 
October Revolution of 1917, and access to an 
abundance of Marxist analysis, would argue 
that the commune efforts were bound to fail 
since they were not grounded in the material 
conditions of existing society. They remind 
us, however, that the vision of an egalitarian, 
non-exploitative future is not alien to Ameri-
can history.  n
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REVIEW
Looking Back at Marx Looking Forward By Michael Principe

The Late Marx’s 
Revolutionary Roads:
Colonialism, Gender, and 
Indigenous Communism
By Kevin B. Anderson
Verso 2025, 280 pages, $29.95 paperback.

THE LATE MARX’S Revolutionary 
Roads is, as Kevin Anderson tells us, a 
kind of sequel to his 2010 book Marx 
at the Margins. Both books focus, for 
the most part, on the “late Marx” 
and his increasing focus on race, 
gender, colonialism, and non-Western 
societies.

The book contributes to foregrounding 
a distinct “late Marx” as a readily available 
signifier, to be employed much like the famil-
iar “early Marx.” Anderson argues that while 
Marx’s works of 1869-82 have historically re-
ceived much less attention than earlier ones, 
this scholarship began to change in the 1980s.

Anderson reviews this rise in attention, 
beginning with the appearance of the last 
chapter of Raya Dunayevskaya’s Rosa Lux-
emburg, Women’s Liberation, and Marx’s Phi-
losophy of Revolution (1982), titled “The Last 
Writings of Marx Point a Trail to the 1980s,” 
followed the next year by Teodor Shanin’s 
collection, Late Marx and the Russian Road.

Helpfully cataloging much of this litera-
ture, Anderson concludes that a real marker 
of change is that general accounts of Marx’s 
life and work have started to include substan-
tial discussions of Marx’s last period, citing 
Gareth Stedman Jones’s general biography 
and Ryuji Sasaki’s short introductory text 
which “devotes an unprecedented one-third 
of its space to the late Marx.” (13)

While some writings from this period like 
“The Civil Wars in France” and “Critique of 
the Gotha Program” are very well-known, 
much of Marx’s late work is contained in 
voluminous less well known or unpublished 
notebooks, showing the course of Marx’s 
studies at the time.

These are chiefly Anderson’s concern, and 
he shows how this material contextualizes 
the better-known works. (Also among the 
last works are Marx’s mathematical note-
books which Anderson sets aside as irrele-

vant to his project.)
Anderson suggests that 

with so many of Marx’s 
writings never having been 
prepared for publication, 
his early editors from 
Engels onward have seen 
their meaning and import 
through their own lenses. 
Engels mostly ignored 
them, focusing almost 
entirely on what he could 
piece together of what he 
perceived as the unpub-

lished parts of Capital. The emphasis here is 
on his “perception.”

In contrast, Anderson notes that 
Dunayevskaya claims, “It is clear that Russia 
and America were to play the role in Vols. II 
and III that England played in Volume I.” (7) 
Engels, of course, did attend to Marx’s study 
of anthropologist Henry Louis Morgan, which 
Engels employs in his own The Origin of the 
Family, Private Property and the State.

While the Marxists of the Second Inter-
national did little to publish the unpublished 
Marx, focusing on popularizing Marxist ideas, 
Russian revolutionaries founded the Marx-En-
gels-Lenin Institute charged with editing 
and publishing Marx’s work. However, chief 
editor David Riazanov (later a victim of Stalin) 
viewed many of the notebooks analyzed by 
Anderson as “inexcusable pedantry” and they 
were never scheduled for publication. (5)

Anderson suggests that initial dismissal of 
most of these late writings by early interpret-
ers and editors “appear more like expressions 
of the Eurocentrism of these authors than 
persuasive arguments about limitations in 
Marx’s own research…” (7)

Recovering the Late Marx
A scholar in the “Marxist-Humanist” tradi-

tion,  Anderson regularly cites Dunayevskaya, 
one of the founders, along with C.L.R. James 
and Grace Lee Boggs of the Johnson-Forrest 
Tendency (she was Freddie Forrest), as well 
as the founder of News and Letters Commit-
tees. Anderson refers to Dunayevskaya as 
his “mentor” and he served as her estate’s 
literary agent.

The book can be seen as roughly in 
the tradition of those groups, omitting any 
distinct analysis of the status of the Soviet 
Union, espousing a Marxism embodying 
dialectics, feminism, anti-colonialism, and 
anti-racism. Hence, Anderson argues for the 

contemporary relevance of the late Marx.
Large parts of Marx’s notebooks consist 

of passages copied from the books he was 
studying, a habit of his since some of his ear-
liest writings. Considering this work themat-
ically, rather than chronologically, Anderson 
closely examines these texts, noting places 
where Marx alters the language, adds punctu-
ation, or offers brief commentary.

The largest part of the book, about 200 
of its 270 pages consists of this very focused, 
densely packed scholarly work, requiring sub-
stantial quotations from Marx’s notebooks, 
which in turn are often quotations from 
other authors. In this way, Anderson reveals 
patterns in Marx’s thinking, which he shows 
to be consistent with later published texts.

Anderson begins with consideration of 
Marx’s study of communal social relations 
in pre-literate and pre-capitalist societies, 
ultimately asserting that Marx adopts a new 
position in the late work. He initially notes 
that Marx has received criticism from Edward 
Said and others for remarks like this regarding 
India from the New York Tribune June 25, 
1853:

“We must not forget that these idyllic 
village communities inoffensive though they may 
appear, had always been the solid foundation of 
Oriental despotism, that they restrained the hu-
man mind within the smallest possible compass, 
making it the unresisting tool of superstition, 
enslaving it beneath traditional rules, depriving it 
of all grandeur and historical energies.” (19)

In contrast, in the late writings, Anderson 
argues that Marx, instead of dismissing these 
early communal formations, looks to their 
positive aspects and considers the underlying 
persistence of these forms into his own time. 
This, Anderson will argue, is important to 
Marx’s new, more optimistic assessment of 
their revolutionary possibilities.

Included are studies of Native Americans, 
Greco-Roman clan society, Indian communes, 
precolonial Algeria, ancient German and pre-
colonial Irish communal social organization, as 
well as the Russian communal village.

For Anderson, this context also displays 
Marx’s increasing antipathy to the state, 
which is similarly exhibited in his bet-
ter-known analysis of the Paris Commune in 
The Civil War in France.

For example, in Marx’s notes on Morgan’s 
study of the Iroquois and their introduction 
of a supreme and permanent war chief, 
instead of copying out Morgan’s text — “The 
introduction of this office as a permanent 
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feature in the government was a great event 
in the history of human progress” — Marx 
alters it, pointing to disaster, rather than great 
progress, writing, “The introduction of this 
office as a permanent feature [is a] disastrous 
event in human history.” (28)

Anderson interprets Marx’s published 
works of the period as fully anti-statist, 
reading, for example, even the first stage of 
communism mentioned in the Critique of the 
Gotha Program, contra Lenin and others, as 
stateless. Ultimately, Anderson maintains that 
an anti-statist “revolutionary road” is enunci-
ated in Marx’s last period.

Gender and Patriarchy
Next, Anderson considers issues of 

gender and women’s empowerment across 
the same range of cultures. He begins by 
considering weaknesses of Engels’s Origin 
of the Family, Private Property, and the State. 
He argues that Engels engages with Marx’s 
notebooks in a way that mistakenly has Marx 
appropriate Morgan’s work, for the most 
part, uncritically.

For Engels, following Morgan, human 
society begins with a near idyllic communal 
and matriarchal society, which is disrupted 
with the onset of class division. Patriarchy 
then stems from this development. Hence, 
Engels famous remark regarding “the world 
historical defeat of the female sex.”

No such black and white thinking is found 
in Marx’s notebooks. In contrast, they show 

significant interest in complex and changing 
gender roles across different societies, in-
cluding instances of gender equality, women’s 
loss of power, but also instance of women 
regaining it.

Anderson also shows that Marx had 
considerable interest in women’s roles in 
liberatory struggles. This includes the role of 
women in resistance to British colonialism 
in India as well as the special attention paid 
to the heroism of the women of the Paris 
Commune.

In addition, on Engels’ analysis, following 
Morgan, all societies travel distinct and uni-
form stages — hence, no avoiding industrial 
capitalism. For Engels, since class division is 
the cause of patriarchy, the way to end patri-
archy is to win the class struggle; that is, with 
socialism, women’s oppression automatically 
comes to an end.

In contrast, Anderson approvingly cites 
Dunayevskaya on these issues. She suggests 
that Engels’s analysis has allowed Marxists, 
insofar as women are concerned “to conve-
niently put off freedom until the millennium.” 
(84)

She writes as well that:
“As against Marx’s multilinear view which 

kept Marx from attempting any blueprints for 
future generations, Engels’s unilinear view led 
him to mechanical positivism…Engels had 
confined Marx’s revolutionary dialectics and 
historical materialism to hardly more than Mor-
gan’s ‘materialism’.” (85).

Anderson argues that Marx’s later work 
clearly theorizes social development as multi
linear. Regarding earlier accounts of modes of 
production, especially in The German Ideology, 
Anderson writes:

“In 1845-46, did Marx see these … stages 
— early stateless societies based upon tribe and 
family, Greco-Roman societies based upon slave 
labor, and feudalism based upon serfdom, and 
by implication, a fourth stage, bourgeois capi-
talism based upon wage labor — as universal, 
global stages? We cannot know.” (125)

While Anderson recognizes that Marx 
may have seen these stages as global at the 
time, and that many have interpreted him 
this way, the later work is unambiguous in 
rejecting this model. Marx’s later notebooks 
are filled with criticisms of those who label 
a wide range of pre-capitalist modes of pro-
duction as feudal.

Anderson argues with substantial textual 
evidence that feudalism as a universal catego-
ry “is alien to Marx’s perspective after 1858.” 
(134) He shows that Marx explicitly rejects 
the feudal categorization of Indigenous Amer-
ica, the Indian subcontinent, and Algeria, 
though he accepts it for Ireland:

“At the very least, this shows that Marx es-
pouses a multilinear concept of historical change 
and development through successive modes of 
production, wherein the Marxist model of prim-
itive, feudal, and bourgeois capitalist modes of 

production succeeding one another is restricted 
to Western Europe.” (138)

Examining Capital

More evidence for Marx’s multilinear 
approach is found in the often-disparaged 
French edition of Capital, the last version 
compiled by Marx himself. One example (An-
derson provides others) is a significant change 
Marx made to the 1867 preface.

