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A Letter from the Editors
Racial Injustice Inferno
HISTORIAN VAN GOSSE writes: “The many forms of despotism crowding in around us… represent a fundamental 
counter-revolution whose only counterpart would be the decades-long ‘Redemption’ that overturned Reconstruction’s 
biracial democracy in the former Confederacy and locked in White Supremacy for three-quarters of a century.” (“Red 
Scares — and a Blue Scare? A Brief History of Repression in the United States”)

That specter of enormous rollbacks in the long struggle for racial justice will be our focus here, even though it’s 
hard to see past the headlines of the Trump regime’s nonstop atrocities and swirling chaos.

The context includes the administration’s daily signs of 
possibly cracking — over economic failures and rocketing 
health costs, popular outrage and community resistance to 
ICE atrocities, cancellation of all asylum applications, serial-
murder bombings of boats in the Caribbean, the pardon 
of drug kingpin former Honduran president Juan Orlando 
Hernandez, and whatever’s hiding in those Epstein files.

Its twofold core mission, however, remains intact: 
massively expanding the wealth of the already rich, and 
dismantling at warp speed decades of accomplishments of Civil 
Rights and racial justice struggles. The first of these was not 
only the primary focus of Trump’s big barf-bag bill. It also 
energizes global moves to enrich his family and corporate 
cronies — that scheme for Mar-a-Gaza luxury resorts 
without Palestinians, the treacherous betrayal of Ukraine 
to line up business deals with Putin’s Russia, his looming 
regime-change war plan to grab Venezuela’s oil (and distract 
attention from all-Epstein-all-the-time news).

But it’s the counterrevolution against civil rights and racial 
equality that’s likely to have the longest-lasting consequences 
even after this post-constitutional gangster administration is 
gone. It’s far from clear that even a post-Trump Democratic 
presidency would seriously commit to undoing the damage.

Reversible Progress
That Black Liberation and racial equality have constantly 

been central to the hard struggles for democracy and 
social progress in the United States is of course no new 
discovery. Leaders from Frederick Douglass to W.E.B. Du 
Bois to A. Philip Randolph to Rosa Parks to Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and every historian of the civil rights movement 
have all emphasized the point. Indeed, the reason why the 
movement is so intensively studied in every generation is that 
U.S. history simply cannot be understood without it.

By the same token, restoration of white supremacy is the 
pivot on which democratic rights can be turned back. Today, 
the speed with which so much of the civil rights revolution 
is being reversed is both astonishing and instructive. From 
the halls of academia to the military to the federal work 
force and the iconic Smithsonian museums, the quest for 
equality is vilified — while “Make America Great Again” is a 
barely disguised appeal to assumptions of inherent “white” 
intellectual and cultural superiority. 

Ground had been prepared by decades of “backlash” as 
white southern Democratic (“Dixiecrat”) voters moved to 
the Republican Party after the 1964 election and passage 
of civil rights legislation. Waves of litigation were launched, 
twisting the civil rights quest for equality into a mythology 
of “anti-white discrimination.”

Thus, for example, the 1970s Bakke case in California 
sharply restricted affirmative action in higher education 
admissions, although not fatally all at once. At the University 
of Michigan, the African American proportion of the 
undergraduate student body was cut in half after affirmative 
action was banned by a 2006 voter referendum, from around 

eight percent to 4.5% today.  The Associated Press (October 
23, 2025) reports on the national trend:

“After decades of gradual growth, the number of Black 
students enrolling at many elite colleges has dropped in the 
two years since the Supreme Court banned affirmative action 
in admissions, leaving some campuses with Black populations as 
small as 2% of their freshman class.”

Wrecking Ball
Even more menacingly, the Supreme Court under Chief 

Justice John Roberts has step by step weakened the critically 
important 1965 Voting Rights Act (VRA) until it is practically 
a dead letter. During the Obama administration, the Court 
removed the federal government’s oversight of election 
procedures in states that historically disenfranchised Black 
voters. It now enables state legislatures to engage in hyper-
partisan political gerrymandering of voting districts, so long 
as they’re not explicitly labelled as racially motivated even 
when everyone knows they are.

Quite likely, the remaining protections under Section 
2 of the VRA, allowing citizens to sue over racially biased 
redistricting, are targeted to be swept away in the Court’s 
current term.

In any case, the irregular mid-decade redistricting ordered 
by Trump in Republican-controlled states beginning in Texas, 
Missouri and Indiana is geared to weaken Black representation 
in Congress. And the retaliation by Democratic-controlled 
California can only deepen the justified cynicism with which 
so much of the population already views the country’s 
dysfunctional institutions.

When Trump and his merry band of gangsters returned 
to power, then, they inherited a quietly crumbling edifice of 
civil rights protections to which they’re taking the wrecking 
ball. Vilifying “woke,” DEI (diversity/equity/inclusion) and 
Critical Race Theory (CRT), their intent is to turn the racial 
and social justice clock back six or seven decades.

CRT is especially relevant as an academic framework 
holding that racism is not simply an individual prejudice but 
is systemically embedded in U.S. legal systems, policies and 
institutions. That’s central to the study of how American 
society’s racial structures can enable civil rights and social 
progress, thought to be permanent, can be reversed.

Does this mean literally restoring legal Jim Crow? That 
would be neither possible nor necessary. After all, the 
demise of post-Civil War Reconstruction after 1876 did not 
mean literally reviving slavery in the South. White supremacy 
was entrenched instead through systematic economic and 
social restrictions — from sharecropping to enforced 
segregation, a thousand crippling restrictions on Black 
people’s accumulation of wealth in the North and South 
alike, lynch mob terrorism, etc.

In this issue of Against the Current, Paul Ortiz discusses 
how so many critical issues today cannot be confronted 
separately from each other. That’s a key to understanding 

continued on the inside back cover
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“Housing is the key to reducing inter-
generational poverty and increasing 
economic mobility…increasing access 
to affordable housing is the most 
cost-effective strategy for reducing 
childhood poverty and increasing 
economic mobility in the United 
States.” —National Low-Income 
Housing Coalition

THE UNITED STATES is deep in the midst 
of a worsening affordable housing crisis, 
reverberating throughout thousands of com-
munities and millions of lives, and the Trump 
administration has struck what might be a 
fatal blow.

Stable, affordable, long-term housing is a 
key social determinant of health, fundamental 
to well-being, and to one’s ability to thrive 
and participate fully in social, economic, and 
political life. Much of it is about to disappear.

On November 14, 2025 the Trump 
administration released an executive order 
that upends the services landscape for people 
experiencing homelessness, reversing more 
than a decade of (slow) progress toward 
what we know works.

This set of policies would shift funding 
from the long-term “Housing First” model 
and revert to a short-term model of “Transi-
tional Housing” — inserting a one-size-fits-all 
victim-blaming mentality, framed as promot-
ing self-sufficiency — that denies the complex 
reality of homelessness and time-tested 
solutions.

[UPDATE: Shortly before we went to 
press, a one-paragraph statement from the 
Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment “abruptly withdrew its high-profile plan 
to overhaul the way in which $3.9 billion in 
federal aid to combat homelessness would 
be spent, saying it would reissue the proposal 
after making ‘appropriate revisions.’” It added 
that the withdrawal was meant to address 
technical issues, rather than changing policy 
direction.

[The pause was issued hours before the 
first hearing on two lawsuits that were filed 
against the new plan, with the judge stating 
that the withdrawal “...feels like intentional 
chaos.” In the December 9th New York Times 
the reporter, Jason DeParte, explained, “The 

announcement added new uncertainty and 
delays to the government’s main program for 
homelessness relief.”]

Housing First
The movement known as “Housing First” 

began in the 1990s, and has since become a 
well-studied, evidence-based gold standard 
for supporting unhoused people.This model, 
providing subsidized apartments without 
preconditions or end dates, regards one’s lack 
of housing the most significant obstacle to 
stability. Housing First prioritizes housing and 
offers, but does not require, mental health, 
substance abuse, employment support, and 
other services. It enjoyed bipartisan support 
and has guided federal grantmaking for more 
than 25 years.

The National Low-Income Housing Coa-
lition notes that by prioritizing stable housing 
and giving clients the power to decide the 
services they need, “the Housing First ap-
proach is more effective…. than the high-bar-
rier Treatment First or abstinence-based 
programs.”

In fact, the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) states, on its 
website (dated 2023 but still posted as of this 
writing) that “overwhelming evidence from 
several rigorous studies indicates that Hous-
ing First programs increase housing stability 
and decrease rates of homelessness.”

“The best available evidence indicates that 
Housing First programs successfully house 
families and individuals with intersecting 
vulnerabilities, such as veterans, individuals 
experiencing substance use or mental health 
issues, survivors of domestic violence, and 
with chronic medical conditions such as HIV/
AIDS.”

Despite the solid evidence behind the 
“Housing First” model, HUD now plans to 
redirect most of the $3.5 billion in homeless-
ness funds to programs that impose work 
rules, sobriety mandates, and involuntary 
mental health and substance abuse treatment. 
(“Trump Administration Expected to Dras-
tically Cut Housing Grants,” Jason DeParte, 
NYT, November 13, 2025).

This policy change would place up to 
170,000 formerly homeless people at risk 
of returning to the streets. It cuts aid for 
permanent housing by two-thirds, beginning 
in January, and imposes a two-year cap on 

housing, expecting most to be self-sufficient 
beyond that time — regardless of age, health, 
poverty, or the gap between community 
wages and housing costs.

Many residents of permanent supportive 
housing are senior citizens; all live with a 
disability.

“Treatment First”
The treatment-first approach driving this 

plan focuses on what it calls the “root causes” 
of homeless, (such as mental illness and drug 
abuse), abandons those who cannot or do 
not comply with such requirements, and fails 
to address actual, more pervasive causes of 
homelessness, such as exploding housing 
costs and stagnant wages.

A 2023 Trump campaign video called 
unsheltered homeless people “dangerously 
deranged,” accused them of destroying urban 
life, and promised to move them from city 
centers into treatment camps.

His July 2025 executive order reinforces 
the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in the summer 
of 2024 that municipalities may criminalize 
sleeping in public places. Such criminalization 
exacerbates homelessness and does nothing 
to shore up resources or to address the 
causes.

The administration alleges that current 
housing projects and providers can simply 
shift from housing long-term residents, and 
people-empowering policies, to the Transi-
tional and Treatment First models. These are 
unrealistic and disingenuous plans.

Vivian Wan, chief executive of Abode 
Services in Fremont, CA, “…called the cuts 
in long-term rental subsidies ‘catastrophic’ 
for tenants and landlords alike, and said local 
governments and charities could not make up 
the aid.” (NYT, November 13, 2025).

The “Notice (to service providers) to 
Apply” for the new funding was to be re-
leased much later than usual, and given when 
current funding expires, leaves funding gaps.

Continuum of Care
The homeless services community has 

worked together with HUD to create an 
imperfect but sustainable system of allocating 
funds to communities and service providers.

These Continuum of Care collaborations 
(COCs), operate on mandated inclusive and 
democratic principles and include a wide Louise Gooden is a Detroit housing activist.

h o u s i n g  c r i s i s

Housing Gap Turning Catastrophic:
Homelessness Safety Net in Tatters  By  Louise Gooden
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array of voices: those in need of ser-
vices, providers, unaffiliated community 
members, elected officials, city staff, and 
others.

The 400 COCs hold responsibility 
for allocating that community’s share 
of federal housing dollars. This is based 
on structured assessments of com-
munity needs and rigorous evaluations 
of service providers’ meeting required 
outcomes.

Ninety percent of each year’s fund-
ing has been reallocated through COC 
collaborative processes. Trump’s exec-
utive order would impose a maximum 
of 30% for renewed funding, shifting the 
majority of these funds to a nationally 
competitive pool. (Troy Closson, NYT, 
October 3 and 20, 2025)

 This not only threatens high-per-
forming and long-standing services 
which have been foundational to home-
less services networks, but enables the 
administration to move funds across 
states, based on its preferences rather 
than performance of the providers or 
where the need is greater. It dramat-
ically shifts the balance of control 
from local communities to the Trump 
administration.

Many post-COVID gains, and lessons 
learned about how best to help unhoused 
people acquire stable and safe housing, are 
being eroded. Concrete barriers the Trump 
administration has imposed include:

• New work requirements for Medicaid. 
These clash with requirements for Perma-
nent Supportive Housing, making most PSH 
recipients ineligible for Medicaid.

• Application processes are becoming 
more complex, beginning with replacing one 
application form with a set of six.

• The value of tax credits — which are 
sold to corporations to raise funds for af-
fordable housing — have been cut 13%. With 
constructions costs at an all-time high, tax 
credits now cover only 70% of project costs, 
down from 90%. This requires nonprofit and 
for-profit affordable housing developers to 
raise funds from other sources, or decline to 
invest in affordable housing.

• The U.S. FY 2026 budget includes 
drastic reductions to other specific programs 
that support services, emergency shelter, and 
affordable housing including the Community 
Development Block Grant and the Home 
Investment Partnership Program.

Utah Model for Compulsory 
Warehousing

A chilling example of this realignment of 
power and practices can be seen in Utah, 
once a leader in Housing First. In October, 
Ellen Barry and Jason DeParle reported that 
“State officials promise large-scale involuntary 
addiction and mental health treatment at Salt 

Lake City’s edge. Critics see ‘a prison, or a 
warehouse.’”

Barry and DeParle report that the state 
plans to place as many as 1,300 people 
experiencing homelessness “…in what 
supporters call a services campus and critics 
deem a detention camp.” State planners “vow 
stern measures to move homeless people to 
the remote site and force many of them to 
undergo treatment.”

Utah’s chair of the state Homeless 
Services Board, Randy Shumway, said “An 
accountability center is involuntary, OK — 
you’re not coming in and out…..Utah will end 
a harmful ‘culture of permissiveness.’” Given 
recent Medicaid cuts, promises of treatment 
may not materialize. (“In Utah, Trump’s vision 
for homelessness begins to take shape,” NYT, 
October 29, 2025)

Barry and DeParle further report that, 
while Utah appears to be the clearest exam-
ple of Trump’s vision, other communities have 
used threats of arrest to move people experi-
encing homelessness to designated areas.

With the Supreme Court ruling to back 
them up, state police in New Orleans moved 
120 people to a distant warehouse in advance 
of Superbowl 2025. San Diego enforces a 
camping ban and moves people to 800 beds 
in two tent sites described in a lawsuit as op-
erating with inhumane conditions. Las Vegas 
is building a $200 million homeless campus, 
planning 900 beds, to coincide with the ban.

The New York Times article concludes that 
“Utah’s plan is novel in that it combines ele-
ments of a homeless shelter and a psychiatric 
hospital sharply expanding involuntary treat-
ment. Critics say it accelerates a disturbing 

shift toward coercion.”
Mr. Shumway — criticized for 

alleged conflicts of interest, given his 
firm’s promotion of software used in 
data collection and case management 
for people experiencing homeless-
ness — asserts that “Success in not 
permanent housing — success is human 
dignity.”

Pre-existing Serious Problems
Key contributing factors include a 

lack of low-cost housing, the limited 
and shrinking scale of housing assistance 
programs and below-cost-of-living 
wages. Add to this a lack of employ-
ment opportunities, skyrocketing health 
insurance rates and lack of access to 
health care — all are multiple factors 
that interconnect and intensify poverty. 
(National Coalition for the Homeless/
NCAH).

Nationally, record-breaking numbers 
of families cannot afford a decent place 
to call home. Affordable (i.e. federally 
subsidized) long-term rental housing 
works! However, there is a shortage 
of more than seven million affordable 
homes for the 10.8 million U.S. ex-

tremely low-income families.
In fact, extremely low-income renters face 

a shortage in every state or major metropol-
itan area. Seventy percent of all extremely 
low-income families pay more than half their 
income on rent. Only one in four extremely 
low-income families who need assistance 
receive it. (National Low-Income Housing 
Coalition/NLHC)

Nationally, rental housing costs greatly 
exceed wages earned by low-income renters. 
For example, a full-time wage of $25.82/hour 
is the minimum needed to afford the average 
modest two-bedroom rental (more than 
triple the national minimum wage of $7.25, 
which is the effective minimum wage in 21 
states). (NLHC)

Wages of workers in many industries fall 
far short of affording average rental costs, 
let alone other living costs: nursing assistants 
($14.57), maintenance and repair workers 
($20.76), home health aides ($14.15), retail 
workers ($14.03), and many others.

Housing absorbs a high proportion of 
income for low-income earners. That means 
that people in poverty are typically just an 
illness, an accident, or one paycheck away 
from homelessness.

The national poverty rate was 10.6% in 
2024, which amounts to 35.9 million people 
living in poverty. (U. S. Census Bureau). 
While the poverty rate has been slowly 
declining since 2014, several factors account 
for persistent poverty. And in the current 
environment, the rate of poverty is projected 
to increase.

A rational approach would be to link solu-

Providing food for people experiencing homelessness.
                                                            jimwestphoto.com
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tions to these causal factors; however, federal 
policy is steering responses to homelessness 
in the opposite direction.

Housing Insecurity Impacts Education

Most policy initiatives and funding, at 
local and national levels, focus on adults — 
especially military veterans — experiencing 
homelessness. These populations are indeed 
important and deserving of support.

However, “the next generation of 
homeless adults is literally being created if we 
don’t center schools in the (homelessness) 
conversation.” (Barbara Duffield, Schoolhouse 
Connection)

Children in housing insecure families face 
dismal educational outcomes. Housing insecu-
rity and homelessness disrupts education, 
with children changing schools many times 
within a school year.

While students experiencing homeless-
ness have a federal right to remain in the 
school they had been attending, logistical 
barriers are sometimes prohibitive. Yet “…
every time homeless students move schools 
midyear, …they can be set back by up to six 
months academically.” (Troy Closson, NYT, 
October 3 and 20, 2025)

Transportation to school becomes difficult 
or impossible when the family’s home base 
is a series of shelters, some of which provide 
only night-time care. Half of homeless stu-
dents and two-thirds of those living in short-
term shelters are chronically absent; nearly 
half of all teens living in shelters are unable to 
graduate from high school on time.

The loss of relationships with peers and 
adults is debilitating. A record 154,000 — 
17% — of public school students in New 
York City were homeless in 2024-25, with 
the city’s housing crisis a major contributing 
factor. In some neighborhoods, more than 
one in five students was homeless. In approx-
imately 30 New York schools, more than half 
were homeless.

An estimated 4.2 million youth and young 
adults experience homelessness each year, 
unaccompanied by a parent or guardian 
(Schoolhouse Connection), or about 15% 
of the total population of unhoused people. 
(kidsdata.org) Over the last decade the num-
ber of children living in temporary housing 
has nearly doubled.

Unaccompanied youth, ages 13 to 24, are 
considered among the most vulnerable of 
unhoused people, and the greatest in need of 
long-term stability and intensive, supportive 
resources.

Youth experience homelessness for many 
of the same reasons adults do, but in addition 
there are a number of youth-specific factors 
such as family conflict and instability, family 
rejection of LGBTQ identities, physical and 
sexual abuse, and violence in the home.

Federal programs supporting K-12 stu-
dents experiencing homelessness fail to sup-

port or protect students beyond grade 12. 
They face daunting barriers to college enroll-
ment and attendance, such as weak academic 
foundations, limited family support, lack of 
awareness of available financial resources, and 
burdensome financial aid program rules.

There are many first-hand stories of 
college students scrambling to survive breaks 
in the academic schedule when dorms close, 
and utilities and services shut down. Students 
are known to hide out in corners of dorms, 
without heat or any utilities, surviving on 
nonperishable snack food they manage to 
stash away prior to the break.

