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A Letter from the Editors
Chaos Here and There
SUPER TUESDAY, NIKKI Hayley’s presidential campaign, and Colorado’s hail-Mary effort to bar Donald Trump 
from the ballot all came and went. The United States of America hurtles, or stumbles, toward the November 
presidential choice that few people (outside the Trump cult) actually want. Either outcome — whether a Biden or 
Trump victory — is liable to be rejected as illegitimate by wide sectors of the population, opening up a potential 
deeper crisis. In regard to voting strategy, future issues of ATC will offer a range of perspectives.

We will explore here how dysfunction and looming chaos in U.S. bourgeois politics, and the existing and 
deepening global disorder, intersect and tend to magnify each other. Two genocidal wars and invasions occupy 
center stage — where in both Gaza and Ukraine, each day’s monstrous atrocities are exceeded by the next — 
impacting both the United States and the mockingly named “rules-based” international order.

In the U.S. election, at the outset it’s essentially not about 
“the economy, stupid” — at least in the conventional “big 
picture.” It’s about lived experience. For all the uncertainty in 
the economic picture, overall statistics look decent enough 
in domestic GDP growth, consumer spending, government 
infrastructure investment, easing inflation rates and the rest. 
The U.S. economy under Biden looks pretty good compared 
to most of Europe, and certainly crisis-ridden China.

If that’s not the daily lived reality for tens of millions 
of people, the cause isn’t the macro economy but rather 
brutal inequalities and social dysfunctions — structural racism, 
disastrous public health, poor access to affordable housing 
and education — leaving behind major sectors of the 
population among young people, racialized as well as 
economically depressed rural communities, and contributing 
greatly to the opioid drug overdose catastrophe.

That disconnect is not unique to the United States, and 
it’s a big driver of a global tide of authoritarian, far-right, 
racist and anti-immigrant forces. Recent electoral contests 
show mixed results, with the extreme right suffering 
setbacks in Brazilian, Polish and municipal Turkish elections, 
for example, while gaining ground in places like Slovakia, 
Indonesia, Argentina, Ecuador and El Salvador.

In the United States, what’s driving much popular 
anger toward the Biden presidency are actually products 
of longtime bipartisan policies. The massive migration and 
asylum crisis at the U.S. border and in our cities, first and 
foremost of course, is a life-and-death emergency for people 
undertaking those desperate journeys, and a nightmare 
for migrants being held in detention centers under brutal 
conditions. It’s also an enormous burden on U.S. border 
communities and cities attempting to shelter new arrivals.

Contrary to rightwing and MAGA hysteria, this disaster 
has nothing to do with imaginary “Biden’s open borders” 
or “catch and release.” It’s the direct result of decades 
of “free trade” that destroyed Mexican and Central 
American agriculture; genocidal U.S.-backed dictatorships 
and counterrevolutionary wars, not to mention ruinous 
interventions in Haiti and devastating sanctions on Venezuela 
and Cuba; and perhaps most of all, the insane half-century 
“war on drugs” that predictably fostered a continental 
industry of drug gangs and cartels.

None of this is helped by brutal and authoritarian regimes 
in Asia and Africa. Mass migration and its political fallout 
can’t be understood in the U.S. context alone. Close to 
100 million people are displaced by world capitalist system 
failures expressed in wars and genocides, political collapses 
and environmental catastrophes. Countries in Europe face 
migration flows and appalling levels of deaths in the 
Mediterranean Sea. Anti-immigrant violence has spread to 
South Africa as well, underscoring the truly global scale of 

this crisis.
As they seek to exploit the racist backlash for political 

gain, the forces of the far right in Europe and the Trump/
MAGA cult in the United States understand what they have 
in common, how they can group together under a banner 
of “saving white Christian civilization” — and the willing 
partner they have in Vladimir Putin.

Ukraine, Palestine and Beyond
The wars in Ukraine and Palestine highlight, among 

other things, the consequences of U.S. political gridlock and 
imperial cynicism. To state the case bluntly: Ukraine, without 
the weapons it needs to defend itself from Russia’s invasion, 
would look like what Israel has done to Gaza with full U.S. 
support. Every Ukrainian city would already resemble Gaza 
City and Khan Yunis. And as for Gaza, without an immediate 
permanent ceasefire, what’s been called “the world’s largest 
open-air prison” has become a death and mass starvation 
camp.

For six months after October 7, the Biden administration 
supported Netanyahu’s mantra of “destroying Hamas.” 
That means annihilating Gaza — and Israel’s intention to 
irreversibly destroy Gazan society, and end any hope for 
Palestinian freedom, is as explicit as Russia’s objective of 
eliminating Ukraine as an independent nation.

In the Washington cesspool, essential aid for Ukraine is 
bottled up by the pro-Putin Republican wing in Congress 
— and chained to billions more U.S. dollars supported by 
Democratic and Republican leadership alike, for Israel’s Gaza 
genocide. This is happening just when a growing majority of 
the U.S. public supports a ceasefire to stop the slaughter 
in Palestine, and still supports aiding Ukraine’s struggle for 
survival. (See Howie Hawkins’ dissection of the Ukraine aid 
struggle in this issue of Against the Current.)

The depravity of “Genocide Joe” Biden’s embrace of 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s war is beyond description. The elec
toral hole he’s dug for himself and the Democrats among 
Arab, Muslim, young and progressive voters may prove too 
deep to tunnel out — although it’s not our purpose here to 
predict the eventual electoral consequences.

The powerful “Uncommitted” or blank votes in the 
Michigan, Minnesota, North Carolina, Hawaii, Wisconsin and 
New York Democratic primaries showed the rage against 
American enabling of Israel’s Gaza genocide. So did the 
beautiful coalition of Palestinian, Jewish and antiwar activists 
in the street between the White House and Capitol, delaying 
the motorcade to Biden’s State of the Union speech.

Only after mounting protests, in the wake of the targeted 
Israeli massacre of the World Central Kitchen food aid 
convoy, did the Biden administration announce that the Gaza 

continued on the inside back cover
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After Roe, the Anti-Abortion Deluge  By Dianne Feeley
ANTI-ABORTION FORCES find abortion 
under any circumstance abhorrent. Since 
the U.S. Supreme Court issued the Roe v. 
Wade 1973 decision, however, the pragmatic 
wing worked to limit its access. This includ-
ed passage of laws that deny poor women 
Medicaid coverage, require a waiting period 
and dissemination of inaccurate information, 
demand written consent from parents to 
curtail teenage access, set up unnecessary 
requirements for medical personnel and clin-
ics, and deny U.S. foreign aid to any health 
care facility that discusses the procedure.

Along with the legislation, anti-abortion 
activists have mobilized at clinics where most 
abortions are performed. They have attempt-
ed to shut them down, intimidating clinic 
personnel, and even murdering doctors.

But the most important institution the 
right wing set up are 2000 crisis pregnancy 
centers that attract the unsuspecting by 
offering free services including pregnancy 
testing and ultrasounds.

This year 16 states are slated to provide 
$250 million in taxpayer dollars to these 
largely unregulated centers, often sponsored 
by churches where religious staff seek to per-
suade women to continue their pregnancy. 
They claim that abortion leads to depression 
or breast cancer, suggest adoption as an 
alternative and offer free diapers.

After the stunning 2022 U.S. Supreme 
Court ruling that those wanting to terminate 
their pregnancies had no right to do so under 
the U.S. Constitution, the expectation was 
that the struggle would move to the various 
states. Subsequently 15 states have banned 
abortion and seven more have placed re-
strictions on the procedure — for example, 
banning abortions after six weeks — that 
would have been illegal under Roe v. Wade.

The latest ruling is the Arizona Supreme 
Court decision, reinstating a strict anti-abor-
tion law passed well before statehood! In-
terestingly enough, both the state’s governor 
and attorney general oppose the law.

At least 60 clinics providing abortions 
have closed since June 2022. In some states, 
where clinics have remained open to provide 
other pregnancy-related services, laws forbid 

staff from providing so much as a reference 
to those seeking abortion.

The truth is that the fight for reproductive 
justice continues at both federal and state 
levels. What the right wing desires is a federal 
Life at Conception Act that would confer 
personhood on fertilized eggs. Two years ago, 
there were 167 Republicans in the House of 
Representatives who co-sponsored the bill. 
However, given that in vitro fertilization (IVF), 
a widely-supported procedure, involves fer-
tilized eggs, the bill’s passage is a problem for 
hardline anti-abortionists. Witness how fast 
the Alabama legislature rushed through a bill 
insuring that IVF clinics would not be affected 
by their strict anti-abortion measures!

A more pragmatic bill would be a federal 
ban on abortions after 15 weeks. Although 
Donld Trump stepped back from support-
ing further federal anti-abortion legislation, 
should he be elected president once again 
these forces hope he might sign such a bill.

This article will deal with federal legis-
lation that currently hinders the right to 
bodily autonomy, which is a central issue for 
LGBTQ+ rights as well. A separate article, 
“Abortion Rights After Dobbs: The State of 
the Struggle” by Johanna Brenner, posted on 
the ATC website, concentrates on state-level 
legislation and court rulings.

Hypocritical “Hippocratic Medicine”
Shortly after the Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s 

Health Organization decision, a group of anti- 
abortion doctors belonging to the Alliance 

for Hippocratic Medicine, looked for a judge 
they considered sympathetic to their cause. 
The well-known anti-abortion federal judge, 
U.S. District Judge Matthew Kacsmaryk, was 
their choice. They asked the court to ban 
mifepristone, one of the two drugs used in at 
least 63% of all U.S. abortions.

Their case maintained mifepristone was 
unsafe and led to incomplete pregnancies, 
submitting several studies to back up their 
claim. This then condemned them to com-
plete a procedure they found morally wrong.

Judge Kacsmaryk dutifully ruled in their 
favor. He accepted as valid both the cited 
studies, which have subsequently been found 
invalid, and the argument that they had stand-
ing in the case because they would be the 
ones to complete the procedure.

When the outrageous and far-reaching 
decision was brought to the conservative 
Fifth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals, the 
Justices accepted the doctors’ arguments as 
well. However they did not rule that the drug 
should be banned, merely rolled back to its 
initial 2000 approval. Then the FDA required 
that the drugs be prescribed in person. (The 
motto of the right wing is if you can’t stop 
the procedure, at least try to make it more 
expensive, and therefore harder to access.)

The two-drug procedure, which is FDA 
approved for the first trimester of pregnancy, 
consists of mifepristone (that blocks the pro-
gesterone hormone necessary for a pregnan-
cy to continue) followed by misoprostol (that 
causes the uterus to empty).

Clinics — 760 of whom exclusively 
provide medication abortions — have 
reported more than four million have used 
medication abortion to terminate their 
pregnancies. Since these drugs are also safe 
when individually ordered over a website and 
self-administered, their usage is undoubtedly 
much higher. Clearly hospitals have not been 
inundated with incomplete abortions.

Scientific studies concluded that more 
than 99% of all medication abortions have 
did not require hospitalization. On that basis, 
the FDA updated its procedures in 2016 and 
2021, allowing patients to receive the drugs 
through telemedicine or mail.

The U.S. Supreme Court stayed the 
District Court’s order and accepted the case. 
On March 26 it heard the oral arguments; a 
decision is expected in June. At the hearing 

Dianne Feeley has been active in the struggle 
for reproductive freedom since before the Roe 
v. Wade decision. She is currently active in the 
Michigan Coalition for Reproductive Liberation.

ON SUNDAY, AUGUST 18, the day before 
the Democratic Party convention opens in 
Chicago, a coalition in defense of reproduc-
tive freedom and LGBTQ+ rights will hold 
a march and rally starting at 5PM CDT 
from the Water Tower Park. Bodies Outside 
Unjust Laws: Coalition for Reproductive 
Justice and LGBTQ+ Liberation can be 
reached via https://www.bodiesmarch.org/. 
Its demand is for national legislation to 
expand access to abortion, support families, 
and defend the rights of trans and queer 
people. The page also includes an endorsers 
form.

The coalition sees its values as aligned 
with and informed by reproductive justice 
and point to SisterSong’s definition:

“the human right to maintain personal 
bodily autonomy, have children, not have 
children, and parent the children we have in 
safe and sustainable communities.”

r e p r o d u c t i v e  r i g h t s  s t r u g g l e
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the majority of the Justices were skeptical of 
the anti-abortion doctors’ standing, so the 
question remains: Why did they bother taking 
up the case? Even a ruling that opened a 
middle path — between forbidding the use of 
mifepristone and the current FDA ruling that 
allows proscribed pills to be sent by mail — 
would mean that courts were challenging the 
FDA’s authority.

Ignoring scientific studies and rolling back 
the FDA’s protocols to 2000 would swamp 
the judicial system with cases challenging the 
FDA’s decisions not just on mifepristone but 
on other food and drug safety regulations. 
Certainly, the right wing might welcome a 
move to weaken regulations, but the Court 
may shrink from unleashing such chaos.

The target in this case is mifepristone, not 
the second drug, misoprostol. Mifepristone 
is also used for medical management of mis-
carriages while misoprostol is used to treat 
gastric ulcers and post-partum bleeding.

If the FDA were forced to withdraw 
mifepristone, misoprostol taken by itself will 
result in a safe abortion, especially during the 
earliest stages of pregnancy. In fact, many 
countries use misoprostol alone, which 
makes the abortion a bit more painful but is 
only slightly less effective.

During Judge Kacsmaryk’s hearing, he 
repeatedly raised the Comstock Act, passed 
in 1873, as a possible avenue for stopping 
the mail distribution of mifepristone. The act 
was originally passed to prevent the mailing 
of “obscene” material. It was also used to 
prosceute those who ran abortion ads in 
19th century newspapers.

But it also functioned to prevent doctors 
and nurses from learning about distribut-
ing birth control information. The act was 
repeatedly contested by the birth control 
movement in early 20th century America.

In 1936 the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals 
for the Second Circuit ruled that the law did 
not apply to physicians; it fell into disuse but 
was never repealed. (See the “Strange Career 
of the Comstock Law,” ATC May-June 2023).

The reality is that laws banning or block-
ing access to abortion do not stamp out 
the practice. In fact, last year the U.S. health 
care system reported slightly more than one 
million abortions. Despite all the restrictions 
passed since the Dobbs decision, 2023 had 
the highest number of abortions recorded 
since 2011 — a full 10% increase over 2020.

Now the right wing dreams of taking the 
Comstock Act out of mothballs and adding 
it to the arsenal of federal anti-abortion 
measures used to block the fight for bodily 
autonomy. But of all those laws probably the 
most important is the Hyde Amendment. 
First passed in 1977, it prevents the use of 
federal Medicaid money for abortion services. 
Whether a Republican- or Democratic-dom-
inated Congress, the amendment is renewed 
annually. Only 16 states and currently allot 
Medicaid funds for abortion.

Sadly, even after reproductive freedom 
was added to the Michigan Constitution, the  
legislature failed to restore state Medicaid for 
abortion. Seemingly a neutral law, it discrim-
inates against poor women and dispropor-
tionately targets women of color. It is justified 
as being fiscally prudent, papering over the 

reality that we need quality and universal 
health care. The fact that the overarching 
Hyde Amendment is a federal provision 
provides state legislators with cover.

Another federal law prohibits a partic-
ular procedure for terminating late-stage 
pregnancies. Passed in 2003, the so-called 
“Partial Birth Abortion Ban Act” prohibits 
doctors from intentionally using “intact 
dilatation and extraction” surgery.

Five years later the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled the law constitutional. Although this 
procedure was used in less than one per-
cent of all abortions, the ban was a triumph 
for the right wing because it focused on the 
possibility of a live fetus being extracted.

Before its passage, testimony from 
women who had undergone this procedure 
spoke about the severe fetal abnormalities 
that led to their decision to abort so late in 
their pregnancy. Many spoke of the trauma 
they faced as they chose to terminate the 
pregnancy rather than suffer severe health 
problems or deliver a stillbirth.

The Discussion Since Dobbs

Hospital consolidation and lack of com-
prehensive medical care also blocks access 
to reproductive care. More than half of all 
rural hospitals have closed their mater-

nity units, forcing people to travel longer 
distances for prenatal, childbirth, postnatal 
or abortion care. This may be an annoyance 
for a “typical” pregnancy, but when serious 
complications arise, it is a critical factor.

These maternity care deserts are unpre-
pared for complications — yet maternity and 
infant mortality rates are high and getting 
higher. In 2018 the maternal mortality rate 
was 17.4 per 100,000 live births but rose to 
32.9 deaths three years later.

Of course, Black and Indigenous women 
have rates two to four times higher than 
white women. Add to these figures the grow-
ing number of high-risk pregnancies, and it is 
clear that U.S. health is headed in the wrong 
direction.

While the Biden administration claims that 
the Emergency Medical Treatment and Labor 
Act should protect hospitals and doctors 
terminating a pregnancy under emergency 
circumstances, states such as Texas and Idaho 
are battling against that interpretation.

The recent actions of Texas Attorney 
General Ken Paxton show just how the state 
can use its power to try to stop an individual 
from obtaining the help they need when a 
pregnancy becomes complicated.

Knowing she was carrying a non-viable 
fetus, and returning to emergency care for 
cramping and fluid leakage, Texas resident 
Kate Cox requested the right to an abortion 
because of her health.

While Travis County District Judge Maya 
Guerra Gamble ruled in her favor, Paxton 

On March 26, the day of the U.S. Supreme Court hearing on the mifepristone case, Chicago for 
Abortion Rights held a press conference and march. The front banner, from the Chicago Teachers Union 
illustrates labor’s activism in the fight for reproductive freedom.                                      Linda Loew

continued on page 5
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c o r p o r a t e  c r i m e

WHAT IS GOING on with the safety of 
major airlines? United, Alaska, Southwest 
since the beginning of the year have had 
major incidents.

No fewer than six investigations are 
underway: mishaps of lost wheels, engine 
failure and the infamous door plug blowout in 
flight. Eight passengers have suffered serious 
injuries.

I worked at United Airlines for more than 
two decades as a mechanic — at the San 
Francisco airport and in the shops. I served 
as a shop steward for the unions and on 
contract negotiation teams.

While mechanics were regularly given re-
fresher training on the aircraft they worked, it 
was also understood that all maintenance had 
a long paper trail so if an incident occurred 
in flight, there would be a verifiable reason, 
unless caused by a bird in an engine or other 
foreign object debris.

So far, the incidents and near catastrophes 
have involved Boeing-built aircraft assembled 
both in unionized factories in Washington 
State (757 Max) and nonunion facilities in 
South Carolina (787 Dreamliner).

 Subcontractors also make many of the 
parts. Overall, unions represent only 35% of 
the 163,000 employees.

Workers in the so-called right to work 
states of the South do the same work but 
earn much less. These anti-union laws mean 
that workers, even in a unionized plant,  don’t 
have to join the union.

Yet all Boeing workers — union or 
nonunion — understand that the problem is 
management and quality control, as corpo-
rate executives rush to build too fast in order 
to increase profits.

The federal government agencies — 
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and 
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) 
— have let the airlines off the kook for years 
since Boeing began building its new 737 Max 
aircraft in 2015.

The FAA looks out for the airline industry 
and manufacturers, not the safety of workers 
and the public. The NTSB, which leads the 
investigations, is better but has no enforce-
ment powers.

New Deeper Crisis
“For years, we prioritized the movement 

of the airplane through the factory over get-
ting it done right, and that’s got to change,” 
Brian West, Boeing’s chief financial officer, 
recently told an investor conference.

The March 28 New York Times under the 
headline, “Shortcuts everywhere: How Boe-
ing favored speed over quality” summarized 
the current crisis:

“In February last year [2023], a new South-
west Airlines Boeing 737 Max plane was on one 
of its first flights when an automated stabilizing 
system appeared to malfunction, forcing the 
pilots to make an emergency landing soon after 
they took off.

“Less than two months later, an Alaska 
Airlines 737 Max plane with eight hours of total 
flight time was briefly grounded until mechanics 
resolved a problem with a fire detection system. 
And in November, an engine on a just-delivered 
United Airlines 737 Max failed at 37,000 feet.

“`These incidents, which the airlines dis-
closed to the Federal Aviation Administration, 
were not widely reported… But since January 
5, when a panel on a two-month-old Alaska Air-
lines 737 Max 9 jet blew off in midair, episodes 
like these have taken on new resonance, raising 
further questions about the quality of the planes 
Boeing is producing.

“’There’s a lot of areas where things don’t 
seem to be put together right in the first place,’ 
said Joe Jacobsen, an engineer and aviation 
safety expert who spent more than a decade at 
Boeing and more than 25 years at the FAA.

“’The theme is shortcuts everywhere — not 
doing the job right,’ he added.”

2018-19 Deadly Crashes
Despite its brief time on the market (first 

commercial flight was May 2017), Max 8 has 
been involved in two tragedies in less than 
five months: the Ethiopian Airlines Flight 
302 crash on March 10, 2019, and the earlier 
Indonesian owned Lion Air Flight 302 crash 
on October 29, 2018, when a total of 346 
people died.

After blaming “pilot error,” Boeing 
revealed a dangerous sensor that forced the 
planes into a dive, of which the pilots were 
never informed.

Davin Fischer, a former mechanic in 
Renton, Washington, told Seattle TVB station 
KIRO 7 that he saw a “cultural shift” starting 
around 2017, when the company introduced 
the Max.

“They were trying to get the plane rate up 
and then just kept crunching, crunching and 
crunching to go faster, faster, faster,” he said.

Several current and former employees in 
South Carolina and in Washington State, the 
NYT reported, said mechanics building planes 
were allowed in some instances to sign off on 
their own work, stripping a crucial layer of 
quality control.

Boeing has shaken up its executive suite. 
But what it has not done is bring in the 
voices of the unions on its leadership bodies. 
The people who do the actual work — tech-
nicians and engineers — are left out of the 

Malik Miah is an advisory editor and regular 
columnist for Against the Current.

Behind the Boeing Incidents:
Profits Trump Public Safety  By Malik Miah

The Boeing website compares the 737-9 with the 737-8 but doesn’t remark on how the parts fail 
to align as two whistleblowers have revealed.
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decision-making process.
It is common under capitalism that big 

business does not listen to those at the point 
of production. Workers have knowledge, 
experience and expertise. But they are not or 
rarely ever listened to until there is a tragedy.

Boeing has also had many whistleblowers 
in lower management. Most are forced into 
early retirement or pushed out.

Workforce Turnover and Consequences
As the Times reported, in late 2022:
“Boeing lost veteran engineers who retired to 

lock in bigger monthly pension payments, which 
were tied to interest rates, according to the 
union that represents them, the Society of Pro-
fessional Engineering Employees in Aerospace.

“More than 1,700 union members left the 
company that year, up from around 1,000 the 
year before. The members who left had been 
at the company for more than 23 years on 
average.”

The union’s executive director Ray 
Goforth stated that he thought the compa-
ny used the opportunity to replace veteran 
workers with “lower-paid entry-level engi-
neers and technical workers.”

District 751 of the International Associ-
ation of Machinists and Aerospace Workers 
(IAM) union, representing more than 30,000 
Boeing employees, said the proportion of its 
members with less than six years’ experi-
ence has roughly doubled to 50% since the 
pandemic.

The Associated Press reported that the 
top executives of United Airlines and Alaska 
Airlines took turns blasting Boeing over man-
ufacturing problems that led to the grounding 
of more than 140 planes, with United’s CEO 
saying his airline will consider alternatives to 
buying a future larger version of the Boeing 
737 Max.

United CEO Scott Kirby said that Boeing 
needs “real action” to restore its previous 
reputation for quality.

The strong and unusual criticism of Boeing 
by airline executives followed the January 5 
event when a panel called a door plug blew 
off an Alaska Boeing 737 Max 9 jetliner 
16,000 feet (4,900 meters) above Oregon, 
leaving a gaping hole in the side of the plane.

Labor’s Response
 Washington State’s pro-labor website 

The Stand reported:
“Earlier this month [March], IAM District 

751 began negotiations with Boeing on a new 
union contract to cover more than 32,000 
production workers.

“In addition to a seat on the company board, 
the union is seeking a wage increase of at least 
40 percent over three to four years, restoring re-
tirement security by reinstating the defined-ben-
efit pension plan the company took away in 
2014, lowering out-of-pocket healthcare costs, 
easing mandatory overtime and other work rules 

that negatively impact work-life balance, and 
ensuring that Boeing’s next airplane is built in 
the Puget Sound region.”

District 751 President Jon Holden released 
the following statement:

“We believe our voice and the voice of the 
engineers must be heard at the highest level of 
the company’s decision-making process.

“The safety of aircraft manufacturing isn’t 
negotiable and must be safeguarded above all 
else. We are committed to instilling a culture 
where the safety of aircraft production is an 
absolute imperative over anything else.”

Bob Fisher, Interim Director of the 
Teamsters Airline Division, issued a March 27 
statement regarding the Federal Aviation Ad-
ministration announcement that the agency 
will increase its oversight of United Airlines:

“Our dedicated technicians put their creden-
tials on the line every day. All Teamsters aviation 
mechanics are fully aware that their work must 
be in accordance with the highest standards set 
forth by their employer and the FAA…

“United Airlines technicians will continue to 
provide the highest level of safety to all crew-
members and passengers because they believe 
in these standards to their core.”

The Aircraft Mechanics Fraternal Associ-
ation (AMFA) represents technicians at both 

Alaska and Southwest Airlines. It sent acci-
dent teams to investigations but has little say 
over company policy except through contract 
negotiations.

Unlike other unions, AMFA uses “open 
negotiations” to keep its members informed 
and to get their input. It seeks contractual 
changes to improve safety and hold the airline 
executives accountable.

The workers and unions must have a 
place at the table. The Teamsters’ demand 
at Boeing is justified so long as it remains 
independent and can discuss openly with its 
members without secrecy restrictions.

Only steps like these can begin to exert 
the influence of working people before major 
incidents. Mechanics always place safety first 
since they and their families fly the same 
aircraft they service.

However, shortcuts pushed by manage-
ment are out of workers’ control unless it 
violates the contract or clear safety regula-
tions. Floor action is then possible to prevent 
unsafe corporate acts.

The lesson of the recent incidents and 
earlier 737 Max crashes is that more power 
must be given to the workers who assemble, 
maintain and fix the planes that we all fly.  n

After Roe — continued from page 3
appealed the decision to the Texas Supreme 
Court. He also wrote to the hospitals 
where Cox’s doctor had admitting privileg-
es, claiming they could face prosecution if 
they allowed the abortion, Paxton dismissed 
Gamble’s ruling, saying she was not medically 
qualified, as if any judge or lawyer is!

Cox, already more than 20 weeks preg-
nant, decided to seek an abortion in New 
Mexico rather than wait for the ruling. In the 
end the Texas Supreme Court overturned 
Gamble’s ruling, citing that Cox’s life was not 
threatened, only her health.

The struggle for bodily autonomy means 
removing restrictions that impede people’s 
decisions and providing institutional support 
for them. Instead we have the horrendous 
stories of Kate Cox and Brittany Watts.

Brittany Watts was 21 weeks pregnant 
when her water broke and she went to 
a hospital in Warren, Ohio for help. The 
Catholic hospital was aware that the fetus 
was non-viable and convened its ethics com-
mittee — but failed to inform Watts about 
their process. Hospital records show that 
when first admitted she was bleeding, had a 
premature rupture of her membrane and an 
elevated white blood cell count.

After eight hours of waiting, and against 
medical advice, Watts decided to go home. 
Returning the following day, she waited 11 
more hours for treatment, then checked 
herself out a second time. That night she 
miscarried in her bathroom, returning to the 
hospital for medical care the next day.

The hospital called the police, who went 
to her home to locate the fetus. She was 
subsequently charged with abuse of a corpse 
— a felony dismissed only when the grand 
jury refused to indict her.

While the hospital staff, police and 
prosecutor believed they were doing their 
job, most people who learn about the case 
are shocked at the inhuman treatment of an 
African-American woman who sought help.

Fortunately, Watts didn’t hemorrhage or 
develop sepsis and die but defended herself 
against their stupidity and brutality. All the 
institutions and people staffing them failed 
her. That includes the ethics committee, who 
was so afraid of misjudging the law and might 
face criminal charges themselves that they 
didn’t even bother to talk to her.

Brittany Watts, who was humiliated and 
criminalized by the state for seeking medical 
care, asserted the right to control her own 
body. While the right wing seeks to outlaw all 
abortion by telling lies about how dangerous 
and immoral the procedure is, the stories 
of Kate Cox and Brittany Watts reveal the 
need to end the practice of judging medical 
decisions other people make.

These stories illustrate how the fight for 
abortion isn’t disconnected from a whole 
range of issues that connect human beings 
to one another. There is no need to create 
hundreds of laws governing abortion — just 
access to good medical care. As the slogan 
reminds us: “Our bodies, our lives, our right to 
decide.” n
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Solidarity Is Stronger Than Repression:
Unite for Boris Kagarlitsky!  By Suzi Weissman
AN URGENT APPEAL to free the promi-
nent leftwing sociologist and writer-activist 
Boris Kagarlitsky has almost 15,000 signatures 
internationally. Readers are urged to sign 
and circulate it widely: https://www.change.
org/p/free-boris-kagarlitsky-and-all-russian-an-
ti-war-political-prisoners.

Kagarlitsky has been designated as the 
Daniel Singer Foundation’s first recipient of 
its “Prisoner of Conscience” award.

Boris is now in his “permanent” place of 
detention after having been moved twice 
during the so-called quarantine period. The 
Russian state’s murder of Alexei Navalny 
highlights the need for a global campaign for 
the release of all imprisoned critics of the 
Putin regime.

Kagarlitsky had an unexpected “appeal” 
trial on February 13, 2024, where prosecu-
tors were demanding to overturn the results 
of his two day trial in December 2023. At 
that time Kagarlitsky had been released with 
a fine after serving 4.5 months in pre-trial 
detention in the Komi Republic, 1,000 kilome-
ters north of Moscow (about 800 miles).

He was facing 5.5-7 years imprisonment 
on a charge of “justifying terrorism,” but was 
released with a fine of 609,000 rubles, about 
$6500. The charge was absurd on its face, 
part of a generalized attack on the Russian 
Left movement as a whole, Kagarlitsky’s 
Rabkor media outlet in particular, and a 
warning to anti-war and anti-regime critics 
that breaking silence on the war would have 
dire consequences.

Indeed, by the time of Boris’ arrest, some 
21,000 people had already faced reprisals 
for opposing the Kremlin’s war on Ukraine, 
including more than 2000 jailed, according to 
Amnesty International.

In Kagarlitsky’s case, the charge of justify-
ing terrorism was for ironic remarks he made 
in a social media video “Explosive Greetings 
from Mostik the Cat.” The authorities did not 
get Boris’ joke and argued that Kagarlitsky 
was justifying the Crimean Bridge explosion.

In the video Boris noted that on the eve 
of the attack congratulatory wishes from 

Mostik the cat to President Putin circulated 
on Russian social networks. Since the cat 
was the mascot of the sabotaged bridge, 
Kagarlitsky joked that Mostik had acted as a 
provocateur with his congratulations. Boris 
later remarked that it was probably a poor 
joke, but hardly sufficient grounds for arrest.