The standard English and German editions 
give us the following frequently cited remark: 
“The country that is more developed indus-
trially only shows, the less developed, the 
image of its own future.” This might suggest 
unilinear, deterministic development. How-
ever, Marx’s later French version reads as 
follows: “The country that is more developed 
industrially only shows to those that follow it 
up the industrial ladder, the image of its own 
future.” (142)

With this change, Anderson writes:
 “…[Marx] has essentially bracketed out 

the vast parts of the world that in the 1870s 
were not yet beginning to industrialize. Thus, 
whatever ‘laws’ and tendencies Marx elaborates 
in Capital would seem to apply only to societies 
where industrial capitalism either dominated the 
economy or was in the process of doing so...” 
(142)

The importance of these changes for 
Marx is shown by his self-quotation of the 
French edition in his correspondence with 
Russian intellectuals and revolutionaries. 
Among the examples given by Anderson is 
Marx’s letter to Vera Zasulich in 1881, who, 
in contrast to some Russian Marxists, sees 
revolutionary possibilities in the Russian 
commune, Marx writes:

“In analyzing the genesis of capitalist produc-
tion, I say: ‘Underneath the appearance of the 
capitalist system is therefore the separation of 
the producer from the means of production… 
the basis of this whole development is the expro-
priation of the cultivators. So far, it has been 
carried out in a radical manner in England… 
But all the countries of Western Europe are 
going through the same development.’” (Capital, 
French edition, 315).

Anderson concludes then that “The 
‘historical inevitability’ of this course is there-
fore explicitly restricted to the countries of 
Western Europe.” (149)

Marx adds that nothing in Capital counts 
for or against the viability of the Russian 
commune. This, along with the better known 
1882 preface to the Russian edition of the 
Manifesto where Marx writes that under the 
right circumstances, “…the present Russian 
communal landownership may serve as the 
point of departure for a communist develop-
ment.” (255), show Marx’s view that socialist 
transformation could emerge from the com-
munal social relations.

Anderson also considers Marx’s attempt 
to understand colonialism and resistance in 
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the context of capitalism and the possibilities 
for revolution. Anderson agrees with Gilbert 
Achcar that this represents in Achcar’s 
words, a “reversal of perspective” concerning 
“the idea of colonialism as a factor in eco-
nomic progress.” (155)

Colonialism and Revolution
Anderson shows Marx’s interest in 

Latin America and the Indian subcontinent 
is focused on the way local resistance to 
colonizers helps preserve communal social 
relations, even up to his own time. Marx 
thereby indicates that these relations are not 
necessarily destroyed through the course of 
unilinear economic development.

Marx,  Anderson suggests, employs a 
dialectical analysis, wherein the disruption 
of communal relations by, for example, the 
British in India and the subsequent resistance 
brings about “new types of thinking and 
organization that can form the basis of a new 
type of subjectivity.” (172)

Marx is aware that the colonizers also 
recognize the radical possibilities of existing 
communal social relations. Anderson writes 
that Marx notes that the French govern-
ment’s position on Algerian indigenous 
communism is that it is dangerous “not only 
for the colony but also for metropolitan 
France.” He quotes from debates in the 
French National Assembly two years after 
the suppression of the Paris Commune, that 
maintaining communal property even at a 
distance “supports communistic tendencies in 
people’s minds.” (178, 179)

Through his work in the Internation-
al, Marx was also directly involved in the 

anti-colonial struggle in Ireland. Anderson 
shows in letters to Engels and comrades in 
the United States that he regards the struggle 
in Ireland which is both nationalist and 
anti-(largely British) landlord to be central to 
revolutionary aims elsewhere.

As early as 1869, he writes to Engels:
“For a long time, I believed it would be 

possible to overthrow the Irish regime by English 
working class ascendancy…. Deeper study has 
now convinced me of the opposite. The English 
working class will never accomplish anything 
before it has got rid of Ireland. The lever must 
be applied in Ireland. This is why the Irish ques-
tion is so important for the social movement in 
general.” (241)

Three New Revolutionary Roads
Anderson cites evidence from Marx of a 

complex dialectic of revolution. Marx sees 
revolutionary struggle breaking out first in 
France, though the lack of a large enough 
working class will be insufficient against the 
power of capital. From there, the struggles 
of Irish peasants against landlordism and 
colonialism will weaken the British ruling class 
who constitute most of the exploiting class 
in Ireland.

British workers could seize the opportu-
nity to engage in their own struggle. Because 
of changed circumstance, and the agitation 
of the International, what amounts to racial 
division between British and Irish workers in 
England can be overcome.

Whatever the merits of his theorization, 
Marx clearly sees revolutionary struggle as 
potentially emanating from the periphery of 
the capitalist world.

Anderson concludes that in the late 
Marx, we find a multilinear view of histor-
ical development, with emphasis on three 
new “revolutionary roads”: 1) beginning 
from existing communal social and property 
relations, such as in Russia; 2) beginning from 
colonies, such as in Ireland; and 3) by way of 
a revolution against the joint regime of capital 
and the state.

Anderson successfully makes the case for 
the first two. This last is the least developed. 
While Marx clearly offers a more radical cri-
tique of the bourgeois state in his later work, 
it is less clear that Anderson succeeds in 
uncovering a fully anti-statist Marx. Further-
more, even if Anderson is correct, this seems 
less a new revolutionary road and more a 
deepening of earlier revolutionary thinking.

Overall, Kevin Anderson with this work, 
continues to make important contributions 
to understanding the nuances of Marx’s 
evolving thought, helpfully undermining the 
cartoonish versions of Marx attacked by so 
many critics and sometimes promoted by his 
friends.

Just as important, Anderson shows Marx 
to practice the best sort of Marxism, one 
which is self-critical, engaged with changing 
material circumstances, and open to new 
possibilities for revolutionary change — a 
method as relevant today as in Marx’s own 
time.

Finally, If the reader is one to appreciate 
insights drawn from careful and often very 
subtle analyses of texts, Anderson’s book is 
a treasure trove guaranteed to provide many 
appreciative nods.  n
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REVIEW
Does Socialism Need Morality?  By Robin Zheng
Marx’s Ethical Vision
By Vanessa Wills
Oxford University Press, 2024,
320 pages, $45 hardcover.

CAN MARX TEACH us 
how we ought to treat one 
another, and how we ought 
to live? Can he help us dis-
tinguish between right and 
wrong, good and bad? 

Surely, one would think, 
the answer is yes. After all, 
Marx denounces the “accu-
mulation of misery, agony of 
toil, slavery, ignorance, bru-
tality, [and] mental degradation” entailed by 
the accumulation of capital. And he exalts the 
“nobility of man shin[ing] upon us” through 
“the most splendid results [of] French social-
ist workers” in their development of human 
solidarity.

He advocates the “genuine and free 
development of individuals,” attainable only 
in a communist society. These certainly look 
like moral judgments: he is describing good 
societies in which humans treat each other 
as they ought, and bad societies where they 
do not.

Yet in the Communist Manifesto, Marx 
appears to almost flippantly embrace the 
accusation that communists seek to abolish 
morality. He and Engels, in the Critique of 
German Ideology, write explicitly: “The Com-
munists do not preach morality.”

Insofar as they insist that theirs is a “scien-
tific socialism,” moreover, it seems that Marx 
and Engels want to distance themselves from 
prescribing how the world ought to be, in 
favor of describing how it actually is and will 
be. And while there is fairly general consen-
sus that there are ethical dimensions to the 
themes of alienation, species-being, human 
nature, and self-realization that permeate 
Marx’s early writings, many interpreters 
believe that Marx eventually abandoned these 
moral reflections.

Is it really possible, then, to derive a 
coherent ethical theory from Marx’s corpus? 
This is the task that Vanessa Wills undertakes 
in Marx’s Ethical Vision — with considerable 
success.

Theoretical and Practical 
Aims

Wills identifies three major 
aims of her book, which we 
might take to correspond to 
three distinct (though to a 
sizeable extent overlapping) 
audiences.

For scholars of Marx, 
she critically reconstructs 
tenets that remain consistent 
throughout his oeuvre. For 
ethicists, she introduces a 
distinctive theoretical approach 
that appears to strongly 
depart from mainstream moral 

philosophy. And for socialists, she explicates 
a Marxist ethics that is intended to aid in the-
orizing and deciding how to act — in short, 
socialist praxis. Here I will prioritize the last 
of these, but all three are highly interrelated.

The beating heart of Marxist ethics, as 
construed by Wills, is a historical materialist 
understanding of human nature. Starting from 
these foundational theoretical commitments, 
Wills manages to weave together diverse 
strands of Marx’s thinking on the essential 
features of human existence: our needs, 
inherent sociality, labor, relationship to the 
environment, and change over time.

In doing so, she presents an original and 
elegant exposition of the idea that “the free 
development of each is the condition for the 
free development of all.” I find this in itself a 
great contribution, likely of interest to her 
different audiences. And Wills’ interpretation 
of Marx’s beliefs about human nature allows 
her directly to construct an ethical theory in 
which advancing the development of human 
nature is morally good, and hindering it is 
wrong.

For Wills, a thorough examination of 
Marx’s overall ethical views leads us through 
a number of other exegetical tasks. For once 
we grasp this historical materialist rendering 
of human nature (Ch. 3), we can easily recog-
nize a theory in which the moral judgment of 
a thing is determined by whether it promotes 
or inhibits what Marx calls our “many-sided,” 
“rich individuality.” (Ch. 6)

At present, capitalism is the chief hin-
drance to our flourishing because, famously, 
it engenders what he calls “alienation.” (Ch. 
4) Alienation, furthermore, is supported by 
bourgeois ideology. (Ch. 2)

Understanding Marx’s rejection of bour-
geois ideology is crucial, because it allows 

us to make sense of what he means by the 
“abolition of morality.” (Ch. 9) And parts of 
his critique involve substantive engagement 
with enduring philosophical problems: the 
question of free will (Ch. 5), definitions of 
“freedom,” “justice,” and “equal rights” (Ch.7), 
and competing moral theories. (Ch. 8)

Human Nature and Rich Individuality
What are Marx’s views on human nature? 

The answer here is complex, because the 
historical materialist cannot simply generate 
an abstract list of fixed, universal traits (e.g. 
rationality, self-interestedness, “sprouts” of 
virtue), as other philosophers have.