The Hope Center’s 2023-2024 Student 
Basic Needs Survey Report from 91 institu-
tions across 16 states found that 59% of stu-
dents experience at least one form of basic 
needs insecurity, 48% of students experience 
housing insecurity, and 14% of undergradu-
ates experience homelessness.

Criminalizing Housing Insecurity
Housing insecurity also deepens existing 

racial inequities, given the disproportionate 
impact of homelessness on Black people and 
other communities of color. They not only 
experience homelessness at higher rates 
but are also more likely to be targeted by 
law enforcement. (National Alliance to End 
Homelessness, NAEH)

As is the case with long-term affordable 
housing units, the numbers of shelter beds fall 
far short of the need throughout the country. 
A shortage of 200,000 year-round shelter 
beds leave most unsheltered people living on 
the streets.

Further exacerbating the problem, and 
giving the lie to the narrative that people 
choose homelessness, are barriers to access 
such as rules that forbid boys older than 12 
from being in a shelter unit with younger chil-

dren, exclusion of those with certain gender 
identities, prohibition on pets, requirements 
for abstinence and sobriety, inadequate safety 
protocols, and lack of access to physical and 
mental health care.

Multiple studies have consistently found 
that around 90% of people experiencing 
homelessness would live in stable housing if 
available.

Uncertainties of Funding for Providers
Perhaps the biggest problem faced by af-

fordable housing developers throughout 2025 
has been uncertainty of federal funding.

For example, the Michigan State Housing 
Development Authority (MSHDA) conduct-
ed a race equity study and incorporated 
contract language to ensure equity in how 
building operators select tenants. These 
policies and language have been scrubbed in 
order to avoid DOGE scrutiny. This delayed 
the annual release of policy documents that 
trigger funding applications for affordable 
housing projects.

A new pilot program providing enhanced 
federal support for services to people for 
one specific type of supported affordable 
housing was announced near the end of 
2024. It was frozen in early 2025, then 
re-released, and then replaced in Septem-
ber, with a startling set of new benchmark 
requirements.

Applicants were required to answer “yes” 
to a set of “merit review” questions in order 
to be competitive. Assertions for which a 
“yes” is expected include: “The applicant does 
not and will not promote, encourage, subsi-
dize, or facilitate racial preferences or other 
forms of illegal discrimination.”

While prior rounds of funding have 
required applicants to promote equity, under 
these new rules a strong record of compli-
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ance can now be held against an applicant.
Under the heading “Affirming Fairness and 

Reality”: “The applicant does not and will not 
deny the sex binary in humans or promote 
the notion that sex is a chosen or mutable 
characteristic,” and “The city, county, or state 
in which the project is located cooperates 
with Federal immigration enforcement.”

Under the heading “Protecting Public 
Safety”: The city, county, or state in which 
the project is located….prohibits public 
camping or loitering and enforces such 
prohibition.”

Many community-based organizations and 
coalitions, unwilling and/or unable to agree 
to these benchmark requirements, chose to 
pass on this very significant funding.

Any organization within a community 
that does not cooperate with immigra-
tion enforcement, or that allows homeless 
encampments, is significantly disadvantaged, 
allowing the Trump administration to redirect 
funds away from communities with greater 
needs and strong track records toward those 
whose practices align with their priorities.

Fair Housing Enforcement Coming 
Undone

According to a New York Times report in 
September 2025, systemic efforts are under-
way by the Trump administration to block 
enforcement of Fair Housing Laws Whistle
blowers from within HUD’s Office of Fair 
Housing have filed formal complaints, pointing 
to civil rights protections being “dismissed as 
ideologically driven and DEI in disguise.”

Reported tactics include the use of gag 

orders and intimidation to block progress 
with discrimination cases, reducing the Fair 
Housing Office workforce by 65% and reduc-
ing the staff of lawyers from 22 to six (the 
average DOGE cuts to federal departments 
was 10%); halting or dropping hundreds of 
cases, blocking lawyers from communicating 
with clients without approval from a Trump 
appointee, and barring them “…from citing 
some past housing civil rights cases when 
researching legal precedent for possible new 
prosecutions.”

The average annual collection in legal 
settlements from discrimination cases by the 
Fair Housing Office ranged from $4 million 
to $8 million; during the first seven months 
of 2025, less than $200,000 was approved. 
HUD’s Fair Housing Office issued only four 
charges of discrimination during this period, 
down from an annual average of 35. (“Trump 
Appointees Roll Back Enforcement of Fair 
Housing Laws,” Debra Kamin, NYT, Septem-
ber 22, 2025)

Being denied the basic tools necessary to 
do their jobs, many Fair Housing lawyers and 
other staff members have resigned or filed 
written complaints with Senator Elizabeth 
Warren, the ranking Democrat on the Senate 
Committee with HUD oversight.

Warren ultimately asked HUD’s acting 
inspector general to open an investigation, 
citing that allegations “suggest that HUD is 
no longer enforcing Fair Housing and Civil 
Rights Laws — with dire consequences.” 
(NYT, September 22, 2025)

The three-legged stool that sustained un-
housed people — listening to their vulnerable 

voices, community-directed funding and a 
collaborative commitment to best practices 
— however inadequate, is being dismantled.

Two decades of community collaboration, 
rigorous evaluation, experimentation, invest-
ment in and study of various models have 
revealed a broad understanding of factors 
that contribute to homelessness. The current 
administration is racing to replace them 
with patterns of funding that will exacerbate 
homelessness and suffering.

These policies deny reality, engage in cruel 
spin, and create fertile grounds for corrup-
tion, dehumanization, profit, and isolation 
—even erasure — of people experiencing 
homelessness. These inhumane conditions 
must be reversed.

Call to Action
Instead of offering long-term stable sup-

ported housing, non-compulsory treatment 
and support services, the new U.S. national 
housing policy is defined by cruelty and loom-
ing corruption. We must reject this plan and 
fight for what we know will work: increasing 
wages, expanding affordable housing as well 
as stable, supported housing.

Housing has long been a commodity in 
the United States, and, although there are 
nonprofit players, the lions’ share of afford-
able housing development (approximately 
70%) is done by for-profit big business, with 
policy being shaped through a constant tug 
of war between housing rights advocates and 
developer lobbyists.

While advocates have managed to create 
successful, evidence-based models, these 
unfortunately serve only a fraction of those 
who need support. Until housing is recog-
nized as a basic right, even those models will 
fall far short of a real solution.

The long-standing failure of our society 
has created multiple layers of dehumaniza-
tion and obstacles, with consumer-centered 
goals of stability being obscured by for-profit 
entities and politicians racing to out-do one 
another with self-serving narratives about 
who is “deserving” and who is not, and 
strategies to manipulate eligibility and access 
in ways that enrich developers, and pay lip 
service to solving homelessness.

These dynamics are intensified by the 
Trump administration’s drive to slash afford-
able housing support and to institute failed 
and punitive models. This will only serve to 
sharpen inequality, heighten stigma and ampli-
fy false “blame-the-victim” narratives against 
people experiencing homelessness.

Above all, people experiencing homeless-
ness are worthy human beings who, like any-
one, need safety, support, services, and stable 
homes in stable communities. We need to 
see the attack on housing rights not just as an 
immediate crisis to overcome, but a wake-up 
call to overhaul a flawed economic system 
and commit to a comprehensive solution.  n

Looming War on Venezuela
WHEN THIS ISSUE reaches our readers, the United States may have launched a war to 
overthrow Venezuela’s government, install a client regime and seize “our oil that Venezuela 
stole from us,” in the words of Donald Trump — or maybe not, depending on the U.S. 
president’s daily whim, limited attention span, and increasingly evident mental decline.

With or without an immediate military assault, the serial-murder U.S. bombings of 
boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific, world-class crimes in their own right, are 
precursors of an imperialist offensive directed not only at Venezuela but Latin America writ 
large. The same is true of the U.S. piratical seizure of an oil tanker and proclamation of an 
“embargo” on shipments to and from Venezuela.

On the continental offensive, see Ana Cristina Carvalhaes and Luis Bonillla-Molina 
article, “Latin America: The target of Trump’s neocolonial offensive” on the ATC website. As 
the authors write:

“Why are Mexico, Brazil and Venezuela the most immediate targets? While important, the 
argument that all three governments are, in the eyes of Trump’s neo-fascist hawks, ‘leftist’ is 
insufficient. In Trumpist terms, this just means any government it views as opposed to it on the 
political-ideological spectrum, or not a direct and subservient defender of U.S. capital’s interests, 
regardless of significant differences among them.”

In this scenario, Venezuela is a vulnerable first target in view of its severe economic 
crisis and unpopular government. The claim that imperialist intervention will bring “democ-
racy” is an even bigger scam than Trump’s tariffs bringing  “prosperity.” And for Trump’s 
Secretary of State Marco Rubio, aspiring to be the next MAGA cult leader, the conquest of 
Venezuela is the stepping stone to his long fantasy of regime change in Cuba.

Trump likes to claim that he foresaw the disaster of the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. Like 
the Bush administration then, he now promises swift and cost-free “victory” in Venezuela 
— forgetting the bloody and costly chaos that ensured then and will do so now, this time 
in “our own backyard.”  n
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After the 2024 Elections:
Where Do We Go from Here?  By Paul Ortiz
This article is edited from a talk on the 2024 
Presidential Election that Paul Ortiz gave at 
a roundtable session sponsored by Historians 
for Peace and Democracy at the American 
Historical Association annual meeting in New 
York City on January 4, 2025. Paul Ortiz is a 
Professor of Labor History at Cornell University 
and an affiliate faculty member of Cornell’s 
Latino Studies Program. He joined Cornell in 
2024 and previously served as director of the 
Samuel Proctor Oral History Program and 
Professor of History at the University of Florida.

DURING THIS CRISIS moment across the 
country, I see people and groups getting 
reorganized for the long haul across the 
country. I have spent the better part of the 
last two months in intense discussions, work-
shops and emergency sessions with Latino, 
African American and labor organizations, 
especially on the crisis of fascism facing our 
mutual communities after the election victo-
ry of Donald Trump.

In these grounding sessions we often 
begin with a passage in the epilogue to An Af-
rican American and Latinx History of the United 
States where I write:

“Inequality in American life today is not an 
accident. It is not the result of abstract market 
forces nor is it the consequence of the now-dis-
credited ‘culture of poverty’ thesis. From the 
outset, inequality was enforced with the whip, 
the gun and the United States Constitution.

“If my experiences in the labor movement 
and a lifetime of studying history has taught 
me anything it is this: this nation was not built 
for us. But our ancestors in struggle stubbornly 
persisted and created social movements based 
on self-help, solidarity, and mutual aid that have 
allowed them to make it a much better place 
than they found it.”

This is why I state in the book:
“Those interested in the origins of democrat-

ic traditions in this country must look to Latin 

America, the Caribbean and Africa as often 
as they look to Europe. In eras when fascism, 
eugenics and Apartheid dominated the nations 
of Europe and the Global North, it was often 
ideas from the Global South — as well as the 
immigrants who brought those ideas to the 
United States — that rejuvenated U.S. political 
culture.”

Fast forward to now. MAGA is trying 
to crush the newest generation of small-d 
democratic ideologies that workers have 
brought from the Global South. MAGA is 
a manifestation of the United States’ long 
capitalist history of repressing and disen-
franchising immigrant labor — and in fact, all 
working-class people.

MAGA’s anti-immigrant racism is directed 
as much against immigrant ideas of solidarity, 
empathy and trade unionism as it is against 
immigrants as workers who arrive here as 
part of what Juan Gonzalez calls Harvest of 
Empire.

Like earlier eras of insurgent freedom 
movements including the Industrial Workers 
of the World (IWW) and the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (CIO), immigrant 
workers from Latin America and other “un-
derdeveloped” parts of the world are playing 
pivotal roles in rejuvenating labor and social 
movements in the United States.1

Divide and Undermine
The present conjuncture is marked by 

capital’s effort to divide and undermine peo-
ple’s democratic efforts to achieve autonomy 
and economic security in a volatile global 
economy. This is why MAGA leaders such as 
Florida Governor Ron DeSantis have tried to 
smash educational and political efforts to de-
velop “intersectional” ways of thinking about 
forms of domination.2

Crystallized in his attack on African Amer-
ican Studies, DeSantis’s fear of intersectional-
ity is that an inclusive curriculum that includes 
Black, Latinx, LGBTQ+, Middle East and 
gender studies will give people tools to fight 
forms of oppression that appear separate but 
in fact are inseparably linked.

This is why I no longer separate struggles 
for academic freedom, immigrant rights, labor 
and Palestine solidarity — for starters — 
from each other. Yes, these struggles have 
distinctive histories that need to be learned. 
Yet unless we recognize where forms of 
oppression and resistance intersect, we will 
never be able to build the kinds of coalitions 
needed to rekindle the most revolutionary 
truth of all: an injury to one is an injury to all. 

The question “Where do we go from 
here?” presumes that we have a bit of a clue 
where we’ve been, how we got here, and 
what we can do to get out of the mess we 
are currently in. So, how did we get here?

After his second electoral triumph, it 
should be clear that Trump, a man who failed 
to earn a majority of the votes cast in either 
the 2016 or 2024 presidential elections, is no 
aberration in American politics. We cannot 
depend on the nation’s degraded institutions 
to defend us from Trump’s excesses, because 
President Donald Trump is a creature of 
these institutions.

Despite media and even academic efforts 
to position him as an outsider, President 
Trump is the consummate insider of a 
nation built on racial capitalism. Long have 
the republic’s presidents been enablers of 
corporate domination, the military-industrial 
complex and the desires of billionaires against 
the will of the people.

Scholars in Native American, African 
American, Asian American, Latinx and work-
ing-class studies have demonstrated beyond 
any doubt that Donald Trump’s predecessors 
in the executive branch routinely deployed 
the state in support of imperialism, the geno-
cide of Native Americans, settler colonialism 
and its grim sibling, the Slave Power.

These are historical realities that the 
Trump administration and Republican 
governors are trying to quash through “Anti- 
Woke” legislation in order to spread the toxic 
brew of American innocence, ignorance and 
exceptionalism that MAGA feeds on to serve 
the ruling class.

Paul Ortiz is the author of Emancipation 
Betrayed: The Hidden History of Black 
Organizing and White Violence in Florida 
from Reconstruction to the Bloody Election 
of 1920 (University of California Press) and An 
African American and Latinx History of the 
United States, which Fortune Magazine cited 
in 2020 as one of the 10 books on American 
history that actually reflect the United States. 
He is currently writing A Social Movement 
History of the United States for Beacon Press.

MAGA’s anti-immigrant racism
is directed as much against
immigrant ideas of solidarity,
empathy and trade unionism

as much as it is against
immigrants as workers who
arrive here as part of what

Juan Gonzalez calls
Harvest of Empire.



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 7

Government of the Banks
W.E.B. Du Bois coined the phrase 

“The Government of American Banks” 
to describe US racial imperialism in Latin 
America and the Caribbean. It pains me 
when historians without irony invoke John 
Quincy Adams’ venerable quote “America 
goes not abroad in search of monsters 
to destroy,” to deny our legacies of racial 
imperialism.

As a soldier in U.S. Special Forces in 
Central America in the mid-1980s, I was 
sent abroad specifically in search of “mon-
sters” to destroy. The work of my fellow 
soldiers of empire and our predecessors 
was instrumental in fomenting generations 
of coups, poverty, and instability through-
out the Americas. The predatory behavior 
of “The Government of American Banks” 
produced a political culture that created 
men like Trump.

When Trump attempted to wipe 
out the results of the 2020 election and 
remain in office, he followed a plan of 
action we have helped implement repeat-
edly throughout the Global South at the 
behest of our financial institutions. In Latin 
America, we refer to what Trump did on 
January 6, 2021 as an autogolpe, literally, a 
self-coup.

In 2016, Walden Bello characterized 
Trump as “The Ultimate Blowback from 
U.S. Foreign Policy,” and went on to explain, 
“How the CIA, bad trade deals, and wanton 
military intervention caused the social crises 
that gave us the Donald. (Really.)” If we are 
going to build democracy in the United 
States, we must get honest. Real quick.

The House for Whom?
The house built for Donald Trump was 

certainly not built for the republic’s laborers 
— including the hundreds of workers who 
allege that Donald Trump refused to pay 
them for services rendered to him.

As we organize for the long haul, we 
also need to stop obsessively deferring and 
referring to the so-called Founding Fathers.3 
I hope that my friend and labor history 
colleague, Dr. John McKerley, won’t mind me 
quoting a brilliant social media post he made 
last year:

“It’s really hard to overstate just how much 
the foundations of the Anglo-American legal 
tradition suck for workers. Organizing at the 
local, state, and national level can — and at 
times has — improved things in some significant 
ways, but, at least historically, it’s always been a 
matter of building a scaffolding onto a founda-
tion that is not meant to support us.”

If one’s hypothesis is that this house was 
built for Donald Trump’s affluent ancestors 
rather than for the rest of us, then Gustavus 
Myer’s History of the Supreme Court (1912) 
published a century before the court’s Citi-
zens United decision, gives us a vital clue how 

the house’s “scaffolding” was erected by the 
fathers. Myers noted:

“Palpably, a dominant class must have some 
supreme institution through which it can express 
its consecutive demands and enforce its will, 
whether that institution be a king, a Parliament, 
a Congress, a Court, or an army. In the United 
States, the one all-potent institution automati-
cally responding to these demands and enforcing 
them has been the Supreme Court of the United 
States.”4

Considering the effusion of books on the 
origins of ruling-class power in the United 
States, it is no longer even radical to say that 
the nation’s institutions including the Su-
preme Court, the executive branch, and the 
Senate, were designed to block majority rule.5 
Hence, making it easier to elect a Warren 
G. Harding, a Calvin Coolidge or a Donald 
Trump as opposed to a Eugene V. Debs or a 
Jesse Jackson or Shirley Chisholm.

Sheldon Wolin’s brilliant body of work 
including Democracy Incorporated: Managed 
Democracy and the Specter of Inverted Total-
itarianism (2008) argued that the Founding 
Fathers erected a federal constitution full of 
checks and balances, not primarily between 
branches of government but instead aimed 
to defend the prerogatives of the wealthy 
few against the impoverished many, or “the 
people out of doors” as they (or we) were 
then known.

Wolin hearkened back to an earlier 
tradition of scholarship that highlighted the 
ruling-class interests who sought to create a 
federal constitution to preserve and promote 
their interests. This work included University 

of Washington political economist J. 
Allen Smith’s The Spirit of American 
Government (1907).

Drawing from the debates 
surrounding the ratification of the 
Constitution, Smith cited wealthy 
orators who understood class conflict. 
According to Smith:

“They recognized very clearly that 
there was a distinct line of cleavage 
separating the rich from the poor. They 
believed with [Alexander] Hamilton that 
in this respect that ‘all communities 
divide themselves into the few and the 
many,’ that the latter will tend to combine 
for the purpose of obtaining control of the 
government; and having secured it, will 
pass laws for their own advantage.

“This they believed, was the chief 
danger of democracy — a danger so real 
and imminent that it behooved the few to 
organize and bring about, if possible, such 
changes in the government as would ‘pro-
tect the minority of the opulent against 
the majority.’”6

The Washington State Legislature 
threatened in 1908 to abolish the 
UW’s department of political and 
social sciences due to Professor Smith’s 
temerity to directly quote the Found-

ing Fathers on the dangers of democracy. 
Today, university students who protest their 
institution’s culpability in Endless War, ethnic 
cleansing in Gaza or the military industrial 
complex, face harassment, violence, and 
expulsion from the very institutions alleged 
to uphold “intellectual freedom.”

The academy has once again abrogated its 
responsibility to serve all Americans and to 
be a force for democracy. We have tragi-
cally played a role in ushering in the kind of 
repression we claim to fear from Trump and 
his MAGA operatives.