In response to Boris’ detention in Syk-
tyvkar, far from Moscow to prevent rallies 
on his behalf, a huge “Free Boris” movement 
arose internationally, and more importantly, 
all across Russian cities and towns. There 
were spontaneous demonstrations held, 
online protests, Free Boris graffiti painted on 
walls, and coordinated international actions 
on Kagarlitsky’s birthday in August.

Thousands of signatures were collected 
from prominent intellectuals, activists, and 
politicians. Brazil’s President Lula criticized 
Kagarlitsky’s detention, as did leaders in other 
“BRICS” countries who Putin counts as allies. 
When Boris was released December 13, 
2023, it was a demonstration that interna-
tional pressure and solidarity works.

The “appeal” trial, which Boris expected 
to affirm the verdict from December, ended 
with the December verdict being overturned, 
and a sentence imposed of five years in a 
general regime penal colony. Boris was taken 
into custody from the courtroom.

The Pretext
The prosecution argued that Boris was 

going through bankruptcy proceedings and 
could not pay the fine imposed in December 
— so he had to serve the original sentence.

Both are untrue: Rabkor held a crowd-
funding the day following Kagarlitsky’s release, 
and 700,000 rubles were collected within an 
hour. (Boris told me in a December 31, 2023 
Jacobin Radio interview that two large checks 
for his fine came from within the Kremlin 
bureaucracy, indicating divisions at the highest 
level.) Subsequent legal costs and fines im-
posed another 710,000 rubles to the amount 
Kagarlitsky was to pay. Again, Rabkor’s 
crowdfunding raised the required amount, 
totaling 1,410,000 rubles ($15,270.00)

In an almost comic move, the bank tried 
to refuse the money when Boris paid the 
fine. He was required to pay in person, but 
his name was on the list of “extremists and 
terrorists” prohibited from conducting any 
financial transactions. In the end he was able 
to pay the fine, undercutting the prosecutors’ 
arguments.

As Ilya Budraitskis said, “it is hopeless to 
discuss legalistic arguments, there is no legali-
ty in Kagarlitsky’s case, Navalny’s case or that 
of the many others in custody for their views. 
There is no legality, just political decisions 
coming from the top to courts which have 
no independence.”

The appeal trial result was unexpected, 
brutal, and significant. Three days later, on 
February 16th, Alexei Navalny died in the 
harsh Arctic Circle penal colony where he 
was being held. These events occurred in 
the context of the second anniversary of 

Suzi Weissman is an editor of Against the 
Current and host of Jacobin Radio. Her 
December 31, 2023 interview with Boris 
Kagarlitsky is archived at https://podcasts.apple.
com/us/podcast/jacobin-radio-the-trial-w-boris-
kagarlitsky/id791564318?i=1000640917618.

KAGARLITSKY’s MEDIA OUTLET Rabkor 
issued an appeal for support, stating:
“Boris came to the (court hearing) with 
his bag already packed. Alas, not in vain. 
He was arrested right in the courtroom.

“Boris Kagarlitsky is neither an ex-
tremist nor a terrorist, although he is in-
cluded in the list of terrorists and extrem-
ists by Rosfinmonitoring. Boris Kagarlitsky 
never justified terrorism, including in that 
video and post in his telegram channel, 
which, at the will of the state prosecution, 
formed the plot of the criminal case.

“If you want to help, you can use 
Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/free-
dom_kagarlitsky ) or Busti (https://boosty.
to/freekagarlitsky).... Any help is welcome.” 
Kagarlitsky has asked for people to 
sign https://www.change.org/p/free-bo-
ris-kagarlitsky-and-all-russian-anti-war-po-
litical-prisoners/u/32496530.  n

continued on page 10
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Memorial Founder Imprisoned:
The Case of Oleg Orlov  By Dianne Feeley
SIMILAR TO THE case of Boris Kargarlitsky, 
Oleg Orlov was convicted in 2023. Last 
October Olov, co-founder of the now-
banned human rights group Memorial, was 
found guilty of violating Russia’s law against 
“discrediting the armed forces.”

Orlov, had written an antiwar essay, “They 
Wanted Fascism, and That’s What They 
Got.” His essay was first published in French 
by Mediapart in November 2022; he later 
posted it in Russia on his Facebook page. He 
denounced Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, calling 
it “mass murder,” writing:

“Now cracks a noble heart. Good night 
sweet prince: And flights of angels sing thee to 
thy rest! The brutal war unleashed by Putin’s 
regime in Ukraine is not only mass murder of 
people and destruction of the infrastructure, 
economy, and cultural sites of this wonderful 
country. It is not only the destruction of the 
foundations of international law.  It is also a 
severe blow to the future of Russia…. The 
country, which moved away from communist 
totalitarianism thirty years ago, is now pushed 
back into totalitarianism, but this time into a 
fascist totalitarianism.”

Orlov’s conviction resulted in a 150,000 
rubble fine (roughly $1,630). He maintained 
his innocence of the charges and refused 
to express regret over the essay. Just two 
weeks later state prosecutors filed for a 
retrial, claiming that the case had missed the 
“political and ideological hatred” motive that 
was the basis for his article. He was declared 
a “foreign agent” at the end of January.

Since 1988 Orlov has been active in 
defense of political prisoners and an observer 
in conflict zones. In mid-1995 he was part of 
a delegation that resolved a hostage crisis in 
Budyonnovsk. Along with others, he became 
a volunteer hostage in order to guarantee an 
exchange of prisoners with Chechen sepa-
ratists. As a result of this compromise, Russia 
agreed to halt military actions in Chechnya 
and begin negotiations. However, this turning 
point for the First Chechen War hit a dead 
end as peace talks broke down. Putin later 
initiated a Second Chechen War.

Memorial was founded during the fall of 
the Soviet Union to study the human rights 

violations of Stalin’s era. Its mission was later 
expanded to not only research the entire So-
viet period but also to protect human rights 
in today’s Russia. It came under more scrutiny 
after the Russian “foreign agent” law was 
passed in 2012. Two years later its center was 
declared a “foreign agent” by the Ministry of 
Justice. In December 2021, the center was 
ordered shut and its property liquidated by 
the Moscow City Court. State prosecutors 
had accused it of supporting terrorism and 
extremism.

Between 2004 and 2022 the Memorial 
Human Rights Centre has received numerous 
human rights awards. Along with organiza-
tions in Belarus and Ukraine, Memorial was 
awarded the 2022 Nobel Peace Prize.

The Second Trial
Throughout the February 2024 retrial 

Oleg Orlov spent his time sitting in the 
courtroom, reading Franz Kafka’s The Trial. 
He refused to answer questions throughout 
the four days. His lawyer Katerina Tertukhina 
challenged the premise of a retrial, noting 
that prosecutors refused to specify where 
the essay discredited the Russian military.

Two members of the pro-Kremlin “Veter-
ans of Russia” movement, Vadim Mironenko 
and Sergey Bokhonko, who first brought the 
charges against Orlov, testified at the second 
trial. Mironenko said he’d been following 
Memorial’s work and found it “criminal and 
destructive.” When Orlov declined to ques-
tion him, Mironenko responded by accusing 

Orlov of bragging about his negotiating skills 
in the Budyonnovsk crisis and claiming that 
Orlov worked “to spare” terrorists who later 
carried out attacks.

But the prosecution’s key witness, Maria 
Zueva, who supposedly conducted the 
updated linguistic examination of the essay, 
turned out to be a trainee with no previous 
experience.

The prosecutor’s summary maintained 
that Orlov did more than share his personal 
opinions. The defense lawyer made mince-
meat of that argument, pointing out that the 
charge was “cultivating a false opinion” about 
the Russian military. Tertukhina argued, “But 
what’s the threat in forming a false opinion? 
And how can an opinion even be false? It 
simply exists or it doesn’t.”

Oleg Orlov made a closing statement, 
despite his original thought about forgoing 
it. Given Alexey Navalny’s recent death, he 
explained:

“But then I thought about how these are all 
links in one chain, the death, or more precisely, 
the murder of Alexey, judicial persecutions of 
other critics of the regime (including mine), the 
suffocation of freedom in this country, and Rus-
sian troops invading Ukraine. And so I decided to 
speak up, after all.”

He remarked that since putting his article 
up on Facebook, events have only confirmed 
the issues he raised in his essay: “It’s perfectly 
clear now that I didn’t exaggerate one bit.”

Then Judge Elena Astakhova sentenced 
Orlov to two-and-a-half years in prison for 
“discrediting” the Russian army. He was 
immediately taken away by masked police 
officers as supporters in the hallway shouted, 
“We love you!”  n

Dianne Feeley is an ATC editor. Sources used 
for this report are from Meduza, an excellent 
Russian website now located in Latvia, and 
Amnesty International.

Oleg Orlov reading Franz Kafka’s The Trial 
during his February 2024 retrial. © 2024 Ekaterina 
Yanshina, for Memorial
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THE NUMBER OF political prisoners 
grows as the Russian Federation represses 
dissent. Vladimir Kara-Murza is serving 
25 years for treason; OVD-Info counts 
19,855 antiwar activists detained. Those 
behind bars include members of left 
organizations, Socialists, communists, 
anarchists and unaffiliated left democrats. 
Boris Kagarlitsky has penned a letter 
in support of a solidarity campaign for 
all who are speaking out for social and 
democratic rights, and against militarism 
and authoritarianism. They need to be 
released immediately and unconditionally.
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The More Things Change....
Reflections on Chile 2024  By Oscar Mendoza

c h i l e  —  t h e n  &  n o w

MY AGITATED STATE in boarding my 
flight from London to Santiago de Chile last 
September, due to my connecting flight from 
Glasgow being two hours late, was perhaps 
a portent of things to come during my visit 
— a sort of foretaste of what’s engulfing my 
homeland these days.

Along with the rest of the world going 
from one major convulsion to another, Chile 
is facing its own challenges, some new and 
some dating decades since the overthrow of 
the Allende government in 1973.

It was the 50th anniversary commemora-
tion of the military coup on September 11 of 
that year, the original 9/11, that took me back 
to Chile after a longer than usual time. For 
several months I had been preparing myself 
to be in the country on this date, for the first 
time in half a century.

I have visited during September often, but 
never around that date, always opting for the 
season of national independence celebrations. 
On this occasion, I managed both!

With my mind busily focusing on Chile 
for a long time, I felt prepared and ready for 
what I knew would be a powerful, poignant, 
sometimes sad but overall life-enhancing ex-
perience. It was all of those, and much more.

I had prepared a full and busy itinerary, 
aiming to maximise my chances of commem-
orating our 9/11, retracing my own story of 
detention, torture, prison and exile, as well 
as honoring our dead and sharing time with 
comrades still with us. A small sprinkling of 
family and close friends’ gatherings filled the 
rest of my agenda.

A Divided Society
The commemorations themselves ex-

posed, once more, the deep divisions in Chil-
ean society and the highly polarised nature of 
the country.

There are essentially two opposing blocs. 
A majority rejects the military coup, the 
subsequent dictatorship and human rights 
abuses, as well as the legacy from that dark 
period, and pushes for progressive change.

We also have a large minority that justifies 
the coup and the dictatorship’s crimes and 

abuses, and likewise favors authoritarian and 
undemocratic policies to meet the current 
challenges.

These two Chilean souls were very much 
to the fore when I arrived. Representing the 
rightwing opposition to president Gabriel Bo-
ric’s government, various political figures did 
the media rounds speaking about the need to 
focus on the future and, as they see it, stop 
focusing on the past.

This is a common theme in their dis-
course. The more extreme elements, and 
there are plenty of those, blamed Allende for 
his own downfall, accusing the Popular Unity 
government that he presided over of “leading 
Chile towards Cuba-style communism” and 
contending that the military dictatorship had 
“restored democracy in the country” (sic).

On the other hand, both the Boric 
government with a small and limited official 
program, as well as the political, labor, human 
rights and social organisations representing 
Allende’s supporters — the Socialist and 
Communist Parties, trade unions, relatives 
of the military’s victims, and many others — 
organized a wide range of commemorative 
activities.

Recovering Memory

The major events took place in the capital 
Santiago, with a multiplicity of others across 
the length and breadth of the country.

Before taking part in some of the public 

commemoration events, I kicked off my own 
itinerary of memory with a visit to the me-
morial at the National Stadium — the largest 
detention and torture center immediately 
following the coup.

Fighting against the odds, a private not-
for-profit corporation has managed to rescue 
and preserve a small section of the stadium 
— now fully renovated — which shows areas 
where prisoners were held and the seating 
area where we were taken during daytime.

One of the landings where the stairs allow 
access to the seating, Escotilla #8, has been 
carefully restored and offers a real insight 
into the conditions we endured. Large-scale 
photographs of hundreds of former detainees 
adorn the walls, and a permanent photo-
graphic exhibition tells the story of Allende 
and the Popular Unity government, up to the 
coup and subsequent repression.

The smells and feel were highly reminis-
cent of my time at the National Stadium (5 
October to early November 1973), especially 
when we recreated the walk prisoners took 
from the main arena to the old Velodrome, 
which was the main on-site torture center.

Central to the public commemorations 
was the figure of Allende. At the side en-
trance to the Moneda Palace (Chile’s White 
House) at #80 Morandé Street, president 
Boric accompanied by the Allende family 
inaugurated an exhibition titled “Allende: the 
path of a democrat” (Allende: el caminar de un 
demócrata).

Behind a large glass window the shoes 
worn by Allende on September 11, in which 
he was secretly buried, are displayed to 
highlight his decades-long democratic com-
mitment. Across the street on the sidewalk, a 
memorial consists of plaques with the names 
of Allende and his advisers and members of 
his security detail.

These people remained with him in the 
presidential palace on the day of the coup 
and survived the bombing, but were subse-
quently killed by the military two days later 
following their arrest and torture.

The traditional march for human rights 
and against impunity, normally held on 9/11, 
was moved to the day before and assembled 
thousands of people who walked through 
the downtown area, passed the presidential 
palace and finished at Allende’s mausoleum in 
the general cemetery.

Oscar Mendoza is a social scientist, specialist in 
international development and cooperation, for-
mer political prisoner between September 1973 
and May 1975, based in Scotland since May 
1975 (initially as a refugee until 1987).
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I joined, with my best friend in Chile, 
in shouting “Allende, Allende, Allende is 
present.”

That same Sunday evening, the eve of the 
50th anniversary, came in my view the most 
poignant and powerful commemorative event 
of all — thousands of women dressed in 
black and carrying a lit candle in their hands 
with a “Nunca +” (“Never again”) badge on 
their breasts gathered around the Moneda 
Palace for a silent vigil.

It was an extraordinary and completely 
fitting sight, as it’s been primarily women who 
have led the campaign for truth and justice in 
Chile, in spite of severe repression during the 
dictatorship, including beatings and deten-
tions at rallies, and worse.

Day of Commemoration
On the day itself, my own commemora-

tions started with a minute of silence at the 
Casona Cañaveral where 
Allende’s private secretary 
lived and from where she 
left to join the president 
at the Moneda Palace, 
together with her son 
Enrique (my closest friend 
at the time), and a group of 
Allende’s security detail.

She was the only one to 
survive.

At the same time at La 
Moneda, President Gabriel 
Boric held a private recep-
tion for Allende’s relatives 
and the families of his 
advisers and security detail 
who perished.

Afterwards, Boric led 
the main official act in front 
of an invited audience of 
foreign and national dignitaries, including the 
Presidents of Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico and 
Uruguay, as well as political, community and 
cultural figures.

Under the banner of “Democracy always”, 
Boric made a strong criticism of the military 
coup and the years of dictatorship, asking 
Chileans of all shades of opinion to commit 
to resolving their political differences by 
democratic means. A statement to that effect 
was published, with the signatures of all living 
former Presidents alongside Boric’s own.

The right-wing opposition refused to sign 
the declaration and boycotted the official 
commemorations.

During the evening, at the front of the 
main entrance into the National Stadium — 
which served as the largest detention center 
following the coup — tens of thousands of 
people gathered for the main open event, 
called by a coalition of political parties, 
unions and human rights organizations among 
others.

Thousands more took the occasion to go 

into the stadium itself, light candles, and visit 
the memorial to those of us who were held 
there between the coup and early November 
1973. With music and dance everywhere, the 
event was a mixture of solemnity and joy.

Through personal connections with the 
event organizers, my friends and I gained en-
try to the VIP area next to the stage and saw 
at close hand a range of Chile’s most famous 
and best musicians, presented by popular 
actor and TV personality Daniel Alcaíno. We 
enjoyed the sounds and songs of Quilapayún, 
Inti-Illimani and Illapu, among others.

A few speeches from leading human 
rights campaigners and political figures were 
interspersed among the musical acts. It was 
massive, lively, passionate, fun and moving, all 
at the same time. The large backdrop with 
Allende’s figure and an excerpt from his last 
speech “History is ours, and the people make 
it” expressed simply but powerfully why so 

many of us gathered 
there that night.

Personal 
Participation

My own commem-
orations followed on 
the 12th. Accompanied 
by my friend Enrique’s 
first cousin and his 
wife, we visited the 
family mausoleum at 
Valparaiso’s number 1 
(general) cemetery, up 
on the Cerro Panteón 
hill. For some unex-
plainable reason, it 
took me half a century 
to pay my respects at 
Enrique’s final resting 
place.

The same evening, thanks to a late invita-
tion to what was a private event for survivors 
and their families, and the families of those 
killed following the 1973 coup, I attended 
the event in memory of the GAP (Grupo 
de Amigos Personales or Group of Personal 
Friends, Allende’s security detail).

The invitation was in recognition of 
the fact that I had been close to Allende’s 
security detail between 1971 and the coup 
in 1973, and maintain my links with some of 
the survivors until today, and that my friend 
Enrique had been killed after his arrest with a 
group of GAP members.

The memorial, held at the small theater 
of the Metropolitan Technological University 
(UTEM) in Santiago, was poignant in a room 
charged with emotion. Presented by one of 
the survivors and one of the relatives, it com-
bined homages to Allende and his daughter 
Beatriz (known as Tati) along with Allende’s 
private secretary Miria Contreras Bell (known 
as Payita), the president’s closest confidants, 
to every GAP member killed following the 

coup, and to my friend Enrique, with personal 
testimonies and music and poetry.

The event enabled me to meet some 
comrades I hadn’t seen for 50 years and 
re-establish contact with others. With some, 
we resisted the coup together. With others, 
we shared time in detention. Therefore, the 
encounters were powerful and full of joy. We 
endure!

Perspectives on Chile Today
My itinerary also offered me perspec-

tives on life in Chile today. I regularly used 
Santiago’s excellent subway system, as well as 
traveling as a passenger in my friends’ car.

Traveling from the affluent area of Lo Bar-
nechea down towards the Los Dominicos or 
Tobalaba subway stations in my friends’ SUV, 
we drove by the large and often luxurious 
homes of the Chilean elite in the Eastern area 
of Santiago.

 We passed a myriad of high-end shops, 
restaurants and car showrooms. The roads 
are broad and tree-lined, and the general 
sense could be easily compared to Europe or 
North America. Alongside us, also driving on 
the roads, were countless expensive vehicles 
retailing in Chile at 50, 60 and 70 million 
pesos (slightly under US$50,000, $60,000 and 
$70,000 at current rates).

Considering that the median annual 
income of Chileans employed in 2022 was 
around US$6,000, that half of pensioners live 
on US$3,500 per annum, and that the annual 
minimum wage is equivalent to US$5,500, 
those vehicles are far out of reach for most 
Chileans (Government of Chile source).

The high level of income inequality in 
the country is a well-known and document-
ed fact. Although Chile has experienced a 
remarkable decline in absolute poverty since 
the 1990s, after the return to democratically 
elected government, it remains one of the 
most unequal OECD countries.

This is mostly due to the high concen-
tration of income with the top 10% earning 
26.5 times the average income. The stark 
inequalities date back to the neoliberal eco-
nomic policies pursued under the Pinochet 
dictatorship (1973-1990), particularly the 
large-scale privatization of state enterprises 
during the 1980s.

Legacy of Privatization
In the runup to the 1982 financial crisis 

that affected the whole of Latin America, the 
state controlled a significant portion of the 
economy, often through CORFO (acronym 
for Chile’s Corporation for the Promotion of 
Growth).

According to research published in April 
1993 in the CEPAL (Economic Commission 
for Latin America) magazine, Robert Devlin 
identifies that the percentage of Chile’s GDP 
value added by the state enterprise sector 
was around 14% of the total. State employ-

Paying respects to the author’s best friend, 
Enrique.
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ment represented a fifth of the total.
One of the key measures of the Pinochet 

government’s recovery plan, from 1983 on-
wards, was the sale to the private sector of 
large numbers of state companies, including 
those in some of the most critical sectors.

In line with other such processes, privati
zation in Chile led to a veritable “sacking” 
of the state’s assets with profound and long 
lasting repercussions, which can be seen right 
up to the present.

The most infamous case was that of 
SOQUIMICH (now SQM, the Chemicals 
and Minerals Society), which transferred the 
Chilean state company to Julio Ponce Lerou, 
the then son-in-law of Augusto Pinochet, for 
20,300 million pesos through the transfer of 
93% of the state’s shares — despite the fact 
that the value was approximately 35,800 mil-
lion pesos.

In 1993, the operations of the technical 
grade potassium nitrate plant began. In 1995, 
SQM was listed on the New York Stock 
Exchange and started the production of po-
tassium chloride from the Salar de Atacama. 
Production of lithium carbonate from the 
Salar del Carmen started in 1997. In the years 
that followed, the business was internation-
alised through acquisitions and joint ventures.

Profits and Politics

The enormous personal fortune that 
Ponce Lerou derived from this acquisition has 
enabled him to buy his way into influencing 
politicians and governments of all hues ever 
since. A major political scandal exploded in 
2015, when SQM was revealed as having pro-
vided funding for major political figures and 
campaigns through the mechanism of paying 
invoices for consultancy or advisory services 
that were never rendered.

SQM’s power to influence the direction 
of our country was last demonstrated when 
the Boric government announced on 20 
April 2023 that as part of its national lithium 
strategy, the state would involve the private 
sector in all stages of exploration, exploita-
tion and value added production of this most 
precious of metals.

In January 2024, Boric welcomed the 
establishment of a public-private association 
that will enable the exploitation of lithium 
between 2025 and 2060. The agreement 
between the state copper corporation 
CODELCO and SQM allows for the ex-
traction of 300,000 tons during the first five 
years, increasing production by a third from 
current levels.

Though the state will hold a majority of 
shares, all operational decisions will be left 
to SQM (subject to a veto by the state), 
giving another major boost to the company 
and wider group. This move was seen as a 
betrayal by progressives who favor a wholly 
state-owned and managed lithium operation, 
more akin to CODELCO and copper.

Back to my travels, on the subway, used 
by Chileans of all social classes, I came across 
countless street sellers, so many that one 
couldn’t keep tabs. It provides clear evidence 
of the large informal labor sector, which 
makes such things as taxation or pension 
reform extremely challenging.

More than once I witnessed young chil-
dren accompanying their mothers/parents. 
My guess is that they simply had no alterna-
tive childcare arrangements — but what a 
life for a young one; possibly 10 to 12 hours 
perambulating across the vast underground 
network, for very little money.

At the subway stations, or immediately 
outside of them, were many stalls with other 
vendors displaying a wide variety of articles 
of mostly Chinese-made cheap goods and 
bagatelles. This provided even more evidence 
of the informal sector.

In Chile by the end of 2022, according to 
the National Institute of Statistics (INE), ap-
proximately 2.6 million people were engaged 
in informal employment.

This definition includes workers who do 
not contribute to the social security system 
(pensions, health and unemployment insur-
ance) and also encompasses self-employed 
individuals not actively registered with the 
Internal Revenue Service (SII).

The informality rate is 28%, meaning that 
almost one-third of the workforce operates 
in an informal capacity. This rate decreased 
to 22% during the peak of the pandemic, not 
necessarily due to a transition of these work-
ers to formality, but because some shifted 
into unemployment or inactivity, reintegrating 
into the informal sector post-pandemic.

I also came across large numbers of 
immigrants, whose condition was fairly easy 
to identify because of their accents and 
appearance. Since immigration has become 

a huge and contentious political issue, it’s 
worth looking into the facts and figures in 
some detail.

According to estimates produced by INE, 
by the end of 2022 a total of just over 1.6 
million foreign individuals (826,000 men and 
799,000 women) resided in Chile. The figure 
represents an increase of 3.9% compared to 
2021 and a 25% rise compared to 2018.

Given that the total population of Chile 
in 2022 reached 19.6 million, the estimated 
number of immigrants represents 8.1%. By 
comparison, in the United States in 2021 the 
foreign born population was 13.6% of the 
total (source: OECD International Migration 
Outlook 2022).

The majority of immigrants are between 
25 and 39 years old, with the highest pro-
portion in the 30-34 age group (17.8% of the 
total). Additionally, a total of 210,000 children 
and adolescents (under 20 years old) were 
estimated, representing 13% of the total for-
eign population, a percentage that has been 
decreasing since 2018 when it reached 15.4%.

The majority of foreign individuals come 
from Venezuela (almost a third), Peru 
(traditionally the main country of origin for 
migrants), Colombia and Haiti, and well over 
half live in the Santiago metropolitan area. A 
total of 6.6% are in an irregular situation. The 
majority are men and two thirds of undocu-
mented migrants are from Venezuela.

Rightwing Discourse vs. Reality
In political discourse, much as in the 

United States, UK and other countries, 
immigration and especially illegal immigration 
is a hot and contentious topic. In Chile too, 
the right speaks of the country “swamped by 
migrants,” and of their “threatening indige-
nous culture,” “bringing a wave of crime with 
them.”

the invasion of Ukraine, just before the 
rubber-stamp presidential election for Putin’s 
fifth term, as the Kremlin looks to portray 
Russians as united behind him.

Kagarlitsky, for his part, was allowed to 
make a statement after the decision, and 
showed his characteristic optimism and his 
resolve. He thanked Rabkor, asked for more 
solidarity, but was not discouraged. He said,

“I am as always, in high spirits. I continue 
to collect data and materials for new books, 
including descriptions of prison life — now in 
Moscow institutions. Anyway, see you soon! I am 
sure that everything will be fine eventually. We 
will see each other again both on the channel 
and in person. We just need to live a little longer 
and survive this dark period for our country.”

Kagarlitsky’s daughter, attending an im-
promptu gathering for Alexei Navalny, made 
this statement about his murder at the hands 
of Putin:

“And for all of us, this is a special sign, 
especially for those who have relatives, friends, 
associates, in the hands of Putin’s regime, we 
are all not safe. Now, when Boris is behind 
bars, it is especially important to understand 
how dangerous his hands are, and to show 
even more solidarity around Boris, around his 
case and around other political prisoners. Many 
condolences to Alexey’s family. It is very difficult 
for me to imagine what they are going through 
now, and it is very difficult for all of us.”

A statement issued by the Russian 
Socialist Movement reads in part: “The case 
of Boris Kagarlitsky is a mockery of justice. 
This is also a slap at the thousands of people 
who expressed their solidarity with him: 
they wrote letters, made broadcasts, put up 
posters. As soon as this becomes possible, 
our editors will publish new ways to support 
Boris Yulievich. #Freedom for Boris Kagar-
litsky! #Freedom to all political prisoners!”  n

Boris Kagarlitsky — continued from page 6
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The right are on shaky ground here, be-
cause in February 2019 Chile’s then President 
Sebastián Piñera travelled to the Colombian 
border town of Cúcuta to rally support for 
the failed self-proclaimed “president” of Ven-
ezuela Juan Guaido, clearly fanning expecta-
tions that Chile would welcome Venezuelan 
exiles with open arms. Increased Colombian 
immigration can also be traced to this point.

However, when the stream of Venezue-
lans traversing the continent to enter Chile 
became a roaring river, the Chilean govern-
ment implemented stringent entry measures, 
requiring a passport and, as of June 24, 2019 
a Democratic Responsibility Visa, that must 
be obtained in Chilean Consulate offices.

Mass migration from Haiti dates back 
to the time that Chilean military forces led 
the United Nations presence on the island 
following the 2010 earthquake. Haitians in 
particular, because of their African ances-
try and different language, have reported 
experiencing high levels of discrimination and 
even abuse.

The issue of immigration is frequently as-
sociated with violent crime in the media and 
political discourse. Crime and violence are 
regularly featured in opinion polls as one of, 
if not the principal, key concerns of Chileans 
of all social groups. It’s also seen as a major 
thorn in the side and Achilles heel for the 
Boric government.

The Chilean media contribute greatly to 
a climate of general insecurity with blanket 
coverage of crime and violence through all 
their channels. This is the case even though 
the situation has been present well before 
the current Boric administration.

As a result, his government pays the 
political price in spite of a large number of 
security-focused initiatives and plans, and larg-
er budgets and equipment being deployed. 
In the fiscal year 2023, the allocation for 
policing and public order increased by 4.4%, 
in the midst of severe budgetary constraints 
(source: Gobierno de Chile).

Violent Crime and Politics
The underlying causes relate to increasing 

incidents of violence (such as carjackings, 
robberies, home invasions). Even though 
objectively Chile has been, is and possibly will 
continue to be one of the safest places in Lat-
in America, the statistics are clearly heading 
in the wrong direction.

According to the United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the rate of 
intentional homicides went up from 3.63 per 
100 thousand of population in 2021 to 6.7 
per 100 thousand of population in 2022 — a 
huge increase in the space of just one year.

By comparison, El Salvador under the 
draconian measures introduced by the Bukele 
government (an example the Chilean right 
loves to point to) went from 18.17 to 7.8 in 
the same period. The U.S. 2022 figure was 

6.4 per thousand.
Criminal gangs from Venezuela and Peru 

contribute significantly to violent crime, 
adding fire to the anti-immigrant rhetoric. 
Organized criminal groups such as El Tren 
de Aragua and Los Orientales (both from 
Venezuela), Espartanos from Colombia, and 
Los Pulpos and Nueva Generación (Peru) are 
among the leading eight bands identified by 
Chile’s prosecutors as carrying out most 
kidnappings, homicides, drugs and people 
trafficking.

The most notorious case involving immi-
gration and violent crime was the kidnapping 
of former Venezuelan army officer Ronald 
Ojeda in Santiago in the early hours on Feb-
ruary 21st this year.

His dead body was found on March 1 
inside a suitcase buried under a cement 
structure in an area occupied by an informal 
settlement. Burying victims under cement 
is a technique that has been used in other 
cases involving organised crime gangs from 
Venezuela.

Initially, the rightwing opposition and 
Venezuelan opposition sources alleged — 
without any proof whatsoever — that the 
kidnapping was politically motivated and had 
been carried out by Maduro’s government 
forces acting secretly in Chile. Prosecutors 
investigating the crime, which created a great 
deal of public unease and commotion, stated 
that they were keeping an open mind and 
generally kept quiet until the investigation 
uncovered the tragic end.

According to prosecutors in charge, 
the four men who kidnapped Ojeda were 

members of the Venezuelan organized crime 
group belonging to El Tren de Aragua. One 17-
year old Venezuelan irregularly in the country 
has been detained and charged, and there’s a 
manhunt on for the rest of those involved.

In between the kidnapping and the corpse 
being found, the rightwing opposition started 
making all sorts of demands from the Boric 
government, basically trying to have all com-
munist party ministers and other high ranking 
functionaries sacked because of their alleged 
“complicity with Maduro.”