Rather, the essential nature of human 
beings is to aim at preserving human life and 
satisfying human needs — the most basic 
of which are material — but this looks very 
different depending on where they are in a 
given environment and at a given historical 
moment.

This means, argues Wills, that human 
nature for Marx is just a dynamic process: an 
unfolding that is continually in motion, always 
changing over time, and whose elements are 
in constant interplay. This evolving process 
— human nature — comprises the entire 
totality of all actual human activity. That is, 
activity is by everyone, everywhere, across 
all times.

Here it gets Hegelian: we can make sense 
of this ever-changing totality, i.e. the complete 
set of concrete appearances of human na-
ture, by observing it in motion over time. By 
abstracting what is common across all these 
appearances, we can derive an understanding 
of what kind of process could give rise to 
these infinite phenomenal appearances.

(It may help here to consider an analogy: 
an orchestra concert. The music itself is a 
process; it is not a single instant of sound, but 
rather a constantly changing blend of different 
notes interacting with each other. By listening 
to the concert as it unfolds, we are able 
to understand the nature of that process, 
namely, that is produced by the combined 
playing of sounds produced by a varied group 
of instruments.)

By observing what common thing inheres 
within the entirety of human activities, Wills 
explains, Marx is able to identify the nature 
of this process: it is labor. Labor is “the con-
scious intervention of human beings into the 
world, setting causal processes into motion 
in order to realize ends that they first posit in 
thought.” (53)

These ends are needs, and the essence of 
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human existence is the process of acting on 
the world so as to satisfy those needs.

As is commonly known, these begin with 
our biological needs (food, shelter, etc.), but 
as we make use of resources from our nat-
ural environment to meet them (by hunting, 
building, etc.), the resulting changes in our 
environment quickly generate new and more 
complex needs, and our acting to meet those 
needs will generate changes in the world that 
produce even more sophisticated new needs, 
and so on. (Of course, our earlier needs are 
also continually reproduced and must be re-
met, in increasingly novel ways.)

With each iteration, we expand our 
physical, intellectual, and social capacities — 
in other words, we change our very selves. 
This ongoing dialectical transformation of 
ourselves and nature is the labor process, 
which is the essence of human nature.

So far, so (perhaps) familiar. But Wills 
takes pains to contextualize this picture of 
human nature within a tapestry of human 
potentiality. Marx’s historical materialist ap-
proach leads him to develop the concept of 
the “rich individual,” that is, an individual who 
engages in genuine and free labor.

Unlike the repetitive, demeaning, 
“one-sided” labor forced upon us under 
capitalism, the laboring of the rich individual 
is “all-sided”: it is “the creative manifestation 
of life arising from the free development of all 
abilities of the whole person.”  Writes Wills, 
Marx believes in “the principle in limitless 
proliferation of human talents, capacities, and 
diverse forms of life.” (3)

This may sound abstract, or overly 
optimistic, but one need only think of the 
spectacular transformations of human life 
and the natural world over the last century 
— no doubt totally unfathomable to humans 
of yore — to feel the persuasive force. The 
rich individual manifests their nature, i.e. they 
perform labor, because this infinitely ongoing 
development is the true purpose of human 
existence.

Morality and Sociality
From here, Wills maintains, it is only a 

short step to uncovering a moral theory 
which states, simply: any action, practice, 
principle, institution, movement, society, or 
other object of ethical evaluation must be 
measured against the yardstick of whether 
it facilitates or impedes the development of 
human nature.

This is Wills’ ultimate answer to the cen-
tral question of the book. All I can say is that 
it seems eminently correct.

This, the major contribution of Wills’ 
book, is fleshed out in what are perhaps her 
most practically-oriented passages. She em-
phasizes that on Marx’s theory there will be 
no eternal moral truths, no universal moral 
principles, no acts which are by their very 
nature moral or immoral.

The moral valence of any act will depend 
entirely on the concrete historical context in 
which it is performed, and the possibilities ac-
tually open to a moral agent in that situation. 
(For instance — and this is Marx’s criticism 
of the Utopian Socialists — trying to enact 
communism here and now, when current 
historical circumstances make it impossible, is 
actually morally wrong insofar as it is likely to 
thwart our very efforts to achieve the goal of 
communism.)

Rather, finding out how we ought to act 
must be informed by our most thorough, 
accurate, best understanding of the historical 
moment in which we find ourselves.

Wills lays out a detailed illustration of this 
kind of moral reasoning, moving across facets 
of reality we must investigate: the existing 
mode of production, who does what in the 
division of labor (if there is one), the distribu-
tion of socially produced goods and the size 
of surplus (if there is any), the availability of 
material resources, what social classes exist 
and the balance of forces between them, 
the level of consciousness achieved by those 
classes, the class to which the moral actor 
belongs and what abilities she possesses, and 
so on.

Only by accounting for all of these factors 
and the effects of their interactions can we, 
for example, say whether it is morally right 
to send weapons to Ukraine at this moment, 
or commit political assassinations. Marxian 
moral reasoning is no easy task, and Wills 
unfortunately does not provide a concrete 
demonstration of going through this reason-
ing process — her focus, again, is on exegesis.

Perhaps, in this view, the answer to 
whether something is morally right may often 
be knowable only in hindsight. So the actual 
application of the theory — the interpreta-
tion of her interpretation of Marx, if you will 
— is left open to the rest of us.

Still, her theory undoubtedly opens up 
many new avenues to explore, and her guid-
ance along these paths remains valuable since 
it points to the kinds of considerations that a 
Marxist ethicist — as opposed to, say, a util-
itarian or Kantian or Christian one — would 
use in trying to answer such a question.

To round things out, one part of Wills’ 
discussion that I take to be of paramount 
importance is her gloss on the creation of 
social needs, which Marx defines as “historic” 
needs “created by production itself,” in other 
words, needs that arise at a certain point in 
the labor process whenever human beings 
work together in pursuit of satisfying their 
earlier needs.

Social needs consist in our enjoyment of 
and desire to be with one another — not 
merely as a means to achieve some other 
goal, but as worthwhile in and of itself.

Returning to the French socialist workers 
mentioned above, Marx describes a pro-
gression wherein workers who are initially 

brought into contact as they jointly satisfy 
their needs to eat, drink, and smoke eventual-
ly acquire a need for that social contact itself 
— that is, for brotherhood and solidarity 
with one another.

Writ large, this ingrained sociality is what 
makes it the case that the flourishing of one 
human being requires the mutual flourishing 
of other human beings, insofar as we have by 
now developed deep desires to live together.

Communist society, then, as theorized by 
Wills, would be realized when the social-
ity of human beings is so unhindered, so 
highly developed that every person “has an 
understanding of himself as a member of the 
species, and regards other persons as the 
source of his freedom, not as limiting barriers 
against it.” (154)

Our human nature is not actually in con-
flict with a world in which everyone can live 
well, which means that treating one another 
ethically is not some onerous duty which 
requires great sacrifice. (Think of the things 
you do for people you love: even if you view 
these as sacrifices, they are actions you gladly 
undertake.) No one will need to exact obliga-
tions from or exercise rights against another.

As she so memorably puts it: we are 
seeking “a world of people for whom the in-
junction to treat their fellow beings as though 
they are ends in themselves is no more or 
less necessary than enjoining one’s heart to 
beat.” (238)

Eliminating Morality
Unsurprisingly, it is capitalism that frus-

trates our attempts to build such a society; it 
alienates us from the products of our labor, 
our laboring, and the aims of our labor — in 
short, from our essential nature. But in the 
interests of space, I must curtail further ex-
amination of the plentiful insights to be found 
in the rest of Wills’ book.

One final point which cannot go un-
mentioned, however, is Wills’ argument that 
morality is historically contingent. Indeed, it 
is a form of bourgeois ideology — which, she 
contends, has useful aspects in addition to 
being devastatingly pernicious — but it is and 
has been a necessary one for now.

Morality is something that emerged at the 
historical moment when human oppression 
and exploitation arose, and it will pass away 
if and when these disappear. In an interview 
with New Politics, Wills portrays morality as 
a “stopgap”; since we live in a world in which 
there is a “gap” between how the world is 
and how it should be, morality acts as kind 
of heuristic to guide us toward the right and 
the good.

But if that gap doesn’t exist, it doesn’t 
even make any sense to ask how we should 
close it. There simply won’t be any fact of the 
matter about whether some act (practice, 
institution, etc.) is morally right or wrong.

We are not yet people who could actu-
continued on page 39



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 37

REVIEW
Revisiting Caché  By Robert Jackson Wood
AUSTRIAN DIRECTOR MICHAEL Haneke’s 
masterful 2005 film Caché (Hidden) has much 
to teach us about colonial repression, and 
the Gaza genocide.

When I first watched Caché around the 
time it came out, it struck me as an impec-
cably crafted, formally mind-bending, and yet 
merely superb thriller. I took it to be a film 
about surveillance, about bourgeois fragility 
and paranoia, and about its own ingenious 
narrative devices, which exploit the camera’s 
gaze to destabilize that of the viewer. The 
film was powerful but not transformative.

When I watched it again recently, it struck 
me as an uncannily prescient, nearly incapac-
itating masterpiece. It was less about sur-
veillance or paranoia than about something 
much more below the surface: the repressed 
truths of colonialism and their inevitable and 
devastating return. What had changed in the 
intervening time was my closer proximity to 
a certain politics, lit up as from a flare by the 
ongoing catastrophe in Gaza. From that more 
politicized vantage point, what had formerly 
been a film about invasive forms of seeing  
became a film about impotent forms of 
knowing. The unconscious had come to light.

There is a sense in which Caché is also 
about this very process of revelation. As a 
film about repression and buried truths, it is 
also about the conditions of its own possible 
illegibility to us, about what can be hidden of 
these colonial histories outside the film in our 
everyday lives as much as inside — whether 
by school curricula or papers of record — 
and about what unknowingly structures our 
perception as a result. In a way, it is a film 
that proves its points even when we don’t re-
alize, or have the means to realize, that it has.

Comforts Unravelled

But in holding to the mandates of the un-
conscious, Caché also keeps much in its own 
narrative unspoken and unsaid. We meet 
Michael (Daniel Auteil) and Anne (Juliette 
Binoche), a cultured French couple who live 
in their book-lined Parisian apartment with 
their son. When they begin to receive VHS 
tapes in the mail indicating that their family is 
being surveilled, things start to unravel The 
comfortable middle-class life they maintain, 
filled with wine and literature, suddenly feels 

vulnerable and 
susceptible to col-
lapse. Our empathy 
remains with them 
for much of the film. 
The dominant note 
is suspense, not 
politics.