Where Democracy Comes From
Where does the democracy we have 

come from if not from the nation’s original 
institutions? Where do we find the where-
withal to survive the current crisis and rebuild 
a nation where, to paraphrase the great Mar-
tinican poet Aime Cesaire, “all are welcome 
at the Rendezvous of Victory.”

The answer is people power. As the nation 
observed the bicentennial of the Constitution 
in 1987, Supreme Court Justice Thurgood 
Marshall explained the freedoms that African 
Americans and others enjoyed by observ-
ing that “’We the People’ ARE no longer 
enslaved, but the credit does not belong to 
the framers. It belongs to those who refused 
to acquiesce in outdated notions of “liberty,” 
“justice,” and “equality,” and who strived to 
better them.”7

Mark Twain’s observation that “The 
golden gleam of the gilded surface hides the 
cheapness of the metal underneath,” nailed 
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the Gilded Age of Robber Barons. However, 
it is also an apt portrayal of our own time of 
Endless War, “Crypto Oligarchy,” and contin-
ued privatization of the commons.

As Hugh Jackson observed shortly before 
the 2024 election, “The crypto industry is 
corrupt & convoluted, but its survival strategy 
is simple: Control Congress. And the White 
House too, if possible.”

In my epilogue essay for the 4th edition 
of Who Built America: Working People and the 
Nation’s History, I noted of the 2016 election:

“In retrospect, the ascent of Donald J. Trump 
to the White House was not surprising. Trump’s 
political opposition was disorganized while 
Trump’s right-wing supporters were extremely 
well funded and well organized. Politics had be-
come a spectator sport for too many supporters 
of the Democratic Party. 

“Organizations that had once emphasized 
direct action to achieve gains increasingly looked 
to the Supreme Court or media campaigns, so-
cial and traditional, to preserve the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act, maintain collective bargaining rights, 
and protect the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision.

“These achievements had been won through 
years of community organizing and mass action, 
not legal briefs, focus groups, or social media 
clicks. Another important factor in the rise of the 
Trump movement was the failure of Democrats 
to understand the power of white nationalism to 
mobilize aggrieved working-class constituencies 
that have been harmed by the neoliberal and 
pro-corporate politics championed by the leader-
ship of the Democratic Party since the 1980s.”

As a social movement historian, I think we 
should focus more on the missing 21st centu-
ry voters in American elections. Close to 90 
million Americans, more than a third of the 
eligible voting age population, did not vote. 
This number is greater than the number of 
people who voted for either Donald Trump 
or Kamala Harris.

A recent post-election piece in The Guard-
ian, avoids the typical hectoring tone about 
non-voters in the United States (don’t they 
know that this election is the most conse-
quential of their lives?!) Instead, The Guardian 
asked non-voters why they did not vote — 
and took them seriously.8

To paraphrase Jedidaja Otte, the author 
of the piece, a large number of people 
abstained from voting because they felt 
neither candidate represented their interests, 
including several who voted in the previous 
two elections.

Others felt their vote would not matter 
because of how the Electoral College system 
functioned, and Democratic voters cited the 
Harris campaign’s stance on Israel or climate 
issues as the reason for their abstention.

Latinos/as were especially disturbed at 
the U.S. support for Israel’s genocidal war 
against Palestine. An Axios-Ipsos Latino Poll 
conducted in partnership with Noticias Tele-
mundo during the 2024 presidential primaries 

found that “just 16% of respondents said the 
U.S. should continue to support Israel with 
arms and funds.”

Nearly every analysis of the 2024 Presi-
dential Election forgot that around 10 million 
working-class Latinas/os were excluded 
from the process altogether. While barred 
from participating formally in politics, Latinx 
workers are not apolitical. In fact, since the 
November 2024 elections they have engaged 
in a broad array of protest actions.

These have included hunger strikes, boy-
cotts, rallies, teach-ins, and “stay-at-home” 
actions. They responded to Migrant Day 
Labor Network’s call for the December 18, 
2024 Day of Action and Solidarity to coin-
cide with the United Nations’ International 
Migrants Day, holding demonstrations in Los 
Angeles, Houston, Philadelphia, Trenton and 
elsewhere.

Less than two weeks after Trump’s inau-
guration, a national “Day without Immigrants” 
erupted across the country. There were 
actions in 120 cities across 40 states and 
Puerto Rico. Grassroots participation was so 
widespread that many businesses shuttered in 
solidarity with the protests.

Even with Trump’s occupations of Los 
Angeles, Chicago, Oakland and Charlotte, 
Latinx people have found the community 
stands with them.

The Day without Immigrants actions con-
stitute part of a long history of Latinx labor 
and political organizing going back to the 19th 
century. In fact, the Juan Crow system of 
Latinx disenfranchisement in the 21st century 
— denying a large portion of the Latina/o 

working-class people access to economic 
security, voting rights, and equality under 
the laws to exploit their labor — echoes the 
older, anti-Black Jim Crow system.

The struggle, solidarity and movement 
building in a time of crisis will provide the 
way out of this anti-union, anti-human 
maze.n
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Political Repression Under Trump:
A New McCarthyism?  By Kristian Williams

r e p r e s s i o n  t h e n  &  n o w

WHEN I TITLED this talk “A New 
McCarthyism?” I had in mind some of the 
recent, shocking attacks against free speech, 
particularly those centered on educational 
institutions and the media.

As the Federal Communications Com-
mission investigated news networks, Trump 
filed spurious lawsuits and interfered with the 
business dealings of their parent companies, 
leading to an observable rightward drift in 
coverage. Similar tactics led Columbia 
University to agree, in effect, to 
federal oversight of the cur-
riculum, while many other 
institutions have raced to 
comply in advance, hoping to avoid 
the same sort of trouble.

Besides these, there are attacks 
against lawyers and law firms who rep-
resent disfavored clients; mass firings of 
federal employees, especially in oversight 
agencies, to be replaced with political 
operatives; and the use of the Internal 
Revenue Service, regulatory agencies, and 
sometimes the Justice Department to punish 
political enemies.

After the September 10 assassination of 
Charlie Kirk, though the cancellation — and 
subsequent de-cancellation — of Jimmy 
Kimmel got all the headlines, censorship was 
quickly expanded to ordinary people, those 
outside the public eye, who dared to criticize 
the now sainted Far Right activist.

Rightwing influencers assembled black-
lists of “Charlie’s murderers” and pursued 
widespread doxing campaigns. Teachers, 
firefighters, agents of the Secret Service, and 
members of the military were all dismissed 
after commenting on the affair. Private com-
panies — especially airlines, for some reason 
— similarly disciplined employees.

One reporter was terminated after he 
asked a member of Congress whether the 
Kirk shooting had changed his thinking about 
gun rights. DC Comics cancelled Gretchen 
Felker-Martin’s Red Hood because of her 

criticisms of Kirk.
At least forty faculty members, staff, or 

students at colleges or universities were 
disciplined, sometimes for comparing Kirk’s 
assassination to other school shootings. Many 
were penalized simply for quoting Kirk’s own 
words.

One professor was fired for posting a 
headline from Newsweek. And the 
State Department promised to 
deport immigrants seen as “prais-
ing, rationalizing, or making light of 
Kirk’s death.”

“Free Speech” Fakery
It’s been pointed out, repeatedly 

and maybe too smugly, that this is a 
weird turn for those on the right who just 
a few weeks before were casting themselves 
as the defenders of free speech, and that it 
resembles the much decried “cancel culture” 
of the left.

I say that this observation is too smug 
not because it is wrong exactly, but 
because it omits more than it captures 
— the right’s claims about defending 

free speech ought never to have been taken 
seriously.

Self-described “free speech absolutist” 
Elon Musk sees no difficulty in firing workers 
who advocate unionization, to say nothing 
of his efforts to tilt the playing field on the 
internet platform he owns, the site formerly 
known as Twitter. Other of these 
famous free speech crusaders — 
including Bari Weiss and Charlie 
Kirk himself — built their 
careers by organizing watch 
lists or otherwise monitoring 
the political views of college 
professors.

Furthermore, and more importantly, 
unlike cancel culture the current efforts 
are being driven by the federal government. 
In this respect, they more closely resemble 
McCarthyism.

The McCarthyite Specter
In the late 1940s and early ’50s, 

at the outset of the Cold War, con-
servatives in government used the fear of 
Communism to opportunistically target their 
political enemies — not only Communists, 
but labor unions, the nascent Civil Rights 

movement, advocates of the New Deal, and 
defenders of the Bill of Rights.

Some were summoned to public hearings 
to be questioned, chastised, and humiliated; 
others were named in secret files that the FBI 
provided to colleges, employers, and journal-
ists. Hundreds went to prison for refusing to 
cooperate. Thousands lost jobs, many driven 
out of their professions altogether.

The federal government required its 
workers to sign loyalty oaths; other organi-
zations soon followed suit. Unions purged 
radicals from their membership. Bertolt 
Brecht fled the country. Charlie Chaplin was 
denied entry. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were 
executed.

There is a similarity in style, which may be 
attributable to the influence of Roy Cohn — 
McCarthy’s lieutenant and Trump’s mentor. 
Both McCarthy and Trump told lies at such a 
pace that fact-checking became impossible if 
not actually pointless.

Both fabricated threats and libeled their 
critics, and provoked controversies in order 
to generate publicity. In all these aspects, 
then and now, the press was heavily com-
plicit. Both McCarthy and Trump alienated 
traditional Republicans, though both also 
intimidated them into either remaining silent 
or joining the paranoid chorus.

In the ’50s as today, the red scare bled 
over into a lavender scare targeting sexual 
minorities.

I trust the formal resemblance is clear 
enough. But to understand 
why I frame our present crisis 

as “return to McCarthyism?” 
it’s important to understand 
how the Trump administration 

has broken from the previous 
half-century of repressive practice — 

and even more so, theory.
As devastating as McCarthyism was, 

both to the individual victims whose lives it 
ruined and to the left more broadly, it was 
also a rather spectacular failure.

It did not prevent the rise and growth 
of the Civil Rights movement, or 
the antiwar movement and the 
New Left more broadly. As those 

movements grew, the government 
resorted to more and more drastic measures 
to repress them, most notoriously under the 
FBI’s COINTELPRO efforts — employing 

This article was a lecture delivered at the 
Gray Coast Guildhall (Quilcene, Washington; 
October 27, 2025). Kristian Williams is the 
author of Our Enemies in Blue: Police and 
Power in America; Gang Politics: Revolution, 
Repression, and Crime; and Policing the 
Progressive City: Portland, Oregon, from 
Settlement to Uprising (all from AK Press).

Stephen Miller

Pete Hegseth
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tactics up to and including false imprisonment 
and murder.

The Turn to Counterinsurgency
In the period after the 1960s, domestic 

law enforcement increasingly turned to a 
military approach called counterinsurgency. 
This resulted in two contrasting but com-
plementary developments: the militarization 
of police in terms of tactics, equipment, and 
organization; and the adoption of “commu-
nity policing” — an approach that empha-
sizes friendly contact with the citizens and 
collaborative relationships with community 
organizations.

The main objective in counterinsurgen-
cy, as outlined in U.S. military doctrine, is 
legitimacy — that is, public support for the 
government. Winning that support requires 
that the government be responsive to the 
public’s demands, meet the needs of the pop-
ulation, and carefully co-opt leadership that 
might otherwise develop into an oppositional 
movement.

The use of coercive measures, and 
especially violence, would be restrained and 
directed narrowly against the recalcitrant 
militants. The approach here is to divide the 
radicals from their base of support in the 
population. In this effort, British Brigadier 
Frank Kitson wrote:

“The ideal allies for a government imple-
menting control are, in fact, nonviolent members 
of the community the would-be insurgents seek 
to mobilize. Strong moderate forces can be 
interlocutors to the community in general and 
an alternative for political action that does not 
involve violence.

“If moderates side with the government, 
they can provide superb intelligence on radical 
activities.... If regimes can infiltrate — or, better 
yet, cooperate with — mainstream groups they 
are often able to gain information on radical 
activities and turn potential militants away from 
violence.”

Counterinsurgency relied on a vast 
quantity of intelligence, not only about the 
insurgent networks, but about the society as 
a whole — how it is structured, where pow-
er resides, how legitimacy can be cultivated. 
Its theorists saw the causes of unrest in the 
nature and structure of the society itself, and 
thus moved away from Hoover and McCar-
thy-style conspiracy theories, which tended 
to see discontent and dissent as the product 
of a secret Communist plot.

“Terroristic Conspiracies” Everywhere
It is at this theoretical level that the great-

est reversal has recently occurred. About 
two weeks after Kirk’s death, on September 
22, Trump issued a proclamation designating 
Antifa as a “terrorist organization.”

Three days later, September 25, Trump 
signed National Security Presidential Mem-
orandum/NSPM-7, announcing “a new law 
enforcement strategy that investigates all 

participants in these criminal and terroristic 
conspiracies — including the organizational 
structures, networks, entities, organizations, 
funding sources, and predicate actions behind 
them.”

Under this strategy, the authorities should 
“investigate and disrupt networks, entities, 
and organizations that foment political vio-
lence so that law enforcement can intervene 
in criminal conspiracies before they result in 
violent political acts.”

This preventive strategy will follow 
“specific guidance” provided by the attorney 
general, which prioritizes “politically moti-
vated terrorist acts such as organized doxing 
campaigns, swatting, rioting, looting, trespass, 
assault, destruction of property, threats of 
violence, and civil disorder.”

In addition to this rather dubious list — 
trespass is not ordinarily considered violence, 
much less terrorism, and doxing is generally 
protected by the first amendment — “This 
guidance shall also include an identification of 
any behaviors, fact patterns, recurrent moti-
vations or other indicia common to organiza-
tions and entities that coordinate these acts.”

Elsewhere the same document identifies 
these features in explicitly ideological terms:

“There are common recurrent motivations 
and indicia uniting this pattern of violent 
and terroristic activities under the umbrella 
of self-described ‘anti-fascism.’ . . . Common 
threads animating this violent conduct include 
anti-Americanism, anti-capitalism, and anti- 
Christianity; support for the overthrown of the 
United States Government; extremism on mi-
gration, race, and gender; and hostility towards 
those who hold traditional American visions of 

family, religion, and morality.”
Furthermore, where the counter

insurgency/community police model treated 
nonprofits and Non-Governmental Organi-
zations as potential partners for the regime, 
and insurgent theorists have critiqued them 
as mechanisms for containing opposition and 
channeling it into manageable (and usually 
reformist) projects, NSPM-7 mandates that 
terrorism investigations target “institutional 
and individual funders, and officers and em-
ployees of organizations that are responsible 
for, sponsor, or otherwise aid and abet the 
principal actors.”

All Opposition Criminalized
Where counterinsurgency sought to make 

careful distinctions between the implacable 
radicals (who must be met with force) and 
the more tepid moderates (who could be 
placated with concessions or coopted into 
the apparatus of the state), Trump and his 
people deny any distinctions between Antifa 
and other activists, unaffiliated radicals, the 
Democratic Party, or even serious-minded 
judges.

Trump seems to believe that “Antifa” is 
behind any resistance to his agenda and, by 
the miracle of circular reasoning, any oppo-
sition to Trump’s agenda therefore provides 
the grounds to label a person as Antifa. This 
isn’t even guilt by association, since no actual 
association is necessary.

For example: under the first Trump 
administration, during the riots of 2020, the 
leadership of the Department of Homeland 
Security insisted, over the objections of their 
own analysists, that Antifa was orchestrating 
the unrest.

Defending the Hollywood Ten, filmmakers blacklisted in the Red Scare.                Howard Zinn Project
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The available evidence said otherwise, 
but from the perspective of those in charge, 
conclusions don’t follow from evidence; evi-
dence is selected or suppressed, as needed, 
to support a pre-ordained conclusion. Where 
counterinsurgency took a sociological ap-
proach to understanding insurgent 
networks, here we see a full 
return to conspiracy thinking.

Welcome to the Occupation
All of this is ridiculous and 

absurd, but no less dan-
gerous for all that. And 
while I think I’ve made a 
solid case that at least certain 
parts of the government are 
moving away from counterinsurgency — to-
ward something that more closely resem-
bles McCarthyism — I also don’t think that 
McCarthyism quite captures everything that is 
happening. So the question mark in my title is 
also important.

In addition to the blacklisting and censor
ship I have already mentioned, and the 
detention and deportation of certain political 
opponents, there are also the vast number of 
ICE raids targeting immigrant, or often just 
Latino, communities as a whole.

When these raids are met with resis-
tance, or even token demonstrations as have 
occurred recently in Portland, the impulse 
then is to send in the military. That element 
is not familiar from McCarthyism; it is in fact 
something worse.

It may not have an “ism,” but the use of 
the military for domestic repression has a 
long and bloody history. Soldiers were used 
against striking workers, from the 1870s to 
the 1930s; against anti-war protestors from 
World War I to Vietnam; against Black urban 
rebellions as recently as 2020; and perhaps 
more than anything else, against Native 
Americans as they resisted displacement and 
dispossession.

Reliance on the military for such purposes 
has decreased over the past century, and that 
is by design. What the military can bring is 
overwhelming force, but as the theory un-
derlying counterinsurgency makes clear, that 
often comes at the expense of legitimacy. A 
military occupation is a clear indicator that 
democracy is breaking down, at least in that 
particular time and place.

It was long ago decided that local police 
are best poised to handle the main work of 
political repression. Partly that is for practical 
reasons: they are closer to and have more 
intimate knowledge the local circumstances. 
But it’s partly for political reasons: military 
involvement is viewed as discrediting, both to 
the operation and to the military itself.

The military remains one of the few trust-
ed institutions in our society, and to a large 
degree that is because it has been seen not 
to be a partisan weapon. Trump’s approach 

endangers that trust.
This brings us to what is likely the largest 

break from the theory of counterinsurgency. 
Under counterinsurgency, the main objective 
is legitimacy, which is understood as flowing 
from public support.

Trump does not care about legiti-
macy, or not in the same way. He is 

reversing the relationship between 
legitimacy and power, assuming 

that legitimacy follows from 
power rather than the other 
way around. He believes 
that support is just anoth-

er form of obedience. If he can 
compel praise and silence criticism, what 

difference does it make what people think, or 
feel, or want?

Counterinsurgency suggests that these 
things matter because people have a tenden-
cy to take action on their own behalf, and the 
stability of society requires that its rulers take 
the population’s needs into account.

Trump is betting that power alone is 
enough to sustain his power indefinitely. 
Everything depends on proving him wrong.

No Cooperation!
One weakness in Trump’s approach 

is that it actually depends on a great 
deal of unforced cooperation. I don’t 
mean enthusiastic engagement; I mean 
complying with new rules prior to 
any enforcement, or trying to anticipate 
future demands so as to avoid trouble.

In the short term, from the perspec-
tive of an individual administrator, or even 
an institution, this may seem like a rational 
choice in terms of minimizing hassle and 
maximizing rewards. But in even the medium 
term, it cedes far too much to the gov-
ernment; scaled up across the society, the 
consequences are disastrous — increasing 
centralized control and authoritarianism, 
tending toward totalitarianism.

Faced with new government demands, 
spoken or unspoken, institutions’ correct 
response, as John Oliver recently put it, is: 
“Fuck you. Make me.” We’ve recently seen 
some encouraging signs in this direction. 

Airports across the country refused to 
play a videotaped message from Homeland 
Security Director (and proud puppy-killer) 
Kristi Noem blaming delays on Democrats. 
Every news outlet but one refused to agree 
to new restrictions on covering the Pentagon. 

A number of universities have rejected the 
President’s new requirements about hiring, 
admissions and curricula. City, county and 
state governments have doubled down on 
their sanctuary laws, enacting more rigorous 
policies against cooperation with the immi-
gration authorities.