When challenged about the lack 
of evidence, they simply doubled 
down, a tactic commonly used in 
today’s polarized Chile. The strident 
calls for Boric to sever ties with 
one of the main pillars of support 
his government enjoys, namely the 
Chilean Communist Party, led to his 
very strong defence of the demo-
cratic credentials of the party.

Via an X post on March 2, Boric 
denounced the visceral anti-com-
munism of some political groups 
and media sympathetic to them, 
accusing them of perpetrating 
attacks ad hominem and spreading 
lies about the CP. He ended his post 
by stating: “I don’t have any doubt 
about the democratic and social 
commitment of the Chilean CP.”
Stasis and Growing Threat

Early indications are that Ojeda’s 
kidnapping and death (with the 
cause being established as “mechan-
ical asphyxiation”) will continue 
to be used as a stick to beat the 
government, especially as violent 
crime shows no sign of abating or 

being brought under control.
Two years ago, when the Boric govern-

ment took office, many commentators and 
observers — myself included — expressed 
the view that his government had only two 
top priorities: to get inflation down and reac-
tivate the economy, which has been achieved 
to a reasonable extent so far; and to deal 
with crime and violence, where it has failed 
to make progress.

If during the remaining two years of 
Boric’s term the wave of criminality is not 
stopped, the chances of an authoritarian 
rightwing president will grow and grow. If in 
addition the proposed pensions and tax re-
forms also fail, a rightwing government looks 
almost certain.

That’s why in Congress at the present 
time, opposition forces are doing everything 
they can to put obstacles in the way and 
push a continuity neoliberal model with very 
limited and inconsequential reforms at best.

It’s like being back in the 1970-73 period. 
That’s why in Chile, the more things change, 
the more they remain the same.  n

The commemoration was a mixture of solemnity and joy, 
but the struggle against a rightwing agenda continues.



12 • MAY / JUNE 2024

Recent Tales in Canada and the USA:
The Long Reach of Hindutva  By M.V. Ramana & Aparna Sundar

m o d i ’ s  b u l l d o z e r s

SPEAKING IN THE Canadian parliament 
in September 2023, Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau revealed that Canada’s security 
agencies were looking into “credible allega-
tions of a potential link between agents of 
the Government of India and the killing of a 
Canadian citizen,” Hardeep Singh Nijjar.1

Some months later it was the turn of 
people in the United States to learn about a 
plot to assassinate another Sikh activist.2

To be sure, little of this evidence is public 
and it will likely be very hard to tie actual 
government officials in India to either of 
these cases. Yet, these allegations do offer a 
glimpse into how an increasingly militaristic 
and aggressive Indian state, espousing a Hindu 
supremacist or Hindutva ideology, operates 
in today’s world.

These are far from the only cases. In 
October 2022, the Canadian Security 
Intelligence Service named India as a foreign 
interference threat, along with China.3 The 
assessment reportedly talks about a Govern-
ment of India “proxy agent” providing “elec-
toral support — including significant amounts 
of money — to a number of politicians at all 
levels of government” with the ultimate aim 
of keeping “pro-Indian politicians in office.”4

Some politicians of Indian origin strongly 
aligned with Hindutva have openly espoused 
its cause in Canada; one of them hoisted a 
saffron flag in Ottawa in November 2022.5 
Saffron is the color associated with Hindu 
right-wing groups such as the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the cadre force 
that controls a wide array of civil-society and 
political organizations associated with the 
Hindu supremacist cause.6

Since 2014, when Narendra Modi became 
Prime Minister of India, saffron has also 
become a color “associated with hatred and 
violence against Muslims.”7

In the United States, groups associated 
with Hindutva have also sought to influence 

elections and politicians, attacking anyone 
seen as critical of their ideology (for example, 
the Representative from California, Ro Khan-
na).8 In 2019 a new political action committee 
(PAC), Americans for Hindus, was set up, 
according to the FAQ on its website, “in 
response to recent anti-India and anti-Hindu 
statements and actions by members of the 
Progressive Caucus (“PC”) of the Democratic 
party,”9 and funded fourteen Republican can-
didates for the 2020 federal elections.10

In August 2022, bulldozers with the faces 
of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and 
Yogi Adityanath, under whom India’s largest 
state of Uttar Pradesh has become a labora-
tory for some of the worst kinds of anti-Mus-
lim hatred and violence, were used as floats in 
an India Day parade in Edison, New Jersey.11

The bulldozer has been used to demolish 
Muslim homes and businesses in India in a 
form of collective punishment, and its open 
display in an American parade speaks of the 
global spread of the symbols and practices of 
Hindu supremacism.

The Bogey of “Hinduphobia”
In both the United States and Canada, 

Hindu supremacists have tried to mark 
off any criticism of Hindutva or associated 
practices like casteism as “Hinduphobia.” At 
a conference held in 2021 to help build legiti-
macy for the term, Hinduphobia was defined 
as a “set of antagonistic, destructive, and 
derogatory attitudes and behaviors” towards 
Hindu religion and its followers “that may 
manifest as prejudice, fear, or hatred.”12

There has been a sustained effort to 
introduce this notion into laws. In 2023, for 

example, there were resolutions condemning 
“Hinduphobia” by Ohio state Senator Niraj 
Antani,13 and by Republican Representatives 
Lauren McDonald and Todd Jones in the 
Georgia Assembly, which actually passed the 
resolution.14

A petition to Canada’s House of Com-
mons called upon the body to “recognize 
Hinduphobia as a term in the glossary of 
terms in the Human Rights Code to describe 
anti-Hindu prejudice and discrimination.” For-
tunately, the Minister of Diversity and Inclu-
sion and Persons with Disabilities responded 
by pointing out that Canada’s government 
“unequivocally rejects all forms of hate and 
discrimination.”15

None of this makes a lot of sense if one 
goes with standard meanings of the term 
“phobia.” The Oxford English dictionary, for 
example, offers this meaning: “fear, horror, 
strong dislike, or aversion; esp. an extreme or 
irrational fear or dread aroused by a particu-
lar object or circumstance.”

The question that one should ask is 
whether there is any evidence that people in 
North America exhibit these emotions when 
they encounter Hinduism, especially at levels 
that merit legislative action.

In fact, the playbook is borrowed from 
the Zionist right wing, which has been trying 
to define any criticism of Israel as antisemi-
tism.16 Similarly, Hindu supremacists define 
as Hinduphobic any attempts at criticizing 
not just Hinduism as a religion, but also the 
current regime in India, in particular the 
government’s failure to curtail or punish 
organizations associated with Hindutva (the 
so-called Sangh Parivar) when they call for a 
genocide against Muslims.17

Thus, for example, when Representative 
Ilhan Omar introduced House Resolution 
1196 (Condemning human rights violations 
and violations of international religious 
freedom in India, including those targeting 
Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, Dalits, Adivasis, 
and other religious and cultural minorities),18 
the Hindu American Foundation tweeted 
(or X-ed): “Rep. Omar has a long record of 
#Hinduphobia and continues her damaging 
efforts.”19

Scholars and academics, too, have been 
tarred with the same brush. When many 
of them came together to organise a major 
online conference on “Dismantling Global 
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Hindutva,” its organizers and participants 
were at the receiving end of harassment 
and intimidation.20 A member of the Hindu 
American Foundation termed the event 
“practicing Hinduphobia in the guise of aca-
demic freedom.”21

Reality of Discrimination
Finally, those who raise concerns about a 

real form of discrimination, namely discrim-
ination based on caste, have been accused 
of being Hinduphobic. In recent years, a 
number of reports have documented the 
wide prevalence of caste — a hierarchical and 
degrading social system — in the diaspora, 
not just India.22

For example, a 2018 survey carried out by 
Equality Labs  documented widespread evi-
dence for such discrimination in the United 
States.23  In 2020, California’s Department of 
Fair Employment and Housing sued CISCO, 
the digital communications technology com-
pany, for caste discrimination.24

Thanks to these revelations, there has 
been a wave of action by oppressed caste or 
Dalit activists to have this real discrimination 
be recognized.

Anti-discrimination efforts succeeded in 
Seattle (Washington),25 and at the Toronto 
District School Board in Ontario, which 
filed an application with the Ontario Human 
Rights Commission asking it to “assess and 
provide a framework for addressing caste 
oppression in a public education context.”26

In April 2023, California state Democratic 
senator Aisha Wahab introduced a bill that 
called for banning caste-based discrimi-
nation;27 the bill was ultimately vetoed by 
Governor Gavin Newsom.28

This effort to highlight caste discrimina-
tion is one reason why the Republican party 
and other right-wing groups are raising the 
bogeyman of Hinduphobia.

Ohio Senator Niraj Antani condemned 
the anti-discrimination ordinance passed by 
the Seattle City Council as Hinduphobic.29 
The Canadian Organization for Hindu Heri-
tage Education (COHHE) based in Toronto 
dismissed concerns about caste discrimina-
tion saying “there is no caste in Canada. This 
is all being brought in as Hinduphobia.”30

Contesting Hindutva and the Far Right
On the face of it, groups like the Canadian 

Organization for Hindu Heritage Education 

seem to be interested simply in promoting 
Hindu heritage and values.31 That osten-
sible aim is one way these groups manage 
to attract members, especially younger 
second-generation Indians, and collect money. 

In fact, they are quite political and part 
of a much larger grouping of organizations 
in the diaspora allied with the rightwing 
Hindu-supremacist movement.

The latter, as one of us has argued 
elsewhere, is part “of a global far-right, not 
necessarily in the sense of organizational 
cohesion or global conspiracy, but in the 
sense of shifting public discourse in that 
direction, undermining liberal democratic 
values, delegitimizing any kind of equalitarian 
mobilizations, normalizing fake news and 
anti-science perspectives, and aligning with 
White supremacists and Zionists.”32

Hindu-supremacist groups and associated 
organizations, for example, have been deeply 
involved in spreading disinformation on social 
media around the genocide in Gaza.33

These moves have not gone unchecked 
by members of the Indian diaspora in North 
America: from caste-oppressed activists mo-
bilizing to have caste recognized as a category 
of discrimination, to academics and scholars 
organizing the “Dismantling Global Hindutva” 
conference, to Muslim organizations success-
fully mobilizing widespread condemnation, 
including by the Woodbridge/Perth Amboy 
chapter of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People,34 of the 
bulldozer in the Edison, New Jersey parade.35

An extensively researched report by a 
new multiracial, interfaith, anti-caste coalition 
of organizations and activists against all forms 
of supremacist politics maps and exposes 
Hindutva’s vast U.S. network.36

Though with relatively meager financial 
and organizational resources when compared 
to the forces of Hindutva, which are able to 
draw on the resources of the Indian state 
and of other rightwing supremacist groups, 
the anti-Hindutva left is actively engaged in 
solidarity with other left groups on Palestine, 
labor and anti-racism.

This is a task not just for Indian diasporic 
groups. The broader left has to be involved 
in resisting Hindutva and its expansion into 
Canada and the United States.  n

[The first part of an extensive interview 
on Kashmir appears on page 14 in this issue. 
For further background, see “Hindu Excep-
tionalism and COVID-19,” by Mona Bhan and 
Purnima,Bose in ATC 214, September-Octo-
ber 2021.]
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“Kashmir Is the One Thing That India Cannot Let Go Of!”
Kashmir Today, Part 1  Interview with Hafsa Kanjwal
THIS INTERVIEW WITH Kashmir his-
torian Hafsa Kanjwal delves into the 
complexities of India’s settler-colonial 
politics in Kashmir. Apart from detailing 
the evolution of the Kashmir issue, it 
illuminates the similarities and differences 
between India’s and Russia’s long projects 
of occupation of Kashmir and Ukraine, 
respectively.

This comparison reveals that even 
culturally, politically, and ideologically 
disparate entities, like Kashmir and 
Ukraine, may have remarkably similar 
histories of resisting imperial powers that 
have utilized both direct violence, includ-
ing military invasions, torture and mass 
killings, and structural oppression, such as 
censorship, propaganda and manipulative 
politics to subjugate native populations.

This interview is presented in two 
parts. The first one focuses on the general 
history of the Kashmir Issue — the Kash-
miri people’s struggle for self-determina-
tion against the Indian State. To this end, 
this first segment examines key historical 
moments in Kashmir’s modern history, 
various political responses to India’s forced rule 
over the region, and the impact of the struggle 
against India’s occupation on Kashmiri identity, 
culture, and life.

The second part of the interview (to be 
published in the next issue of Against the Cur-
rent —ed.) centers on three distinct periods of 
upheaval and political change in Kashmir from 
the 1950s to the present time. It will underscore 
the concrete organizational struggle for self-de-
termination of the Kashmiri people against the 
Indian State, the role of censorship, Kashmiri 
cultural resistance, and broader geo-political 
connections, particularly regarding the Ukrainian 
and Palestinian questions.

Hafsa Kanjwal is an Assistant Professor 
of South Asian History at Lafayette College 
(Easton, Pennsylvania) and the author of Colo-
nizing Kashmir: State-Building Under Indian 
Occupation (Stanford University Press, 2023). 
Her work offers readers a historiographical ac-
count and thorough analysis of India’s settler-co-

lonial and state-building practices during the 
1950s-1960s in Kashmir.

The interview is conducted by Salik Basharat 
Geelani, a Kashmiri doctoral student in the 
Department of English Literature at Vanderbilt 
University and Yuliia Kulish, a doctoral student 
in the Department of Literature, Kyiv-Mohyla 
Academy.
COMMONS: Very few people in Ukraine are 
aware of the political situation in Kashmir 
and the extent of their understanding can be 
summed up in the phrase, “it’s not very safe 
there.” Before delving into the reasons for this 
lack of knowledge, could you give us a brief 
historical overview of modern Kashmir from your 
perspective as a native Kashmiri woman and 
historian? What key factors or events should 
our readers know to grasp the complex dynam-
ics of Kashmiri politics?
Hafsa Kanjwal: I would begin the story of 
modern Kashmir in 1846 with the Treaty of 
Amritsar. That year, the land and the people 
of Kashmir were sold by the British Colonial 
Government to the Dogras, who were a 
Hindu warlord family from the Jammu region. 
The Treaty of Amritsar was drafted in return 
for the assistance of the Dogras in the First 
Anglo-Sikh War, by which the British tried to 
take over the neighboring region of Punjab 

and overthrow the Sikh Empire. 
During this time, Kashmir was a 

province within the broader Sikh Empire. 
With the sale of Kashmir by the British 
and the subsequent Dogra expansion into 
neighboring territories, what’s called the 
Princely State of Jammu and Kashmir came 
together.

To better explain these administrative 
terms, let me give you a brief overview of 
British colonial rule in the subcontinent. 
Certain parts of the Subcontinent (mod-
ern-day India, Pakistan and Bangladesh) 
that were directly under British Rule were 
called British India. And then there were 
these Princely States, over 565 of them, 
that were ruled by regional monarchs.

Jammu and Kashmir was a Princely 
State and within it the majority of the 
population was Muslim, although there 
were, of course, Buddhist, Sikh and Hindu 
minority communities in the region too.

What was unique about this Princely 
State was that the rulers of Kashmir, the 
Dogra Maharajas Gulab Singh, Ranbir 
Singh, Pratap Singh and Hari Singh, were 

Hindus.
So you had a situation where the ruler 

was Hindu and the majority of the population 
was Muslim. As historians like Mridu Rai have 
documented, the Dogras ran what we would 
today consider to be a Hindu State which 
specifically marginalized Kashmir’s Muslim 
population.

This was largely done through an ex-
tractive political economy. Kashmiri Muslims 
at this point were largely peasants, laborers 
and artisans. They were highly taxed. They 
were illiterate. They were forced to partake 
in something called begar or enforced labor. 
And any privileges or benefits offered by the 
State were given almost exclusively to Kash-
mir’s Hindu communities in Jammu and in the 
Kashmir Valley.

Against this oppressive regime, Kashmiri 
Muslims began to mobilize as early as the 
1920s, if not before. What’s interesting is that 
in India the broader context of what was 
happening at this time was the anti-colonial 
agitation against the British, but in Kashmir 
the agitation was against Kashmir’s princely 
rulers — against the Dogra monarchy.

Kashmiri Muslims begin to mobilize, to 
create organizations that initially seek better 

Hafsa Kanjwal was interviewed by Yuliia Kulish 
and Salik Basharat Geelani. The interview 
appeared in two parts, the first on February 
2, 2024 in the Ukrainian journal Commons 
(https://commons.com.ua/en/kashmir-indiya-in-
tervyu-z-istorikineyu-gafsoyu-kandzhval/)

Kashmir region.                 Perry-Castañeda Library, University of Texas
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representation, employment, and education 
for Muslims. But then with time they start to 
envision a post-Dogra future.

Partition and Accession
In 1947, the partition of the subcontinent 

happened. Independence was granted to the 
two new Nation States of India and Pakistan. 
As a Princely State, Kashmir was supposed 
to decide which country it would join, and 
geography as well as the demographics of the 
region were important factors to consider.

But starting in the spring of 1947, there 
was a rebellion in the region of Poonch 
within the Jammu and Kashmir Princely State. 
The Maharaja quashed the rebellion and com-
mitted a massacre, in particular of Muslims, 
in Jammu. The Jammu Massacre of 1947 is 
erased in Indian nationalist histories of the 
region and time period.

What’s focused on instead is the fact that 
because of this massacre and the indis-
criminate killing of Muslims in the region of 
Jammu, Pathan Muslims from Northwest 
Pakistan come to Kashmir in order to, from 
their perspective, liberate the region from the 
despotic Dogra rule.

As a result of the Pathan movement into 
Kashmir, the Maharaja panics and turns to the 
Government of India, which promises military 
aid so long as the Maharaja immediately signs 
an “Instrument of Accession.”

The Instrument of Accession is a con-
tested document. When the Maharaja signed 
it, whether he truly signed it, and under 
what conditions he signed the document are 
questioned. But nonetheless, the Instrument 
of Accession (supposedly signed on the 26th 
of October 1947) is the main legal claim that 
India has in terms of its hold, or rather its 
takeover of Kashmir.

What’s important to know is that in the 
acceptance of the document by then gover-
nor-general Lord Mountbatten, it is stated 
that the future of the region would be decid-
ed according to the reference of the people.

After the Accession instrument was 
signed, the Indian army moved into Kashmir 
(some have argued that certain regiments 
were already there beforehand). This is what 
many Kashmiris, in particular Kashmiri Mus-
lims, describe as the beginnings of the Indian 
occupation of Kashmir.

As soon as the Indian Army moves into 
Kashmir, Pakistan’s formal army gets involved 
and a war breaks out between India and 
Pakistan (the first of four) which results in 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 

47, adopted on April 21, 1948.
India had actually taken the Kashmir issue 

to the United Nations thinking that the UN 
would side with India, but the UN instead 
calls for a plebiscite to be held in the region 
once there’s a cessation of hostilities.

This call for plebiscite shaped the con-
tours of the issue for much of the second-half 
of the 20th century. It has also in many ways 
shaped the kinds of political possibilities that 
Kashmiris have been able to imagine.

After the partition of the subcontinent, 
the region of Kashmir is split between the 
two new nation states of India and Pakistan, 
and China. India takes a little over 50% of the 
region, Pakistan takes about 30%, and China 
takes the rest. So in terms of the map, Azad 
Kashmir and Gilgit Baltistan are controlled by 
Pakistan, and Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh 
are under Indian control. China controls the 
Aksai Chin region.

Within Indian Occupied Kashmir, the 
Indian State places a series of client regimes 
in power. One of the main reasons why these 
client regimes initially agree to the Accession 
is that India promises to grant Kashmir some 
level of self-autonomy and enshrines this 
promise in something called Article 370 of 
the Indian Constitution.

But that autonomy is not actually granted. 
India used these client regimes and the 
“promise of autonomy” in the 1950s and 
1960s to entrench its occupation in Kashmir 
and ensure that a plebiscite or any kind of 
mechanism for Kashmiris to exercise their 
self-determination is dismantled.

Uprising, Repression, Resistance
All this comes to a head in the late 1980s, 

when there is an armed rebellion and a mass 
popular uprising of Kashmiris against Indian 
rule. The uprising and the international 
attention it draws results in the immense mil-
itarization of Indian Occupied Kashmir, where 
some 500,000-700,000 Indian soldiers are 
deployed in the central regions of Kashmir 
and not just at the borders with Pakistan.

This time period, the ’90s in particu-
lar, was immensely violent. It resulted in a 
number of human rights violations — killings, 
rapes, enforced disappearances, cordon and 
search operations, torture, massacres — by 
the Indian Army, who were granted complete 
impunity to act as they wished.

It is also during this time that most of the 
Kashmir Valley’s Hindu minority population, 
the Kashmiri Pandits, under circumstances 
that have also been deeply contested, migrat-
ed out of the valley.

The armed rebellion was essentially 
crushed in the early 2000s, but again starting 
in 2008 and beyond, there are mass popular 
agitations against the Indian state. This time 
too the protests result in killings and massa-
cres and additional human rights violations.

That brings us to 2019 when, during Nar-

endra Modi’s second term as Prime Minister, 
the semi-autonomy that Kashmir had been 
granted under Article 370 was abrogated. 
Right before Article 370 was abrogated, all 
forms of communications in Kashmir were 
cut off and additional armed forces were 
deployed.

While Kashmiris were cut off from the 
rest of the world for months, laws were 
changed to allow Indians to buy land and set-
tle in Kashmir. India’s settler colonial project 
was advanced further in Kashmir.

And so there are fears now of actual and 
drastic demographic change that will further 
dispossess Kashmiris, Muslims in particular, 
and serve as a mechanism to completely deny 
the people of Kashmiri any future possibilities 
of self-determination.
COMMONS: Could you highlight the signif-
icant milestones and phases of the Kashmiri 
Independence Movement and identify the major 
organizations and figures involved in the move-
ment?
HK: I see Kashmir’s movement primarily as 
a movement for self-determination because 
in some sense the struggle overall has been a 
struggle to grant or give people the oppor-
tunity to decide their future for themselves. 
As for liberation, there are actually different 
visions of what liberation is for Kashmir.

In the 1950s, the All Jammu and Kashmir 
Plebiscite Front and a number of other small-
er parties began calling for the UN-backed 
plebiscite to take place in the region.

Once you get to the 1970s and 1980s, 
several groups emerge that have different vi-
sions than the Plebiscite Front. Among these 
groups there are some, like the Jamaat-e-Is-
lami Kashmir, that have historically sought 
Kashmir to merge with Pakistan.

There was also a group in the ’70s called 
the Jammu Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) 
that was created outside Indian Occupied 
Kashmir, on the other side of the border and 
in the UK, and came to prominence through 
the decades leading up to the armed rebellion 
of the ’90s. JKLF articulated a vision of an 
independent nation state for Kashmir, and the 
group also had an armed wing.

The primary pro-Pakistan armed group 
was the Hizbul Mujahideen.

One of the predicaments that has existed 
within the broader liberation movement is 
that liberation groups with contesting ideol-
ogies have at times struggled more against 
each other than they have with the actual 
colonial power. In the early 1990s, all the dif-
ferent political formations in Kashmir formed 
an umbrella organization called the All Parties 
Hurriyat Conference, although there were 
several splinters over time.

In 2016, three leaders in particular formed 
the Joint Resistance Leadership. One of 
the three leaders was Yasin Malik, who was 
involved with the Jammu Kashmir Liberation 
Front. Today he is serving a life sentence at 

THIS INTERVIEW IS reprinted from 
the Ukrainian leftwing online journal 
Commons. This important publication 
links Ukraine’s struggle for self-deter-
mination with social justice movements 
both inside that country and internation-
ally. To support their work, visit: https://
commons.com.ua/en/donate/.
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the Indian Tihar Jail in Delhi.
Another leader of the conference was 

Syed Ali Shah Geelani, who resolutely called 
for Kashmir to join Pakistan. He died in 2021, 
after being under house arrest for years. And 
then there’s Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, a religious 
leader and the current chairman of the All 
Parties Hurriyat Conference.

As with most liberation 
movements, there’s been 
struggles in terms of how 
the opposition parties can 
actually operate on the 
ground because they have 
been consistently criminalized 
by the Indian State.

Many of the leaders of 
these groups have been 
arrested and imprisoned for 
several years. There have 
been assassinations over the 
years as well.

Aside from Indian State 
imposed curtailments, there’s 
also contestations in terms of how much 
they want to negotiate or concede to the 
Indian State.

Religion, Language and Identity
COMMONS: How does religious identity influ-
ence local politics in diverse Kashmir, and is 
there a predominant religious unity that takes 
precedence over national identity? In the strug-
gle for freedom, what role do religious minorities 
play? We understand that Kashmir has a con-
siderable Sikh and Hindu (pandit) population. 
How has oppression affected them and how 
have they responded to it?
HK: I think religious identity plays a signif-
icant role in Kashmir’s politics and also in 
how colonial occupation operates overall. 
Religious identity has been used by the ruling 
governments, whether the Dogras or the 
Indian State, to create divisions in Kashmiri 
society.

Ethnic identity lines are also drawn, of 
course, but I think in Kashmir the divide and 
rule policy has occurred largely on religious 
and also regional lines.

Part of why that’s the case is that the 
political economy of the state and the denial 
of rights under the Dogras also operated on 
religious differences. Similarly, the privileges 
that were given to certain communities were 
also religiously determined.

From the side of the oppressed, because 
it’s been the Kashmiri Muslim population 
in particular that has been marginalized or 
denied their right to self determination, Islam 
has played an important role in how Kashmiri 
Muslims have understood their struggle.

In the period that my work concentrates 
on, the 1950s and ’60s, the post-’47 client 
regimes in Kashmir knew that Muslims in par-
ticular were going to be difficult to integrate 
into the larger Indian Union. They felt that 

the Muslim populations could be swayed by 
Pakistan, which was an Islamic Republic and 
the other option available to the Kashmiris in 
the scenario of the plebiscite.

To prevent that from happening, the client 
regimes gave Kashmiri Muslims certain privi-
leges and empowered them as a community. 

This caused tensions between 
Kashmiri Muslims and Kashmiri 
Pandits/Hindus, most of whom 
were upper caste Brahmins 
and had historically been in po-
sitions of power and privilege.

The claims to employment, 
administrative service, and ed-
ucation that Kashmiri Muslims 
now made created tensions 
between Muslims and Pandits 
because the Pandits felt that 
their previous privileges were 
being taken away.

Because of their history 
in previous administrations, 
most Pandits have seen their 

political aspirations differently from Kashmiri 
Muslims. While most Kashmiri Pandits saw 
their future within the Indian Republic, most 
Kashmiri Muslims aligned themselves with the 
movement for Pakistan or independence.

In this sense, the Kashmiri freedom strug-
gle has largely been a Muslim one, although 
of course there have been some Pandits and 
members of other religious communities that 
have been part of the struggle as well.

Another thing that the State does, and has 
historically done to maintain rifts between 
religious communities, is that it has used acts 
of violence against the religious minorities in 
Kashmir to undermine the broader struggle. 
One example of this is the Chittisinghpura 
Massacre of 2000, in which 35 Sikh villagers 
were murdered.

Chattisinghpura, a predominantly Sikh 
village, was attacked by “unknown forces” in 
2000 right before the high-profile visit of the 
U.S. President Bill Clinton.

The Indian State blamed “Kashmiri rebels’’ 
for the attacks, but even members of the 
Sikh community and people living in the area 
at the time overwhelmingly stated that it was 
the Indian State forces that committed the 
massacre in order to undermine the Freedom 
Movement and present the rebels as terror-
ists on the global stage.

In this way, by casting the interests of 
minority communities against majority ones, 
the Indian State has often furthered a sense 
of insecurity among religious minorities in 
Kashmir and sowed antagonisms between 
them and the Muslim majority. They are also 
able to do this given broader global Islam-
ophobic currents.

COMMONS: Does the Kashmiri language play 
a significant role as a means of political expres-
sion and struggle among the local population?

HK: I think one of the interesting things 
about the Kashmiri Freedom Movement is 
that it hasn’t necessarily foregrounded the 
characteristics that often animate national 
liberation movements, things like language, a 
flag or even other cultural works.

Of course, I think language is important 
for Kashmiris, but I don’t see Kashmiri serve 
as a site of political struggle like Bangla did in 
the case of East Pakistan, for example, which 
eventually became Bangladesh.

One thing that I noticed in my work is 
that in the 1950s and ’60s, Kashmiri elites and 
the upper class along with large sections of 
people from rural areas internalized this idea 
that Kashmiri was a backward language and 
didn’t really have a modernizing impetus. And 
because at this time, people in Kashmir as 
well as the client regimes administrating the 
region were interested in modernizing, they 
saw Urdu and English as modern languages 
that the people needed to learn.

Kashmiri was administratively relegated to 
the cultural sphere. And yes, folk traditions 
were collected in Kashmiri, history and some 
literature was written in it, and so on, but the 
language itself wasn’t really seen as a political 
threat by the Indian state. This is potentially 
bound to change, though, as Hindu national-
ists in India today are seeking to impose Hindi 
in Kashmir and undermine local languages.

Gender, Culture and Colonization
COMMONS: In the past decade or so, a great-
er amount of scholarly focus has been placed 
on the gendered dynamics of Kashmir’s chronic 
oppression. How have women and other gender 
minorities contributed to the freedom struggle? 
What are the differences in contribution (if any) 
and how do they inform the larger thrust of the 
movement against Indian oppression?
HK: Within all these colonial contexts, 
historically and even at the present, a very 
similar template is used whereby the coloniz-
er often portrays itself as the savior of the 
women and gender minorities against the 
patriarchy of the colonized men.

But Kashmiri women and gender minori-
ties have consistently challenged this savior 
mentality by pointing to India’s occupation as 
being the primary vector of oppression, to 
which then other oppressions are linked.

Kashmiri women have played a vital role in 
the struggle historically by constantly partic-
ipating in protests, protecting rebel fighters, 
and creating organizations, such as the As-
sociation of Parents of Disappeared Persons, 
that have documented and protested human 
rights abuses exacted by the Indian State.

They’ve also served as sources of support 
for families that have been impacted by state 
atrocities. Women also faced the brunt of the 
state’s violence as the Indian Army has used 
rape and sexual violence as a weapon of war, 
not just against Kashmiri women, but also 

continued on page 17
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Six Months of the Gaza Genocide:
“TDA” Fading to Oblivion?  By David Finkel

m i d d l e  e a s t  c a t a s t r o p h e

“THE DAY AFTER” has been a mantra of 
U.S. government and media from the begin-
ning of the carnage in Gaza in the six months 
since October 7. The assumption is that 
the zombie “peace process” and “normaliza-
tion” of Israeli-Arab states’ relations would 
proceed under U.S. auspices, once Israel 
achieved the defeat and “destruction” of 
Hamas rule in Gaza.

Instead, the question now is whether 
there is a “day after” at all. Half a year of 
civilian slaughter has brought not the defeat 
of Hamas or freedom for Israeli hostag-
es — those who are still alive — but the 
utter annihilation of Gaza, perhaps beyond 
reconstruction and quite clearly by the Israeli 
government’s design.