Yet gradually, 
something resem-
bling the truth be-
gins to emerge. We 
learn that when Mi-
chael was young, his 
wealthy family had 
considered adopting 
a working-class 
Algerian child, Majid, 
whose parents had worked for the family 
but died in the 1961 Paris massacre Michael, 
annoyed at having to share space with the 
child, tempted him into committing a violent 
act that led to the child being sent away, and 
subsequently, to a life of immiseration and 
sorrow. In the context of the recent history 
of Palestine, it is a familiar story: the powerful 
betray the trust of the powerless, of those 
whose lives they administer and control, by 
provoking the latter to acts of violence that 
are used to justify disproportionately punitive 
responses. On and on the cycle goes.

And then, of course, the forgetting. 
“Who?,” Michael’s mother wonders when 
asked if she ever thinks about Majid. We are 
led to believe that Michael had forgotten him, 
too, until Michael secretly begins to suspect 
that the VHS tapes are from him. After a 
confrontation between the two, our sympa-
thies begin to shift, assisted by a brilliant 
cinematographic sleight of hand. Standard 
camera shots that move the narrative along 
sit side by side with long takes that seem to 
be of a similar kind, yet turn out to be those 
from the surveillance camera inside the nar-
rative. The effect is to elide the viewers gaze 
unknowingly with Majid, with the colonized 
other.

The Past Returns
But are the tapes really from Majid? It 

doesn’t matter. On a deeper level, their 
purpose in the film is to represent Michael’s 
unconscious, that voice of inner scrutiny so 
often misrecognized — projectively, defen-
sively — as something threatening coming 
from the outside. In essence, they are Mi-
chael’s past coming back to him as enigma, as 
symptom, as things that disturb the workings 

of the life that is nonetheless built 
around them, a life that takes them 
as its disavowed core.

Forgetting, that is, is not just the 
cause of the occasional annoyance, 
Caché suggests. It is an absence 
that forms the very center, albeit 
inaccessible, of our being, helping 
to determine why we desire as we 
do, to say nothing of our destinies. 
To convey this, the film gestures 
not to Algeria but to Gaza, in the 
news then nearly as much as now. 
In a memorable scene, shot with 
suggestive symmetry, the territo-
ry appears in the form of a map 
on a TV newscast, framed in the 
precise middle between Anne and 

Michael as they discuss their ongoing drama, 
completely oblivious to it. The suggestion is 
that of a truth that is constitutive — struc-
tural even — yet mute and hidden. It is that 
our lives take the form they do not in spite 
of what has been pushed aside and forgotten 
but because of it.

Gaza Then, Genocide Now
There is much that Caché has to sug-

gest about Gaza itself in this regard. The 
film was partly shot in 2004, the year that 
Israel, under prime minister Ariel Sharon, 
announced it would be “withdrawing” from 
and ending its nearly forty-year occupation 
of the territory. Israel framed the move as a 
gesture of peacemaking, using it to extract 
concessions from the United States and 
others that would define their permissive 
relationship to this day. Yet the move was 
not about peace. As Israeli historian Ilan 
Pappé has written, Israel withdrew its settlers 
from the territory so that its bombing there 
could be more indiscriminate and it could 
better control it from the outside. Truly 
relinquishing Gaza was out of the question. 
The Israeli state needed Gaza, aided by the 
provoked violence of Hamas, to be hostile so 
that it could justify postponing the question 
of Palestinian statehood indefinitely.

In other words, Israel knew and still 
knows that, at this point, without at least a 
trace of what it deems the Palestinian threat, 
something about the Zionist fantasy would 
cease to exist. Rooted as it is in a sense of 
eternal victimhood and innocence, inimical 
to closure and ingrained from birth into the 
psyches of Israeli citizens as a kind of debt to 

Robert Jackson Wood is an independent scholar, 
writer, and organizer living in Brooklyn, NY. His 
writing has appeared in The New Republic, 
Socialist Forum, Monthly Review Online, 
New Politics, Truthout, Music & Politics 
(forthcoming), and elsewhere. continued on page 39



38 • NOVEMBER / DECEMBER 2025

Christian Right on the March  By Guy Miller

REVIEW
Money, Lies, and God
Inside the Movement to 
Destroy American Democracy
By Katherine Stewart
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2025, 245
pages, $26.99 hardcover.

KATHERINE STEWART’S 
INTEREST in the Christian Right 
was triggered when she became 
aware of an insidious project of 
piggy-backing an evangelical pro-
paganda machine, masquerading 
as a school club, in her daughter’s 
public school building.

This resulted in her 2012 book 
The Good News Club: The Christian Right’s 
Stealth Assault on America’s Children. In 2020 
Stewart wrote The Power Worshippers: Inside 
the Dangerous Rise of Religious Nationalism. 
In 2025, she has completed her trilogy with 
Money, Lies and God (ML&G).

In ML&G Stewart wastes no time. In its 
first paragraph she parachutes us into a Re-
awaken America Tour stopover in July 2023 
in Las Vegas. At the meeting Stewart noticed 
a dramatic change in tone: the rhetoric was 
harsher and the t-shirts nastier.

The Reawaken America Tour, founded in 
2021, was a tour that promoted Christian 
Nationalism and conspiracy theories including 
the lie that the 2020 election was “stolen.”

At the meeting Stewart encounters a 
participant wearing a MAGA cap and a t-shirt 
emblazoned with “Size Matters.” The t-shirt 
also pictures an array of ammunition ranging 
from hand gun size to bazooka grade. This is 
not the sedate world of Billy Graham.

On the new normal of the Christian 
Right, Stewart comments:

“It can sometimes seem that the anti-demo-
cratic reaction snuck up on us and suddenly is in 
our living room. I confess that when I look back 
over the last decade and a half that I have spent 
reporting on the subject the escalation of the 
threat appears breathtaking.” (4)

Stewart isn’t the only one whom the 
explosion “snuck up on.” Mark Galli, the for-
mer editor of Christianity Today, the foremost 
evangelical journal in the United States, just 
weeks before the 2016 presidential elec-
tion, claimed that he did not know a single 
evangelical who was going to vote for Trump. 

That November, Trump 
received 81 percent of the 
white evangelical vote.

Material Roots of 
“Nihilism”

ML&G does a solid 
materialist job in tracking 
the roots of right-wing 
evangelicalism. The book 
points to the massive 
increase in income in-
equality and deindustrial-
ization that have resulted 
in economic dislocation 
since the 1970s.

Stewart doesn’t 
view this as the only cause, but as a major 
contributor in what she calls “status anxiety.” 
Her overall diagnosis for this new mood is 
“reactionary nihilism.”

The action, characters and organizations 
in this 245-page book move around at dizzy-
ing speed. To make sense of this torrent of 
information, Stewart provides a useful — if 
admittedly simplistic — guide.

She breaks down the division of labor 
of the Christian Right into five categories: 
Funders, Sergeants, Infantry, Thinkers and 
Power Players. It’s helpful to keep Stewart’s 
definitions of these actors’ different functions 
in mind. (9-13)

Stewart also provides another useful guide 
for what she calls the four basic dispositions 
that characterize Christian Nationalism — 
Catastrophism, Identitarianism, Persecution 
Complex, and authoritarianism.

I use CIPA as a mnemonic device for this 
summary:

1) Catastrophism: Time is running out. 
Thanks to the unbelievers, the nation is 
doomed, only spiritual warfare can save us. 
The end is nigh!

2) Identitarianism: it’s up to American 
(White) Christian Nationalists to take total 
charge and rule the country.

3) Persecution complex: Conservative 
Christians are the principal victims of discrim-
ination.

4) Authoritarianism: Children must obey 
their parents, wives must obey their hus-
bands, workers must obey their bosses, and 
everyone must obey the strong leader (e.g. 
Donald Trump).

In the chapter “A Tale of Two Busches,” 
Stewart looks at the Roman Catholic com-
ponent of the primarily Protestant story of 
Christian Nationalism.

Robert Busch is a “Francis Catholic.” This 
places him in the progressive tradition of the 
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Timothy 
Busch (no relation,) on the other hand, is on 
the opposite end of the spectrum, about one 
good confession away from the Christian 
Nationalists.

While right-wing Catholics may lack the 
pizzazz of their Protestant brethren, they 
make up for it in their behind-the-scenes 
importance. Consider this roster of right-
wing Catholic influencers: Five of the nine 
Supreme Court Justices; Vice President J.D. 
Vance; Leonard Leo, the point man of the 
Federalist Society; Christopher Rufo, the man 
responsible for destroying New College in 
Florida; and Kevin Roberts, president of the 
Heritage Foundation and the driving force 
behind Project 2025.

Power Couple
Katherine Stewart calls the partnering of 

the New Right and Christian Nationalism, 
the “Power Couple” of our time. While 
not exactly marital bliss, this combination 
seems to work, as both partners have the 
same ultimate goal: the destruction of liberal 
democracy.

Moreover, they are willing to wage a long-
term war of position to get there.

In the middle chapters, Stewart shifts 
her attention to the more secular half of the 
power couple.

At least in my little corner of the 
American left, the word “woke” is hardly, if 
ever, spoken or written. But when reading 
books about the Christian Right, the word is 
ever-present.

Stewart asks herself: ”(W)here did this 
one tune of the anti-woke anthem come 
from?” Steward soon answers her own ques-
tion: “The Claremont Institute.”

Since its founding in Claremont, California 
in 1979, the Institute has always been a voice 
on the right. Its public face, the Claremont 
Review of Books, was designed to mimic the 
layout of the genteel New York Review of 
Books.

In their early days both the Institute and 
the Review strived for a veneer of respectabil-
ity. No longer: In recent years Claremont has, 
in Stewart’s words, “gone off the rails.”

Claremont specializes in handing out 
fellowship programs designed to boost the 
careers of young right wingers. Many of 
Claremont’s alumni make up a significant 
number of the players who now inhabit the 

Guy Miller is a retired United Transportation 
Union member, long-time socialist and lifelong 
resident of Chicago.
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Trump orbit.
ML&G strings together a number of 

quotes from the more traditional right wing-
ers, who have taken their distance from the 
Institute. Bill Kristol calls it “off putting and 
depressing and stupid.”

