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A Letter from the Editors
Toward Liberation or Ruin?
THE UNITED STATES of America marks its 250th anniversary in July 2026 with its multiple divided legacies. As 
we know, the country was founded in the perpetuation of racial slavery, in genocide of the Indigenous nations, 
in ambitions of vast colonial dominion — and simultaneously in the struggles against those things, producing 
contradictions persisting throughout its history.

How then will this momentous occasion be remembered? No doubt for the UFC (mixed martial arts) 
extravaganza on the White House lawn and a Grand Prix race on the streets of the nation’s capital. Coming soon, 
if the godfather in the presidential chair gets his wish, will be a 250-foot arch to dwarf existing memorials and 
permanently alter the view of the National Mall.

This celebration is happening in a country where rural hospitals are hemorrhaging, measles outbreaks are 
spreading while hundreds of thousands lose their health care, and millions are financially crippled by fuel and food 
inflation accelerated by Trump’s war on Iran. It is a country ruled by arguably the most openly corrupt political 
elite and greed-consumed capitalist class in U.S. history.

How did we get here, and what’s the way out? The 
inseparable nexus of imperial war abroad and the wars on the 
people at home is an important key. That’s a connection that 
few if any politicians, even Democratic liberals, will explicitly 
state. Yet Trump’s Iran war, after his lying promise to his base 
about ending “forever wars,” has created angry dissonance 
between his MAGA loyalists and neoconservatives demanding 
that he “finish the job.”

Equally central is the extreme racism that’s essential to the 
rise of authoritarian and incipient fascist politics. Importantly 
indicative of the country’s condition are the American gulag 
of detention-and-torture camps where tens of thousands of 
immigrants are held facing deportation with little if any legal 
recourse, access to representation or even decent food, 
housing and medical care. Among more than 50 recorded 
deaths, 10 are listed as suicide.

The United States is also heading toward midterm 
November elections where voting rights and safeguards 
against fraud are under multiple existential challenges. 
These range from court-enabled extreme political-racial 
gerrymandering, and federal Justice Department demands 
for state voting records, to intimidation of local election 
officials (including death threats) and potential rightwing mob 
and terror attacks.

American Dysfunctions
The criminal rampages of U.S. imperialism abroad, or the 

social destruction at home, aren’t hidden from view. And 
anger and opposition have grown, from majority antiwar 
opinion to (for example) the outraged protests at the 
Newark, New Jersey Delaney Hall detention-torture facility.

Begin with the Iran war mess, with its potential to crash 
the entire world economy with the paralysis of the Strait 
of Hormuz chokepoint. Trump’s war  was unpopular from 
day one, all the more deeply reviled as its futility and costs 
became evident. The visible role of Israel’s government 
and prime minster Netanyahu, Trump’s cheerleader and 
manipulator, gave rise to the mistaken but understandable 
notion that the United States “went to war for Israel.” 
(These tangled issues are explored in a Solidarity webzine 
article “A ‘War for Israel’? Notes on a Catastrophe and 
Fiasco,” April 14, 2026, posted at www.solidarity-us.org.)

Running far ahead of political elites and pundits, U.S. public 
opinion for the first time in history is more sympathetic 
to Palestine than to Israel as its genocide in Gaza and 
military-settler ethnic cleansing in the West Bank continue 
without pause. Israel’s demolition and population removal in 
Lebanon, and its use of white phosphorus in dense civilian 

areas, deepens the outrage.
Except among older Republicans, pro-Palestinian 

sentiment is expanding within almost all popular sectors 
— even among young Jews and evangelical Christians. 
The Boycott/Divestment/Sanctions campaign against Israeli 
apartheid and U.S. corporate complicity is gaining ground.

This powerful trend explains the virulence with which 
BDS as well as campus solidarity activism for Palestine is 
persecuted and criminalized. At college commencement 
ceremonies, applause for support of pro-Palestinian activism 
(when speakers are allowed to express it) is matched only 
by derisive booing of speeches promoting the benefits of 
Artificial Intelligence. In communities across the country, 
revulsion is spreading against the plague of those energy-and-
environment-destroying AI data centers.

That’s some good news. Regrettably, the incredible 
destruction in Lebanon under Israel’s occupation and 
annexationist invasion hasn’t really registered quite yet. And 
most people aren’t properly aware of the Trump gang’s 
ambition to hand Vladimir Putin a bloody amputated piece 
of Ukraine.

People are increasingly aware, although perhaps still 
somewhat vaguely, that cuts in domestic public health 
budgets are part of the global Trump-Musk massive U.S. 
defunding of health programs — cuts that contributed, 
for example, to the undetected spread of the new Ebola 
outbreak in central Africa with its appalling consequences.

These are selected cases among many others. And even 
if a lot of massive graft of the Trump family and cronies 
remains half-hidden, plenty of it is known (to say nothing 
of the coverup of whatever’s in those Epstein files) and 
widely covered in mainstream and liberal conventional 
and social media.

Barriers to Understanding
The United States is not North Korea, or Putin’s Russia, 

or the Islamic Republic of Iran — access to information is 
hardly the fundamental problem.  And as the many examples 
of resistance show, popular apathy isn’t really the answer 
to how a discredited regime and political system remain 
dominant. It’s conventional discourse that there’s “political 
gridlock” because “America is deeply polarized” — but that 
doesn’t do much to explain how it got that way.

Attention span can be an obstacle. The sheer complexity 
of cascading crises, of which we’ve only cited a few —
without even touching on deadly consequences of climate 

continued on the inside back cover
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f i r e w a l l s ?

Opening the Door to the Far Right:
German McCarthyism Redux?  By Annette Ohme-Reinicke
CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS and 
activists in Germany are coming under 
increasing pressure. Some activists are being 
barred from working in the civil service, 
and several campaigns have had their bank 
accounts frozen.

The political influence of the Office for 
the Protection of the Constitution (the 
infamous Verfassungsschutz) is increasing, and 
freedom of speech is under attack. In addi-
tion, funding for democratic initiatives have 
been eliminated, and in some cases venues 
for public events are simply not being made 
available.

“Firewall”?
All of this is happening while the German 

government repeatedly emphasizes that it is 
erecting a “firewall” against the far-right party, 
the Alternative for Germany (AfD), and will 
under no circumstances cooperate with it. 
However, by weakening civil society, it is 
paving the way for the far right and bolstering 
its influence.

While the current Chancellor announced 
in 2018 that he would cut the AfD’s share of 
the vote in half — it stood at under 20% at 
the time — its share of the vote has in fact 
grown significantly. According to representa-
tive polls, the AfD currently leads the ruling 
conservative Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) by at least three percentage points. In 
the state of Saxony-Anhalt, where elections 
will be held in September, the far-right party 
is polling at 41%, while the conservative CDU 
stands at 26%.

In recent years civil society’s space for 
action has been repeatedly curtailed. For 
instance, it has become more difficult to 
file objections to large-scale infrastructure 
projects, and a staff unit for citizens’ councils 
in the German Bundestag was dissolved by 
the federal government, weakening citizens’ 
participation.

This year Wolfram Weimer, the German 
Minister of State for Culture, maneuvered 
to have three left-wing bookstores excluded 
from the annual Bookstore Awards without 
providing a reason. The country’s sec-

ond-largest newspaper, Sueddeutsche Zeitung, 
ran this headline on March 12: “There is a 
larger plan behind this.”

Indeed. These measures, clearly intended 
to suppress public criticism of the govern-
ment, are fueling fears that the country is 
heading toward authoritarianism.

Another example is the nationwide 
funding initiative “Let Democracy Live! Action 
Against Right-Wing Extremism, Violence, and 
Misanthropy,” the largest funding program 
for civil society. As part of this program, the 
federal government has been distributing 
approximately 100 million euros annually 
since 2015. The Christian Democratic Union 
minister overseeing these programs recently 
announced that the funds would be with-
drawn and redistributed.

Citizens’ initiatives, youth education 
centers, violence prevention groups, and exit 
programs for right-wing extremists previously 
received funding. These included, for exam-
ple, the “Citizens’ Initiative: Colorful Instead 
of Brown” (Brown is understood to stand for 
Naziism) and the association “For Diversity 
and Democracy.”

Instead of raising awareness about right-
wing extremism and supporting democratic 
initiatives, the funding will now be directed 
toward projects that promote German 
“traditional customs,” such as volunteer fire 
departments. Absurdly, the responsible CDU 
minister cites “the protection of democracy” 
while withdrawing funding from democratic 
projects.

Secret Funding Decisions
Some of the attacks on civil society have 

been going on unnoticed for some time. In 
2025, it was revealed that between 2020 
and 2024, approximately 1,250 civil society 
organizations and 1,300 individuals had been 
investigated by the Federal Office for the Pro-
tection of the Constitution (Office). “Findings 
relevant to the protection of the constitu-
tion” were reported for about 200 organi-
zations. As a result, government funding for 
democratic initiatives was cut.

The basis for the reviews conducted by 
the Office was the so-called Haber pro-
cedure. In 2017, Emily Haber, then State 
Secretary at the Federal Ministry of the 
Interior, had offered other federal govern-
ment departments the opportunity to use 

intelligence from the Office to make decisions 
regarding funding for civil society initiatives. 
So-called extremists were not to receive any 
funding. Requests to the Office were to be 
made explicitly in secret.

However, the Office is not permitted 
to disclose specific information, but only to 
confirm whether “findings relevant to the 
protection of the constitution” exist or not. 
This is why Minister of State for Culture 
Weimer could not explain exactly why the 
three left-wing bookstores were excluded 
from the award ceremony. And that is why 
those affected usually do not learn what 
“findings” the Office (allegedly) has.

Consequently, no formal appeal is possi-
ble. No public court proceedings take place, 
and there is no legal basis for the Haber 
proceedings. It violates the Constitution.

Restricting Freedom of Speech
For the past decade freedom of speech in 

general has also come under massive attack, 
as lawyer and journalist Ronen Steinke points 
out. “The state,” he writes, “now defines 
numerous statements as criminal offenses 
that, just ten years ago, clearly fell under the 
protection of freedom of speech.”

In one case, a citizen referred to the Ger-
man foreign minister on the social media X as 
“the dumbest politician in the world” because 
she was obstructing peace talks with Russia 
and promoting arms deliveries to Ukraine. A 
district court ruled in 2024 that this consti-
tuted a criminal insult.

Investigations into “speech offenses” have 
at least tripled, and raids are now taking place 
because someone is alleged to have commit-
ted the offense of insult to a public official. 
For example, a woman had referred to the 
chancellor online as an “old little Nazi” in 
2024. A search of her home soon took place, 
and the suspect’s cell phone was seized for 
several weeks.

In May of this year, a district court ruled 
that calling Chancellor Merz a “lying Fritz” 
(Lügenfritz) in a Facebook post constitutes a 
criminal insult. The author was ordered to 
pay a fine of approximately 2,000 euros.

“Never before have there been so many 
investigations in this country based solely 
on words,” Steinke writes in his latest book, 
Freedom of Expression. Of course, there have 
been previous episodes, not to mention the 

Annette Ohme-Reinicke, from Germany, taught 
philosophy at the University of Stuttgart for 
several years. She is an author and is currently 
active in the Network Against the Right, for a 
Better Democracy.
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days of the German Democratic Republic in 
the East.

Sanctions, Banning and “Debanking”
Sanctions are also specifically targeting 

individual activists. Damial Bamdadi, a trade 
unionist from Stuttgart, originally from Iran, is 
actively working to counter far-right tenden-
cies within trade unions. He had been living 
in Germany for 13 years when his application 
for naturalization was denied on the grounds 
of “far-left activism.”

Lisa Pöttinger, a young teacher from 
Munich, was barred from working because of 
her involvement with Fridays for Future, an 
international organization of climate activists. 
This is reminiscent of the “Berufsverbote” 
(employment ban) period in the 1970s.

So-called “debanking” has become yet 
another tool used against civil society. In this 
process, bank accounts are cut off, often 
without the affected individuals even knowing 
beforehand. This means that credit cards 
suddenly stop working, people can no longer 
withdraw cash, and they cannot make any 
electronic purchases. Only a basic amount of 
about 500 euros remains available.

In some cases, those affected are prohib-
ited, under penalty of law, from accepting 
help from others. Debanking has been used 
against authors, publishers, associations, radio 
stations—and also against the perfectly legal 
German Communist Party (DKP).

Debanking is based on so-called “terror 
lists.” The first of these lists was established 
in late September 2001 by George W. 
Bush as part of the “War on Terror.” A few 
months later, the European Union also cre-
ated a sanctions list. It is updated at irregular 
intervals.

Sanctions are not based on court orders 
or charges. A public legal defense is usually 
not possible. This form of disenfranchise-
ment, which threatens people’s livelihoods, is 
historically reminiscent of medieval ostracism 

and banishment. 
A system of law 
without courts 
is taking hold, in 
which a funda-
mental principle 
of every dem-
ocratic state is 
being suspended: 
the separation of 
powers.

It is often 
unclear which list 
— the American 
or the European 
one — is being 
used. For exam-
ple, GLS-Ge-
meinschaftsbank, 
a cooperative 
bank founded 
in 1974, which 
promotes itself 

on the basis of its social and environmental 
principles, closed the DKP’s accounts in 2025. 
No specific reason was given. Presumably, the 
trigger was a fundraising campaign for Cuba.

Last year, Sparkasse (savings bank) 
Göttingen also closed the account of the 
long-standing initiative Rote Hilfe (Red Aid). 
A court case ensued, and the bank stated 
that Rote Hilfe had called for donations to a 
“network classified as a terrorist organization 
by the U.S. government.” (Norddeutscher 
Rundfunk, a state-run news channel, March 
6, 2026)

The bank closed the account because it 
feared “disadvantages in the financial mar-
ket.” It is assumed that the United States is 
threatening to exclude German banks from 
the SWIFT agreement, which links financial 
institutions internationally, if they do not 
close the accounts.

Jaques Baud, a Swiss national living in 
Belgium and a former employee of the Swiss 
Intelligence Service, was also added to the 
European sanctions list. He held one of the 
highest ranks in the Swiss military and was 
sanctioned because, based on Ukrainian 
sources, he demonstrated that Ukrainian pol-
iticians shared responsibility for the continu-
ation of the war and criticized the European 
Union (EU) for its bias and one-sided sup-
port of Ukraine, advocated for negotiations, 
and argued that Russia could not be defeated 
militarily. All his bank accounts were frozen 
and a travel ban was imposed.

Speaking Out for Palestine
In August 2025, the accounts of Interna-

tional Criminal Court Judge Nicolas Guillous 
and several of his colleagues were also closed. 
The reason: they had issued arrest warrants 
for Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu and 
then-Defense Minister Gallant. Italian lawyer 
and UN Special Rapporteur on human rights 
for the occupied Palestinian territories since 

1967, Francesca Albanese, is also affected. So 
is journalist Hüseyin Dogru from Berlin. He 
had reported on the Gaza war and repres-
sion against activists on his website “Red.”

In particular, those who seek to address 
the situation of the Palestinian people and 
criticize the Israeli government are be-
ing criminalized. For example, a Palestine 
Congress scheduled to take place in Berlin in 
April 2024 was forcibly broken up by the po-
lice. Speakers such as Yanis Varoufakis, former 
Greek finance minister, and Francesca Alba-
nese were barred from entering Germany.

Often, no venues are made available for 
planned discussions. Nancy Fraser of the 
New School for Social Research had her 
visiting professorship at the University of Co-
logne revoked in 2024. The reason: she had 
signed, along with 400 others, an open letter 
criticizing the State of Israel as an apartheid 
state.

Numerous activists who advocate for 
Palestinian rights and who do not hold Ger-
man passports had their right of residence 
in Germany revoked; some lost their jobs. 
Jewish activist Iris Hefets, a psychoanalyst 
born in Israel and living in Berlin for over 
20 years, was arrested three times in Berlin 
while demonstrating for Palestinian rights.

While the mayor of Berlin insisted that 
Jewish students have to be able to study 
without fear, last April the Berlin police used 
batons against Jewish students and others 
who had occupied the famed Humboldt 
University in opposition to the threatened 
deportation of four pro-Palestinian student 
activists.

Even representatives of the UN Human 
Rights Council expressed “alarm over Ger-
many’s suppression of solidarity actions for 
Palestine” in October 2025. They criticized 
police violence against activists and called on 
the federal government to respect the right 
to peaceful assembly. In a detailed report on 
solidarity with Palestine, the Transnational 
Institute in Amsterdam describes Germany as 
a “laboratory of repression.”

AfD Works to “Drain the Swamp”
The far-right AfD also uses legal means to 

target civil society. Shortly after entering the 
Bundestag in 2017, it submitted a parliamen-
tary inquiry regarding the aforementioned 
“Democracy Lives!” funding program. The 
Bundestag is required to provide information 
and published a 68-page list of all recipients 
of the program’s funds throughout Germany.

Since then, the AfD has been portray-
ing civil society — especially in the form 
of NGOs — as the enemy. It speaks of 
an “NGO complex” and, in May 2025, 
announced an “action plan” to “drain the 
NGO swamp.”     This aims to silence public 
criticism of right-wing extremism, climate 
policy, racism, and other issues. In doing so, 

This January 19, 2024 Hamburg antifascist demonstration was one of a series 
of national actions against the far right.                                        CC0 1.0

continued on page 27
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Porto Alegre Report:
Ecosocialism or Class Compromise?  By Ivan Drury Zarin

a n t i f a s c i s t  c o n f e r e n c e

THE MOST IMPORTANT success of the 
2026 antifascist conference in Porto Alegre, 
Brazil was the one I know that I felt as a par-
ticipant. It was a tremendous achievement of 
the organizing committee to bring together a 
mass gathering of militants to chant, march, 
talk, debate, learn and celebrate together.

The connections we made in the streets 
of Porto Alegre and the halls of its uni-
versity, hotels, and other gathering spaces, 
have inspired and encouraged us and made 
connections that must, if only each of us can 
continue to build on them, strengthen our 
organizations, politics and movements against 
fascism, imperialism and capitalism. For this 
we owe the organizers a debt of gratitude.

The second most important success was 
more local: for the Brazilian organizations and 
movements. Brazilian militants told me that 
the conference helped improve the electoral 
coalition among different groups, which will 
be critical in the fight against Bolsonaro in the 
next election.

 Israel Dutra, an activist with the Left So-
cialist Movement (MES) in the Socialism and 
Liberty Party (PSOL), summaries this success 
in an article on the MES website as first of 
all demographic: 7000 people at the opening 
march, 4000 registered attendees from 40 
countries, and 150 self-organized breakout 
sessions.

This level of participation was a coup for 
the organizing committee, demonstrating its 
capacities for common political activity.

It was the composition of the leading 
coalition that organized this success that 
made it significant for the coming election. 
The coalition was comprised of three major 
left parties in Brazil: Lula’s Workers’ Party 
(PT); the Socialism and Liberty Party (PSOL), 
which split from the PT in 2004 in opposition 
to the PT’s rightward turn; and the Commu-
nist Party of Brazil (PCdoB), which is allied 
with the PT.

Dutra summarized that the effectiveness 
of these groups in organizing the tremendous 
mobilization in Porto Alegre “arms us, on 
the national and international ground, for 
the challenges of confronting the far right, 
imperialism, and Trump, where the Brazilian 

election itself will be a key chapter.”
These two successes are important, 

but the conference concluded with notes 
sounded by a structural limitation: the “Porto 
Alegre Declaration,” which settled on a defi-
nition of fascism that is wanting for consisten-
cy and radicalism, and a strategic vision that 
is halting. Because it was the final word of the 
more-than three day gathering, that limitation 
feels pronounced.

I want to assess the limits of the decla-
ration, and the conference generally, and to 
make a proposal for how we can get around 
it in the future work of this inchoate interna-
tional antifascist movement.

The best path for working-class interna-
tionalists, I want to argue, is to be found in 
another germ that was present in the confer-
ence, represented by the Fourth Internation-
al’s Ecosocialist Manifesto.

Anti-fascist Putinism
The Fourth International’s (FI) balance 

sheet of the conference includes the problem 
that “under the influence of the ‘campist’ 
sectors of the conference, there was no con-
demnation of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, nor 
a clear stance on the nature of the dictatorial 
regime in Russia.”

Beyond a problem in anti-fascist consis-
tency, the FI writes, “this is a serious problem 

and potential obstacle to joint activity with 
anti-fascists from Russia and Ukraine.”

The FI rightly focuses on the strategy 
problem coming out of a coalition that 
includes groups with political commitments 
to a vision of anti-imperialism that stops with 
anti-U.S. coalitions, and also parties that have 
diplomatic and pragmatic reasons to priori-
tize their relations with Russia.

The Communist Party of Brazil’s José 
Reinaldo Carvalho critiqued this Declaration 
from the other side, bemoaning its refusal to 
celebrate Russia’s “military action of an an-
ti-fascist character against the pro-imperialist 
regime of Zelensky, with liberating purposes 
of the oppressed and massacred populations 
of Donetsk and Lugansk.”

With openly Putinist bedfellows, it’s no 
wonder that the best the closing declaration 
could do was to entirely omit the question of 
Russia’s war on Ukraine.

Anti-fascism in Need of Feminism
The declaration is guilty of other critical 

omissions too. The body of the text includes 
mention of the fascist persecution of women, 
LGBTQ communities, and migrants, but 
these points of analysis are not reflected in 
programmatic calls to action.

The declaration concludes with a set of 
proposals that deal with logistical problems in 
arranging follow up gatherings; lists nations to 
defend against imperialist war and occupa-
tion; and promises support to upcoming 
global mobilizations.

There is nothing wrong with these prior-
ities, and certainly anti-imperialism generally 
must be central to a world anti-fascist move-
ment, but it is curious that the people and 
communities that fascism especially singles 
out for attack within nations are not priori-
ties for counter-mobilization, defense, and as 
leaders for future anti-fascist gatherings.

Women played leading roles in the facili-
tation and coordination of the Porto Alegre 
conference. Women led chants, carried ban-
ners, and spoke throughout the demonstra-
tion that started off the conference. Women 
chaired and spoke on countless self-organized 
panels. And women spoke during the main 
plenary events, though often outnumbered 
by men.

But as the FI notes, “the problematics of 
feminism were largely absent from the official 

Ivan Drury Zarin is a socialist organizer, writer, 
and member of Solidarity-US. He teaches labor 
studies and is a paratransit bus driver and 
member of ATU Local 1724.

AN HISTORIC FIRST International Anti-
Fascist Conference convened March 26-29 
in Porto Alegre, Brazil. The encounter was 
organized under the auspices of political 
and social movement forces in Brazil, includ-
ing the governing Workers Party (PT) and 
others to its left.

The conference attracted 4,000 par-
ticipants, the majority from Latin America 
but also globally. Against the Current is 
pleased to present some selected reports 
and presentations from the conference, 
beginning with three contributions from Ivan 
Drury Zarin, who attended as the repre-
sentative of the U.S. socialist organization 
Solidarity; Rafael Bernabe, a longtime Puerto 
Rico socialist pro-independence activist; 
Sushovan Dhar, an activist, trade unionist 
and supporter of the Fourth International 
in India and Mireille Fanon-Mendès France, 
representing the Collective, Foundation 
Frantz Fanon.  n
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panels, although of course present in a num-
ber of self-organized workshops.”

Also absent from the main program were 
representatives of LGBTQ movements. Given 
the worldwide fascist attack on trans com-
munities and movements, this absence feels 
especially stark.

This gap is methodological and political, 
not coincident. The centrality of nation-states 
as units of analysis for fascist assault and 
anti-fascist defense led to the homogenizing 
of national populations — treating complex, 
often multinational, always multiply classed, 
multi gendered, multi-sexual, and multi-racial 
peoples as singly encapsulated as a single 
nation represented by a single government.

This preference for nation-state-centered 
organization of power and counter-power 
conceptually squeezes out feminist critique, 
as well as critiques of compulsory heterosex-
uality, and attendant struggles.

If the conference had been planned with a 
socialist feminist politics, it is likely that prob-
lems of gender and sexual expression, like the 
fascist assault on trans communities, would 
have been included in the main program.

Political Limits of Coalitions
These absences show that making 

coalition with campists and representatives 
of capitalist states is politically as well as 
strategically limiting. (“Campism” refers to 
trends on the left that see states like Russia, 
China, Maduro’s Venezuela and others that 
have antagonistic relations with the United 
States, as an “anti-imperialist camp —ed.)

For liberals, fascism is a politics of ex-
cessive authoritarianism, which impedes the 
legally protected expression and property 
that enfranchised persons expect in a bour-
geois democratic society. For campists and 
the governments of states under attack by 

imperialism, fascism is primarily a problem of 
national subjugation.

The politics of these two groups is not 
identical, but they share a priority: to stop 
U.S. imperialism as a radical, preeminent 
threat to “peoples,” whose sovereignty is ex-
pressed through a nation state government.

This framing requires a class compromise 
at its foundation: that in all social and class 
struggles, whether by oppressed nations or 
internal to those states, people persecuted 
by gender or sexual expression, or by reli-
gions, must be subjugated to the interest of 
“national self determination,” a struggle that is 
represented by the state.

There is a Marxist germ in this “self 
determination” analytic. Lenin discussed it ex-
tensively in his contribution to debates about 
the national question in the early days of the 
first great inter-imperialist war. Socialists must 
support the right of oppressed nations to 
self determination because, as Lenin said, an 
imperialist assault overwhelms their sovereign 
historical development.

Imperialist wars push all classes into 
combined national defense, forcing working 
class fighters to unite with the capitalist class 
in their countries, and also forcing capitalists 
to arm the workers. This process does not 
end class struggles in the subject country, but 
interrupts and perverts them.

Lenin says that the only way out of this 
pressurized combination is that the invaders 
must be beaten back. But national defense 
does not mean that the working class, or 
other nationally oppressed and exploited 
groups, must give up their own struggles 
against their national bourgeoisie. And the 
ongoing demands of class struggle likewise 
don’t necessarily steer the working class to 
seek alliance with imperialist invaders.

Rather than surrendering to either of 

these compromised 
coalitions, which 
subordinate workers 
to the political agenda 
of either a national or 
international capital-
ist class, a militant, 
working-class inter-
nationalism sees that 
working-class struggle, 
under pressure from 
imperialism, can take 
the form of national 
defense.

To paraphrase 
Trotsky in defense of 
his theory of perma-
nent revolution, such 
class-national war 
includes a struggle to 
reconstruct the nation 
under the leadership of 
the working class.

There is a disagree-
ment over the meaning 

of “sovereignty” between such militant, 
working class internationalism and the blin-
kered anti-imperialism of those who dissolve 
the class interests of workers and oppressed 
groups into the state.

The Fourth International explained this 
difference in the context of the U.S. war 
on Iran by saying, “Whilst we defend the 
Islamic Republic’s right to defend itself against 
imperialist aggression, and wish for the defeat 
of this attack, we fully support the social 
movements in Iran, particularly the feminist 
movements, which have nothing to do with 
the representatives of the Shah sponsored by 
the United States and Israel.”

This vision of popular sovereignty recog-
nizes the complexity of national struggles, in-
cluding the possibility that through the war of 
national defense feminists, Kurdish struggles, 
and workers’ socialist movements may also 
contest the power of the Islamic Republic.

Ecosocialism: a Positive Strategic Vision
A positive vision against apocalypse and 

utopianism was articulated at the conference, 
through the Fourth International’s Ecosocial-
ist Manifesto, launched to a crowd of more 
than six hundred.

At the launch event, Manifesto author 
Michael Löwy presented ecosocialism not 
as a “chapter” in a socialist program, but a 
“throughline.” “Ecology,” he said, “has become 
a decisive issue.” And he tied the struggle for 
ecosocialism to the anti-fascist cause.

“Capitalists today,” Löwy said, “are ready 
to destroy the planet for their profits.” This 
ecocidal mania is “an aspect of the rise of 
fascism, which is the dominant political form 
emerging in the dominant countries.” There-
fore, he said, “this manifesto can help us in 
the antifascist struggle. We cannot struggle 

The opening march of the antifascist conference filled the streets of Porto Alegre with banners and signs.
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against fascism without fighting for ecoology.”
This initial part of Löwy’s critique was 

practical and strategic, but more or less a 
form of anti-capitalist militancy. Then he 
explained that the Ecosocialist Manifesto goes 
beyond struggle to elaborate a vision for a 
post capitalist society, and its values. I found 
this the most moving part of the ecosocialist 
discussion, the dynamic that I realized was 
missing in the rest of the conference.

Löwy said, “The philosophy that inspires 
us is that the true meaning of life is not 
having things, it is to have free time to partic-
ipate in society, to produce socially together. 
Celebration is important. Having things is not 
important.”

He put this into a social framework by 
explaining in concrete terms what some 
socialists call “degrowth.” “We are against the 
useless consumption of energy,” Löwy said. 
“Reducing work time will have the effect of 
reducing the unnecessary use of energy.”

“I would like to finish by arguing that we 
will only win against fascism if we present a 
radical alternative to capitalism… a revolu-
tionary perspective,” Löwy concluded.

In his telling, that alternative must refuse 
and counter the entirety of capitalist produc-
tion, logic and ways of knowing, culture and 
ways of feeling; we must counter capitalism’s 
priorities and values, and explain radically 
different answers to the problems that vex us 
in our world today.

The Fourth International’s Penelope 
Duggan then explained that release of the 
Ecosocialist Manifesto signals the arrival of 
a historical moment. “In the FI, like in the 
Marxist and communist movement general-
ly, the production of a manifesto marks an 
important moment in our history, and in our 
understanding of the world,” she said.

“The first manifesto of the Trotskyist 
movement was drafted in 1938, on the eve of 
the Second World War. The FI also produced 
a manifesto at the end of WW2 to take 
account of the situation at the end of the war 
and with the expansion of the Soviet Bloc.

“So why did we produce this manifesto 
in 2025 when there had not been a historical 
event of that scale? Because, as Michael said, 
the ecological crisis had become such that we 
had to change our outlook and our under-
standing of how to fight for socialism.”

Though not part of the main program, 
discussion of the Manifesto rippled through-
out the conference. I heard people discussing 
it in hallways between events, and panelists 
mentioning it as a reference point right up 
until the panels on the last day.

An article published on the Landless 
Peasant Movement (MST) website referred 
to a land reform and agricultural program 
grounded in the ecosocialist principle Löwy 
explained, saying, “an ecology that is not 
socialist has no future, and a socialism that is 
not ecological is not up to the challenges of 

of the 21st century.”
During the closing panel that day, which 

admittedly was about the climate crisis, pan-
elists referred to the manifesto as a guiding 
light for the struggle ahead. That’s a testimo-
ny to its positive, forward looking scope.

A Fork in the Antifascist Road
The conference declaration states that the 

existing convening body will be responsible 
for the next international conference, along 
with additional groups that this group will ap-
point, so the hamstrung coalition that bound 
this conference to the interests of states 
when it came to strategy is preordained to 
continue.

What are groups to do that have 
anti-state or socialism-from-below commit-
ments? It is important to say that in terms 
of the active politics of the conference itself, 
our anti-campist, working class internation-
alist politics were prevalent to the point of 
being characteristic of the great majority of 
discussions.

So long as our forces continue to partic-
ipate, there is no reason to think that would 
be otherwise in future gatherings. But there is 
also no reason to think that future gatherings 
would be any more able than this one to 
develop a unified strategy.

There are two ways out of this trap. One 
would be to break away and organize a sepa-
rate conference and movement.

For groups in the USA or Canada, where 
campist forces are not much of a social 
force, this would not be a big problem. But 
for organizations from most of the rest 
of the world, this would mean splitting up 
movements that practice unity in action on 
local campaigns, against the far right, against 
imperialism, and in elections.

A split, in many cases, would weaken their 
coalitions locally and embolden the far right. 
Many of these groups would be unwilling to 
undermine their existing local coalitions for 
the promise of international action.

Another way forward toward strategic 
action would be to formalize the confer-
ence-within-a-conference that was an organic 
dynamic of the 2026 gathering.

The plenary panels and the conference 
conveners’ declaration was where the 
stalemate coalition between state-campist 
and working class internationalist groups 
were most visible. But in the self-organized 
workshops and in the many ad hoc meetings, 

social events and discussions that took up 
most of the time and space in the conference 
for most participants, there was more of 
a gravitational division between these two 
political tendencies.