Prime Minister Netanyahu’s desire to pro-
long the Gaza catastrophe, not end it, was 
evident well before Israel’s attack on Iran’s 
diplomatic mission in Syria and the highly 
telegraphed April 14 Iranian drone and missile 
attacks that predictably did minimal damage.

Against the Current is going to press 
immediately after this event, before we know 
whether and how soon Netanyahu will 
choose to escalate a confrontation with Iran, 
keeping his despised government afloat and 
hoping to drag the wretched “Genocide Joe” 
U.S. administration into a really big war.

Even before the weekend events, as 
prominent Israeli journalist Amos Harel 
observed:

“More than half a year after the October 7 
massacre, Israel is finding it difficult to achieve 
a military victory that would strategically coun-
terbalance part of the damage inflicted by the 
disaster, and is still not close to alleviating the 
dire distress of the families of the 133 hostages 
(many of whom are dead).” (Haaretz, April 12, 
2024)

What Next?
Following the Iranian attack, Biden is 

begging Netanyahu to “take the win” without 
responding further, pointing out how the 
multinational defense that shot down the 
drones and missiles expose Iran’s relative 
weakness.

That of course is true. It’s also true that 
Iran took care to inform regional govern-
ments, to say nothing of intelligence services, 

72 hours in advance so there would be no 
surprise and plenty of preparation time. The 
Iranian regime’s priority — like Netanyahu’s 
— is its own internal standing. It is at war 
with its own population, and more suffering is 
the last thing it needs.

On the other hand, if Iran actually intend-
ed to inflict strategic damage, it would have 
to take drastic steps including massive missile 
strikes from Lebanon and shutting the Strait 
of Hormuz, posing the real threat of all-out 
conflagration. Clearly both Iran and the 
United States want to avoid that. But does 
Netanyahu?

Gilbert Achcar, commenting on the 
Iranian action, comments that “by launching 
hundreds of devices directly on Israeli territo-
ry, they walked into the trap, thus legitimizing 
a direct Israeli attack on their own territory 
…thus strengthening the Israeli argument 
for a pre-emptive destruction of their own 
potential.”

Achcar concludes: “In my opinion, this is 
an error which could prove to be as monu-
mental as that which Hamas committed by 
launching the operation of October 7, 2023.” 
(https://gilbert-achcar.net/tehran-backed-into-
a-corner)

At the same time, acts of sadistic savagery 
by Israeli forces in Gaza, although underre-
ported, are impossible to hide entirely, with 
consequences of course for Gaza’s popula-
tion but for Israel too. Amos Harel touches 

on this:
“The General Staff ’s control over the events 

on the ground and in the command posts 
is constantly weakening, and the result is a 
departure from the procedures and the orders…
Added to this is growing Israeli indifference to 
human life on the Palestinian side. Its origin lies 
mainly in the feelings of revenge provoked by the 
massacre, and it has by now become routine in 
some of the army’s units.”

Over time, it’s almost inevitable that the 
genocide in Gaza and violent ethnic cleansing 
in the West Bank will feed straight back into 
Israeli society, as we saw in the United States 
during and after the Vietnam war, and into 
Israel’s potentially violent re-emerging polit-
ical crisis. As for Netanyahu himself, Harel 
concludes:

“According to all the signs, he intends to 
hold onto power with all his might. There is no 
evidence that five brave coalition members who 
are needed to unseat him will raise their hands 
to do that anytime soon.

“The man will stay in office and continue to 
disrupt every possibility for the state and society 
to emerge from the calamitous situation we find 
ourselves in, for which he is largely to blame.”

The cynical imperial expectation that 
U.S. influence can re-shape Palestine and the 
Middle East “the day after” the slaughter begs 
the question of when “after” will come, if it 
ever does.  n

David Finkel is an editor of ATC and a longtime 
member of Jewish Voice for Peace.

Kashmir — continued from previous page
against Kashmiri men.
COMMONS: Does the Indian public recognize 
and appreciate Kashmir’s distinct cultural iden-
tity? If so, how did the perception evolve to the 
point that now they believe Kashmir is their 
land to protect and keep?
HK: In the decades after India’s Indepen
dence in 1947, there was this push in India 
for unity in diversity.

How I look at this idea is that there was a 
forcible inclusion of Kashmir into the Indian 
Republic, whereby the cultural identity pre-
scribed to Kashmir was not necessarily seen 
as a threat but rather used and incorporated 
into understandings of a greater idea of India 
or an Indian civilization. There was a com-
plete denial or rejection of Kashmir’s Muslim 
identities, in favor of a syncretic, Hindu-ori-

ented identity.
It’s really remarkable to me how much 

work has gone into creating Kashmir as a 
space of desire, but also creating the sense 
of ownership of Kashmir in India. Even when 
bringing up Kashmir to an average Indian, 
who likely has incredibly nationalist ideas, the 
one thing that they’ll say is that Kashmir is an 
integral part of India.

Kashmir is this one thing that India cannot 
let go of! And by that I mean largely the land 
— of course it doesn’t matter what happens 
to the people, especially the Muslim people. 
The Kashmiri people are getting in the way 
of the Indians who want to enjoy and absorb 
the scenery. There’s both this desire for the 
land, the space of Kashmir, but a complete 
dehumanization of the people of the region.n
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Congress Fiddles, Ukraine Burns  By Howie Hawkins

u k r a i n e ’ s  w a r  f o r  s u r v i v a l

WHEN CONGRESS WENT on its 16-day Easter vacation on 
March 22, it had been five months since the Biden administra-
tion had asked Congress to authorize $61.2 billion in new aid 
to Ukraine for 2024, including $48 billion in military aid. Just 
before leaving town, Congress adopted all of the remaining 
budget bills for 2024.

Ukraine aid was not included except for a small $300 million 
appropriation, less than one one-thousandth of what Biden had 
requested. Meanwhile Ukraine was running out of ammunition, 
particularly artillery shells for the frontline ground battles and 
air-defense missiles to intercept Russian missile, drone and 
aircraft bombing of civilian infrastructure and residences far 
behind the frontlines.

With the shortage of artillery shells, Ukraine began firing 
one round for every five or ten by the Russians by early 2024. 
As a result, Ukraine has been gradually conceding ground on 
the front lines to Russia’s offensives, notably in the 
Donetsk city suburb of Avdiivka in mid-February, 
which Ukraine had held for ten years since Russia’s 
initial invasion in 2014.

Ukraine was also beginning to ration air-defense 
missiles by February. What had been a 90% rate 
of intercepting incoming missiles and drones, 
which also deterred Russian aircraft bombing 
runs over Ukraine, had declined to around 
50% by early March. Many news reports indi-
cated that Ukraine would have a catastrophic 
shortage of air-defense missiles by April.

Ukraine’s early demand for a no-fly zone 
enforced by NATO aircraft had been rejected 
by the United States and NATO countries who 
did not want direct military conflict with Russian 
forces. But the no-fly zone had largely been 
achieved after Western air-defense systems, par-
ticularly the U.S. Patriot systems, reached Ukraine 
in the summer of 2023.

As April 2024 approached, Ukraine was dreading that 
Russia aircraft bombers as well as missiles and drones would 
do to Ukrainian cities and towns what Israel was doing to 
Gaza, and be free to carpet-bomb as Russia has done in the 
past to Grozny in Chechnya, Aleppo in Syria and, in Ukraine, 
to Mariupol, Bakhmut, Avdiivka and other communities that 
Russia claims to have “liberated.”

Congress Stalls Out
On October 20, 2024, President Biden had unveiled a sup-

plementary foreign aid bill. The $106 billion request to Congress 
included $61.4 billion for Ukraine, $14.3 billion in Israeli military 

aid, $14 billion for border control, $9.2 billion in humanitarian 
assistance for Gaza, Ukraine and other crisis areas, $4 billion 
for countering Chinese influence in Asia and the Global South, 
and $3.4 billion for the U.S. submarine industrial base.1

Coming just two weeks after October 7 attack on Israel, 
the Biden administration believed that tying Israel aid and 
border security to Ukraine aid would win support for the 
bill when increasing numbers of Republican in Congress were 
opposing Ukraine aid.

The last money for Ukraine in 2023 came in a series of 
votes for small supplementary Ukraine funding in September. 
These all passed with full Democratic support but decreasing 
numbers of Republicans, until the last Ukraine supplemental 
of $300 million was opposed by a 117 to 101 majority of 
Republican House members.

That September 28 vote came days before a stopgap fund-
ing bill had to pass to prevent a government shutdown on 
October 1, prompting then-Speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) 
to pull $6 billion in Ukraine aid from the bill to get more 
Republican votes. No further Ukraine aid was authorized 

by Congress until the most recent near-shutdown on 
March 22, when a token $300 million was included in 

the must-pass remaining 2024 budget bills.
With Republican support for Ukraine erod-

ing, Biden and the Democrats had decided in 
October to push for a big Ukraine aid bill, cov-
ering all of 2024, rather than repeatedly asking 
for smaller supplemental aid bills that were 
losing Republican support.

Biden linked Ukraine aid to “border security” 
and Israel aid, hoping to appease Republican 
demands for stronger anti-immigration mea-
sures and substantial Israel aid, and to isolate the 
farthest-right Republicans who were opposed 
to Ukraine aid altogether. On the other side, 

many progressive Democrats wanted the opposite — Ukraine 
aid but not Israel aid or cruel anti-immigrant measures.

Most observers of Congress believe that Ukraine aid and 
Israel aid would have each passed with strong majorities as 
separate bills, but Biden thought he could get both in a bill that 
also gave Republicans harsher border measures. As it turned 
out, by bundling the Ukraine and immigration provisions in one 
bill, Biden gave the Republicans the knives they used to stab 
him in the back.

By the time Biden made his supplemental foreign aid pro-
posal on October 20, the House had no Speaker. It could 
not pass anything. Republicans were haggling over who 

to elect as Speaker after dethroning McCarthy on October 3. 
When Mike Johnson (R-LA) was elected House Speaker 

Howie Hawkins is a longtime Green Party activist and political candidate, 
and member of the Ukraine Solidarity Network.

Mike Johnson, House Speaker, 
seems interested in ensnaring 
Ukraine in a debt trap.
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by the Republican conference on October 25, he immediately 
announced his opposition to the Biden supplementary foreign 
aid bill. He said border security was the top national security 
priority to be dealt with before considering Ukraine aid. That 
led to protracted bipartisan negotiations in the Senate on the 
bill’s border security provisions.

The border provisions, agreed to with the approval of Biden, 
gave the Republicans most of the inhumane “close the border” 
provisions they had demanded. But Donald Trump wanted 
to be able to keep scapegoating immigrants for America’s 
problems for the duration of the presidential campaign. So the 
Republicans in the House decided to kill the bill — Biden had 
been stabbed in the back by the border control sop he had 
given to the Republicans.

The Senate finally came back with a $95.3 billion bill that 
was close to Biden’s original request without any border secu-
rity measures. The bill passed on February 13 handily by a vote 
of 70-29, with 22 Republicans in favor. But Johnson refused to 
bring the bill to a vote in the House, still saying border control 
had to be dealt with first.

Privately, according to New York Times reporting,2 Johnson 
was meanwhile reassuring donors, foreign leaders, and other 
members of Congress that he would get a Ukraine aid bill 
passed. As Congress approached its Easter vacation, Johnson 
was publicly saying he would introduce his own stand-alone 
Ukraine bill after the House returns on April 9.

At this writing (early April) the contents of the bill have 
not been detailed, but in various statements in recent weeks 
Johnson has indicated that it will not actually be a stand-alone 
bill. It will have provisions for stronger border control and for 
reversing the Biden administration’s pause on permitting a con-
troversial liquid natural gas export terminal in Johnson’s home 
state of Louisiana.

Following Trump’s lead, Johnson also indicated that the 
Ukraine aid bill would be all military and not economic, taking 
the form of loans instead of grants, which will deepen the 
debt trap in which Ukraine is caught. Johnson said that frozen 
Russian state assets might be used as collateral for the loans or 
to directly pay for the aid, although that approach is likely to 
end up in the courts and delay the aid for months.

Johnson’s approach has support of the dwindling pro-
Ukraine wing of the Republican Party. One of those Republicans, 
Senator Lindsay Graham (R-SC), was in Kyiv on March 18 
where he told Zelensky that Ukraine would have to accept 
loans instead of grants of military aid, and that the bill would 
include border provisions.3

Johnson also faces a possible move by the far right House 
Republicans to unseat him as Speaker. Marjorie Taylor Greene 
(R-GA) put in a motion to remove Johnson as the spending bills 
were being passed on March 22, but did not force a vote by 
making it a privileged motion. But Greene said she would force 
a vote if Johnson allows a vote on Ukraine aid. Democratic 
leaders have said they might vote to keep Johnsons Speaker if 
he promises to put Ukraine aid on the floor for a vote.4

Discharge and Dysfunction
After some talk among Democrats about introducing sep-

arate bills for Ukraine and Israel aid so their progressive wing 
could vote for Ukraine and against Israel aid, the Democrats 
settled on putting forward a discharge petition to force a vote 
on the Biden/Senate bill despite Speaker Johnson’s opposition 

after Congress returns on April 9.
The discharge petition was introduced on March 12 and 

immediately garnered 169 of the 218 it needs. But it struggled 
to reach 191 by the time the House left for Easter vacation. It 
is unlikely to get enough signatures because the leadership of 
the Congressional Progressive Caucus, members of The Squad, 
and other progressives will not sign it because the bill includes 
Israel aid.5

As if to put exclamation marks on how dysfunctional the 
Republican-led House has become, two Republican members 
who were resigning from the House fired parting salvos at 
the Repupublican caucus. Ken Buck (R-CO) became the first 
Republican to sign the discharge petition the day before his 
resignation took effect on March 22.6

Then Mike Gallagher (R-WI) announced on March 22 as 
Congress was departing on vacation that he would resign his 
seat effective April 19. That date was strategic for Gallagher, 
as it’s the first day that makes it too late under Wisconsin law 
for there to be a special election to replace him before the 
November election.

Both Buck and Gallagher had tried to be constructive not 
obstructive conservatives in the House, but their patience 
had worn out. Their resignation reduced the Republicans to 
a narrow 217-213 majority over the Democrats. More than a 
single absence or defection from the Republican side means 
they would not be able to pass anything on a party line vote.7

The night before Congress left town saw Russia’s biggest 
attack on Ukraine’s energy infratructure since the war 
began, with only 92 of 151 missiles and drones launched 

by Russia intercepted. The Dnipro Hydroelectric Power Plant 
at Ukraine’s largest dam in the city of Zaporizhzhia was struck 
eight times. Over one million Ukrainians lost power. It will take 
years to restore the damaged hydropower station, according 
to Ukraine’s state-owned energy company Ukrhydroenergo.8

The response of the Ukraine’s chief diplomat, foreign min-
ister Dmytro Kuleba, was not diplomatic but bluntly directed 
at U.S. political leaders: “‘Give us the damn Patriots,’ he said, 
referring to the U.S. air-defense system, the world’s best 
against ballistic missiles. ‘If we had enough air defense systems, 
namely Patriots, we would be able to protect not only the lives 
of our people, but also our economy from destruction.’”9

While Ukraine faced dire shortages of artillery shells and 
air-defense missiles by early 2024, it also faced a shortage of 
combat troops and fatigue among the aging combat troops 
whose average age is 43. When Russia’s full-scale invasion 
began, the Ukrainian army received more volunteers than 
it could train, outfit and deploy. But after two years of war, 
tired troops and insufficient volunteers has forced Ukraine to 
expand its draft.

Ukraine has the highest level in the world of higher educa-
tion among its population. The previous age of draft eligibility 
was 27, a policy designed to give all young people the oppor-
tunity for higher education. The new proposed draft law will 
lower the age of draft eligibility to 25, still considerably higher 
than most countries with draft eligibility ages of 18 or 19.

Ukraine says the shortage of weapons from the West in 
recent months has discouraged Ukrainians from joining its 
armed forces. After many months of debate and rising tensions, 
Ukraine’s parliament seems poised to adopt a new draft law by 
April designed to mobilize another 500,000 troops.10
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Russia shows every sign of continuing its aggression. In his 
annual year-end televised press conference in December, Putin 
said there would be no peace in Ukraine until Ukraine capitu-
lates to the goals Russia stated for Ukraine when it began its 
full-scale invasion: “denazification,” which means regime change 
to install a puppet regime and destroying the Ukrainian national 
identity, and “demilitarization,” meaning Russian military con-
trol of Ukraine.11

In early February, chief Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry 
Peskov reiterated those goals.12 On March 20, Russia’s defense 
minister Sergei Shoigu announced the creation of two new 
combined-arms armies [combining of infantry, armored vehi-
cles, artillery, reconnaissance and air support —ed.] and 30 
formations including 14 divisions and 16 brigades by the end of 
2024.13 On March 22 Peskov said for the first time that Russia 
is “in a state of war” with “the collective West,” after having 
disingenuously termed the war a “special military operation” 
for the previous two years.14

Military analysts in Ukraine and the West believe Russia will 
be on the offensive in the spring and summer of 2024, aiming 
to gain complete military control of the oblasts it claimed to 
annex in 2022 (Luhansk, Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia and Kherson) 
and perhaps making new attempts to capture Kharkiv oblast 
and even the capital of Kyiv.15

Putin frequently says Russia is ready to negotiate an end to 
the Ukraine war, as he did in his early February interview with 
far-right American commentator Tucker Carlson. Putin said the 
war would end if the United States got Ukraine to agree to 
cede land to Russia.

Putin seemed to pitch his appeal to opponents of Ukraine 
aid on the American right by suggesting sympathetically that 
the U.S. had more pressing domestic worries about border 
security, immigrants, and the national debt, issues at the top of 
Republican Party campaign messaging.

Appearing to be open to negotiations also helps Putin’s 
standing with war-weary publics at home and abroad. Ukraine’s 
response was to reiterate its demand that Russia troops with-
draw from Ukraine. The U.S. response was that it is up to 
Ukraine to decide when to negotiate a peace settlement.16

A month later Dmitry Medvedev, the former Russian 
president and prime minister who is deputy chair of Russia’s 
Security Council and serves as Putin’s attack dog in the way 
Spiro Agnew once did for Richard Nixon, restated Russia’s 
colonial intentions toward Ukraine.

On March 4 Medvedev said: “One of the former Ukrainian 
leaders said once that Ukraine was not Russia. This concept 
must disappear forever. Ukraine certainly is Russia…. [Russian 
public opinion] rightfully regards Ukraine and its population as 
part of our all-Russian civilization.” He said the war would end 
with Ukraine’s capitulation.17

The next week in an interview with Russian state media 
Putin said that “to start negotiating just because they [Ukraine] 
are running out of ammunition would be ridiculous.”18

Will Europe Fill the Aid Gap?
With U.S. military aid at least stalled if not defeated in 

Congress, and with Donald Trump saying that as President 
he “would encourage” Russia “to do whatever the hell they 
want” to NATO countries that are “delinquent” in defense 
spending, European countries are now seriously considering 
how to defend themselves autonomously if they face far-right 

governments on both sides of them in Russia and America.19

French President Emmanuel Macron has been the most 
controversial in this consideration by saying that France is 
ready, and that NATO countries should be ready, to send 
troops to help defend Ukraine. The U.S., UK, German, Italian 
and Spanish governments were quick to reiterate their opposi-
tion to troop deployments to Ukraine.

There was more openness to the idea in countries closer to 
Russia, with Czechia [Czech Republic] and Poland saying they 
could see a role for foreign advisors, trainers and technicians. 
The three small Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 
next to Russia are open to deploying combat troops if needed 
to defend Ukraine.

It has not been a secret that some Western countries have 
intelligence officers, special forces and military technicians for 
certain equipment already in Ukraine since the Discord leaks 
by airman Jack Teixeira of U.S. classified documents became 
public in April 2023. One memo in that documents leak indi-
cated the UK had the largest contingent of special forces (50), 
followed by Latvia (17), France (15), the United States (14) and 
the Netherlands (1). It was Macron’s suggestion of a direct 
combat role at some point for Western troops that was so 
contentious.20

Speaking to a feminist assembly in France on March 
12, Ukrainian socialist-feminist Daria Saburova noted that 
“Macron’s remarks were also immediately disavowed by the 
Ukrainian government, pointing out that in fact, Ukraine never 
requested the troops. It asks for weapons, and especially 
ammunition.”

Saburova added that “the Ukrainian question is used 
cynically” for electoral purposes by political forces in France. 
She was referring to Macron from the center-right calling for 
troops that Ukraine never requested, and to the parties that 
oppose French weapons to Ukraine, from Marine Le Pen’s 
National Rally on the far right to the parties of the institutional 
left, including the Communist Party and Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s 
France Insoumise.

Saburova claimed that they use “arguments disconnected 
from local reality [which] has no other consequence than 
to undermine public support for the Ukrainian resistance….
military support remains at the center of the demands that 
Ukrainians address to Europeans.”21

Military analysts say that Ukraine needs 200,000 shells a 
month just to hold back Russian offensives at the frontlines. 
The United States is ramping up shell production to about one 
million per year by 2025. European Union countries prom-
ised one million shells in 2023, but were only able to provide 
300,000. The EU aims to produce 1.4 million shells in 2024 and 
two million in 2025.

Western production of shells has been outpaced by Russia, 
which has ramped up its shell production to three million a 
year. However, a Czechian initiative may fill in the gap. Czechia 
started procuring artillery shells available for purchase around 
the world as Russian military forces amassed on Ukraine’s bor-
der before the full-scale invasion started on February 24, 2022. 
To date, it has secured contracts for 800,000 artillery shells 
and identified another 700,000 shells that could be purchased 
with additional funds. All 1.5 million shells will cost $3.3 billion. 

Germany, Canada, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, 
Finland and other countries, but not the United States, have 
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contributed to the fund to buy these shells. The shells Czechia 
has secured are a mix of Soviet-standard and NATO-standard 
shells, which suits Ukraine’s mix of artillery systems. To source 
many of the shells, Czechia used its former status as a Warsaw 
Pact nation whose arms industry sold weapons to many Global 
South countries that used Soviet military systems.22

Meanwhile Ukrainian arms factories are ramping up produc-
tion of artillery shells, mortar rounds, military vehicles, missile, 
and drones as fast as they can. Production tripled in 2023 and 
is expected to increase sixfold this year. Ukraine is spending 
about $5 billon on manufacturing arms in 2024, equal to about 
12% of its national budget.

Ukraine’s innovative uses and improvements of surveillance 
and armed drones have transformed how this war is being 
fought. Ukraine is producing 90% of the drones it has used. But 
other arms production is far short of what is needed.23

Does the U.S. Want Ukraine to Win?
Contrary to the Kremlin narrative that the United States 

“provoked” Russia into invading by arming Ukraine and expand-
ing NATO eastward, the facts are that the U.S. has been slow 
to arm Ukraine. To this day, the United States resists an early 
Ukraine accession to NATO.24

After Russian military forces took over Crimea and parts of 
the Donbas region in eastern Ukraine, then President Obama 
defended his refusal to send weapons to Ukraine by invoking 
the kind of “realist” foreign policy perspective associated with 
Henry Kissinger that acted more on national interests than 
political values.

His interviewer would call his response The Obama 
Doctrine: “The fact is that Ukraine, which is a non-NATO 
country, is going to be vulnerable to military domination by 
Russia no matter what we do.”25

Donald Trump was no friend of Ukraine. His campaign 
manager Paul Manafort had worked for Ukrainian and Russian 
oligarchs, including Victor Yanukovych, the former Ukrainian 
president who had fled to Russia in the face of the 2014 Maidan 
Revolution. Manafort got the 2016 Republican platform to 

delete support for military aid to Ukraine.26

Trump as president opposed military aid to Ukraine, but in 
2018 was forced by his National Security Council and Congress 
to send Ukraine $47 million worth of portable Javelin anti-tank 
missiles and launchers for infantry. But Trump insisted that the 
Javelins not be used on the frontline against Russian forces, but 
put in storage as a deterrent.

In 2019, Congress authorized a $400-million military aid 
package for Ukraine, but Trump held it back. He notoriously 
called Ukraine President Volodymyr Zelensky and tried to 
shake him down for dirt on Joe Biden and his son Hunter Biden 
as a quid pro quo to get the military aid released.

Zelensky refused and the aid was only released after 
Alexander Vindman, a National Security Council member of 
Ukrainian descent and privy to the call, blew the whistle on 
Trump, which led to his first impeachment.27

Biden, who was Obama’s lead in Ukraine when their 
administration refused to send weapons to Ukraine after 
Russian military intervention there in 2014, as president 

has been reluctant to send weapons to Ukraine. While Russia 
built up its military forces on Ukraine’s borders in 2021 and 
U.S. intelligence predicted a Russian invasion, Biden threatened 
stronger economic sanctions on Russia if it invaded, but not 
many weapons for Ukraine’s self defense.

During the Russian military buildup leading to the full-scale 
invasion, U.S. weapons for Ukraine consisted primarily of some 
more hand-held Javelin anti-tank and Stinger anti-aircraft mis-
siles. Ukraine had been asking since 2014 for advanced artillery, 
tanks and aircraft to defend itself. It was not until after Ukraine 
had defeated Russia’s initial attempt to capture the capital Kyiv 
that Washington began considering sending more, and more 
advanced, weapons.

That military aid, however, has been slow and reluctant. 
Many Ukrainians and military analysts view what the United 
States has been providing as enough weapons for Ukraine 
not to lose, but also not enough to win; enough to hold back 
further Russian territorial gains, but not to push Russian forces 

out of Ukraine altogether.
Biden has been worried about provoking 

Russia into a major escalation possibly involving 
nuclear weapons. He has also been worried 
that a decisive Russian defeat in Ukraine could 
lead to instability in Russia, where the world’s 
largest nuclear weapons stockpiles could fall 
into the hands of different factions competing 
for power.28

While concerns about escalation and nucle-
ar weapons are legitimate, the nuclear threats 
made by Putin, other Kremlin officials, and state 
media presenters seem to have deterred Biden 
and other Western countries from providing 
the weapons Ukrainians need to defeat the 
Russian occupation forces in their country.29

When the full-scale invasion began, neither 
the West nor Russia expected Ukraine to sur-
vive for very long. The United States offered to 
help the Zelensky administration set up a gov-
ernment in exile. Zelensky’s famous reply was “I 
need ammunition, not a ride.”30

When Ukraine did halt the Russian assault 

25th Air Assault Brigade of Sicheslayshchyna on September 18, 2022. By early 2024 the 
Ukrainian military was firing one round for every five or ten of Putin’s forces. The rate of inter-
cepting drones and missiles had declined from 90% to 50% by March. These shortages have 
now become critical, yet Washington and Europe have not rushed aid.              www.mil.gov.us
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on the Ukrainian capital of Kyiv and then Russian troops 
withdrew a month later from that region, Western publics 
clamored for their governments to provide more military 
support. It was two months after invasion before the 
United States organized the first meeting of Ukraine’s allies 
on April 26, 2022 at Ramstein Air Base in Germany to 
coordinate military aid.

While sending Ukraine more Stingers and Javelins for 
infantry, Washington resisted sending more advanced 
weaponry. First it was a debate on whether to send 
longer-range artillery, including HIMARS (High Mobility 
Artillery Rocket System). HIMARS did not reach Ukraine 
until in late summer and fall 2022 and were immediately 
instrumental in Ukraine’s fall victories that recovered large 
swathes of territory from Russian occupation in Kharkiv 
and Kherson oblasts.

The next debate was on whether to send M1 Abrams 
tanks. It wasn’t until January 2023 that Biden agreed to 
send Abrams tanks and they didn’t arrive until the fall of 
2023. Meanwhile the United States had been pushing for 
Ukraine to do a combined arms “counter-offensive” on the 
southern front, but without providing enough tanks and 
other armored vehicles and aircraft for air cover that such 
operations require.

Zelensky and Ukrainian military leaders decided to delay 
the counter-offensive while waiting for military supplies 
from the West. Ukraine’s top military commander command-
er-in-chief, Valery Zaluzhny, said it “pisses me off” that some 
in the West complain about the delayed counter-offensive.31

Only after six months of Russia’s long winter air campaign 
against Ukraine’s electricity, heat, water and sewage infrastruc-
ture did Biden decide in April 2023 to send Patriot air-defense 
systems, which began arriving in the summer. It took until late 
2023 to provide long-range ATACMS (Army Tactical Missile 
Systems) missiles that enable Ukraine to hit military targets in 
all the Russian-occupied territories, including Crimea.

In August 2023 the United States finally agreed to provide 
F-16 fighter jets to Ukraine, but they will not arrive there until 
summer 2024. Ukraine has been asking for all these weapons 
systems since 2014. The common pattern in providing them 
from the Biden administration has been to first say “no,” then 
“maybe” during a prolonged debate, and finally “yes” but with 
slow and often delayed delivery.

Ukraine Resists While Appealing for Solidarity
Despite limited and delayed U.S. and Western support, 

now resulting in small Russian gains on the frontlines and the 
risk of a major Russian breakthrough with the new offensive 
expected in late spring or summer, Ukraine has made gains in 
other dimensions of the war. Ukraine’s homegrown and inno-
vative air and sea drones are hitting Russian military assets and 
infrastructure behind the frontlines.

Ukrainian drone boats have destroyed a significant number 
of ships in Russia’s Black Sea fleet, forcing them to retreat 
to the eastern Black Sea. As a result, Ukraine has been able 
to reopen a sea corridor for grain and other exports in the 
western Black Sea that Russia had previously been able to 
block.32 Ukraine has used its anti-aircraft missiles to shoot 
down enough Russian fighter-bombers and radar surveillance 
planes this winter to put the sustainability of Russia’s warplane 
fleet in question.33

Long-range air drones have hit many Russian military 
supply lines and ammunition depots, command centers, and 
military-related infrastructure far from the frontlines. These 
drones have damaged a significant portion of Russia’s oil refin-
ing capacity over the winter, forcing Russia to declare a six-
month ban beginning March 1 on gasoline exports in order to 
meet domestic and military demand.34

The Biden administration, however, has urged Ukraine to 
halt its strikes on Russian oil refineries because it fears esca-
latory retaliation by Russia and rising world oil prices, which 
could put Biden’ re-election in jeopardy.35 While Ukraine has 
accepted the U.S. prohibition on using weapons it supplies to 
strike Russian territory, Ukraine shows no sign of stopping its 
hits on military targets in Russia with missiles and drones it has 
produced itself.

While U.S. aid remains, at best, on hold in Congress, the 
American public still strongly supports Ukraine, with 58% in 
favor of sending more U.S. economic assistance and military 
supplies. Support for Ukraine is skewed strongly toward the 
more progressive side of the political spectrum, with 75% of 
Democrats and 54% of independents, compared to 47% of 
Republicans, favoring military aid.36

Translating public opinion into public policy is a deep-seated 
problem of the American political system, but mass move-
ments and electoral campaigns can affect policy. That is what 
the Ukrainians are asking of us in solidarity.