My favorite quote comes from Steve 
Schmitt, a co-founder of the Lincoln Project, 
who doesn’t mince words, “It (Claremont) is 
becoming like the West Point of American 
Fascism.”

Stewart traces the intellectual roadmap 
of the Claremont Institute. It runs from its 
long-time professor and distinguished fellow 
Henry Jaffa, who was mentored by Leo 
Strauss, who as a model looked to — wait 
for it — the arch-Nazi Carl Schmitt.

Several of Schmitt’s ideas have filtered 
down to much of the New Right, including 
the idea that all politics boils down to a 
war between friends and enemies. (Neither 
Schmitt nor Claremont does nuance.)

Schmitt’s hatred of Weimar Germany 
translates, for his followers, into a hatred of 
all liberal democracies. Schmitt also taught 
that the real enemy is the enemy within. Un-
less there is an illustrated edition of Schmitt’s 
writing, it’s unlikely that Trump has ever read 
his books — yet  Trump certainly reflects 
Schmitt’s world view.

New Apostolic Reformation
The driving force of contemporary 

Christian Nationalism is the New Apostolic 
Reformation (NAR) — a movement more 
than a denomination.

In fact, non-denominational is where the 
action is in today’s American Christendom. It 
allows for freedom to improvise and adjust. 
At the same time, the movement is highly 
coordinated and capable of acting as a unit: 
Witness the massive, though underreport-
ed, intervention of the Christian Right into 
January 6.

NAR’s theology is a mash-up of two very 
disparate Christian traditions: Charismatic/
Pentecostal and Calvinism. The charismatic 

component features healing, speaking in 
tongues, prophecies and miracles. (In one of 
the few humorous episodes of ML&G, parish-
ioners at a church in Odessa, Texas tried to 
get Katherine Stewart to speak in tongues. 
She tried, but she just couldn’t fake it.)

If the charismatic aspect fills an emotional 
need in new converts, then the Calvinist em-
phasis on Dominionism appeals to a need for 
order. The concept of Dominionism has its 
roots in Genesis 1:28, where God instructs 
humans “to have dominion … over all the 
earth.”

Dominionism leads to the Seven Mountain 
Mandate, a blueprint for attaining absolute 
power over the state. This is to be done by 
achieving hegemony over: government, the 
media, education, arts and entertainment, 
business, family and religion.

Religious historians often point to R.J. 
Rushdoony, a member of the hardcore Cal-
vinist Orthodox Presbyterian denomination, 
as the inspiration for the Seven Mountain 
Mandate.

The MAGA movement has been active in 
six out of those seven mountains. Education: 
The attack on academic freedom at univer-
sities (Columbia, etc.), the abolition of the 
Department of Education. The Family: The 
Dobbs Decision. Media: Defunding PBS and 
NPR. Business: Tariffs and the resulting poten-
tial trade wars. Government: The Republican 
Party is now a fully owned subsidiary of the 
Christian Right. Entertainment: Driving Ste-
phen Colbert and The Late Show off the air.

As for Religion...God help us.
The media treat the dangerous threat of 

Christian Nationalism with deference and 
little research. For example, the decades-long 
deep involvement of Vance Boelter — the 
assassin of Minnesota House Speaker Melissa 
Horton and her husband Mark — is treated 
as an almost irrelevant aside.

In reality, the line between spiritual 
warfare and actual warfare is rapidly fading. 
Katherine Stewart describes this process well 

on page 5 of The Power Worshippers:
“[Christian Nationalism] is not a social or 

cultural movement. It is a political movement 
and its ultimate goal is power. It does not seek 
to add another voice to American pluralism, but 
to replace our foundational democratic principles 
and institutions with a state grounded in a 
particular version of Christianity.”  n

Does Socialism Need Morality?  — continued from page 36

ally live in a communist society, but we are 
already in the process of laboring to become 
such people. Many tasks remain.

The biggest challenge, as I see it, is not 
convincing the proletariat that Marx’s claims 
about human nature are attractive. With 
some argument and reflection on human ac-
tivity, I think even their accuracy is likely to be 
conceded, and his standards of ethical eval-
uation accepted. So the real value of Wills’ 
work for socialist praxis is how it succeeds 
(in the words of the late Jane McAlevey) in 
raising expectations.

My worry is whether Marx’s ethical vision 
will be successful in motivating proletarian 
action, in the face of what feels like constant, 

crushing defeat. Can it prevail over louder, 
more primitive, but easy-to-understand 
moralities based in powerful drivers of fear, 
contempt, self-interest, and servility? These 
threaten to destroy our efforts at collective 
organization.

The great moral challenge of our times is 
the fight against the racism, sexism, xeno-
phobia, transphobia, ableism, and the other 
temptations to oppression that are sown by 
the right. Hence, it falls on all socialists to 
energetically affirm our human nature, our 
higher needs, and our sociality. This enables 
us to discern wherever possible the glimpses 
of a society to which our best moral princi-
ples, at present, are leading us.  n

them that can never be repaid, Israeli Zionism 
understands that the best way for its fantasy 
to be perpetuated is to preserve the very 
thing that makes it impossible. That means 
preserving hostile territory as well as a steady 
supply of those who make it so, including the 
children currently being radicalized by the 
steady rain of Israeli bombs.

But Caché, with its themes of surveil-
lance, poses simpler questions as well. What, 
for example, would it mean for Michael to 
see himself from the perspective of Majid? 
Or, more generally, what would it mean to 
assume the perspective of the other who, in 
being cast out by us, we unconsciously cast 
within? By the time the film ends, at least the 
viewer can answer these questions. We start 
out identifying with Michael, seeing him as a 
cultured family man under threat. We end 
identifying with Majid as we watch Michael 
drink straight from the faucet and sleep 
naked like a dog. The real “human animal” is 
revealed. We also end with this critical eye 
cast on ourselves as spectators: We too are 
guilty, because we too have misrecognized 
the nature of Michael’s plight and of these 
videotaped messages from the other.

As for Michael himself, he remains un-
moved. He is determined that what haunts 
him is not his own guilt but an Algerian man 
who refuses to forget how his life was ruined, 
and who ruined it. There should be a time 
limit on the bitterness of the oppressed, he 
implies. Majid has a new home now, even if 
he was kicked out of his old one. Time to 
move on.

Yet if Caché has a lesson for right now, it 
is that there can be no moving on. It is that 
the repressed will always, in one form or 
another, exercise its right to return. And it 
will do this even at the expense of zero-sum 
colonial fantasies that are coextensive with 
forgetting, with raising up a nation-state’s 
founding myths only by pressing others down. 
In the Israeli context, Edward Said called 
this “the concealment by Zionism of its own 
history” — its perennial denial of the fact 
that its founding gesture was precisely one of 
ruining lives by kicking people like Majid out 
of their homes. Insofar as the current tragedy 
is perpetuated by the merchants of that de-
nial, from Congress to Knesset, and by those 
for whom the time for Palestinian grieving 
long ago expired, Caché remains essential 
viewing.  n

Revisiting Caché — from page 37
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A Tribute and Political Biography:
Joanna Misnik, 1943-2025  By Promise Li
IN 1995 THE Fourth International (FI), 
having survived the fall of the Soviet Union, 
renounced the claim of being the “revolu-
tionary vanguard party” of the working class. 
This signaled not dissolution, but a strategic 
reorientation in response to the decline of 
workers’ movements across the world.

In this endeavor, the FI would “welcome 
into our ranks revolutionary Marxist organi-
zations which do not necessarily claim to be 
‘Trotskyist’ nor identify with our history, but 
which join us on the basis of a real program-
matic coming together.”

Today the FI has joined with revolutionary 
currents in different countries, including for-
mer Communist and Socialist Party elements, 
as well as Maoist and other Trotskyist milieus, 
in building new, broad parties capable of 
reassembling working-class forces.1

The FI’s key leader and renowned Marxist 
political economist, Ernest Mandel, had 
always been optimistic about revolutionary 
prospects. Nevertheless, by the end of his 
life, he spoke in favor of this shift at the 1995 
World Congress, which ratified this position 
as a definitive strategic orientation for the FI 
as it moved into the new century. Mandel’s 
change in attitude came after years of skepti-
cism and reckoning.

Among the first in the FI to not only 
support this orientation, but also help put it 
into practice, was a lesser-known U.S. revo-
lutionary. As Mandel left the podium after his 
remarks, he immediately turned to this friend 
and comrade of twenty years, Joanna Misnik, 
and said, “This is for you, Joanna.” Joanna 
mentioned to me that that was one of the 
important moments of her life.

Joanna Misnik passed away in September 
2025, after spending nearly six decades on 
the revolutionary left. She was also one of 
my most important mentors in the socialist 
movement.

Joanna’s independence of thought and 
political influence shone in all of the spac-
es she organized. Mandel’s hat-tip was an 
acknowledgment for a revolutionary who had 
the foresight — alongside other leaders of 

Solidarity and some FI leaders — to recog-
nize the need for the left to seriously reckon 
with objective conditions that are not in our 
favor. This openness emerged from a lifetime 
of revolutionary activity across many different 
roles in broad movements.

Born during World War II, she grew up in 
a Polish American family in Cleveland, Ohio. 
One of four children, she was first exposed 
to the left by a few Jewish high school peers 
who were children of Communist Party 
members.

Against the backdrop of a burgeoning civil 
rights movement, her political awakening was 
spurred by witnessing other white students’ 
racism toward their Black peers. This experi-
ence led to her lifelong belief that any viable 
militant politics must be firmly grounded in 
uplifting the right of oppressed peoples to 
struggle for their own liberation.

Joanna attended college briefly, but after 
she was arrested for selling marijuana, she 
jumped bail and went to Berkeley. There she 
participated in the Stop the Draft marches 
to the Oakland Induction Center. Radicalized 
by the anti-Vietnam war movement, she 
returned home when receiving word that the 

charges were fortunately dropped.

Antiwar and Party Organizer
Cleveland hosted several antiwar confer-

ences that called the major national demon-
strations, so it was a perfect place for Joanna 
to deepen her involvement in the antiwar 
movement.

 The three political forces that provided 
the movement’s infrastructure were the 
Communist Party, the Socialist Workers 
Party (SWP), and pacifist forces. Attracted 
to the SWP because of its “Bring the Troops 
Home Now” orientation, she was further in-
spired by its sister organization’s involvement 
in the May 1968 French general strike.