Beyond this, individual officials and even 
workers have engaged in a range of stone-
walling, sandbagging, and foot-dragging, 

bordering on outright sabotage. I personally 
know of one local official who, rather than 
refuse to help ICE outright, sent them on a 
long and fruitless hunt to borrow a piece of 
equipment from an office that he knew did 
not exist.

I have to imagine there are hundreds of 
such examples happening all the time, under 
the radar, across the country. There is a 
reason that the Office of Strategic Service’s 
simple sabotage manual has gone viral in the 
last few months.

That said, relatively few of us are going 
to find ourselves faced with the kinds of 
decisions about compliance or collaboration 
that university presidents or mayors might 
confront.

Our role, in those situations, it to en-
courage those officials to hold to principle, 
to make it clear that public support will 
be behind them if they do, even if it entails 
sacrifices, and equally that the public will hold 
them accountable if they fold. Sometimes this 
will take the form of moral suasion and gen-

tle pressure, but sometimes it will mean 
making them the object of public pro-
test and disruptive action, of exacting 
costs for their cowardice.

At the same time, it is vital that 
those opposed to Trump’s agenda 

take the initiative. The recent 
No Kings rallies did an import-
ant job in showing officials and 

the “broader public” — including 
the demonstrators themselves — the 
extent of opposition. They broke the 

paralyzing isolation many people felt, and 
should encourage further and more direct 
action.

Communities across the country are 
already organizing rapid response networks 
to mobilize against ICE raids. These may not 
be enough to stop the raids but they do slow 
them down and make them more costly.

That should be paired with disruptive 
action — boycotts, pickets, strikes, mass civil 
disobedience — to disrupt the logistics and 
infrastructure of repression. This strategy 
conceives the struggle against Trump not as 
one big fight with one big solution, but as lots 
of little fights with lots of little solutions.

There may well be a single dramatic 
moment that signals the end of the Trump 
era, as the Army hearings signaled the end of 
Joe McCarthy’s reign of terror, but that final 
blow will have been preceded by innumera-
ble, minor, and largely unreported moments 
of refusal.

In this regard, all the small occasions 
of resistance are part of a larger fight, and 
their importance cannot be understood in 
isolation. It is probably not a single immov-
able obstacle, or an equal and opposing force, 
but the constant friction and the sand in the 
gears that will, with increasing efficacy, stop 
the advance of the juggernaut.  n

JD Vance & Ericka Kirk

Kash Patel
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Taxation without Representation  By Malik Miah
The Black Tax:
150 Years of Theft, Exploitation,
and Dispossession in America
By Andrew W. Kahrl
University of Chicago Press, 2024,
456 pages, $20 paperback.

ANDREW W. KAHRL, professor 
of History and African American 
Studies at the University of Virginia, 
has authored a valuable book that 
is important for understanding 
the relationship between national 
oppression and white supremacy. 
That relationship is a key to how the billion-
aire class dominates the working class in the 
United States.

The author asks: “Why has racial equality 
remained such an enduring problem in Amer-
ica, and what forces fuel its persistence?”

The book opens with three stories of 
Black working-class homeowners in Long 
Island, New York and how they were treated 
by the realtor, banking and tax system of 
entrenched racial discrimination.

In one case, a Black woman bought a 
$50,000 modest two-bedroom home in 
Roosevelt, New York, in the late 1970s with a 
$200 per month tax payment. The prop-
erty tax was the same as a wealthier white 
homeowner in a neighborhood who bought a 
$200,000 home.

In a second example, a Black working 
mother in 1984 paid $35,000 for a Long Is-
land home. She paid a higher tax than home-
owners predominantly white communities.

A third example is a working-class Black 
woman who bought a $10,000 home in 
Hempstead, Long Island. When she went to 
sell the home, she discovered she no longer 
owned her home — she was unaware of an 
unpaid debt that she never saw.

A lien had been placed on the property. 
The home was sold in a tax lien auction. Tax 
liens by banks or private contractors are a 
common trick to take away property from 
working-class people.

Behind Legal Property Theft
While legal segregation in the South that 

took shape after the defeat of Reconstruction 
in the late 19th century is easy to understand 

— and only ended with the 
victory of the civil rights 
movement in the 1960s 
— the less open de facto 
segregation (for example, 
in real estate) across the 
North and West was just as 
damaging for Black people.

The author shows the 
role of tax laws and housing 
and real estate discrimina-
tion in how Black wealth 
was denied, and Black peo-
ple ghettoized. There were 

large areas in major cities and suburbs where 
African Americans could not buy homes or if 
they did, faced white neighbors’ backlash.

Kahrl points to “the legacy of housing 
policies and real estate industry practices 
that powered the growth of the white middle 
class and white household wealth-building in 
mid-20th century America while simultane-
ously constraining Black mobility, deepening 
racial segregation, and subjecting Black Amer-
icans to numerous and devastating forms of 
economic predation and plunder.”

This is important to understand. Integral 
racial and national oppression of Blacks has 
been to build the white supremacist capitalist 
state.

Of course, the ruling-class reason is sim-
ple: keep white people onside by convincing 
them they are better than Black people. Why 
else wouldn’t poor white working-class peo-
ple see Black workers as natural allies?

Full Dynamics of Racial Oppression
The book includes five parts: Part I: Jim 

Crow’s Fiscal Order; Part II: Black in the 
Metropolis; Part III: A Local Struggle; Part 
IV: Age of Results; Part V: Neoliberalism at 
Home.

In his Conclusion Kahrl writes about a 
2022 situation in the majority Black city of 
Jackson, the Mississippi capital, where the 
water system shut down due to a lack of 
resources, and the school system in Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania:

“In both cases, the majority- Black city and 
school district lacked the resources needed to 
make the necessary repairs and upgrades on 
their own.

“Over the previous four decades, Jackson’s 
local tax base had shrunk 20 percent, as first 

whites and then middle-class Blacks fled to 
surrounding suburbs.

“During that time, succession of Republican 
governors and state legislatures slashed taxes on 
the state’s businesses and highest owners, raised 
taxes on the state’s poor, and starved the state 
capital and its 82 percent Black population of 
revenue.”

In short, even after the end of Jim Crow 
and other forms of legal segregation in real 
estate and banking, the Black population 
except a minority of upper income earners 
are as poor or worse off than ever.

Class exploitation, which is not new, is 
worse for all working people but doubly so 
for African Americans. As throughout U.S. 
history, they are forced to pay higher taxes 
for less, and last hired and first fired in most 
jobs, including in the professions.

Counterrevolution and Fightback
Worse, the rollback of the civil rights gains 

after the 1960s has been fiercely attacked and 
undermined ever since the John Roberts-run 
Supreme Court took power in 2005. Trump 
and Roberts are joined together in acceler-
ating the imposition of an authoritarian and 
racist state.

Black freedom fighters for much of U.S. 
history have fought on their own. Black 
Marxists, however, have joined both indepen-
dent Black organizations and multinational 
revolutionary groups Kahrl knowing that to 
win a socialist revolution requires a unified 
revolutionary socialist movement of all ethnic 
groups.

Reforming the capitalist system, as the 
last half century has shown, cannot end 
racial oppression. Only mass upsurge against 
the capitalist class, led by Black and white 
working-class unity, can bring radical change. 
Unless the “race issue” is understood, and 
how a minority population leadership is key 
to a successful revolution, the freedom strug-
gle will not succeed.

The Black Tax illustrates the connection 
between Black national oppression and the 
construction of a powerful capitalist state, 
where Blacks have been treated as sec-
ond-class citizens in the best of times but 
generally worse.

Kahrl’s book should help all readers better 
understand the combined race and class 
dynamics of political and social struggles.  n

Malik Miah is an associate editor of Against the 
Current and a retired union activist.

b l a c k  s t r u g g l e  v s.  c o u n t e r r e v o l u t i o n
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Exploring a Complex History:
Freedom Train & Worker Solidarity  By Paul Prescod

b l a c k  s t r u g g l e  v s.  c o u n t e r r e v o l u t i o n

Freedom Train
Black Politics and the Story of
Interracial Labor Solidarity
By Cedric De Leon
University of California Press, 2025,
352 pages, $29.95 paperback.

ONE HUNDRED YEARS ago on 
August 25, 1925 Black Pullman car 
porters streamed into the Elks 
Hall in Harlem. They gathered 
to hear the socialist A. Philip 
Randolph speak about the need 
for porters to form a union.

This meeting wasn’t just the 
beginning of a union drive; it 
was the start of a long battle to 
organize Black workers into unions 
and root discrimination out of the 
existing labor movement. It’s a fitting time 
to look back on the history of interracial 
unionism and how Black workers fought so 
hard to build it.

Cedric De Leon’s new book Freedom Train: 
Black Politics and the Story of Interracial Labor 
Solidarity traces this story from the pivotal 
years of 1917 to 1968. The book is a welcome 
contribution to the scholarly literature on the 
subject, and contains a succinct account of 
important but often overlooked organization-
al iterations within the Black working class.

However, De Leon’s overarching case 
— that labor history has on the whole 
marginalized the role of Black activists and 
overly valorized white activists — feels like an 
overstated strawman argument.

Though Black workers had been involved 
with early labor movement efforts like the 
Knights of Labor, Industrial Workers of the 
World, and the United Mine Workers of 
America, the book begins its narrative with 
the dynamic duo of A. Philip Randolph and 
Cyril Briggs in 1917.

These two figures began their partner-
ship around The Messenger magazine, which 
espoused the virtues of socialism for a Black 
audience. Eventually they would part ways to 
represent different visions and organizational 
expressions for the Black working class.

Randolph’s monumental 12-year struggle 
to organize the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 

Porters is more 
well-known 
and written 
about. But the 
African Blood 
Brotherhood 
(ABB), which 
Briggs devoted 
his energies to 
in the 1920s, is 
less familiar to 
most readers.

Springing 
from Briggs’ 
newspaper The 
Crusader, the 
organization 
combined a 
mish mash of 

ideologies that would continue to be import-
ant in Black political developments through-
out the 20th century.

ABB and Labor

The ABB’s platform included the ending 
of Jim Crow segregation and the right to vote 
in the south. In this way it overlapped with 
more mainstream civil rights organizations 
like the NAACP and Urban League. But it 
diverged in that it called for armed resistance 
against lynchings and emphasized the fight 
against imperialism. They also demanded 
unions end discrimination so that Black work-
ers could join.

Briggs was inspired by the Irish nationalist 
movement, which can be partly seen in his 
aspirations for the ABB. The organization 
was set up to be a secret paramilitary group 
with a Supreme Council, with Briggs serving 
as “Paramount Chief.”

The Tulsa Riots of 1921, where Black 
neighborhoods in the Greenwood district 
of Tulsa were burned down and hundreds 
murdered, brought the ABB to prominence 
for a brief period. The Tulsa ABB chapter 
was blamed for starting the riot because 
members, many of whom were World War I 
veterans, had taken up arms in self-defense.

While the charge of starting the riot 
was false, it served to give the organization 
a boost in notoriety. A few weeks later 
over 2,000 people attended an ABB rally in 
Harlem.

Over the next year the organization 

developed a close relationship with the 
Communist Party, so much so that the 
party thought of them as an auxiliary. While 
the ABB sought to become a mass move-
ment, they never recruited more than 3,500 
members and in practice acted more as a 
propaganda group.

De Leon characterizes the ABB as 
representing the left-wing of “Black labor” at 
the time, but this is somewhat problematic. 
It’s not clear how much involvement there 
was from actual Black workers, unlike the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). 
which clearly had a base of support among 
not only Pullman porters but also the broad-
er Black working class.

The book covers ABB’s involvement in 
an early coalitional effort between Black civil 
rights organizations which would prefigure 
future similar initiatives.

A “United Front Conference” effort was 
initiated after conservatives in Congress 
defeated anti-lynching legislation. The confer-
ence was held on March 23, 1923 to discuss 
where the movement for Black equality 
should go next.

The gathering was significant for the 
breadth of civil rights organizations involved: 
the ABB, NAACP, Friends of Negro Freedom 
(led by A. Philip Randolph), National Equal 
Rights League, National Race Congress, and 
the International Uplift League. A follow-up 
conference was called, but internal disputes 
derailed the effort.

There was an attempt to marginalize the 
ABB by more moderate figures like Howard 
University dean Kelly Miller, and trade union-
ists like Randolph worried about sectarian 
infiltration of the Brotherhood. These kinds 
of factional divisions are routinely explored 
throughout the book.

The sections covering the 1930s and 
1940s, a period rich in labor and civil rights 
activity, are among the more interesting ones. 
Central in this story is the National Negro 
Congress, a true united front organiza-
tion that set as a priority the organizing of 
industries where Black workers were most 
concentrated.

John P. Davis, who started the National 
Industrial League to keep track of discrimina-
tion in the early days of the New Deal, was 
able to broker connections with the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor (AFL) and stimulate 

Paul Prescod is a staff organizer at Labor 
Notes. He is also a contributing editor for 
Jacobin magazine.

A. Philip Randolph, an effective labor orga-
nizer and civil rights leader, photographed 
by Gordon Parks in 1942.
                US Library of Congress Prints & Photographs Division
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organizing in the steel and auto industries.
The success of the NNC depended on its 

ability to unite a wide spectrum of Black or-
ganizations around a “minimum program” of 
action they all could agree on. But it became 
harder to hold this coalition together with a 
rapidly changing domestic and international 
political situation.

Communist Party members constituted a 
significant core of NNC activists. Given the 
1939 Stalin-Hitler pact, by the time 
of the 1940 convection, the party 
was fiercely opposed to Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and any involvement in a 
war against Nazi Germany. These 
issues overtook the convention and 
Randolph felt he had to resign as 
head of the organization.

Randolph’s March on Washing-
ton Movement to end employment 
discrimination in defense produc-
tion industries is also covered. This 
movement was centered around the 
audacious threat to march 100,000 Black 
workers on Washington, DC.

Though receiving tepid support from 
the NAACP, this effort was really driven by 
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. 
While official Black civil rights organizations 
remained aloof, the movement caught fire 
among the masses of Black working people 
and other elements of Black civil society.

The NNC, by this time thoroughly 
dominated by the CP, was not supportive 
but dared not be too openly critical because 
it “would be bound to lead to our isolating 
ourselves from the masses of the people,” 
according to John P. Davis.

Cold War Politics
One of the many tragedies of the Cold 

War was how it divided elements of the 
Black left that mostly agreed on domestic 
issues. It is described in some detail how this 
played out among Black labor activists in the 
late 1940s and 1950s.

The Negro Labor Committee was 
formed by Randolph and Black socialist 
Frank Crosswaith as a direct counter to the 
CP-influenced National Negro Labor Council 
(NNLC). Both organizations sought to end 
discrimination in employment and within the 
trade unions.

De Leon provides helpful examples of the 
gains the NNLC was able to win during this 
period. Their first national campaign sought 
to win clerical positions for Black women 
at the Sears Roebuck Company, which they 
won by 1953. Due to their pressure Brooklyn 
Union Gas Company hired Black meter 
readers, and General Electric in Louisville 
began to hire Black workers. Coleman Young, 
who would eventually go on to become the 
first Black mayor of Detroit, got his start as a 
UAW and NNLC activist during this period.

Despite these successes, the NNLC was 

largely marginalized from the mainstream of 
the labor movement. Randolph continued 
relentlessly at AFL-CIO conventions to push 
for unions to end discriminatory practices.

The book includes colorful accounts of 
the clashes between Randolph and AFL-CIO 
president George Meany. For example, at the 
1959 convention Randolph brought forward 
a resolution to expel two railroad broth-
erhoods unless they removed color bars 

from their constitutions, to 
which Meany replied, “Who 
appointed you as the guardian 
of the Negro members in 
America?”

The fallout from this inci-
dent led to the formation of 
yet another Black labor orga-
nization, the Negro American 
Labor Council (NALC). Here 
too the old battles were reig-
nited, but not to the point of 
collapse. Women mobilized to 

attain more leadership positions in the group.
Again the focus was on battling discrimi-

nation within the house of labor; their lobby-
ing led John F. Kennedy to sign an affirmative 
action Executive Order on March 6, 1961. 
Later the same year the AFL-CIO Executive 
Council passed a civil rights resolution.

Division over anti-communism arose 
again, as some claimed that NALC chapters 
were being taken over by the CP. When 
NALC leader Lola Belle Homes revealed 
she was working with the FBI to identify 
communists, Randolph removed her from her 
leadership position.

But the best way to address internal 
division is productive outward facing work, 
and De Leon devotes significant space to de-
scribing how the NALC was instrumental in 
the program and logistics of the 1963 March 
on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.

Though the AFL-CIO did not formally en-
dorse the march, critical institutional support 
was garnered through NALC connections. 
First conceived as exclusively a march for 
jobs, the demands of a federal public works 
and training program, a federal Fair Employ-
ment Practices Act, and a broadening of the 
Fair Labor Standards Act bear the imprint of 
Black labor activists.

In the summer of 1964 NALC called for a 
one-day national general strike if the Senate 
blocked civil rights legislation. One can’t help 
but think this was at least part of the reason 
that the Senate voted to close off debate 
on civil rights legislation for the first time in 
history, which led to the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act later that year.

Black Workers Lead
In the introduction the author asserts that 

in labor history scholarship, “Black work-
ers typically show up as minor or passive 
actors in their own history.” He sees the 
book “challenges scholars and activists to 

think differently about the cause of interra-
cial labor solidarity, which I define here as a 
vision of working-class comradeship based 
on the principles of inclusive membership, 
representative leadership, and the struggle for 
economic and racial justice.”

At the end of each chapter De Leon 
hammers home the same central theses that 
underpin the book. Chief among them is that 
Black workers took the lead on interracial 
unionism while white workers were inconsis-
tent allies.

De Leon goes further and states that it is 
a mistake to look for interracial solidarity in 
unions because “Black people in this period 
were unlikely to be union members.”

However, this critique of labor scholarship 
doesn’t appear to align with the actual re-
cord. A long line of labor historians have paid 
great attention to the role of Black workers 
as leaders in building thriving interracial 
unions.

Roger Horowitz’s “Negro and White, Unite 
and Fight!”: A Social History of Industrial Union-
ism in Meatpacking, 1930-90 gives a detailed 
overview of the efforts Black activists made 
to turn the United Packinghouse Workers 
of America into a vibrant anti-racist union. 
August Meier’s Black Detroit and the Rise of 
the UAW recounts how Black auto workers 
broke through Henry Ford’s paternalism and 
collaborated with civil rights organizations 
to win a union. Pullman Porters and the Rise 
of Protest Politics in Black America by Beth 
Thompkins Bates centers the role of Chica-
go’s Black working class and community allies. 
These are but a few examples.

And while in the 1920s it is true that Black 
union membership was dismal, this dra-
matically changed with the rise of industrial 
unionism and the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations in the 1930s. Already by the 
1940s Black workers were overrepresented in 
union membership.

Any study of interracial unionism would 
have to look at the major existing unions and 
the role of white workers when warranted. 
De Leon could have explored further the 
role of craft unionism in reinforcing the 
inconsistency of white support for interracial 
unions, and how the rise in industrial union-
ism significantly (though of course not fully) 
improved the situation.

Another key assertion is that “centrist” 
and “left” factions emerged repeatedly within 
the various Black labor formations. These fac-
tional divisions are skillfully explained in each 
chapter. However, to repeat that there were 
different factions and political tendencies is 
like repeating that water is wet. It doesn’t feel 
like a particularly poignant scholarly revela-
tion.

Despite these critiques aimed at the over-
all framing of the book, it is a worthwhile and 
informative read. De Leon retraces critical 
Black labor history in an accessible manner. n
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An American Betrayal of Trust   By Joel Wendland-Liu
Savings and Trust:
The Rise and Fall of the
Freedmen’s Bank
By Justene Hill Edwards
New York, W.W. Norton and Company, 2024, 
336 pages. $19.99 paperback (to be published).