By organizing a conference within a 
conference, prepared by a coordinating body 
of representatives from key groups with 
socialism from below, working class interna-
tionalist politics, these informal meetings and 
discussions could be planned and organized. 
This coordinating body could provide the 
feminist, anti-racist, LGBTQ leadership that is 
missing from the official leadership body.

Our tendency is also broad and has im-
portant differences and problems to discuss 
and debate. What common strategies and 
tactics we should pursue are not self-evident. 
So a conference within a conference would 
allow us space to have these discussions 
and work on producing a common strategy 
that could be released autonomously, as a 
complementary document, alongside a future 
general conference declaration.

The best example of such an autono-
mous declaration is this year’s ecosocialist 
manifesto. While not developed during the 
conference, it was taken up by many groups 
and participants in Porto Alegre as a positive 
articulation — something we all long for, 
regardless of how we answer the question of 
how to fight U.S. imperialism.  n
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THE PEOPLE OF Puerto Rico have been 
a colony of U.S. imperialism for nearly 130 
years.

We have been and remain a people 
deprived of the political power to make 
crucial decisions that affect their lives, with a 
unilaterally specialized economy controlled by 
foreign capital, a colonial economy that has 
never generated enough jobs for its work-
force, leading to the emigration of a signifi-
cant portion of its population.

For over a century, there has been free 
movement of goods, money, capital and 
people between Puerto Rico and the United 
States. These are the conditions that, accord-
ing to neoliberal theorists, were supposed 
to lead to the leveling of underdeveloped 
countries with advanced ones.

Puerto Rico is the living refutation of that 
neoliberal dogma: after 126 years, we have 
three times the poverty levels of the United 
States and a per capita income equal to that 
of half of its poorest state.

One aspect of the colonial relationship 
has been the military use of our territory. In 
the past, installations located in Puerto Rico 
have been used to attack Cuba, the Domini-

can Republic, Grenada, Central America and 
other nations.

Our struggle against this abuse is being 
revived today in the resistance against the 
remilitarization of Puerto Rico, which is part 
of the United States’ military deployment in 
the Caribbean.

Solidarity with Cuba
Puerto Rico shares a special bond with 

Cuba. We were Spain’s last colonies in 
the Americas. We fought together against 
Spanish colonialism and for the confederation 
of the Antilles. Both were occupied by the 
United States in 1898.

No one has shown greater solidarity with 
Puerto Rico’s independence than Cuba. Soli-
darity with Cuba is a duty for us and must be 
a central pillar of the anti-imperialist struggle 
today.

That struggle has also shown that our 
ruling classes lack anti-imperialist will.

To confront imperialism, therefore, a 
united front of the working classes and all 
oppressed sectors is necessary, with total 
independence from the bourgeoisie and its 
institutions.

That independence must extend to so-
called progressive governments. Today we see 
them hesitating when it comes to supporting 
Cuba, waiting for Trump’s permission to 
send oil. They do not see that by allowing 
Cuba’s independence to be undermined, they 
are paving the way for the undermining of 

whatever remains of their own independence; 
that what imperialism is doing to Cuba today, 
it will do to them tomorrow.

Cuba needs fuel, and we must demand 
that governments capable of supplying it do 
so immediately, defying the tightening of the 
blockade imposed by Trump.

That united front is equally necessary to 
confront fascism and the far right. Today we 
see how various sectors believe they can 
neutralize the far right by adopting parts of 
its rhetoric. We cannot trust those classes 
that are unable or unwilling to confront the 
dangers that threaten us.

We need to build movements, starting 
from the most urgent concerns of the peo-
ple, that lead to a challenge of private control 
over production.

The crisis of capitalist civilization — eco-
nomic, political, ecological and climatic — 
raises the possibility and necessity of linking 
the anti-fascist and anti-imperialist struggle 
with the need to overcome capitalism.

Against All Forms of Imperialism
Comrades, our direct confrontation with 

U.S. imperialism and colonialism in Puerto 
Rico does not prevent us from recognizing 
that other forms of imperialism and other 
capitalist powers exist, seeking to secure 
zones of control and influence. There are 
other repressive and anti-worker gov-
ernments, in addition to the allies of U.S. 

Rafael Bernabe is a Puerto Rican activist, sociol-
ogist and historian. He gave this as a speech at 
the International Antifascist Conference in Brazil 
on March 00, 2026. He is also the author of 
Walt Whitman and His Caribbean and co-au-
thor of Puerto Rico in the American Century: 
A History since 1898 with César J. Ayala. continued on page 9

For Anti-colonial Solidarity  By Rafael Bernabe

From left to right: Congresswoman Maria do Rosário (PT, Brazil), Patricia Pol (ATTAC, France), Rafael Bernabe (Puerto Rico) delivering his speech, 
Sushovan Dhar (Committee for the Abolition of Illegitimate Debt – CADTM), India), and Ahmed Mulay (Polisario Front, Western Sahara).   ERIC TOUSSAINT
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a n t i f a s c i s t  c o n f e r e n c e

Resisting Rising Fascism:
People’s Anti-Imperialist Solidarity  By Sushovan Dhar
THE CURRENT GLOBAL moment is 
marked by a dangerous convergence of 
three broad trends: the rise of authoritarian 
nationalism — at times exclusive ultra-na-
tionalism, the growth of far-right move-
ments, and renewed imperialist competition 
between global and regional powers.

These developments are not isolated phe-
nomena, but deeply interconnected expres-
sions of a broader crisis of global capitalism 
and political legitimacy.

Historically, fascism has emerged during 
periods of deep social and economic insta-
bility. When inequality intensifies, democratic 
institutions weaken, and ruling elites face 
challenges to their authority, authoritarian 
and reactionary forces often gain ground.

In such moments nationalism, racism and 
militarization become tools to consolidate 
power and redirect social anger away from 
structural inequalities.

Today, we are witnessing similar patterns 
across different regions. Militarization is ex-
panding. Wars are increasingly justified in the 
name of security, democracy, or civilization. 
Migrants are turned into scapegoats. Minori-
ties are demonized. Democratic institutions 
are hollowed out, while executive power 
becomes more centralized.

Behind these developments lies a deeper 
structural reality: imperialism.

Anti-fascism without anti-imperialism 
remains incomplete. Imperialism normalizes 
hierarchy, domination and violence at the 
global level. It creates a world order where 
powerful states and multinational corpora-
tions exercise disproportionate influence over 
weaker economies and political systems.

Through mechanisms such as debt depen-
dency, trade imbalances, resource extraction 
and political intervention, imperialism under-
mines sovereignty and deepens inequality. 
However, any struggle against imperialism is 
impossible without a fight against capitalism.

This global order reinforces authoritarian 
tendencies. When violence is normalized 
internationally, repression becomes easier do-

mestically. When geopolitical rivalry is framed 
in civilizational or racial terms, xenophobia 
grows within societies. When economic 
domination is accepted globally, inequality 
intensifies within countries.

Illusions of Multipolarity: India
Today’s geopolitical tensions are often 

presented as a struggle between competing 
blocs and emerging “multipolarity.” Many 
argue that the rise of new powers and forma-
tions such as BRICS represents a progressive 
alternative to Western domination. However, 
this assumption requires careful scrutiny.

Multipolarity in itself does not necessarily 
mean emancipation. A world with multiple 
competing powers can still reproduce impe-
rial hierarchies, geopolitical rivalry, militariza-
tion, and economic domination.

Multipolarity may reduce the dominance 
of a single hegemonic power, but it does not 
automatically produce a more democratic or 
just global order.

In this sense, multipolarity may offer op-
portunities for ruling elites and state actors, 
but does not necessarily provide an alter-
native for the peoples of the world. Com-

petition among powers can intensify 
militarization, resource conflicts, and 
geopolitical tensions.

Without democratic internationalism 
and solidarity among peoples, multipo-
larity risks becoming merely a redis-
tribution of power among competing 
elites.

India provides an important example 
of these contradictions. The country is 
often presented as part of an emerging 
multipolar world through its member-
ship in BRICS. Yet at the same time, 
India has deepened strategic coopera-
tion with Western military and security 
frameworks aimed at containing China.

While not formally part of the 
regional security AUKUS alliance, India 
has strengthened military and strategic 
alignment with the United States and its 
allies through arrangements such as the 
Quad, expanding defense cooperation, 
joint military exercises, and strategic 
technology partnerships.

This dual positioning illustrates the 
complexity of contemporary geopoli-
tics. States simultaneously participate in 
multiple power blocs, pursuing strategic 

autonomy while reinforcing militarization 
and geopolitical rivalry. Such alignments do 
not necessarily represent an alternative to im-
perialism but often reflect new configurations 
within the same global power competition.

At the same time, India also represents 
one of the most significant contemporary ex-
amples of the rise of authoritarian majoritar-
ian nationalism. The current political regime 
is closely linked to the (Hindu-supremacist)  
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a nearly 
hundred-year-old ideological and organiza-
tional project founded in 1925.

The RSS drew inspiration in its early years 
from European fascist movements, particular-
ly Mussolini’s Italy, and later from aspects of 
Nazi Germany’s model of cultural nation-
alism, majoritarian identity, and centralized 
ideological mobilization.

Over decades, the RSS has developed an 
extensive organizational network across Indi-
an society, including political, educational, cul-
tural and paramilitary structures. Its longterm 
political project has been the transformation 
of India from a secular, pluralistic republic into 
a Hindu majoritarian state, often described as 

Sushovan Dhar delivered this text at the 
International Antifascist Conference in Brazil 
on March 27, 2026. He is a political activist, 
writer, and trade unionist based in Kolkata, 
India. He is affiliated with CADTM India and is 
a member of the editorial board of Alternative 
Viewpoint.

Sushovan Dhar speaking about how imperialism nor-
malizes domination and violence.



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 9

a “Hindu Rashtra” [Hindu Nation —ed.]
This ideological project has gained un-

precedented state power in recent years. The 
consequences include increasing attacks on 
minorities, particularly Muslims and Chris-
tians, restrictions on civil liberties, pressure 
on independent media, weakening 
of democratic institutions, and 
growing centralization of power.

At the same time, the Indian 
government has deepened political 
and military relations with Israel, 
which increasingly serves as a 
model in areas such as security 
doctrine, surveillance technologies, 
militarization, and majoritarian 
nationalism. Sections of the Indian 
far-right openly draw parallels between the 
project of a Hindu majoritarian state and 
Israel’s ethno-national model.

Anti-fascism Must Be International
This illustrates a broader global trend: 

far-right and authoritarian movements in-
creasingly learn from one another. There is a 
circulation of ideological frameworks, security 
doctrines, surveillance technologies, and 
methods of governance across borders.

These developments reinforce an import-
ant point: contemporary anti-fascism must 
also be international. Across countries and 
continents, working people face increasingly 
similar challenges.

Labor precarity, austerity, privatiza-
tion and rising living costs are widespread. 
Farmers confront land dispossession and 
agrarian crises. Indigenous communities resist 
extractive industries. Migrants face criminal-
ization and exploitation. Women experience 

both economic marginal-
ization and intensified patri-
archal violence.

These struggles are 
interconnected. Yet far-
right and authoritarian 
movements seek to frag-
ment them. Migrants are 
blamed for unemployment. 
Minorities are portrayed as 
threats to national identity. 

External enemies are invoked to justify do-
mestic repression.

These strategies are designed to divide 
the oppressed and protect entrenched power 
structures. Solidarity among peoples provides 
the most effective response.

This solidarity cannot remain abstract. 
It must be built through concrete forms of 
cooperation: joint campaigns against debt 
and austerity, solidarity with migrants and 
refugees, resistance to militarization and war, 
defense of labor rights, and protection of 
democratic freedoms.

Internationalism is therefore not mere-
ly an ethical commitment. It is a political 
necessity.

Coalitions of Resistance
History offers important lessons. The 

strongest resistance to fascism has emerged 
from broad coalitions of social forces: 
workers, peasants, students, intellectuals, and 
democratic movements.

These struggles often crossed national 
borders. Anti-colonial movements, anti-apart-
heid struggles, and international labour 
solidarity all demonstrated the power of 
collective action beyond national boundaries. 
Rebuilding that spirit of solidarity is essential 
today.

In a world marked by fragmentation and 
fear, international cooperation among peo-
ples offers an alternative based on equality 
and justice. Anti-imperialism and anti-fascism 
are not separate struggles but interconnected 
dimensions of the same political project.

Strengthening cooperation across move-
ments, deepening international solidarity, and 
resisting division and authoritarianism are 
urgent tasks.

The future will not be determined solely 
by powerful states or geopolitical rivalries. 
It will also be shaped by organized peoples 
acting collectively across borders.

In confronting rising fascism, anti-impe-
rialism and solidarity among peoples remain 
central pillars of a democratic and emancipa-
tory alternative.  n

imperialism.
We denounce the genocide in Gaza 

and the aggressions of U.S. imperialism in 
the Americas, its blockade against Cuba, its 
attempts to conquer Greenland and reclaim 
the Panama Canal, and its brutal war against 
Iran. We condemn the repression in the 
United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, 
and other countries against those protesting 
the genocide in Palestine. We support the 
Sahrawi people’s struggle, whose representa-
tive is with us at this table, for independence 
from Morocco.

But we also condemn the Russian Federa-
tion’s invasion of Ukraine and the repression 
in Russia of those who oppose that invasion. 
And while we protest the aggression against 
Iran, we have stood in solidarity with the 
mass struggle against the authoritarian and 
theocratic regime in that country.

We are aware of the arguments some-
times raised against our position against the 
Russian imperialist invasion of Ukraine, in 
solidarity with those opposing the invasion; 
against aggression against Iran while support-
ing the Iranian people against the theocratic 
regime.

Some argue that Putin is responding to 
NATO’s encirclement. But the reality is that 
Putin is responding, if anything, with his own 

imperialist aggression, which we cannot sup-
port. It speaks volumes that this aggression is 
accompanied by Putin’s explicit rejection of 
the Leninist doctrine of the right of nations 
to self-determination.

They argue that Zelensky’s government of 
Ukraine is reactionary and rightwing — and it 
is, and that is why we do not support it. But 
that does not justify the invasion ordered by 
Putin, nor does it undermine the legitimacy of 
the resistance against that invasion.

They argue that imperialism seeks to 
manufacture opposition to the governments 
it aims to overthrow. And it is true, impe-
rialism seeks to coopt the struggles in Iran 
and everywhere else — but that does not 
reduce those popular struggles to imperialist 
manipulation.

Our Principles
Comrades, all imperialist powers appeal 

to admirable ideals. Historically, U.S. imperi-
alism has acted in the name of freedom and 
democracy. It invaded our country claiming 
to free us from Spanish despotism.

But that is not the only deceptive policy 
we face. We also face discourses that, in the 
name of multipolarity, of a supposed geopo-
litical realism, of challenging Eurocentrism or 
Western capitalist democracy, attempt to 

justify the denial of democratic rights to the 
working class, women, and other sectors.

In the face of this sophistry, we affirm that 
trade union rights, freedom of expression, 
assembly and association, the right to strike, 
and the election and recall of rulers are not 
“Western values” or “liberal models” or 
“Eurocentric” concepts that imperialism seeks 
to impose.

They are historical demands of the 
international working class. They are not 
moralistic criteria, but class-based ones. It is 
impossible to speak of anti-fascism without 
defending these gains or aspirations.

We can summarize our position with 
three principles:

1. Rejection of all forms of imperialism 
and occupation.

2. Support for the right of all peoples to 
self-determination.

3. Support for the working class and 
oppressed sectors in all countries.

Long live solidarity with Cuba, our elder 
sister!

Long live the unity of the peoples against 
fascism!

Long live the anti-imperialist struggle and 
the struggle for the self-determination of all 
peoples!  n

For Anti-colonial Solidarity — continued from page 7



10 • JULY / AUGUST 2026

WHAT DOES THE succession of serious 
events that have been constantly shattering 
the balance of international relations and, 
above all, dismantling all the peremptory 
norms of international law in recent months 
tell us?

•  Starting with the illegal kidnapping of 
President Maduro and the abduction of Con-
gresswoman Cilia Flores, the Trump admin-
istration’s implementation of a state policy 
against migrants amounts to a declaration of 
war against the wretched.

•  In Haiti, the United States’ decision to 
manage the security crisis following the failure 
of the Kenyan military force, meant sending 
three ships — the USS Stockdale, USCGC 
Stone, and USCGC Diligence — off Port-au-
Prince. Then, after the appointment of the 
Prime Minister, resolution of this crisis was 
awarded to the transnational firm Evergreen 
Trading System Limited. This puts the Haitian 
state under guardianship, obligated to pay 
the sum of $542 million within 10 years. It 
does not matter that the socio-economic 
and political crisis that Haiti is going through 
is the result of policies imposed from the 
outside, including the illegal debt imposed by 
the former French colonizer in 1825.

•  Cuba, for its part, is declared an 
“extraordinary and direct unusual threat to 
the national security and foreign policy of 
the United States” and is in fact under total 
blockade. Any country that, out of solidarity, 
comes to its aid will be subject to the wrath 
of the tenant of the White House.

•  A Board of Peace claims to take control 
of the UN with an entry price of one billion 
dollars.

•  This same tenant boasts about the 
“official” resumption of the Monroe Doctrine 
against the countries of South America. It is 
effectively waging a declared war against the 
right to self-determination and political sov-
ereignty (Article 1-1, Charter of the United 
Nations), in short, against non-aggression 
and friendly international relations (Articles 

1-2 and 1-3, Charter of the United Nations), 
against its own people and against other 
peoples.

•  Meanwhile, Palestine remains under 
bombardment, the victim of endless genocide 
and ethnocide, its territory increasingly 
swallowed up by illegal settlements. We must 
not forget the aggression suffered for the 
past month by the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
which has never had its finger on the nuclear 
missile button, just as it has never been the 
first to attack the United States or the State 
of Israel.

This acceleration towards an uncertain 
world, and particularly since October 7, 
2023, finds its justification in the talking 
points uttered by Marco Rubio in Munich:

“…We are bound to one another by the 
deepest ties that can unite nations, forged by 
centuries of common history, Christian faith, 
culture, heritage, language, ancestry, and the 
sacrifices made by our ancestors for the com-
mon civilization of which we are the heirs.”

These are elements echoed by tech pro-
ponents raised on the ideology of apartheid 
in South Africa, including racial cleansing, 
homogenization, and hierarchical structures.

What human disasters lie ahead with 
institutional racism no longer operating under 
a mask but with its head held high, and more 
necessary than ever to an authoritarian 

project demanding profit for an elite and 
the imposition of colonial power over the 
marginalized, taken to far greater heights 
than currently exists? We will move from 
a democracy — even though much could 
be said about this model haunted by profit, 
corruption, and power, where social move-
ments could give meaning and substance to 
demands for economic, social, and cultural 
rights — to a hyper-hierarchical social body 
defending the values of white supremacy.

The question of political and collective 
reparations will be even more pressing. They 
may eventually benefit from some visibility as 
long as they limit themselves to memorial and 
psychological aspects.

All this in the name of law and order, 
leading to a future where only the elite will 
be able to breathe. For the proponents of 
technofascism, this is the price humanity — 
or at least a portion of it — will have to pay 
to reach the future. Transhumanism, where 
humankind will be freed from its chains, is 
only for the chosen few. For the rest of us, 
isn’t this both a return to the plantation 
system and a war of endless conflict against 
resisting populations?

The “doctrine of discovery” (the Catholic 
Church’s justification of colonial slavery —
ed.) will be replaced by the hoarding of rare 
earth elements and natural resources in the 

Anti-racism, Feminism, Fascism and Civil Rights:
The Struggle Against Fascism  By Mireille Fanon-Mendès France

Mireille Fanon-Mendès France is a French 
jurist and anti-racist activist. A member of the 
Frantz Fanon Foundation, she is a scholar of 
decolonization. Fanon Mendès-France teaches 
at Paris Descartes University. She has been a 
visiting professor at the University of California, 
Berkeley in international law and conflict reso-
lution.

a n t i f a s c i s t  c o n f e r e n c e

Mireille Fanon-Mendès France of the Frantz Fanon Foundation and former UN expert (standing), 
speaking at the March 29 antifascist plenary. To her left is Fernanda Melcciona (deputy, MES/PSOL)  
and to her right is a representative from Colombia’s Pacto Historico.
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name of a future of authoritarian and violent 
white supremacy, defended by the rights of 
the richest and strongest. What will become 
of Black bodies and other racialized people in 
such a project?

If Black bodies once challenged white Eu-
rocentric domination and were deprived of all 
rights (and since the abolitions were merely 
tolerated), today the bodies of racialized and 
marginalized people, if they demonstrate any 
willingness to hinder the mission of trans-
national corporations, will be perceived as 
infringing upon the fundamental rights and 
freedoms of tech and transnational compa-
nies. These companies, through the power 
of fascist ideology, suddenly find themselves 
endowed with humanity, while certain bodies, 
particularly those of racialized and margin-
alized people, revert to mere commodities 
and lose all rights. This is a far cry from the 
fascism that emerged in the 1930s.

What is certain is that, from enslave-
ment to technofascism, the Black question 
will once again be the structural adjustment 
variable of this new future upon us. There-
fore, it is essential that social movements not 
forget that fighting capitalism requires fighting 
institutional racism. There is no racism 
without capitalism, just as there is no capi-
talism without racism. This inherent alliance 
between racism and capitalism is too often 
overlooked in our movements, which has left 
Black bodies absent and invisible.

In Brazil, where 54% of the population 
is Afro-descendant and Indigenous, it took 
years for their voices to begin to be heard 
and accepted. And within our own move-
ments, even though there have been changes, 
the battle is far from over. At the opening 
of this first conference on fascism, all the 
panelists were white. And this is still far too 
often the case. Resisting, inventing, fighting, 

and declaring solidarity are forms of struggle 
that must break with the internalized colonial 
model that has kept racialized people margin-
alized for far too long.

If this ideology specifies that the transfor-
mations to come are only aimed at improving 
the future, we must question this vision of 
the future which would be so desirable that 
it must be adopted as quickly as possible at 
the risk of losing the right to access a future 
where only those who ARE will survive in 
the light. For all the others, reduced to what 
they DO, they will be assigned shadow and 
darkness. Is this the return to the hold of the 
ships that transported our ancestors?

Understanding “Non-Being”
The decolonial understanding of what 

“non-being” means has never been more 
relevant. And this is what is foreshadowed by 
the genocide and ethnocide of the Palestinian 
people, aimed at the emergence of a new 
Middle East through a Board of Peace that 
violates all the norms of international rela-
tions and a Mar-a-Lago-style reconstruction 
of Gaza for a state that has proclaimed itself 
a start-up nation.

In this new world order, law and order are 
reinforced by the establishment of a private 
justice system administered by international 
arbitration tribunals, allowing multinational 
corporations to sue states when public poli-
cies run counter to their interests.

This system of justice was conceived and 
implemented to guarantee transnational 
corporations the exploitation of natural 
resources in newly decolonized countries.

Hasn’t the right of predatory transnational 
corporations to block state public policies 
fostered collusion between some of these 
corporations, whose budgets far exceed 
those of many states and tech companies, 

in favor of a hegemonic, 
imperialist, racist, and fascist 
approach?

All these questions we 
face compel us to implement 
radical processes that allow 
us to extricate ourselves 
from what has entrenched 
Eurocentric modernity, 
embodying the ideal of the 
white liberal man. How can 
we conceive of the muta-
tion of an illiberal, capitalist 
society that openly admits to 
being racist and fascist?

Is it possible to organize 
resistance by politicizing 
common objectives in 
struggles aimed at the au-
tonomy and emancipation of 
oppressed communities? In 
To Die for the People, Huey P. 
Newton spoke of inter-
communalism as a means to 

better combat North American imperialism, 
which had “transformed all other nations into 
oppressed communities.”

In concrete terms, we should direct our 
political and economic commitments, our re-
sistance, our rebellions against technofascism 
to the emergence of new institutions, since 
those we face have never met the needs of 
the people.

•  This should begin, among other things, 
by supporting the people of Haiti: being the 
echo of their voice demanding on the one 
hand, the end of the foreign control which 
decides its presidents and destroys both its 
self-determination and its sovereignty and on 
the other hand, the restitution of the illegal 
debt imposed by France.

•  We should stand with Palestine, in a 
global campaign to demand the total and un-
conditional cessation of the genocide in Pales-
tine with the application of UN resolutions, 
demanding that the ICC sue the perpetrators 
of genocide and war criminals.

•  We should demand an end to the illegal 
colonial military operation against the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and the Lebanese Republic, 
among other things by fighting for the libera-
tion of these oppressed communities from a 
murderous imperialist system.

For the damned, this must become, as 
Frantz Fanon put it, “an attitude of mind and 
a way of life, a struggle pursued with love, 
demonstrating a positive attitude, without 
abandoning one’s rage.”

Love and rage being the expression of 
“Yes” and “No,” the primary expression of 
a decolonial attitude. This is a significant 
challenge, but it is at this price that a balance 
of power can eventually be built, aiming to 
overturn the will of an even more hegemonic 
and even more deadly power.  n

Over 150 self-organized workshops overflowed with participants and discussion.
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Cognitive Asymmetry:
U.S. vs. China Hegemony in Taiwan   By Red Mole
SINCE DONALD TRUMP returned 
to office, a series of shocking far-right 
disasters have snowballed. These include 
open violations of international law under 
the banner of “anti-drug” operations, 
a “decapitation strike” to intervene in 
Venezuela and arrest President Maduro, 
along with threats to seize Greenland, 
and launching his “excursion” in Iran.

His pursuit of racist policies at home 
are reflected in ICE’s abuses of power 
and acts of violence. All this reflects how 
Trump’s far-right position is heaping harm 
and upheaval on the world’s geopolitical 
landscape.

In Taiwan, however, because another 
rising hegemonic power, China, is regard-
ed as the primary threat, and because of 
Taiwan’s distinctive historical conditions, 
the Taiwanese public (especially Taiwanese 
nationalists and the Taiwan-aligned right-
wing camp) view Trump’s actions through 
a beautifying filter. They offer praise and 
even lend their support.

As China rises and the Chinese 
Communist Party’s (CCP) authoritarian 
regime continues to encroach on Taiwan’s 
sovereignty, Taiwan has come to be seen by 
the international community as a powder keg 
on the brink of conflict.

This article will discuss how the pro-
portion of Taiwanese who are “pro-China” 
has been driven steadily downward, while 
voices of “fear of China” and even outright 
“anti-China” sentiment have intensified.

Even among ordinary people who harbor 
doubts about the United States, few openly 
defy Washington’s right-wing policies; instead, 
they are more inclined to remain on the 
sidelines as detached observers.

This not only reflects an asymmetry in 
how Taiwan’s public responds to Sino-U.S. 
“cognitive warfare,” but under Taiwan’s 
ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) 
also promotes a one-way mode of thinking. 
Thus Taiwan people maintain a high level 
of vigilance toward China, while, since they 
see the United States as supporting Taiwan’s 

sovereignty, they overlook U.S. violations.
Caught between (pro-Beijing) “authori-

tarian wolf-warriors” and (pro-Washington) 
“democratic deceivers,” we argue that Taiwan 
must choose an independent path.

We must guard against the CCP’s military 
threat as well as expose the United States’ 
manipulation and fraud. This is why it is 
crucial to build a localized, continuous, and 
deeply grounded antiwar framework — one 
that genuinely speaks to grassroots interests.

Deeply Rooted “Pro-Americanism”
Taiwan is pro-American not only because 

of the Taiwanese nationalists such as the 
DPP; even the opposition party Kuomintang 
(KMT) bureaucrats whom the public often 
regards as pro-China are, in practice, also 
pro-American. The difference lies in the 
degree.

This difference can be traced back to the 
period after 1949, when the KMT retreated 
to Taiwan (after the victory of the Commu-
nist Party in the civil war — ed.). With China 
and Taiwan separated under long-term divid-
ed rule, the KMT ruled in exile on a piece of 
land where it was unwelcome.

On the one hand, to consolidate its rule 
the KMT bought the loyalty of local elites 

to stabilize domestic governance; on 
the other hand, it depended on U.S. 
military protection and aid to fend off 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and 
suppress internal dissent.

Under the U.S. protective umbrella, 
Taiwan’s reliance on Washington — from 
government bureaucrats to ordinary 
people — became deeply entrenched. 
Throughout the Cold War, the Unit-
ed States intervened forcefully in the 
geopolitics of Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan through the “First Island Chain.”

Although Washington’s stance toward 
Taiwan’s transition from authoritarian 
rule to a bourgeois-democratic transfor-
mation has been inconsistent, American 
institutions, culture, and economic mod-
els have played a pivotal role throughout. 
Likewise, American-style democracy 
remains the benchmark for Taiwan’s 
political transformation.

•  To prevent the political fallout 
around the Korean War, the United 
States provided the KMT with large-
scale financial assistance. Between the 

1950s and 1965, that amounted to more 
than US$100 million in non-military aid and 
technical assistance. In opening the American 
domestic market to Taiwan, the foundation 
was laid for Taiwan’s agricultural transforma-
tion and import-substitution industrialization.

•  Also, as a result of the Korean War, in 
1951 the United States dispatched the U.S. 
Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) 
to Taiwan and arranged several large loans. 
After aid ended in 1965, Washington shifted 
from military assistance to military procure-
ment, reshaping Taiwan’s subsequent path of 
defense development.

•  In terms of technology, by 1976 it was 
reported that Taiwan’s Industrial Technology 
Research Institute (ITRI) signed an integrat-
ed-circuit technology transfer agreement with 
RCA. It dispatched personnel for training 
to the United States, many of whom later 
became key figures in Taiwan’s integrated-cir-
cuit industry.

Since Taiwan was a pro-American and loy-
al ally, the cost-reduction incentives created 
by outsourcing enabling the United States to 
concentrate on design and R&D. Ultimately, 
outsourcing the integrated-circuit fabrica-
tion processes became the cornerstone of 

Red Mole is a socialist and labor organizer 
based in Taiwan. He has been active in vari-
ous social movements that campaign for the 
oppressed and their democratic rights. He also 
takes part in the international antiwar move-
ment. It has been translated by Echo.

i m p e r i a l  t e n s i o n s
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Taiwan’s globally renowned semiconductor 
“miracle.”

Although Taiwan’s early transportation 
system inherited the rail-oriented planning of 
the Japanese colonial period, after the Kuo-
mintang relocated to Taiwan the U.S. “grand 
highwayism” model fundamentally trans-
formed the island’s transportation paradigm. 
To this day, car-centered planning dominates.

Geopolitics of Dependence
Taiwan’s historical dependence on the 

United States did not stem from the great 
achievements of any particular individual, nor 
from the KMT rule. Rather, it was a compos-
ite outcome shaped by geopolitical consider-
ations and economic interests.

This historical trajectory was not built 
unilaterally on the KMT ruling class’s need to 
resist the CCP; it also encompassed the Unit-
ed States’ strategic intention to treat Taiwan 
as an anti-communist front line.

Even with Taiwan’s bourgeois-democratic 
transition and the end of the Cold War, the 
pro-American orientation that accumulated 
among intellectuals, opinion leaders and 
political elites across Taiwan’s social strata has 
become difficult to reverse. Thus regardless 
of whether the KMT or the DPP are in gov-
ernment, their diplomacy and policymaking 
remain inseparable from the United States 
and unable to move beyond the political 
bounds that Washington is willing to tolerate.

What factors then led to the widespread 
perception among Taiwanese that the KMT 
is pro-China? One argument maintains that 
the KMT remains a “Chinese regime” and 
therefore has a “Chinese national sentiment.” 
But the KMT has shifted from its Cold War 
stance declaring that “the Han and the villains 
cannot coexist” to treating China as a part-
ner for cooperation.

In fact, the KMT’s pro-China orientation 
can be traced directly to China’s reform and 

opening-up period. As China moved toward 
capitalism and threw open its market, it 
needed investment. With Taiwan’s own indus-
trial restructuring driving economic growth, 
domestic labor costs rose, leading Taiwanese 
businesses’ determination to relocate in 
search of a new “land of milk and honey.”