At 25 she was dispatched by the SWP to 
New York to lead the New York City branch 
of the SWP’s youth wing, the Young Socialist 
Alliance (YSA). A multi-ethnic group of high 
schoolers and college undergraduates, it 
played a leading role in the national antiwar 
movement.

In New York she was further inspired by 
the anti-colonial movements across the Third 
World around that time. In 1973 she moved 
to Europe, with the SWP’s permission, to 
assist with the editorial work of the Fourth 
International’s new publication Inprecor, only 
returning at the end of the decade.

Seeking Unity
It was in Joanna’s New York days that she 

first developed her core political values in the 
Trotskyist movement: fundamental faith in the 
power of workers’ self-activity and revolu-
tionary organization; the need for cultivating 
united fronts with other movements of work-
ers and the oppressed; principled opposition 
to forms of bureaucracy of all stripes, from 
Stalinism to trade union conservatism.

These allowed her to be in the midst of 
many different struggles against oppression, 
from fighting for abortion rights, to support-
ing working-class Black G.I.s returning from 
the war, to challenging homophobia in the 
SWP.

For Joanna these values did not crystallize 
into dogma. Exposure to a variety of currents 
enabled her to think creatively about the con-
junctural questions of tactics and strategies. 
Attuned to the objective conditions that 
molded political possibilities (and limitations) 
around her, she did not hesitate to act 

Promise Li is a socialist writer from Hong Kong 
and Los Angeles, an editor of ATC, and a mem-
ber of Tempest Collective and Solidarity. He 
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organizing in higher education.

Joanna Misnik, like many of the ’68 generation, 
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independently from the orders she was given 
from the men in power around her.

Throughout her political life, she was alert 
to opportunities for different currents of the 
left to unify around common demands and 
political priorities. As an antiwar organizer 
she stood her ground with Victor Gotbaum, 
the head of AFSCME DC 37 (the biggest 
municipal union in the city at the time). He 
had demanded she “get rid of all the Stalinists 
in the labor movement” in order to obtain 
his union’s participation in a citywide antiwar 
rally.

She refused, telling him that it was “the 
time to unify.” (Gotbaum later acquiesced 
and joined as a speaker with “no strings 
attached.”)

She also found the SWP’s intransigent ri-
valry with the leading group of the New Left, 
the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), 
a sectarian mistake.

In 1968 SDS led a campus-wide campaign 
at Columbia University opposing university 
research for the U.S. military and against 
building a gymnasium in Harlem that would 
be only open to Columbia students and 
faculty. Joanna sidestepped the national YSA 
leadership, who had instructed her to hold 
back the YSA branch from participating 
because the campaign was led by SDS. She 
recognized the need to be present in broader 
militant movements and led the branch to 
join the campus occupation.

During this time she also witnessed her 
share of intra-left conflicts up close. This 
solidified her distaste for sectarianism that 
would shape the rest of her political life. 
LaRouchites (a formerly left grouping that 
became a far-right cult) violently disrupted a 
panel on which she spoke, although she was 
unharmed.

At a mass antiwar rally she helped 
organize at Bryant Park, which featured 
Pete Seeger and Nina Simone, members of 
the Spartacist League sabotaged the sound 
system, momentarily throwing the event 
into disarray. She recalled Simone and others 
scrambling up on stage to help fix the sound 
system.

From New York to Paris
Joanna’s New York days were to be the 

most visible and public moments of her 
political life. The rest of her career on the left 
involved much more unglamorous, though 
essential, revolutionary work.

In the mid-’70s, she moved to Europe 
with her partner, also a SWP cadre, to help 
with the Fourth International’s new publica-
tion Inprecor. She was eager to learn from the 
more open-minded, pluralistic milieu of the 
European left that she had glimpsed through 
their occasional visits to New York and read 
about their campaigns in The Militant, the 
party’s weekly.

There she learned about past disputes, 

such as the FI majority’s support for the 
leading force in the Algerian Revolution, the 
National Liberation Front (FLN), which the 
SWP opposed. She found herself drawn to 
the majority position. Learning about the 
SWP’s position was the first time, as she re-
called, that she identified a tendency of many 
in the Trotskyist movement to be obsessed 
with building “The Party.” It was the notion 
that only one’s own group with the correct 
program can “cleanly, and without malice, run 
something.”

Over the next few years she worked 
nearly daily in small flats in Brussels and Paris, 
meticulously typesetting essays and reports 
from comrades around the world that filled 
the pages of Inprecor. Exposed to revolution-
aries of all stripes who would pass by the 
headquarters, she cultivated her internation-
alist perspective. She quipped that she had 
always found herself working as “a typist for 
every major historical event.”

 This gave Joanna the space to “listen 
intently”  —  to the words she relayed on 
the page, and the fiery discussions among 
revolutionaries around her. She also gained 
a unique perspective into the lives of the FI’s 
leading members. She did not simply relate 
to them as thinkers and writers, but often as 
someone in the background who observed 
their personalities up close, digesting their 
interventions. She drew her own conclusions 
as she witnessed the heated political debates 
that unfolded in meetings with global revolu-
tionaries.

For example, she found the Portuguese 
Revolution (1974-5) “glorious” and appreci-
ated meeting the revolutionaries whom the 
FI supported. However, she was among the 
few to be skeptical that the uprising would 
deepen into a socialist revolution. This sense 
of circumspection would later enable Joanna, 
earlier than most of her peers, to understand 
the adverse conditions that would confront 
the revolutionary left.

As the SWP left the FI’s international cen-
ter in the early ’80s (which presaged a more 
definitive split with the FI later in the decade), 
the party abruptly recalled Joanna. At this 
time, the SWP was dispatching its cadres into 
industrial jobs, claiming it was necessary to 
prepare for a working class soon to revolt.

Back in Cleveland, Joanna took up a series 
of factory jobs in steel, garment, furniture, 
and other industries. This rank-and-file 
experience gave her invaluable insight into the 
American working class.

In garment, she observed how there was 
rarely a union meeting called, and that their 
union representative would simply negotiate 
contracts for the workers without their in-
put. She paid close attention to and support-
ed any signs of militancy among her cowork-
ers, particularly focusing on racial dynamics.

At a steel fabricating plant where she 
worked, she wrote up an exchange she 

observed for The Militant between cowork-
ers who debated whether the United States 
should intervene in the Iran hostage crisis.

Those who were Vietnam veterans, having 
witnessed the horrors of war, were more 
“conscious” about not recklessly sending 
troops abroad. She observed that it was a 
“Black veteran [who] clinched the argument” 
at the end — and “nobody said anything after 
that.”2

Another time, she and other white 
co-workers stood in solidarity with their 
Black counterparts who faced discrimination 
at a local bar. But moments of solidarity were 
snuffed out by the devastation of the industri-
al working class that she witnessed firsthand 
as neoliberalism intensified.

A New Beginning
By the early 1980s, the SWP had com-

pleted its turn into a thoroughly insular and 
undemocratic sect under the leadership of 
Jack Barnes, who announced the SWP’s break 
with Trotskyism and purged those who did 
not toe Barnes’ new line.

Expelled with more than 100 others, 
Joanna had to begin again. She joined a work 
brigade to Nicaragua, cooking for the Sandi-
nistas as they fended off Contra attacks near 
the border with Honduras.

In the kitchen with Sandinista women 
militants, she remembered having a better 
lesson in revolutionary politics than the 
formal political education and discussions the 
foreigners gathered for in the evenings. She 
observed these women organizing their own 
work, running their workplaces, reading to 
each other, and discussing how much they 
should receive for their labor.

Her receptivity to the experiences and 
power of women in the global South to imag-
inatively and autonomously fight for a better 
world — sometimes struggling against their 
own leaders and parties — crucially shaped 
her politics for the rest of her life.

It was her experience with revolutionaries 
and militant workers across multiple conti-
nents that enabled Joanna to be particularly 
sensitive to the objective conditions of world 
revolution. By this point she was already 
reaching the conclusion that the FI would 
later formally adopt: In this global downturn, 
class consciousness was fragmenting.

As the left’s fortunes declined, she re-
mained steadfast in her revolutionary politics, 
realistically calling on fellow revolutionaries 
to revise their strategies in the face of the 
new reality. This meant that revolutionaries 
must look toward dialogue, engagement, 
and regroupment (when appropriate) across 
different currents and traditions.

After a brief stint in Socialist Action with 
other expelled SWP members, she helped 
form the short-lived Socialist Unity, which 
soon regrouped with militants from other 
Trotskyist and post-Trotskyist traditions. 
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Workers’ Power, the International Socialists 
(IS), and a Madison-based socialist-feminist 
collective came together to form Solidarity.

In order to help craft principles of unity 
and build a founding conference for what 
became Solidarity, Joanna was part of a team 
that moved to Detroit where the IS had an 
office. Contained in the principles was an un-
derstanding that there could be different anal-
yses of the Soviet Union and Cuba, yet a firm 
commitment to opposing U.S. imperialism.

At first, Ernest Mandel had warned Joanna 
that no single revolutionary organization 
could accommodate revolutionaries with 
differing assessments of the class character 
of the Soviet Union, to which Joanna replied, 
“Watch us.”

Another challenge in bringing together 
militants from different traditions was how 
to allow those expelled from the SWP their 
right to maintain a relationship with the FI. 
The solution was to form an FI caucus that 
Solidarity members were free to join. Over 
the years members appreciated having that 
international relationship, and the group as a 
whole affiliated with the FI.

Solidarity did not proclaim itself as a new 
revolutionary “vanguard” of the working 
class, but attempted to draw from the best 
of different traditions in rebuilding a broad 
current of militants in the American working 
class. This meant being open to a continuing 
process of regroupment or refoundation. 
“Look outward,” as Joanna liked to say.

Like other founders of Solidarity, Joanna 
believed that a new vision across different 
currents of the socialist left was not only 
made possible, but especially so with the 
fall of the Soviet Union. The key basis of 
Stalinism, that is, an uncritical commitment to 
the Soviet Union, was no longer relevant for 
the left. She continued to advocate for this 
orientation with other leaders in the interna-
tional arena as a member of the FI’s United 
Secretariat in the 1990s.

By this point, Joanna’s impulse was 
spurred not by revolutionary prospects but, 
on the contrary, by increasingly harrowing 
global conditions. Her strategic recommenda-
tion began from an honest acknowledgment 
of reality: by the end of the 20th century it 
was clear that revolutionary socialism had 
suffered a world-historic setback. With some 
exceptions — as in the workers’ movements 
in South Africa, Poland, Brazil, and South Ko-
rea — there was no longer the consciousness 
of a “class-for-itself.”