JUSTENE HILL EDWARDS’ illuminating 
book examines the significant decline in 
Black wealth that occurred following the 
Civil War. Savings and Trust: The Rise and 
Fall of the Freedmen’s Bank painstakingly 
uncovers a neglected history: how the 
Freedmen’s Bank, envisioned initially as a 
secure institution for Black wealth accu-
mulation, was systematically plundered 
by white financiers like Henry Cooke, 
who exploited its deposits for risky personal 
ventures.

Edwards reveals the bank’s transformation 
from a conservative savings institution into a 
corrupt commercial enterprise, with Cooke 
and his allies engaging in illegal loans, conflicts 
of interest, and speculative investments that 
would ultimately lead to its collapse in 1874.

Building on the efforts of various banks 
established during the war to securely store 
the earnings of Black soldiers, prominent 
political figures sought to create a national 
bank for African Americans. In 1865, former 
U.S. military chaplain and Freedmen’s Bureau 
administrator, John Alvord, convened with a 
group of businessmen at the American Ex-
change Bank in New York City to launch the 
Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Bank.

Banker and real estate magnate, Henry 
Cooke, brother and partner of Jay Cooke — 
the now infamous financial capitalist whose 
questionable dealings in the railroad industry 
contributed to one of the longest depres-
sions in American history beginning in 1873 
— took notice of the increasing deposits 
made by Black people into the bank.

Once he joined the bank’s board of trust-
ees and leveraged his good reputation, Cooke 
persuaded the board to expand its opera-

tions to numerous 
Southern cities, 
relocate its central 
office to Wash-
ington, and grant 
complete control 
of the bank’s 
operations to the 
finance committee 
on which he and 
his associates sat.

As Edwards 
points out, the 
19th-century 
concept of a 
savings bank was 
typically built on 

a conservative banking model. Bankers in 
such institutions viewed their primary role 
as securing deposits through investments in 
government bonds that provided a modest 
interest rate for depositors.

Risky loans and investments were out of 
the question, and, according to Edwards, this 
was the original plan. Such banks operated on 
a non-profit basis.

Cooke’s Slush Fund
Henry Cooke, along with his finance com-

mittee allies and business associates Daniel 
L. Eaton and William S. Huntington, took a 
different view.

Black depositors, who comprised ninety 
percent of the bank’s patrons, contrib-
uted the vast majority of the $57 million 
(equivalent to $1.5 billion in 2024 dollars) in 
deposits over the nine years of its existence. 
Those deposits were primarily generated 
by formerly enslaved people who worked 
to save money to purchase land or invest in 
agricultural equipment.

Cooke and his cronies saw this amassed 
wealth as a “slush fund” for their business 
ventures. In addition to their ties to Jay 
Cooke’s national banking concerns, they 
were major players in Washington’s real 
estate market, gaining control over materials 
companies, construction enterprises, and land 
speculation activities.

Edwards explores how they transformed 
the savings bank concept into a commercial 
one, illegally lending the bank’s deposits to 
themselves and their friends to fund their 
projects.

Cooke’s shady loans violated the bank’s 
charter and the law. He turned the bank’s 
original plan, to base a modest capital growth 
on conservative U.S. securities, into an 
undisciplined, unregulated system of lending 
based on purchasing Cooke’s railroad bonds 
— for which he also paid himself a hand-
some brokerage fee. These included stocks 
in enterprises like the Young Men’s Christian 
Association and Cooke’s own companies.

Cooke also convinced the bank’s trustees 
to allow the purchase of an expensive build-
ing in Washington, built by Cooke’s compa-
nies on land he had sold to the bank. He got 
the bank to hire consultants and actuaries 
who were tied to his businesses.

The range of conflicts of interest was both 
extensive and boldly corrupt, as Edwards 
documents. A final congressional investigation 
conducted several years after the banks’ final 
collapse showed that Cooke borrowed at 
least $600,000 using these illegal methods.

Cooke and his allies persuaded the board 
to broaden the bank’s operations, increasing 
the number of branches to 34 cities by the 
time it ultimately closed. In doing so, they 
amassed hundreds of thousands in new 
deposits to pour into their slush fund.

They advertised the bank through Black-
owned newspapers, political organizations, 
and churches. Their message suggested that 
the bank was safe and backed by the U.S. 
government.

But government officials would later point 
out that since the U.S. government never 
provided its legal backing for the bank, it was 
not responsible for repaying the 61,000 de-
positors who remained on its records when 
the bank finally shut its doors just days before 
Independence Day in 1874. Indeed, politicians 
often blamed Black bank patrons for Cooke’s 
criminal behavior.

While Edwards is generous in her as-
sessment of John Alvord’s role in the Cooke 
schemes, the data she reveals about him 
suggests he may have been more than simply 
naïve or overextended in his professional life. 
She notes that he held two other significant 
public roles, as superintendent of education 
at the Freedmen’s Bureau and a leading figure 
in the Congregational church.

Financial pressures and overwork, she 
suggests, led him to “abdicate” his responsibil-
ities overseeing the bank. Still, she documents 
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how he established business relationships 
with finance committee members and saw 
his personal fortune increase tenfold during 
his tenure on the bank’s board. Ultimately, 
when called to testify before a Democrat-
ic-controlled Congress in 1876, Alvord held 
a prominent position at Cooke’s building 
materials company.

To his credit, Alvord had advocated for 
hiring Black cashiers at the local branches, 
Although a handful were hired for those posi-
tions, the vast majority were white men.

Under the Cooke setup, the branches for-
warded most of the deposits to the central 
office in Washington, where the cash could 
be easily accessed for risky lending purposes. 
Nearly ninety percent of the bank’s loans 
were made to white people. Investigations 
of the bank’s accounts in its final years of 
existence revealed that a large quantity of the 
loans were secured illegally, were often made 
“off the books,” or went unpaid.

When Cooke’s investments in the North-
ern Pacific Railroad collapsed in 1873,touch-
ing off  a downturn in the banking industry 
nationwide, Cooke took one last loan of 
$50,000 in a desperate attempt to shore 
up the Washington branch of Cooke’s First 
National Bank.

Freedmen’s Bank documents showed that 
at one critical moment in the crisis, it held 
only a few thousand dollars to repay depos-
itors who decided to withdraw their money. 
More than $93,000 of its funds had been de-
posited by Cooke in the First National Bank.

As the Freedmen’s Bank teetered on the 
edge of collapse in early 1873, an audit of 
the accounts uncovered a $217,000 shortfall 
between its assets and liabilities.

A Congressionally mandated auditor 
proposed that several reforms could save 
the bank. Enforcing loan repayments, ending 
conflicts of interest, ceasing risky loans based 
on unsecured collateral, returning to more 
conservative investment practices, and liqui-
dating assets such as consolidating some of 
the branches and selling the various buildings 
acquired by the bank, could protect deposits 
and prolong its financial health.

Alvord’s failure to act on that guidance, 
along with Cooke’s ongoing influence through 
the bank’s actuary George Stickney, ensured 
that it would continue down the path toward 
inevitable demise.

Rescue Efforts and “Revenge”
Several Black men had been added to the 

bank’s board of trustees. Dr. Charles Purvis, 
a medical doctor and professor at Howard 
University, along with John Mercer Langston, 
who later became the dean of Howard’s law 
faculty, served in this role.

Following the bank audit’s exposure of 
events under the Cooke regime, Langston 
and Purvis became more actively involved in 
the board, advocating for reforms that aligned 

with the recommended practices. They 
believed that, if taken seriously, those recom-
mendations could save the bank and establish 
a more stable foundation. They were also 
crucial in bringing Frederick Douglass onto 
the board, and eventually, as the bank’s presi-
dent in early 1874, just months before its final 
closure on July 2, 1874.

By September, however, the Cooke com-
pany’s vast network of holdings and its banks 
had gone bankrupt. The collateral securing 
loans to the Cookes was now worthless. 
Dozens of high-value loans remained unpaid. 
The real estate market in Washington 
declined, and the bank’s buildings could not 
be sold quickly for enough cash to stabilize 
the bank.

Douglass could do little to steer the bank 
away from its rapid descent into disaster. In-
deed, he appeared surprised by the extent to 
which his predecessors had engaged in illicit 
practices, noting later that he was the only 
board member with an account at the bank. 
Choosing to go down with the ship, Douglass 
abandoned the $2000 he had deposited in 
the bank rather than withdrawing it in the 
final days.

Congressional Democrats exploited the 
bank’s failures to exact “revenge” on the 
Republican-led Reconstruction civil rights 
policies of the 1860s and 1870s. Guided by 

former Confederate officials and current KKK 
leaders who viewed Black political power 
and civil rights as anathema, the Democrats 
initiated investigations into the bank.

They cynically targeted the abolitionist 
impulse to support Black people, leaving the 
capitalists unharmed. No indictments were 
issued against Cooke and his associates. 
Instead, Democrats leveraged the situation to 
gain political advantage and portray Recon-
struction policy as a facade for corruption — 
not as a capitalist problem, but one stemming 
from the alliance of white and Black aboli-
tionists.

Indeed, opponents of Black freedom used 
the bank’s problems as part of a campaign to 
depict Black people as unprepared for the re-
sponsibilities of freedom, ultimately justifying 
Jim Crow’s implementation.

Despite efforts from Black trustees like 
John Mercer Langston, Charles Purvis and 
later Frederick Douglass to salvage the bank, 
the damage was irreversible, leaving tens of 
thousands of Black depositors unpaid.

Edwards emphasizes how the bank’s 
failure was tragically weaponized by political 
opponents to undermine Reconstruction and 
justify racial oppression, illustrating not only 
financial malfeasance but also the broad-
er betrayal of Black economic freedom in 
post-Civil War America.  n

Civil Rights Icon: Rosa Parks, 1913-2005  By Dianne Feeley

AS WE CELEBRATE the 70th anniversary of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the Trump 
administration is hard at work erasing the history of Black America’s struggle for freedom. 
Rosa Parks is a central figure in that movement, both before and after she refused to give 
up her seat to a white passenger the evening of December 1, 1955. Her political activism 
began in Montgomery, Alabama in the 1930s and after her move to Detroit in 1957.

A majority of the Montgomery bus riders were African Americans while the drivers 
were white. If the space on the bus reserved for white riders filled, Black riders were to 
vacate the next row, which would allow seating for up to four whites. That night the driver 
demanded a row be vacated so a white passenger could sit. Three Black passengers reluc-
tantly moved but Rosa didn’t; the driver signed a warrant for her arrest.

Leading community organizer E.D. Nixon asked the newest minister in town, Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. to  open his church for a meeting. That next Monday morning the buses ran 
empty and Parks was found guilty. In the evening the initial one-day boycott was extended 
indefinitely, and the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) was born. Mass meetings 
were held twice a week, attended by 1200-1800. Forty pick-up stations were established 
throughout the city with drivers charging the same fare as the buses. It was to take a U.S. 
Supreme Court ruling a year later to force the Montgomery authorities to accept defeat.

Before the bus boycott, as secretary to the NAACP Rosa Parks organized to defend a 
24-year-old Black woman, Recy Taylor, who had been gang raped at gunpoint by six white 
men. It was one of the many defense committees she worked to set up.

Although the Montgomery bus boycott was successful,  Rosa Parks and her husband 
Raymond were blacklisted. They moved to Detroit with her mother in 1957 where Rosa’s 
younger brother was living. Raymond lived another 20 years while Rosa lived almost anoth-
er half century, supporting the civil rights and Black Power movements.

Rosa was a member of Friends of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. 
After the 1967 uprising, she served as a juror on the People’s Tribunal on the case of the 
Algiers Motel murders, where three white police officers and one Black security guard 
were complicit in executing three young Black men. 

Throughout their lives the Parks’s supported a united and non-exclusionary movement 
for social justice. They were never intimidated from working alongside socialists, commu-
nists and Black nationalists. Instead, they enjoyed their friendship and defended them and 
many political prisoners against government repression.  n
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Sinners
A film written and directed by
Ryan Coogler; distributed by 
Warner Brothers; 2025.

SINNERS IS THE best big-budget 
American film of 2025. Ryan Coogler’s 
widely-admired historical-musical-vam-
pire drama is technically and aesthet-
ically ambitious, historically attentive, 
and musically capacious. Moreover, 
its exploration of racial capitalism 
improves on the liberal-imperial vision 
of Coogler’s Black Panther films (2018, 
2022), even as it omits possibilities of 
political change in the system it indicts. 
(Caution: spoilers ahead.)

The first part of the film is mainly 
a realistic portrayal of the Jim Crow 
South; the second part makes the hor-
ror of that world supernatural.

The hinge between beginning and 
ending, between historical drama and 
monster action, is a scene signifying a 
hinge between worlds, between past 
and future, and signifying the transcen-
dent power of music as “sacred,” as 
“ritual,” as “magic,” able to link the living 
and the dead and the not yet born, 
to connect people to ancestors and 
descendants.

This power of connection is what 
the film’s main vampire seeks: a way to con-
nect again with his lost past community.

Filmed in both IMAX (65mm) and 70mm 
by Autumn Durald Arkapaw (apparently 
making her the first woman Director of 
Photography to work in both of these for-
mats), Sinners has shown in different formats 
according to the projection capacities of dif-
ferent theaters. It’s now available to stream, 
but certainly worth seeing and hearing with 
the best audiovisual provisions accessible.

Black Bootleggers in Historical Setting
Set in 1932 Clarksdale, Mississippi, Sinners 

follows twins Elijah “Smoke” and Elias “Stack” 
Moore (both played by Michael B. Jordan), 

World War I veterans who worked with 
bootleggers in Chicago before returning to 
their hometown with Irish beer and Italian 
wine and stolen money, leaving the white 
ethnic gangsters to blame each other.

To open Club Juke, a place for African 
American music, dance and recreation, the 
Smoke Stack twins buy a disused mill from 
a white businessman who turns out to be 
a KKK Grand Dragon. They arrange to buy 
groceries and a sign from a Chinese couple, 
Bo and Grace Chow (Yao and Li Jun Li), who 
run two stores in town, one for Black and 
one for white customers.

To cook food for Club Juke, the twins 
recruit Smoke’s estranged love Annie (Wun-
mi Mosaku), a Hoodoo practitioner whose 
knowledge proves useful in fighting vampires. 
To play music, they hire Delta Slim (Delroy 
Lindo) a hard-drinking, ex-convict piano and 
harmonica player, and their young cousin 
Sammie “Preacherboy” Moore (Miles Caton), 
who plays a guitar the twins gave him before 

they left town.
Sammie’s musical talent draws the 

interest of vampire Remmick (Jack 
O’Connell), born in Ireland sometime 
before English Christians took the land 
from his pagan family. We first see 
Remmick chased by Choctaw vampire 
hunters, and finding refuge and recruits 
in the home of Klan members Bert 
(Peter Dreimanis) and Joan (Lola Kirke), 
who ignore the warnings of the Choc-
taw about their unexpected visitor.

In a review at Bright Lights Film Jour-
nal, Misty Avinger argues that this early 
scene of discounted Indigenous knowl-
edge, and the subsequent exclusion of 
Native Americans from the narrative, 
suggest the settler colonialism under-
girding the rest of the film’s history.

The filmmakers did work to make 
the historical setting accurate, not only 
hiring Choctaw actors (Mark Patrick, Jay 
Wesley, Eric Willis), but also consulting 
experts on Choctaw culture — as well 
as consultants on Chinese Americans 
in the South, on African American 
spiritualism and Hoodoo, on twins, on 
gambling, on histories of the Mississippi 
Delta, and more.

In presenting its historical setting, 
the film provides numerous references 
to the exploitation of Black labor and 

the violent enforcement of that exploitation. 
We encounter, for instance, the sight and 
story of sharecropping and chain gangs, and a 
description of a lynching and castration.

The African American Intellectual History 
Society has published a “Sinners Movie Syl-
labus” on their website, with resources on 
relevant history and cultural contexts. These 
resources address not only the stories of op-
pression and exploitation but also traditions 
of response, resistance, and solace, including 
materials on African spiritualism and Christi-
anity, as well art, poetry, literature, foodways, 
and of course music.

There’s a lot of sky in this movie: spectac-
ular widescreen scenes of cotton fields under 
sunrise, blue skies, and twilight: evocations of 
the longing for freedom, grounded in back-
breaking labor.

The AAIHS reading list, unlike the film, 
also touches on the organizing of African 
Americans in unions and communist move-
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Sinners: The Power of Connections  By Frann Michel
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ment during the depression, with works 
by Robin D. G. Kelley as well as Glenda 
Gilmore’s Defying Dixie. (For additional works, 
one might consult Alan Wald’s review essay 
on “African Americans, Culture and Com-
munism” [ATC 84 and 86] or the collection 
edited by Paul Heideman, Class Struggle and 
the Color Line: American Socialism and the Race 
Question 1900-1930.)

Resistance, Survival, Vampires
But in Sinners, traditions of resistance and 

survival appear not in labor or left organizing 
but chiefly in music and religion.

Sammie’s father Jedidiah Moore (Saul 
Williams) urges his son to give up playing the 
blues and instead devote his life to God. Re-
curring performances in the church of “This 
Little Light of Mine,” an anthem of protest 
movements at least since the Civil Rights era, 
remind us of the role of Black churches in 
organizing for justice. But Reverend Moore’s 
censoriousness additionally registers the ways 
that church traditions could also be repres-
sive, and Sammie determines to join the 
Great Migration away from the South.

One of the opening scenes, before we 
flash back to the main action one day earlier, 
shows us Sammie, wounded, dazed, and 
clutching the broken neck of a guitar, arriving 
at his father’s church in the morning. This 
scene intercuts flashes of the vampire attack 
the night before, which we see more fully 
later, but that here mainly heighten tension 
and prefigure horror.

Yet the cuts match the positions of 
Preacher Moore and the vampire Remmick, 
suggesting comparisons at least as much as 
contrasts between them. Both have offered 
a kind of fellowship and community, each at 
a price.

The vampires seem to absorb the knowl-
edge, memories and skills of those they bite. 
Several reviewers have commented on this 
desire by the white vampire to absorb the 
talents of the Black bluesmen, allegorizing 
the ways white musicians and corporations 
have profited by appropriating black musical 
innovation.

Commodification and Borrowings
The favorable terms of Coogler’s contract 

with Warner may ease discussions of the 
question of white commodification of Black 
art. He not only got final cut approval but 
also first-dollar gross points (a percentage 
of the profits without waiting for the film to 
make back its cost), and ownership rights 
revert to him in 25 years.

While these provisions are not new, they 
are unusual in combination and unprecedent-
ed for an African American director.

But as Coogler has also commented in 
interviews, while there is a story here about 
the commodifying of Black art, blues musi-
cians have themselves assimilated traditions of 

Irish and other music.
The first of the film’s several beginnings, 

before the narrative starts, offers an animated 
tale of parallel cultural traditions, of “legends 
of people born with the gift of making music 
so true, it can pierce the veil between life and 
death, conjuring spirits from the past and the 
future,” noting the Filídh of ancient Ireland, 
Choctaw Firekeepers, and West African 
Griots. This “gift can bring healing to their 
communities, but it also attracts evil.”

This story of music's supernatural power 
sets up the grand sequence later in the film, 
in which the spirits of past and future are 
evoked by the music. As the camera sweeps 
in a seemingly unbroken take around the 
interior of Club Juke, we see dancers and 
hear echoes of music from Africa and China, 
from precolonial ceremony through recent 
hip-hop.

Indeed, the film’s aspect ratio changes 
in this scene, expanding up and down to a 
squarish (1.43:1) rather than wide screen 
(2.76:1) view, thus also allowing greater depth 
of field. The music expands the film’s world 
— temporally and visually.

The other major musical number using 
this IMAX ratio is of the multiracial crowd of 
vampires singing and dancing to an Irish jig, 
“The Rocky Road to Dublin.”