Cross-Strait Capital Flows
By the early 1980s, some Taiwanese firms 

were already channeling capital into China — 
via Hong Kong and other offshore companies 
— in clandestine rent-seeking arrangements. 
After the lifting of martial law in 1987, and 
after the KMT government announced in 
1990 that it would remove restrictions on 
direct investment in China, large numbers of 
Taiwanese businesses were able to enter the 
Chinese market.

These firms did not merely set up single 
companies in China; they relocated entire 
industrial chains in order to maximize profits.

During this period, it wasn’t only Taiwan-
ese businesses that reaped enormous profits. 
Many bureaucrats — including those within 
the KMT — also benefited from cross-strait 
capital flows. As long as economic ties with 
China remained sufficiently hot, the KMT 
could shore up its party-state base through 
the support of Taiwanese business interests.

Since 2009, nearly 40% of successive 
members of the KMT Central Standing 
Committee have either been Taiwan busi-
nesspeople operating in China, or individuals 
with backgrounds in cross-strait exchange 
associations.

This exchange was one of the key factors 
leading to KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou’s 
landslide presidential victory in 2008. By 2012, 
on the eve of the presidential election, major 
capitalists — including the powerful Chinese 
official Cher Wang — publicly declared sup-
port for the “1992 Consensus.” (a reported 
KMT-CCP agreement. See https://en.wikipe-

dia.org/wiki/1992_Consensus —ed.)
As the leading power of global capitalism, 

the United States also seized upon the enor-
mous commercial opportunities created by 
China’s move toward capitalism. Beyond the 
formal establishment of diplomatic relations 
between the two countries in 1979, bilateral 
trade also expanded dramatically.

From the normalization of relations in 
1979 to 2003, total U.S.–China trade surged 
from under US$2.5 billion to over US$100 
billion. In other words, China’s capitalist 
transformation not only ushered in a period 
of U.S.-China cooperation, but also propelled 
the KMT and Taiwanese businesses to move 
in step with that cooperative relationship. 
This further integrated cross-strait capital 
and the development of pro-China political 
exchanges.

Although China’s market opening in the 
1980s gave rise to a pro-China tendency 
within the KMT, it did not fundamentally 
overturn the KMT’s historically pro-Ameri-
can foundations. In 2009, KMT President Ma 
Ying-jeou signed the 2009 U.S.–Taiwan Beef 
Protocol, triggering massive public contro-
versy. Senior KMT figures defended U.S. beef 
despite the food-safety risks associated with 
ractopamine and bovine spongiform encepha-
lopathy (mad cow disease).

The stance of being both pro-American 
and pro-China has developed particularly 
since 2021, becoming part of the KMT’s 
“good-neighbor diplomacy” platform. It un-
derpins slogans such as 2024 KMT vice-pres-
idential candidate Jaw Shaw-kong’s line that 
as the KMT party chair Cheng Li-wen had 
remarked: “Why can’t we choose both being 
pro-American and pro-China?”

New Period of Tension
By contrast, it is now extremely difficult 

to imagine the widely pro-China public 
mood that prevailed during the Ma Ying-jeou 

2026 Google map outlining the coast of China amid adjacent islands, including Taiwan.
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era. The turning point came when China’s 
economic transformation — driven by its 
absorption of massive inflows of overseas 
capital — meant that China’s rise not only 
squeezed the development of Taiwan’s capi-
talism but also pushed China and the United 
States from cooperation to competition.

While the KMT substantively controlled 
the party-state and took the lead in cross-
strait exchanges during the reform and open-
ing-up era, the DPP was founded in the first 
place to serve local small- and medium-sized 
business owners who did not reap nearly 
as many benefits from cross-strait capital 
integration as the KMT.

Moreover, as Taiwan’s first locally born 
political party, the DPP’s 1991 independence 
party platform was less likely to be compat-
ible with the CCP’s principle of cross-strait 
unification.

These two factors meant that once the 
DPP came to power, its diplomatic course 
has never had — and could not have — 
the option of cooperating with the CCP. 
Given the realities of international politics, 
the DPP’s only diplomatic line was strong 
pro-American alignment.

Although the KMT lived through decades 
of dictatorship under the umbrella of U.S. 
protection, China’s capitalist opening enabled 
KMT figures to earn vast sums of renminbi 
and adopt a more balanced and cautious 
posture when navigating between the two 
great powers.

Regardless of which party is in power, 
neither is able to alter a pro-American 
foreign-policy orientation. In order to win 
voter support, the two parties have at times 
“swapped roles.”

For example, when the KMT opened 
Taiwan to importing U.S. beef in 2009, Tsai-
Ing-wen led DPP members into the streets in 
opposition. Yet by 2020, when the DPP was 
the government, it was president Tsai Ing-wen 
who announced the lifting of a 14-year ban 
on pork imports containing ractopamine. 
This time it was the KMT that stood guard 
over people’s food safety.

Shift to pro-American, anti-China
The 2014 Sunflower Movement demon-

strated widespread public anger at KMT 
corruption but also reinforced a “fear of 
China” sentiment. With the outbreak of the 
U.S.-China trade war in 2018, along with 
the ensuing Hong Kong protests against the 
extradition bill (“one country, two systems”), 
shifts in both domestic and international 
circumstances made anti-China increasingly a 
political orthodoxy in Taiwan.

Hong Kong’s 2019 protests not only 
shook the world, but also further amplified 
calls in Taiwan to “resist China, protect 
Taiwan.” If evaluated objectively, that slogan’s 
purpose and essence are simply to defend 
Taiwan’s bourgeois-democratic system from 

encroachment by the CCP’s dictatorial re-
gime. Yet once any slogan with a progressive 
or reformist significance is detached from 
class politics and grassroots organizing, it is 
highly prone to degeneration and corruption.

After 2020, as the U.S.-China rivalry in-
tensified into a full-blown contest in the tech-
nology arena, the United States rolled out a 
series of measures. By 2022 these included 
the U.S.-Taiwan Initiative on 21st-Century 
Trade, the CHIPS and Science Act, and the 
“Chip 4” alliance.

All these are an effort to continue 
“supply-chain resilience,” policies designed to 
ensure that Taiwan’s chip-manufacturing ca-
pacity continues to flow steadily toward the 
United States while isolating and constraining 
China’s semiconductor development.

That August, Nancy Pelosi defied calls 
for restraint and insisted on visiting Taiwan, 
prompting China to respond with large-scale 
military exercises encircling the island.

This cascade reinforced the DPP’s resolve 
to prepare for war. It quickly moved to 
announce conscription would be extended to 
one year, amended the All-out Defense Mobi-
lization Readiness Act, revived military trials, 
expanded U.S.-Taiwan arms procurement, 
and raised the defense budget.

Through these policies, the DPP has 
sought not merely to tighten state power 
and bolster the legitimacy of its rule, but also 
to build the “Taiwan Shield” that the United 
States expects.

In contrast to the “resist China, protect 
Taiwan” slogan in 2019 — which still retained 
some progressive content and was linked 
to solidarity with Hong Kong’s democratic 
struggle — today’s pro-American, anti-China 
stance is wrapped in the rhetoric of “we have 
no choice if we are to defend Taiwan.”

Under this cover, any questioning of the 
United States or of the DPP is liable to be 
smeared as “anti-Americanism” or brand-
ed with the stigma of being a “CCP’s Fifth 
Column.”

In covering recent events in Venezuela, 
Taiwan’s media tended to focus its coverage 
on the U. S. “anti-drug operation.” Many in 
the Taiwan-aligned camp have continued to 
repost content that sanitizes Trump’s military 
action. Predictably, they show no concern 
for how the United States has launched the 
military operation in disregard of internation-
al law and they are unwilling to mention the 
protests opposing Trump. They also ignore 
Trump’s threat to seize Greenland.

Events in Venezuela have also sparked 
popular fear of “Venezuela today, Taiwan 
tomorrow.” As the CCP carried out another 
round of military exercises around Taiwan 
last December, many in Taiwan are worried 
that the island could one day face the same 
kind of great-power “decapitation operation.”

Yet this decontextualized conclusion fails 
to question how to define the aggressor in 

Trump’s abducting of government officials. 
Instead, it narrows the discussion into 
self-congratulatory praise of the “anti-drug 
operation” and “removing a corrupt dictator.” 

Even though Trump’s intention to seize 
control of Venezuela’s oil has become plain 
to see, many in the Taiwan-aligned camp 
continue to believe that the United States will 
be the savior in any Taiwan Strait crisis.

Supply Chain Threat
It was also on January 16 that the U.S.-Tai-

wan tariff arrangements were formally final-
ized. In addition to a 15% tariff rate (down 
from 20%), they commit to zero reciprocal 
tariffs on generic pharmaceuticals, their 
ingredients, aircraft components and some 
natural resources. Taiwanese firms must also 
invest in the United States in semiconductors 
and related downstream products in order to 
qualify for the most favorable treatment.

Further, Taiwanese companies are 
required to invest US$250 billion, with the 
government providing an additional US$250 
billion in financing support to build up the 
U.S. semiconductor cluster and the ICT (In-
formation and Communications Technology) 
supply chain.

The Kaohsiung Branch Office of the 
American Institute in Taiwan stated that 
“future Section 232 duties applied to Taiwan-
ese semiconductors will reward Taiwanese 
semiconductor producers that invest in the 
United States.”  This move will accelerate the 
transfer of Taiwan’s semiconductor manufac-
turing processes. As U.S. Secretary of Com-
merce Howard Lutnick said, Trump’s goal is 
to relocate 40% of Taiwan’s semiconductor 
capacity to the United States.

Taiwan’s semiconductor industry accounts 
for 15% of Taiwan’s GDP, and chips make 
up 40% of its exports. If 40% of Taiwan’s 
semiconductor capacity were shifted to the 
United States, the impact would be enor-
mous. In a world that depends on semicon-
ductor manufacturing processes, a large-scale 
transfer of production would not only pose 
a severe threat to Taiwan’s security, but it 
would also lead to widespread layoffs as 
supply chains relocate.

Yet Deputy Premier Cheng Li-chun 
offered only a hollow response to this threat, 
saying that Taiwan would negotiate sup-
ply-chain cooperation with the United States 
“through the ‘Taiwan model,’ rather than 
industrial relocation.”

Even more astonishing is that this cynical 
bureaucratic answer was met with cheers of 
“U.S.-Taiwan friendship” and “a home run.” 
In reality, those cheers could at any mo-
ment turn into the death knell for Taiwan’s 
grassroots workers — and for its bourgeois 
democracy.

Rightward Shift and Consequences
Up to this point, the United States’ 

advocacy of “strategic ambiguity” in the 
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Taiwan Strait has not only served to sustain 
a competitive relationship with China that is 
confrontational yet short of rupture. It has 
also treated Taiwan’s bourgeois democracy as 
a tool for striking at the CCP’s authoritarian 
regime.

This has enabled the already strongly 
pro-American DPP, along with parts of the 
Taiwan-aligned political camp, to place what 
was once a form of Taiwanese nationalism 
with democratic-reform and national-liber-
ation aspirations in a dependent position, 
under the banner of U.S. imperialism.

As great-power rivalry between the Unit-
ed States and China has intensified, Taiwan-
ese nationalism has increasingly deteriorated, 
tilting rightward and becoming ever more 
distorted. Examples include:

•  During the 1970s Tangwai movement 
(a forerunner to the DPP), activists still held 
relatively progressive views: opposing U.S. 
imperialism, resisting CCP encroachment, 
and pursuing Taiwan’s national independence. 
But as the DPP moved toward plutocracy, its 
political character gradually transformed.

Today’s DPP no longer seeks to establish 
a Republic of Taiwan; instead, it seeks to 
ensure the DPP can rule “the Republic of 
China (Taiwan)” for the long term. This can 
be substantiated by president Lai Ching-te’s 
repeated statements that “Taiwan does not 
need to declare independence separately.”

•  Last August, the feminist organization 
“Awakening Foundation” published a post 
criticizing the Lai Ching-te administration for 
failing to fulfill its promise of a cabinet made 
up of “one-third women.” The post was met 
with a flood of backlash from Taiwan-aligned 

camp commentors, with remarks such as: 
“Why don’t you go demand women’s equality 
from the KMT-and-TPP (Taiwan People’s 
Party) camp?” and “Only when Taiwan’s in-
dependence and security are assured will we 
have the leeway to care about you.”

•  Recently, the Ministry of National 
Defense raised the threshold for exemption 
from conscription and announced the “Draft 
Amendment to the Physical Examination 
Standards for Military Service.” At the same 
time, it reclassified transgender and intersex 
people from being exempt to alternative 
service. The move has drawn strong criticism 
from many transgender and human-rights or-
ganizations, which condemn it as a “rollback” 
of sexual-minority rights.

•  On the U.S.–Taiwan tariff negotiations, 
pro-DPP supporters have largely applauded 
the final outcome. They failed to recognize 
that, because the Ministry of Labor has been 
unable to propose effective measures to 
prevent the impact on employment — of-
fering subsidies instead — the tariff shock 
has already led to more than 5,400 workers 
being placed on unpaid leave even before 
the negotiations concluded. That figure likely 
understates the true scale of the impact.

This way of thinking, one that binds all 
democratic rights to the DPP’s continued 
rule, marks a rightward shift taking place 
under the rallying cry of “defending Taiwan’s 
democracy.”

Long ago the DPP ceased to seek the 
overthrow of the corrupt Republic of China 
regime that, in different periods, slaughtered 
Chinese workers and repressed Taiwanese 
people. It has pursued regressive policies on 

multiple fronts, yet large numbers of pro-
DPP supporters and Taiwan-aligned national-
ists still choose to defend DPP governance.

Taiwanist Chauvinism and
Pro-American Worldview

This “Taiwanist chauvinism” may differ 
from the CCP’s authoritarian regime, with 
its incessant nationalist appeals to “defend 
the integrity of the Chinese nation” and its 
claim to pursue the “great rejuvenation of the 
Chinese nation.” As the period of cross-strait 
separation grows ever longer, it also becomes 
harder for Taiwan’s younger generation to 
identify with the historical narrative of Chi-
nese nationalism.

Yet the end result is strikingly similar: in 
the name of a nationalist stance promoted by 
the ruling class, anything deemed to obstruct 
the supposed unity or integrity of the nation 
must be eliminated. This allows the curtail-
ment of democratic rights — including wom-
en’s rights, LGBTQ+ rights, and labor rights.

Whether these “obstructions” con-
cern the rights of existing minorities, labor 
interests that affect the majority, or even 
fundamental foundations of social reform, 
once they are tied to anxieties over “national 
security,” the slightest disturbance is treated 
as enemy activity — and must be thoroughly 
swept away.

Combined with the consistently 
pro-American orientation of Taiwan’s main-
stream political parties, these factors have 
produced a phenomenon that is difficult to 
erase: Taiwan has become highly dependent 
on the United States — to the point of often 
blindly following U.S. foreign policy.

From Israel’s genocide against Palestinians 
to Trump’s actions culminating in the arrest 
of Maduro, Taiwan-aligned and nationalist 
supporters have repeatedly applauded the 
United States. The much larger bloc of “neu-
tral” voters has remained silent.

Despite abundant evidence that Israel is 
killing civilians indiscriminately, and despite 
the United Nations having already announced 
on September 16 that Israel has committed 
the crime of genocide, Taiwan’s mainstream 
media still speaks highly of Israel’s defense 
industry.

Last October, the Taiwanese government 
even received the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) with high-level 
protocols. Meanwhile, precisely because of 
Taiwan’s deep-rooted pro-American historical 
orientation, both parties — professing “prag-
matic diplomacy” — have remained silent 
about U.S. support for Israel’s atrocities.

Because the CCP’s authoritarian regime 
is issuing military threats right on Taiwan’s 
doorstep, it is entirely understandable why 
people in Taiwan are so focused on the 
potential danger posed by the CCP. But in 
examining the situation as it has unfolded 
since 2022, what role has the United States 

In March 2014, students occupied the legislature, protesting a trade deal with China. Known as the 
Sunflower Student movement, it was a coalition of student and civil organizations. It was the first 
time the Legislative Yuan had been occupied by citizens.             Kevin-WY, Taichung, Taiwan CC BY-SA2.0
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played?
These questions are not meant to defend 

the CCP’s dictatorship. Instead, they are at-
tempts to examine the role the United States 
is playing. Can it be the democratic force it 
claims to be as it allowed genocide in Gaza?

Trump erects tariffs aimed at pillaging 
the resources of others, including our own, 
but we fail to notice. We seem stuck in the 
Cold War. Because of the CCP’s long-stand-
ing threats, the Taiwanese public — already 
unfamiliar with leftwing politics — has 
become even more resistant to ideas such as 
socialism.

Genuine Left Needed
Take the recent “Taiwan Revolutionary 

Communist Party” incident. When a small 
number of high school and university stu-
dents changed their organization’s name in 
order to sound even more radical (originally 
called “the Spark”), this was enough to trig-
ger widespread public debate, even panic.

This not only reflects Taiwanese people’s 
fear — and ignorance — of the term “Com-
munist Party,” but also highlights the absence 
of a left that genuinely focuses on democracy 
and grassroots rights.

To be sure, the weakness and marginal-
ization of Taiwan’s left is itself the product of 
many intertwined historical factors. Loudly 
declaring oneself a “communist” may gener-
ate brief exposure and attention, but does 
not address underlying problems.

There are no shortcuts for the develop-
ment of a Taiwanese left: only through deep 
theoretical analysis, solid movement orga-
nizing, and long-term labor organizing can it 
build real influence. However, the debates 
sparked by this “communist party incident” 
constitutes an opportunity for Taiwan’s left 
to explain what “socialism” actually means.

Since China’s rise, Taiwan has already de-
veloped a systematic framework of anti-CCP 
“cognitive warfare” thinking. Yet because of 
historical factors and political dynamics, it has 
been difficult to promote an understanding of 
the hegemonic “cognitive warfare” practiced 
by the United States.

Despite many longstanding pro-unification 
groups and the Taiwanese old left circles that 
have long waved the banner of “opposing 
U.S. imperialism,” they have failed to offer a 
critique of China’s authoritarian capitalism. 
This prevents them from gaining acceptance 
among the broader public.

Beyond Hegemonic Choices
Nearly all the evidence suggests that 

U.S.-China rivalry will not diminish; instead, it 
is likely to become ever more dangerous.

Taiwan’s longstanding, one-way 
pro-American mindset will not strengthen 
the democratic rights of ordinary people. 
Rather, it will continually entrench right-wing 
nationalist chauvinism and erode or even 

overturn the reform gains that have been 
won in the past.

People who support radical democratic 
rights can approach political questions from 
the standpoint of human rights and humani-
tarian concern. Those who sincerely support 
democratic rights and oppose oppression and 
domination should not easily fall into the flat-
tened narrative and binary choice of an “axis 
of evil” versus a “democratic camp.”

Instead, we must adopt a more three-di-
mensional political outlook and grapple with 
the following question: how can Taiwan, 
caught between the United States’ and Chi-
na’s respective “cognitive warfare” operations, 
preserve its existing democracy and keep 
advancing the rights and interests of margin-
alized groups, laborers and grassroots people 
— the vast majority — without becoming a 
pawn of these powers?

If we want to oppose the United States’ 
“cognitive warfare” as it sings democratic 
tunes of democracy while hollowing out and 
extracting from Taiwan, we cannot rely on 
one-sided, linear anti-American denuncia-
tions.

The pro-unification camp’s years-long 
attempt at “pro-China, anti-American” 
politics has not only shown itself to be little 
more than a mirror image of “pro-American, 
anti-China.” It has also failed to genuinely en-
gage with, or resolve, the Taiwanese public’s 
anxiety and fear over the CCP’s encroach-
ment on Taiwan’s sovereignty.

Likewise, China’s authoritarian capitalism 
is not merely an internal project of proclaim-
ing “national rejuvenation” under a unified 
Chinese nation; it is also an effort to force 
Taiwan — an island long separated from 
China, and never actually governed by the 
CCP — to accept a Greater China nationalist 
ideology that is far removed from Taiwan’s 
social and historical reality.

We should be clear-eyed: in order to 
preserve what it calls “territorial and national 
integrity,” the CCP is even willing to resort 
to armed force to unify Taiwan. This kind of 

wolf warrior diplomacy exerts its own pres-
sure, pushing Taiwanese nationalism further 
rightward as well.

Just as many leftists have repeatedly em-
phasized, under the global wave of rightward 
drift, reformist calls grounded in nationalism 
alone become more unstable and ultimately 
more dangerous than before.

Much like Trump’s populist and reck-
less “America First” policy, the Taiwanese 
nationalist slogans shouted by the right-wing 
Taiwan-aligned camp no longer resemble the 
opposition movement for democratic reform 
and national liberation. Instead they increas-
ingly carry pronounced chauvinist and racist 
overtones.

Unlike many countries that have lived 
through war and turmoil, most people in 
Taiwan lack historical experience and collec-
tive memory of wartime catastrophe. As a 
result, Taiwanese society, especially Taiwan-
ese nationalists, often falls back on slogans 
that romanticize military action and “wars of 
national defense.”

For people who have actually endured 
war, such slogans are ignorant and one-sided. 
That is why it is equally important to make 
vivid the harm produced by great-power ri-
valry, to help people grasp the cruelty of war 
under capitalism, and to carry forward the 
majority’s desire for a peaceful life into con-
crete action so that, on that basis, an antiwar 
movement can be built and advanced.

These movements can begin with 
community discussions in neighborhoods sur-
rounding military bases; they can start from 
confronting the anxieties of young people 
facing extended conscription and tight-
ened standards. They can develop through 
exposing the exploitation and oppression by 
both hegemons, linking these realities to an 
antiwar, anti-colonial narrative.

In this way it becomes possible to build a 
coherent yet dynamic social movement, one 
that enables more people to form social ties 
with a left committed to pursuing thorough-
going democracy.  n

OVER TWO THOUSAND students from Wenshang No. 1 Middle School in Jining, 
Shandong Province (northeast China), launched a collective protest on May 16 against the 
school’s “unjustified harsh measures,” ultimately forcing the school to rescind its decision 
to extend the weekend dismissal time.

At approximately 9:50 AM on May 16th, students on the third floor of the school build-
ing took the lead, rushing out of their classrooms and chanting “Holiday!” before gathering 
in the school square. Their actions quickly gathered support from over 2,000 students in 
the first and second years of high school, who joined the protest.

According to students, the immediate trigger for the incident was the school’s unilateral 
decision to extend the weekend dismissal time from 3:50 to 5:50 to increase exam time. A 
deeper source of discontent stemmed from the school’s long-standing, relentless compres-
sion of students’ rest time.

After approximately 45 minutes, the school finally relented, announcing the restoration 
of the original 3:50 PM dismissal time. Students then gradually returned to their classrooms, 
and the protest was successful.  n

Chinese Students Successful Protest



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 17

c r i s i s  i n  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n

THE MOST RECENT assault on U.S. higher 
education did not begin with Trump’s second 
inauguration in January 2025. It began at least 
two decades earlier and was long foreshad-
owed. The current right-wing assault had 
long precedents, of which the much more 
limited McCarthyism of the late 1940s and 
1950s was not alone.

The crisis of university education today 
has multiple facets: affordability and access, 
relevance to students’ intellectual develop-
ment and careers, degradation of faculty 
rights and working conditions, dependence of 
research on corporate finance and now gov-
ernment political manipulation and blackmail, 
and of course the suppression of speech and 
protest rights on campus.

Only some of these can be adequately 
addressed here. But what can we learn from 
both external and internal threats? And 
what’s the key to beginning to reconstruct 
higher education, from “mega- and multi-ver-
sities” to what I call “uni-versities”?

Can hierarchical and finance-driven 
governance be replaced by more collegial and 
democratic norms?

I focus on four-year and graduate-pro-
fessional higher education, arguing that few 
major institutions are so poorly understood 
— including by themselves.

Universities must be reconceived and 
redesigned step-by-step, level-by-level as 
“training grounds” (many metaphors and 
analogies compete here) for individual and 
collective futures. They never stand alone or 
in isolation, despite collegiate self-promotion 
to the contrary for at least one thousand 
years.

The Assault
Trump II should have surprised no one on 

a university campus. From the rising tide of 
conservatism from the Tea Party and right-
wing capture of social media coinciding with 

rising tuition, declines in positions for new 
PhDs, “Great” and not- so-great recessions, 
and declines in state funding, long-standing 
questions and criticisms grew louder and 
louder.

Legislative actions in red states set a 
base that Trump’s administration built upon, 
all previewed in the ignorant Project 2025. 
These featured false attacks on “left wing 
indoctrination,” Diversity/Equity/Inclusion 
(DEI) as “racism,” Critical Race Theory, lists 
of books to ban (unread by the banners), red 
states versus academic freedom and student 
learning, and rising costs as profiteering paved 
the paths to Trump II.

What is unprecedented is the centraliza-
tion and intensity of the assaults collected 
and symbolized by Trump’s facetious Com-
pact, demanding compliance or surrender to 
external control.

Fear of the Myths
What the attacks on multiple levels share 

is their overarching fear of the myths, much 
more than the realities, of higher education: 

academic freedom and free speech — both 
to teach and to learn -- open inquiry and 
“choice,” collective collegial cooperation, af-
firmative commitment to equality and equity, 
and young persons’ rights to grow up.

Expectedly, misrepresentation predomi-
nates, often blatant as in the active suppres-
sion of teaching and learning prominently 
in Texas, Oklahoma, Indiana and Florida, 
and threats to both learning and teaching 
at all levels. There is little or no organized, 
collective response, either across individual 
campuses or across the nation.

The willingness of some major universities 
to “negotiate” with illegitimate, unconstitu-
tional demands stems from their own histo-
ries. The fact that the challenge developed 
over decades demands that a reconstructive 
response must be developed collectively 
and collegially, based on historical as well as 
contemporary understanding.

It must also be publicized and popularized 
across media — an area where we can learn 
from the right.

We hear and read daily about the “fail-

Harvey J. Graff is Professor Emeritus of English 
& History, Ohio Eminent Scholar in Literacy 
Studies, and Academy Professor, Ohio State 
University. A  comparative social and cultural 
historian, he has written many books about the 
history of literacy; children, youth, and families; 
cities; interdisciplinarity; and higher education. 
He is now writing a book about Chicago’s many 
“second cities” and “windy cities,” tentatively 
titled The Chicago Myth: Reading Chicago 
Past and Present.

Reconstructuring the “Uni-versity(ies)”:
Past to Present & Possible Futures1  By Harvey J. Graff

Pro-Palestinian encampment in 2024 at Wayne State University, Detroit, eventually forcibly disman-
tled. The crisis of U.S. higher education includes punitive suppression or criminilzation of Palestine 
solidarity activism. “Campus free speech” is a cynical rightwing mantra while imposing political 
repression and intimidatipon in practice.                                                               JIM WEST



18 • JULY / AUGUST 2026

ure,” “collapse,” “surrender” and “takeover” 
of higher education, by either or both “left” 
and “right.” Universities are either too thin or 
fat, weak or strong. Left and liberal, and right 
and conservative, are confused and conflated. 
The New York Times is no clearer about this 
than Fox News.

Neither the claims nor the realities of 
today’s “crises” — plural and intersecting — 
are new. All are decades old; most date at 
least to the 1960s and 1970s; some like the 
ongoing struggles for academic freedom and 
free speech to at least the 1890s through the 
early 1920s; and some as old as universities 
and colleges themselves, to their foundations 
in Bologna and Paris in the 12th century.

Financial “crises” for both students and 
their institutions follow economic currents 
and leadership responses at all levels.

I contend that universities, despite teach-
ing mythology in a number of departments, 
construct and promote themselves with 
myths. By this I do not mean fiction or fabri-
cation: To be credible, a myth must accord at 
least in part with some peoples’ conceptions 
of reality, however incomplete and con-
tradictory. The higher education literature 
overflows with this.

The Needs for Reconstruction
Universities urgently need to be recon-

structed. By reconstruction, I do not mean 
the usual course of “reform” by adding or 
subtracting one requirement or program, or 
associate provost or coach.

Nor do I mean the 21st century escalation 
of leading by sloganeering by departments of 
communication, now renamed Marketing and 
Communications or MarComm, repeating 
presidents’ largely meaningless phrases about 
“education for citizenship” or “advancement” 
of almost anything.

I mean self- and collective learning, and 
constructive criticism as foundations for 
genuine change.

Blame today for the crisis is attributed 
casually and causally to Donald Trump’s De-
partments of (In)Justice and (Mis)Education, 

on the one hand; or liberal-to-left “bias” and 
“indoctrination” and DEI, supposedly at the 
core of curriculum and classroom, on the 
other hand.

I add the alleged lack of a never-defined 
“return on investment (ROI)” on tuition and 
other costs. When the question “Is college 
worth it?” is repeatedly posed — especially 
in opinion polls, not in-depth analysis over 
meaningful periods of time — neither what 
kind of “college,” worth “what,” nor “it” are 
defined. [Note 2]

For many reasons, myths and slogans, es-
pecially of surprise, “unprecedentedness” and 
novelty, dominate. In the 21st century, this is 
the triumph of MarComm in  place of efforts 
to understand and communicate meaningfully, 
truthfully and usefully — one of many ways in 
which universities, and both their public and 
private leaders, evade responsibilities.

This is especially true with ever-worsening 
financial straits and lack of accountability at 
all levels. A four-year or graduate degree was 
seldom a literal requirement or a guarantee 
for a successful life.

Higher education’s lack of preparedness 
to confront its critics and assailants — and its 
crises — knowledgeably and responsibly, in-
cluding in public discourse, is especially telling. 
Ignorance and neglect of its own history is 
all the more debilitating at critical moments, 
especially when negative currents intertwine 
to new heights as they do today.

Roots of Periodic Crises
Contradictorily from an intellectual 

perspective, universities — from presidents 
and provosts to faculty — ignore or fabricate 
their own history. Higher education is repeat-
edly unprepared for periodic, almost regular 
crises. These typically are political economic 
with socio-cultural dimensions.

The crises stem from higher education’s 
combined lack of understanding of its own 
history and inattention to the world around 
it. The most prominent example is the 
fallacious and deeply contradictory ideal of 
“institutional neutrality,” proudly proclaimed 

by the University of Chicago, but ever more 
widely parroted as a shield, or surrender, 
from often wild political criticisms. It is a 
contradiction in terms.

We ask: how can institutions that justify 
their own place and value in the “pursuit of 
knowledge,” “open debate and exchange of 
ideas” and broadly-based education based on 
academic freedom, claim “institutional neu-
trality”? This conflict makes higher education 
an even larger target.

Today’s handwringing over renewed 
emphasis on preparation for work versus 
“broad knowledge and inquiry” is based on 
a false dichotomy, a set of myths. Forms of 
connection are crucial.

The seldom appreciated history is that, 
from its origins, higher education was pri-
marily vocational. The first universities were 
founded, even endowed, to prepare clerks — 
secretaries and administrators — and clerics 
for the agencies of state and church.

The vocational bases never disappeared. 
But the meanings of vocationalism shift. They 
vary in emphasis and relationships to different 
conceptions of “pure” and “applied” knowl-
edge, modes of learning, job requirements, 
and the place of higher education in growing 
up and maturing.

Before the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, most professional preparation was 
by apprenticeship rather than degree-related 
formal schooling. Requirements for degrees in 
fields like medicine and law, as well as nursing 
and teaching are relatively novel.

Demanding reconstruction are the rela-
tionships (plural) among so-called “general 
education” (GenEd) and career preparation. 
Such distinctions are relatively recent and 
often exaggerated unnecessarily and count-
er-productively.

Consider the 20th century sociology of 
pre-career and pre-professional school ma-
jors from political science, history, philosophy 
and even English as pre-law requirements; or 
multiple biology courses as pre-med necessi-
ties. Why are so few undergraduates interest-
ed in medicine informed that philosophy and 
English majors who successfully complete 
their pre-med requirements have the highest 
rate of admission to medical schools?

Relatedly, through the middle third of the 
20th century, engineering majors typically 
completed a five-year degree with the fourth 
year consisting of an onsite paid internship. 
That disappeared from historical memory as 
the gods of speed and cost-saving reign ever 
more supreme.