This didn’t mean that revolutionary prin-
ciples were discredited, or that our move-
ments will never revive — but they need a 
new beginning that truthfully reckons with 
the political setbacks suffered at the hands 
of the ruling class. As Joanna wrote in 1992, 
“the working classes are in retreat, in terms 
of their ability to see an alternative vision of 
society and to organize for it.”3

The revolutionary socialist left had 
become an insignificant minority within the 
working class. The objective basis for revo-
lutionary vanguards had ceased to exist in a 
meaningful sense. Any revival of the global 
communist movement must begin with an 
understanding of these conditions.

To use Lenin’s terms, there are times 
when revolutionaries must know how to 
retreat in an orderly way, as he reflected on 
the problems of war communism and the 
counterrevolution against workers’ upris-
ings across Europe after 
World War I. But the 
scale of downturn and 
defeat of the left since the 
1990s was much deeper 
and more widespread 
than those times.

This was the task that 
confronted Joanna and 
those revolutionaries 
who survived the wave 
of disillusionment that 
shattered what is left of 
the ’68 generation: how to 
find a strategic orientation 
to rebuild class power — 
the necessary conditions 
for revolutionaries to thrive 
— when essential elements 
of class consciousness and 
organization had fragmented all across the 
world.

This sense of clarity, as Joanna herself 
recounts, only developed as she matured as a 
socialist. In an exchange in Bulletin In Defense 
of Marxism, she admits that she had “a 
somewhat mechanical vision” of how to build 
working-class politics toward a U.S. labor 
party when she was younger.

However, as she put it, “life and the 
passage of time and events should sensitize 
us to the sheer complexity of the process of 
breaking labor from class collaborationism. 
Partial, hesitant first steps, uneven in terms 
of region, sector, race, and gender, could well 
add up to what I now understand will be a 
process and not a conference. This does not 
deny the need to continue to pose the ‘if’ — 
‘if the labor movement broke’, etc.”4

Joanna wrote these words in the after-
math of the defeat of the Rainbow Coalition’s 
second and final effort in supporting Jesse 
Jackson’s bid for the Democratic Party’s 
presidential nomination (1988). Her contri-
bution to the debate among revolutionaries 
of the ’80s in a Solidarity pamphlet about 
the possibilities and limitations of Jackson’s 
campaign is perhaps the most cited of her 
written works.5

Her attitude toward the Rainbow Coali-
tion was nuanced. She was absolutely clear 
about the historic importance of the Jackson 
campaign as a beacon for a class under siege 
by Reagan’s administration. His campaign, as 

she puts it, expressed “one of the few gauges 
of working-class sentiment and combativity 
around. The response of white workers and 
farmers to this Black-led revolt has struck 
a real blow against racial divisions in our 
society.”

Yet there was a fatal contradiction that 
“both misdirected hopes with its strategy 
toward the Democratic Party and hedged its 
bets by encouraging independent, self-reliant 
protests, strikes and mobilizations on many 
fronts.”

Ultimately, “though 
Solidarity is not a part of 
the Rainbow because of our 
opposition to working in the 
Democratic Party, we do not 
feel distanced from the thou-
sands of activists who worked 
for Jackson thinking that this 
would hasten urgently needed 
social change. We look for-
ward to continued discussion 
about the strategy for our 
empowerment, especially 
after the promised Rainbow 
post-Atlanta convention.”

She was serious about 
cultivating this alliance with 
revolutionaries rallying behind 
Jackson’s campaign, despite 
disagreements. She spoke as a 

critical voice at panels with Jackson support-
ers, including many from the New Commu-
nist Movement.

Such a perspective was unpopular among 
the numerous activists rooted in communi-
ties of color. But even in her disagreements, 
she acknowledged the passion and historic 
value of the campaign — that all of the 
Jackson supporters were doing something 
meaningful. She urged everyone to consider 
the limitations of fighting for the Democratic 
Party nomination and stressed using the mo-
mentum to cultivate an independent political 
vehicle.

After the Rainbow campaign faltered and 
the Soviet Union fell, Joanna did not hesitate 
to continue her efforts to find common 
ground with other revolutionary currents, 
and devise a new strategy to reorient the left.

Along with those from other currents, 
from Max Elbaum to Ethan Young, she 
approached different organizations — Maoist, 
Trotskyist, New Communist, etc. — urging 
everyone to sit down “as fellow revolution-
aries to plot out what’s important and what’s 
not for the 21st century … and pool our 
forces.”

To Joanna, in the face of the downturn 
of revolutionary prospects, such differences 
were secondary compared to the larger task 
of rebuilding a general movement of the 
working class. The surviving revolutionaries 
of the 20th century must draw from different 
experiences and traditions “to locate the 
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possibilities, the pace and the form in which 
the class struggle may develop, in order for 
ourselves to reach strategic conclusions.”

These conclusions might then be translat-
ed into concrete programmatic assessments 
and tasks, providing a new foundation for 
regroupment among revolutionary organiza-
tions, rather than remaining constrained and 
divided by 20th-century labels and frame-
works (while also remembering their lessons).

Joanna always felt that her political con-
tributions were minimal in the grand scheme 
of history. But she was proud to claim this 
strategic template as Solidarity’s and her small 
but important contribution to the FI.

When she first argued for the FI’s 
recognition of Solidarity, this experiment 
was welcome, but Mandel and some FI 
leaders initially greeted this effort with some 
skepticism. But with the 1995 resolution the 
FI began to welcome pluralism and openness 
toward other revolutionary currents, which 
continues today across continents.

In the ensuing decades, Joanna continued 
to reach out to every opportunity that arose. 
In the 1990s, she supported and organized 
with the Committees of Correspondence,6 
led by many Black leaders who had been in 
the Communist Party. She collaborated with 
Solidarity members and other socialists to 
establish Revolutionary Work in Our Times 
(RWIOT) schools, where revolutionaries 
from different traditions could engage in 
discussions.

She helped form and lead LeftElect,7 
which gathered leaders from groups as 
diverse as the Black nationalist New Afrikan 
Independence Party and Cooperation Jack-
son, the post-Trotskyist International Socialist 
Organization (ISO) and Socialist Alternative, 
and broader efforts at independent politics 
like the Richmond Progressive Alliance and 
Vermont Progressive Party.

Reform and Revolution
These efforts didn’t develop momentum. 

Nonetheless, through Solidarity, she kept the 
flames of revolutionary socialism and work-

ers’ power alive. In this period of downturn, 
Solidarity remained one of the revolutionary 
left organizations that funneled radicals into 
unions, fighting for reforms in the workplace 
to rebuild class consciousness at the most 
granular level of the working class: the New 
Directions caucus among transit workers 
in New York, Teamsters for a Democratic 
Union, rank and file forces in the Chicago 
Teachers Union, etc.

It did its best to maintain an infrastructure 
to bridge these efforts with larger struggles 
against oppression, from protesting further 
American imperial adventures such as the 
Gulf War to building feminist movements. 
One can find the legacy of these initiatives in 
institutions like Labor Notes, and the revival of 
rank-and-file labor organizing in DSA.

That Solidarity never became the new 
“vanguard” for working-class movements did 
not bother Joanna. She once quipped that 
“the best thing to happen to Solidarity was 
for it to go out of business” by “blending in” 
with other currents as part of a “new begin-
ning” in the form of a broader revival of mass 
socialist organization.

During this time Joanna relocated to 
Chicago, where she worked at SEIU 73. For 
years, macular degeneration affected her 
ability to read and eventually she became 
legally blind. But initially this did not hamper 
her involvement in politics. Her vision of so-
cialist unity would come to fruition in the last 
decade of her life, as DSA grew to tens of 
thousands of members during Bernie Sanders' 
first presidential run.

I was radicalized around this time and met 
Joanna as one of the earliest and staunchest 
proponents of joining and building DSA in 
Solidarity. Joanna insisted that what we were 
doing was not “entryism.”

In other words, it was not about trying 
to enter DSA as a small, organized core 
with a predetermined plan to take it over 
and win power for ourselves. We joined 
with the intention of seriously building it, 
organizing with, and learning from, the tens 
of thousands of people newly radicalized to 

socialism.
On this point, she was unyielding: revolu-

tionaries of all stripes had failed in the 20th 
century so we should bring what we can to 
movements today, just as we are open to 
solutions from a new generation.

For this reason, she was wary of the 
outgrowth of rivaling caucuses in DSA, or 
seeing new members joining these too early 
in their development, fearing that they would 
turn into the destructive factionalism she had 
witnessed much of her time on the left.

While debates raged on the socialist left 
about the potential or limitations of DSA, 
Joanna’s enthusiasm for the revived organi-
zation was straightforward. After attending 
branch and party meetings of eight or nine 
people for most of her political life, she was 
ecstatic about being regularly in a room of 
over a hundred people who identified as 
socialists in her Chicago chapter.

That their politics may be undeveloped 
was of little importance. This was a whole 
new generation of young people calling 
themselves socialists, eager to hit the ground 
running to change the world around them in 
the name of socialism.

Nonetheless, she was attuned to the lack 
of racial diversity in DSA. She championed 
efforts that would enable DSA to consistently 
assist and win the trust of disenfranchised 
communities of color through action. In this 
vein, she saw DSA’s early mutual aid efforts 
as positive, like fixing brake lights for com-
munity members in poor neighborhoods to 
reduce police interactions.

She also insisted that DSA must try to 
affiliate and build with Black organizations, 
both “cementing our common bond beyond 
a punctual coalitional meeting” while also 
“honoring that Black and Brown organiza-
tions [independently] exist.”

Joanna’s dedication to unity and pluralism 
did not preclude her from taking strong and 
even uncompromising positions. She could be 
polemical, well known among her comrades 
for the intensity of her wit and the sharpness 
of her interventions. I witnessed her fiercely 
and incisively defend unpopular positions in 
Solidarity conventions, including ones with 
which I disagreed.

She rarely minced words, always making 
the most penetrating political remarks with 
brevity, clarity, and grit. She could also be 
capable of much care and mirth, with her 
hearty welcomes to comrades, many of 
whom she would share quite a few pints 
of beer or cigarettes with after political meet-
ings well past her mid-’70s.