Many appeals from Ukrainian socialists, anarchists, greens 
and feminists, and two recent appeals from the Confederation 
of Free Trade Unions of Ukraine (KVPU) on the occasions of 
the New Year and then the second anniversary of Russia’s full-
scale invasion, capture what they all share: demands for more 
economic, humanitarian and military aid; “strengthen sanctions 
against the terrorist regime of Russia;” and using frozen Russian 
assets in the West to help Ukraine.37

The Ukraine Solidarity Network is working to provide this 
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solidarity. See its mission statement and resourc-
es at https://linktr.ee/ukrainesolidaritynetwork.n
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ARE YOU THE kind of socialist activist looking 
for easy answers to questions about revolu-
tionary violence, or who hungers for uplifting 
political biographies of icons of radical com-
mitment?

If so, Adam Shatz is a writer you should 
probably shun. His two recent books are tes-
taments to a fierce curiosity that evokes the 
more perplexing and incongruous aspects of 
intellectuals and their social responsibility, often with a unique 
emphasis on anticolonialism.1

Zealots, beware! It is his unblinking assessments of authors 
and activists, and the courage to zig where most choose to zag, 
that have become Shatz’s signature method in a quest to reveal 
the intricacies of theory and practice of avant-garde cultural 
figures in Europe and the Middle East.

Yet Shatz’s unsettling appraisals may be just what we require 
at this fraught political moment. They speak to several issues 
turbo-charged by the October 7, 2023 bloodshed in Israel, and 
the industrial-scale genocidal onslaught that has followed. His 
well-versed approach may help clarify long festering debates 
about what constitutes meaningful socialist commitment to 
Palestinian liberation and the indispensable eradication of 
Zionist settler-colonialism.2

Adam Shatz is a middle-aged Jewish American radical jour-
nalist who came to political consciousness under the impact 
of the First Intifada (1987-93), and then educated himself by 
reading Jewish anarchist Noam Chomsky, Trotsky biographer 
Isaac Deutscher, and Palestinian radical scholar Edward Said.

Best-known today as the U.S. editor of the London Review 
of Books, he is also a contributor to prominent left-leaning 
intellectual publications such as the Nation, New Yorker, and 
New York Review of Books. Nevertheless, Shatz has no hesitan-
cy about sharing information and offering interpretations that 
might upend practically any partisan narrative.

Writers and Missionaries, his scintillating collection of essays 
from Verso publishers, might be read as an appetite-whetter 
that explores a range of complex motivations and enigmatic 

affinities of a selection of writers, many of them 
leftwing. Then comes the main course, which 
takes his enterprise to a whole new level: The 
Rebel’s Clinic, a gobsmacking life story of Afro-
Caribbean Marxist psychiatrist Frantz Fanon 
(1925-1961).

Fanon and Algeria in Context
It is when he turns to Fanon that Shatz sit-

uates the passionate calling of the biography’s 
beguiling protagonist in the context of the pun-
ishing paradoxes of the Algerian anticolonial 
resistance to French domination, and especially 
the staggering amount of violence during the 
decade of war (1954-1962).

A defiance of French colonial brutality was 
obligatory, and colonization is by and large to 
blame for the perhaps 1,500,000 Algerians 

who were killed along with 26,000 French soldiers and 6000 
Europeans. Yet too many of the pitiless deaths of civilians were 
due to internecine factional struggles among the Algerians.

Some sources estimate that 12,000 militants were killed 
in an internal purge, and another 70,000 in clashes between 
parties. This practice of liquidating rival nationalists was even 
carried over into the Algerian population in France where it 
took another 5000 lives in the so-called “Café Wars” — bomb 
attacks and assassinations in coffee shops.3

Unquestionably, for socialist-internationalists Algerian inde-
pendence was a legitimate cause if there ever was one, with 
French Trotskyists and anarchists the honorable initiators of 
European support.4 In spite of that legitimacy, the victory was 
followed over decades by hundreds of thousands of more 
deaths of Arabs and Berbers due to the domestic tyranny of 
the post-colonial elite that had its roots in earlier repressive 
behavior.

Algeria today is a human rights disaster marked by restric-
tions on free speech and religion, mass arrests and torture, and 
a failure to implement laws to prevent feminicide.5 Unless one 
is an absolute determinist or fatalist, such a past record should 
cause today’s solidarity activists to ask conscientious questions.

The issue is not the validity of armed resistance in itself, but 
the policies, programs, ethics and culture of any revolutionary 
or nationalist organizations presently in contention to lead an 
anticolonial social transformation.

Certainly, the need to take action against colonial oppres-
sion can be exigent, and attention-grabbing exploits of armed 
resistance often demonstrate courage as well as conviction. 
All the same, daring feats recurrently overshadow attention to 
political program and a group’s history. A military success does 
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not necessarily assure future liberation, and building a better 
society remains the real goal.

Can solidarity activism offer a blank check to any organi-
zation that comes to the fore in the name of “resistance”? All 
revolutionary acts advancing liberation should be supported, 
but what qualifies? Is every kind of rebellion productive? Should 
one organization alone be allocated a monopoly over the 
struggle?

From the outcome in Algeria and numerous other countries 
during the Post-colonial Age, we know that national liberation 
is demanded but that specific political movements can go 
utterly wrong.

Politically Effective Resistance
Issues arising from the Algerian political aspect of Fanon’s 

career explain why Shatz’s volume has received considerable 
attention in the press following the events of October 7. 
That was the day when the Islamist Palestinian group Hamas 
launched its own audacious act of anticolonial rebellion against 
a long-violent Israeli state by breaching the imprisoning six-
teen-year blockade of Gaza.

Joined by other factions and individuals, the Hamas-led raid 
spun into acts of gruesome counter-violence against everyone 
encountered, including defenseless and helpless victims. Scores 
of civilians, not just Israeli and other Jews (many attending a 
Peace music festival), but foreign workers and Arabs (especially 
Bedouin) were slaughtered or taken hostage, and women likely 
raped and tortured.6 Israeli soldiers became prisoners of war.

Many aspects of the bloody clash are still in dispute; Israeli 
state propaganda should not be automatically believed, espe-
cially since there have been lies about beheadings of babies 
and cover-ups of Israelis killed by crossfire of the IDF (Israeli 
Defense Force).

Nonetheless, October 7 was immediately exploited as a 
pretext for a dramatic intensification of Israel’s ongoing geno-
cidal assault on the far greater number of defenseless and 
helpless Palestinians in Gaza.7

The whole lacerating sequence soon catapulted the prob-
lem of what constitutes politically effective resistance to colo-
nial oppression to the foreground of debate and discussion. 
How to achieve liberation in an asymmetrical situation of 
extreme inequality is especially problematic, more than ever 
when a stateless population faces a powerful state and the 
weaker side can’t fight with normal military means.

Among the anticolonial Left there was no disagreement 
about reaffirming support to the just cause of Palestinian liber-
ation. Condemnation was focused on the Israeli carpet-bomb-
ing and invasion of Gaza that swiftly exposed the monstrous 
inhumanity of present-day political Zionism. Mass action for 
a permanent cease-fire became the immediate project, along 
with demanding the end of U.S aid to the Israeli state.

In distinction to liberal Zionists who may have been dis-
tressed by “excesses” of the Netanyahu government but who 
refused to address the root cause, socialist-internationalists 
persisted in making their long-standing argument for the thor-
ough transformation of the ethno-religious Israeli state.

This solution must occur through the abolition of apartheid 
and colonial privilege, replacing these with a new multinational 
state or federation that secures the democratic rights and 
security of all people from the river to the sea. But how would 
that objective be achieved and who would carry it out?

Are the ideology and strategy of Hamas to be publicly 
embraced, passed over in silence, or cagily massaged by charac-
terizing October 7 as a “military action” with “tactical” matters 
left to be discussed later?

What to make of the past history of Hamas rule in Gaza 

Algerian National Liberation Front fighters in the mountains.                                                                                          Fayeqainatour CC BY-SA 4.0
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with no free political discussion, no freedom of the press or 
assembly, repression of gender equality, and antisemitic propa-
ganda? Is there really a case for its liberating potential?

Along with mobilizing for action against Israeli state geno-
cide, how does one also address these matters to build the 
critical-minded socialist movement needed here? Shouldn’t 
our stance be one that that maintains the right of anticolonial 
resistance but also listens to and learns from veterans of anti-
colonial struggle, and an assortment of Palestinian activists, to 
advance beyond errors of the past?

Of course, Shatz’s books were written before October 7 
and hardly provide a blueprint for present-day policy.8 
He is emphatically opposed to racism, colonialism and 

“actually existing Zionism,” and not unsympathetic to the right 
of armed resistance. Nevertheless, his research and writing 
(including many previously uncollected pieces) raise issues 
about troubling dimensions of heartfelt political commitment 
as well as the long-term consequences of revolutionary action.

Shatz accomplishes this not by political directives (I don’t 
know many of his specific views), but by excavating and probing 
the concrete circumstances of actors and social movements, 
often raising questions that haven’t been asked by others.

That’s why his work can be poison to those who are curi-
ously incurious about the nuanced realities and shape-shifting 
nature of class and anti-imperialist struggles as they evolve over 
time, not to mention the frequently messy lives of even those 
who are heroically pledged to a liberatory future.

Shatz launched his career with certain principles that he has 
not abandoned; but through the years he has become increas-
ingly a listener, especially to those with first-hand involvements 
and standpoints outside the United States and often the West.

Beyond this, Shatz is also a writer who has mastery over 
a dizzying array of topics such as modern Jazz, Marxist and 
postmodern theory, anthropology, creative literature, film, 
cooking, and much more. Since all Shatz’s work entreats us to 
think harder, I find it beneficial to start with a consideration of 
his essay collection before moving on to the more ambitious 
Fanon biography and the topic of anticolonial politics.

Realistically Imperfect Individuals
While Shatz edited a 2004 volume, Prophets Outcast: A 

Century of Dissident Jewish Writing about Zionism and Israel, 
demonstrating the disastrous consequences of Israeli state 
policy, Writers and Missionaries is the first selection of his own 
work.

The 17 chapters are mostly from the London Review of Books 
starting in 2003 and are divided into four main parts that 
address complicated intellectuals from the Arab world, as well 
as African American writers in Paris, French cultural superstars, 
and various problems of commitment. The collection is capped 
off with an amusing but somewhat out-of-place memoir of 
Shatz’s culinary obsessions, “Kitchen Confidential.”

If, like me, you like your biographical portraits to be of 
realistically imperfect individuals whose fascinating flaws are 
effusively fleshed out, you will be speedily seduced by Shatz’s 
direct and engaging style: “But speaking truth to power, and 
aligning oneself with the oppressed, is less straightforward than 
it seems.” (10)

For starters, Shatz never clubs the reader over the head 
with a prowess at erudite allusions or an excess of cerebral 

witticisms. His portraits proceed with a galvanizing panache, 
far more than just journalistic competence: “the weapons of 
truth-telling could not protect the dreamer from his illusions, 
and defend him against his assassins, who had real weapons…” 
(11)

Shatz’s studies also exhibit a capacity to offer clear and 
compelling synopses of an extraordinary amount of historical 
background and often recondite intellectual material. Some of 
his subjects, regrettably, are poorly known in the West, such 
as the Lebanese-born scholar Fouad Ajami (1945-2014), the 
Algerian journalist Kamal Daoud (b. 1970), and the assassinated 
Jewish-Palestinian actor/director Juliano Mer-Khamis (1958-
2011).

These biographical investigations are largely derived from 
personal interviews in Middle Eastern countries as well as 
close readings of the written work. Far from aiming to present 
a catalogue of weaknesses and hypocrisy, Shatz sets out “to 
explore the difficult and sometimes perilous practice of the 
engaged intellectual: the wrenching demands that the world 
imposes on the mind as it seeks to liberate itself from various 
forms of captivity.” (7)

Other subjects are world-famous if not always widely 
understood, such as the structuralist anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss (1908-2008), deconstructionist philosopher 
Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), semiotic literary theorist Roland 

Barthes (1915-1980), and novelist and 
film-maker Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922-
2008).

I can’t claim expertise in all these 
figures but can attest to the lucid-
ity with which Shatz unravels their 
achievements and activities. Lévi-
Strauss, he demonstrates, cannot be 
understood without acknowledging 
his deep distaste for his status as a 
public figure. Robbe-Grillet, whose 
career was marked by a great renown 
and very few readers, was captive to 
a “literary imagination” serving as “a 

playpen for his criminal passions and victimless crimes.” (233)
On the other hand, the Black radical expatriate writers por-

trayed in the section called “Equal in Paris” are my specialty, so 
I can verify Shatz’s eerie accuracy apropos the quality of their 
work and the complications of their political thought.

The ordeal of Richard Wright (1908-1960) and his fraught 
relations with other African American writers has rarely been 
depicted with such subtlety and sympathy, and the “radical 
humanism” (166) of pro-Algerian William Gardner Smith 
(1927-74) is reclaimed with an intimate understanding of the 
challenges of exile.

Most intriguing, perhaps, is what Shatz provides about 
three French radicals who boil over with incongruities: 
documentary producer Claude Lanzman (1925-2018), 

New Wave filmmaker Jean-Pierre Melville (1917-73), and the 
existentialist philosopher and activist Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-
1980).

The last comes in for an engrossing treatment in a two-fold 
narrative of Sartre’s unhappy estrangement from the Egyptian 
intellectual Left, which suffered from its own “conflicted attach-
ment to [Egyptian President Gamal Abdel] Nasser.” (302)
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Shatz’s chronicle of Sartre’s failed balancing act between 
what seemed like hardcore values and the emotional force of a 
current friendship is a startling and edgy marvel. I am remind-
ed, once again, that even though we radicals believe in the 
objectivity of our choice of ideology, its expression can also be 
tweaked by psychological and personal needs.

Not every subject of Writers and Missionaries could be called 
radical in a political sense, but Shatz sees all as expressing a 
“radical imagination” through “a style of thinking that seeks to 
penetrate the root of a problem and expose ‘what is funda-
mental.’” (9) This formulation, along with his guiding distinction 
between “Missionaries” and “Writers,” which came to him in 
a conversation with Trinidadian-born novelist V. S. Naipaul, 
remains a bit nebulous to me.

Perhaps this phrase and those terms are less clarifying for 
the general reader than they are functional for Shatz himself, 
as mechanisms to herd his heterogenous selection of writings 
under a common rubric. The volume’s all-male cast of charac-
ters is a more notable deficiency in an otherwise extraordinary 
survey.

Fanon: Fusion of Life and 
Work

Shatz’s genius at recovering the 
multifariousness of authentic people 
from the gray mists of ignorance, 
prejudice, or hagiography, is on full 
display in The Rebel’s Clinic. With 
Fanon we confront an all-embrac-
ing radical political commitment that 
means the fusion of one’s life and 
work in a common goal.

First, Fanon’s writing and psychi-
atric practice are put in the context 
of his biography, and then his biography is put in the context 
of his developing engagement in revolutionary struggle. This 
sometimes contradictory progression is explained as a kind of 
palimpsest of stages, a long and fitful evolution wherein each 
new development doesn’t erase but challenges and stretches 
what came before.9 Such a narrative reads like a mystery that 
only gets more intriguing as it unfolds.

The skeleton of biographical facts about Fanon is well-
known from numerous previous book-length studies, one of 
which I reviewed for the Marxist journal International Socialist 
Review fifty years ago.10 Born to a middle-class Afro-Alsation 
family on the island of Martinique, then a French colony in the 
Eastern Caribbean Sea, Frantz Omar Fanon attended school 
there until he volunteered to fight fascism in General de 
Gaulle’s Free French Forces in 1944. He served in North Africa 
and then in Europe, where he was wounded and received the 
Croix de Guerre.

During a sojourn back in Martinique he befriended the poet 
and Communist activist Aimé Césaire (1913-2008), from whom 
he absorbed an interest in Negritude (the movement accentu-
ating pride in one’s African heritage). He then attended medical 
school in Lyon, where he was profoundly affected by the lec-
tures of phenomenological philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(1908-1961).

In these years his consciousness of French racism deepened 
as he came to see it and colonialism as noxious betrayals of 
the Enlightenment ideals that had inspired his military service.

After publishing Black Skin, White Masks in 1952, he married 
radical journalist Marie-Josèphe “Josie” Dublé (1930-1989), and 
relocated to Algeria as head of the Blida-Joinville Hospital. 
Drawn quickly into support of the Algerian Revolution, he 
found himself treating victims of French torture and some-
times the torturers, to whom he responded with inordinate 
compassion.

After two years Fanon was forced to resign his position 
when his political affiliation with the FLN (National Liberation 
Front, formed in 1954 in a split from the MTLD, Movement for 
the Triumph of Democratic Liberties) became known. He then 
relocated to Tunisia where he held an editorial post on the FLN 
newspaper El Moudjahid.

Having now become a representative and public spokesman 
for the FLN, he attended political and literary congresses, 
even after he was seriously injured by a land mine along the 
Algerian-Moroccan frontier in 1959. This was the year he pub-
lished A Dying Colonialism, a virtuoso analysis of the Algerian 
war for independence.

In 1960 he was appointed Ambassador of the Algerian 
Provisional Government to Ghana but was diagnosed with 
leukemia and traveled to the Soviet Union for therapy. In 1961 
he went to Washington DC for treatment at the National 
Institutes of Health, dying on the eve of the publication of his 
masterpiece, The Wretched of the Earth.

The Rebel’s Clinic, however, is much more than just a portrait 
of Fanon. In the process of recounting Fanon’s evolution, Shatz 
situates many intellectual figures who interacted with him and 
influenced his writing.

In addition to several already discussed, some of the 
most noteworthy include the abovementioned Sartre; the 
Catalan psychiatrist and anti-Stalinist Spanish Civil War veteran 
Francois Tosquelles (1912-1994); the French Freudian psychoan-
alyst Jean Oury (1924-2014); the Senegalese poet and first pres-
ident Léopold Senghor (1906-2001); the Algerian-born French 
author Albert Camus (1913-1960); the French feminist Simone 
de Beauvoir (1908-1986); the French journalist and political 
activist Frances Jeanson (1922-2009); the French pro-FLN 
doctor Pierre Chaulet (1930-2012); the French psychoanalyst 
Octave Mannoni (1899-1989); the French psychiatrist Jacques 
Lacan (1901-1981); the French publisher Francois Maspero 
(1932-2015); and the French-Tunisian essayist Albert Memmi 
(1920-2020).

Although his admirable qualities of discipline and dedi-
cation were paramount, Fanon himself was not a man 
without vanity, and he had several disturbing traits. One 

was a dangerous attraction to strong men in the revolutionary 
movement, the type who disparage emotions and sentimental-
ity, and too often conflate a personal drive for power with the 
good of the struggle.

Another was a troubling homophobia, reflected in Fanon’s 
skepticism that homosexuality could have existed in his native 
Martinique. (206) And then there was a male chauvinism, 
exhibited in the possibly abusive treatment of his wife, Josie.11 

She had become a capable and committed revolutionary editor, 
to whom Fanon dictated much of his work.

Fanon has been panned by feminists for his portrayals of 
colonized women, and Shatz notes that he slighted de Beauvoir, 
who seems to have inspired his ideas with The Second Sex 
(1949) but whose influence was never openly acknowledged. 
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(89, 97)
As a member of a disciplined cadre group, the FLN, Fanon 

remained silent about the strangulation murder of his mentor, 
Abane Ramdane (“the architect of the revolution”), by jealous 
rivals who later said he died in battle.

Fanon was then duped by the Angolan CIA agent Holden 
Roberto and played a questionable part in the down-
fall of Congolese independence leader Patrice Lumumba. 
Nonetheless he held up rather well overall, in spite of having to 
endure the mental strains of being a marked man under threat 
of assassination.

Specialists in Fanon, and well-informed readers of books 
and articles about him, may not find copious new factual 
material in The Rebel’s Clinic. Moreover, certain matters that 
radicals hold to be of political importance are not mentioned, 
such as the claim of Marxist scholar Peter Hudis that during 
a Paris residence prior to Lyon, Fanon “obtained and studied 
the works of Leon Trotsky as well as the proceedings of the 
Fourth International.”12

Violence, Perils and Promise
The virtue of Shatz’s book is that its thought-provoking 

arguments are reasoned out with a savvy cogency, craft, and 
assurance that draw on decades of distilled research. A good 
deal of Fanon’s formidable impact on contemporary thought is 
reviewed by Shatz with admirable lucidity and concision.

Fanon’s influence on psychiatry is immense among those 
who understand personal pathologies as political symptoms 
and advocate varieties of social therapy that consist of group 
settings. His understanding of Black alienation as a form of 
amputation or imprisonment under colonialism has long been 
celebrated, as has been his argument that colonized people 
internalize feelings of inferiority and aspire to emulate their 
oppressors.

More recently Fanon has become 
established as a major interlocutor in 
post-colonial discourse analysis (PCDA), 
especially regarding the presentation of 
historical events from the standpoint of 
the colonized and delving into matters 
such as the connections between lan-
guage and social structures of power. 
Such developments lead Shatz to pro-
claim that, in the new millennium, Fanon 
would be “reborn as a French theorist.” 
(370)

When it comes to the question of 
Fanon and anticolonial violence, the 
focus of this review essay, it is impera-
tive to recognize that Shatz is hardly the 
first biographer and commentator to 
observe the existence of ambivalences 
and contradictions throughout Fanon’s 
work.

The competition to be the latest 
”Fanon Whisperer” has been steep, and 
many books and articles have deplored 
the tendency of partisans to latch on 
to certain sensational passages about 
violence in the first chapter of The 
Wretched of the Earth. These may be 

used to rationalize acts of brutality of which they approve, or 
which they don’t wish to acknowledge for what they are, while 
most of the rest of this book, as well as Fanon’s writings as a 
whole, are ignored.

To this day, one sees decontextualized Fanonian references 
to violence as a “cleansing force” that frees the colonial rebel 
“from his inferiority complex and his despair and inaction; 
it makes him fearless and restores his self-respect.” Another 
common quotation from Fanon is that “it is precisely at the 
moment he [the native] realizes his humanity [through a violent 
action] that he begins to sharpen the weapons with which he 
will secure his victory.”13

There are certainly more than a few phrases like these that 
stand out like daggers in The Wretched of the Earth. Yet to grab 
onto such sentences, as zealously as a religious person recites 
favorite passages in a holy book, is simply to co-opt Fanon as 
symbolic capital for a politics that he may have abhorred.

Much in Fanon remains open to multiple interpretations, 
but there is no doubt that the totality of his dispersed views 
on anticolonial violence adds up to the paradoxical assessment 
that the violence of the colonially oppressed is fraught with as 
much peril as promise.

Many nuanced views by Fanon are indicated by specific 
statements that Shatz brings to light. Moreover, the horrific 
trajectory of the revolution in the years after the 1962 vic-
tory completely contradicted Fanon’s prediction of a “new 
Humanism” in Algeria.

In brief, what he meant by “New Humanism” was a restruc-
turing of relationships distinct from European liberal imperial-
ism, one that emphasized decentralization, new subjectivities 
and cultures (not fundamentalist and traditional ones), and also 
a rejection of the one-party states already appearing in revolu-
tionary societies in Africa.

Dar al-Fadila Association for Orphans, consisting of a school, computer center and mosque in Rafah. 
Serving 500 children, it was destroyed by the Israelis during the January 12, 2009 assault on Gaza. 
Israel has bombed Gaza several times since 2006.             International Solidarity Movement CC BY-SA 2.0 28
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Fanon’s failure to recognize that his FLN was 
producing precisely what he opposed suggests that 
he was subject to romanticization and naiveté, too 
readily succumbing to a pressure to conform — 
traits we dare not repeat today.

Here are a few examples of the book’s eluci-
dations. According to Shatz, the word “cleansing” 
in the above quotation is a mistranslation of “dis-
intoxicating” (155), which is not quite the same in 
meaning.

Yes, to stand up physically to one’s oppressor can 
be liberating and empowering, an action famously 
dramatized in Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the 
Life (1845) where the future abolitionist strikes 
down the slave-breaker Edward Covey.

However, Shatz believes that Fanon’s emphasis 
on this stage in a violent revolt was not intended to 
advocate a long-lasting cure-all. Rather, it described 
a perilous but necessary step in the journey toward 
decolonization and reclaiming identity. That’s because there 
is plenty of evidence in Fanon’s writing to show that violent 
behavior is damaging and easily turned in the wrong direction.

Moreover, although Fanon understood that violence was 
inevitable in the colonial situation, he also argued in The 
Wretched of the Earth that violence should not be taken as a 
political strategy and that all members of the French settler 
population should not be seen as existential enemies:

“The people who, in the early days of the struggle, had adopted 
the primitive Manichaeism of the colonizer — Black versus White, 
Arab versus Infidel — realize en route that some Blacks can be 
whiter than the whites, and that the prospect of a national flag or 
independence does not automatically result in certain segments of 
the population giving up their privileges and interests…The peo-
ple discover that the iniquitous phenomenon of exploitation can 
assume a Black or Arab face.” (156)

Shatz points out that Fanon publicly lied about the FLN’s 
responsibility for the June 1957 massacre of 300 Muslim inhabi-
tants of the Melouza village, a community allegedly sympathetic 
to the rival rebel group MNA (Algerian National Movement, 
successor to the MTLD). But Fanon also made a general state-
ment against atrocities in A Dying Colonialism:

“(B)ecause we want a democratic and renovated Algeria, 
because we believe one cannot arise and liberate oneself in one 
area and sink in another, we condemn, with pain in our hearts, 
those brothers who have flung themselves into revolutionary action 
with the almost physiological brutality that centuries of oppression 
nourish and give rise to.” (195)

Beyond this, it is clear that Fanon’s emphasis on the 
necessity of violence was primarily connected with his view 
that de-colonization must be seized, not given, and there are 
instances where Fanon advised specifically against the violence 
of hate and revenge, arguing that any violence must be disci-
plined and targeted.

On the other hand, none of this adds up to a clear policy 
for practice today, and certainly not one as well-defined as the 
Freedom Charter of the ANC (African National Congress) 
about the centrality of non-racialism, and the limits of violence 
as articulated by Nelson Mandela.14

Challenging Questions
What can we conclude from this investigation? Atrocities 

and acts of terrorism have always happened when there is an 
armed struggle against colonial oppressors who have commit-
ted far greater atrocities, and this has never derailed socialists 
from support of a just cause.

While Hamas cannot be reduced to a “terrorist organi-
zation” — it carries out social service functions and has a 
religious dimension — it has surely committed terrorist acts 
(starting with suicide bombings) according to the common 
definition: violence and intimidation against civilians for political 
ends. And so has the Israeli state, a hundred times more.

Marx himself regarded violence and terrorism against 
oppression as “inevitable” and “as useless to discuss as an 
earthquake.”15 That’s why radicals don’t renounce the Haitian 
revolution against the French (1791-1804), or Nat Turner’s 
Rebellion against slavery (1831), or even the Mau Mau Rebellion 
against British rule in Kenya (1952-60) that killed thousands of 
their fellow Africans, on account of horrific violence against 
civilians.

Yet it is a separate matter for socialists to strategize or cham-
pion civilian murders, indiscriminate terrorism, and atrocities. 
Such conduct cannot be perfunctorily accepted as effective or 
even just necessary in advancing the cause of a new society. 
This includes the relegation of such deaths and brutalization 
to a minor issue in the way that imperialist powers commonly 
refer to “collateral damage.”

To me, there is nothing mysterious or hard to grasp about 
recognizing substantial civilian casualties as an issue to be frank-
ly deliberated.

We know that socialists are not absolute pacificists. We 
maintain the right of armed self-defense, acknowledge the 
unfortunate likelihood that decolonization will not occur 
peacefully, and accept the possibility that, in military combat, 
individuals on one’s own side may go rogue and commit acts 
that one abhors.

Nonetheless, there are surely ethical matters to contem-
plate about targeting, or endangering, non-combatants.

During World War II, the United States took the stance 
that the civilians of Japan were worthy of mass annihilation by 
nuclear weapons because their government was committing 
crimes. Marxists and many others responded to this with 
horror at what Trotskyist leader James P. Cannon called “an 
unspeakable atrocity,” the intentional killing and injuring of 

Frantz Fanon (left) at a meeting in Tunisia, 1959.
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“The young and the old, the child in the cradle and the aged 
and infirm, the newly married and the well and the sick, men, 
women, and children….”16

This “collective punishment” is surely what the Zionist state 
is carrying out at present, under the figleaf that “terrorists” are 
using tens of thousands of people as “human shields.” Should 
we now turn around and declare that “collective punishment” 
will bring about social justice so long as it is employed by anti-
colonial forces?17

Ethical and strategic questions are often intertwined. 
Atrocities carried out by rebels can produce political setbacks 
through the unification of the enemy and enabling it to deflect 
attention from its own violence. With greater resources for 
world-wide propaganda, the colonists can readily depict the 
resistance movement as barbaric and inflame its own popula-
tion to perpetrate horrific reprisal.

Unnecessary brutality on the part of an anticolonial or rad-
ical movement can also create a malign culture with qualities 
that will destroy its future liberatory possibilities. For example, 
Shatz notes that the practices of the FLN — authoritarianism, 
top-down decision-making, killing rivals and villagers suspect-
ed of rival sympathies — played a role in post-independence 
repression.

Did atrocities and mass terror in the Civil War following the 
Russian Revolution really help the Bolsheviks, or did they pave 
the way to the further brutality of the Stalin regime?18 It’s no 
secret that a militarized and violent state of affairs attracts peo-
ple on all sides who use ideological claims but are motivated by 
sadism and a lust for power over others.

Sadly, it is not only defenders of the status quo who have 
the capacity to opportunistically compartmentalize abhorrent 
behavior. And yet socialists surely envision a different world, 
operating on different principles from those with bloodless 
responses to ordinary human suffering.

No doubt somewhere V. I. Lenin would be gasping in 
disbelief at the way that some contemporary Marxists 
are simplistically conflating “unconditional support” of 

a struggle with uncritical political backing of whatever political 
organization happens to be taking action.

I’m the furthest from a Lenin idolator,19 but generations of 
socialists have been educated in what can be a useful distinc-
tion that is now being blurred, or at least parsed in unhelpful 
ways. Too often phrases from Lenin, like ones from Fanon, are 
evoked instrumentally, for polemical purposes.

Fortunately, we have access to a number of well-contextual-
ized histories of Lenin and his disciples discriminating between 
an appropriate struggle and tactics that impede. Famously, 
Lenin was unforgiving in condemning the terrorist methods 
of the agrarian Social Revolutionary Party in Russia, even as 
he was thoroughly committed to proletarian revolution and 
understood that Czarist violence would eventually have to be 
met with counter-violence.

Decades later, Leninists in Great Britain were categorically 
in support of the Irish Republican cause but took their distance 
from the nationalist bombing campaigns that killed innocent 
bystanders. And when Leon Trotsky insisted on “unconditional 
defense” of the Soviet Union against imperialism, does anyone 
in his or her right mind think he then hushed up his merciless 
criticisms of its Stalinist leadership?

Moreover, “armed struggle,” supported by socialists under 

appropriate circumstances, can be exploited as a catchall 
phrase to cloud distinctions. There are many types of such 
activity and one can debate their appropriateness in various 
contexts.

Armed struggle can be the central strategy, as when an 
armed group tries to take over a government. There can also 
be an armed wing of a mass movement that provides self-de-
fense. Or a Marxist party can have a special unit that engages 
in targeted military strikes.