What’s Been Lost
To be clear, the so-called “liberal arts” are 

culturally conservative. They are not “left.” 
Efforts to diversify, indeed make them more 
historically and culturally relevant, let alone 
inclusive, have long been condemned. Not a 
new right-wing complaint, it goes back centu-

AS THE TRUMP administration, along with right-wing and anti-Palestinian forces, escalate 
their attacks on universities and academic freedom, the following selected sources provide 
context and background. We hope that these references may be helpful for building resis-
tance. —The ATC editors

The Right to Learn: Resisting the Right-Wing War on Academic Freedom, edited by 
Valerie C. Johnson, Jennifer Ruth and Ellen Schrecker.  (Beacon Press, 2024)

Discriminating Against Dissent: The Weaponization of Civil Rights Law to Repress 
Campus Speech on Palestine is a 2025 joint report by the Middle East Studies Association 
(MESA) and the American Association of University Professors (AAUP).

No Ivory Tower: McCarthyism and the Universities, by Ellen Schrecker (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1986) for historical background.

“The University Is a Site of Struggle” is a roundtable article published by the Middle East 
Research and Information Project (MERIP) in 2026: https://www.merip.org/2026/04/the-
university-is-a-site-of-struggle-a-roundtable-on-repression-and-resistance-on-us-campuses/

WEBSITE: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2025/

War on Academia: Selected Sources
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ries and was rife from the 1960s on.
The arts and humanities defend ourselves 

weakly. Self-defeatingly, the humanities and 
arts seldom link efforts with the social and 
natural sciences who share many of the same 
problems.

Still, during much of modern university 
history, undergraduates of all majors shared 
the same general education, moderate choice 
requirements. This led students to meet and 
talk with each other across boundaries of 
intended major and career ambitions.

That was far from a “golden age.” There 
never was a golden age from which we have 
fallen and to which we may imagine returning. 
But that degree of collegiality — lost in the 
ascendance of vocational preparation and 
economic advancement — is what no longer 
takes place at most institutions.

Business and engineering students with 
whom I speak in recent years tell me “I miss 
reading.” They want “real” writing and eco-
nomic/business history classes.

STEM students wish for courses on the 
history, philosophy, and literature of science 
and technology. The butts-in-seats enroll-
ment-based budget model prevents that, 
which is a loss for all.

Despite a rising-and-falling rhetoric of 
interdisciplinarity, in modern university 
disciplines, departments and both student 
and faculty areas of study and research move 
farther apart. This reflects lack of leadership 
combined with budget models that obstruct 
cooperation and communication at all levels.

Financial Insecurity
Presumptions about finances for both stu-

dents and institutions also rest on ahistorical 
assumptions. On one hand, almost all institu-
tions of higher education have long histories 
of economic fragility. Endowments in the 
billions are a recent phenomenon, shared by 
few universities.

Yet most universities envision themselves 
as “big businesses.” Those multiple billions, 
we now learn, are no antidote to authoritar-
ian federal threats, another myth punctured. 
To the contrary, they become targets.

Consider the long history of direct and 
indirect (by tax exemption laws, for example) 
public investment in both public and private 
education, especially at times of economic 
downturn. Financial insecurity and both insti-
tutional and individual calculated risk-taking 
is the norm. That includes students whose 
circumstances worsen.

This is especially apparent in state and 
federal grants of huge amounts of land appro-
priated from Indigenous Peoples to under-
write public land-grant institutions. Seldom 
remarked in their own histories is public 
investment in private economic development 
in agriculture, mining and manufacturing, with 
individual opportunity expected to follow.

This was most prominent during the Civil 

War; then during depressions; the post-
World War II G.I. Bill; and federal and state 
investment in institutions and research for 
technical advancement especially in the ex-
pansionist 1950s and 1960s. Universities have 
long been businesses, with profits — and 
losses — shared unequally.

Facing History
Historically, higher education has always 

been racist, sexist, and ethnic- and class-bi-
ased. Contrary to the dishonest opponents 
of genuine equality, diversification and inclu-
siveness lining up in legislatures and courts 
today, neither ideals of a genuine “meritocra-
cy” nor truly “equal opportunity” existed in 
reality.

We must not forget that at early co-edu-
cational colleges like Oberlin, young women 
did the men’s laundry on weekends, nor the 
long and continuing history of segregation 
and separation. There were far fewer places 
for women and non-Caucasians at land-grant 
universities and in the G.I. Bill. Unspoken Jew-
ish, Catholic, Black, Brown and Yellow quotas 
persisted into the 1960s.

Problems of access and costs persist un-
evenly. While progress is real if not constant 
or even, it never equaled the claims of its lib-
eral proponents nor right-wing complainants 
who caricature the complicated paths toward 
genuine affirmative actions.

Leadership, communication, and coopera-
tion were never higher education’s strengths, 
despite the tomes attributed to presidents. 
That has deteriorated in recent years. Lost 
are focuses on communication, shared au-
thority and governance, centrality of teaching, 
learning and pursuit of knowledge across 
all fields and levels, as well as an integrating 
commitment to respect and responsibility 
across and beyond campuses.

Steps toward a New “Uni-versity”
I propose an integrated — that is, multiply 

interconnected — “uni-versity” for the 21st 
century with special attention to purposes 

and budgets; administration and administra-
tors; faculty as teachers, researchers, and 
advisers; students as maturing learners; and 
staff as professionals.

Scholarship, professionalism, and collegi-
ality demand reconceptualization. We must 
redefine internal and external goals; internal 
and external relationships; “shared govern-
ment;” re-division of labor; and universi-
ty-community relationships.

Connectedness rooted in reality must 
be our guide. A collective sense of purpose 
replaces an out-of-date, meaningless “mission 
statement.”  We must replace “catchy” but 
empty slogans, emanating from marketing 
departments or ad agencies (SloganSling-
ers, for example), with unifying, accurate, 
self-knowledgeable, inclusive and service-ori-
ented, affirmative, recognizable and realistic 
statements.

Today’s sloganeering for campus area safe-
ty, debt-free graduation, “innovation districts,” 
career advantages and much more lack these 
elements. New statements of common 
purpose should build on documented history 
and traditions of the institution — including 
past errors — as they enunciate and define 
goals with concrete plans and programs. Each 
step must have a concrete plan, realistic bud-
get, timetable, and terms of accountability.

No-longer-amateur college sports must 
be redefined. I have no solution, but the 
inseparable connections between the profes-
sionalism of pseudo-amateur athletics and the 
abuse of athletes, from sexual to physical, and 
educational abuses including illiteracy, justified 
with the promise of almost nothing for 
most from NIL (Name, Image and Likeness) 
payments, must be regulated at all levels both 
internally and externally.

A Road Forward
Neither academic pursuits — including 

teaching and research, always in need of 
closer mutually enriching relationships with 
each other — nor vocationalism or social life 
stands alone or apart from the others.
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As sites of mutual teaching and learning 
across groups, ages, ranks and interests — 
together and separately — at their core, 
intellectual maturity and both disciplinary 
and cross- or interdisciplinary advancement 
are central. We must connect these threads 
creatively and flexibly.

One key to transforming humanely and 
educationally the mega- or multiversity lies in 
using size constructively, cooperatively, and 
creatively: Being big, living smaller.

In active institutions, the parts will neces-
sarily be greater than the whole. That does 
not preclude them from productive, con-
structive balances and relationships. Success-
ful universities, unlike today’s ungoverned and 
disconnected “megas” and “multis,” function 
between the extremes.

The most pressing questions revolve 
around “ways and means”: relating and in 
particular linking the horizontal and vertical 
dimensions to reconstruct the relationships 
among and between students, faculty, staff 
and administrators.

Beyond small liberal arts colleges, pro-
vosts and especially presidents know almost 
nothing about their universities. Their re-edu-
cation begins with administrators on different 
levels and in different roles meeting regularly 
and knowing not only each other but also 
students, faculty, and staff.

Administrators must serve faculty, stu-
dents, and staff, not solely or primarily boards 
of trustees, athletic director and football 
coach, donating alumni, and state legislators. 
Inseparable are new, more transparent, 
interrelated budget and incentive models that 
are appropriate to the needs and demands of 
the uni-versity.

Budget models and incentives must 
substantially reduce administrative bloat, 
excess, redundancy, and excessive salaries. 
All universities, regardless of size, need more 
full-time tenure track faculty and qualified, 
trained staff.

The now largest and lowest rank is 
instructors, exploited and untenured year to 
year, assignments uncertain term to term, 
course to course, whose numbers must be 
reduced dramatically.

The future of graduate studies. including 
research and teaching, not only in the human-
ities but also in the social sciences and basic 
sciences, is at risk.

Perhaps most important, the common 
internal budget model must be transformed. 
Budgeting and its relationships to student 
admissions and course enrollments must be 
redesigned to serve a continuing university, 
not a technical or a business institute that 
responds to short-term, sometimes cavalier 
or unstable economic shifts.

At many, perhaps most, larger public uni-
versities, course enrollments are the primary 
drivers of the budgets of colleges and depart-
ments. In the current illogical, anti-institution-

al, economic and political model, rises and 
falls in course enrollment underwrite rising or 
declining departmental and college budgets.

Those budgets in turn determine numbers 
of tenure track and sessional faculty, and 
numbers of courses offered. They shape the 
curriculum and students’ choices. Smaller 
budgets, fewer faculty and quality of faculty, 
and fewer courses in many arts and human-
ities departments today, are insufficient to 
sustain a viable major.

Among the predictable tragedies is that 
over-admission in STEM leads to high rates of 
students dropping out, many flunking out, and 
many transferring out. Some are unable to 
complete the work; others are pushed into 
the fields quite far from their own interests, 
a result of our cultural economics, poor 
media, flawed student counseling, and misled 
parents.

Not only is the rest of the university 
damaged but so too are many students. No 
college of engineering mentions this. Nor do 
they publicize that not all STEM fields are 
actively hiring.

These forces also shape secondary school 
curricula and influence junior and senior high 
school students and their parents. States 
encourage schools to designate certain 
secondary school courses as qualifying for 
college credit with no explicit standards or 
monitoring. These differ from traditional 
Advanced Placement courses that have a 
national standardized exam.

The result is underprepared students who 
often are placed out of requirements rather 
than gaining the credits they expect to re-
duce college costs. And some people wonder 
why many in the public distrust universities.

Closely related is the uncivil war conduct-

ed across colleges and departments about 
general education requirements and options. 
Different departments and colleges fraud-
ulently fail their own students with “Math 
for X majors” and “English for Y majors.” 
Required “civics” and prescribed “intellectual 
diversity” requirements do not meet real 
needs. Students know the difference.

Faculty must lead administrators and 
their departments and colleges in remaking 
requirements. Budget and incentive models 
must change. The stakes are enormous. 
They include the future of higher education, 
students’ education and maturity, and our 
collective futures.

There is much to be done. It may seem 
like beginning anew. We must reconstruct 
that as “unfinished missions” and renewing 
our resolves.  n
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ON JUNE 10, 2026, the FBI conducted simultaneous raids against seven Palestine activ-
ists in Michigan, Illinois, and Wisconsin. With one activist out of the country, the Justice 
Department presents the eight defendants as belonging to a terrorist group with an 
antisemitic agenda. Despite the rhetoric, they have not been charged with terrorism but 
with property damage. In none of the cited actions was any person physically harmed.

Five of the eight are current or former University of Michigan students. In May 2024 the 
Ann Arbor campus was the site of a month-long Gaza solidarity encampment. When UM 
police disbanded the encampment, at least two activists were hospitalized as a result of 
police using pepper spray. Subsequently several students have faced university disciplinary 
procedures and some have been banned. Public spaces on campus have been increasingly 
restricted and surveilled by both police and private security firms.

At the June 12, 2026 bond hearing in federal court, U.S. Attorney Maggie Smith stated 
that the defendants share “an extreme violent view directly tied to terrorism.” The govern-
ment’s brief opposed one defendants’ right to bail because “no condition or combination 
of conditions will assure her presence in a court she believes is corrupt, and no condition 
or combination of conditions will assure the safety of the community that she believes is 
‘fascist,’ ‘imperialist,’ and ‘colonialist.’” Slander them and let them rot in jail!

The buildings where property damage occurred — painting slogans such as “Free Pales-
tine” or placing body bags on the lawn of a elected university regent’s home — are clearly 
responding to the genocide in Gaza. Facilities of Rolls-Royce (which makes parts for Israeli 
army tanks), Maersk (which ships military equipment to Israel), and the Jewish Federation 
of Detroit (that raises money for the Israeli army) were spray painted.

This case is an attempt to drive solidarity with Palestine off the campuses. Whatever 
judgment one might make about tactics employed, defend the Michigan Eight!  n
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Remembering a Resister  By Thomas Abowd

In the Spirit of H. Chandler 
Davis:
Activism and the Struggle of Academic 
Freedom
Edited by Michael Atzmon, John Cheney-Lippold, 
Gary D. Krenz, Melanie S. Tanielian
Michigan Publishing: Disobedience Press, 2026,
198 pages. $24.95 paperback.

AMID MOUNTING AUTHORITARIANISM 
on U.S. college campuses in the last few 
years, lessons from America’s history of anti-
left, anti-socialist state repression are needed 
now more than ever.

In the Spirit of H. Chandler Davis: Activism 
and the Struggle of Academic Freedom offers 
readers probing analyses and vital insights 
into threats to democracy in this country, 
past and present. It challenges us to consider 
the extent to which current violations of 
academic freedom find their parallel in the 
purges of the J. Edgar Hoover-Joseph McCa-
rthy era.

 This is a superb and eclectic collection of 
essays in memory of the life, struggles, and 
political commitments of H. Chandler Davis. 
Edited by four current members of the Uni-
versity of Michigan community, this volume 
is that rare book that perceptively details 
assaults on freedom of speech, assembly and 
association in the 1940s and 1950s, and what 
these violations of civil liberties and human 
rights might teach us today in the fight against 
fascism in Trump’s America.

“Chan” Davis, who died in 2022 at age 
96, was a brilliant mathematician, socialist in-
tellectual and unswerving activist who taught 
at UM in the early 1950s. As McCarthyite 
tyranny reached its foul apex in 1953, Davis 
received a subpoena to appear before the 
House Un-American Activities Committee 
(HUAC).

In response, he built an unrepentant, 
First Amendment defense of his political 
activities and dissident views rather than a 
Fifth Amendment defense, which most of 
the scores of others similarly accused of 
communist sympathies chose to wage. When 

the young professor 
refused to cooperate 
with HUAC, his and his 
family’s lives were thrown 
into turmoil.

Davis was persecuted 
not only by an unruly fed-
eral government but also 
by his home institution. 
This was a UM adminis-
tration that was led at the 
time by the disreputable 
figure of President Harlan 
Hatcher.

We learn in this book 
how Hatcher actually conspired with McCa-
rthyite officials in 1953 and 1954 to destroy 
Davis’s academic career and that of other 
leftist UM professors. As Davis noted at the 
time (correctly, it turned out), university 
authorities like Hatcher were acting as “an 
appendage of HUAC.” (14)

Tolls of Repression
This compilation of essays opens with 

personal reflections on Davis’s legacy and 
travails by his wife of many years, the late 
historian Natalie Zemon Davis, and his friend 
and comrade, feminist scholar Joan Scott.

Their contributions document, among 
other things, some of the tolls of state 
repression on a radical academic couple and 
their three young children. These included 
the federal government seizing Davis and 
Zemon-Davis’s passports and restricting their 
travel for nearly a decade.

For Chandler Davis, it also meant the loss 
of his job when Hatcher fired him in 1954 
and a subsequent six-month prison term 
in a federal penitentiary for contempt of 
Congress for refusing to answer questions 
from HUAC.

Zemon Davis, Scott, as well as Chandler 
Davis himself, in the final chapter (a letter he 
composed to UM faculty in 2019) detail the 
myriad dangers that left intellectuals were 
compelled to navigate in order to secure 
academic jobs and maintain their political 
commitments in the time of the “Red Hunts.”

Once purged from UM, Chandler and 
Zemon Davis began a protracted, personal 
and professional trek that would take them 
from Ann Arbor to Canada and back to the 
United States in search of stable employment 

and academic freedom. It is a tribute 
to their sheer resolve, courage, 
and talent that they were able to 
reconstitute their careers under such 
constraints.

This was particularly remarkable 
given that, as one of the book’s 
contributors, Ellen Shrecker, astutely 
points out, one difference between 
the 1950s and now is that Davis and 
other victims of McCarthyism strug-
gled largely alone.

In his chapter, contributor Alan 
Wald, a long-time activist and left in-
tellectual who taught at UM for sev-

eral decades in the tradition of Davis, bridges 
past and present. Wald provides first-hand 
insights into the heritage of faculty activism at 
the school, starting in the 1970s.

This was a crucial period situated in the 
wake of the gains of the civil rights, women’s 
rights, anti-Vietnam war movements and oth-
er struggles. Though these movements had 
made the United States (and the American 
academy) a more open and egalitarian society 
than it was in the 1950s, much work was 
needed to both protect these advances and 
expand on them.

Wald takes the reader through the years 
of an abiding “repression-resistance” dialectic 
at this university. He chronicles successive 
administrations attempts to block faculty and 
student political initiatives, particularly those 
that have turned a critical gaze on the U.S. 
empire and on this and other universities’ 
complicity in imperial ventures abroad and 
violations of academic freedom at home.

It was this energy, this organizing that cre-
ated in the early 1990s a still-running lecture 
series honoring Davis and other former UM 
faculty targeted by McCarthy.

Assaults on Palestine Solidarity
Several of this book’s other chapters 

make comparisons and connections between 
the anti-communist purges of the 1940s and 
1950s and contemporary assaults on freedom 
of expression in the American academy.

Many of the essays address the attacks 
against Palestine-rights activists on college 
campuses today. This focus is appropriate 
given how faculty, students and staff have 
been targeted in recent years like few others. 
The harsh disciplining of them — including 
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Trump’s imprisonment of several students in 
the past eighteen months — is among the 
most blatant expressions of what contribu-
tors refer to as the “new McCarthyism.”

In her chapter, Dima Khalidi, drawing 
links between past and present attacks on 
academic freedom, concludes that “Israel and 
its domestic allies are trying to undermine, if 
not destroy, the First Amendment…solely to 
shield Israel from scrutiny and accountability.” 
(142)

Sadly but predictably, some of these “do-
mestic allies” have been ethically-challenged 
college administrators and members of uni-
versities’ boards of trustees. These are figures 
for whom donor dollars have proven to be 
far more important than protecting students 
and faculty’s safety, reputations, and freedom 
of expression, assembly, and association.

A comprehensive examination of univer-
sity administrations’ fealty to the forces of 

right-wing Zionism and other racist tenden-
cies in contemporary times remains to be 
written. But this book gets us started nicely.

It may one day be known exactly who 
fingered Arab and Muslim college activ-
ists and provided their names to Trump’s 
henchmen. What‘s certain is that university 
presidents who failed in the last few years to 
protect their own students and faculty from 
those wishing to abrogate the principles of 
academic freedom will, in time, be exposed 
and judged in the same way that former UM 
President Hatcher is in this text.

Authoritarian Nexus
Contemporary assaults on Palestine-rights 

activism in educational realms, as this book’s 
contributors detail, have converged with 
many other MAGA attacks on academic 
freedom. These include powerful campaigns 
against DEI efforts, queer literature, women 

and gender studies programs, and socialist 
politics and pedagogy in the U.S. academy.

Such policing has even happened in K-12 
schools with proliferating state efforts to 
ban books over the last decade. What began 
during Trump’s first term as “anti-woke” and 
“don’t say gay” campaigns, in Florida and 
other states, have gained momentum in his 
current administration.

A potent nexus between an authoritarian 
state and like-minded forces in civil society 
has produced a chilling effect on many college 
campuses and elsewhere across the country.

This volume’s essays explore many of the 
ways in which these efforts to intimidate 
and silence have been crafted and, critically, 
how they have been resisted. Such measures 
must be contested everywhere because, as 
Chandler Davis writes in the final chapter of 
this book, “constantly guarded speech is not 
free speech.” (154)

Beginning in the Fall of 2023, as Palestine 
solidarity work on U.S. campuses reached 
new heights and as college administrations 
suspended, punished and even arrested young 
activists with Students for Justice in Palestine 
and Jewish Voice for Peace, I questioned the 
claims of a “New McCarthyism.”

Were today’s proponents of academic 
freedom drawing too quick a parallel with 
state repression in the 1940s and 1950s? 
Were these comparisons facile, even invidi-
ous?

This book helps us understand that while 
there are significant differences between 
these two moments, as Davis himself notes 
in the book, current forms of authoritarian-
ism are, at a minimum, not different enough 
from the campaigns of criminalization and the 
attendant terrors unleashed in the period of 
the “Red Hunts.”

Given the sometimes superficial and 
anemic historical accounts of McCarthyism, 
In the Spirit of H. Chandler Davis is necessary 
reading for students, faculty and others con-
cerned with safeguarding academic freedom 
in our turbulent times. The current battle for 
the academy, for the right to openly express 
one’s critiques of the U.S. government (and 
others like Israel), has been joined by the 
forces for greater democracy no less than the 
armies of reaction and repression.

As has often been the case since the 
1960s, college students are today among the 
leaders of these multiple movements for civil 
liberties and human rights. Chandler Davis’ 
enduring spirit, captured in this vital volume, 
will continue to inspire all generations of 
activist intellectuals who must struggle to 
reclaim hollowed out and impaired rights to 
freedom of expression — on college campus-
es and throughout the country.

This collection of essays and the histories 
it forces us to confront will contribute to 
more radical visions of democracy and libera-
tion that would exceed limited liberal ones. n

[THE FOLLOWING EXCERPT is from the 
article “In Defense of Derek Peterson’s 
Commencement Address,” published by The 
Michigan Daily, May 14, 2026. It’s also post-
ed on the Against the Current website.

The Michigan Daily summarized Peter-
son’s speech in front of 9,000 graduates and 
almost 60,000 attendees at the University 
of Michigan. He spoke of Sarah Burger, a 
supporter of suffrage who fought for women to 
gain admission into the University of Michigan 
in the 19th century.

Peterson also praised efforts that increased 
Black and Jewish student representation at 
the University. Toward the end, he encouraged 
the audience to remember and sing for them 
when they sing the University’s fight song “The 
Victors.” He added:“Sing for the pro-Palestin-
ian student activists who have, over these past 
two years, opened our hearts to the injustice 
and inhumanity of Israel’s war in Gaza.”]

I SPEAK AS a Jewish research scholar who 
for 50 years has been exploring and writing 
on Jewish American political activists. Pro-
Palestinian activists know this playbook by 
now. President Domineco Grasso spelled 
it out in his denunciation of Prof. Derek 
Peterson’s five-minute commencement 
speech: “Everyone in our community is 
entitled to their own views; but this was 
neither the time nor the place.”

The warning to the rest of us is clear: 
One can privately hold views critical of the 
Israeli state, but articulating them in any 
campus venue runs the risk of possible pun-
ishment by fungible and arbitrary policies 
and definitions. The U-M administration 
has taken the same approach with the 
Student Rights and Code of Conduct when 
it comes to protests that do what they are 
supposed to do — disrupt normal business.

Peterson did everything right. He met 

with administration officials prior to the 
commencement, reaching agreement on a 
general approach to his remarks. Peterson 
made it crystal clear that he would include 
brief praise for student activists and a 
condemnation of the war on Gaza. He also 
promised to remove the term “genocide” 
and omit the names of any protest organi-
zations. In the following week he inserted 
a stronger denunciation of antisemitism, 
described the protestors as “pro-Palestin-
ian,” and named the state whose policies he 
opposed as “Israel.”

Grasso alleges, in his statement, that 
this handful of words signifies that Peterson 
“deviated” from his approved text to the 
degree of requiring a public besmirching of 
his integrity; but it’s a claim that does not 
conform to any customary understanding 
of “deviation.” Yes, Peterson amplified and 
concretized, but he did not deviate from 
the approach he had proposed....

There are a wide range of perspectives 
about Jewish identity, Israel and Zionism 
among Jews. Any organization or individual 
claiming to speak on behalf of “the Jewish 
community,” especially as defenders of 
Israeli policy and in favor of curtailing po-
litical dissent, is playing a dangerous game. 
The suggestion that Jews throughout the 
world are complicit with what is happening 
in Gaza feeds into antisemitic conspiracy 
theories.

Sundry Jews at the University felt 
thrilled that — in contrast to the many 
“hurtful and insensitive” statements regu-
larly made about the protests by former 
President Santa Ono, several regents and 
former SACUA Chair Tom Braun — some-
one had finally expressed our views to 
enthusiastic cheers during graduation at the 
Big House.  n

Derek Peterson’s Commencement Address By Alan Wald
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Langston Hughes, Nationalism and the Internationalist Horizon:
Viewing America at 250  By Juan J. Rodríguez Barrera
THE 250TH ANNIVERSARY of the 
United States will be marked by grand 
festivities nationwide, especially in 
Washington, D.C. Speeches will be made. 
Fireworks will burst. Marching bands will 
blare down Constitution Avenue.

Yet coming amid a new, deeply unpop-
ular war with Iran, reactionary assaults 
on democratic institutions, and declining 
living standards for U.S. workers, all this 
pageantry will no doubt strike many 
Americans as profoundly tone deaf.

Many others, of course, will welcome 
the celebrations, reassured in the belief 
that the nation remains fundamentally 
good despite its flaws. Among such peo-
ple, nationalist sentiment will perform 
its customary ideological role, obscuring 
class antagonisms and postponing critical 
reflection on the centuries-old contra-
diction between America as ideal and 
America as lived reality.

The nation’s anniversary thus offers a 
fitting occasion to pause and examine the 
workings and limits of U.S. nationalism. 
Langston Hughes (1901-1967) is a revealing figure in this regard, 
for throughout his literary career he engaged certain forms of 
Americanism while also emerging as a trenchant critic of the 
country’s socioeconomic order and its failure to live up to its 
professed ideals.

Celebrated as a poet yet also accomplished in fiction, 
drama, translation and other genres, Hughes may well be — as 
Robin D. G. Kelley puts it — “the best-known American poet 
after Robert Frost or Walt Whitman.”1 Although a lifelong 
class-conscious antiracist, he was particularly drawn to leftist 
radicalism during the 1930s, when he gravitated ideologically 
toward the Communist Party U.S.A. (CPUSA) without ever 
formally joining it.

Hughes avidly endorsed the Party’s emphases on inter-
national proletarian solidarity and militant antiracism, both 
central features of the organization’s line and practice during 
the so-called Third Period (1928-1935).2 Such endorsement 
was readily apparent in his pro-Communist poetry, which the 
late English professor Robert Shulman aptly described as an 

admixture of “the vernacular language 
and forms of the African American oral 
tradition” and “the language and commit-
ments of the radical left.”3

Hughes’ “red poetry” made him the 
premier revolutionary poet of the Great 
Depression era. To be sure, because his 
politics were strongly influenced by the 
CPUSA, the pro-Soviet Communism he 
championed at times encouraged him to 
advance an idealized view of the U.S.S.R.

Yet this political orientation was also 
the dominant form of Communism in the 
United States, attracting numerous Black 
writers, artists, and intellectuals — even 
as others embraced alternative currents 
of radical thought, including independent 
communism, Trotskyism, and other het-
erodox traditions.

Against this political backdrop, I 
turn to one of Hughes’s best-
known red poems, “Let America 

Be America Again” (1936), to reflect on 
his conception of the nation’s past, pres-

ent, and possible future.
I maintain that this poem offers a lens through which to 

grasp not only Hughes’s critical engagement with America’s 
founding and the nationalist politics of his day, but also the 
enduring necessity of thinking about working-class liberation in 
the U.S. in broadly internationalist terms.4

Hughes’s radical poetry ultimately matters because it rep-
resents a sustained effort to probe the aspirations, contradic-
tions, and challenges of proletarian struggle. The persistence 
in the present of many of the social ills he denounced further 
underscores the value of returning to this work, not just as 
a matter of literary homage, but as a way of assessing the 
achievements and limits of earlier working-class movements.

The America That Never Was
First published in Esquire — a magazine that, under leftist 

editor and cofounder Arnold Gingrich, featured writers like 
Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos and F. Scott Fitzgerald 
— “Let America Be America Again” highlights the enduring 
tension between the nation’s cherished ideals and the realities 
of economic exploitation and racial oppression.5

The poem places itself in conversation with Thomas 
Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence — a text that, despite 
its ringing language of liberty and equality, represses the para-
doxical reality of Black bondage in the colonies.

Juan J. Rodríguez Barrera is Assistant Professor of English at Illinois 
Wesleyan University. Existing at the intersection of American and African 
American studies, his scholarship and teaching focus broadly on literary 
multiculturalism in the United States and 20th-century African American 
culture, literature, and history, with a particular emphasis on the Black 
literary Left of the Great Depression and Cold War eras.

Langston Hughes (c. 1925) by Winold Reiss, on 
display in the Harlem Renaissance and Trans
atlantic Modernism exhibition at The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.                              CC BU-SA4.0
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It is well known that the final draft of this document omits 
a lengthy passage in which the Founding Father — himself 
a wealthy slaveowner — condemns slavery as a violation of 
humanity’s “most sacred rights of life and liberty.” For all his 
seeming disgust with the “execrable commerce” of the slave 
trade, however, Jefferson cannot bring himself to acknowledge 
his own complicity in it. He instead blames King George III for 
forcing slavery upon the colonies and for inciting the slaves to 
“rise in arms.”6

Congress revised the Declaration to placate slavehold-
ing Southerners — the cause of liberty, after all, demanded 
national unity. In this way, the sectional compromise expunged 
any mention of Africans and their descendants from America’s 
principal founding document. The deletion dramatically illus-
trates Toni Morrison’s contention that for “excellent reasons 
of state … the process of organizing American coherence 
through a distancing Africanism became the operative mode of 
a new cultural hegemony” in the early United States.7

“Let America Be America Again” interrogates this “American 
coherence” by bringing out of the shadows the historically 
marginalized communities whom the Declaration effaces. 
The poem features multiple speakers — most prominently 
an ultra-patriotic white member of the ruling class, a Black 
worker, an American Communist, a poor white, and a Native 
American.

In the poem’s first movement, the patriotic white capitalist 
rhapsodizes about liberty and equality, evoking the idealism of 
Jeffersonian Republicanism:

	 O, let my land be a land where Liberty
	 Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath,
	 But opportunity is real, and life is free
	 Equality is in the air we breathe.8

The speaker, however, is interrupted by dissenting voices in 
a series of parenthetical intrusions. “(There’s never been equal-
ity for me, / Nor freedom in this ‘homeland of the free’),” one 
voice interjects, disrupting the white capitalist’s jingoistic élan.

In the transition to the poem’s second movement, the intru-
sions prompt the American Communist to ask, “Say, who are 
you that mumbles in the dark?” — to which the voices respond:

	 I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart,
	 I am the Negro bearing slavery’s scars.
	 I am the red man driven from the land,
	 I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek —
	 And finding only the same old stupid plan
	 Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak.
Hughes queries the faux universalism of the Declaration’s 

“We” (“We hold these truths to be self-evident”) — a “We” 
that unmistakably signified propertied white men — by intro-
ducing a speaking “I” that, in classic Whitmanian mode, con-
tains multitudes.

Each constituency proceeds to explain how it has helped 
to build America through hard labor and sacrifice: “I am the 
farmer, bondsman to the soil. / I am the worker sold to the 
machine. / I am the Negro, servant to you all.”9

Through this composite proletarian speaker, Hughes does 
not dissolve differences among groups; rather, as Bronx 
Community College English professor Jonathan Scott notes in 
his outstanding reading of the poem, he allows the many voices 
to remain in tension with one another, “refusing to integrate 
[them] into an easy plurality.”10

The poem’s third and final movement alludes to the harsh 
realities of the Great Depression while positing what Hughes 
described, in a letter to his literary agent Maxim Lieber, as “the 
dialectic solution” to the vicissitudes and grievances of the U.S. 
working class.11

“Who said the free? Not me?” declares the composite pro-
letarian speaker. “Surely not me? The millions on relief today?” 
Then, sounding a more defiant note, the speaker concludes:

	 From those who live like leeches on the people’s lives,
	 We must take back our land again,
	 America!…

	 We, the people, must redeem
	 The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers.
	 The mountains and the endless plain—
	 All, all the stretch of these great green states—
	 And make America again!12

Hughes reengages the discourse of American universal-
ism. Yet this time he merges the dissenting constituen-
cies into a radically transformed “We”: a pluralistic and 

multicultural voice that redefines the exclusionary “We” of the 
U.S. Constitution’s opening line, which he astutely invokes.