Though I never had the pleasure of living 
in the same city with her, for a while personal 
and political commitments brought me to 
Chicago multiple times a year. Each time I 
processed my recent political activities with 
her and listened to her assessments and 
suggestions. These would continue over 

Joanna (right) staffing a Chicago Teachers Union table during their strike.                   Carole Ramsden
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phone calls, especially during my time on staff 
in Solidarity and when she was on the NC, 
when she also advised me.

I once told her that she played a founda-
tional role not only in my own political up-
bringing, but also in many new generations of 
activists in Solidarity. She found this amusing, 
claiming that all she did was hang out with 
young comrades. The most she claimed to 
do was out-drinking and staying up later than 
all of us.

In any case, Joanna was sure that no vision 
of revolutionary politics would be meaningful 
without masses of people, from longtime 
revolutionaries to new ones, coming together 
to figure out how to rebuild a class for itself 
movement. She remarked in 2016 that while 
socialists must still commit to a horizon of 
building a mass party independent from the 
two-party system, we must also understand 
that “the small and splintered revolutionary 
left cannot bring this party into being by 
patiently explaining it. Real social forces must 
converge in action to create such a party.”8

This sentiment echoes that of the Chilean 
Marxist Marta Harnecker, for whom Joanna 
and I both share an admiration. Harnecker 
once said that a vanguard is “not something 
a party bestows upon itself but something 
that is earned through struggle and that there 
can’t be a vanguard without a rearguard.”9

No Vanguard Without “Rearguard”
How to rebuild this rearguard is not a 

question that can be answered with past 
dogmas. It demands a socialism that isn’t 
“biblical,” and “not holding on to one single 
model of revolution.”

It cannot be built on “fetishizing 20th-cen-
tury trends” — especially the Soviet Union, 
an orthodox conception of the “Leninist” 
party, etc. Nevertheless, it rests on the 
necessity of socialist organization that can 
foster genuine “social weight” in the working 
classes. This endeavor requires the efforts of 
old and new revolutionaries alike.

Joanna’s final years were also marked by 
the rise of authoritarian and far-right move-
ments on a scale not before seen in nearly 
a century. The global class struggle has now 
been squarely on the defensive. Once again, 
unifying movements (this time against the 
rising threat of fascism) was Joanna’s instinct.

In this spirit, she wrote in 2020 that 
“unique and urgent circumstances may just 
require that we break with our old strategy 
of crying out for an independent electoral 
alternative when no significant one is there 
for us to hold up and champion.”10

This was not a call for a political en-
dorsement of Joe Biden’s campaign, but to 
prioritize a message of “Dump Trump, Fight 
Biden” at the ballot box as one among many 
tactics to fight the far right.

While some of Joanna’s longtime com-
rades and I disagreed with this position, 
feeling that it bent the stick too far toward 

popular frontism, few of us questioned 
that her openness to update her positions 
and analyses was always grounded in doing 
whatever she believed would be best for the 
working classes to fortify themselves and 
live to fight another day — and eventually to 
build offensive power.

This commitment meant being open to 
re-evaluating objective conditions and revising 
organizational and programmatic tasks — 
even modifying some of her own strategic 
positions and even articles of faith — while 
boldly and honestly defending these shifts 
and their consequences in the judgment of 
comrades.

This courage to admit error and change 
course also meant opening 
oneself to the risk of new 
differences with others. But 
that risk is precisely the gambit 
of revolutionary politics, which 
should always be informed 
by a willingness to confront a 
world of class struggle always 
shrouded by the fog of war, 
with little room for dogmas or 
guarantees.

To try to change this world 
is to accept this risk. And to 
change the world demands 
understanding that no vision of 
unity would be politically valid 
without fellow revolutionaries 
openly struggling through 
their differences together in 
plain view. This is what Joanna 
Misnik never shied away from 
— which makes her among 
the vital American revolution-
ary socialists of our time.  n

Postscript: I am indebted to 
other close comrades of Joan-
na for also contributing to the 
archiving of her words and life. 
All uncited quotations refer to 
either one of two sources: oral 

history recordings with Joanna conducted by 
Simon Swartzman, Robin Peterson, and Isaac 
Silver in 2021; or Joanna’s Chicago talk about 
her political life in 2018, moderated by Jacobin 
editor Micah Uetricht.11 In particular, I would 
like to thank Alex De Jong, Penny Duggan, 
Dianne Feeley, David Finkel, Anne Krantz, 
Isaac Silver and Alan Wald, for the editorial 
and other support.
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figures like James Comey and New York state attorney 
general Letitia James, undertaken against the judgment of 
career federal prosecutors, to satisfy the revenge lusts of 
the hulking orange blob in the Oval Office. Those cases are 
likely to mostly collapse, but will have the intended effect 
of terrorizing lower-profile people without the visibility and 
fundraising capacity to fight the power.

Mass Firings
“Kirk Comments Have Generated Wave of Firings,” 

reports The New York Times (Sunday, September 28, A1) 
including “Even Private Speech” outside and unrelated to the 
workplace.

The paper “identified more than 145 such cases through 
news reports, public statements and interviews with those 
targeted. Those who have faced discipline are professors 
and health care workers, lawyers and journalists, restaurant 
workers and airline employees.”

One of those cases is Tara Marcelle, 43, a clinical nurse 
educator at a Phoenix hospital and an Air Force veteran, who 
is among those fired for supposed jokes about the Charlie 
Kirk killing. Others have been purged for social media posts 
opposing Kirk’s politics, even if they abhorred the murder.

Such cases make a mockery of any illusion that Kirk’s 
followers support free speech — although hardly anyone 
seriously believed that myth. More important perhaps, they 
show what happens because so few workers in this country 
have union protection.

People can be arbitrarily fired with almost no legal 
redress. Indeed, says professor Risa Lieberwitz at the Cornell 
University School of Industrial and Labor Relations, “Right 
now it’s quite an extreme level of fear that people have in 
speaking out.” And companies fear government reprisal if 
they don’t participate in the purge.

The Guardian (October 10, 2025) reports:
“A ‘climate of fear’ is still shrouding college campuses across 

the US, academics have warned, after a string of professors 
were fired or punished for their comments after Charlie Kirk’s 
assassination.

“As many as 40 academics have been dismissed in recent 
weeks, according to the American Association of University 
Professors. Many were targeted by rightwing campaigners, who 
seized on remarks they wrote or shared, and pressured their 
employers to take action.”

These purges are accompanied by the Trump regime’s 
drive to transform colleges and universities by using federal 
funding — today’s lifeline for science and academic work, on 
a scale unknown during 1950s  McCarthyism — as weapons 
of coercion and manipulation over their research, curriculum 
and admissions policies.

The Tom Alter Case
From the standpoint of free speech, the integrity of 

academic institutions, and the right of socialists to work 
as educators, one that stands out is the case of history 
professor Tom Alter at Texas State University.  Shortly after 
becoming tenured, as a statement from his organization 
Socialist Horizons explains:

“Beloved History professor and Socialist Horizon member 
Tom Alter was summarily fired on September 10th by Texas State 
University President Kelly Damphousse for expressing his ideas in 

a virtual conference unrelated to the university.
“The grounds for his dismissal were based solely on false 

accusations published online by self-declared fascist and “anti-
communist cult leader” Karlyn Borysenko. We call on Dr. Kelly 
Damphousse and the TSU administration to retreat from this 
flagrant attack on the basic right to free speech and wrongful 
termination of Dr. Tom Alter. We call for his immediate 
reinstatement.

“Alter’s summary termination is a serious attack on free 
speech that could set dangerous precedents, contribute to Trump 
and the far right’s intention of imposing an authoritarian regime, 
and strengthen the influence of fascists and the most violent and 
reactionary groups. We call on all (organizations, etc.) to join us 
in building the broadest campaign to win this decisive battle.

The lack of any shred of due process in this firing led a 
District Court to force Alter’s temporary reinstatement, 
with pay but no teaching assignments, but this was short-
lived as the president staged a pro-forma hearing and again 
fired him.

A broad-based civil liberties and free speech campaign has 
been launched and is rapidly gaining support. Visit https://
defendtomalter.org for information, updates and ways to 
give support.

Spreading Wildfire
The five-alarm emergency that the far right has created is 

a wildfire deliberately set in multiple locations, precisely to 
make it as hard as possible to combat.

Beside the reign of terror on immigrant communities are 
Trump and Hegseth’s call for the military to make U.S. cities 
“training grounds;” open calls for white Christian supremacy 
in the wake of the Charlie Kirk murder; threats of mass 
federal workforce purges under cover of the government 
shutdown; devastating public health emergencies to result 
from the conversion of HHS (Department of Health and 
Human Services) to RFK Jr’s personal brainless trust; and 
the Trump-Blair-Netanyahu “peace deal” to normalize the 
colonial obliteration of the Palestinian people’s homeland.

In several articles in this issue of Against the Current and 
in previous contributions, we’ve discussed many of these 
disasters and the resistance to them. We emphasize, again, 
that every particular defensive struggle — for free speech, 
for education, for human rights, for immigrant communities 
and for Palestine — contribute to the whole.

An estimated eight million people turned out for the 
October 18 “No Kings” rallies held in 2600 locations across 
the country, featuring a spectrum of diverse, creative and 
sometimes cheerfully obscene expressions. The common 
sentiment was that to show contempt for Donald Trump 
and his fascistic toadies Hegseth, Bondi, Noem etc. does not 
mean to “Hate America,” as the despicable House Speaker 
Mike Johnson would have it.

Can the energy of October 18 be sustained in the difficult 
and exhausting work of resistance? As we go to press, the 
future of the government shutdown, federal workforce cuts, 
ICE violence and much more all remain unresolved. There 
can be no illusions that Congress, courts or the Democrats 
can save us.

Today’s wildfire of repression and reaction is quite a long 
way from the Reichstag fire of Hitler’s Germany. The point 
is not to be either complacent, or despairing, but to use the 
rights we have to attain the justice that we so badly need.  n
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TOM ALTER, A tenured profesor
of history at Texas State University,

was peremptorily fired — 
part of a wave of purges

in colleges and workplaces
around the country,

Visit https://defendtomalter.org
to support the defense campaign.

Follow our coverage
of the Trump reign of terror

with your subscription to
AGAINST THE CURRENT

and follow us at
https://againstthecurrent.org,

www.facebook.com/
AgainstTheCurrent.mag

and https://solidarity-us.org
for analysis and updates.


	atc 239--covers