As historian Ronald Grigor Suny explains, in the early 1900s 
both the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labor Party “were … critical of acts of terrorism,” 
but still open to “armed self-defense, assassinations of state 
officials and police spies, and expropriations of state treasure 
if it were tied to and contributed to the more important mass 
struggle.”20

From Shatz’s narrative of Fanon we can see the danger 
of adapting to an organization that began with a democratic 

and secular perspective but 
progressed to authoritari-
anism; one that evolved to 
the resurgence of patriarchal 
oppression and social conser-
vatism, allowed the killing of 
internal and external critics, 
and worse.

Due to a misplaced organi-
zational loyalty, Fanon ended 
up an unwitting propagandist 
for the political leadership 

that would ultimately destroy his dreams.
To be clear: No one knows what Fanon or Lenin would be 

saying if they were responding to current events. They lived in a 
different era, and a work like The Wretched of the Earth is more 
useful as an investigative resource than a how-to-do-it manual. 
At best, writings by Fanon and Lenin might provide concep-
tual frameworks that one can use in strategically appropriate 
assessments of unique situations.

The same goes for judging Hamas by the policy and practice 
of the FLN or ANC. One can talk in terms of analogies or 
comparisons, but the historical and political reference points 
are always distinct.

Many of us are not Third World experts and need to rec-
ognize that, in every case — Algeria, Palestine, South Africa 
— one faces a complicated situation. All deserve serious 
attention and discussion by use of knowledgeable sources that 
come from a range of activists who are from, or at least fully 
informed about, the countries themselves.21

To be sure, abstract Marxist formulae do not provide tem-
plates and instant answers. When workers of one nationality 
are participating in the state repression of another nationality, 
the issue of class unity becomes highly complicated.

Much of the Israeli-Jewish working class, for example, is 
overwhelmingly privileged in relation to Palestinians due to 
Zionist conquest. Socialists traditionally call for an end to 
oppression based on bringing together the working class of 
an entire region, yet the racism of the Israeli Jews and Zionist 
ideology is a major stumbling block. That’s why calls for Jewish-
Arab proletarian joint struggle seem at present to be as uto-
pian as believing that a democratic socialist transformation of 
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Arab states in the Middle East will come to the rescue.
There’s no point in hiding the truth that many facts con-

found such redemptive scenarios. On the other hand, mate-
rial conditions change, populations are not a static essence, 
and consciousness alters. Our task is to historicize this tragic 
impasse, not to reify it.

Marx famously wrote in 1852: “The tradition of all the dead 
generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the liv-
ing.”22 This is true when it comes to the paradox of supporting 
anti-colonial violence.

We all walk along a well-trod moral tightrope with no one 
exempt from accusations of hypocrisy and double standards. 
If we fail to remain alert to the duplication of deleterious pat-
terns of thought and behavior, a new generation will be molded 
by a record of previous failures and misjudgments. That means 
we must sometimes engage in a corrective scrutiny of our 
own political fidelities and ethical boundaries, in order to avoid 
repeating the past instead of going beyond it.

As an alternative, we must start by disallowing such taboos 
as the view that defense of social revolutions or anticolonial 
struggles tolerates no space for substantial criticism of policies 
(whether they be reformist, ultraleft, or needlessly cruel). Or 
that expressing compassion for all children and other non-com-
batant victims is tantamount to betrayal or “bothsidesism.” We 
know too well where that kind of thinking leads.

I can’t speak to this as an authority on ethics or morality, 
but there is some general guidance from Ernest Mandel, a 
veteran of the World War II underground resistance, in his 
1989 Socialist Register article on “The Case for Revolution 
Today”: “The essence of revolution is not the use of violence 
in politics but a radical, qualitative challenge — and eventually 
the overthrow — of prevailing economic or political power 
structures.”23

We create ourselves by the decisions we make, and gain 
nothing by emulating the same mentality of those we oppose 
with their selective empathy, euphemisms and evasions. When 
it comes to undoing the legacies of imperialism, the new gener-
ation of socialists has no option but to rush toward the flame 
of resistance and continue the fight.

In this process, however, we also must defend the norms of 
reasoned debate, rejecting facile ideological amalgamations and 
denunciations, as we collectively formulate positive alternatives. 
Above all, we must learn from lives of Fanon, Mandela and 
many others if we are to advance to the culmination of the long 
arc of liberation from colonialism.  n
Notes
1.	 Definitions of political terms are always subject to change and debate. For purposes of 

this essay, I am using “anticolonial” to refer to political opposition to colonial rule and 
“post-colonial” to mean the temporal period after direct control. “Decolonial,” more 
controversial in applications, originated in Latin American scholarship and involves a 
focus on the lasting traces and legacies of colonialism.

2.	 These debates can be found in dozens of publications, and the purpose of this essay is 
not to address any specific one. A sampling of views can be found in a series of articles 
published by Tempest magazine: Jonah ben Avraham, “Support Palestinians when they 
fight, Not just when they die,” 5 November 2023; Dan LaBotz and Stephen R. Shalom, 
“A Response to Jonah ben Avraham’s ‘Support Palestinians When They Fight,’” 24 
November 2023; Sean Larson, “Against colonial narcissism: A response to Dan La Botz 
and Stephen R. Shalom,” 20 December 2023; and Dan LaBotz and Stephen R. Shalom, 
“Once More on Hamas: A Reply to Sean Larson,” 12 January 2024.

3.	 The most esteemed book about the war is Alistair Horne, A Savage War of Peace: 
Algeria 1954-1962 (New York: New York Review Books, 2006). Horne presents his 
own figures for deaths on pp.537-38.4.

4/	 Unfortunately, the French Socialists supported French colonial rule and the 
Communists, at best, were ambiguous. The most thorough record of Trotskyist and 
anarchist involvement available in English is Ian Birchall, ed., European Revolutionaries 
and Algerian Independence, 1954-1962, Revolutionary History (2012), Vol. 10, no. 4.

5.	 See the recent Amnesty International report: https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/

middle-east-and-north-africa/algeria/report-algeria/.
6.	 Exactly what happened regarding rape and sexual abuse of both Israelis on October 7 

and Palestinians by the IDF and settlers is still under dispute. The full story may never 
be known, but independent agencies are investigating, and facts must not be denied. 
As I write, the latest report available is by Farnaz Fassihi and Isabel Kershner, “U.N. 
Sees Signs of Sexual Abuse in Hamas Attack,” New York Times, 5 March 2024: 1, 9. At 
the same time, I recommend signing the “Open Letter” against the weaponization of 
sexual assault: https://stopmanipulatingsexualassault.org/#home.
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Innovatively Stretching Marxism  By Dianne Feeley

REVIEW
What Is Anti-racism?And Why
It Means Anti-capitalism
By Arun Kundnani
Verso Books, 2023, $24.95 paper.

WHAT IS ANTI-RACISM? And Why It Means 
Anti-capitalism outlines a radical under-
standing of racism by discussing the works 
of several important theorists, writers 
and educators. The author identifies two 
dueling stories about racism’s origins and 
reproduction, but while he considers one 
unlocking its mysteries, he finds the other 
a diversion.

Arun Kundnani is former editor of 
Race and Class, the magazine of the Institute 
of Race Relations in Great Britain, a think 
tank focused on racism and imperialism. 
He is also a longtime activist in antiracist 
movements in Britain and the United States. 
As the author of The Muslims Are Coming! 
Spooked and The End of Tolerance, Kundnani 
writes as a passionate antiracist.

In What Is Anti-racism? Kundnani examines 
both the liberal and liberatory theories of 
how societies categorize people as “infe-
rior” because of some shared, observable 
difference.

The liberal theory confronts racist ideol-
ogy with the goal of teaching people how to 
locate and eliminate hidden biases and fears.

Kundnani identifies Magnus Hirschfeld, an 
opponent of the Nazis, as the first to use the 
word “racism” to identify these unscientific 
beliefs. In Rassismus (Racism), Hirschfeld, a 
radical psychiatrist who was both Jewish 
and gay, traced unscientific assumptions of 
ethnicity/skin color from the dawn of Enlight-
enment to the 20th century, exposing them 
as irrational.

Hirschfeld and his work were branded 
by the Nazis as degenerate. The Institute 
of Sexual Science he founded was shut, its 
10,000 books burned, and he fled into exile. 
In the face of this shattering reality, Hirschfeld 
saw racism as a doctrine one could either 
believe or not so he proposed an educational 
program that could teach people to over-
come these crude biases.

Shortly after the publication of Rassismus, 
U.S. anthropologists Franz Boas and his 
student Ruth Benedict introduced the word 
“racism” to the U.S. public. Benedict’s Race: 
Science and Politics (1940) defined racism as 
“…the dogma that one ethnic group is con-
demned by nature to congenital inferiority 

and another group is 
destined to congeni-
tal superiority.” (35)

Kundnani sees as 
important Benedict’s 
grouping together 
three issues that 
had previously been 
seen as separate: 
the treatment in 
the United States 
of Black descen-
dants of slavery, the 
treatment of Jews 
in Europe, and the 

treatment by Western colonialism of the 
peoples of Africa, Asia, the Americas and 
Caribbean. Benedict noted how the irrational 
arguments to justify oppression were similar.

Kundnani points out that these insights 
were diluted by the U.S. government’s cam-
paign to counterpose the Nazi ideology of 
superiority by a celebration of supposed U.S. 
diversity. Despite having a segregated army 
throughout the war, Washington portrayed 
the country as inclusive and democratic.

If the 1944 publication of Gunnar Myrdal’s 
An American Dilemma (1944) revealed the 
gap between the reality of the Jim Crow era 
and the projection of American egalitarian-
ism, racism was a fundamental contradiction 
that needed to be resolved. Once again, the 
assumption was that egalitarian values would 
triumph through education.

Racism and Empire
Recognizing this flurry of writings as a re-

sponse to the growth of fascism in Germany, 
Kundnani goes to what he sees as the heart 
of the matter, quoting C.L.R. James:

“There is no form of racial discrimination 
practiced by the Nazis against the Jews that is 
not practiced by the Europeans in Kenya against 
the Africans.” (66)

As Kundnani also notes, Aimé Césaire 
concluded that Nazi racial ideology was the 
result of studying and applying the lessons 
employed in Europe’s far-flung colonies and in 
the U.S. South.

Hitler’s crimes are only unique, declared 
Cesaire, in that he applied colonial proce-
dures previously applied to only non-Euro-
peans. (75) Césaire, like James, saw racism 
rooted in colonial dominance. That perspec-
tive is the bedrock of What is Anti-racism?

Kundnani examines the work of sev-
eral theorists and activists who came or 

borrowed from a Marxist tradition. These 
include W.E.B. DuBois, Lenin, M.N. Roy, 
C.L.R. James, Claudia Jones, Aimé Césaire, 
Franz Fanon, Oliver Cromwell Cox, Stuart 
Hall, Cedric Robinson and A. Sivanandan. All 
find racism related to class exploitation, but 
with its own dynamic.

Kundnani begins with anticolonial activist 
Anton de Kom. He describes de Kom’s 1934 
book We Slaves of Suriname “a landmark work 
of Caribbean anticolonial literature.” (9)

De Kom recounts how school taught him 
“that a Negro must always and uncondition-
ally be the inferior of any white.” While the 
Dutch abolished slavery before his birth, de 
Kom outlined how plantation system slavery 
didn’t end but continued in new and repres-
sive forms.

After organizing a demonstration of Black 
and Asian workers at the governor’s office, 
de Kom was arrested, imprisoned and later 
exiled — ultimately dying from tuberculosis 
in a German concentration camp.

De Kom’s analysis permeates Kundnani’s 
book as other figures step forward to analyze 
racism, concluding with an emphasis on how 
it can be extinguished. While highlighting 
these figures, the chapters include historical 
background, beginning in 1400, when India 
and China were the two richest countries 
in the world. Given their high manufacturing 
capacity, they established and maintained 
profitable trade routes.

Even in the early 1800s Bengal’s textile 
industry employed a million workers and 
dominated the world market. But Britain and 
other European powers were able to com-
bine the plunder extracted from their Ameri-
can colonies with their military might to build 
up their trade routes and eventually destroy 
its textile industry. As Kundnani points out, 
“Contrary to the myth that colonialism 
brought modernity to a preindustrial society, 
Britain’s Industrial Revolution depended on 
India’s industrial decline.” (45)

Key to colonialism is the subjugation of 
the people and its land to the “mother” 
country, fostering “an uneven and unbalanced 
capitalism.” (46) The process of brutal con-
quest becomes normalized through stoking 
ethnic and cultural differences. Kundnani 
makes clear that the British government (and 
the French as well!) mastered the art of privi-
leging one caste or ethnic group over another 
to maintain its own dominance. Colonialism 
leads to famine, plagues, sexual violence, sur-
veillance, repression and impoverishment.Dianne Feeley is an ATC editor.
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Racism Is Structural
In revealing how colonialism cements rac-

ism, Kundnani is driven to investigate how its 
poison can be eradicated. For Kundnani and 
the writers he discusses, racism is structural.

He commends Marx and Engels with iden-
tifying the working class as the revolutionary 
agent capable of overthrowing capitalism in 
the industrialized countries. Yet what is the 
answer for the colonial world, where the 
majority of the world’s population lives?

Were the masses to wait until the indus
trial proletariat made revolutions in the 
advanced capitalist countries, or should they 
submerge their needs to their own incipient 
capitalists in the struggle against colonialism?

Those possibilities leave bonded labor and 
peasants off the historical map. They may 
not even dismantle racism embedded in the 
industrial heartlands.

While Kundnani acknowledges that Marx 
grapples unevenly with colonial questions, he 
doesn’t take the time to delve into Marx’s 
partial answers in the case of Ireland, India, 
Russia or the United States but moves on to 
a 1907 debate in the Second International.

The Stuttgart Congress passed a reso-
lution that “the civilizing mission claimed by 
capitalist society is only used as a pretext to 
cover its thirst for exploitation and con-
quest.” However, the vote was close. As a 
Congress delegate, Lenin was disturbed by 
the discussion, in which Eduard Bernstein, a 
leading German Social Democrat, remarked 
that “a certain tutelage of the civilized peo-
ples of the uncivilized peoples is a necessity.” 
[On this question see Wiliam Smaldone’s 
review of Reform, Revolution, and Opportunism. 
Debates in the Second International, 1900-1910 
in our previous issue, ATC 229 —ed.]

Self-Determination and Anti-Capitalism
As Lenin began to examine what he 

described as “colonial chauvinism,” he 
concluded that capitalists in some countries 
made greater profits from the colonies than 
from internal production. This, then, provided 
a material and economic basis for infecting 
workers in those countries with that chauvin-
ism. (56-57)

In his support for the right of nations to 
self-determination, Lenin concluded that a 
struggle led by bourgeois forces such as the 
Indian National Congress could overthrow 
European rule. But, given their composition, 
they would be disinterested in dismantling 
hierarchies. Exploitation would continue, at 
least until an independent nation with politi-
cal and civil rights provided the basis for the 
development of the working-class leadership 
necessary to overthrow capitalism.

In the meantime, Lenin concluded, so-
cialists should support anticolonial struggles, 
particularly aiding workers in the united 
coalition. He maintained the fight for national 
liberation, despite limitations, would weaken 

capitalism. Kundnani remarks:
“For Lenin, national oppression, including 

anti-Semitism and white supremacy, was an 
area of struggle that was separate from but 
related to class exploitation. National oppression 
was not simply a reflection of class struggle — it 
had its own autonomous dynamic. But it was 
also bound up with class struggles in various 
ways.” (59)

Kundnani discusses how, during the 1920 
Communist International discussion, M.N. 
Roy challenged Lenin’s assumption about how 
the national liberation struggle could proceed. 
He offered his experiences as a revolutionary 
in India, the United States and Mexico.

Roy concluded that in the aftermath of 
the 1910 Mexican revolution peasants were 
more advanced politically than European 
workers. Kundnani writes:

“[Roy] thought East and West would be joint 
leading actors on the world stage. Revolutionary 
workers in the colonizing nations needed to act 
in concert with revolutionary workers and peas-
ants in the colonized nations. ‘These two forces 
must be coordinated if the final success of the 
world revolution is to be guaranteed….’” (62)

Over the course of the discussion, Lenin’s 
original view of the necessity of a two-stage 
revolutionary process in the colonial world 
was ditched for one that viewed an interrela-
tionship between anti-colonial and anti-cap-
italist struggles. As a result, the “Theses on 
the National and Colonial Questions” con-
cluded that revolution was not only possible 
in industrialized countries, but in those that 
Europe had underdeveloped.

Kundnani unfortunately doesn’t explore 
the discussion among Russian revolutionaries 
before 1917. While socialists agreed that in 
despotic Russia there was the need for a 
“bourgeois-democratic” revolution, three 
theories emerged.

The Mensheviks envisioned that bourgeois 
forces would take power, thereby opening 
up a prolonged period of democratic rights 
in which the pre-conditions for a socialist 
revolution would develop. Under Lenin’s lead-
ership the Bolsheviks developed the slogan of 
“the democratic dictatorship of the proletar-
iat and peasantry,” an ambiguous formulation 
— what force was to lead the revolution?

Trotsky had a third viewpoint: since 
the bourgeois was too weak, corrupt and 
cowardly to resist imperialism, the revolu-
tion would be led by the workers in alliance 
with the urban and rural masses. While this 
alliance would carry out democratic tasks, 
of necessity it would be forced to take more 
radical measures. This revolutionary process, 
known as the theory of “permanent revolu-
tion,” would eventually require an extension 
of the revolution to Western Europe where 
the workers’ movement was strong.

Following World War I and the Russian 
Revolution, the debate was resolved and 
codified by the 1920 Comintern “Theses.” In 
addition to the models of the 1789 French 
“bourgeois” revolution and the 1917 socialist 
revolution, Kundnani notes that the Haitian 
Revolution illuminates that understanding.

A Third Revolutionary Model
C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins (1938) is a 

study of the Haitian Revolution (1789-1803), 
the world’s sole successful slave rebellion. 
He reveals how its oppressive system of 
plantation slavery was held “in subjection by 
associating inferiority and degradation with 
the most obvious distinguishing mark of the 
slave — the black skin.” The wealthy owners 
were men of business concerned with main-
taining their profits and power.

For James, racism is not a set of beliefs 
but “social rules and policies” that enable 
exploitation. It was the effect of the struc-
ture, not its cause. That is, James saw racist 
prejudice as a dependent variable, not as the 
primary force. (65, 68)

James concluded it is not mere preju-
dice that allows these plantation owners to 
terrorize and dehumanize their work force, 
but that if the work is to be profitable, slaves 
need to be coerced and denied their hu-
manity. He pointed out that the social order 
dehumanizes the slave population. This recalls 
de Kom’s learning to see himself as coming 
from inferior stock.

But while slaves taken from Africa were 
treated as inferior, their remembrance of a 
pre-capture world enabled them to con-
struct an alternate narrative. This culture, 
forged from the need to maintain a collective 
humanity in the face of degradation, allowed 
Haitian slaves a vision of freedom that sus-
tained their collective resistance. Kundnani 
notes that this revolutionary process parallels 
W.E.B. DuBois’ account of the “general 
strike” Black slaves waged against Confeder-
ate slavemasters. Through that struggle they 
not only won their liberation but provided 
the decisive element to win the Civil War.

In taking their freedom, Haitians were 
part of a common front against the French 
aristocracy. As such they were able to 
construct ties with French Jacobins. But as 
the counterrevolution descended in France, 
that alliance was broken — and the Black 
Jacobians were forced to go it alone.

Arun Kundnani
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The model of the Haitian revolution is 
inspiring, yet it also provides a cautionary 
tale. The cooperation between the oppressed 
masses and the French Jacobins was broken. 
While Kundnani doesn’t stress the price the 
Haitians paid, the country was boycotted 
and forced to pay 150 million French francs 
as an indemnity over property claims. This 
debt took the nation over a century to repay 
and is partially responsible for Haiti being a 
destitute and dysfunctional country today.

Kundnani briefly recounts C.L.R. James’ 
years in the United States, where as a leading 
member of the SWP, he drafted their 1939 
resolution on the Black struggle. James 
asserted that the Black movement was more 
than a workers’ struggle but had a vitality of 
its own. Kundnani concludes this was not a 
Black nationalist argument but one where 
James saw “the struggle for socialism and the 
struggle against racism as passing through the 
other.” (72)

As Kundnani moves into a discussion 
of the post-World War II era of successful 
colonial revolutions, he adds 
to his toolbox Aimé Césaire’s 
analysis of how colonizers impose 
violence on colonized subjects.

In Discourse on Colonialism, 
Césaire points out that to ease 
the colonists’ conscience after 
their brutality, they frequently de-
scribe those they have colonized 
as “animals.” But in doing so, the 
colonizer becomes an animal. 
Césaire makes the point that 
“The system made the racist, not 
the other way around.” (75)

Further, for both Césaire and 
his student Frantz Fanon, vio-
lence is necessary to conquer and maintain 
dominance over others. However, it results 
in poisoning the entire society. Although 
Hirschfeld didn’t draw this conclusion from 
his psychological examinations of German 
soldiers troubled by their African experience 
of driving the Herero people into the Kahari 
Desert where eighty percent died, Fanon did. 
His clinic in Algeria treated both the tortured 
and torturer.

Fanon saw the need to use Marx’s tools 
to examine colonialism while working to 
“slightly stretch” the resulting analysis. If Marx 
and Engels found the industrial proletariat the 
revolutionary agent, colonialism modifies that 
conclusion in several ways.

First, Marx analyzed how society’s 
economic base determines its ideological 
superstructure. Fanon saw the opposite as 
more the reality in the colonies. Colonialism 
imposed its ideological superstructure to 
shaping the colony’s economic base.

Oppression means more than discrimina-
tion but a whole “social constellation” that 
hides the true nature of the economy. Racism 
doesn’t only function to mask inequality and 

dehumanization, but is a material reality on 
its own. Fanon suggested that this feedback 
loop can continue as colonial societies gain 
formal independence.

Second, colonialism developed fewer ed-
ucational and cultural institutions to lubricate 
relations between classes, and therefore the 
governing class must depend more on the 
direct force of the police and military.

Third, the working class in colonial 
societies is small and relatively privileged. 
This minimizes its capacity to be an agent of 
change. Fanon also notes that bourgeois ele-
ments are mainly tied to the export market 
and therefore have little interest in develop-
ing production to feed, cloth and house the 
population.

Additionally, Fanon noticed that capitalism 
as a world system was undergoing change. 
As it was undergoing a process of remaking 
itself, both its economic base and its ideolog-
ical superstructure were being altered. In a 
post-colonial world racism and the violence 
that accompanies it would have to be hidden 

by more abstract economic 
processes.

Racial Capital’s Evolution
Kundnani is interested 

in how racism evolves from 
what Fanon calls “vulgar, 
primitive and simplified” 
beliefs (e.g. alleged biological 
difference) to the racism hid-
den beyond seemingly neutral 
laws and regulations. In 
post-Jim Crow America, the 
U.S. government’s campaigns 
such as “the war on drugs,” 
“the war on terror” and the 

growing war against immigrants are issues 
that do not mention skin color or ethnicity 
but disproportionately kill, imprison, exclude 
and deport people of color.

For Kundnani it is the works of James, 
Césaire and Fanon that explain structural 
racism. It can be seen as a set of laws and 
procedures that operate at “a deeper, hidden 
level than the statute-book laws human 
beings consciously make.”

Kundnani locates Americans — from 
W.E.B. Du Bois though Martin Luther 
King, Coretta Scott King and Jamil Al-Amin 
(formerly known as H. Rap Brown) — as 
also defining racism as structural. He notes 
that when MLK spoke of Northern cities, 
he described Black communities as “internal 
colonies” and advocated tactics that seemed 
reminiscent of African struggles: boycotts, 
rent strikes, blocking highways.

But today, Kundnani warns us, the very 
idea of racism as being structural is dismissed 
by the right, which claims discrimination only 
counts if it is proven to be “intentional.”

Kundnani includes a discussion of the 
theoretical problem Marxists encountered 

with the South African National Party 
government’s imposition of apartheid as its 
official policy in 1948. Like the United States, 
Australia and New Zealand, South Africa was 
an independent country ruled by descendants 
of white settlers. But unlike those other 
industrialized countries, the majority of the 
population was black.

As they examined the post-World War 
II South African economic and political 
framework, a group of independent Marx-
ists* described a governmental structure that 
maintained a modern capitalist society for 
the white minority while imposing “reserves” 
for the majority. Surveillance, including “pass 
laws,” functioned to enforce apartheid.

Black men were employed in modern 
auto, steel or textile plants, with another 
half-million working in mines, but their fam-
ilies remained in the rural areas. Racial seg-
regation and property ownership “was not 
an ideological maneuver to manipulate white 
workers, but rather constituted the material 
infrastructure of the entire South African 
political and economic systems.” (131)

South African apartheid was different 
from the national oppression that blocked 
a colonized economy — it was a different 
form of internal colonialism. Apartheid, these 
Marxists concluded in the 1970s, “was the 
consequence of capitalist development.”

A pamphlet authored by Martin Legassick 
and David Hemson, Foreign Investment and 
the Reproduction of Racial Capitalism in South 
Africa (1976), argued that apartheid was not 
the product of irrational prejudice but the 
logical outgrowth of a system that controlled 
Africans and maximized profit.

In the areas where Africans lived, units 
based on family networks worked the 
communal land. Distribution was carried out 
through kinship rules, not through market 
mechanisms. The existence of the two 
modes of production functioned so that the 
subsistence economy subsidized the capitalist 
economy. As Kundnani summarized their 
findings, apartheid was “the ideological and 
material boundary between the two different 
systems.” (132-137)

Unlike the way the capitalist economy 
developed in England, capitalism didn’t wipe 
out pre-capitalist production but folded it 
into a subordinate position within the capital-
ist structure. This failure to universalize wage 
labor was the result of state institutions that 
perpetuated racism, violence and coercion.

Racism wasn’t so much a legacy of the 
past but an operating material force in the 
present, “dividing Black and white labor mate-
rially as well as ideologically.” The conclusion 
that follows is that, in Kundnani’s words:

“There was therefore little prospect that 
Black and white could become conscious of 
their true, shared interests as in the old slogan, 
*Also included in the group were Neville Alexander, who 
served 10 years on Robbins Island, Bernard Magubane and 
Harold Wolpe.
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‘unite and fight.’ Rather, there would have to 
be an autonomous Black struggle against racial 
capitalism.” (137)

Further Analyses
Moving next to an analysis of Cedric 

Robinson’s work, Kundnani finds him preoc-
cupied with how capitalism utilized a variety 
of economic forms to coerce its work force. 
Capitalism was not a universalizing force but 
capable of mixing pre-existing aspects with 
the most modern, including slavery, debt 
bondage, “free,” “contract” and “casual” labor.

Differing labor relationships conferred 
different rights and privileges, and increased 
profitability for capitalists. There were 
boundaries between citizens and non-citizens, 
between free and unfree labor, between 
those who have protected jobs and those 
who don’t.

Robinson proposed that racism and cap-
italism were not autonomous systems with 
their own dynamics but merged into a uni-
tary explanation. Accordingly, “Capitalism did 
not melt away these preexisting structures 
of racism but instead mediated them.” (143) 
This meant that South African capitalism was 
not exceptional but revealed the universal 
reality of racial capitalism. It is an analysis that 
emphases the role of the state in maintaining 
boundaries.

Kundnani summarizes the two central 
issues that concerned Robinson: finding the 
origins of racism and tracing how racism 
continues to be reproduced. Locating “racist 
sensibilities” in European views of Slavs, Irish, 
Jews and Muslims at least from the 12th 
century, Robinson traced racism’s develop-
ment. He saw its impact on both relations of 
production and forms of consciousness.

For Robinson racism does not begin with 
capitalism but precedes the transatlantic slave 
trade and colonialism. This story of racism’s 
origins reveals its ability to maintain its grip 
over time.

While Robinson found that a changing 
capitalist economy altered racist forms, he re-
marked that racism was capable of regenerat-
ing itself. He concluded that racism could not 
be explained in terms of property and labor 
relations but resided in “the transmission of 
Western cultural norms.” (145)

But seeing racial capitalism as one system 
didn’t lead to a submerging of the struggle 
against racism. For Robinson, the key to 
forging a revolutionary path was through “the 
Black radical tradition.” This was a possible 
solution because its conception of “property” 
was different from the one that dominated 
the West.

For Stuart Hall, a Jamaican who migrated 
early to England, capitalism was a complex 
structure that had different modes of pro-
duction and legal systems to match. Racism 
functioned — at least provisionally — to 
make it seem natural that some groups are 
unfree, disconnecting the historical process 

that led to their lack of freedom.
Unlike Robinson, Hall did not view racism 

as hard-wired into Western culture but 
thought it had to survive by remaking itself 
with each new generation. History does not 
provide the answer for racism’s continued ex-
istence. Instead it must be discovered in race 
relations that are directly linked to specific 
economic processes: “Racist attitudes and 
beliefs derive from capitalism’s racial division 
of labor; they do not produce it.” (151)

That is, Hall — a founder and editor of 
what became known as New Left Review 
— wasn’t interested in identifying racism’s 
“founding moment,” whether in Aristotle’s 
defense of slavery or in the aftermath of Ba-
con’s Rebellion in 17th century Virginia. The 
past could not be an alibi for the present. 
We must deal with how racism functions in 
today’s world.

Hall examined the layers of discrimina-
tion that Afro-Caribbean and South Asian 
immigrants faced in a stratified and internally 
antagonistic British working class. This might 
result in they or their children becoming part 
of the “surplus” population who face police 
surveillance. In that case, race relations could 
stand in for class as a structural element of 
segmented labor. As Hall wrote in Policing the 
Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and Order 
(1978): “Race is the modality in which class is 
lived.” (154)

Drawing Some Conclusions
Kundnani’s conclusion, from examining 

these activist-writers, acknowledges racism’s 
capacity to alter itself. He starts by quoting 
A. Sivanandan, who founded and edited Race 
and Class:

“‘Racism does not stay still; it changes 
shape, size, contours, purpose, function — with 
changes in the economy, the social structure, the 
system and, above all, the challenges, the resis-
tances to the system.’ Racism has only survived 
by constantly adapting and reconfiguring itself in 
the face of resistance. Since the traces of that 
resistance are always registered in structures, 
racism cannot be properly understood without 
acknowledging its disruptions as much as its 
continuities. To have any chance of success, 
antiracism cannot deal in abstractions or re-fight 
the battles of the past; it must address itself to 
the specific character of the context it operates 
in.” (151-152)

Whether or not I am in agreement with 
Kundnani’s recounting of some of the history 
he covers, his approach is a well-grounded 
materialist perspective. Clearly, no matter 
how closely race may stand in for class, anti-
racists are wise to see the distinction.

As a former member of the SWP, I 
have found the writings of Trotsky and 
C.L.R. James helpful in seeing class and race 
as connected but not identical. The 1939 
discussions held between Trotsky and SWP 
leaders (including James) in Mexico not only 

clarified this connection but concluded that 
African Americans were “potentially the most 
revolutionary element of the population.”

Despite Kundnani’s brief discussion on 
Claudia Jones’ writings on the oppression of 
Black working women, he doesn’t integrate 
the dynamics of gender oppression into this 
account. Although that would have resulted 
in a much longer book, it leaves many ques-
tions unanswered.