Moreover, the poem’s reference to the reclamation of 
“land,” “mines,” “plants,” and “rivers” signals a working-class 
populism that undermines the specious class-collaborationist 
message of the patriotic bourgeois speaker who opens the 
poem. A sprawling lyrical challenge to monolithic construc-
tions of American identity, “Let America Be America Again” 
confronts the nation’s past in order to imagine a new — and 
more capacious — nationalist articulation of e pluribus unum.

It is little wonder that the poem has often been read as an 
affirmation of the perfectibility of the American project.13

Nationalism, Then and Now
As much as the poem engages the nation’s past, it also 

reflects the specific political and cultural conjuncture of the 
mid-1930s. In 1935, the CPUSA transitioned to its Popular 
Front strategy (1935-1939/1942-1945), deferring the Third 
Period call for proletarian revolution and significantly deesca-
lating antiracist activity nationwide.

The fascist menace in Europe and growing reaction at home, 
the rationale went, required national unity, which the Party 
believed could be achieved by appealing to a broad segment 
of the political mainstream.14 The Communists, of course, had 
always been antifascists; this time, though, they shifted from 
combating fascism through anti-capitalist revolt to defending 
liberal-democratic capitalism as the primary bulwark against it.

The new strategy centrally entailed the promotion of 
U.S. nationalism, including the celebration of the nation’s 
founding ideals and democratic traditions. In 1936, for exam-
ple, the Party famously — some might say infamously — 
announced: “Communism is Twentieth Century Americanism. 
The Communist Party continues the traditions of 1776, of the 
birth of our country, [and] of the revolutionary Lincoln, who 
led the historic struggle that preserved our nation.”15

While the slogan “Communism is Twentieth Century 
Americanism,” coined by then-CPUSA General Secretary Earl 
Browder, was quietly withdrawn in 1938 following a message 
from Moscow that it was ideologically incorrect, nationalist 
doctrine nevertheless continued to permeate the political cul-
ture of U.S. Communism.
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In a confounding twist, George Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln were now imagined to share 
the same ideological space as Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin. 
The Party even named some Popular Front-era workers’ 
schools after them, most notably the Jefferson School of Social 
Science in New York City and the Abraham Lincoln School in 
Chicago.16

In the previously mentioned letter to Lieber, Hughes 
explicitly described “Let America Be America Again” 
as a reflection of the CPUSA’s “new line.”17 Though 
he did not elaborate, he was likely referring to the 
poem’s substitution of a U.S. nationalism premised 
on “the people” — that perennial Popular Front 
byword — for the sweeping proletarian interna-
tionalism that had characterized both Communist 
politics and his own work earlier in the decade.

It is not difficult to see, however, how the poem’s 
ironic subversion of America’s founding mythology actually 
placed it at odds with the CPUSA’s idealization of “the tradi-
tions of 1776.” Hughes never commented on this apparent 
contradiction. Perhaps he was unaware of it; or perhaps, as I 
am more inclined to think, he conceived of his reimagining of 
“the people” not as an outright repudiation but as a necessary 
revision — and thus renewal — of Americanist doctrine.

Either way, this would not have been the first instance in 
which Hughes subjected Communist policy to idiosyncratic 
appropriation. As I’ve commented elsewhere, in his red poetry 
of the early 1930s, Hughes largely avoided the Third Period 
notion that African Americans constituted a “nation within a 
nation” requiring self-determination in the U.S. South.

Instead he highlighted another dimension of the Party’s 
position on the “Negro question” — i.e. its attention to racial 
particularity as a potential steppingstone toward multiracial 
working-class unity and, ultimately, proletarian international-
ism.18 Despite his undeniable affinity for the Communist cause, 
Party policy tended to orient, rather than dictate, Hughes’s 
thinking on race, class and nation.

But if “Let America Be America Again” provides a lens 
through which to view Hughes’ engagement with America’s 
past and the political currents of his time, it also illuminates the 
enduring seductions and pitfalls of an uncritical U.S. nationalism 
in the 21st century.

Since its publication, the poem has been periodically dusted 
off and reintroduced to the public by liberal politicians — 
typically around election time — as a convenient reminder 
of the nation’s latent promise. One thinks, for instance, of 
Democratic U.S. Senator John Kerry’s unsuccessful 2004 pres-
idential campaign, during which he frequently quoted Hughes’s 
poem at rallies.

Tellingly, in an apparent latter-day effort to organize 
“American coherence” through the erasure of disaffected 
communities, Kerry made a practice of citing only the stanzas 
spoken by the patriotic bourgeois speaker, omitting the oppo-
sitional asides of the composite proletarian voice.

At the time, political commentator Kathleen Hall Jamieson 
keenly observed that the poem’s title, which Kerry sought to 
adopt as his campaign’s mantra, powerfully “suggests [that] 
someone’s hijacked the country, without being a frontal 
attack.”19

Indeed, Kerry banked on this capacity of the poem’s central 

refrain to interpellate his audiences’ inner patriot — a patriot 
who would gladly go to the polls to reclaim the nation from 
the alleged hijackers of the George W. Bush administration. 
That Kerry received fifty-nine million votes to Bush’s sixty-two 
arguably suggests that his campaign’s selectively mobilized 
nationalism, dependent upon the very exclusions Hughes’s 
poem exposes, could nonetheless resonate widely.

For their part, conservative politicians have generally 
abstained from using “Let America Be America Again” 

in their campaigns; however, some have employed 
slogans that strongly echo its key refrain.

In 2011, for example, former U.S. Senator 
Rick Santorum, then a Republican presidential 
candidate, briefly adopted the phrase “Fighting to 

Make America America Again” as part of his cam-
paign messaging. When informed that the slogan 

bore a striking resemblance to the title of a poem by 
the leftist Hughes, Santorum — known for his strong anti-

union and anti-gay stances — quickly disavowed the phrase.20

Closer to the present, Donald Trump’s notorious slogan 
“Make America Great Again” has likewise echoed Hughes’s line 
— albeit unwittingly and from an ideological standpoint that 
would certainly have made the poet’s stomach turn.

Santorum’s and Trump’s rallying cries — and, for that 
matter, the title of Hughes’ poem — all draw on a shared 
rhetorical logic of national renewal, even as they have been 

mobilized toward vastly divergent political ends.
In each case, the term “again” does substantial ideological 

work, seeking to conjoin an imaginary past with an idealized 
future. The point here is not that these nationalist formulations 
are ultimately equivalent in political content or intent, but that 
nationalism as such proves exceptionally open to redeployment 
across political projects: Who has “hijacked” the country, and 
to what end?

Even Hughes’ ambivalent nationalism did not evade appro-
priation within a liberal electoral framework. The very plas-
ticity of nationalist discourse thus casts doubt on whether a 
politics organized around such a signifier can ever be insulated 
from cooptation by pro-capitalist interests along the political 
spectrum.

The Internationalist Horizon
In this sense, “Let America Be America Again” brings into 

focus not only the exclusions embedded in America’s origin 
story and the poet’s democratic aspirations, but also the need 
for alternative symbols and concepts through which to artic-
ulate working-class struggle and envision collective liberation.

Luckily, Hughes’ broader body of poetry gestures toward 
ways of navigating — and more crucially, moving beyond — the 
pitfalls of nationalist thinking. His answer, which I have already 
alluded to in this piece, is proletarian internationalism: at once 
remarkably simple in principle and immensely difficult to realize 
amid a historical conjuncture defined — much like Hughes’s 
own — by intensifying nationalism and anti-working-class reac-
tion worldwide.

While this political perspective was most pronounced in 
Hughes’s poetry during the 1930s — the zenith of his ideo-
logical investment in the Communist Left — he nevertheless 
remained a race- and class-conscious internationalist through-
out his life.
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To assert this is not to deny that he sometimes succumbed 
to forms of U.S. nationalist dogma more conservative than that 
animating “Let America Be America Again.”21 Rather, it is to 
suggest that he consistently regarded the fate of U.S. workers 
of all epidermal hues as inextricably bound up with the fate of 
working people everywhere.

Whether denouncing the super-exploitation of 240,000 
South African miners in the 1925 poem “Johannesburg Mines” 
(“What kind of poem / Would you / Make out of that?”),22 
or linking civil rights protests in the United States to African 
decolonization movements in the 1961 collection Ask Your 
Mama: 12 Moods for Jazz, Hughes’ political poetry often chal-
lenges readers to forgo regional and national provincialisms 
and to embrace interpretive paradigms that encourage totality 
thinking — that is, the capacity to apprehend local struggles as 
developments within global racialized capitalism.

Importantly, Hughes’s best internationalist poetry seeks to 
deepen readers’ political understanding without fetishizing the 
global or discounting the national dimensions of working-class 
experience. Consider the 1932 poem “Always the Same,” in 
which the speaker, a Black worker, acknowledges the specifical-
ly national forms of racist capitalist violence operating around 
the world: from “the docks at Sierra Leone” and “the cotton 
fields of Alabama” to “the diamond mines of Kimberley” and 
“the coffee hills of Haiti,” and beyond.

For the speaker, however, profitmaking constitutes the 
underlying logic — the essence — of these variegated expres-
sions of racialized terror:

	 Black:
	 Exploited, beaten and robbed,
	 Shot and killed.
	 Blood running into
		  Dollars
		  Pounds
		  Francs
		  Pesetas
		  Lire
	 For the wealth of the exploiters—
	 Blood that never comes back to me again.
Hughes suggests that the proliferation of capitalist social 

relations not only accounts for the pervasiveness of anti-Black 
racism on a global scale, but also supplies the material basis for 
working-class solidarity across national and racial lines.

“Better that my blood makes one with the blood / Of all the 
struggling workers in the world,” the speaker proclaims, trans-
forming “blood” from a symbol of racial oppression into one 
of unity and, potentially, insurgency.23 Then, in the final stanza, 
the speaker culminates this internationalist vision by explicitly 
calling upon the multiracial “International Proletariat” to “Unite 
to raise the blood-red flag that / Never will come down.”24

To be sure, “Always the Same” emerged from a Communist 
milieu whose direct association with the Soviet Union under 
Joseph Stalin some contemporary readers may view askance 
at best and with outright hostility at worst. Moreover, Hughes’ 
call for unity may strike others as too programmatic and dewy-
eyed, even for a piece as partisan as this one.

Yet the poem’s central insight is no less relevant today: 
capitalism globalizes exploitation and, in doing so, generates 
the objective conditions for its own unraveling — that is, for 
collaboration among workers of all creeds, races, and countries 

— even if no one can say with certainty that the proletariat will 
eventually cohere as a “class for itself.”

In this sense, Hughes clearly echoed Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels’ insistence that working people “have no country,” while 
also grounding that proposition in the lived realities of racial-
ized exploitation.25

In sum, throughout his career — and certainly at the height 
of his pro-Communist involvements — Hughes treated prole-
tarian internationalism as an aspirational horizon, one where 
the true “dialectic solution” to national fragmentation and 
capitalist domination might be glimpsed and, perhaps, realized 
in a liberated future.

On the 250th anniversary of the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence, it is worth recalling the lessons embed-
ded in the work of Langston Hughes, a poet who sang 

America with the same democratic verve and urgency as Walt 
Whitman and Carl Sandburg.

“Let America Be America Again” offers an instructive 
example of Hughes’ ambivalent attitude toward the land of his 
birth, bringing into sharp relief the exclusions at the heart of 
America’s founding, the persistence of economic exploitation 
and racial oppression, and the need for workers to remake 
the nation and redeem its democratic traditions. Ninety years 
after its original publication, the poem remains a captivating, if 
still unrealized, vision of social democracy in the United States.

At the same time, a critical reading of “Let America Be 
America Again” — itself a product of the intense U.S. nation-
alism that suffused the Communist Party’s Popular Front strat-
egy — exposes the limitations of a political outlook confined 
within the conceptual boundaries of U.S. nationalism.

Such a reading underscores that the answer to right-wing 
nationalism is not simply the positing of another, left-wing 
variant of the same ideological form, however enlightened its 
aspirations. Hughes’ internationalist poetry teaches us that, 

Langston Hughes was a poet, novelist, playwright and translator. In 
1942, he was captured by photographer Jack Delano discussing his new 
play with the Skyloft Players at the Good Shepherd Community Center in 
Chicago.            LIBRARY OF CONGRESS PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION
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whether conservative or liberal, reactionary or progressive, 
nationalism runs the risk of obscuring the globalization of the 
capitalist regime and therefore the interconnectedness — 
indeed the interdependence — between U.S. workers and 
workers in other parts of the world.

His attention to national experience in this body of work 
affirms the importance of national struggles — in a U.S. con-
text, of making America “The land that never has been yet,” as 
the proletarian speaker declares in “Let America Be America 
Again.”26 However, his insistence on unity across national and 
racial lines challenges us to view proletarian internationalism as 
the broader emancipatory horizon against which the success of 
such struggles must finally be measured.

What is our ultimate objective? Can gains in one country 
or region ever be secure for long amid capitalist encirclement? 
How do we advance national working-class struggles without 
reifying nationalism and by fostering an internationalist con-
sciousness?

If proletarian internationalism proves so resistant to appro-
priation by ruling elites, it is precisely because it deprives them 
of one of their most powerful ideological instruments: national-
ism itself. As such, at a moment of intensifying inter-imperialist 
conflict, nationalist isolationism, and rising xenophobia, workers 
and activists today ignore internationalism at their own peril.

For those who continue to regard social revolution as 
the key to human emancipation, the unification of a vast and 
fragmented global working class is undeniably a daunting task 
— but no less necessary for that. To adapt a famous line from 
Bertolt Brecht, proletarian internationalism may well be the 
simple thing that is hardest to achieve.  n
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German McCarthyism Redux? — continued from page 3

this party is using the instruments of democratic 
parliamentarism — ultimately to abolish it, just 
as Joseph Goebbels once boasted.

In January 2026, the AfD posted a job 
opening explicitly dedicated to monitoring 
and evaluating civil society organizations. To 
this end, a database of civil society organiza-
tions and activists is also to be established — 
using data provided by Parliament.

Far-right extremists have particularly 
targeted organizations such as the highly re-
garded Amadeu Antonio Foundation, named 
after a man who was murdered by far-right 
extremists in Brandenburg in 1990. Among 
other things, the foundation provides financial 
assistance, counseling, and advocacy for vic-
tims of far-right violence, documents far-right 

violence, supports those affected, and offers 
training in democratic action. The AfD moved 
to end state funding for the foundation.

Ironically, some of the repressive mea-
sures are having an opposite effect.

•  Since being excluded from the award 
ceremony one of the sanctioned bookstores 
have found their sales have skyrocketed.

•  A court recently ruled that the Minister 
of State may no longer label one of the book-
stores as “extremist.”

•  The Swiss colonel mentioned earlier has 
been reported delighted by a rapid surge in 
sales of his books.

•  When the 250-year-old Württem-
bergischer Kunstverein (Cultural Society) 
organized a symposium, “On the Critique 

of Freedom and Its Repression,” had its 
municipal funding of 15,000 euros withdrawn, 
within a week a fundraising campaign raised 
nearly 20,00 euros. Despite the intervention 
by the German-Israeli Society on grounds of 
“anti-Semitism” the symposium took place.

Nevertheless, these sanctions do more 
than just pave the way for right-wing extrem-
ism and undermine the conditions for civil so-
ciety action. Current government policy also 
contradicts the principles of the democratic 
societies it claims to protect.

To counter this shift to the right, we must 
improve the conditions for democratic action 
and promote public debate and freedom of 
information and expression — rather than let 
them be criminalized.  n
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REVIEW
The Rise and Fate of a Movement  By Steve Downs

Teamster Rank and File
Power, Bureaucracy and Rebellion
at Work
By Samuel R. Friedman
First edition: Columbia University Press, 1982. 
New edition: Routledge, 2026, 314 pages, 
$61.99 paperback.

DID YOU KNOW that in the 1950s 
and 1960s, members of Local 208 of the 
Teamsters union in Los Angeles won 
substantial power on the job, and in their 
union, by organizing a movement of rank 
and file truck drivers independent of the 
union’s officers and structures?

I didn’t know either. After reading 
Teamster Rank and File by Samuel R. Fried-
man, now I do. In Teamster Rank and File 
(TRAF), Friedman tells the remarkable story 
of how working Teamsters successfully orga-
nized for more power and better conditions 
at work, and for more democracy in their 
union.

This is a new edition of a book originally 
published in 1982, based on field work Fried-
man did in the late 1970s. To the best of my 
knowledge, there aren’t any changes to the 
original chapters, no revision of arguments or 
conclusions. This reissue includes, however, 
a new introduction and some appendices 
where Friedman reprints articles he has 
written about how socialism might actually 
function.

(TRAF was reviewed by Nelson Lichten-
stein in ATC 4-5, September-December 1986, 
An internationally known authority on AIDS 
and global health issues, poet and activist in 
solidarity with Ukraine, Samuel Friedman has 
published a number of articles in Against the 
Current, including “Attacks on Public Health: 
What and Why” in our November-Decem-
ber 2025 issue, ATC 239 —ed.)

The fact that the Local 208 rank and file 
movement took place in a union that was 
widely viewed as corrupt and gangster-ridden, 
where sweetheart deals with the employers 
were common, and whose top officers were 
the targets of investigations by both Congress 
and the U.S. Dept. of Justice, makes it even 
more inspiring.

Friedman roots this movement firmly 
in the structure, and structural changes, of 
the Teamsters and the trucking industry. In 

the 1950s, the 
members of Local 
208 were local 
delivery drivers in 
LA. working in an 
industry where 
small companies 
predominated. As 
a result, com-
petition among 
employers was 
high, and so each 
company wanted 
to avoid strikes or 
other disruptions 
that might cause 

them to lose business to competitors.
The Teamsters union was undemocratic 

and hierarchical, but the locals had a large 
degree of autonomy in dealing with local 
employers. In a national union that was highly 
factionalized, the members of Local 208, who 
were in a regional Joint Council that was 
anti-Hoffa, supported Hoffa to protect their 
autonomy.1

A key tactic the Local 208 activists used 
to build and exercise their power on the job 
was the 24-hour strike. At the time, their 
contract contained a limited right to strike 
for 24 hours over grievances. They used this 
right to disrupt, or threaten to disrupt, the 
business of individual carriers.

The strikes drew more drivers into the 
struggle, providing a school for how to wage 
effective strikes and organize wildcats. And, 
when they resulted in better conditions on 
the job, they demonstrated the power of 
organizing and fighting on the job to resolve 
problems, rather than leaving it to local offi-
cers to try to fix things through grievances or 
at the bargaining table.

Friedman describes how, while Local 208 
drivers were building organization and power 
on the job, the industry and the national 
Teamsters union were changing in ways that 
undermined the conditions that had enabled 
Local 208 to do so.

Jimmy Hoffa pushed to centralize bargain-
ing and move it away from local and regional 
agreements. In creating the National Master 
Freight Agreement (NMFA), he forced the in-
dustry to reorganize, resulting in the consol-
idation of many companies into larger units 
better able to endure the short, sharp strikes 
that Local 208 had come to specialize in.

At the same time, the NMFA led to 
greater centralization inside the Teamsters. 

Locals lost control over bargaining as more 
and more companies fell under the national 
agreement. This greatly weakened the ability 
of a single, strong local to gain better condi-
tions for its members.

The success of the NMFA in consolidating 
both the freight contracts and the national 
union, was one factor that led to deregulation 
of the trucking industry in the late-1970s.

In the context of the rise in gas and diesel 
prices following the October, 1973 war in 
the Middle East, manufacturers who relied 
on trucking to ship their products pushed 
for deregulation to force the cost of shipping 
down. Deregulation led to the fracturing of 
the NMFA, the shuttering of many unionized 
carriers, the erosion of the IBT’s bargaining 
power, and the rise of a substantial non-union 
sector in the trucking industry.

1970 — National Trucking Wildcat Strike
In certain respects, the high point of TRAF 

is the national trucking wildcat strike in 1970. 
Friedman describes how the strike started 
and spread, and its effects on the bargain-
ing table. He also discusses its particular 
characteristics in LA, where the employers, 
the union and the drivers all had considerable 
experience with wildcat strikes.

One consequence of the strike in LA was 
coordination between the employers and the 
regional IBT officers in the firing of some 500 
drivers. These firings were a big part of why 
the wildcat was seen as a loss in LA, even 
while seen as a win by drivers in most of the 
country.

After the wildcat, Local 208 was put into 
trusteeship by IBT President Fitzsimmons 
(picked by Jimmy Hoffa as a placeholder while 
he was in prison). Friedman tells how the 
union activists worked to maintain their orga-
nization in the barns and on the docks and to 
resist the trustee’s deals with the companies 
as they tried to mitigate the effects of the 
trusteeship.

When the trusteeship ended and elec-
tions were held after almost two years, the 
trustee’s slate was soundly defeated and the 
activists regained control of the local. But 
the conditions under which the new officers 
worked were different from the 1960s, and 
so was their strategy.

The new officers, in Friedman’s view, were 
concerned that militant action on the job 
would lead to a trusteeship being imposed 
again. The 24-hour strike clause was elim-
inated in the 1970 contract. This removed 

Steve Downs is a retired New York subway train 
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a powerful tool that militants had used 
for building power at the job. The new 
Local 208 officers shifted from a strategy 
focused on building power at the job to a 
more legalistic one of greater reliance on 
the established grievance machinery.

“Apolitical Localism”
At various points in the book, Fried-

man raises what he sees as Local 208’s 
biggest strategic weakness — “apolitical 
localism.” What he meant by “apolitical” 
was generally less clear than “localism,” i.e, 
the choice to focus on organizing in their 
barns and in their local, and not to try to 
spread their workplace militancy to other 
locals or regions.

To him, this left them in a weak 
position to deal with the challenges and 
threats that could not be resolved on the 
job. In this paragraph from the chapter 
on the wildcat strike, Friedman highlights 
and fine tunes his criticism of Local 208’s 
localism:

“It is very hard to win a battle if one 
does not understand who one’s enemy 
is, or what are his chief characteristics. I 
was quite surprised at the strikers’ limited 
conceptions about their enemies. They saw 
the problem in terms of individual employers 
aided by ‘whores’ in high Teamster offices. 
In my opinion, this is wrong. Rather than 
individual trucking companies, their enemy 
is every company and industry in the country. 
Rather than individual Teamster officers, their 
enemy was the entire Teamster officialdom. 
Therefore, the strategies they relied on — the 
search for friendly Teamster Vice-Presidents 
and the attempts to pit the trucking companies 
against each other — were totally unsuited for 
the battle they were involved in. The situation 
required them, instead, to form an alliance with 
rank-and-file Teamsters, and indeed with other 
workers as well, wherever possible, and to shut 
down the whole country until they got their jobs 
back (and perhaps won other demands as well). 
Only when they moved in this direction, by shut-
ting down the Bay Area and allying with radical 
students, did they crack their opponents’ stand 
on amnesty.” (158)

This is a clear statement of the challenges 
the strikers faced and the inadequacy of the 
strategies they pursued.

TDC and the Rise of TDU
Not long after the 1970 wildcat and 

partly because of it, Teamsters for a Decent 
Contract was formed, and then Teamsters 
for a Democratic Union (TDU). Here was a 
clear answer to Local 208’s localism — and 
potentially, to the apolitical character of their 
organizing.

Friedman devotes a chapter to the rise of 
TDU and its potential to mount an effective 
challenge to the Teamster bureaucracy. He 
also flags what he sees as potential weakness-
es or missteps in the years ahead. (Remem-

ber, TRAF was originally published in 1982.)2

He does not leave his discussion of TDU 
at a recognition that it has “solved” the prob-
lem of Local 208’s localism. He also discusses 
some of the challenges TDU already faced by 
the early 1980s and issues a caution on the 
possible “bureaucratization” of TDU.

Friedman argues that “electoralism” — 
the view that the key to changing the IBT 
lies in electing better officers — actually un-
dermines the ability of Teamsters to remake 
their union along more militant and dem-
ocratic lines. He points out the enormous 
pressures on reform-minded officers who are 
not supported by an activist base, organized to 
fight on their own behalf, to accommodate to 
the union’s ruling bureaucracy if they want to 
win grievances, protect jobs, get sanction for 
strikes, etc.

He gives the examples of “officers ... elect-
ed on TDU slates in Flint, Boston, Oklahoma 
City and St. Louis, only to drop out of TDU 
and make their peace with the bureaucracy.” 
(219) He likens this to the experience in Local 
208 once the reformers returned to office 
post-trusteeship.

Friedman doesn’t argue against trying to 
win office. He does, however, stress the need 
for organizing on the job, and for finding a 
balance between electoral campaigns and 
fighting the employer on the job that is 
weighted toward the latter.

After citing Ken Paff, TDU’s National Or-
ganizer at the time, that “election campaigns 

spark Teamsters to get involved in 
barn struggles,” Friedman writes, “My 
discussions of the pitfalls of electoralism 
are not meant to deny this, but aim to 
show that electoral activity alone will 
not do the job. Both winning office and 
a movement of wildcat strikes and oth-
er direct action are needed.” (219)

Absolutely right. But was anyone 
in TDU arguing that electoral activity 
alone could do the job?

In a section called “Preventing the 
Bureaucratization of TDU,” pointing to 
the “social and political forces that push 
toward accommodation and bureaucra-
tization” (216), Friedman discusses what 
might lead to the bureaucratization 
of TDU. Writing before the federally 
ordered consent decree and the direct 
election of the IBT’s top officers, Fried-
man warns about electoralism, arguing 
that officials elected with the backing 
of TDU and remaining within TDU will 
bring with them “conservatizing forces 
… such as no longer working on the 
job, pressures from the legal system and 
the International against direct action, 
and the grievance process.

Friedman’s concern was that these 
could lead to TDU becoming a “loyal 
opposition” to the bureaucracy within 
the IBT. At the time, Friedman could 
not even imagine that TDU could form 

a relationship with International Presidents 
such as Ron Carey or Sean O’Brien, so did 
not speculate about the effect this might have 
on the group.

Looking Back
In a terrific Introduction to the new 

edition, Friedman reflects on the strategy that 
led to the formation of TDU; he considers 
the changes in the IBT and the trucking indus-
try in the half century since he did the field 
work for the book. And he concludes that his 
concerns about the possible bureaucratiza-
tion of TDU were justified.

He argues that TDU has gotten the bal-
ance between shop floor action and running 
(and winning) elections wrong. This has 
resulted in a shift toward electoralism as a 
strategy for change, leading to TDU becom-
ing “a loyal opposition” as it made alliances 
with “honest activist” Teamster officers after 
concluding that it could not win a national 
election on its own.3

It seems to me that TDU did become 
more electorally oriented as the general level 
of workplace struggle declined and the IBT 
membership in freight was decimated. And 
TDU became something of a junior partner 
in the national leadership during the Carey 
and O’Brien administrations.

To understand this and to form a judg-
ment, I think it’s useful to engage in some of 
the “counterfactual reasoning” that Friedman 

As part of strike preparation for the 2023 UPS contract, 
TDU encouraged “practice picketing” at workplaces.   JIM WEST
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employs at points in the book. (16)
If TDU had focused on shop floor fights 

and organizing wildcats in the 1980s, 1990s 
and 2000s, would it have survived? Given the 
fate of every other attempt from the 1970s 
to build rank and file caucuses, I doubt it.

Does it matter? I find Freidman’s com-
ments about the consequences of TDU’s 
possible demise too rose-colored. Writing In 
the early 1980s, he argued:

“At the worst, TDU could collapse. If the 
employers become too dominant, they can fire 
militants or close down activist barns. Other 
activists might be intimidated, or simply see 
TDU as ineffective and thus drop out. Even then, 
TDU would leave behind an enormously signif-
icant heritage. The thousands of workers who 
have built TDU, and learned how to organize 
and how to lead struggles in the process, would 
still be around. Some might be forced to leave 
the union and even the industries in which the 
Teamsters have jurisdictions (they might become 
leaders of struggles in other industries) but a 
core would remain to lead an increased struggle 
when this becomes possible. Indeed, a national 
network of activists in freight, carhauling, and 
other Teamster industries would continue. Then, 
even in the worst of cases, the rank-and-file 
movement would come out of these hard times 
better organized than it was in 1975.” (225)

Is it all the same if TDU had collapsed 
20 or 30 years ago, or survived to shape the 
Consent Decree in the 1990s and lead fights 
against bosses in the 2020s? Is there a benefit 
to having TDU on the scene – even if one 
assumes it has become bureaucratized?

Again, since this is counterfactual reason-
ing, we can’t know for sure. But I think that 
Friedman (who at the time couldn’t know 
that the downturn in struggle at the work-
place would last for decades) under estimates 
the demoralization, the intimidation, and the 
consequences for future struggle that the 
collapse of TDU would have entailed.

 Just consider the effects of the firing of 
500 workers in LA following the 1970 wildcat 
and extrapolate those effects across multiple 
cities and years.

Today’s Questions
The question of TDU’s bureaucratization 

is especially pressing now because of their en-
dorsement of Sean O’Brien for IBT president. 
The new introduction was written before 
TDU’s decision, but I think it’s safe to say that 
Friedman would be critical of it.

The arguments for and against, and the 
vision of TDU that they imply, are beyond 
the scope of this review. Against the Current 
expects to have discussion of these issues 
soon. But the discussion over TDU’s support 
for O’Brien does relate back to Friedman’s 
criticisms of Local 208s “apolitical localism.”

As I’ve mentioned, for Friedman the exis-
tence of TDU solved the problem of localism. 
But he remains critical of TDU’s apolitical 

character.
In addition to the support for O’Brien and 

the organization’s failure to hold trainings on 
“how to organize and win political strikes,” he 
cites the efforts by the leadership of TDU to 
prevent discussion of the impending invasion 
of Iraq in 2002 and Israel’s war on Gaza and 
the occupation of Palestine in 2023.

Interestingly, Friedman acknowledges that 
these actions “are not unreasonable from 
the perspective of TDU’s long-term survival 
or its conception of itself as a union reform 
organization.” Still, he argues, “they would 
not be appropriate for an organization that 
saw itself as a rank-and-file movement orga-
nization or as part of a movement toward 
socialism.” (24)

While I think the distinctions Friedman 
draws between those types of organizations 
are too hard and fast — for example, there 
can be rank and file union reform organiza-
tions as well as bureaucratic ones — they are 
worth discussing, but beyond the scope of 
this review. Instead, I want to briefly touch on 
Friedman’s definition of politics.

A Concept of “Politics”
It’s not unusual to use a person’s or a 

group’s position on one issue or another 
to make an assessment about their politics. 
Friedman does this in the intro to the new 
edition. Did TDU train people in conduct-
ing political strikes? What did they have to 
say about the invasion of Iraq or the war in 
Gaza? But he had a more expansive approach 
in TRAF.

Beginning on page 250, he wrote:
“Local 208 activists never developed ‘politics.’ 

What I mean here is this: the workplace and 
the situation of a local union are very isolated. 
People see them as private matters, perhaps 
fighting for issues for the people involved but 
not ‘big issues’ that shape the whole society. 
Relatedly, the actors at the workplace and in 
the union are seen only as individuals, rather 
than as representatives of large social groupings 
like ‘capitalists’ or ‘union bureaucracy.’ ‘Politics’ 
means modes of thinking that break out of 
these narrow conceptions….

“Thus, for a Marxist, politics becomes a 

question of turning this potential solidarity 
into a real and active cooperation among the 
working-class against the employing class and 
against a governmental structure that supports 
this class.

“Thus, in conclusion, politics involves 
thoughtful approaches to situations, strategies, 
and issues, as well as outreach, alliances, and 
activism aimed at breaking everyday routine and 
drawing new people into the struggle.”