Although some reviewers (the usual 
suspects) have indicted the film as “racialist” 
or anti-white, Sinners visually and narratively 
recognizes both parallels among cultural 
traditions (Filí, Firekeeper, Griot) and the 
borrowings among these traditions. And of 
course the film’s composer is Ludwig Görans-
son, whose ability to create and curate blues 
music Coogler rightly trusted would not be 
impaired by his Swedish heritage.

But while Remmick appeals to kindred 
experiences of suffering — alluding to English 
colonization of Ireland and revealing truths 

about the cruel plans of the local Klan — his 
promises of “fellowship and love” are under-
mined by his involuntary recruitment.

Those exploited and oppressed may be-
come oppressors, as those bitten by vampires 
may become vampires. These cycles may also 
be hinted at in the multiplicity of the film’s 
beginnings and endings, as well as in referenc-
es to familial violence (the twins’ father beat 
them so badly that they killed him).

As Rachel Stuart has noted in an article 
about the film at The Conversation, “The 
Rocky Road to Dublin” tells of an Irish man 
traveling to England, exchanging one form 
of suffering for another, whereas if Remmick 
were “truly offering freedom” he might have 
chosen “a song of liberation, such as ‘Oro Se 
Do Bheatha Bhaile,’ which was the rebel song 
sung by the republican army as they over-
threw the oppression of the English during 
the Easter Rising in 1916.”

Exploiters and Exploited
Without the hope of revolutionary 

transformation of an unjust system, such as 
offered historically by communist and socialist 
organizing, the best hope is to change po-
sitions within the system (to exploit rather 
than be exploited) or to escape it, as into 
spirituality or art.

The film shows the twins’ response to 
exploitation is to seek to exploit others. The 
irredeemable Klan leader is a major landown-
er, and the first vampires we see are white, 
but the Smoke Stack brothers are themselves 
attempting to develop a capitalist venture 
— built, like all such ventures, with stolen 
wealth.

Although Club Juke is an oasis of Black 
creativity and communal recreation, it is also 
meant to be a profitable business. Stack’s first 
reaction to Sammie’s playing is “Whoo! We 
gon’ make some money!”

Club Juke may provide an oasis of relief from the horrors of white supremacy, but it offers only a 
few hours of freedom.
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Smoke asserts that “all money is blood 
money,” but also believes that money can buy 
power, a view challenged by the return of the 
Klan, or by the story Delta Slim tells of mon-
ey tempting the Klan to lynch its holder.

But when many of the Club Juke patrons 
start paying with wooden nickels and paper 
plantation scrip, the club appears headed 
underwater financially. Stack’s former lover, 
white-passing Mary (Hailee Steinfeld), offers 
to go talk to the white people (the vampires) 
whom they’ve turned away, to find out how 
much money they might bring in.

Remmick has gold coins “from another 
time and place,” but despite Mary’s rejection 
of the strangers, her trip outside gives them 
the chance to turn her, and she becomes the 
first vampire in Club Juke.

Where Black Panther gave us (in keeping 
with the Marvel Universe tendency to glorify 
American empire) a CIA agent as one of the 
good guys and proposed (in keeping with 
bourgeois liberalism) philanthropic social 
services as a solution to racist urban disin-
vestment, Sinners does recognize that Black 
capitalism is still capitalism, and deadly.

Vampires, Capital and Transient Freedom
Marx famously used the figure of the 

vampire to describe capital: “dead labour, 
that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living 
labour, and lives the more, the more labour 
it sucks.”

David McNally in his book Monsters of 
the Market has argued that the gothic figures 

pervading Marx’s work also refer more 
broadly to the occult dimensions of capital as 
a system that makes work invisible. Horror 
emerges from the denigration of the physical 
inherent in the notion of abstract labor, and 
of value as an abstraction from the physical 
form of any commodity.

Other interpretations of vampires 
highlight their relation to sexuality, and 
some diverge from emphasizing only horror. 
While the vampires of Bram Stoker’s Dracula 
(1897) figure the horror of repressed desires 
returning, a more recent tradition reflects the 
modern embracing of desires.

At least since the 1970s there have been 
stories of vampires who are sympathetic fig-
ures for those considered monstrous by the 
mainstream society. This is also the tendency 
of many African American vampire novels, in 
which blood-borne longevity offers healing 
rather than soulless evil, including Jewelle 
Gomez’s The Gilda Stories, Octavia Butler’s 
Fledgling, and works by Tananarive Due.

While some vampire stories suggest vam-
pires lose their souls, in Sinners, the vampire’s 
“soul gets stuck in the body — can’t rejoin 
the ancestors, cursed to live here with all this 
hate.”

Sinners resists the abstraction of value 
by showing us labor: there is at least one 
close-up of cotton-picking, as well as several 
medium and long shots of the sharecroppers’ 
work. There is also a late flashback montage 
of the labor of setting up the club, as Smoke 
remembers this while preparing to meet the 

Klan.
Moreover, Sinners emphasizes the physi-

cality of pleasure. Advertising the Juke at the 
station, Stack invites folks to come “sweat till 
y’all stank,” and many viewers have described 
it as a very sexy film (the many references 
to oral sex may resonate with the vampire 
motif).

But although Club Juke provides an oasis 
of relief from the horrors of white supremacy 
and racial capitalism, its community is medi-
ated in part through the cash nexus, and the 
feeling of freedom is transient.

The fates of the twins diverge along the 
trajectories of these two vampire traditions. 
Smoke obeys Annie’s wish that she be killed 
rather than turned vampire, and as he dies 
himself, he sees her and their deceased 
child waiting for him in a peaceful and sunny 
afterlife.

Stack, in contrast, becomes a vampire, 
free of aging, but not unsympathetic or soul-
less. In one of the post-credits scenes he and 
Mary, still together 60 years later, visit Sam-
mie (now played by blues legend Buddy Guy), 
and we learn Stack has kept his promise to 
his brother not to harm Sammie.

The film offers the catharsis of seeing Klan 
members killed, but no vision of working col-
lectively for a better world, except through 
the magic of art (Sammie’s, or Coogler’s). 
Still, Sinners is glorious visually and musically, 
and offers a chance, for just a few hours, to 
feel free.  n

Trump’s Latest Racist Tirade  By Malik Miah

ONCE AGAIN, THE white nationalist 
U.S. president blames immigrants from 
“Third World” countries for the decline of 
“Western civilization.”

Trump’s new target are people from 
Somalia living in the United States. He slams 
all Somali people in the country as “garbage” 
that should be removed. Trump especially 
despises people from Black Africa.

Trump said he prefers people from 
Norway, Sweden, and Denmark instead. (He 
apparently hasn’t pondered why few of those 
folks seem to prefer coming to the United 
States.)

He also announced the issuance of a $1 
million Gold Card (with his face) to get mil-
lionaires from abroad to become permanent 
residents with a fast track to citizenship.  
(Trump is okay with millionaires from the 
Arab world and Asia.)

His latest target are immigrants and their 
descendants (a majority now U.S. citizens or 
legal residents) from Somali. He particularly 
despises Minnesota Congresswoman Ilhan 
Omar, who came here decades ago as a child 
refugee and became a citizen.

She was first elected to the state legisla-
ture before becoming the first African-born 

Muslim woman elected to Congress. She 
said that on Saturday, December 13, her son 
was pulled over by ICE agents and asked to 
provide proof of citizenship.

It was fortunate Omar’s son carried his 
passport, because ICE in many cases refused 
to accept other forms of proof of citizenship. 
More and Black and brown people are carry-
ing proof of citizenship and legal residency.

In an Oval Office press conference on 
December 3 about the auto industry, Trump 
instead attacked the Minneapolis Mayor Jacob 
Frey, who said he’s proud to have the largest 
Somali community in the United States.

“I wouldn’t be proud to have the largest 
Somalian [population outside Somalia] — 
look at their nation,” Trump snapped before 
going on a hateful tirade. “Look how bad 
their nation is. It’s not even a nation. It’s just 
people walking around killing each other. 
These Somalians have taken billions of dollars 
out of our country. They have destroyed 
Minnesota.”

Trump added later, “You have to have 
people come in that are going to love our 
country, cherish our country, they want to 
kiss our country goodnight,” He went one, 
“They talk about our country; we want them 

to pray for our country. This is not the peo-
ple living in Minnesota.”

Trump has previously called Haiti and oth-
er countries with majority Black and brown 
populations “shithole” countries.

Ilhan Omar acknowledged Trump’s 
“obsession” with her in a social media post, 
saying she hopes he’ll “get the help he needs.”

Community Speaks Out
What is the response of the Somali com-

munity? As reported by many media outlets 
like CNN, HuffPost CBS News there is fear, 
anger and condemnation of Trump’s attacks.

ICE is descending on Minneapolis and St. 
Paul in an operation focused on apprehending 
undocumented Somali residents in the region. 
Local leaders of the Somali community 
have denounced the Trump administration’s 
agenda and warned that agents are poised 
to racially profile people regardless of their 
status.

“They’re not just targeting so-called 
undocumented immigrants. They target all 
Somalis. Somali citizens have been stopped 
on the street, asked to provide documen-
tation,” Minneapolis City Council Member 
Jamal Osman told CNN in an interview.  n
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u k r a i n e ’ s  r e v o l u t i o n

Retrieving History: Ukrainian People’s Republic
First Democratic Socialist Republic By Vladyslav Starodubtsev
USUALLY THE HISTORY of the 1917 revo-
lution is told from the perspective of Russia. 
But its most radical and transformative cur-
rents emerged from the empire’s colonized 
peoples.

Ukraine was first among equals. It 
managed to create a majority council based 
socialist and democratic republic, and pro-
vided an example of multi-parties, coop-
erative-based and decentralized socialism, 
that was later defeated by Russia. It was the 
forefront of a revolutionary shift — offering a 
bold vision of what politics could be.

Now is an ideal time for leftists and 
progressives to learn about Ukraine, about 
the bold, emancipatory, and radical projects 
spearheaded by people enslaved by Russia, 
and return these pages to socialist history.

With the February Revolution finally deal-
ing with the Russian monarchy, revolutionary 
actions covered the whole of Russia. The 
Society of Ukrainian Progressives, a non-par-
tisan organization founded in 1908 to defend 
against black-hundredist reaction in Ukraine, 
took the initiative to call for a meeting of all 
Ukrainian parties and organizations.

Meeting on March 17th, 1917, participants 
of this meeting founded the Central Rada It 
began with a small group of left-wing and lib-
eral revolutionaries who occupied the Peda-
gogical Museum in Kyiv, but quickly expanded 
to represent millions of Ukrainians.

In the initial debates, moderate liberal-rev-
olutionary forces argued for cultural auton-
omy within a broader Russian framework, 
while Marxists and Socialist-Revolutionaries 
pushed for political autonomy — or even full 
independence — for Ukraine.

The bold stance of the Radical Left and 
massive popularity amongst the Ukrainian 
peasants and workers placed two parties at 
the forefront of the revolution: the Ukrainian 
Social-Democratic Workers Party (USDRP) 
and the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolu-
tionaries (UPSR).

Once the Central Rada adopted the goal 
of political autonomy, it urgently needed to 
broaden its base to genuinely represent the 
Ukrainian people. Over the following months, 
massive demonstrations and congresses of 

workers, peasants, soldiers, and cooperatives 
— along with the formation of Ukrainian 
councils and national organizations — rallied 
behind the Rada.

Support solidified around the Central 
Rada, which did its best to give voice to 
all segments of Ukrainian society. It was 
expanded by subsequent congresses, which 
elected and sent their delegates to Rada. 
From a small group of revolutionaries, it now 
represented a broad legitimate force, where 
all parts of Ukrainian society seated their 
representatives.

Workers’ deputies, soldiers’ councils, and 
representatives from peasant unions and 
national minorities were the largest part of 
the Rada. They were joined by representa-
tives of student and cultural unions, women’s 
organizations, trade-unions, representatives 
from municipalities and parties.

In composition, the Rada functioned as a 
majority soviet (council) parliament: roughly 
500 of the 800 deputies were representatives 
from various soviets.

The October revolution met uneasily 

with Ukraine. Amidst the chaos of revolt, the 
Central Rada cooperated with Bolsheviks to 
prevent any counterrevolutionary force from 
rising on the territory of Ukraine.

Threats of counterrevolution, instability, 
and Russian suppression of Ukrainian organi-
zations prompted Central Rada to advance 
in the realization of political autonomy for 
Ukraine and to declare the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic.1 Its platform echoed many of the 
slogans of the Russian Bolsheviks.2

Contradictions of 1917
November 1917 was a month of constant 

struggle, first against counterrevolutionary 
forces, then against the attempts to over-
throw Central Rada by the Bolshevik militias. 
Not finding the support of the people against 
Central Rada, in December 1917 Bolsheviks 
declared war against Ukraine.

Russian Red forces dismantled coopera-
tives,3 imposed party control over Ukrainian 
soviets,4 persecuted Ukrainians on national 
grounds, and economically exploited the 
country.5

Even under these conditions, Ukrainian 
workers, peasants, students and socialists 
stood at the frontlines of resistance to the 
Russian invasion, while the government 
pressed forward, legislating progressive 
reforms despite scarce resources.

Following the invasion, Ukrainian forces 
abandoned an idea of political autonomy as a 
part of Russia and declared an independent 
peasant-worker republic.

“Moreover, the same Petrograd government 
is delaying peace and calling for a new war, la-
beling it a ‘holy’ one. Blood will be spilled again; 
once more, the suffering working people will be 
forced to give their lives.

“We, the Ukrainian Central Rada, elected 
by congresses of the peasants, workers, and 
soldiers of Ukraine, cannot agree to that. We 
will not support any further wars, because the 
Ukrainian people want peace. A democratic 
peace should be concluded as soon as possible.

“In order that neither the Russian govern-
ment nor any other may obstruct Ukraine from 
establishing this desired peace, and in order to 
lead our land toward order, creative work, and 
the strengthening of our revolution and freedom, 
we, the Ukrainian Central Rada, declare to all 
the citizens of Ukraine:

“From this day on, the Ukrainian People’s 

Vladyslav Starodubtsev is a Ukrainian leftwing 
activist with Sotsialni Rukh (Social Movement) 
and an historian of Central Eastern Europe. He 
is currently a soldier in Ukrainian Armed Forces.

“I don’t want someone else’s, but I won’t give 
away my own.” Bogush Shippih, 1917. Poster 
depicting a woman as the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic defending its child against the Imperial 
Russian Eagle.
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Republic becomes an independent, free, and 
sovereign state of the Ukrainian people, not 
dependent on anyone.

“[…] Until then, we call on all citizens of 
the independent Ukrainian People’s Republic to 
steadfastly guard the freedom and rights gained 
by our people and to defend their fate with all 
their strength from all enemies of the peas-
ant-worker independent Republic.”6

Independent Ukraine
Thus was the first modern Ukrainian 

state born. Despite the challenges it faced, 
the Ukrainian People’s Republic nevertheless 
succeeded in realizing many major socialist 
reforms. For example, it put in place a strong 
framework for a cooperative7 and state-run 
economy.

At that time, the majority of economic 
activity in Ukraine was done by cooperative 
organizations, while state-owned enterprises 
focused on immediate issues like prosecuting 
the war and meeting social needs.

Ukraine adopted a proto-Keynesian eco-
nomic approach and appointed the famous 
economist, Tuhan-Baranovskyi, as financial 
minister, who was one of John Maynard 
Keynes’ inspirations when he was developing 
his economic theory.8

The new Ukrainian government also un-
dertook decentralization reforms, enhancing 
the authority of municipalities and local coun-
cils in governance, promoting gender equality, 
and enacting a long-overdue land reform.

National representation was safeguarded 
as a means of ensuring cohesion and realiza-
tion of rights to self-determination for Polish, 
Russian, Jewish and Ukrainian citizens. Sub-
sequently, the Central Rada became the first 
governing body in the world to implement 
the concept of national-personal autonomy, 
establishing distinct national territories and 
ministries to serve the needs of various 
national groups.

Politically, it was the first state in which 
the peasantry and the working class held all 
political authority. In the later stages of the 

Ukrainian revolution, the peasant-workers 
government further empowered what they 
called  “democratic clаsses” and enshrined 
their role as important tools of local self-gov-
ernance in its legal system.

The intimately social and egalitarian 
outlook of the Ukrainian Republican forces 
helped to create an unprecedented popular 
mobilization. Within just a year, Ukraine 
had  placed itself on the map, organized its 
governmental institutions and army, realized 
the most innovative political, economic and 
social reforms, safeguarded the country from 
hunger and cold winter — all while facing 
hostilities from both Russian revolutionary 
and counterrevolutionary bureaucratic appa-
ratus, factory owners and landlords, and with 
the majority of the population illiterate.

The scale, enthusiasm and achievements 
of the Ukrainian revolution at first glance 
seem to be a miracle, but in reality were 
the consequence of newfound power of the 
people, who are united against all forms of 
oppressions.

Factions in the Republic
By far the most influential political force 

in the country was the Ukrainian Party 
of Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR), a 
non-Marxist radical party advocating for 
decentralization and the socialization of the 
economy.

Distinct from Marxist factions, the party 
introduced the concept of the “laboring 
people” — a coalition of peasants, workers, 
and the laboring intelligentsia — regarded as 
equally progressive and historically oppressed 
under capitalist and feudal systems alike. 
From 1918 onward, the party embraced a 
platform based on soviet (council)-based 
governance.

While the Ukrainian Party of Socialist 
Revolutionaries was the largest political 
organization, the most influential was the 
Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers 
Party (USDRP). Though smaller and no-
where near as popular as the UPSR, its ranks 

were composed of seasoned revolutionaries 
who had played a pivotal role in organizing 
the first soviets during the 1905 revolution.

Unlike many of their contemporaries, they 
already had a lot of revolutionary experience. 
Ideologically aligned with orthodox Marxism, 
the party advocated for a dual system of 
parliamentary and council-based rule — 
envisioning a structure in which national gov-
ernance would be overseen by a parliament, 
while local affairs would be administered by 
councils, thus in its core, placing parliament 
higher than councils.

The moderates of the revolution banded 
around the Ukrainian Party of Social-
ist-Federalists, which had a relatively minor 
place in the government compared to the 
two radical left parties. The Socialist-Feder-
alists have been described retrospectively as 
“New Dealers,” due to similarities with the 
future U.S. president platform — but with 
the crucial difference of the party’s focus 
towards decentralization and strong support 
for devolving power to municipalities.

Later, new factions also began to appear. 
Of note were the Communist Indepen-
dentists, a communist bloc committed to 
internationalism and the right to self-deter-
mination, and who either opposed Bolshevik 
colonial policies or abandoned them later.

In late 1918, left wings of the USDRP and 
UPSR crystallized. These had a more anar-
chist and maximalist view of socialism, and 
disagreed with their party positions regarding 
the speed of reforms, the balance between 
deliberation and consensus on one side and 
revolutionary change on the other, and the 
mode of government.

The Communist Independentists initially 
supported the Ukrainian People’s Republic 
against the Bolsheviks, since they acknowl-
edged that the Bolsheviks were waging a war 
of aggression. However, with the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic government weakened by 
military defeats against overwhelming forces, 
they tried to create a “Third Center” con-
sisting of the two Ukrainian Communist 
parties and the anarchist Makhnovites.

Only when this option proved to be 
unstable did they hesitantly opt for negoti-
ation with the Bolsheviks, who completely 
disregarded their demands and later outlawed 
them.

What Went Wrong?
The Provisional and, later, Bolshevik 

governments were both hostile to the 
Ukrainian and other national republics as a 
result of their Great Russian chauvinism and 
their ambition to keep the Russian Empire 
united and indivisible, albeit in new form. The 
Bolsheviks were rightly perceived in Ukraine 
as an imperialist force.