The book’s final chapters outline how 
capitalism rules the world and remolds racism 
to meet its particular needs. That uneven 
and combined character can be summed up 
by radical geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
as “Capitalism requires inequality and racism 
enshrines it.” (149)

As Stuart Hall stresses, capitalism dis-
guises racism through its seemingly neutral 
rules. Boundaries police it, whether they be 
borders or prisons — necessitating a security 
apparatus to police them.

Before the “scientific age” of Enlighten-
ment supposedly ushered in rational explana-
tions, inequality was simply lived reality. But a 
society where everyone seemingly has equal 
rights needs to explain the exceptions. What 
is more “natural” than an explanation rooted 
in some physical or ethnic difference?

Kundnani faults liberal anti-racism in failing 
to understand that trap. He identifies this 
limited understanding of racism with the 
earlier social-democratic programs of the 
U.S. New Deal and the post-World War II 
British Labour government. Those either 
carved out exceptions or ignored outright 
the “structures of law and policy, and broader 
economic and institutional practices.” (250)

Still, one might ask, what force is the 
revolutionary agent today? Certainly we 
can point to the leadership role Indigenous 
people are playing in environmental struggles 
worldwide. And like the Haitian slaves they 
too have a past that provides them with the 
ability to imagine a non-capitalist future.

If the exploited and oppressed have the 
capacity to transform the world, the slogan 
that continues to leap over boundaries is put 
forward by Lenin and Roy, “Workers of the 
world and oppressed peoples, unite.”

The author demands “a darker red” and 
points to Césaire’s comment that there are 
two traps: walled segregation or a dilution 
of the universal. Instead, Césaire envisions a 
universal “enriched by all that is particular.” 
(251) The last paragraph of the final chapter 
describes a massive march where separate 
contingents reach the same destination.

What Is Anti-racism? And Why It Means 
Anti-capitalism summarizes how racism is 
embedded in the culture of imperialism 
and refashioned with each generation. The 
purpose of the analysis is to shine a light on 
the neutral laws and policies that allow it to 
flourish. Above all that means developing a 
commitment adequate to ending it.  n
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REVIEW
Fascism As It Is Now  By Bill V. Mullen
Late Fascism:
Race, Capitalism and
the Politics of Crisis
By Alberto Toscano
London: Verso, 2023, 224 pages, 
$24.95 paperback.

ALBERTO TOSCANO IS a 
philosopher who is hoping to 
change the world, or at least 
save it from fascism.

Toscano is a professor 
at Simon Fraser University 
in Canada. He writes as a 
Marxist on politics, culture and 
communications. He has written books on fa-
naticism and co-edited with Brenna Bhandar 
an important collection of writings by Ruth 
Wilson Gilmore. He has also written for In 
These Times about the Far Right.

His new book, Late Fascism: Race, Capital-
ism and the Politics of Crisis, is a bold, imagina-
tive, often brilliant reconsideration of how we 
think about fascism, talk about fascism, and 
experience fascism.

Toscano seeks to liberate our under-
standing of fascism from what he considers 
narrow, constricting boundaries created by 
fascism’s formal rise in the interwar years of 
the 20th century.

He believes and carefully documents that 
the outsized horrors of fascism especially in 
Nazi Germany and Mussolini’s Italy have pre-
vented us from thinking about how and why 
fascism persists into the present, and severely 
limited the number of people we go to as 
“experts” when we try to understand fascism 
as a political ideology.

He sets out to correct this record with 
four provocative propositions that form the 
basis of his book. These are meant to suggest 
that what he calls “late fascism” — roughly 
the period from the 1960s to the present — 
can only be understood by avoiding constant 
comparison of the present with earlier fascist 
states and forms.

In short, Toscano is trying to free us from 
the trap of historical analogy.

Fascism, Colonialism, Slavery
Toscano’s first proposition 

is that what has been called 
“classical fascism” in Germa-
ny and Italy cannot be fully 
understood without attention 
to earlier histories of settler-co-
lonialism, chattel slavery, and 
intra-European racial capitalism 
or “internal colonialism.”

Toscano draws upon authors 
like Cedric Robinson, who 
coined the phrase “racial capital-
ism,” to argue that fascism in the 
20th century, and by implica-

tion all fascisms, are rooted in “pre” fascist 
processes like slavery and European powers’ 
colonization of Africa and Asia.

“It is one of this book’s wagers,” writes 
Toscano, “that our ‘late’ fascism cannot be 
understood without the ‘fascisms before 
fascism’ that accompanied the imperialist 
consolidation of a capitalist world-system.”

To this argument Toscano musters au-
thors like W.E.B. Du Bois, whose classic study 
of American Reconstruction described the 
history of slavery and colonization as precur-
sive to the “counter-revolution of property” 
by white slaveowners and capitalists that both 
ended Reconstruction’s experiment with 
racial democracy, and swung wide the door 
for the expansion of American capitalism and 
imperialism.

As legal historian James Whitman has 
shown, the end of Reconstruction also 
ushered in Jim Crow race laws which became 
inspiration for the Nuremberg Laws of the 
Third Reich. Toscano’s argument also chimes 
with analysis by the Martiniquian Marxist 
Aime Césaire, whose 1951 Discourse on Colo-
nialism argued that the violence and brutality 
inflicted on Jews, Romas, Africans, Socialists 
and queers by interwar fascist regimes had 
been rehearsed by European powers against 
colonial subjects dating back hundreds of 
years.

Toscano’s second proposition is that “fas-
cism has been differentially applied, experi-
enced and named across axes of race, gender, 
and sexuality.”

In a chapter called “Cathedrals of Erotic 
Misery,” Toscano points to the current global 
Far Right’s united hostility to non-binary gen-
der forms, homosexuality, and transgender 
as both a legacy and deviation from classical 
fascism’s fetishization of gender norms.

Where classical fascism sought to harden 

normative gender boundaries by restrict-
ing abortion and returning women to the 
kitchen, “late” fascism recruits women to 
fascist politics by promising them “masculine” 
and individualist rewards, and punishes an 
enemies’ list of gender and sexual upstarts 
who constitute a threat to racial and gender 
purity.

As Toscano memorably puts it, “Where 
the migrant of colour is the avatar of the 
Great Replacement, the eventual extinction 
of whiteness and its component nations, 
transness is the emblem and emissary of a 
Great Disorder, the scrambling of sexual dif-
ference and the destruction of the family….
For them, the decline of the West is gender 
trouble….”

“Ethnonational Rebirth” and “Fascist 
Freedom”

Toscano’s third proposition hews closest 
to traditional Marxist accounts of fascism. 
Fascism, he writes, “is grounded in a modality 
of preventive counterviolence, its desire for 
ethonational rebirth or revanche stoked by 
the imminence of a threat projected as civili-
zational, demographic and existential.”

Clara Zetkin’s and Trotsky’s arguments for 
fascism as direct reaction against Bolshevism 
and Communism is here filtered through two 
important influences on Toscano: Herbert 
Marcuse and Angela Davis.

It was Marcuse who as Davis’s graduate 
school mentor in the late 1960s defined 
fascism as “preventative counterrevolution” 
against all challenges to U.S. capitalism and 
consumerism. Angela Davis’s own writings 
tweaked that to “preventive” and “incipient” 
fascism represented primarily by what she 
called the “law-enforcement-judicial-penal 
apparatus.”

Here Toscano draws on theorists of mass 
incarceration and racial capitalism like Ruthie 
Gilmore, who have put the prison at the 
heart of their analysis of an “anti-state state” 
which seeks to disavow the state’s social 
welfare role while exponentially ramping up 
discipline and punishment for selective mem-
bers of the population.

This line of thinking merges with Toscano’s 
fourth proposition, a chapter titled “Fascist 
Freedom.” Toscano challenges conventional 
liberal claims popularized by thinkers like 
Hannah Arendt that fascism (or specifically 
totalitarianism) was predominantly an attack 
on human freedom. Rather, Toscano shows 

continued on page 40
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REVIEW
Was Hamas Contained?  By Samuel Farber

Hamas Contained
The Rise and Pacification of 
Palestinian Resistance
By Tareq Baconi
Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2018, 336 pages, $26 paperback.

THIS WELL-WRITTEN detailed history 
of Hamas, the Islamic movement ruling 
Gaza, takes a basically sympathetic 
but objective and often critical stance. 
The book’s relevance, paradoxically, is 
outdated yet dramatically heightened in 
view of the explosive current events.

Tareq Baconi, a former Senior An-
alyst for Palestine/Israel at the International 
Crisis Group based in Ramallah in the West 
Bank, honestly admits his own ambivalence 
when he writes in his Preface:

“Whether condemnation or support, it felt 
to me, many of the views I faced on Palestinian 
armed resistance were unburdened by moral 
angst or ambiguity. There was often a certainty 
or conviction about resistance that was too 
easily forthcoming. I have struggled to find such 
certainty in my own study of Hamas, even as 
I remain unwavering in my condemnation of 
targeting civilians, on either side.” (xi)

As Baconi’s history unfortunately ends in 
2017 (Stanford University Press published it 
in 2018), the book could not have addressed 
subsequent events  which contradict its main 
thesis as reflected in the title Hamas Con-
tained. [For Baconi’s current perspective see 
his interview with Ashley Smith in Spectre, 
February 9, 2024. —ed.]

At the time. as Baconi states at the end of 
his Preface:

“Through a dual process of containment and 
pacification, Hamas has been forcefully trans-
formed into little more than an administrative 
authority in the Gaza strip, in many ways akin 
to the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank.” 
(xxiv)

Indeed, it was widely believed before Oc-
tober 7, 2023, that a de facto quasi-truce had 
developed between Hamas and Israel, as the 
political leadership of the Zionist state had 
become more preoccupied with the situation 
in the West Bank than in Gaza.

Illusions Shattered
As we know, on 

October 7, 2023, 
Hamas carried out a 
world-shaking surprise 
attack on southern 
Israel, including the 
killing of hundreds of 
unarmed Israelis as well 
as soldiers, and the 
alleged rape of Israeli 
women. (This writer 
would soon like to see 
the verdict on these ac-
cusations by prestigious 

human rights organizations that have taken 
a clear stand against Israeli Apartheid, such 
as Amnesty International and Human Rights 
Watch.)

This has been followed by the extreme 
response of Israel, going beyond even earlier 
assaults on Gaza over the previous 15 years, 
with the massacre of innocent Palestinians 
leading Gaza to the edge of collapse with cat-
astrophic impact on its two million residents.

As of late March there are well over 
30,000 Palestinian deaths, hunger to the 
point of famine, mass homelessnes and virtual 
collapse of medical facilities under constant 
Israeli attack. In sum, Israel has stopped at 
nothing in its relentless aggression to remove 
the Palestinian population from Gaza — 
including genocide — for which Israeli public 
opinion has been prepared with the expecta-
tion that this will be the final and victorious 
war against Hamas.

Hamas, together with the Lebanon-based 
Hezbollah, have stood for the most militant 
opposition to Israeli expansion and its virtu-
ally limitless aggression (157), extra-judicial 
assassinations (38, 46), and total disregard 
of the Palestinian people’s right to national 
self-determination.

Unlike Hezbollah, Hamas (in conjunction 
with the Sunni Gulf states such as Qatar that 
have been a critical source of support for the 
organization) did not support, either materi-
ally or politically, Assad’s brutal Syrian regime. 
This led to Iran withdrawing its support from 
Hamas and redirecting it to the rival Gazan 
organization Islamic Jihad. (186)

Earlier, in contrast to the disastrous 
stance of the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion (PLO), Hamas condemned Iraqi dictator 
Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait. 
(27) It is difficult to tell how much these 
actions were due to Hamas’ regional Sunni 

loyalties and how much to other consider-
ations.

It is also worth noting that Hamas has 
limited its sphere of action to Israel and the 
Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT), unlike 
movements such as Al-Qaeda and Islamic 
State. In fact, Hamas has worked to con-
trol Salafi jihadists, such as groups linked to 
Al-Qaeda, in the Gaza strip. (139)

According to Baconi, Hamas clamped 
down on lawlessness and promoted public 
safety in Gaza. For example, they forbad 
public use of firearms at weddings, a popular 
custom in the region, and cracked down on 
gangs, drug traffickers and money launderers.

Baconi also relates how Hamas has also 
curbed powerful families that for a long time 
acted above the law and contributed to the 
violence that has plagued the Gaza strip. 
(138-9)

Political and Religious Repression
The Hamas government is nevertheless a 

dictatorship that has remained in power since 
it took over Gaza in 2006 after defeating 
Fatah in the legislative elections held that 
year, with no elections having been held 
since. (Political authority in the OPT has been 
divided between the PLO in the West Bank 
and Hamas in Gaza, following a failed 2007 
CIA-organized coup against Hamas.)

In 2007, the Palestinian Center for Human 
Rights issued a scathing report that accused 
the Executive Force and al-Qassam, two 
repressive arms of the Hamas government, 
of a wide range of human rights abuses in its 
policing of public places, attacks on journal-
ists, illegitimate arrests, torture and other 
forms of inhuman treatment of prisoners, and 
intimidation of public servants. (138)

Baconi also points out that under the 
heavy toll of Israeli bombing, Hamas has 
taken advantage of the chaotic environment 
of war to settle political scores and carry 
out — as the Israelis do on a larger scale — 
extrajudicial assassinations of its domestic 
enemies, including Fatah members held in jail 
and suspected collaborators and informants 
for Israel. (217)

As well as heading a political dictatorship, 
Hamas installed in Gaza a conservative and 
repressive religious order. As early as 1976, 
Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, who would become 
the founder and spiritual leader of Hamas, 
had applied to the Israeli occupation au-
thorities for a license to establish the Islamic 
Association.

This was in essence a legal and administra-
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tive cover for the Islamic Brotherhood (the 
Egyptian religious movement to which Hamas 
was related) to establish a Gazan branch 
dispensing social, religious, educational and 
medical services. Israel approved the license, 
intending that this would be a force that 
would weaken the secular Palestinian nation-
alism of organizations like Fatah and the PLO. 

Since its formal founding in 1987, Hamas 
has made it clear that it intends to create a 
conservative virtuous society governed by 
righteous laws mandating, for example, sex 
segregation, although not to the extent of 
implementing shari’a law, which Hamas post-
poned to the future to give time for shari’a to 
organically develop in Gaza. (240)

In August, 1988 Hamas published “The 
Charter of Allah: The Platform of the Islamic 
Resistance Movement (HAMAS)” with the 
motto of “God is its goal; the messenger (the 
prophet Mohammed) is its leader; the Quran 
its Constitution; Jihad is its methodology’; 
and Death for the Sake of God is its most 
coveted desire.” (21)

Years later, Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh 
would proclaim to a vast crowd that “we 
are a people who value death, just like our 
enemies value life.” (xix) In this context, Ba-
coni points out that the Palestinian public in 
the past opposed suicide bombings. Thus for 
example in 1998, 75% of Palestinians opposed 
suicide bombings, and in 1999 Palestinian 
support for suicide bombings was under 20% 
and support for Hamas below 12%. (33, note 
23 on page 261).

Baconi’s citations in this context are a 
very important corrective to crude general-
izations often based on Islamophobic preju-
dices. Besides, the tendency to exalt death, 
although in a different way and perhaps to a 
somewhat lesser degree than with Hamas, 
has existed in countries and political systems 
that have no relation whatsoever to Islam 
(including the Zionist movement).

Thus the American patriot Patrick Henry 
famously demanded “Give me liberty, or 
give me death” in March of 1775. The Cuban 
government has been sharply criticized in 
recent years for its slogan “Patria o Muerte” 
(Fatherland or Death) to which the oppo-
sition slogan “Patria y Vida” (Fatherland and 
Life) has been counterposed.

In fact, Cuba’s national anthem, which pre-
ceded the 1959 Cuban Revolution by almost 
a century, contains the line “Morir por la Patria 
es Vivir” (to Die for the Fatherland is to live).

Whether in Patrick Henry’s invocation 
in the 18th century, or in the 19th and 20th 
century Cuban versions, these entirely 
secular invocations of death have referred 
to possible death inflicted by the enemy in 
combat. In general this has not referred to 
combatants engaging in suicide missions and, 
in a secular spirit, contains no speculation 
about the world to come after life. In other 
words, the defense of the Fatherland justifies 

many kinds of sacrifices, including the highest 
sacrifice of life itself in the fight against the 
foreign oppressors.

Shifting Strategy
Hamas’ Charter has not spelled out in 

great detail the nature of the Islamic state 
or entity it was seeking, but did state that 
its Islamic policy would allow for Christians 
and Jews to live in peace under Muslim rule. 
According to Baconi, however, the text is full 
of antisemitic references and old stereotypes 
about the Jews accumulating immense wealth, 
having great influence over the media, and 
being treacherous and devious in nature. (22)

Elsewhere in the Charter, Hamas pro-
claims that its organization is dedicated to 
“rais(ing) the banner of God over every inch 
of Palestine,” a proclamation that provides 
additional force to the religious character of 
its national proposals. (3) Baconi adds that 
during the first Intifada of the late eighties, 
Hamas’ graffiti attacked Jews, Christians, as 
well as secular Palestinian nationalists. (25)

After the 2006 Hamas electoral victory, 
various efforts were made to bring about a 
reconciliation between Hamas and the domi-
nant PLO party, Fatah.

In light of Fatah’s concessions to Israel, It 
should be noted that Hamas leader Khaled 
Meshal asserted, while visiting Moscow in 
March of 2006, that if Israel withdrew from 
Palestinian land it had captured after 1967, 
including Jerusalem, implemented the right 
of return by Palestinians, released prisoners, 
destroyed the Separation wall and removed 
settlements, then Hamas “would be prepared 
to take steps that could produce a real peace 
in the region.” (108)

The most notable of these efforts at 
reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah was 
the so-called Mecca Agreement sponsored by 
Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah in early 2007. In 

the agreement, which provided for a division 
of posts in a unity government in the West 
Bank and Gaza. Hamas gave up important 
cabinet positions with the intention to reduce 
international reservations regarding its par-
ticipation in government — while maintaining 
its ideological platform intact.

That March the two forces approved the 
political program of the new cabinet. This 
included respecting past agreements made 
by the PLO (obviously including the agree-
ments made with Israel), the right of return 
based on UN Resolution 194, and the right 
of resistance (according to international law) 
that forbids the targeting of civilians in armed 
operations.

However, the George W. Bush Admin-
istration refused to deal with a Palestinian 
Authority that included Hamas, and Israel 
condemned the incoming unity cabinet.

In addition, despite the agreement, Fatah 
remained entrenched at all levels of govern-
ment, and the United States maintained its 
military and financial support to the Fatah 
presidential guard.

With the subsequent militarized lawless-
ness of gangs and militias, as Baconi points 
out, by the end of May, both leaderships had 
lost control of their armed supporters. A 
month later Hamas had taken total control of 
the Gaza strip. (125-132)

Blockade and Siege
By mid-September 2007, Israel had 

declared Gaza hostile territory (140) which 
opened a process of restrictions that soon 
converted Gaza into what’s been called an 
Israeli-made-and-controlled “open air prison.” 
The Zionist government imposed a total 
blockade not only on the ground but also on 
access by air and sea.

Israel totally controls the entry and depar-
ture from the zone (aided by the Egyptian 

Al-Qassam brigades in training, 2013.
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authorities that have not been any less harsh 
in enforcing the border controls in the south 
of Gaza.) Fishing in Gaza, once an important 
activity for the people living in the area, has 
been reduced by order of the Israeli govern-
ment, to a maximum of 10 kilometers from 
the coast.

Israel does not allow Gaza to have a port 
or an airport. Control of the entry points 
from Gaza to Israel is very costly for Gaza’s 
economy because the Israelis do not allow 
the importation of many machines and mate-
rials that they claim could be potentially used 
for military purposes.

Those border controls are also damaging 
to the relatively few thousands of workers 
who were authorized to participate in the 
Israeli labor market, and to Palestinians need-
ing to travel, to Israel or another country, to 
obtain adequate medical attention. Impor-
tation of food into Gaza, before October 7, 
was reduced to the minimum necessary for 
the survival of its inhabitants.

As we’ve seen since October, the Israeli 
authorities can at any moment deprive Gaza 
of water, electricity, and access to cell phones 
and the Internet. Considering these con-
ditions, it is not surprising that the unem-
ployment rate is very high, and that young 
Palestinians living there are justified in not 
hoping for a better future.

Hamas and Terrorism
Many kinds of groups and governments 

support or condemn terrorism, but what do 
they mean by it? As we might expect, the 
U.S. State Department, as self-serving as one 
can imagine spokespeople for an imperialist 
power, defined terrorism as “premeditated 
politically motivated violence perpetrated 
against non-combatants by sub-national 
groups or clandestine agents.” (xviii)

This definition blatantly excludes the far 
more consequential state terrorism carried 
out against non-combatants. In Israel’s nu-
merous previous bombing campaigns against 
Gaza since at least 2007, it was reproducing 
the actions of other, mostly imperialist, 
states. The widespread use of Napalm in 
Vietnam by the United States, as well as 
the deliberate famine provoked by Stalin in 
Ukraine in 1932, were examples.

So were the Nazi Holocaust principally 
directed against Jews but also against other 
smaller groups such as Gays and the Roma 
people, the millions of non-combatant victims 
of Stalin’s totalitarian reign in the USSR, 
Winston Churchill’s support for famine in 
Bengal in 1943, the massive rape of German 
civilian women by Russian soldiers in 1945, 
the extensive use of torture by both the 
British suppression of the “Mau-Mau” revolt 
in Kenya in the fifties and the equally ruthless 
French repression of the Algerian revolution 
in the fifties and early sixties.

Anglo-American political culture, tradi-

tionally preoccupied with whether political 
action is violent or non-violent, has paid 
much less attention to the issue of the 
important differences among various kinds 
of violent political action, which are by no 
means necessarily terrorist.

Thus, for example, Baconi tells us that 
less than a month after 9/11, the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine, a secular 
Palestinian group, assassinated Israel’s tourism 
minister Rehavam Ze’evi in retaliation for 
the assassination of its own leader Abu Ali 
Mustafa. (48)

Ze’evi (ironically nicknamed “Gandhi”) 
was an Israeli general who had headed an 
elite “anti-terror” battalion and had founded 
the right-wing Moledet party that advocated 
population transfer. Thus, this was clearly a 
case of magnicide, i.e. assassination of a major 
political figure, and not terrorism against un-
armed random people, as terrorism is usually 
understood.

Baconi’s account makes crystal clear that 
Hamas adopted terrorism as a deliberate 
policy against unarmed Israelis. It is important 
to clarify the major difference between the 
terrorism that might occur as the sponta-
neous, unplanned explosion of rage by op-
pressed people as has occurred in numerous 
historical occasions, and the premeditated 
and planned actions of an organized govern-
ment such as Hamas with a clear political and 
religious program, even though it also leads a 
population clearly oppressed by Israel.

Baconi points out that on April 6, 1994 
Hamas carried out the first of many sub-
sequent suicide bombings in Israel, when a 
member of Hamas arrived at a bus stop in 
Afula, a northern Israeli city, detonating a 
suicide vest killing seven Israelis.

Seven days later, another Hamas suicide 
bomber detonated explosives at a bus stop in 
Hadera, killing five Israelis. (29-30)

On a much larger scale, terrorist attacks 
were carried out by Hamas in southern Israel 
on October 7 killing hundreds of unarmed 
Israelis at a rock music concert, at a nearby 
kibbutz and among random drivers and pas-
sengers in nearby highways.

In return, as we previously pointed out, 
Israel carried out a grossly disproportionate 
“reprisal” (really massacres). As of mid-March 
there was no sign of even a short-term cease 
fire, nor of significant aid and relief to ame-
liorate the desperate situation of Palestinian 
Gaza, both strongly resisted by the Israeli 
government and military.

The Aims of Terror
Acts of terror, and of violent political 

action in general, have an explicit or at least 
implicit political logic — as in the concrete 
actions taken by the military wing of Hamas 
on October 7, 2023. As far as one can 
discern, this act seemed to anticipate the 
achievement of a smashing defeat of the 
Israeli armed forces and the Zionist state, to 

produce a massive departure of Israeli Jews 
towards other countries.

Such an event largely occurred in the 
1960s in the case of Algeria with the exodus 
of the residents of that country of French 
origin. But there are important differences 
between Algeria and Israel: Most Israeli Jews 
do not have an equivalent of France where 
they could emigrate, as was the case of the 
Algerians of French origin.

This is aside from the fact that the Jewish 
population is approximately 50% of the total 
number of people in Israel and adjacent 
Occupied Territories. The descendants of the 
French settlers of Algeria in the 1950s consti-
tuted just 10% of that population.

It is important to stress that the terrorism 
described above is not only ethically wrong 
but that it is politically very counterpro-
ductive, because it substantially contributes 
to the internal solidarity of the oppressor 
nation such as Israel and tends to confer an 
undeserved legitimacy among its citizens to 
the monstrous retaliation conducted by their 
government.

Thus, rather than contribute to separate 
or at least neutralize that population from 
the ideological and political hegemony of 
its government, October 7 did the very 
opposite.

Apparently, the politics and strategy 
of October 7 was to fight precisely in the 
openly military field where the Zionist regime 
has the greatest possibilities to defeat Hamas, 
particularly if we consider that Israel is a nu-
clear power that could develop, if they have 
not done so already, tactical nuclear weapons 
to use in ground warfare. That is why the 
Lebanese socialist Gilbert Achcar has argued:

“Against an oppressor that is far superior in 
military means, the only true efficient way of 
struggle for the Palestinian people is by choosing 
the terrain on which they can circumvent that 
superiority. The peak in Palestinian’s struggle 
effectiveness was reached in the year 1988 
during the first Intifada, in which the Palestinians 
deliberately avoided the use of violent means…
The Palestinian struggle must rely primarily on 
mass political action against Israel’s oppression, 
occupation, and settler-colonial expansion. The 
new underground armed resistance organized 
by young Palestinians in Jenin or Nablus can 
be an efficient adjuvant to the people’s mass 
movement, provided it is predicated on the 
latter’s priority and conceived in such a way as 
to incentivize it.” (https://gilbert-achcar.net, 
October 8, 2023)

It is true that Israeli aggression has not 
been able to completely achieve some of its 
most important goals with its massive inva-
sion of Gaza, such as the physical elimination 
of the top Hamas leadership, the complete 
destruction of the Hamas tunnel system and 
the wiping out of Hamas as an organization.

But only a complete political and human 
blindness could proclaim that this constitutes 
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a Hamas victory considering the wholly disas-
trous effects of Israeli invasion on the Gazan 
society, economy, let alone its mere survival.

The South African Comparison
It is instructive to briefly look at the 

successful South African struggle against 
Apartheid because it offers a fruitful contrast 
to the strategies and tactics developed by 
some Palestinian groups in their struggle 
against Israel as their national oppressor. This 
comparison will also show once again that all 
acts of violent action, including terror, have 
an implicit if not explicit political logic.

As the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion established with the end of white politi-
cal control and Apartheid in the mid-’90s ex-
plained in 2003, the explicit objective of the 
Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the armed wing 
of the African National Congress, was not to 
target civilians or white people as such.

Nevertheless, most of the casualties of 
the armed South African black rebels were 
in fact civilians. To be precise, a total of 71 
people died in such attacks between 1976 
and 1984. Of these, 52 were civilians and 
19 security force members. Among these 
civilian victims were people whom the ANC 
regarded as legitimate targets, including col-
laborators such as councilors, state witnesses 
at the trials of ANC members and suspected 
informers.

There were also civilian victims who 
were not intended as targets, such as civilian 
passers-by when bombs were detonated 
outside buildings housing security forces, or 
because several blasts in public places such as 
restaurants were based on wrong intelligence 
that led the armed militants to believe that 
security force members frequented these 
places. (“ANC killed mostly civilians.” The 
O’Malley Archives, March 3, 2003.)

Thus, creating terror among white South 
Africans as such was not the aim of these 
violent actions. This should not be surprising 
when we consider that the Freedom Charter 
that the ANC adopted in June of 1955 as its 
official program stated:

“We, the people of South Africa, declare 
for all our country and the world to know: That 
South Africa belongs to all the people who live 
in it, black and white, and that no government 
can justly claim authority unless it is based on 
the will of all the people; that our people have 
been robbed of their birthright to land, liberty 
and peace by a form of government founded on 
injustice and inequality…”

It is important to clarify that this was not 
a declaration made in a neoliberal spirit after 
the victory over Apartheid, but rather .part 
of a revolutionary Charter that also declared:  
“the national wealth of our country, the her-
itage of all South Africans, shall be restored 
to the people; the mineral wealth beneath 
the soil, the banks and monopoly industry 
shall be transferred to the ownership of the 

people as a whole.”
I will leave it to the historians and experts 

on South Africa to explain why the ANC 
adopted such policies and approach. But I will 
venture some hypotheses. In the first place, 
we must consider that Blacks, undoubtedly 
the most oppressed and exploited group in 
South Africa, did not constitute as large as 
the 90% majority that Algerians of native 
origins were in their country.

Black South Africans constituted approx-
imately 75% of the population while the 
remaining 25% were composed of the white, 
Indian, and Colored populations (these last 
two groups were also oppressed and discrim-
inated by the white Apartheid system).

The necessity of coalition politics among 
the exploited and oppressed, and the need 
to reconcile different community needs and 
even political perspectives, was structurally 
built into the anti-Apartheid opposition.

This situation enhanced the need for dem-
ocratic formulations, at least at the level of 
rhetoric. In fact, the Freedom Charter itself 
was the intellectual and political product of 
the South African Congress Alliance, which 
was a coalition of the ANC and its allies: the 
South African Indian Congress, the South 
African Congress of Democrats (a white left-
wing organization) and the Colored People’s 
Congress.

To be sure, the significant ideological 

and political influence of the South African 
Communist Party (illegal at the time of the 
creation of the Charter) was a significant part 
of this political context.

While white leftists were a clear minority 
of the white population, they were politically 
visible enough to help steer the alliance away 
from any terrorist activities against white 
people as such. Unfortunately, at present 
there is no Israeli Jewish anti-Zionist group 
with a visible and significant presence in Israel. 

The distinctions made in the above analy-
sis are not pedantic and academic, but instead 
are an attempt to think as clearly as possible 
on major political questions and dilemmas. 
I believe that it was in this spirit that the 
French revolutionary socialist Daniel Bensaid, 
one of the leaders of the 1968 movement in 
France, argued:

“Being unable to eradicate violence in a 
foreseeable future, we must at least work to 
discipline and restrain it, which presupposes 
the development of a new legal culture, and 
a culture of violence itself…Why should it be 
impossible to develop a culture of dominated 
violence? Certain military codes, and certain 
martial arts have sketched a few pointers in this 
direction. Under threat of collective self-destruc-
tion, our era has a responsibility to invent in turn 
new regulations and new customs..” (Daniel 
Ben Said, An Impatient Life. A Memoir, London, 
New York, Verso Books, 2013, 166.)  n

how Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany 
drew on liberal economic theory to offer 
fascist capitalism as a supposed higher form 
of freedom.