This definition of politics focuses on 
method and goals, rather than adopted po-
sitions. Thus, TDU’s support for O’Brien or 
against discussing the war in Gaza tell us little 
about whether or not TDU itself is apolitical. 
For that, we have to look at whether it has 
generally sought to turn “potential solidarity 
into real and active cooperation among the 
working-class the employing class...”

Using that definition provided by Fried-
man, it is not clear that TDU has become as 
apolitical as Friedman concludes that it has.

Teamster Rank and File is an engaging, 
valuable and useful book. This second edition 
should be widely read among worker-activists 
looking to transform their unions, their work-
places, and the society in which they live. I 
wish those of us in Transport Workers Union 
Local 100 who were organizing with those 
goals in mind between 1985 and 2005 had 
known about and read the first edition.  n

Notes
1.	 I found Friedman’s discussion of Jimmy Hoffa’s role 

in the IBT, how he played off the rank and file against 
regional leaders and built his reputation as a fighter for 
the members while lining the pockets of the top IBT 
officers especially enlightening. Hoffa was convicted 
of jury tampering and pension fund fraud and sent to 
prison in 1967.

2.	 In examining the growth of TDU, Friedman has a 
brief section on “The Social Context of Rank and 
File Organization.” Here he has an even briefer 
consideration of why TDU succeeded while a similar 
effort in the UAW at the same time, the Good 
Contract Committee, did not. This question of why 
rank and file organization takes hold in some situations 
and not in others is fascinating and important. 
Friedman offers some valuable thoughts on the 
subject.

3.	 Friedman says this shift happened after the leadership 
saw the role Jerry Tucker, a regional director in the 
UAW, played in trying to make the UAW more 
militant and open to the influence of the rank and file. 
(19)

THE UNITED NATIONS Special Rap
porteur at the Human Rights Council has 
declared Maersk complicit in Israel’s sys-
tem of occupation and genocide. Now a  
groundbreaking new report, Bullets, Bombs 
and Mortars, traces the corporation’s meth-
od of shipping weapons parts to a military 
manufacturer in Israel. The research and 
report is the work of the Palestinian Youth 
Movement and Oxfam Denmark.

While Maersk denies shipping ammuni-
tion to “active conflict zones,” an analysis of 
bills of lading and cargo documents detailed 
Maersk shipments between October 2023 
and July 2025. The items included bullet 
cores, brass case cups, MK-80 and MPR 

bomb bodies, missile fuel-grade aluminum 
powder, and 120mm mortar components. 
These items were delivered to Israeli mili-
tary manufacturer Elbit Systems. Compo-
nents were then assembled for use in the 
genocidal war in Gaza.

During the same time period at least at 
least 72,742 people were killed in Gaza and 
172,565 injured. Roughly ninety percent of 
the infrastructure was destroyed along with 
houses, hospitals, places of worship — as 
well as schools, universities and businesses.

The ceasefire is in name only, as Israel 
continues its military operations in Gaza, 
targeting of civilians and confining them to 
smaller and smaller areas of Gaza.  n
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REVIEW
Malcolm as Revolutionary and Icon  By Malik Miah

The Afterlife of Malcolm X:
An Outcast Turned Icon’s 
Enduring Impact on America
By Mark Whitaker
448 pages, Simon & Shuster, May 2025,
$31 hardcover.

I DIDN’T KNOW what to expect 
when I opened to read this book. 
I’ve read most books written about 
Malcolm X, beginning with The 
Autobiography of Malcolm X as told 
to Alex Haley, who interviewed 
Malcolm extensively and completed 
the book after his death.

Since Malcolm X’s February 21, 
1965, assassination, I listened to his 
recorded speeches. How much new research 
was still unreported or not written about 
Malcolm X?

The author sets out to explore Malcolm 
X’s legacy and explain Malcolm’s impact after 
his untimely assassination. Although there are 
some details that earlier chroniclers may have 
missed, this is not a biography. It is an exam-
ination of the large footprint and influence 
that Malcolm left behind as early as three to 
five years after his death.

Mark Whitaker has compiled a major 
study of Malcolm X’s influence beyond the 
Black left, exploring his enduring impact on 
culture, politics and civil rights. Malcolm’s 
views remain relevant today to Black activists 
(Black Lives Matter, for example) and to 
those seeking fundamental changes in the 
capitalist system and race relations (self-de-
termination).

In the Trump era of state violence and 
authoritarianism, it is important to listen to 
and study what Malcolm X said nearly 60 
years ago before he was assassinated at the 
Audubon Ballroom in Harlem, New York.

A Radical Evolution
Malcolm X was born as Malcolm Little in 

Omaha, Nebraska. He became Malcolm X 
after he joined the Nation of Islam (NOI), but 
died as El-Hajj Malik Shabazz. after converting 
to orthodox Sunni Islam in his final year of 
life.

He is now viewed by the mainstream 
media and politicians as a sanitized Ameri-
can icon much as Abraham Lincoln, John F. 
Kennedy, or Martin Luther King. Jr. — inde-
pendent of his actual views and vision.

At the time of his 
assassination Malcolm 
X was still seen as 
a dangerous outsid-
er. White America 
especially found 
him alienating, and 
mainstream African 
American leadership, 
including civil rights 
groups and Christian 
church figures, found 
him divisive.

Even many of his 
admirers found him 
too radical. Although 
Ossie Davis famously 

eulogized Malcolm X as “our own shining 
Black prince,” he never received mainstream 
acceptance. More in death, Whitaker ex-
plains, than in his life, Malcolm’s influence has 
come to leave a deep imprint.

In 1999, during Bill Clinton’s second term, 
the U.S. Postal Service made a stamp in 
Malcolm’s image.

Far-reaching Legacy
Mark Whitaker, a former and the first 

African American editor of Newsweek, tells 
the story of Malcolm X’s far-reaching post-
humous legacy. It stretches from founders of 
the Black Power Movement such as Stokely 
Carmichael (Kwame Toure) and Huey New-
ton (co-founder of the Oakland based Black 
Panthers Party) to hip-hop pioneers such as 
Public Enemy and Tupac Shakur.

It also includes leaders of the Black Arts 
and Free Jazz movements from Amiri Baraka 
to Maya Angelou, August Wilson and John 
Coltrane. They credited their political awak-
ening to Malcolm, as did some of the most 
influential athletes of the time, from Muham-
mad Ali to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and more.

Spike Lee’s movie biopic, which is worth 
viewing again, and the Black Lives Matter 
movement, reintroduced Malcolm X to new 
generations of young people — Black and 
white, Asian and African.

Whitaker notes that across the political 
spectrum, Malcolm X has been cited as a 
formative influence by both the country’s 
first Black president, Barack Obama — who 
venerated Malcolm’s “unadorned insistence 
on respect” — and the rightwing Supreme 
Court Justice Clarence Thomas, who was 
drawn to Malcolm’s messages of self-improve-
ment and economic self-help.

In new detail, Whitaker also retraces 
the long road to exoneration for two men 
wrongfully convicted of Malcolm’s murder. It 
includes confirmation of the role of the FBI 
and New York City’s police in elimination of 
Malcolm and other Black leaders.

Malcolm in his final days noted that only 
the CIA and U.S. government could monitor 
his overseas trips to the Middle East and 
Africa. The NOI could not do that.

Ahead of His Time
Malcolm was ahead of his time as a 

Master of Modern Media before the Internet 
and social media. He was delivering what 
would become arresting sound bites, viral 
videos and memorable memes before those 
concepts existed.

Whitaker notes that his elegant fashion 
sense — conservative dark suits and thin ties; 
the distinctive glasses, with their horn rims 
on the top and wire rims on the bottom — 
evoked the look of the bebop era then and 
remain in vogue among artists and intellectu-
als even now.

“In the days before Instagram and the 
proliferation of style as politics, Malcolm 
understood the power of images,” cultural 
journalist Vikki Tobak pointed out in an essay 
about a photograph of Malcolm taken by Eve 
Arnold for Life magazine in 1960.

Wearing a fedora rakishly tilted over his 
head, Malcolm sat as Tobak described, “in 
profile, stoic, refined and stylish, his hand 
draped loosely on his neck to frame a ring 
on his finger bearing the star and crescent 
moon.”

Behind the Assassination
Stretching over this long-time span, 

Whitaker explains, has also been a murder 
mystery: Who really killed Malcolm X?

The book traces that detective story, 
which began with the capture of a young 
Black New Jersey resident named Talmadge 
Hayer minutes after the assassination, as he 
fled after dropping a .45 caliber pistol inside 
the Audubon Ballroom.

In the days after, two enforcers from the 
Harlem NOI Mosque known as Norman 3X 
Butler and Thomas 15X Johnson were also 
arrested. In the middle of the murder trial, 
Hayer abruptly changed his testimony to 
swear that the other two weren’t involved, 
but all three were convicted nonetheless and 
sentenced to life in prison.

In the end, Butler and Johnson — who 
Malik Miah is an advisory editor of Against the 
Current.
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while behind bars embraced orthodox Islam 
and changed their names to Muhammad 
Abdul Aziz and Khalil Islam — languished 
there for a combined 42 years before they 
were paroled.

Only in 2020 was the case officially 
reopened by Cyrus Vance Jr., the Manhat-
tan district attorney, after the D.A.’s office 
was approached with exculpatory evidence 
unearthed by the makers of a documentary 
on Netflix.

In the film, a Black freelance journal-
ist named Abdur-Rahman Muhammad is 
portrayed as identifying holes in the original 
prosecution case and piecing together proof 
of who the real killer was and how he had 
hidden in plain sight.

In a 22-month investigation, a special 
task force appointed by Vance found that 
numerous pieces of evidence that would have 
supported Butler’s and Johnson’s claims of 
innocence were deliberately suppressed, in 
order to protect the identity of FBI infor-
mants and undercover agents working for a 
secret intelligence unit of the NYPD.

While not definitively answering the ques-
tion that has loomed over the assassination 
from the beginning — were the FBI or NYPD 
somehow in on the Audubon hit? — the probe 
also offered shocking new proof of how 
much the feds and New York police knew 
about the threats to Malcolm’s life before 
leaving him largely unprotected on the day of 
the murder.

In November 2021, Vance stood before a 
New York County Supreme Court judge and 
submitted a 43-page motion requesting that 
the convictions of Aziz, now 83, and Islam, 
who had died in 2009, be vacated.

When the judge declared the two men 
officially exonerated, the courtroom erupted 
into loud applause. Documentarian Ab-
dur-Rahman Muhammad and his producers 
were there to witness the emotional scene, 
and to join Aziz for a celebration outside.

“I felt that I was able to get some sem-
blance of justice for Brother Malcolm X and 
his family, first and foremost,” Muhammad 
proudly told reporters, “And second of all, 
justice for these two men.”

Yet that version of the murder story, 
Whitaker explains, wasn’t complete, either. 
All along, much earlier and less-remembered 
credit for keeping the questions surrounding 
Malcolm’s murder alive belonged to another, 
more unlikely sleuth. Peter Goldman was 
a shy, soft-spoken white reporter from the 
Midwest who developed a personal connec-
tion with Malcolm while he was alive, and 
wrote a deeply reported book about him 
after the assassination, long before the prize-
winning biographies.

In the late 1970s, Goldman interviewed 
all three murder suspects in prison and tried, 
along with lawyer William Kunstler, to get 
the case reopened. Despite those efforts, the 

wrongful conviction saga would extend well 
into a new century — along with the stirring 
echoes of Malcolm X’s voice that reverberat-
ed across six decades of American history.

The Epilogue
Three days before his assassination, 

Malcolm gave a speech at Barnard College, 
the women’s university affiliated to Columbia 
University in New York. He had just returned 
from London where he met with African 
leaders about the struggle of Blacks in the 
United States.

As Whitaker explains in the “Epilogue,” 
Malcolm told the crowd that he hadn’t come 
“as a person representing the religion of 
Islam.” His travels had made him see a bigger 
picture than the racial battle in the United 
States.

He explained. “It is incorrect to classify 
the revolt of the Negro as simply a racial 
conflict of Black against white, or as a purely 
American problem.” He added. “Rather, we 
are today seeing a global rebellion of the 
oppressed against the oppres-
sors, the exploited against the 
exploiter.”

Malcolm continued explaining 
his calls for Black pride in terms 
the white Barnard and Columbia 
students could understand — by 
appealing to their own sense of 
racial identity. “No matter how 
dark you are, you’re proud of 
your white blood,” he teased. 
“Why, some of you are darker 
than I am.’”

More than two years before 
Martin Luther King, Jr would 
come out against the Vietnam 
War, Whitaker adds, Malcolm 
at the Barnard event linked the 
fight against racial inequality to 
that war. “If you don’t want bad 
things to happen, you better put 
pressure on your parents to put 
pressure on [President] Johnson,” 
Malcolm urged the students.

In his last year of life Malcolm 
had evolved way beyond his 
politics in the Nation of Islam. He 
rejected NOI’s concept of Islam 
as he became more orthodox. He 
built his own Islamic group, Mus-
lim Mosque Inc (MMI) but also 
a secular civil rights group, the 
Organization of Afro American 
Unity (OAAU).

Malcolm X began to see the 
Black freedom struggle as part 
of the worldwide struggle of the 
oppression of all colors and the 
working class.

It is why in 1964 he spoke 
at The Militant Labor Forums 
in New York. The forum was 

organized by the Socialist Workers Party and 
its newspaper, The Militant. He appreciated 
the SWP’s willingness to help him bring his 
message to a wider milieu.

George Breitman, a founder of the SWP 
authored the book The Last Year of Malcolm 
X and edited other speeches and writings of 
Malcolm X for the party’s publishing house 
Pathfinder Press. I knew George and we had 
many discussions about the Black struggle 
and his views of Malcolm X.

As Whitaker shows throughout his book, 
all Black leaders were seen as a threat to the 
U.S. ruling class. J. Edgar Hoover, longtime 
director of the FBI, created the COINTEL-
PRO program and openly declared that its 
job was neutralizing these leaders. Malcolm 
X and Martin Luther King Jr. were at the top 
his hit list.

Malcolm X will continue to be studied. 
The Autobiography of Malcolm X remains a 
top-seller read by young Blacks and others. 
Mark Whitaker’s book is a significant contri-
bution of Malcolm’s life story and impact in 
the “Afterlife.”  n

A Solidarity reading series:
every other Thursday, 8pm ET,
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This series examines major problems facing 
the U.S. working class. How did labor activ-
ists and socialists develop strategies to forge 
a more united working class.
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strategy (October 8)
We begin each with a presentation from 

guest presenters, often from authors of the 
readings, to help launch the discussion.
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REVIEW
The Violence of Political Policing  By Michael Principe
Police Against the Movement:
The Sabotage of the Civil Rights Struggle 
and the Activists Who Fought Back
By Joshua Clark Davis
Princeton, 2025, 412 pages, hardcover: $27.95.

POLICE AGAINST THE Movement succeeds 
in several ways. For a book written by an 
academic historian, published by Princeton 
University Press, and including 45 pages of 
densely packed endnotes, it turns out to be 
quite a page turner. Like an accomplished 
novelist, Joshua Clark Davis regularly ends 
one chapter in a way that inclines the reader 
to begin the next.

The story itself, as the subtitle indicates, 
is two-pronged. First, in contrast to better 
known accounts of Federal suppression of 
the civil rights movement through COINTEL-
PRO and other FBI operations, Davis focuses 
on the less well-known efforts of local police.

Second, he effectively documents the 
corresponding fightback against these efforts. 
The book represents a powerful history of 
the civil rights struggle where the lens em-
ployed is the fight against police violence.

Without ignoring acts of overt violence by 
the police, Davis focuses on what he calls the 
“slow violence” of “political policing” which 
targets politically active groups and individu-
als, including “retaliatory felony prosecutions; 
the infiltration of activist groups by under-
cover officers; widespread surveillance… and 
a campaign of vilification aimed at destroying 
activists’ reputations and halting their organi-
zations’ gains.” (2)

Davis highlights efforts advanced by the 
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC), contrasted with the targeted legal 
work of the NAACP and the voting rights 
and desegregation work of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC).

Regarding the latter, Davis argues that the 
SCLC was at times content to deemphasize 
the fightback: “SCLC organizers reasoned 
that it was far preferable for liberal whites to 
view protesters as powerless victims instead 
of violent aggressors or any number of 
other racist stereotypes Black people in the 

movement routinely 
confronted.” (82)

In addition, Davis 
writes that placing 
“activism against 
police violence at 
the center of our 
larger narrative… is 
to bring communists 
and socialists back 
into the history of 
the movement,” (12) 
further suggest-
ing that the latter 
groups influenced 
civil rights activists 
to view police violence as essentially system-
atic, rather than something to be addressed 
merely through piecemeal reforms.

The “Red Squads”
The roots of “political policing” are found 

in early 20th century “red squads,” which 
Davis shows began to shift their focus in the 
1950s to the civil rights movement. Through 
the sweeping history sketched by Davis up to 
the present, he conveys an ideological con-
nectivity by referring to these special units as 
red squads throughout the book’s timeline.

While covering vast amounts of informa-
tion, Davis ably highlights the stories of indi-
viduals and campaigns, making for emotionally 
compelling reading. The book’s first chapter 
sets the tone, beginning as follows:

“Four thousand people gathered for Glov-
er Davis’s funeral at the Mount Zion Baptist 
Church in Atlanta on Labor Day 1933.” (18)

A blind man, Glover Davis had been shot 
by police five days earlier. Seventy uniformed 
police carrying machine guns and teargas pa-
trolled the area, harassing the racially mixed 
attendees.

One of the speakers was 29-year-old 
Atlanta native Benjamin Davis (no relation to 
Glover), who spoke out directly about the 
police: “The funeral of Glover Davis whose 
body lies down there is the funeral of every 
Negro in this city unless the murderous bru-
tality of the Atlanta police is stopped!” (19) 

Benjamin Davis was one of the few Black 
lawyers in town and an official of Interna-
tional Labor Defense which was affiliated 
with the Communist Party. Within days, the 
offices of International Labor Defense were 
raided and virtually all literature confiscated. 
Davis protested the lack of a warrant but was 
met with the reply that his disbarment was in 
the works.

Fearing that his life was in danger, 
friends and allies urged Davis to leave 
town. Relocating to New York City, 
he took with him the knowledge that 
“more than any other form of political 
organizing, protesting police brutality 
was likely to draw a swift and severe 
reaction from law enforcement.” (19)

Brutality and Protest
After a brief detour into the history 

of red squads as intelligence and sur-
veillance units, beginning in 1904 when 
New York City established the first 
such unit, Benjamin Davis reenters the 
narrative.

In October of 1947 police brutally 
beat Harlem store owner Samuel Symonette, 
accusing him of running an illegal lottery. 
The Communist Party’s newspaper the Daily 
Worker published photos of the badly beaten 
Symonette. Its editor was Benjamin Davis, 
who had also become a NYC Councilman.

While the Communist Party organized 
protests, Davis’s office published a pamphlet, 
Police Brutality: Lynching, Northern Style, with 
Davis also offering a resolution in city council 
to investigate cases of police brutality.

 Unsurprisingly, July 1948 saw the arrest 
of Davis and 10 other members of the Com-
munist Party’s national board. In a lengthy 
show trial, all were found guilty of violating 
the Smith Act, i.e. promoting the violent 
overthrow of the U.S. government. Benjamin 
Davis lost his council seat and was impris-
oned from late 1951 to April 1955.

Police violence continued in NYC, and 
other groups fought back. The NAACP under 
the leadership of Ella Baker, in what Joshua 
Clark Davis considers an uncharacteristical-
ly bold move, launched a campaign against 
police abuse while demanding the resignation 
of the police commissioner.

In the end, their efforts resulted in the 
establishment of a weak civilian review board 
and the exhaustion of NAACP resources. 
The NAACP “would not return to organizing 
community campaigns against police abuses 
for many years.” (33)

Freedom Now!
The author’s discussion of the 1960 

conference that resulted in the formation 
of SNCC illustrates his historical framing. 
While noting the organization’s commitment 
to nonviolence, he asserts that its “most re-
vealing recommendation” was endorsing “the 
practice of going to jail rather than accepting 

Michael Principe is Professor of Philosophy 
at Middle Tennessee State University and an 
active member of United Campus Workers-
Communication Workers of America (Local 
3865). He is a member of the Middle 
Tennessee branch of Solidarity and an associate 
editor of Against the Current.
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bail.”
Davis extrapolates, stating that SNCC had 

announced “a vision for change that required 
frequent interactions with law enforcement. 
In so doing, it had determined that the road 
to freedom and equality ran straight through 
the police station and the jailhouse.” (54)

Aware that violent confrontations by the 
police themselves would lead to bad press, 
political policing increasingly dominated 
police tactics. Davis catalogues cases of police 
collusion, one of the earliest forms of political 
policing: When white supremacists attacked 
activists, police either looked on or arrived 
immediately after the violent offenders had 
left the scene.

One hot spot was Albany, Georgia, 
where the desegregation campaign of SNCC 
and local protest organization, The Albany 
Movement, provoked the ire of local police 
leading to over 700 arrests, including the 
SCLC’s Martin Luther King and Ralph David 
Abernathy.

Looking to serve their 45-day sentences 
and stir publicity, the two were mysterious-
ly bailed out. It was later revealed that the 
police chief had conspired with the segrega-
tionist editor of the local paper and former 
classmate of John F. Kennedy to pay the bail 
and undermine this plan. Kennedy, Davis 
reports, had given his blessing to the scheme.

The author deftly charts the differing 
approaches of disparate sectors of the civil 
rights movement. His discussion of John 
Lewis’s speech at the historic 1963 March on 
Washington is representative.

The night before the speech, a meeting 
of older movement organizers demand-
ed changes to it, including the removal of 
what would have been the fourth sentence. 
Regarding pending civil rights legislation, Lewis 
had written, “there’s not one thing in the 
bill that will protect our people from police 
brutality.” (113)

Joshua Clark Davis writes that while “old-
er leaders such as King, Randolph, and the 
NAACP’s Wilkins maintained a single-minded 
focus on the passage of federal legislation, the 
young radicals of the movement had found 
common cause under a more ambitious ral-
lying cry, and one that demanded an end to 
police violence: ‘Freedom Now!’” (115)

Policing the Movement
While the massive crowd in Washing-

ton was surrounded by more than 2800 
uniformed officers, local police departments 
from across the country also had undercover 
agents present to monitor and report.

Davis goes on to document various 
infiltration and undercover operations con-
ducted by local police. He does this in a way 
that contextualizes better known events like 
the assassination of Martin Luther King and 
rebellions in Watts (Los Angeles), Detroit and 
elsewhere.

Regarding these rebellions, critics of the 

movement in what became a growing theme 
were quick to blame any ensuing “violence” 
on the fightback against the police. Los Ange-
les mayor Sam Yorty stated, “For some time 
there has existed a world-wide subversive 
campaign to stigmatize all police as brutal. 
The cry of police brutality has been shouted 
all over the world by Communists, dupes and 
demagogues irrespective of the facts.” (204)

In New York City, as CORE ramped up 
its protests against police violence in 1964, 
including an unprecedented sit-in inside police 
headquarters, police immediately assigned 
new recruit Raymond Wood, a Black officer 
in a force that was 95 percent white, to the 
red squad.

Fearing that training at the police academy 
might inadvertently encourage him to look 
or act like a cop, Wood went directly into 
undercover work. After joining CORE, he 
quickly earned the group’s trust, becoming 
housing committee chairman, leading the 
group’s voter registration drive, and repre-
senting the New York chapters at CORE’S 
national convention — all while reporting to 
his real bosses.

Davis describes several illegal actions 
inside and outside of CORE that Wood 
instigated or encouraged. The largest of 
these was a plot to blow up the Statue of 
Liberty and perhaps the Liberty Bell, and the 
Washington Monument. When the plot was 
revealed, Wood was celebrated as a hero.

After lengthy court proceedings, the de-
fendants in the case were acquitted, though 
the movement was increasingly branded as 
terroristic by the police and media. Davis 
concludes that “New York police had devised 
a politically savvy blueprint for repression 
that other police departments would soon 
replicate.” (179)

Other cases of spies and provocateurs 
discussed in detail by Davis include Black 
Memphis cop Marrell McCollough (later 
of the CIA), embedded with the Memphis 
community group The Invaders, who worked 
closely with the SCLC and was the first to 
reach Dr. King as he lay bleeding on the 
Loraine Motel balcony, as well as that of 
Billy Williams, a spy for the Houston police 
ordered to monitor, in his words, “left wings 
and radical people.” (277)

The targets included SNCC activist Lee 
Otis Johnson, who at one point offered 
Williams a marijuana cigarette, resulting in 
conviction on felony marijuana distribution 
charges and a sentence of thirty years in the 
state penitentiary. His case was later taken up 
by Angela Davis, as well as John Lennon and 
Yoko Ono. He served four years before being 
released on appeal.

Continuity of Resistance
As fightback against police repression 

increased, so did the machinery of repression.  
SNCC executive secretary James Foreman in 
his pamphlet 1967: High Tide of Black Resis-

tance argued that SNCC’s embrace of Black 
Power had triggered significant backlash, 
including efforts at the federal level to paint 
SNCC as a violent organization, as well as 
violent attacks by the police themselves illus-
trated, for example, by the police bombing of 
SNCC headquarters in Philadelphia.

The fightback of the Black Panther Party 
for Self-Defense may be better known than 
some of the other efforts documented by 
Davis. Rather than characterizing the Panther 
fightback as a break with the early civil rights 
movement, the author usefully illustrates 
continuity, including the brief 1968 merger of 
SNCC with the Panthers.

Even before the founding of the Panthers, 
the well-known practice of patrolling the 
police in Los Angeles had begun with support 
from SNCC and CORE. SNCC staffers were 
also involved in the founding of most early 
Panther chapters.

But by the end of 1968 the Panthers 
themselves, Davis concludes, had become the 
most significant Black activist organization, 
attracting members and public attention for 
their work against police violence.

From here, Davis charts the ups and 
downs of the growing awareness of police 
tactics. In the penultimate chapter, “Unmask-
ing,” Davis focuses on the way many of the 
dirty deeds of the cops were revealed in the 
late 1960s and 1970s. This includes, probably 
most spectacularly, the 1974 break-in of an 
FBI office outside Philadelphia by activists 
which revealed the extent of FBI surveillance.

Court cases were also an occasion for 
unmasking. Davis writes, “No case in these 
years did more to raise the prospect of legal 
defense exposing police intelligence abuses 
than the People of the State of New York v. Lu-
mumba Shakur or, as it became more widely 
known, the Panther 21 trial.” (310-11).

Prosecutors had charged the group with 
plotting a series of violent acts. The state’s 
star witness was Gene Roberts, who had 
been undercover for five years.

Under cross-examination for several 
days, Roberts revealed much more than was 
previously known about police undercover 
operations, while at the same time seeming 
to identify with the Panthers. All defendants 
were acquitted.

Successful civil suits against the police 
followed, forcing the police to retrench. 
The National Council of Police Societies, 
representing 25,000 Black cops, passed a 
resolution against undercover work in Black 
activist organizations, with the New York 
president stating that he was now “advising 
my Black officers to inform people that they 
are assigned to inform on that ‘I’m a police 
officer assigned to inform on you.’” (315)

Revelations and Coverups
At the federal level the U.S. Senate Select 

Committee to Study Governmental Opera-
continued on page 35
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REVIEW
Memoir: Uplifting a Movement  By Carol Hayse
Levitating the Pentagon 
and Other Uplifting Stories:
A Life of Activism
By Nancy Kurshan
Three Rooms Press, 2026, 352 pages,
$22 paper.

RARELY IN THE life of an organizer 
are we affirmed for our efforts in 
a public and tangible way — when 
we get to see what our struggles 
have produced and feel that we have 
accomplished something worthwhile.

We usually see the part, not the whole 
perhaps, and think that what we have done 
may not have changed the world, but was 
confused, disorderly, and partial. The Chicago 
Teachers’ Union strike of 2012, which broke 
“bowling league” unionism and began an 
assault on neoliberalism, was such a moment.

Another such moment was experienced 
by Nancy Kurshan when she and other peace 
activists were invited back to Vietnam on the 
anniversary of the signing of the Paris Peace 
Accords. She was thrilled and affirmed to 
be embraced by the powerful Madam Binh, 
who had succeeded in staring down Henry 
Kissinger in negotiations.

 A “red diaper baby,” Nancy was raised 
among people who took worker organizing 
and opposition to government policies out 
into the street. She emerged into organizing 
as a young adult in the early ’60s, into the 
counterculture and into the Peace Movement.

Much of Nancy’s countercultural work 
centered on the Yippees, an anarchist-like 
grouping who mounted events filled with 
humor and satire to expose the government. 
As a principal in that movement, she, Jerry 
Rubin, Abbie Hoffman and others were 
central to the trial of “The Chicago 8” that 
had arisen out of protests aimed at the 1968 
Democratic Convention.

The Yippees were also responsible for 
a highly successful peaceful assault (1967) 
on the Pentagon. The levitation did not 
appear to succeed(!), but in spite of that the 
Pentagon retreated from most of its threats. 
And to give the counterculture its due, such 
exuberant satire attracted disaffected white 
youth more robustly than did most of the 
rest of the left.

Franz Fanon, C.L. R. James and other such 

thinkers influenced Nancy in 
that era. And as years with 
the Yippees taught Nancy its 
limitations, she leaned into 
other ways of opposing the 
Vietnam War, colonialism and 
white supremacy.

Protest to Resistance
She moved from protest 

to resistance and associated 
herself with the Weather 
Underground Organization, 

and later the Prairie Fire Organizing Commit-
tee. As supporters of antiracist direct action 
PFOC logically associated itself with Puerto 
Rican Independence work, and with prison 
abolition efforts. Nancy did seminal work in 
these arenas for many years. The throughline 
of all of these efforts was anti-imperialism, 
feminism and antiracism.

Nancy story-tells her life with humor, clar-

ity, and honesty. She warmly shares stories of 
life with her two husbands, and the untradi-
tional ways her children were raised.

She shares her personal and political de-
velopment and reflects candidly on mistakes. 
For instance, she remarks on the failure of 
“our (part of the movement’s) inability to 
develop an anti-racist class perspective that 
appealed to the white working class.”

She notes with pride that PFOC de-
veloped probably the most authentic and 
advanced feminist practice on the left, and 
was influential in placing anti-racist work on 
the agenda for much of the left.

Of course Nancy shares the despair of all 
of us at the current U.S. moment. But her 
decades of anti-imperialist organizing have 
provided a foundation for understanding of 
some of the paths that must be taken now.  
A political life to be celebrated. (Afterword: 
Nancy currently works in “1000 Grand-
mothers” addressing the climate crisis.)  n

tions with Respect to Intelligence activities, 
chaired by Frank Church, resulted in a host 
of revelations regarding the domestic spying 
operations of the FBI and CIA.

Davis notes that while the committee’s 
mandate included local police, its investiga-
tions unfortunately remained on the federal 
level, including dropping an investigation of 
Chicago police who collaborated with FBI 
informants to monitor and kill Black Panthers 
Fred Hampton and Mark Clark as they slept.

The final chapter, “The Unremembering,” 
documents the vast number of intelligence 
records destroyed in such cities as Memphis, 
Chicago and Los Angeles, sometimes hours 
before courts were to take possession of 
them, denying the public its ability to know.

Purposeful neglect of the real history of 
policing continues, as Davis illustrates, at 
the National Law Enforcement Museum in 
Washington, as well as in popular college 
textbooks on policing.

Telling too, Davis notes, are the obituaries 
following the death of John Lewis. Fore-
grounding his stance on nonviolence and his 
own police beatings, they regularly omitted 
that he was “among the movement’s most 
prominent critics of police violence.” (336)

Concluding with a brief survey of ongoing 
police violence, Davis writes:

“As Americans cling to the idea that the civil 
rights movement set the country on the path 

toward democracy, achieving racial justice is 
impossible without exposing the historical truth 
of police attacks on antiracist activists.” (342)

For Davis, nothing short of a national 
truth commission on the order of those 
found in South Africa, Chile and Argentina 
could begin to do this.