In Ukraine, local chapters of the Russian 
Communist Party were active, but the Rus-
sian leaders were strongly against a separate 

Demonstration in support of the Central Rada, with Red and Ukrainian flags, Kyiv, 1917.
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Ukrainian Bolshevik party. Russian Bolsheviks 
relied on Russian cadres to rule Ukrainians.

This was not true for all Bolsheviks, 
however: Communist Independentists existed 
in the Bolshevik party as well. There was a 
significant faction, led by Ukrainian Bolsheviks 
S. Mazalkh and Vasyl Shakhray, who were 
highly critical of Lenin’s authoritarianism and 
Russian imperialist rule.

“As the sole military support for our struggle 
against the Central Rada we have only the army 
that Antonov-Ovseenko brought to Ukraine, 
which regards everything Ukrainian as some-
thing hostile and counterrevolutionary. What 
kind of Ukrainian government is this, when its 
members absolutely do not know and do not 
want to know the Ukrainian language?... What 
kind of ‘war minister’ am I when I have to 
disarm all Ukrainized units in Kharkiv because 
they refuse to follow me to defend the power 
of the soviets?” — Vasyl Shakhray, from Yuriy 
Lapchynskyi’s memoirs

“We do not know who has more right to say 
of himself, ‘I am the state!’: Louis XIV in France, 
or you [Lenin] in Soviet Russia. In any case, in 
your Bolshevik Party you could have said all of 
this in advance, before the revolution in October 
1917. (...)

“Yes, we love Ukraine, we love it as a living 
historical individuality. We ‘repent.’ For us, 
Ukraine is not only a geographical term, not just 
a ‘wor’” or a ‘name’ to replace ‘Southern Russia.’ 
(...)

“Comrade Lenin! We ask you to answer 
these questions that are of ‘personal’ interest 
to us:

“Is it possible to remain a member of the 
Russian Communist Party and defend the inde-
pendence of Ukraine? If it is not possible, then 
why? Is it because defending the independence 
of Ukraine in general is not possible or not ac-
ceptable? Or because it is impossible to defend 
Ukraine’s independence the way we defend it?

“If it is not possible to defend Ukraine’s 
independence in the way we defend it, then 
tell me: how should Ukraine’s independence be 
defended in order to remain a member of the 
Russian Communist Party?” — Vasyl Shakhray, 
“Question to Comrade Lenin”

Russian Aggression

With the Bolshevik government in place 
in Petrograd, the Ukrainian Central Rada 
pursued policies of cooperation, on the basis 
of their perceived ideological alignment. 
However, such cooperation came to a swift 
end when the Russian Bolsheviks decided to 
invade Ukraine.

“We cannot do without the petroleum of 
Azerbaijan or the cotton of Turkestan. We take 
these products which are necessary for us not 
as the former exploiters, but as older brothers 
bearing the torch of civilization.” — Grigory 
Zinoviev quoted in Michael Rywkin, Russia in 
Central Asia

In December 1917, the newly established 

Russian government issued an ultimatum 
to Ukraine, which it subsequently used as a 
pretext for invasion — thus igniting the first 
armed conflict between two socialist states.

At the time, Ukraine lacked both the 
industrial capacity and the institutional 
infrastructure to mount an effective defense. 
It was critically short of ammunition, vehicles, 
medical supplies, and logistical capabilities, 
and its nascent state apparatus lacked the 
bureaucratic coherence necessary for large-
scale mobilization.

In contrast, the Bolsheviks were able 
to draw upon the remnants of the Russian 
imperial bureaucracy and had already begun 
establishing the centralized structures of 
governance that would later prove essential 
for military organization.

Ukraine, by contrast, faced internal resis-
tance from reactionary and Russian as well as 
Polish nationalist forces and was compelled 
to build its state from the ground up. It relied 
heavily on cooperative activists — often the 
only individuals with administrative experi-
ence — who were inexperienced in managing 
the demands of wartime governance.

Outmatched in both resources and 
coordination, the Ukrainian forces ultimately 
faced defeat.

“Muravyov’s army did not have to be encour-
aged by orders to destroy the ‘enemies of the 
revolution:’ it consisted of elements that should 
have been restrained from murder and looting. 
Having captured Kyiv, the Bolsheviks committed 
a bloody massacre there, the likes of which 
the city had not seen since the time of Andrii 
Bogolyubsky. The number of victims is unclear: 
anywhere from 2,000 to 5,000. Altogether, at 
least 3,000 people were shot by the Bolsheviks 
on the first day.”9

The Russian-Ukrainian war waged until 
1922, with Ukraine facing invasions from both 

Red and White Russian forces, a German 
coup, Poland’s expansionist war, Romanian 
occupation, and a French naval invasion. The 
chaos of war, a flu pandemic, economic col-
lapse, and a de facto five-front war all weak-
ened the Ukrainian government’s control.

With significant losses on the battlefield, 
the army began disintegrating into different 
warlord factions with little oversight. When 
the authority of the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic and centralized army command 
weakened, Ukraine faced a massive wave of 
pogroms against the Jewish population.

While the Ukrainian high command 
executed pogromists where it could, and 
organized self-defence for Jewish communi-
ties, it didn’t have enough capacity to prevent 
violence.10 The Ukrainian People’s Republic 
no longer had the capabilities to ensure 
order, and, in the face of military defeats, the 
coalition of revolutionary forces descended 
into internal conflict.

The government itself, rather than being 
stationary, became the government on 
wheels, settled more in trains than in one 
government hall. Furthermore, the Entente 
(World War I western alliance) introduced 
an embargo against Ukraine, including on 
weapons, food and medication.

Under such unfavorable conditions, 
Ukraine still managed to forge strong and 
fruitful relations with other socialist or pro-
gressive republics, including the Belarussian 
People’s Republic, Czechoslovakia, Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, the Georgian Democratic 
Republic, Crimea People’s Republic, Alash, 
and others.

But after years of Russian and Russian Bol-
shevik settler colonialism, the movements for 
self-determination and democratic socialism 
faced major obstacles and were eventually 
defeated. The Empire, albeit in new form, 

“World peace in Ukraine,” 1919. H. Hasenko. On the poster, Russian Red and White, Polish and 
Romanian forces carve up Ukraine.
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won this battle, but not completely.

Recovering the Legacy
The legacy, however, remained. The Com-

munist Independentists made a huge effort 
to continue the Ukrainian Revolution “from 
within” the Bolshevik regime. By hard work 
and solidarity, they managed to bring about 
genuine Ukrainization and ultimately consti-
tuted a serious internal opposition, which 
was later described as “the biggest threat to 
the Soviet Union” by Stalin himself.11

The forces of the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic, anarchists and Communist Indepen-
dentists who didn’t compromise with Bol-
sheviks chose a strategy of armed resistance. 
During 1917-1923, the Bolsheviks faced more 
than 300,000 rebelling peasants and numer-
ous socialist peasant republics organized by 
peasant self-defense units.

The underground resistance movement 
grew as well, with 1435 insurgent units active 
from 1917 to 1932. There was also a massive 
spike of uprisings, especially the ones led by 
Communist Independentists, during the early 
1930s Holodomor (famine) genocide.

The legacy of the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic remains an example of resistance 
to Russian imperialism,  a state in which 
authentic “soviet democracy” existed, and 

where the founding principles of democratic, 
laboring and cooperative socialism were tried.

This republic, with its massive decentral-
ization and local self-governance effort and 
its huge cooperative movement consisting of 
millions of people, still inspires Ukrainians to 
think about what a progressive future might 
look like.

Sadly, the Soviet Union and, later, the Rus-
sian Federation have done everything in their 
power to control Ukrainian history, enforcing 
their own narratives, promoting xenophobia, 
and most importantly, denying and hiding an 
important, progressive, page of history that 
demands to be recovered.  n
Notes
  1.	 https://static.rada.gov.ua/site/const/universal-3.html
  2.	 https://www.istpravda.com.ua/articles/2020/02/5/ 

156989/
  3.	 Illya Vytanovych “chronicle” of Ukrainian cooperative 

movement quotes Russian Bolshevik I. Sammary, who, 
describing one of the major obstacles in conquering 
Ukraine, says: “In Ukraine we will have to count with 
a cooperative state.” In Illya’s Vytanovych “History 
of Ukrainian Cooperative movement” he described 
in detail the ideology of the Ukrainian cooperative 
movement, the Bolshevik struggle against it, and the 
subordination of Ukrainian cooperative movement 
under the party-state control.

  4.	 In Ukraine, Soviet democracy persisted longer than 
in Soviet Russia, due to lack of Bolshevik or White 
forces’ control. Different forms of Soviet power 
existed in the Ukrainian People’s Republic. Makhno’s 
anarchist forces and many insurgent Labour Republics 

aligned with the Ukrainian People’s Republic were 
based on Soviet democracy. The role of the Soviets 
was enshrined in the Ukrainian People’s Republic legal 
system afterward.

  5.	 https://suspilne.media/amp/51507-golod-v-ukraini-
1921-1923-rokiv-hronika/

  6.	 4th Universal of Central Rada, translation is mine 
https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/n0001300-
18#Text

  7.	 According to Vytanovych, in 1920 60% of the 
Ukrainian population were part of the cooperative 
movement. There was more than 22,000 active 
cooperatives. See the Encyclopedia of Ukaine.

  8.	 Lopukh, K. (2014). M.I. Tugan-Baranovsky’s innovative 
ideas in the development of the theory of money. 
Ukrainian Society, 2014(4), 122–129. https://doi.
org/10.15407/socium2014.04.122

  9.	 Д. Дорошенко, Історія України 1917-1923 Том 1. 
213 ст.

10. The story of how the Ukrainian government that 
introduced the most progressive reforms in terms 
of Jewish rights at the same time faced one of the 
biggest period of pogromist violence is best told 
and researched by historian Henry Abramson in his 
book Prayer for Government. Ukrainians and Jews in 
Revolutionary Times, 1917-1920.

11. “The most important thing now is Ukraine. Situation in 
Ukraine is completely bad (...) If we do not work now to 
correct the situation in Ukraine, we can lose Ukraine. 
Keep in mind that Pilsudski does not sleep, and his spies 
in Ukraine are much stronger than Redens or Kosior 
thinks. Keep in mind that in the Communist Party of 
Ukraine (500,000 members!) there are many (yes, 
many!) Rotten elements, conscious and unconscious 
Petlyurists, finally - direct agents of Pilsudski. As soon as 
things become worse, these elements won’t shy away to 
open the front inside (and outside) the party against the 
party” Stalin’s Letter to Kaganovich, 11.08.1932 https://
www.alexanderyakovlev.org/fond/issues-doc/1024676

DONALD TRUMP’S GIANT back hoes 
have knocked down the east wing of the 
White House to construct a ballroom in his 
own honor.

The second president of United States, 
the learned and thoughtful John 
Adams, lived in “the peoples 
house” as it became known. 
Alone in the newly con-
structed building in 1800, 
he walked up the stairs 
to his bedroom lighting 
the way by a candle to 
write letters back to 
his wife Abigail, who stayed 
at home in Massachusetts attending their 
farm.

Trump said he loved the White House 
and wouldn’t touch it. Then he knocked 
down half of it to build a 90,000 square-foot 
ballroom. The remaining White House is 
33,000 square feet. The ballroom will have 
gold leaf on the ceiling.

Trump’s Versailles on the Potomac will 
cost a quarter billion dollars, He got the 
money to build it from a section of the 

corporate class.
Hitler’s fascist party, the Nazis, got 

money from the German capital class. The 
clothing manufacturer Hugo Boss, the car 
manufacturers Mercedes and Volkswagen, 
the manufacturer of the poison gas used in 
the gas chambers I B Farben…You get the 

picture.
Ninety years later in Amer-

ica sections of the corporate 
class are donating to our fascist 
president. Google gave him $22 
million. Palantir gave money. 

Peter Thiel is a big investor. He’s 
the man who gave us J. D. Vance 

by financing his Senate career in Ohio.
Lockheed Martin gave $10 million. 

They’re a major defense contractor in 
America, although in keeping with the 
change of the Defense Department name, 
we should call Lockheed a war contractor.

Booze Alan Hamilton donated mon-
ey. They provided advice and surveillance 
during the Iraq war which killed 500,000 
Iraqis.

Nexteraenergy is a contributor. Re-
member, Trump says that climate changes a 
“hoax.”

R.J Reynolds donated money. They make 
cigarettes: Camels, Winston, Pall Mall. Salem 
and Newport are their menthol line. Ciga-

rettes kill 480,000 Americans a year, 44,000 
by secondhand smoke.

German capitalism in the 1930s was 
threatened by a powerful organized working 
class. So the German capitalists made a deal 
with Hitler’s Nazi party. They helped Hitler 
come to power and in return Hitler crushed 
the German working class, beginning witht 
the socialists and communists.

Then he turned on the Jews, whom he 
scapegoated along with Slavs, Roma, people 
with disabilities, homosexuals and commu-
nists.

In America, Trump has made a deal with 
a section of the capitalist class. Some will get 
their names sketched in stone on the wall 
in the new White House ballroom. It is all 
about access and influence.

Trump calls us “lunatic communists and 
Marxists.” He scapegoats immigrants and 
brown people calling them murderers and 
rapists, getting them snatched up off our 
streets and deported.

The new gargantuan ballroom is a mon-
ument to American fascism. As the great 
German playwright Bertolt Brecht wrote, 
in order to honestly talk about fascism you 
have to talk about capitalism from which it 
springs. We do — and we talk honestly, un-
like the lying vulgarian who wants to take us 
down even as he builds this monstrosity.  n

Vanity Vandalism:
Trump’s Versailles on the Potomac   By Michael Steven Smith

Michael Steven Smith is a host of “Law and 
Disorder Radio.” He recently co-edited From 
The Flag To The Cross: Fascism American 
Style. He is an author, activist and a retired 
lawyer.

Lisa Lyons
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Chile: Rise of the Far Right  By Oscar Mendoza

p o l i t i c a l  s e t b a c k

WITH THE SECOND round of the Chilean 
election, José Antonio Kast won a deci-
sive victory over the progressive candidate 
Jeanette Jara (58% to 42%). When Kast is 
sworn in as president on March 11, he will be 
the first far right-wing president since 1990.

Kast’s surprising victory speech hit a 
moderate tone calling for national unity, 
avoiding attacks on political opponents and 
even praising Jara for “her courage…in facing 
a very difficult challenge…and fighting till the 
end.” He also stated that people had voted 
for change, hinting at a major departure from 
the current government’s policies.

He has received congratulations on 
his win from a number of far-right figures 
including Argentina’s president Javier Milei. 
Millei posted a map of Latin America on X 
with Chile joining Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, 
Paraguay and Peru governed by the right.

How did Chile move from the euphoria of 
Gabriel Boric’s triumph in 2021, with a 10-point 
lead over Kast, to a far right-wing victory?

First, we can point to the failure of the 
Boric presidency to secure a new consti-
tution, which could replace the one from 
the Pinochet dictatorship (1980), with some 
amendments during the Coalition of Parties 
for Democracy (CPPD) after 1990.

The social revolt that led to Boric’s win 
had already approved a plebiscite for consti-
tutional change. Securing a new constitution 
that would overcome the barriers to the 
inequality of income distribution, health, edu-
cation and pensions was its main task.

But when the final draft was submitted 
to a referendum vote on September 4, 2022, 
it was soundly rejected by 62% to 38%. (See 
my article: https://againstthecurrent.org/
atc221/chile-analysis-of-a-defeat/)

The always-present right wing had cam-
paigned hard against the new constitution, 
and its victory allowed a majority right-wing 
delegates to develop its proposal, which was 
also soundly defeated in a December 2023 
referendum.

By that point, Chileans had moved on 
from constitutional concerns to the bread-
and-butter, post-pandemic issues of employ-

ment, inflation, mass immigration and public 
safety. Of course, the issues of inequality, 
health care, education and pensions bubbled 
in the background, always present.

The changed political climate had dimin-
ished the optimism and much of the trust in 
Boric’s government, whose popularity steadily 
declined despite attempts by the government 
to address key issues — even with Boric’s rel-
ative success in terms of the economy, which 
is growing steadily as inflation is well under 
control, and Labor Minister Jara’s achieve-
ments in increasing the minimum wage, re-
ducing the working hours and implementing 
pension reform.

“Falling to Pieces” False Narrative
The right’s narrative of Chile “falling to 

pieces” was pushed daily by the majority 
rightwing media. It grew in strength with 
continued attacks on economic competence 
and the failure to curb “illegal immigration” 
and crime, principally violent crime.

Secondly, for the 2025 elections voting 
was made mandatory. Most analysts agree 
that these additional “forced voters,” normal-
ly not interested or engaged in politics, most-
ly expressed discontent with the government 
and voted for the opponents of Jara, the 
Minister of Labor in the Boric government 
and a member of the Communist Party.

These voters are neither right nor left, 
they are looking for politicians to offer 
solutions that deliver more money in their 
pockets and safety in the streets and in their 
homes.

In the November 16 first round of 
elections, of the eight candidates, Jeanette 
Jara won 26.58% while the top three right-
wing parties won the majority. José Antonio 
Kast, a 59-year-old lawyer and leader of the 
extreme right-wing populist Republican Party 
won 23.92%.

Including Kast, the top three right-wing 
candidates won over 50% of the vote while 
the People’s Party candidate won almost 
20%. Although Jara worked to win the Peo-
ple’s Party voters, most voted for Kast in the 
decisive second round.

This was Kast’s third time running for 
president; last time Boric beat him by a 10% 
margin. Kast’s father arrived in Chile in 1951 
from Germany, where he had been an army 
officer and Nazi Party member. His brother 
was a key minister in the Pinochet regime.

Kast has claimed that Pinochet, if still alive, 
would have voted for him. However, he did 
not run on his very extreme right-wing social 
views, such as complete opposition to abor-
tion, but as someone prepared to efficiently 

Oscar Mendoza is a social scientist, specialist 
in international development and cooperation, 
former political prisoner between September 
1973 and May 1975, based in Scotland since 
May 1975 (initially as a refugee until 1987). continued on page 42

José Antonio Kast, the far-right candidate won decisively against Jeanette Jara.
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An Antiwar GI’s Story  Dianne Feeley interviews Howard Petrick

i m p e r i a l  d e b a c l e

ATC: How did you first get interested in politics?
Howard Petrick: I grew up in Erie, PA but left after high 
school for Minneapolis where I worked on the railroad. I was 
in Chicago the summer of 1965 when Martin Luther King 
held anti-discrimination meetings and demonstrations. When 
I moved back to Minneapolis that fall, I contacted the Socialist 
Labor Party.

I’d read an article in Esquire magazine about the free speech 
movement in Berkeley. I knew I was against the war in Vietnam; 
I decided to go to their office. They told me to read Daniel 
DeLeon, that these were not socialist but petty bourgeois 
movements led by young people who didn’t know anything. I 
thought, well that’s me. I wanted to do something and not sit 
around and read books about it.

I heard there were anti-war committee meetings taking 
place at the University of Minnesota and I started going to 
them. I decided by then I didn’t want to work for the railroads 
anymore. I was just bouncing around from job to job. I had a 
job sanding down hockey sticks and another putting handles on 
screwdrivers. I was drifting along.

It never occurred to me that I could join anything; I just 
went to the anti-war meetings. When they planned a rally, I 
said I’ll help.

The rally was at Seventh and Hennepin in downtown 
Minneapolis. We were trying to inform people about the war 
in Vietnam. There were probably 25 of us standing on a street 
corner with a step ladder. Someone would go up a few steps 
on the ladder and start talking.

Finding Socialism
As the rally was winding down, Larry Siegel asked me if I 

wanted to come up to the Young Socialist Alliance (YSA) office 
right across the street. They were having a social event. I talked 
to people who were involved in the anti-war movement and it 
all sounded good to me.