Recovering this history allows Toscano to 
perceive the current global conjuncture of 
neoliberalism and authoritarianism as a con-
tinuation of what might be called free-market 
fascism. Toscano here joins a range of think-
ers — from Stuart Hall to Prabhat Patnaik to 
Ugo Palheta — convinced that neoliberalism 
has been one pathway to some variant of 
“late fascism.”

This argument also returns Toscano to a 
more classical Marxist framework. What he 
calls after Gramsci the “morbid symptoms” 
of our neoliberal present are offered as a 
clarion call for those seeking to plant their 
flag in opposition: “Whoever is not willing 
to talk about anti-capitalism” he cautions in 
conclusion, “should also keep quiet about 
anti-fascism.”

Toscano describes fascism as a “scaven-
ger” ideology cherry-picking its ideas from 
storehouses of reaction. Perhaps intentionally, 
Toscano meets this challenge with his own 
ecumenical assemblage of sources and ideas 
to interpret fascism: Fred Hampton is here 
along with Roland Barthes, Max Horkheimer, 
Sigmund Freud, Guy DeBord, Hannah Arendt, 
all of them purposed, as he puts it, “to theo-

rise fascism’s social and ideological dynamics, 
its cultures and temporalities, rather than 
naming or clarifying movements, regimes, or 
individuals.”

This approach may frustrate some read-
ers, and anti-fascist organizers, seeking to 
better know the enemy. The ground troops 
of modern-day fascism — the Proud Boys in 
the United States, Germany’s Alternative for 
Germany party, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS) in India — remain largely offstage 
in this book. We learn little about the quotid-
ian lives, tactics, and aspirations of the people 
Toscano wishes to save us from.

These methodological choices ultimately 
make Toscano’s book more suited to thinkers 
than organizers, book-makers than barricade 
builders. But what it sets out to do, Toscano’s 
book does magnificently: shock us into new 
analytical awareness of the historical, political, 
and philosophical forces that have produced 
at least 100 years now of real, identifiable and 
lethal fascist ideas and practices.

Refusing complacencies and platitudes 
of all kinds — including that the victory of 
either Donald Trump or Joe Biden will make 
a dent in the persistence of “late fascism” — 
Toscano throws down the gauntlet that per-
petual thinking and organizing against fascism 
will have to take place if we have any hopes 
of expelling it to the dustbin of history.  n

Fascism As It Exists Now — continued from page 36
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Glamor, Amnesia & Bisexual Angst  By Peter Drucker

REVIEW
Maestro
Directed by Bradley Cooper
Starring Carey Mulligan and Bradley Cooper
Netflix

BRADLEY COOPER’S MAESTRO is 
a labor of love. Cooper spent years 
studying Leonard Bernstein’s life and 
looks and interviewing his family and 
friends, to the point of identifying with 
the character he plays. Once the movie 
was done, he confessed weeping in an 
interview, he missed Bernstein.1

As someone who as a child saw 
Bernstein conduct Young People’s 
Concerts at the New York Philharmon-
ic and later at Tanglewood in Massa-
chusetts, I found Cooper’s evocation of 
Bernstein uncanny. Bernstein’s emo-
tional intensity and podium theatrics, 
so unlike the buttoned-down style of many 
classical musicians who preceded him, are 
captured strikingly.

As a gay man whose life overlapped with 
Bernstein’s, I couldn’t help being captivated 
— at first — by the movie’s frank and central 
portrayal of the man’s bisexuality. Not that 
the fact is a revelation. But putting it front 
and center in a movie for a mass audience – 
an Oscar contender — about an icon of high 
culture is still no everyday occurrence. In this 
sense Cooper deserves credit for enlarging 
the space a bit more for sympathetic pictures 
of LGBTIQ life.

Missing Politics
As a left-wing queer activist I was less 

enthused, but neither surprised nor disap-
proving. I knew beforehand that Maestro 
wouldn’t show Bernstein’s politics, either in 
his early Communist-sympathizer days nor 
his later contribution to defending the Black 
Panthers. This is an understandable choice on 
Cooper’s part.

A movie has much less time to tell a story 
than an article, let alone a book. It is neces-
sarily selective. Cooper’s choice is to focus 
on Bernstein’s music and his personal life, es-
pecially his marriage with Felicia Montealegre 
Cohn Bernstein.

For Bernstein himself, music and his 
personal life mattered more than politics, so 
this choice of focus (besides being good box 

office) is understandable and legitimate.
Cooper’s neglect of history, however, 

does sow some confusion even about Bern-
stein’s creative work. The movie for example 
reverses the chronology of West Side Story 
and Candide, showing a production of Candide 
only after West Side Story, which came later.

Whatever the reasons, this obscures the 
fact that Candide was in the last analysis a 
Cold War-era dismissal of the possibility of 
human or societal perfectibility, while West 
Side Story, toward the end of the 1950s, was a 
civil rights-era indictment of racism. Perhaps 
this is nitpicking.

In Maestro’s narrative of its protagonists’ 
personal life, the fact that (as critics have not-
ed) Carey Mulligan gives a luminous perform
ance as Montealegre, outshining Cooper’s 
own, is a big plus. Mulligan is moving as an 
intelligent, sensitive woman beguiled and hurt 
by the bisexual man she loves — but the 
movie ignores her own activism for civil rights 
and liberties and against the Vietnam War.2

The film barely touches on Montealegre’s 
distinguished acting career. And it erases 
some of her relational history, such as the 
relationship she had with another actor after 
her first engagement with Bernstein was 
broken off.

Sex Has a History
The problem is that personal life, too, 

as the women’s movement declared half a 
century ago, is political. And as historians 
of gender and sexuality have explored over 
the decades, it has a history. By consistently 
ignoring that history, Maestro does no justice 
to Montealegre and Bernstein’s relationship.

Even leaving aside the 
CP and the Panthers, 
politics cannot be erased 
from Bernstein and Mon-
tealegre’s story. Becoming 
a star conductor required 
Bernstein to trim his 
sails personally as well as 
politically.

On one level, to end 
the CBS blacklist that was 
in effect from 1951 to 
1956, and to get back the 
passport that the State 
Department took away 
from him in 1953, he had 
to write a denunciation of 
the Soviet Union, turning 
his back on the anti-Cold 
War and fellow-traveling 

stance that he displayed as late as 1949 at the 
Waldorf Peace Conference.3

At another level, to be a marketable star 
in the mass culture, he had to be married. 
And he knew it. He played on it for example 
in the way he sold himself in an application 
to the Boston Symphony in 1949 as a good 
family man.4

Here too, he was turning his back on 
his own past. The movie gives only a brief 
glimpse of the warm life Bernstein shared in 
the 1940s with other left-wing, gay musi-
cians — Aaron Copland, Marc Blitzstein, 
Virgil Thomson, Ned Rorem — who made 
up what was called “the Homintern.” Given 
that these were central figures in U.S. musical 
history, the fact that Maestro hardly gives any 
of them speaking parts is barely defensible.

The movie’s account of Bernstein’s deci-
sion to marry Montealegre reflects none of 
this. The implication is that since she was the 
great love of his life, marriage was natural and 
inevitable.

Besides flattening her relational history, 
the film never acknowledges that a bisexual 
like Bernstein might have legitimate reasons 
for reluctance to sign up to this institution 
and all the baggage it entails.

Maestro makes clear that Montealegre 
knew Bernstein was bisexual (or homosex-
ual, as she put it in a letter to him) before 
she married him. “I know what you are,” she 
says. Saying this spares Bernstein an awkward 
revelation that he clearly shrinks from — and 
allows her to assume that she knows every-
thing she needs to know without the trouble 
of asking him anything or listening to him.

Peter Drucker is the author of Warped: Gay 
Normality and Queer Anti-Capitalism 
(Haymarket) and an advisory editor of Against 
the Current.
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“Discretion”
The movie also makes clear that the 

marriage for Bernstein involved a definite 
expectation of “discretion” — a polite way 
of saying he would be closeted, to the point 
of lying to his daughter Jamie (against his own 
inclination and at Montealegre’s insistence) 
about his attraction to men.

Marriage also meant that his central 
emotional commitment was to Montealegre. 
These are expectations that bisexuals and 
other queers have been rebelling against for 
decades.

A prevalent stereotype about bisexuals 
has been that they go to their different-sex 
partners for love and to their same-sex part-
ners only for sex. Rejecting this stereotype 
has been crucial to bisexuals’ efforts to live 
with dignity.

More recently, radical queers have in 
championing polyamory rejected the assump-
tion that people in multiple relationships 
need to treat one relationship as primary 
and the others as lesser. This, however, is an 
assumption that suffuses Maestro. Bernstein’s 
male lovers, while handsome and smart, are 
treated as ciphers compared to Montealegre.

Is this criticism anachronistic, imposing 
latter-day queer correctness on Bernstein’s 
very different times? Bernstein’s own con-
temporary queer circle suggests otherwise. 
Marc Blitzstein, for example, who was close 
to Bernstein for many years after Bernstein 
was the pianist for a 1939 production of his 
The Cradle Will Rock, stayed unashamedly gay 
while Bernstein became more closeted.

Blitzstein also remained resolutely left-
wing (for example snubbing Jerome Robbins, 
Bernstein’s close collaborator on West Side 
Story, after Robbins was a friendly witness 
before HUAC).5 These options were available 
in the New York theater world even at 
the height of McCarthyism (even if Stalinist 

anti-LGBTIQ attitudes left no real room 
for queer radicalism, as Harry Hay tacitly 
acknowledged in 1951 when he left the CP to 
found the Mattachine Society6).

Making Blitzstein’s choices would have 
closed off Bernstein’s stellar career as a con-
ductor. But were Bernstein’s sacrifices worth 
it? As Maestro shows, Bernstein himself 
bemoaned the time and energy his conduct-
ing took away from his work as a serious 
composer of classical music.

For that matter, Bernstein’s musical 
achievements by no means received the 
unanimous praise the movie suggests — he 
got his share of pans, and other leading 
composers of the time like Pierre Boulez, at 
the height of the dominance of Schoenber-
gian serialism, looked down at Bernstein’s 
championing of Mahler and what they saw as 
his own old-fashioned compositions.

Gay Liberation
Over the years, Bernstein rethought the 

choices in his personal life he had made in 
the 1950s. Here again, politics and history are 
crucial to understanding why.

By the late 1960s, lesbian/gay libera-
tion was opening up possibilities that had 
seemed nonexistent in the Cold War years. 
By exploring these possibilities, Bernstein 
inevitably put his marital arrangements with 
Montealegre in question and placed a major 
strain on their relationship.

Cooper’s film shows little understanding 
of these dynamics. It does acknowledge them 
in passing, in a scene where Bernstein, during 
a lecture, insists on a creative artist’s right to 
meet his own emotional needs, commenting 
that more people were asserting these rights 
at the time. But the way Cooper films the 
scene subtly undermines Bernstein’s message. 

The conductor, in tight jeans and a sporty 
bandana, is shown from behind, denying 

viewers any chance to see his face and the 
long-suppressed feelings that his words 
express.

The film’s focus is on Montealegre’s 
movingly expressed pain. Skilled as Mulligan’s 
performance is, it benefits from traditional 
cultural expectations: that a woman is bound 
to suffer, nobly if not silently, when the man 
she loves sows his wild oats.

The thought that Montealegre might her-
self have other sexual or emotional options 
is implictly dismissed when one man she is 
attracted to turns out to be gay himself — “I 
seem to go for a certain type,” she comments 
wryly. 

There is never any suggestion in the film 
that Bernstein’s male lovers might themselves 
have had deep feelings, or might have suffered 
when Bernstein put Montealegre first. Yet 
reviewers have pointed out that Bernstein’s 
gay relationships were often far from casual. 
He had a close, primary relationship with his 
lover Tom Cothran — which he left when he 
went back to live with Montealegre after her 
cancer diagnosis in 1976.

After Montealegre died in 1978 — and 
Cothran died of AIDS7 — Bernstein went on 
to spend most of the rest of his life in loving 
relationships with men. There is no space for 
this reality in Cooper’s movie.

I imagine that Cooper would protest that 
his portrayal of Bernstein is a loving one, to 
the point of identification. Many Maestro fans, 
including queer fans, charmed by Cooper’s 
fine performance and Bernstein’s glamor, 
would probably indignantly reject any sugges-
tion that the movie puts Bernstein’s sexuality 
down.

To my mind, this only shows how deeply 
heteronormative condescension is still 
embedded even in purportedly tolerant and 
affectionate depictions of queers. Maestro 
may have taken us a step forward, but we still 
have a long way to go.  n
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WEEKS BEFORE THE April 19-21 Labor Notes conference in Chicago, the organizers cut 
off registration when it reached the full capacity of 4,500 participants — an astonishing 
new attendance record for this biannual event. This issue of Against the Current went to 
press shortly before the conference — watch our website for reports!

The rising interest in rank-and-file activism comes along with the continuation of what 
was called “Labor’s Hot Summer” in 2023. The United Auto Workers “standup” strike, the 
“ready to strike” Teamster actions at United Parcel Service, union recognition drives in the 
fast-food industry and initial organizing at Amazon, are part of the trend.

As Dianne Feeley’s report in ATC 227 observed: “Over the past year several unions 
have adopted innovative and militant strategies as they go into bargaining with their 
employers. Key has been organizing campaigns to build membership participation. A 
central key element has been to publicize corporate profitability. Providing this informa-
tion includes tracing where the profit was invested — or more likely, misspent. This has 
reinforced worker confidence in the need to take action.”

Following the successful auto strikes, UAW organizing drives are gaining momentum. A 
victorious union vote at Volkswagen will only reinforce that dynamic.

We are also encouraged by political developments such as teacher union locals organiz-
ing for housing justice in legislation and in collective bargaining, and the promising emer-
gence of labor-for-Palestine organizing in response to the Gaza genocide.

It’s all promising, even though there’s much further to go.  n

Rise of Labor Continues

Rise of Labor Continues
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REVIEW
Barbie: Icon, Movie, Industry  By Frann Michel
Barbie
Director: Greta Gerwig
Warner Brothers & Mattel Films, 2023.

THE BARBIE DOLL appears, at first sight, 
a very trivial thing and easily understood. 
Its analysis shows that it is, in reality, a very 
queer thing, abounding in magic and mystery. 
It stands with its toes on the ground and 
heels in the air.

While Mattel has profited massively from 
worker exploitation, and feminists have long 
critiqued the messages the toy sends children 
about gender, the doll’s ubiquity and exagger-
ated femininity have also made it a popular 
choice for cultural repurposing and commen-
tary — even as Mattel has sought to turn 
that critical engagement to its bottom-line 
advantage.

Barbie occupies this contested nexus of 
social meanings, offering viewers satirical 
humor and escapist solace, providing the cor-
poration a financial bonanza, and giving critics 
and artists a springboard for sometimes 
radical memes and insights.

Even before last summer’s collective 
creative outpouring of Barbenheimer memes 
led us to think about the shared midcentury 
roots of the bomb and the bombshell, there 
was the Barbie Liberation Organization (the 
BLO) swapping voice boxes between Barbies 
and GI Joes, so that she said, “Vengeance is 
mine” and he said, “Math class is tough.”

The memes spilled over into Union Or-
ganizer Barbie (red shirt, copy of Das Kapital) 
and Land Back Barbie (tears, tiny U-lock). 
Portland, Oregon’s Mosquito Fleet displayed 
a Shelter-in-Place Dream House, with infor-
mation about the dangers of fossil fuel spills 
and oil train explosions. The BLO presented 
Ecowarrior Barbies, modeled on figures like 
Julia Butterfly Hill and Greta Thunberg.

People will make creative and rebellious 
use of even the most plasticized elements of 
corporate mass culture.

But also, vice versa. In the movie’s Barbie 
Land, the lone figure marked by the off-script 
creativity so common in children’s play is 
Weird Barbie (Kate McKinnon). With her hair 
chopped off, her skin decorated by crayons, 
she’s incessantly doing the splits because 
someone “played too hard” with her. By Au-
gust, Mattel had started selling a special-edi-
tion Weird Barbie based on the character.

The highest-grossing film of 2023, Barbie 
capitalizes on such incongruities as have also 
inspired artists, critics, and fans of the doll. 
The narrative’s inciting event comes when 
Stereotypical Barbie (Margaret Robbie) is 
affected by Mattel employee Gloria (America 
Ferrera) drawing pictures of alterna-Barbies 
like Irrepressible-Thoughts-of-Death Barbie.

Monumental Parody
Barbie opens with a parody of Kubrick’s 

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), deflating the 
pomposity of that classic film with a tongue-
in-cheek tale of Barbie’s monumental origin 
as the first doll that was not a baby doll, and 
thus invited little girls to play at something 
other than being mothers.

Like that monolith-in-a-swimsuit winking 
at those little girls, Barbie is indeed huge. 
According to one late 1990s estimate, 99% of 
girls aged 3-10 in the USA played with Barbie. 

Barbie is also legion. The original 1959 
doll came in two varieties: blonde and 
brunette. But over the years the Barbie uni-
verse has added not only friends and family 
(Ken, Midge, Stacey), but also Barbies with 
hundreds of occupations (flight attendant, 
business executive, veterinarian), Barbies of 
different colors, and more recently Barbies 
with different body types (the film includes a 
fat Barbie and one in a wheelchair, though the 
latter never accesses the beach).

In addition to those many dolls, clothes 
and accessories (houses, cars, campers, 
offices), Mattel has turned out over 400 
Barbie storybooks, some 60 video games, 
nine different television series, and nearly 50 
computer-animated movies.

The Mattel corporation has achieved 
this prodigious market success with the 

ruthlessness typical of capitalist enterprises, 
as Rithika Ramamurthy outlined last year in 
Nonprofit Quarterly (“Barbie and the Problem 
of Corporate Power”).

The doll has never been manufactured 
in the United States, and the company has 
moved production repeatedly in search of the 
lowest wages, closing factories that managed 
to unionize, subjecting workers to dangerous 
conditions, pressuring subcontractors with 
cost-cutting and speed-ups.

Mattel has faced allegations of using child 
labor, had to recall toys made with tainted 
materials, and hired McKinsey to consult on 
cost-cutting. It has remained profitable with 
tax avoidance and infusions of venture capital. 
In 2018, the Wall Street Journal reported the 
average Mattel worker made $6300 per year.

That hidden abode of production remains 
hidden in the film, however, as it does for 
most consumers.

Delusion and Critique
Meanwhile, the classic feminist criticisms 

of Barbie dolls — for instance, that they 
present unrealizable body images, and so can 
worsen dissatisfaction with one’s own body 
— have been borne out by research.

Mattel has tried to rebut criticism that 
fashion-model Barbie invites girls to think 
of themselves as objects by pointing to the 
various professional Barbies (astronaut Barbie 
went to space before American women did!). 

But a 2014 study suggested that even 
playing with Doctor Barbies lowered girls’ 
sense of their future possibilities (“Boys Can 
Be Anything’: Effect of Barbie Play on Girls’ 
Career Cognitions,” Sex Roles: A Journal of 
Research). Indeed, one of the film’s structuring 
jokes is the Barbie-Land delusion that their 
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Professor Emerita of Cinema and Women's and 
Gender Studies at Willamette University.
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role-modeling has ended the problem of 
sexism in the Real World.

To be sure, Barbie is neither the origin nor 
the only source of training in the idea that 
“Men act, women appear” (as John Berger et 
al. put it in Ways of Seeing, the 1970s British 
TV series and book of Marxist art history).

And it’s not impossible that the doll can 
provide a vehicle for working through some 
of the larger cultural issues Barbie indexes.

Something of that working-through may 
be part of the not-infrequent queer embrace 
of Barbie. The hyperbolically-gendered dolls 
seem to emblematize Judith Butler’s point (in 
her 1990 book Gender Trouble) that all gender 
is a copy of a copy, an imitation with no 
original, parody all the way down.

The campy pleasures of these simulacra, 
the ambiguities of gender without genitals, 
no doubt contribute to the enjoyment many 
adults as well as children take in unlicensed 
and critical play with Barbie. Queer filmmaker 
Todd Haynes cast Barbie dolls as the actors 
in his film Superstar: the Karen Carpenter Story 
(1987), and there are creative anthologies like 
Mondo Barbie (1993) and The Barbie Chronicles 
(1999), and poetry collections like Denise 
Duhamel’s Kinky (1997) and Giovanna Riccio’s 
Plastic’s Republic (2019).

Pattern Reversals
The film’s humor lies not just in the surre-

al juxtapositions of a live-action doll world, as 
when Barbie showers or drinks without any 
liquid involved, or floats down from the second 
floor of the Dream House.

There’s also the reversal of heteronorma-
tive gender patterns in Barbie Land, where 
Barbies run everything and “Barbie has a 
great day every day. But Ken only has a great 
day if Barbie looks at him.”

There’s the mockery of male ego when 
the Kens try to take over Barbie Land but are 
distracted by the irresistible temptation to 
explain The Godfather or cryptocurrency, or 
to play guitar at a woman for four hours.

There’s the Legally-Blonde-style puncturing 
of expectations about dumb blondes every 
time Barbie comes out with some sophisti-
cated articulation of a moderately complex 
idea; there’s the refreshing experience of 
seeing a mainstream big-budget film in which 
an intelligent tween girl (Ariana Greenblatt 
as Gloria’s daughter Sasha) gets to be caustic 
about the planet-killing dangers of capitalism.

But the still-artificial, pastel-and-plastic 
“Real World” that Stereotypical Barbie visits 
when she leaves Barbie Land should not be 
mistaken for the actual real world we live in. 
Despite the film’s acknowledgement that the 
Real World has not solved the problem of 
patriarchy, and passing references to capital-
ism and fascism, the Mattel offices resemble 
the cubicles of Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967), 
the board room echoes the war room in Dr. 
Strangelove (1964) but with a heart-shaped 

central table, and everyone waves in the 
slightly mechanical style of Barbie Land.

As in a rather more highbrow 2023 
release, Yorgos Lanthimos’s Poor Things, the 
patriarchy the heroine battles is ultimately 
fairly benign, embodied in individuals more 
than institutional or structural forces.

Though Barbie feels an “undertone of 
violence” in the Real World, it never materi-
alizes. Ken gives up the burdens of patriarchy 
and accepts that he is Kenough, and no one 
mentions that his individual self-acceptance 
won’t resolve the problem of his houseless-
ness.

Mattel Makes the Rules
Of course, the pleasurable escapism of 

the movie has limits, and the limits are set 
by Mattel. Though director-cowriter Greta 
Gerwig and producer-star Margaret Robbie 
reportedly had to fight to include some of 
the more critical elements that appear in 
the film, it was Mattel Films they fought. As 
Weird Barbie quips, “Don’t blame me, blame 
Mattel, they make the rules.”

For all its validation of a corporate-com-
patible liberal feminism and the encour-
agement its success gives Mattel to pursue 
other live-action films based on less-iconic 
toys (at least a dozen are in the works), the 
most dangerous part of Barbie was probably 
its participation in pandemic normalization 
and the uptick in Covid cases that came with 
the mass unmasked return to unventilated 
theaters.

Still, there’s nothing wrong with a little es-
capism (the film is now available to stream at 
home, and last year’s SAG-AFTRA strike won 
some modest improvements in streaming 
residuals for performers).

Certainly there’s enough in the world 
that we might want to forget for a couple 
of hours. It’s fun to share those memes and 
repurpose Barbie culture for our own ends, 
even if the film’s Barbie-deprecating humor 

helps inoculate the brand against critique.
Near the end of the film, Barbie wants to 

return with Gloria to the Real World, but the 
ghost of Barbie inventor Ruth Handler (Rhea 
Perlman) tells Barbie she cannot in good 
conscience let her become human without 
knowing what it means, and so she grants her 
a vision of humanity.

That vision consists of a montage of 
home movies and images of the friends and 
family of the film’s cast and crew. For Barbie, 
being human happens entirely in a bourgeois 
private sphere, where there is no sign of war, 
climate disaster, or any of the other ills of 
capitalism.

Making Our Own Meaning
When Academy Award (Oscar) nomina-

tions were announced, Barbie was nominated 
in eight categories, including Best Picture and 
Best Adapted Screenplay, but not including 
Robbie for Best Actress in a Lead Role or 
Gerwig for Best Director. Disappointed fans 
of the film took to social media to say the 
failure to recognize these women’s accom-
plishments echoed elements of the movie’s 
critiques of patriarchy.

A February 2024 report from the An-
nenberg Inclusion Initiative confirms popular 
cinema has a gender-representation problem, 
as the number of top-grossing films with 
female leads in 2023 fell to its lowest point in 
14 years (fewer than one in three, and among 
performers over 45, one in 10).

People of color as leads gained slightly and 
representation among Oscar nominees has 
held more or less steady over the years. But 
all of these figures still fall short of population 
demographics, and such metrics of represen-
tation bear a complex and indirect relation to 
other forms of material power.

As Ayah El-Khaldi noted in Middle East 
Eye, the public conversation around the 
Oscars so-called “snub” also became an op-
portunity to use social media “to shine a light 
on Palestinian women’s plight” in the ongoing 
Israeli attack on Gaza.

While the Oscar’s brouhaha provided 
another route for calling attention to the 
atrocities facing Palestinian women, this is 
my least favorite form of repurposing Barbie 
culture. At least we are probably safe from 
Mattel coming out with a genocide Barbie. 
No wonder we want to escape.

The only category in which the film won 
an Academy Award was Music (Original 
Song) for Billie Eilish’s “What Was I Made 
For?,” a plaintive reflection on disappointment 
and uncertainty. Near the end of the film, 
Barbie explains her desire to return to the 
Real World and become human as a wish “to 
be part of the people that make meaning, not 
the thing that’s made.”

With Barbie, and beyond, people make 
our own meaning, but we do not make it just 
as we would wish.  n
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massacre is “disproportionate.” Meanwhile, as Donald Trump 
openly cheers on the genocide, it’s already clear on the 
world stage who anticipates Trump’s return to the White 
House: Netanyahu, Vladimir Putin, Hungary’s Viktor Orban, 
and other authoritarians and aspiring autocrats.

Not only does Russia’s President-for-life Putin believe his 
annexationist ambitions in Ukraine can be fulfilled, his puppet 
prime minister Medvedev projects Russia’s goal of carving 
up a defeated Ukraine among Russia, Hungary, Moldova 
and other neighboring states. (Does that remind us when 
wise U.S. politicians thought that carving up Iraq into three 
separate mini-states would be a Really Clever Idea?)

Is this extreme result likely? Not immediately — but 
without essential aid, Ukraine’s prospects are grim.

Expanded Conflict Looming
With deep future implications, there is one clear 

winner in the Ukraine war: NATO, with the accession of 
longtime officially-neutral countries Finland and Sweden. The 
consequences will long outlive the current crisis.

Much is made of the fact that without full U.S. buy-
in, NATO’s other members can’t mount the production 
capacity to supply Ukraine against Moscow’s brutal advances. 
Further alarm in European capitals arises from Donald 
Trump blustering to his neo-isolationist base about walking 
away from NATO and inviting Russia “to do whatever the 
hell they want.” These factors now play to Putin’s advantage 
to be exploited militarily as well as politically, both in Europe 
and in the U.S. elections. But NATO countries will begin 
to ramp up, not only for the support of Ukraine today but 
for the longer-term prospect of conflicts with Putin’s and 
perhaps post-Putin Russia.

Over the coming years a re-armed Europe may create the 
appearance of military “balance,” while actually exacerbating 
longer-range instability and war dangers. Hopes for lasting 
peace after the Cold War have been squandered in the 
twin triumphs of neoliberal and gangster-oligarch capitalist 
rule, in the West and post-Soviet Russia respectively. As 
for a possible Trump presidency, that prospect certainly 
emboldens the European far right — while also spurring 
NATO partners to escalate their military spending.

Whatever Trump’s verbal threats to the alliance’s future 
and whether or not he means them, breaking treaty 
obligations to NATO is not so easy, nor do we think that 
the imperialist U.S. ruling class would tolerate it. Above 
all, imperial strategic thinking looks much further ahead to 
future confrontations with China, in which the United States 
would need to have its major alliances in Europe as well as 
Asia well in line.

All this helps frame how, as we suggested at the outset, 
elements of U.S. political and global chaos feed into each 
other. The literally burning issues include capitalism’s inability 
to confront — indeed, the ways it worsens — spreading 
disasters of climate change, uncontrolled calamities in Sudan, 
Haiti and the Democratic Republic of Congo to name just 
three, and now the emerging threat of military confrontation 
in space up to and including satellite-based nuclear weapons.

As horrific as they are in and of themselves, the Gaza and 
Ukraine wars bring into the spotlight what the Global South 
has experienced for a long time, mainly hidden from the 
headlines. Potential and actual genocides are ever-present in 

the workings of that highly praised global order.

American Prospects
Returning to the U.S. arena, the encouraging signs include 

of course, the outpouring of support for Palestine’s survival; 
the resistance to outrageous assaults on abortion rights 
and women’s reproductive freedom; and the rise of labor 
activism in industry as well as among sectors from fast-food 
to higher education workers.

As for the coming U.S. election and the presidential 
contest that so few folks really want, we know that the 
outcome will resolve none of the fundamental conflicts in 
our society and its dysfunctional, unrepresentative and elite-
driven political system.

Imagine — because we need to, not because we want 
to — a second Trump presidency with its assaults on 
women’s, workers’ and all non-privileged people’s rights, 
the destruction of all semblances of environmental and 
climate policy, the promised attempt to deport millions of 
people, wholesale crippling of small-d democratic and small-r 
republican norms and institutions, and potential unleashing 
of state repression as well as Proud Boys and Oath Keeper-
type militias to terrorize dissident activity.

The forces behind Trump openly intend to rapidly 
implement savage social cuts, full-fledged judicial takeovers, 
federal as well as state-level abortion bans, DEI and trans 
rights bans among others, rightwing doctrinal transformations 
of K-12 and university education, voter suppression and 
more, hoping that their domination will be baked-in beyond 
democratic popular challenge.

All this would further embolden the global far right 
electorally, in the streets, and potentially in the staging of 
military coups against “left” or reform governments (e.g. 
Brazil, Colombia, Bolivia…). The consequences for Palestine 
and Ukraine among many others are ghastly to contemplate.

Liberals and Democrats aren’t wrong to point to the 
magnitude of the threat. The problem is that their politics 
rule out any effective programs to defeat it.

Alternatively, against the nightmare for America and the 
world of a second Trump ascendancy, is the possibility that 
the cynical and morally compromised Biden administration 
squeaks through to a second term, with at best tiny 
Congressional and Senate majorities — or more likely 
minorities in one or both chambers.

In that case the right, far-right and white-nationalist forces 
will still be on the move, fueled by almost-certain new and 
old election-denial and Great-Replacement mythologies. 
The threat they represent may be slowed, if barely and 
temporarily, but certainly not defeated.

Electoral options for socialist and social-movement left 
forces in the United States will be discussed and debated 
in our pages and of course more widely. Certainly our 
movements do not control the electoral outcome in 
2024, and may at most have some marginal influence in 
closely contested “swing states” and perhaps more in some 
important local races.

But either way our fundamental tasks revolve as they 
always have, on organizing the movements of resistance 
whether that’s for labor, for reproductive rights, for Palestine, 
for Ukraine — and for beginning the forging of long-needed, 
genuinely progressive independent politics.  n
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