Though Davis rightly notes that in the 
current climate this is unlikely to take place at 
the official level, he argues that:

“A commission organized by some combina-
tion of the Movement for Black Lives, the Na-
tional Lawyers Guild, the Equal Justice Initiative, 
and the American Civil Liberties Union would 
come closer to the truth than one compromised 
by legislative niceties.” (346)

Police Against the Movement includes much 
more, with each chapter filled with compel-
ling detail. Joshua Clark Davis is far from an 
invisible or neutral narrator. He is present in 
the text, his voice is strong and his political 
perspective clear.

Any reader will find the book chilling not 
just for the historical accounts, but for the 
way that so much of it resonates with the 
present moment, including the complicity of 
the media, liberal politicians and university 
administrators, with ongoing state repression. 
Encouraging such awareness is a consequence 
of the kind of historical work done by Davis. 
Confronting the past facilitates making the 
oppressive present visible. n

Violence of Political Policing — continued from page 34

Despite growing up in rural South Dakota, Carol 
Hayse has been an organizer on the Chicago 
left for decades. She lives with her partner 
Linda, a poet and singer-songwriter.
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The Young Person’s Illustrated 
Guide to American Fascism
By Sue Coe and Stephen F. Eisenman
OR Books, 2025, 180 pages, $23 paperback.

WITH MY OWN youth rapidly fading, I 
am not the target audience for Sue Coe 
and Stephen F. Eisenman’s The Young 
Person’s Illustrated Guide to American 
Fascism. Still, the title conjured up imag-
es of Silver Shirts, Black Legionaries, 
German-American Bundists, Klansmen, 
Proud Boys and Patriot Fronters, alongside 
perhaps a brief history of each group and 
some of their activities.

That would be a book I would happily 
read and recommend to those who think “it 
can’t happen here.” Unfortunately, it was not 
the book I got.

Eisenman, an art historian who regularly 
contributes to CounterPunch, has written a 
few text pieces that accompany around a 
hundred of Coe’s pieces. Eisenman’s intro-
duction is written in a conversational, easy to 
understand language.

There is nothing wrong with trying to 
teach younger people about fascism. The fight 
against the recurrence of fascism will take all 
of us, the young and the not so much.

It is imperative, however, that this 
education be factually correct. Eisenman 
makes a few glaring errors. He writes of “the 
isolationist and anti-Semitic” America First 
Committee. The Committee was not, on its 
face, an antisemitic organization.

While obvious Jew haters like Henry Ford 
were prominent America Firsters, so were 
Socialist Party presidential candidate Norman 
Thomas and Progressive Party stalwarts 
Phillip and Robert LaFollette. No one can 
reasonably accuse them of being antisemites.

Similarly, Eisenman claims the Committee 
“was formed by [aviator] Charles Lindbergh.” 
This is incorrect, as Lindbergh joined months 
after the group was formed, although he 
became its most prominent spokesman.

Fascism: What Is It?
Eisenman’s diagnosis of fascism is messy 

and more likely to confuse than to enlight-
en. While he answers his own rhetorical 
question, “isn’t fascism — or its rudiments 

— already here?” by 
saying that the United 
States is still a democ-
racy worth protecting, 
he also states that 
the “roots of current 
American fascism 
may be found in the 
country’s origins.”

This slippery 
definition of fascism 
pervades Eisenman’s 

introduction. Slavery, McCarthyism, the 
ethnic cleansing of the Native Americans, the 
meat industry, the Lavender Scare, and much 
more are all deemed fascist. One recalls 
theories that attempt to explain everything 
and end up explaining nothing. If everything is 
“fascist,” then nothing is.

However, his recounting of the story of 
Klaus Barbie, the Nazi war criminal recruited 
by U.S. intelligence agencies, is commendable 
and epitomizes how fascist movements can 
be such useful tools for the powerful.

The present volume offers five sugges-
tions as to how to fight fascism. These are a 
decidedly mixed bag.

The first suggestion, “Vote for Harris and 
Walz in November,” is so dated as to become 
laughable. This book released in 2025, so 
barring time travel, this would have been 
impossible when released and has not gotten 
any less so in the year since.

Others are more reasonable: protest for 
peace and join a political organization. A few 
are just generally good advice for living: talk 
to neighbors, eat healthy foods, exercise, take 
time to appreciate the arts.

Uncompromising Artwork
The rest of the book is taken up with 

Coe’s artwork. She is a regular contributor 
to the annual comics anthology World War 
3 Illustrated, and has appeared in publica-
tions ranging from the Nation to Entertain-
ment Weekly. Coe and Eisneman previously 
collaborated on The Ghosts of Our Meat and 
Zooicide, titles dealing with animal rights.

Coe’s work is obviously indebted to some 
of the great Weimar-era political artists, 
people like John Heartfield, Otto Dix and 
Kathe Kollwitz. Her work is visceral and 
immediate. It leaves no room for misinter-
pretation. As befits her interests, animals are 
a recurring motif: dogs, pigs, cows, even the 
lowly bumblebee.

That said, some contextualization would 
have been welcome. Not because anything is 

difficult to parse, as Coe is never a confusing 
artist. Rather, I’m interested in the origins of 
some of these pieces.

Why, for example, did she caricature 
Henry Ford hawking copies of the Dearborn 
Independent and its serial “the International 
Jew?” As a native Michigander, I’m always 
curious why one of our most infamous sons 
is again the topic of conversation.

Was this caricature for a book? A news-
paper? A magazine? Did it accompany an 
article about Ford? Unfortunately these are 
all questions the text does not answer.

Despite Eisenman’s statement that Coe 
uses “humor or irony,” allowing viewers to 
gain emotional release from her work, this 
is few and far between. More often, Coe fo-
cuses on the grotesque, the horrific, and the 
tragic. She more resembles fellow World War 
3 Illustrated contributor Seth Tobocman than 
the more ironically inclined Peter Kuper.

To take a comparison away from the 
realm of visual arts, Coe’s pieces remind me 
of the discography of UK peace punks Crass, 
with their matching black outfits and iconic 
band symbol combining the cross, swastika, 
and ouroboros.

Dedicated to pacifism, feminism, nuclear 
disarmament and vegetarianism, the group’s 
members even made the cat living at their 
commune try out a vegetarian diet.

Crass were uncompromising in their poli-
tics. Releases like “Do They Owe Us a Living,” 
“You’re Already Dead” and “How Does it 
Feel?” left little doubt where they stood. Even 
a listener who finds little to disagree with in 
their messages can find themselves blud-
geoned and numbed to what they are saying. 
Unlike the Clash or Phil Ochs, Crass never 
let up on the attack.

Much like Tobocman or Crass, I find Coe’s 
work difficult to take in such overwhelming 
doses. Her single-minded approach is admi-
rable, but also limiting. She is unlike the great 
Art Young, who varied his approaches even 
when confronting some of the worst of the 
human condition.

The Young Person’s Illustrated Guide to 
American Fascism is a flawed work. Its defini-
tion of fascism is too broad, and often discon-
nected from the art pieces. If the point is to 
show the long history of fascist ideas, more 
of the pieces should be focused on the past 
rather than the present. Nonetheless, despite 
my complaints parts of Eisenman’s history are 
worth reiterating and Coe’s artwork has an 
overwhelming power to it.  n

REVIEW
Fighting Fascism: An Uneven Guide  By Hank Kennedy

Hank Kennedy is a Detroit-area educator 
and writer whose work has appeared in the 
Comics Journal, Logos, New Politics, and 
The Progressive. He writes on a variety of 
topics but particularly focuses on the connection 
between comic books, culture and politics.
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REVIEW
The Cultural Vanguard Is Antifascist By Paula Rabinowitz

Antifascism and the Avant-Garde:
Radical Documentary in the 1960s
By Julia Alekseyeva
University of California Press, 2025, 270 pages. 
$29.95 paperback.

THIS EXUBERANT BOOK reveals, or in a 
favorite word of film critic and historian Julia 
Alekseyeva, “unveils,” the deep connections 
among three seemingly disparate times and 
places of radical documentary filmmaking.

The scenes range from the 1920s Soviet 
Union (primarily the films of Dziga Vertov 
and the criticism of Viktor Shklovsky); 1960s 
Japan (the films and writings of Matsumoto 
Toshio and Hani Susumu, among others); 
and 1960s France (especially the writings of 
George Sadoul, and films by Chris Marker, 
Jean-Luc Godard and Agnès Varda, and 
others).

Alekseyeva reads through a comprehen-
sive archive of obscure left-wing journals and 
film manifestoes produced within the orbits 
of dissenting communist filmmakers and crit-
ics during the turbulent years of the 1960s.

The afterlife of the immediate postwar 
period in both France and Japan extended 
into the 1970s as societal resistance to com-
ing to terms with the nations’ fascist pasts, as 
well as the emerging consumerist econo-
mies — made possible in part by continuing 
collaboration with the neo-imperialism of the 
United States — contributed to the refusal 
to admit the end of their respective empires 
in Algeria and the Pacific.

All this paradoxically fostered a thriv-
ing community of antifascist, skeptically 
communist and decidedly avant-garde and 
experimental filmmakers and their critics and 
audiences.

This collective work burst the seams of 
traditional documentary forms. But more 
than that, the varied approaches to a new 
form of filmmaking remade the “media ecolo-
gy” of both national cultures, extending their 
influence internationally.

In their focus on exploring how the pres-

ent state of capitalism infected 
daily life after America emerged 
as the global hegemon following 
World War II, the filmmakers 
and critics writing in Kiroku eiga 
and other film periodicals in 
Japan, and Cinéthique, among 
others in France — a rich 
counterculture to even the rebel 
Cahiers du Cinéma — expanded 
and interrogated the dominant 
practices of cinematic reportage.

Both deep links and casual 
connections between French 
filmmakers (Alain Resnais was key) and those 
in Japan, especially Matsumoto Toshio — 
whose films and writings were guided by his 
insistence on recognizing the twin origins of 
film history coming from France: enchant-
ment (Georges Méliès) and actuality (Lumière 
Brothers) — contributed to developing 
documentary forms that could challenge the 
emerging common sense of postwar consum-
er capitalism and its attendant violence.

These filmmakers explored the full range 
of cinematic “tricks” as Alekseyeva calls them, 
translating Vertov.

Future-oriented Antifascist Filmmaking
The apparently elongated triangulation of 

prewar Soviet Russia and postwar Japan and 
France was actually in close temporal and 
spatial proximity. Particularly in the queer 
films coming out of late 1960s Japan, which 
culminates the book’s exploration of radical 
documentaries, Alekseyeva finds a “filmmak-
ing as a future-oriented antifascist revolution-
ary phenomenology” by mining an archive of 
“heretofore untranslated writings by these 
directors [Matsumoto, Terayama and Hani] 
gleaned from published interviews, articles, 
and autobiographies.”

Within the three films that conclude 
her study — Bara no sōretsu (Funeral Parade 
of Roses, 1969), Sho o suteyo, machi e deyō 
(Throw away your Books, Rally in the Streets, 
1971) and Gozenchū no jikkanwari (Morning 
Schedule, 1972) — Alekseyeva locates “the 
antifascist and anti-imperialist aesthetics as 
defined in this book:” “media literacy via 
epistemological struggle (the stability of truth 
is always fervently questioned) and […] an 
emphasis on affective, sensorial liveliness.” 
(163).

Interleaving chapters — first Japan, then 
France, then Japan, then France and ending 
in Japan —  allow Alekseyeva freedom to 
demonstrate that even without the easy 

availability of the means of 
international communication and 
circulation of media within our 
21st century, film practices and 
criticism were marked by closely 
watched experimentation across 
cultures.

Beginning with Matsumoto’s 
ANPO Jōyaku, a “response to the 
ANPO struggle of 1960” — an 
enormous Japan-wide protest 
against the U.S.-Japan Treaty of 
Mutual Cooperation and Secu-
rity — Alekseyeva charts the 

development of “allegorical documentary” (29, 
emphasis in original).

Its form and content slide between cap-
turing reality and rupturing it by tracing the 
truth in fiction, while exposing the fiction in/
of documentary. Matsumoto’s film reaches 
back to Vertov’s experimental Man with a 
Movie Camera (1929) and to Alain Resnais’s 
more recent Night and Fog (1956), a film 
which looks at the past — France’s complici-
ty in the Holocaust, in the midst of its violent 
response to Algerian anticolonialism in the 
present.

ANPO Jōyaku condemns the violence of 
empire: both Japanese in Asia through the 
1940s and that of the United States since the 
atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
This and other films spurred a rich critical 
response in small leftist film journals.

Through various experimental techniques 
— animation, jump cuts, superimpositions, 
reversals, and more — radical documenta-
ry destabilizes viewers because cinema is 
uniquely able to fracture what movies them-
selves have historically constructed as reality 
using self-reflexive devices.

 These short films call into question dom-
inant political narratives by expressing them-
selves against dominant aesthetics, by insisting 
that audiences work to comprehend the 
films’ logic and in so doing, pushing viewers to 
a “coming to terms with one’s past.” (39)

When most effective, they do so not only 
didactically but with a certain spontaneous 
outbreak of joy and excitation along with 
agitation. Radical, allegorical, neo-, sur- docu-
mentaries unravel the viewing self as the films 
spool through their projectors.

From this excavation of early 1960s 
Japanese cinematic radicalism (which was 
unknown to me), the more familiar militancy 
of Chris Marker’s Le Jolie Mai (1963) and 
Agnès Varda’s short documentary, made en-
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tirely from still photographs, Salut les Cubains 
(1963) seems less shocking.

These were films circulating internation-
ally. They were touchstones and, along with 
Resnais’s and Godard’s films from Breathless 
(1959) on, came to represent what politically 
aware, avant-garde filmmaking could be.

Again, Aleskeyeva chooses three films, 
unpacked in close readings of shots and 
scenes, and contextualizes them through the 
responses they provoked in Miroir du Cinéma 
and other small Left Bank periodicals.

Problems of Nationalism and Women
Another leapfrog back and forth to Japan 

and France looks at the movies made in the 
context of the rising nationalism during 1964 
Tokyo Olympics and a Paris exulting in its 
postwar cultural scene.

Godard’s and Jean-Pierre Morin’s Dziga 
Vertov Group (DVG) made controversial 
documentaries — often funded by national 
television companies (BBC in the UK, RAI 
in Italy) and just as often censored and sup-
pressed by them.

Within a “critique of ‘truth’-telling” (133), 
coupled with a push for audience engage-
ment through affect, these films challenge 
the emerging consumer culture sweeping 
the non-Communist globe with America’s 
neo-imperialist ideology and products.

In all cases, Alekseyeva finds variations on 
the trope of woman as nation. The “allegori-
cal semi-documentary,” Nippon konchūki (the 
utterly weird 1963 Insect Woman by Imamu-
ra Shōhei) and Godard and Gorin’s British 
Sounds, for instance, both use the figure of 
the woman as symbolic of the body politic.

But the DVG films in their “formal 
asceticism” (138) manage to demean women, 
equating them, as had earlier generations 
of leftist critics, with bourgeois tendencies 
dampening the masculinist vigor of revolu-
tionary men, while the Japanese versions 
verge on the fantastic through recourse to 
bizarre allegory suggesting playfulness.

There is so much to learn from this book. 
I merely scratch the surface of the engage-
ment with contemporary scholarship on 
the two, really three, film cultures, as well as 
the historical writings buried in archives and 
needing a multilingual critic and theorist like 
Julia Aleskeyeva to unearth them.

Reality Matters
Antifascism and the Avant-Garde sits along-

side earlier books charting the political and 
aesthetic revolutions documentary filmmaking 
made possible around the globe.

These include Jonathan Kahane’s Intelli-
gence Work: The Politics of American Docu-
mentary (2008), Luke Robinson’s Independent 
Chinese Documentary: From the Studio to the 
Street (2013), Alice Lovejoy’s Army Film and 
the Avant Garde: Cinema and Experiment in the 
Czechoslovak Military (2014), Screening the Red 
Army Faction: Historical and Cultural Memory 

by Christina Gerhardt (2018), her co-edit-
ed collection with Sara Saljouli, 1968 and 
Global Cinema (2018), Jill Godmillow’s Kill the 
Documentary: A Letter to Filmmakers, Students, 
and Scholars (2022) and Shirly Bahar’s 2023 
Documentary Cinema in Israel and Palestine: 
Performance, the Body, the Home, to name a 
few.

But there are a few caveats to note. In 
our moment of so-called “truths” posted 
almost hourly on Donald Trump’s platform 
Truth Social and the incursion of AI deep-
fakes into almost every facet of life — just 
yesterday, for example, I received another 
email request to “quietly” join, i.e., fund, 
someone’s book club to promote Writing Red 
as “urgent […] inconveniently alive” — we 
need to make sure Kellyanne Conway’s decla-
ration that the Trump administration creates 
“alternative facts” is not allowed to pass.

We must insist on a reality that can be 
documented for the future. Yes, there are 
multiple experiences within any given event 
which generate a kaleidoscope of memories, 
but something objective happened on Febru-
ary 28, 2026. A girl’s school was bombed by 
a U.S. Tomahawk missile in Minab, Iran, killing 
more than 180 people, most of them young 
girls. It wasn’t the Iranians and it wasn’t an 
AI-generated fake.

The United States has not made an 
“excursion” into Iran; it is making war. Israel is 
not “mowing the grass” in Gaza; it committed 
genocide. Russia invaded Ukraine; that’s war, 
not a “special military operation.” Moreover, 
it’s an uncomfortable fact that both sites of 
these radical documentary productions were 
liberal, capitalist democracies.

In 1973, North Korea’s Kim Jong Il pub-
lished (and it appeared in English from Pyong-
yang: Foreign Languages Publishing House) On 
the Art of Cinema with its detailed exposition 
of “humanics” and “seed theory” to develop 
cinema as “a powerful ideological weapon for 
the revolution and construction.” (2)

But these films, Communist, with a capital 

C, were not those borrowing from dissident 
leftists: Bertolt Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt 
(Alienation Effect) or Viktor Shklovsky’s 
ostranenie (estrangement) or the Situationists’ 
détournement (hijacking) aiming to bare the 
cinematic device and unsettle audience ex-
pectations. Kim’s vision of revolutionary film-
making sought to “model” correct thought 
and actions within the “worker’s state.”

“Ecstatic Self-Revolution”

At the very end of the final chapter, Alek-
seyeva describes her experience watching Sho 
o suteyo at a screening at Harvard where she 
was a graduate student.

Her visceral response — “ecstatic self-revo-
lution” (192 in her italicized words) — sent 
her on a new trajectory that resulted in help-
ing organize a union, moving across country, 
writing her memoir Soviet Daughter: A Graphic 
Revolution, and, ultimately, this book.

Throughout Antifascism and the Avant-Gar-
de, her method elegantly moves between 
historical contextualization, close reading 
of contemporaneous critiques and, most 
important, looking closely at the films them-
selves.

Thus she allows us to fully appreciate how 
the circulation of ideas and aesthetics and 
politics was coextensive with a developing 
leftist film community. She captures some of 
the heady experiences of the 1960s as sex 
and movies and happenings and demonstra-
tions filled our days and nights.

We were all reading some of these 
journals, watching some of these films and 
marching in the streets — and then talking, 
talking, talking about them. It was all of a 
piece for those of us in the United States, 
and elsewhere too.

Revolution was in the air. In his 1908 
poem “Archaic Torso of Apollo” Rainer Maria 
Rilke concludes: “for here there is no place/that 
does not see you. You must change your life.” 
The films discussed in this book give a glimpse 
at how this might be accomplished. n

TOO MANY PROGRESSIVE forces still 
view the world through outdated lenses, 
imagining the United States as the only 
imperialist power and Russia as its vic-
tim. This framework cannot explain why 
Ukraine continues to resist even when U.S. 
military aid is withdrawn. It cannot explain 
why workers, feminists, LGBTQ+ activists 
and socialists in Ukraine overwhelmingly 
support resistance.

Opposing arms to Ukraine in the name 
of “anti‑militarism” leaves us defenceless. It 
is not solidarity — it is abandonment.

•  Stand with Ukrainian workers, unions 
and social movements resisting invasion and 
fighting for democratic rights.

•  Support military and humanitarian aid 
that enables Ukraine to survive and defend 
people.

•  Oppose neoliberal reforms that un-

dermine labour rights and social protections 
during wartime.

•  Demand a just peace — one decided 
by Ukrainians, not imposed by Trump, 
Putin and great‑power deals that reward 
aggression.

The far-right in the UK, USA and else-
where are Putin apologists. Ukraine’s defeat 
would strengthen fascists and authoritarian 
forces everywhere.

Ukraine’s resistance — the survival of 
our labour movement —  assists struggles 
for democracy and social justice across the 
world. Do not exclude Ukrainian voices. 
Do not call occupation “peace.” Stand with 
Ukraine. Stand with Ukrainian workers.  n

—Partial text from Social Movement (Sot-
sialnyi Rukh)’s open letter to an international 
antiwar conference that excluded Ukrainian 
activists from the speakers’ platform.
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REVIEW
Furious Minds:
The Making of the Maga New Right
By Laura K. Field
Princeton University Press, 2025,
432 pages, $35 hardcover.

“Usually, intellectual movements 
precede the use of political ones, but 
in the case of Trump’s camp follow-
ers they are reverse engineering an 
intellectual doctrine to match Trump’s 
basic instincts.” ( Jacob Heilbrunn, 
New York Review of Books, July 
18, 2019)

ON JUNE 16, 2015 Donald Trump 
descended the golden escalator at Trump 
Tower in Manhattan. He reached the bottom 
with a brain full of isms: jingoism, racism, 
misogynism and narcissism.

What his brain lacked were arguments 
and ideas to sell his isms to the American 
public. Fortunately for Trump, there was a 
ready-made cadre able and willing to fill that 
gap. How this symbiosis took place is the 
subject of Laura K. Field’s Furious Minds.

With the exception of out-of-control 
McCarthyism in the 1950s, and the overreach 
of the Goldwater phenomenon in 1964, 
the American conservative movement was 
content to wage its fights within the Marquis 
of Queensbury rules set by liberalism.1

Although always looking to chip away 
at the reforms of the New Deal, and being 
nonplussed by the culture shocks of the 
late 1960s, the New Right settled into the 
respectable mindset of fusionism.2

Laura Field defines fusionism this way:
“I use Reagan/Buckley conservatism, ‘fusion-

ism,’ and ‘establishment conservatism’ synon-
ymously to describe the dominant ideological 
umbrella of the conservatism of the last half 
century.”

If the old fusionist right dreamt of an 
America of the 1920’s Calvin Coolidge, 
then the New Right intellectuals of Furious 
Minds want a world that existed before the 
Enlightenment. The former sought to change 
opinions and votes, the latter seeks to change 
how people live in the world.

Laura Field sounds the alarm:
“(T)he illiberal right’s renaissance has only 

grown in scope and power, and counterrevo-
lutionary extremism. By 2024, the New Right 

obviously could no longer 
be ignored.” (316)

Field was an under-
graduate in the early 
2000s at the University 
of Alberta. While at 
UA she was mentored 
by a professor who 
was both a former U.S. 
Marine and a Strauss-
ian.3

This background 
provided Field with 
insight into the thinking 
of the New Right, but 

she never bought totally into the Straussian 
worldview and is a self-described liberal.

A Tale of Three Groupings
Furious Minds divides the intellectual ter-

rain of the New Right into three main group-
ings. These are Claremonters, usually affiliated 
with the Claremont Institute of California; 
the primarily Roman Catholic Postliberals; 
and the National Conservatives.

Interacting with all three is what Field 
dubs the Hard Right. Most of this review will 
focus on who these forces are.

Early in Furious Minds, Field lists 33 
dramatis personae who will play important 
roles in her book. Eight are names that most 
readers will recognize. Many of the names 
mentioned are identified with advanced 
academic degrees. None of the names belong 
to a woman.

Michael Anton, a.k.a. Publius Decius Mus 
(pretentious nicknames serve as the “secret 
handshakes” of this world), is a Claremont 
Fellow, deeply influenced by Leo Strauss.

The September 5, 2016 issue of the Clare-
mont Review of Books featured Anton’s essay, 
“The Flight 93 Election.”4 One week later 
Rush Limbaugh read the entire essay for the 
benefit of his 15 million listeners.

The first sentence of “Flight 93” is nothing 
less than a rallying cry to the future MAGA 
Right: “2016 is the Flight 93 election: charge 
the cockpit or you die.” In short, time is 
running out, the clock is ticking.

In the first Trump administration the 
Claremont Institute established a beachhead 
in the Oval Office, with a few minor appoint-
ments. Four years later under Trump 2.0, 
Claremonters launched a full scale invasion.
Field writes:

“Two months into the second Trump admin-
istration over thirty alumni of the Claremont 
Fellowship program have been hired on its staff.”

High on the hit-list of these new appoin-
tees was the campaign to smash the so-called 
administrative state, also known as the “deep 
state.” This bogey-man has its origins in a 
1940 debate between Leon Trotsky and 
James Burnham (a favorite of the New Right). 
In the debate Burnham substituted the “Man-
agerial Revolution” for the Marxist concept 
of the capitalist ruling class as the primary 
enemy of the working class.

Years later the “managerial revolution” 
idea was picked up by paleo-conservative 
Sam Francis, and it later entered into the 
Claremont playbook. Finally, “managers” had 
morphed into “government bureaucrats,” 
and in early 2025 became the target of Elon 
Musk’s chainsaw.

The Postliberals
The second leg on the New Right’s three-

legged stool is the mostly Roman Catholic 
Postliberals. Many, though not all, Postliberals 
identify as Integralists.

Integralism traces its origin to the nearly 
two-century long attempt to reconcile the 
Church with modernism. The French Revolu-
tion, Darwinism and a new reading of biblical 
scripture (“higher criticism”), resulted in an 
intense debate between the adapters and the 
traditionalists/integralists.

In the early 1960s, Vatican II brought 
about a cease-fire, but many integralists 
decided to fight on. American integralists 
see the separation of church and state as an 
artificial construct that must be eliminated.

Another Postliberal concern is for what 
they call the “common good.” The common 
good turns out to be a series of abstractions, 
e.g. justice, peace and abundance — a substi-
tute for concrete demands for change in the 
real world — to be brought about under the 
watchful eye of the Catholic Church.

Prominent Postliberal Patrick Deneen 
wrote Why Liberalism Failed, which was on 
the bestsellers list for several weeks. Barack 
Obama rated it worthy of his must read list 
in 2018.

In a New York Review of Books review, Rob-
ert Kuttner wrote: “ …(the book) perceives 
liberalism as a betrayal of deeper sources of 
culture and civilization, such as the family, the 
tribe, the nation and the church.”

Sohrab Ahmari, another Postliberal, opts 
to take no prisoners in his 2019 exchange 
with conservative commentator David 
French: “Fight the culture wars. Defeating the 
enemy and enjoying the spoils in the public 
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square reordered to the common good, 
ultimately the Highest Good.”

National Conservatism
National Conservatism dates its origin to 

a 2019 conference of the same name. The 
keynote speaker at the conference was Peter 
Thiel. Laura Field writes of Thiel’s political 
pedigree: “Thiel has been a lifelong student 
of Carl Schmitt,5 Leo Strauss and the French 
Catholic thinker Rene Gerard.”

Thiel’s world view can be summed up in 
this 2000 statement: “I no longer believe that 
freedom and democracy are compatible.”

My guess is that he would gladly dispense 
with either freedom or democracy for the 
masses, leaving “no-holds-barred” freedom of 
billionaires to rule the world.

The driving force behind the Nat Cons 
movement is the Israeli-born Yoram Hazony. 
Hazony was strongly influenced by the far-
right Zionist, Meir Kahane.

Israel serves as the template for Nat 
Cons’ “perfect” nation state: no need for 
pluralism, no need for multiculturalism. For 
Nat Cons the ideal nation state should have a 
dominant majority, with a dominant religion, 
and a dominant culture.

Nat Cons stress homogeneity for individ-
ual states, but are willing to concede diversity 
among the various nation states.

Field ends the chapter on National 
Conservatism with words that could apply to 
much of the New Right: “It stands for a re-
version to particularism6, tribalism, and closed 
mindedness. And it is entirely comfortable 
with illiberal forms of politics that stamp 
on individual rights, and instead embrace 
raw exertions of majoritarian power. The 
predominant national group calls the shots.” 
Case closed.

The Hard Right
Field characterizes the Postliberals and the 

National Conservatives as being the “id” of 
the New Right. If so, the Hard Right consti-
tutes “Monsters from the Id.”

Furious Minds points to Charlottesville 
in May, 2017, as the turning point in which 
“the alt-right was on the way out, but the 
dissident Hard Right was rising.”

Both the mainstream New Right and the 
Hard Right look to ancient Greece for role 
models. However, the Hard Right chooses 
Sparta (the militarist image) rather than Ath-
ens. Another distinction is the Hard Right’s 
preference for earthy, rather than Roman, 
nicknames. Gone are Mancius Manlius Cap-
itolinus and Plautus, to be replaced by Raw 
Egg Nationalists and Bronze Age Pervert (aka 
BAP.)

BAP is the Romanian-born Costin Ala-
mariu, whose nickname belies his Yale PhD in 
Political Philosophy. Alamariu’s self-published 
book Bronze Age Mindset (BAM) appeared in 
2018, and  became a bestseller on Amazon.

BAM counterposes the “heroic” Bronze 
Age to the Iron Age, which in BAM’s fanciful 
telling was dominated by “feminism and so-
cialism,” along with “sallow night of the matri-
archy.” BAP sees the contemporary world as 
a reincarnation of the Iron Age, and calls on 
men to “lift weights, join the military, prepare 
for a takeover of the world, sow great chaos, 
and discredit the system.”

Sound absurd? Just listen to Pete Hegseth 
when he addresses the troops. This toxic 
brew reaches millions of young men in the 
virtual world of the “manosphere.”

Method of the Madness
Furious Minds reminds us several times 

that the world of the New Right is a world 
where ideas come first, and where the real 
world rarely follows. You can search its index 
for the all-important word, capitalism, but 
you won’t find it.

To fully appreciate the method of the 
New Right’s madness we must jump through 
Alice’s looking glass and examine two oppos-
ing explanations for the fifteen to twenty-five 
million demonstrators mobilized by George 
Floyd’s brutal murder.

Those of us trained in the materialist 
approach would see it as a reaction to the 
long march through the unjust history of 
slavery, Jim Crow and racist policing, ending 
in the nine minutes of Derek Chauvin’s knee 
on George Floyd’s neck.

The huge outpouring that followed was 
the result of that horrific history. The New 
Right will have none of this. Instead, they 
would point to — in their view — the bias 
of Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the 
United States and the New York Times’ study 
of slavery and institutional racism, Project 
1619 as the real causes, because they stoke 
racial animosity.

The New Right has perfected the 
technique of latching onto unfamiliar terms 
(e.g. “antifa,” “cultural Marxism,” “wokeism”) 
and turning them into menacing straw men, 

which in turn, they proceed to beat like over-
stuffed piñatas. Perhaps, the best example of 
this gambit is Critical Race Theory (CRT.)

Public Education in the Crosshairs
Christopher Rufo, a product of Clare-

mont, the Heritage Foundation, and the 
Manhattan Institute, has converted CRT into 
an all-purpose wrecking ball aimed squarely at 
public education.  Field quotes Rufo:

“...in education CRT has become the default 
ideology of the federal bureaucracy, and is now 
being weaponized against the American people.”

She later cites an NBC News 2021 report:
“...over 165 local and national groups had 

popped up, aiming to disrupt lessons on race 
and gender.”

While school boards across the country 
were inundated with parents enraged over 
the largely non-existent problem of CRT, 
Rufo next turned his attention toward higher 
education and New College in Florida.

New College, once a highly progressive 
liberal arts college in Sarasota, was targeted 
for overhaul by Rufo and Florida Governor 
Ron DeSantis. In the space of one school 
year they transformed New College into 
a reactionary clone of Hillsdale College in 
Michigan.  Erik Wallenberg, who taught at 
New College during that traumatic year, sums 
up the result of the transformation:

“New College was a test case for the fascist 
forces in higher education. Chris Rufo and the 
Republicans have ransacked NCF, and chased 
out the highly qualified faculty, staff, and 
students, and replaced them with the most reac-
tionary forces in higher education today.”

In this review I have focused on the first 
two thirds of Furious Minds. However the 
book’s final chapters are also fascinating. They 
contain related, but new, topics, including 
Field’s writing on the Christian Right7 and 
additional details about the New Right's 
international co-thinkers.

Laura Field’s writing flows nicely, and 
never slips into the dreaded academic style. 
Her creative use of Aeschylus’s Oresteia 
to illustrate a point brought a smile to this 
reviewer’s face.  n

Notes
1.	 Liberalism: I used the Merriam Webster definition. “A 

political philosophy based on a belief in progress and 
stressing the essential goodness of the human race, 
freedom for the individual from arbitrary authority.

2.	 New Right: there had been several earlier incarnations. 
I used the term meaning the MAGA Right, beginning 
around 2015.

3.	 Straussianism: those influenced by the University of 
Chicago professor Leo Strauss. Strauss was famous for 
his esoteric reading of Plato in order to reach mostly 
right-wing conclusions.

4.	 Flight 93: the airplane hijacked by terrorists, retaken by 
its passengers, and crashed on September 11, 2001.

5.	 Carl Schmitt: a Nazi legal scholar highly regarded by 
the New Right.

6.	 Particularism: emphasizes context-specific factors over 
universal rules or general principles.

7.	 See “Christian Right on the March,” Against the Current 
239, Nov/Dec 2025.

Laura K. Field identifies the three components 
that comprise the intellectual brain trust that 
backbones the New Right movement.
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REVIEW
Demythologizing Colonial Conquest  By Frann Michel

Magellan (2025)
Written and directed by Lav Diaz
Produced by Joaquim Sapinho and 
Marta Alves
Starring Gael García Bernal, Amado 
Arjay Babon, Ângela Azevedo

THE LATEST FEATURE by 
Filipino filmmaker Lav Diaz con-
cerns the titular 16th-century 
Portuguese explorer famous for 
his project of circumnavigating 
the globe.

Magellan opens with an 
unmoving long shot of an Indig-
enous woman gathering from 
a river in a green jungle. The 
water flows past her; she takes 
a step; she bends and gathers. 
Then she glances up at the 
camera, looks stunned.

She backs away, still looking at the 
camera, stumbles, falls, drops what she’s 
been holding, and finally turns and runs away, 
leaving the frame while the camera remains 
still before cutting for the first time.

This opening shot is both an acknowl-
edgement of the camera as colonizer and a 
revelation that the style of this film will reject 
the conventions of mainstream commercial 
movies, offering instead what’s known as 
Slow Cinema and a demythologizing of the 
story of European imperialism.

The film moves from Ferdinand Magellan’s 
participation in the 1511 capture of Malacca, 
on the southwestern coast of the Malay 
Peninsula, where he buys an enslaved man 
he names Enrique, to scenes of his marriage 
in Portugal, his gaining of funds for another 
voyage from Spain in 1518, the conflicts and 
miseries of that trip, the conversion of natives 
of Cebu to Christianity, and his death at the 
hands of those natives.

Every shot is gorgeous. Episodes in Lisbon 
and Spain offer richly opulent clothing and 
settings of painterly tableaux reminiscent of 
Raphael or Holbein — the era of oil painting 
first devoted to representing the riches 
generated by European powers’ seizure of 
the wealth of the globe for their ruling and 
rising classes.

We don’t see the 
battles for conquest 
in Malacca and Cebu. 
Rather than action 
scenes, we have 
tableaux of conse-
quences: not battles, 
but bodies in the af-
termath, in the fore-
ground, midground, 
background, lying 
inert, sometimes 
as other characters 
move through the 
landscape of death.

Scenes of battle 
are exciting, thrilling, 
fun — so much so 
that some critics 
have argued there is 

no such thing as an antiwar film, because to 
dramatize such an event is to endorse it. Yet 
the quiet images of the wounded, dead, and 
dying invite us to appreciate some of the pain 
of war and conquest.

 Slow Cinema
Slow Cinema is one of the names given 

to films generally characterized by long takes, 
deep focus, unmoving camera, long running 
times, attention to the mundane rather than 
the eventful, and a downplaying of action and 
plot in favor of character, setting, and mood. 
Other directors associated with Slow Cinema 
include Chantal Akerman, Béla Tarr, Apichat-
pong Weerasethakul.

Some viewers have objected that works 
of Slow Cinema (or related groupings of 
Contemplative Cinema, Transcendental Cin-
ema, slow film) are pretentious art cinema, 
elitist exercises in audience endurance. Indeed 
some films by Diaz and others working in 
the style run upwards of seven hours long, 
though Magellan comes in well under three.

But where popular movies work to direct 
and control the viewer’s attention, taking us 
out of ourselves, Slow Cinema fosters reflec-
tion and exploration. It can be a meditative 
antidote to the frenetic, frantic pace of life in 
the digital age and to the fire hose of disas-
ters we are confronting.

The philosopher Gilles Deleuze distin-
guished between cinema of the “move-
ment-image” and cinema of the “time-image.”

The movement-image emphasizes action, 
and is characteristic of mainstream popular 
narrative cinema, based on a mechanical 
concept of time, engaging the spectator’s 

sensory-motor mechanism, reinforcing 
conventional ways of seeing and thinking. In 
cinema of the movement-image, the viewer’s 
attention is clearly directed, and narrative can 
rely on familiar tropes and expectations.

In contrast, some filmmakers resisted 
this with what Deleuze calls a cinema of the 
time-image, in which shots are longer, cuts 
less frequent, and the viewer is invited to 
explore the image and experience its pres-
ence. He saw this as challenging the viewer’s 
conventional sense of time and self, and he 
found examples of it in the long takes and 
deep focus of Citizen Kane (1941) and Italian 
neorealism.

In the conventional grammar of conti-
nuity editing developed in the 20th century 
we might, for instance, cut from someone 
looking to what they are looking at, cut from 
wide shots to close-ups of important details.

As filmmakers developed this grammar of 
editing and as viewers came to know it, cuts 
became more frequent and shots shorter. 
For example, where Kubrick’s 2001: A Space 
Odyssey (1968) has an average shot length 
of 13 seconds, according to the database at 
cinemetrics.uchicago.edu, many popular films 
released in 2001 (e.g., The Fellowship of the 
Ring, Mulholland Drive) have an average shot 
length under seven seconds. The opening 
shot of Magellan is more than half a minute 
long, and not the film’s longest.

In a 2019 interview later published in 
Offscreen, Diaz discusses “Malay time” when 
“Filipinos hang out,” sitting under a tree or 
on a beach all day:  “Part of my cinema is to 
reclaim this kind of perspective. . . . reclaiming 
what we’ve lost . . . . a responsibility to un-
derstand that we have this, before Islam and 
Christians came to our shores and converted 
us and changed our mindset.”

What colonizers and capitalists label “lazi-
ness or indolence,” Diaz frames as a rooted-
ness in place and in pre-conquest, pre-con-
version culture. In an interview accompanying 
the release of Magellan on the Criterion 
Channel, Diaz comments, “The Malay way of 
life is rooted in nature. There is more room 
for waiting. More room for thought.”

Miseries of Conquest
Magellan invites us to think about many 

things: the beauty of the natural world, the 
miseries of colonial conquest, the mytholo-
gizing of imperialism.

Most of the film is set outdoors, in 
jungles, on riverbanks, on beaches, at sea.  

Frann Michel is a member of the Old Mole col-
lective at KBOO Community Radio in Portland, 
Oregon, a producer of the film Necessity: Oil, 
Water, and Climate Resistance, and Professor 
Emeritus of English and Cinema at Willamette 
University.
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Even many of the European sequences 
have exterior settings, as when Portuguese 
women widowed by the conquest of Malacca 
approach Magellan on a dramatic rocky beach 
to beg for news of their men who have not 
returned.

Conquest seems miserable for all involved. 
There are multiple scenes of a European 
picking his way through a field of bodies to 
retrieve a wounded soldier. Sometimes the 
miserable bodies are those of sick sailors: 
the long journey south of the Americas and 
across the unexpectedly expansive Pacific 
leads to starvation and scurvy as well as 
conflict among the crew.

Magellan (who apparently remained 
healthy thanks to pickled quince) puts down 
a mutiny, leaving some of the mutineers 
marooned ashore in Patagonia. He orders the 
execution of a crew member caught engaging 
in sodomy.

Magellan’s enforcement of Christian rules 
is harsh when they arrive on land as well. 
Humabon, a chief of Cebu, has a sick child 
who recovers from illness after Magellan pro-
vides prayer, quince, and a statue of the child 
Jesus, and so the community accepts Chris-
tian baptism. But Magellan then orders his 
soldiers to destroy the carved antios figures 
of ancestor spirits, and we see the Cebuanos 
weeping over the piles of burning statues.

Sometimes the inert bodies we see 
are drunken Europeans. The leader of the 
Malacca expedition, an intoxicated Afonso 
de Albuquerque, rants about displacing Arab, 
Indian, Chinese and rival European traders. 
Portugal will supplant the power of Venice, 
suffocate and strangle their competitors, and 
bring about the end of Islam and the triumph 
of Christianity.

Then he abruptly falls over, unconscious. 
The listening soldiers laugh. These are not 
dignified, noble conquerors.

But of course the misery of conquest 
could be profitable for some. Magellan and 
his astronomer friend with whom he plans 
the circumnavigation of the globe try out 
arguments that might win them funding for 
the expedition, laughing in special delight at 
the point that it will feed the king’s greed.

Magellan later growls angrily to him about 
having killed people for God and King and 
Portugal. But their contract with the Spanish 
court allowed them personally to keep twen-
ty percent of the profits made, as well as the 
right to run the government of any land they 
conquered.

That financial point is not included in the 
film, but perhaps Diaz assumes it is common 
knowledge in the Philippines, where Magel-
lan’s history is a familiar point of reference.

Who Was Lapu-lapu?
The film has been criticized by some 

for taking a revisionist stance not only to 
Magellan, but also to Lapu-lapu, the Indige-

nous leader of the battle that killed him and 
much of his crew, thereby helping to stave 
off colonization of the Philippines for another 
40 years.

Magellan suggests that Lapu-lapu was 
himself a mythical figure, a bogey invented as 
part of the native plan to defeat the Spanish 
conquistadors.

Diaz has argued that there is no reliable 
historical evidence of Lapu-lapu, since the 
only contemporaneous record of him is the 
diary of one of Magellan’s sailors, Antonio Pi-
gafetta, who never actually saw him. In short, 
Diaz refuses to rebut myths of the heroic 
European explorer with a parallel story of 
the heroic resistance leader.

This may also be because of the uses to 
which the figure of Lapu-lapu has been put 
by violent and repressive nationalist forces. 
Lapulapu (as the Duterte government in 2021 
officially decreed it should be spelled) or 
Lapu-lapu (as the subtitles spell it in Magellan) 
is the namesake of a major city (Lapu-Lapu), 
honored with countless monuments, and 
pictured on currency and on the official seal 
of the Philippine National Police.

The Philippine National Police have been 
associated with thousands of killings and 
other crimes against humanity in connec-

tion with the “war on drugs” waged under 
Rodrigo Duterte, for which that former head 
of state was arrested in 2025 and charged 
by the International Criminal Court. Duterte 
claimed that his so-called war on drugs justi-
fied the mass killings of civilians.

Legacy of Killing
As for Magellan, he rationalized his con-

quest as part of spreading Christianity. He is 
remembered for having discovered the Strait 
of Magellan and credited with masterminding 
the first expedition to circumnavigate the 
globe.

He is less often remembered, so far, as 
a murderer, a slaver and a dupe. In a Reddit 
AskMeAnything thread, Diaz said that the 
modern Magellan is Elon Musk.

The film ends with the enslaved man Ma-
gellan had named Enrique telling us, in voice 
over, that four days after Magellan’s death, 
Humabon held a feast and massacred most 
of Magellan’s remaining men, and Enrique 
helped.

He says (according to the English subti-
tles), “I was an accomplice to the violence 
that happened. But I had to do it. I did it for 
my freedom.” He is not looking at the cam-
era; he is looking ahead.  n

THIRTEEN YEARS HAVE passed since the 
historic sentencing of former dictator José 
Efraín Ríos Montt to 80 years in prison 
for genocide and crimes against humanity 
against the Maya Ixil people, handed down 
by a High Impact Tribunal in Guatemala on 
May 10, 2013.

This ruling confirmed that during the 
Internal Armed Conflict the national army 
committed atrocities classified as crimes 
against humanity. This sentence was the 
result of the struggles and demands of 
surviving family members, human rights 
organizations, Indigenous authorities, and 
individuals who contributed their expertise 
to achieve justice for these grave violations.

This trial holds deep meaning for the 
Maya Ixil people, allowing access to justice 
without distinction, class or rank discrimina-
tion, possible when the conditions, political 
will, and lack of bias on the part of the 
Guatemalan justice system exist.

It also honors the memory of thou-
sands of our loved ones who were victims 
throughout the entire period of the Internal 
Armed Conflict (1960-1996). According 
to the report of the Commission for 
Historical Clarification, during that period 
more than 200,000 deaths, 45,000 forced 
disappearances, and 559 massacres were 
recorded, among other atrocities.

Thirteen years after the verdict and 
30 years after the signing of the Peace 

Accords, “Firm and Lasting Peace,” the path 
toward true justice continues. Considering 
this, we call upon:

•  The Guatemalan Justice System, the 
Public Prosecutor’s Office, the Human 
Rights Ombudsman, and other relevant 
institutions to continue pursuing the Ixil 
genocide case, the Benedicto Lucas García 
case, and other military officials implicated 
in crimes against humanity — ensuring 
these cases do not go unpunished. Justice is 
a fundamental pillar of a full democracy.

•  The government of Bernardo Arévalo 
to immediately implement the Reparation 
and Dignification Plan, presented on Feb-
ruary 25, 2026, which seeks to guarantee 
justice, memory, and reparation for the 
victims and survivors of the Internal Armed 
Conflict. This plan must not remain mere 
good intentions, it must be put into con-
crete action as soon as possible.

•  The general population, and especially 
the Ixil people, to continue fighting for 
justice, combating impunity, and standing 
against corruption. We must not allow 
el pacto de corruptos (the pact of corrupt 
elites) to keep imposing itself — let us unite 
to reclaim democracy and build a more 
inclusive country that respects the rights 
of all peoples, as established in the Peace 
Accords. 

—Coalition of Ixil Organizations, Ixil 
Region, May 2026 (See https://nisgua.org/)

On the Anniversary of the Genocide Sentence Vs. Ríos Montt
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Abra Quinn (1966-2025)  By Adam Hefty

i n  m e m o r i a m

ABRA QUINN WAS a lifelong socialist; she 
was involved in organizing social movements 
from anti-apartheid and Central America 
solidarity to the antiwar movement. She died 
in her home in San Leandro, California, in 
October 2025, after a recurrence of endo-
metrial cancer. She is deeply missed.

One of Abra’s legacies as a socialist is her 
unique combination of loyalty to loved ones, 
to a political tradition she knew deeply and 
to intellectual and interpersonal curiosity. 
This combination resulted in a mix of tenacity 
and flexibility, which represents some of the 
best of a generation on the socialist left that 
was navigating the collapse of one set of 
hopes and a new political landscape.

Born in 1966 in Madison, Wisconsin, 
Abra’s political life began, precociously, 
when she was a child. Her parents, Patrick 
and Martha Quinn, were involved in the 
Socialist Workers Party opposition (which 
was aligned with the majority in the Fourth 
International in the 1970s). Abra’s distinct 
memories of childhood included contentious 
meetings, international guests, protests, and 
sharp exchanges with a couple of anticom-
munist teachers who weren’t used to being 
questioned.

Evaluating Political Activism
She was involved in her own right in the 

Central America solidarity and the an-
ti-Apartheid movements in the 1980s, a “sur-
vival era” for radicals in social movements. 
After high school, she earned a scholarship to 
study French in Paris and visited family friends 
in England. She spent parts of the next 
several years living in England and France; she 
was active with Fourth International-aligned 
groups in England and worked for the Inter-
national itself in France for a period of time.

These experiences, along with her political 
orientation, led her to be an internationalist 
who was always curious to get into the par-
ticulars of the national and local situations of 
places she followed closely; if she was talking 
to someone who smoothed the rough edges 
of reality by imposing generalizations based 
on a political line, she could cut through the 
B.S. quickly, even if it was a line to which she 
was more or less sympathetic. She remem-
bered being the youngest founding member 
of Solidarity in 1986.

In the late ’90s and early 2000s, Abra was 
very interested in the analysis of those of us 

who had been involved in the global justice 
movement. By the time of the 2001-2004 
antiwar movement, she and I had become 
close friends, sharing analysis and gossip, 
usually agreeing but sometimes arguing about 
priorities within Solidarity.

Solidarity didn’t have a “line” on what an 
antiwar movement should look like, but most 
of its founders shared a sensibility, learned in 
predecessor organizations, that mass action 
(starting with marches of thousands and 
tends of thousands and building from there) 
had the social power to do something that 
civil disobedience by dozens or hundreds 
of people could never achieve. (A few were 
dismissive of civil disobedience as middle-class 
radicalism.)

A new antiwar movement was taking 
shape after 9-11, impacted heavily by the 
direct action oriented, often anarchist-led 
global justice movement, which was the 
most politically dynamic force in radical 
social movements. Solidarity went through 
a process of debate. For those of us who 
hadn’t been around in the 1960s and ’70s and 
didn’t understand the stakes of the classic 
debate over mass action, there was a lot of 
confusion. Abra was one of the people who 
could translate.

Having been politically attuned from a 
very young age, she could totally understand 
why some from the ’60s generation were 
hesitant about rethinking this strategy, while 
she could also understand what was com-
pelling about the call to direct action. Before 
long, Solidarity made the decision to use 
opportunities for both mass and direct action 

in building the antiwar movement.
Abra engaged in that with a great deal of 

curiosity and an attitude of conscious exper-
imentation, particularly within Direct Action 
to Stop the War in the Bay Area. She would 
never move too quickly, intellectually, when 
the group seized on a popular way of thinking 
that jarred with hers. She would raise her ob-
jections in no uncertain terms to people who 
would listen. And then, not long afterwards, 
she would tell me about a talk by Starhawk 
that she recently attended, and how I really 
ought to attend one soon, myself.

When the antiwar movement and 
the global justice movement ebbed, she 
maintained close personal friendships and 
political-intellectual connections with people 
around the Bay Area she knew from those 
organizing circles. That curiosity about and 
engagement with anarchists and anti-authori-
tarians was a defining part of her life.

She visited Occupy protests in 2011 and 
was interested in just how far the revival of 
interest in socialist politics around the ex-
tended orbit of Bernie Sanders might go. Her 
commitment to Palestinian liberation made 
her rethink in the final year of her life the 
Zionist weaponization of U.S. politics. She 
ended a close friendship due to political dis-
agreements over Zionism a couple of weeks 
before realizing her cancer had returned.

Abra’s tenacity sometimes would come 
across as needlessly hardheaded. With the 
years behind us, there are moments I still 
remember as stubborn and wrong, but 
others in which she turned out to be right, 
and much, much later, I decided I had been at 
least partly wrong myself.

Abra lived most of her life in multiracial, 
urban areas: Chicago and Oakland/East Bay, 
California. Throughout her life, she en-
gaged with politics and life experiences that 
rejected white supremacy and centrality. She 
recounted being “the only whitey” in a gospel 
ensemble in high school; after moving to Cal-
ifornia, she spent the rest of her life teaching 
in East Bay schools where students of color 
were the by far the majority.

She loved designing creative teaching ma-
terials for students that encouraged artistic 
engagement and helped them learn about dai-
ly life, culture, and geography in parts of the 
world that are often reduced to geopolitical 
simplification. One of her advisors in graduate 
school was David Roediger; her work looked 
at gender, race, and class in the union orga-
nizing drives of lumber workers in Louisiana. Adam Hefty is an Against the Current editor.
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Far from being an appropriator or someone 
obsessed to prove how “down” she was, 
she readily shared anecdotes that highlighted 
awkward moments as well as bonds.

(See “Wobblies on the Southern Home 
Front,” in ATC 116 and “Meeting Alexandra 
Kollontai,” in ATC 139 for a glimpse of her 
writing style.)

Perhaps stemming from a confidence that 
came out of this range of experiences, Abra 
was skeptical of organizational solutions to 
what she saw as the political problem of 
the white domination of many left political 
spaces. Organizational approaches were very 
popular in the Bay Area left in the 1990s and 
2000s, years before the dangers of incorpora-
tion came into sharper relief.

I never questioned the honesty with 
which she approached the question. How-
ever, I disagreed with her conclusions, and 
we argued about them (with humor as well 
as occasional sharpness) around the time 
we first became friends. Years later, after 
Solidarity and other groups we both knew 
had varying experiences trying these orga-
nization-forward solutions, and many of the 
attempts as well as some of the organizations 
had foundered, I thought again about many of 
the points Abra had raised.

I wouldn’t necessarily answer those 

questions today the way she answered them 
in 2001, but she interrogated the thorns of 
a prickly problem fearlessly. She stuck to the 
clarity of her own ideas, even though they 
weren’t popular in the surrounding milieus of 
teaching and the left.

Being Loyal Amidst the Swirling Chaos
In the memories of Abra shared in the 

weeks after her death from loved ones, the 
words “loyalty” and “tradition” came up a lot. 
Along with her well-informed and historical-
ly tested loyalty to Fourth Internationalist, 
“Mandelite” politics, she did not shy away 
from loyalties that might feel contradictory in 
a left-liberal, Bay Area world.

She loved her family’s Thanksgiving 
traditions, once claiming that “we eat what 
our families have eaten since the 1910s in 
Lake Geneva … and probably before that, in 
Chicago and southern Illinois and Kansas City, 
Kansas.” Every year, after I moved away, she 
would lovingly recount each dish being served 
and the traditional provenance of most of 
them.

The last conversation I had with Abra 
was a couple of weeks after the Charlie Kirk 
assassination. From her hospital bed, she was 
railing at the choking sensation of the national 
hagiography that had emerged around him. 

She was keeping score about whether her 
father and her political mentor, Joanna Misnik, 
who both died over the previous several 
months, were being memorialized properly. 
In one of her last online posts, she wrote, 
“I think I want to name my main T-6 spine 
tumor Keir Starmer. I hate him so very, very 
much.”

I feel glad to remind myself that politically 
and intellectually, she did not go gentle into 
that good night, but armed with intellect, wit, 
and battling will until very near the end. I am 
also glad that her final days were cozy, with 
her cat on her lap in bed and surrounded by 
family, including her sister Rachel, her nieces 
Ruby and Rosemary, her stepmother Mary 
Janzen Quinn, and her brother-in-law Tim 
Marshall.

I am sorry that I cannot talk to her 
today about Mamdani, the shifting politics of 
millions of young people around Palestine, 
the unlikely tenacity of the Bernie Sanders 
moment in U.S. politics, or what Trump’s 
variation on imperial adventures in Venezuela, 
Iran, and Cuba portends for the conjuncture 
and multipolar realignment. I am sad that I we 
cannot share catty jokes about boomer leftist 
memes, and I am sad that we will not be able 
to ask each other how this year’s Thanksgiv-
ing dinner is shaping up.  n

PERHAPS DONALD TRUMP was misunder-
stood: He always promised that the war with 
Iran would end in “Unconditional Surrender,” 
but didn’t mention that it would be by him.

But seriously, Trump and some of his 
advisers are furious with Benjamin Net-
anyahu for suckering the U.S. president into 
launching the war on the absurd promises of 
instantaneous military victory, rapid Iranian 
regime collapse and installation of a client 
government on the Venezuela 2.0 model. In 
the end Trump has surrendered to reality, 
achieving nothing of what he arrogantly 
promised at the outset of “Epic Fury.”

Part of the MAGA base is furious with 
Trump for starting the war; many pro-Israel 
neocon hawks and even some “pragmatic 
centrists” are angry that he failed to continue 
and “finish the job;” financial markets verged 
on panic of world economic hemorrhage 
if the war continued; and most decisively, 
the U.S. population was staggering under 
the war’s inflationary surge for what people 
(correctly) saw as having no constructive 
purpose.

Inside Israel — where the majority of the 
Jewish population since October 7, 2023 
has become tragically inured to the geno-

cide in Palestine and catastrophic suffering 
in Lebanon — when the war began Trump’s 
popularity surged well past their own prime 
minister Netanyahu’s.

With the U.S.-Iran “Memorandum of 
Understanding,” Trump’s political standing 
in Israel has slumped. As for Netanyahu, he 
needed the war to preserve his coalition of 
far rightists, religious fundamentalists and 
essentially neonazi settler pogromists, and to 
keep his own corruption trials suspended.

For this Israeli government, then, it is 
essential to blow up the U.S.-Iran agreement 
and force the resumption of this ruinous war. 
That’s the number-one reason why Israel 
continues bombing Lebanon immediately 
after announcing yet another “ceasefire” deal.

Where this leads in U.S., Israeli, Iranian 
broader regional politics and global econo-
my will take time to emerge. But let us not 
overlook how the peoples of the Middle East 
(as some now call it, Western Asia) and the 
world are collateral damage in this imperial 
debacle.

The longterm effects of the Strait of Hor-
muz blockage have implications for hunger in 
the Global South that won’t be fully known 
for at least a year.

Israel’s occupation-annexationist rampage 
in southern Lebanon threatens the very exis-

tence of the Lebanese state. In Gaza and the 
West Bank, the Palestinian people are human 
sacrifices on the altar of settler-colonialism 
and U.S. and European indifference.

If the Iranian regime has won the war, at 
least in terms of its survival and control of 
the Strait of Hormuz, the Iranian people have 
not, with over a million newly unemployed 
and thousands or tens of thousands mur-
dered by the government earlier this year.

And let’s remember that the Iranian 
president a year ago — before the 2025 
“twelve day war,” before the mass murders of 
protesters and before the most recent war 
— was warning the nation that the capital 
Tehran would have to be “evacuated” as it 
would ultimately run out of water, as if there 
were anywhere for the population to go.

Iran’s internal crises rule out the scenario 
proclaimed by some geopolitical pundits, and 
part of the anti-imperialist left that should 
know better, that Iran is now a “fourth global 
power.”

The U.S.-Israeli war on Iran is yet another 
example of imperialism creating problems 
it can’t solve. The U.S. defeat in this war is 
to be welcomed — but without illusions 
that it opens a road to progressive solutions 
anytime soon, or the fresh deadly crises to 
come. —June 23, 2026

Trump-Netanyahu Debacle:
The World as Collateral Damage  By David Finkel

David Finkel is an editor of ATC and active in 
Jewish Voice for Peace-Detroit.
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change — can make it difficult even for activists, let alone the 
broader public, to focus.

Another problem, including with liberal media critique 
(look at CNN or MS-NOW formerly MSNBC for example), 
is that their programs frequently look either at threats to 
democracy, civil rights, public heath etc. at home — OR the 
devastation and strategic bankruptcy of Trump’s Iran war 
and annexationist insanities abroad — yet too rarely both.

An  elementary observation goes unstated: A government 
that blows up civilian boats in the Caribbean and eastern 
Pacific, mostly small fishing vessels, on the lying pretext that 
they’re “running drugs,” will of course murder its own citizens 
on the street.

A society that imprisons nearly one percent of its 
adult population (1.8 million incarcerated) will allow that 
government to set up immigration concentration-detention 
torture centers on its home soil.

And what should be equally self-evident: A government 
that does all that has no legitimate standing to prosecute 
a former Cuban president and defense minister in Cuba’s 
shooting down exile planes 30 years ago. (Whether or not 
those “Brothers to the Rescue” represented a security threat 
isn’t relevant to the illegitimacy of any U.S. prosecution.)

 How many prominent Democrats make these elementary 
points, or pledge that if returned to power they’ll immediately 
close Trump’s entire gulag of immigrant detention prisons — 
let alone shut down the monstrous DHS machine?

That imperialist war abroad and war against the 
people at home are inseparably twinned, as we’ve stated 
above, should be entirely obvious. Yet the majority of the 
population is systematically conditioned not to recognize it 
— even now when the wars abroad and at home are both 
deeply unpopular. With some exceptions, even progressive 
congressional Democrats — let’s not even talk about 
the encrusted Schumer-Jeffries leadership and the party’s 
permanent parasitic consultant class — don’t make that 
deep connection even if they seize every opportunity to 
point to Trump’s corruption and cognitive decline.

The Democratic-aligned organizers of the mass “No 
Kings” demonstrations do make the connections to a certain 
extent, and due to the power of the activist movement 
they’d be unable to keep Palestinian flags and chants out of 
the rallies and marches even if they might want to do so. But 
it’s not adequate to the task we face.

The role of unions in the May Day Strong actions was a 
step forward, although not the dramatic breakthrough that 
might have been hoped in the buildup.

What’s Needed
It’s seductive but disastrously wrong to assign blame to 

the population at large on grounds that they’re intoxicated by 
social media, conspiracy nutcase theories, Fox Newschannel 
or its farther-right competitors. More relevant is addressing 
the situation of a U.S. left that can’t yet do effective mass-
scale communication or mobilize for an independent, 
progressive political alternative.

Such an alternative can’t be conjured up. It remains 
to be built from the ground up. The absence of an 
alternative leaves today’s movements tragically chained to 
the Democratic Party in every electoral cycle — which in 
today’s environment has become an uninterrupted campaign 
and fundraising cascade. The situation is made worse since 

the Supreme Court wiped out the Voting Rights Act.
What needs to be built begins with understanding that 

Donald Trump is the symptom, not the underlying disease 
of a violently unequal racial capitalist society. The treatment 
will be necessary when he’s gone, not only after 2028 but 
well beyond.

What follows will not be new to most readers, but 
remains of central importance. The left’s appeal must 
be both moral and material — attacking the horror of 
immigrant detention, and demanding public heath care for 
all, etc. It means fighting tooth and nail to preserve and 
expand voting rights, while making clear that the Democratic 
isn’t and can’t be an alternative to corporate capitalism and 
imperialism.

Right now, the low ceiling on the gains that can be won 
— and preserved in the long run — is manifested in the 
substantial, although minority, support inside the working 
class for Trump and his policies. And here we don’t mean 
only among white workers.

Take for example the tangled relations of the United 
Auto Workers, under its leadership propelled to office by 
an activist reform movement, to Trump’s nationalist tariffs.

Union president Shawn Fain proclaims of the car industry, 
“If it’s sold here it should be built here.” Who believes that 
the U.S. economy can realistically exist inside a protectionist 
bubble? Fain recalls the prophetic warnings that North 
American “free trade” would grease the skids toward 
destroying U.S. manufacturing jobs. So it did! That doesn’t 
mean, however, that a now-integrated industry across 
national borders can be dismantled by policy fiat.

Endorsing Trump’s version of tariffs means supporting 
his out-in-the-open intentions to destroy the Canadian 
economy and to subjugate Mexico, along with the rest of 
Latin America, to his whims and orders. It is not difficult to 
understand how Canadian and Mexican workers will feel 
about these assaults, or how they’ll affect the possibilities for 
labor solidarity. (See Dianne Feeley’s detailed discussion of 
“UAW: Mixed Reform Results” in our May-June 2026 issue.)

For the left and for socialists in particular, addressing the 
conundrum of support for Trump among working- class 
people — whose lives his rampages are systematically 
destroying — requires being present in the workplaces, 
unions and communities where the assaults are occurring 
and grassroots resistance efforts are mounted.

It means linking those struggles — from the anti-ICE 
Minneapolis victory and Delaney Hall mobilizations to the 
movements in communities across America against the 
data center plague. That includes places where people have 
heavily voted for Trump — to a vision of a different social 
order where they would have power over their own lives 
and the decisions that affect them.

It’s the anti-capitalist vision of a system that doesn’t 
require the destruction of communities, essential services, 
and nature to fund the gigantic permanent war machine and 
corporate profit. It requires building working-class solidarity 
and extending it to a global level.

Readers of this magazine don’t need lectures about this 
socialist goal. What we need to help build is a movement 
capable of bringing it to life in today’s and tomorrow’s real 
struggles — in short, a force that can point toward liberation 
rather than U.S. and global capital’s roads to ruin.  n
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