They said Farrell Dobbs, who was a leader in the Socialist 
Workers Party and led the 1934 truck driver strike, was going 
to be speaking the next Friday. I went to that forum; it con-
vinced me that I should be involved with these people. They 
had a nice library there and on the days I wasn’t working I’d go 
down and sit and read in their library.

One day I went up to Ray Dunne, another participant in the 
1934 strikes, and asked if he could tell me a little more about 
them. He said he could talk to me for weeks but urged me to 
read the bound volumes of The Organizer. I read them from 
beginning to end. It was like reading a novel that you couldn’t 
put down.

ATC: You were really thirsty to learn!
HP: Yeah, I think I was. I felt I owed it to Ray because I asked 

him a question and he gave me an answer. If I wanted to talk 
to him again, I’d have to have a specific question.

ATC: When did you get a draft notice?
HP: I left home when I was 17. At that time, you were sup-
posed to update your address with the draft board but I didn’t. 
Once when I went home and saw some of my old high school 
friends. They said every time people went to the draft board 
they called out my name. I thought, well no sense telling them 
where I am now.

But one day I answered my door and it was the FBI. They 
handed me a subpoena to show up at the draft board in 
Minneapolis. That was for a physical.

By that time I had joined the YSA. They said the board 
probably wouldn’t draft me and advised me not to be overly 
cooperative. When I was handed papers to fill out at the draft 
board I wrote my name at the top, then turned them in. I 
wouldn’t give them any more information.

They said okay and sent me home. Then they did an inves-
tigation on me. In July 1966 they called me for induction. By 
that time I was a member of both the Socialist Workers Party 
(SWP) and the YSA. Everybody said I didn’t have to worry 
because the FBI knew I was a member.

I went to the office not expecting to be drafted but sure 
enough they drafted me. They asked if I was going to refuse 
induction; I told them no I was just refusing to fill out the 

forms.
For the induction procedure, they call everybody’s name 

and you would just stand up and take the oath of allegiance. 
They asked me if I would take the oath and I told them no. 
That day they called everybody’s name and announced that if 
you don’t want to take the oath of allegiance, don’t stand up. 
So I sat there while everybody else got up and took the oath 
of allegiance. And that was it.

We were sent to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, near St. 
Louis. They had been having a heat wave that killed 125 people 
in St. Louis if I remember right. When we got there at 4 AM it 
was 92 degrees. We were assigned to a barracks but just laid 
around for a week.

Some of the guys asked me why I was being treated differ-
ently. Was my dad a senator or something? I said no, I’m against 
the war in Vietnam and I wouldn’t fill out my papers.

They asked why was I against the war. I told him I didn’t 
think we should go halfway around the world and try to kill 
farmers because they don’t agree with us politically. Some 
of them would say they’re for the war and they thought we 
should be fighting communism. I said, “People have the right to 
believe whatever they want, don’t they? Why should we tell 
them what their government should be?”
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When we finally got into basic training, 
Mullen, a guy in my platoon from Michigan, 
told me he had been a school teacher. He got 
fired for not having the students recite the 
Pledge of Allegiance. And then he got drafted.

He and I started talking to some other 
guys about the war and pretty soon 
we had a group that would get togeth-

er nights and talk. We decided to send a 
petition to president Lyndon Johnson and ask 
him why we might be sent to Vietnam when 
a war hadn’t been declared.

We hung the petition up on the bulletin 
board; about 20 guys signed. But before we 
could take it down and send it off to Johnson, 
one of the officers took it and we never got 
it back.

There was a class in basic training on 
“Know Your Enemy, the Viet Cong.” The 
captain who was leading the class was telling 
us what he had been told.

Mullen and I would take turns raising our hands and ask-
ing questions. The captain said “You can’t tell communists 
from regular people.” I said that if elections have been held in 
Vietnam when they were supposed to have been, Ho Chi Minh 
would have won the election by about 80%. If they were so 
worried about democracy, why didn’t they let them have the 
election? The captain said that’s “communist propaganda.” I 
said, “No, that’s what President Eisenhower said.”

And then Mullen got up and asked a question. The captain 
was so rattled by us asking a couple of questions that he dis-
missed the class early and said we’ll deal with these questions 
next week.

A lot of guys started coming by our room asking us, “How’d 
you find out all that stuff about Vietnam?” Soon we had a pret-
ty good-sized group of guys who were anti-war. I was getting 
a lot of stuff sent from the anti-war committee in Minneapolis. 
And guys were taking it and reading it.

We also had a Black drill sergeant who had just come back 
from Vietnam. He saw me reading The Autobiography of Malcolm 
X. He asked why I was reading that. I told him that Malcolm X 
was a pretty interesting guy and I wanted to know more about 
his life and why he thought what he did.

He knew I was against the war and said, “I wish you guys 
wouldn’t be quite so vocal in the classes your having. You’re 
just raising a lot of trouble.” He told me that “It doesn’t make 
it easy on me because I’m supposed to discipline you guys.” He 
added, “I just came back from Vietnam and I’ve got to admit 
things are pretty messed up over there.” He was as lenient with 
us as he could be.

We carried on regular discussions about the war and were 
pretty open about it. There were guys who were pro-war but 
they never had any reasons for their views.

At Fort Hood
ATC: After basic training, where were you sent? What did you do?
HP: By the end of the summer, I was sent to Fort Hood, Texas, 
60 miles north of Austin. At that time there were 40,000 GIs at 
Fort Hood, it was one of the country’s biggest bases. All they 
did was train infantry and armored battalions to go to Vietnam.

I was to become a field wireman, the guys who ran wires 
between companies. The job was to run radio connections in 
the jungle. Since the life expectancy on that job was about a 
week I did not cherish the assignment.

While we were still at the reception center, a sergeant 
came out and said, “We need a dozen volunteers.” Of course, 
nobody volunteered. Then he said “Okay, you first 12 guys in 
the front row, you’re all going to be cooks.” And I was one of 
them. That turned out to be really a great thing if you wanted 
to get to know everybody and try to organize people.

At Fort Hood the guys were mostly from New Jersey and 
California — totally different from the guys I was with in basic 
training who were mostly farm kids from the Midwest. This 
group were getting marijuana in the mail from their girlfriends.

We were into the Jefferson Airplane and Janice Joplin, and 
that the whole music thing. A lot of them were against the war. 
They’d say, “Yeah, man, I’m against the war, fuck this war, I don’t 
want to go fight.”

Within a couple of weeks, seven or eight of us were meet-
ing and talking about how we could get more people talking 
against the war. We would go into the barracks — big bays 
with 50 people in a bay — and we’d stand up on a footlocker 
and start talking about the war.

We would try to get someone who was for the war to 
debate with us. We found that was the easiest way to bring up 
all the discrepancies of why we were fighting in Vietnam. There 
weren’t a lot of guys who would get up and speak for the war. 
But when there were, we wouldn’t try to destroy them, we 
would just try to reason. Having this open debate was how we 
could get many people to listen. It worked really well.

Then we started reaching out to the other companies in 
our battalion. And we were able to do that. We treated every-
body like they were against the war. After all the Fort Hood 
Three case had happened right before I got there.

[On June 30, 1966 Private First Class James Johnson, Private 
David A. Samas, and Private Dennis Mora, stationed at Fort 
Hood, refused their deployment to Vietnam and were subse-
quently court martialed. At their courts martial each argued 
the war was illegal and immoral and cited the Nuremberg 
Code. Their case was widely followed in the press. —ed.]

1971 Anti-Vietnam demonstration in Austin, led by active-duty GIs.
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A couple of chaplains built a meeting place for everybody. 
They posted signs around the base announcing a coffee house 
for GIs with an open mic. You were invited to do what you 
wanted to do — stand-up comedy, songs, poetry. They had 
tables and chairs and a soda machine. It wasn’t something you 
could do every night but at most once a week, or maybe twice 
a month.
ATC: What was the atmosphere like? Was it pretty much an anti-
war hangout?
HP: For us it was. Guys would bring their guitars and sing folk 
songs. It was a place to meet people. We did 
it in sort of a more organized way. Those of us 
who were already against the war used it to talk 
with people from around the base. It wasn’t a 
real big place, probably 50 people on a good 
night. There would be two or three guys from 
this company and two or three from another.

Then I think they just realized that we were 
using it to our advantage. They didn’t want it to 
be a political thing. They just wanted to get guys 
together. So they shut it down.

The Movement
ATC: Did you go into Austin?
HP: There was a huge SDS down at the 
University of Texas, several hundred members. 
There was also a much smaller Committee to 
End the War. I got in touch with them and they 
said I should come down and speak at an anti-
war meeting. I spoke in uniform at a pretty good-sized public 
meeting, probably 75-100 people.

A lot of the students were interested in anti-war GIs; it was 
a novel thing to them. They said, “We run into guys from Fort 
Hood all the time down here, looking for something to do.” I 
said they should start talking to them about the war.

We had demonstrations down there that were led by GIs. 
A lot of GIs at Fort Hood were politically active and wanted 
to do stuff. They would have these celebrations down there at 
Pease Park and 15-20 GIs would show up.
ATC: Were there GI coffee houses in the Austin area that you 
might go to?
HP: None existed at that time. I got out in March of ‘68 and 
was just hearing about coffee houses. Eventually they did have 
one down in Austin. It was called The Strut.

I actually thought it was one of the worst because instead 
of making it about the war, they organized guys to boycott the 
jewelry stores. Guys would buy stuff to send to their girlfriends; 
they thought these stores were charging too much money. And 
so that’s what they started organizing the GIs around.

When this coffee house started, it sort of pulled them away 
from their being anti-war into other political stuff — around 
the elections and stuff like that. I just thought you’re missing 
the whole idea.

Interrogation
ATC: Did you get in trouble because of speaking in uniform?
HP: No, not then. But in the spring of 1967 I attended the YSA 
convention in Detroit and got back to Fort Hood on April 1. I 
went to the barracks to drop my stuff off and a roommate told 
me that the day after I left, they had a big shake down inspec-

tion and took all the anti-war and socialist literature away from 
everybody who had it.

Then they quarantined about 20 guys, interrogated them 
and offered them all undesirable discharges. They all took them. 
By the time I got back, the guys I had been working with were 
gone.

After I heard that story I went to sign in with the battalion 
authorities. They called military intelligence, who came down 
with a Jeep and a couple of MPs. They took me up to their 
headquarters saying they wanted to ask me some questions. I 

told them I wasn’t going to answer any unless I 
had a lawyer. They said that had been arranged. 
The JAG officer, a lawyer, was waiting for me.

He told me that they were thinking about 
arresting me for creating “disaffection” and 
possibly treason. He said “They want to arrest 
you and that’s why I’m here. But I don’t think 
they have evidence of anything that you’ve 
done that’s illegal.”

He said the answer to their questions would 
determine whether or not I would be arrested. 
All he could tell me was that he’d sit with me at 
the hearing. If I wanted to talk with him about 
how to answer a question, we would stop and 
I could consult with him.

We went back out and the captain said 
they’d like to ask me some questions. I asked 
how many and he replied 72, and depending on 
how I’d answer, maybe more.

I said, “I’m not going to answer any. I’ve been traveling all 
day and I’m really tired.” They said they thought I should, that 
it’s to my benefit to answer. I said no and then they went into 
the captain’s office and shut the door.

They called someone, who I assume was at the Pentagon 
or in military intelligence. All I could hear is the one side of 
the conversation, “well, no, he won’t,” and “he won’t answer.”

Then the captain came back and had the clerk type up a 
statement. The statement said “I refuse to answer any ques-
tions.” He wanted me to sign it. I said, “No, I’m not answering 
any questions and I’m not signing anything. I haven’t done 
anything wrong.”

About one o’clock in the morning, after another call to intel-
ligence, they let me go back to my barracks, where I was under 
“barrack’s arrest.” When the lawyer drove me back, he said 
that they really didn’t have anything that they could charge me 
with, and that’s the problem they’re having. He advised me to 
get a haircut, not walk on the grass, make sure I always salute 
NCOs when I go by. Just keep my nose clean.

Then I called Larry Siegel, who had been my roommate in 
Minneapolis, and told him what was happening. He said, “We’ll 
see what we can do here, and I’ll get back to you.” He called 
back in a few days and said he talked to the Emergency Civil 
Liberties Committee. The Rabinowitz and Boudin law office 
had been looking for a case about civil rights in the Army, and 
they would take the case pro bono.

The YSA would help start what became the Committee to 
Defend the Rights of Pfc. Howard Petrick. A couple of weeks 
later Carolyn Lund and Lou Jones [from the YSA national 
office] came down and interviewed me. They put together a 
pamphlet for my defense.
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ATC: How long were you on confined to your barrack?
HP: Until they found out that Leonard Boudin was my lawyer, 
which was four or five days. Then my lawyer and I went to MI 
headquarters where they said I didn’t have to answer questions 
and I was off barrack’s arrest. That was it.
ATC: After you got off barrack’s arrest and your 20 closest friends 
were gone, what was the mood in your barracks and at work?
HP: My company got notification that they were going to go to 
Vietnam. But I was transferred to another company. They had 
asked me if I would go to Vietnam if I was ordered. I said, “Of 
course, why not? All the other guys are going, why can’t I go?”

I think they thought I was going to refuse and they were 
going to get me on that. The next day, I was transferred into a 
company of guys that were mostly coming back from Vietnam. 
I think once that happened they’d decided I was going to be 
discharged, but they wanted 
to give me an undesirable dis-
charge. I refused; I wanted an 
honorable discharge because 
I hadn’t done anything wrong.

Later that fall I spoke at 
an anti-war convention 
in Chicago. Given that 

Westmoreland had come 
back from Vietnam and spo-
ken before the New York 
City Press Club and Congress 
in his uniform, I decided to speak in my uniform. Why shouldn’t 
I be able to speak at an anti-war conference in my uniform?

An interview with me made national news. That created a 
stir in all of Fort Hood. Everybody in my battalion knew about 
the interview because it was played on the rock and roll station 
we listened to in the mess hall. And then it was on the national 
news, which I think was Huntley & Brinkley. Guys from all over 
the base started coming by the barracks asking for me.

I realized I had the upper hand at that point. My lawyer said, 
“They don’t have anything on you so you can do what you 
want as long as what you’re doing is legal. You can talk about 
the war anywhere you want.” I asked, “in uniform”? He said, 
“There’s no regulation that you can’t. So, yeah.”

ATC: Were people scared of you while you were under arrest?
HP: I was transferred from the company mess hall where there 
were three or four cooks to a battalion mess hall, which had 
like nine or 10 of us on a shift. Instead of feeding 150 we fed 
up to 2500-2900 people. When I first got there all the other 
cooks were standoffish.

One night I asked one of the cooks on my shift, Ernie Shank, 
a Black guy from Philadelphia, if he’d like to go into town and 
see a movie with me. At first he said no, but then he said, 
“Yeah, fuck him, I’ll go with you.” On the bus ride there I asked 
why the guys were hesitant to talk to me.

Before I had arrived, a guy from Intelligence came to the 
mess hall and announced that, “A cook is coming here who’s a 
communist so you guys don’t want to get to get to know him 
too well. He’s going to get you in a bunch of trouble.”

Shank explained, “We were expecting some big thug of a 
guy who beat the shit out of us if we didn’t do what you told 
us to do. But hell you’re just a nice guy and a really good cook 
so everybody’s sort of saying well he seems okay to me.

“They’re all afraid to talk to you. They don’t want to get in 
trouble. I just figured, fuck it, if you’re a good cook, I’ll hang out 
with you because you make it all the easier for me. I’ll tell the 
guys you’re okay, not that they listen to me.”

His recommendation broke through the barrier in two 
or three days. Guys treated me like one of the regulars. Of 
course, there were a couple guys, like one from Oklahoma 
who was real anti-communist and another from West Virginia. 
Sometimes they’d give me a bunch of shit but it never turned 
into anything.

Another guy busted into my room one afternoon as I was 
lying on my cot reading; he wanted to fight me because I was a 
pacifist. I said “I don’t know where you heard that but I’m not 
a pacifist. If you want to fuck with me then expect I’m going 
to give you some shit back.” I told him I’m against the war in 

Vietnam, and that seemed 
to be okay with him.

Once the Tet Offensive 
happened [the beginning of 
1968 —ed], a lot of stuff 
started happening. That 
happened right before I 
got out.

GIs coming back from 
Vietnam were bringing 
back duffel bags of mari-
juana. They were bringing 
back heroin. The company 

clerk in my company sold drugs openly. Everybody knew him 
and you could buy heroin, marijuana, LSP, amphetamines. It 
would have been hard for the officers not to know that.

I knew one guy that that never said anything other than 
“Wow.” He was totally stoned. He was just ruined, really 
ruined.

My lawyer kept telling me that I was going to get an unde-
sirable discharge, and I wouldn’t have the option of turning it 
down. What happened is that I think the paperwork was sent 
to the Fourth Army at St. San Antonio. It got lost in a file there.

But on March 15, 1968, I came back from Austin, and when 
I signed in the first sergeant told me I was getting discharged. 
Normally a discharge takes two weeks but he told me to get 
my equipment and a driver would take me around to get my 
medical stuff. I did it all in about three hours. I was to be off 
the base by 5pm.

By the time I was discharged there were over 300 news-
papers that GIs published on bases all over the world. I did a 
tour to gather support in appealing my dishonorable discharge. 
I spoke at April 27, 1968 international demonstration against 
the war on the Boston Commons to 15,000. Even though I 
was barred from all military property, I was able to go onto 
bases. My discharge accused me of fermenting “disloyalty and 
disaffection.”

Just a few months later, a company from Fort Hood was 
called up to go to Chicago for the 1968 Democratic Party 
convention. The whole group of Black GIs refused. It was a 
big deal at the time that these Black GIs refused orders to go 
and be used as cops. [One hundred and sixty Black GIs sat 
down on the base, protesting the direct order. Eventually 43, 
including several who had returned from Vietnam, were court 
martialed —ed.]  n
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Researching a Movement Joshua DeVries interviews Martin J. Murray

MARTIN J. MURRAY recently published Insurgent Politics in the 
Lone Star State: Remembering the Antiwar Movement in 
Austin, Texas, 1967-1973. He is a professor of urban planning 
at the University of Michigan’s Taubman College of Architecture 
and Urban Planning, where he focuses on planning in developing 
countries and also an adjunct professor in the Department of 
Afroamerican and African Studies in U-M’s College of Literature, 
Science, and the Arts. He is the author of ten books including The 
Development of Capitalism in Colonial Indochina, 1870-1940; 
Taming the Disorderly City; and City of Extremes: Spatial 
Politics in Johannesburg.

ATC: How did you become involved in the movement against the 
Vietnam war?
MM: I went to Austin in August of 1967 to start a PhD pro-
gram in philosophy. I came from California, where I attended 
the University of San Francisco. It was a small Catholic college 
where I had been involved in some anti-Vietnam stuff and 
especially anti-ROTC, since ROTC was required. I was in the 
process of applying for conscientious objector status. I didn’t 
know anybody in Austin but within a couple of weeks, I started 
attending rallies.

That November there was a sit-in against marine recruiters. 
I sat down and stayed there for a week. A group from SDS had 
organized that; I got involved in SDS right from then.

ATC: The draft was obviously a huge factor in accelerating activ-
ism and resistance to the war. Was it socially divisive in the sense 
that college students could get deferments whereas a lot of work-
ing-class people and people from communities of color didn’t have 

that option? They were disproportionately draft-
ed and killed. How did these divisions impact 
the anti-war movement?
MM: In some ways very profoundly and 
other ways, not so much. The issue of the 
draft was always there. I had the experience 
of being compelled to take two years of 
ROTC. It gave me a particular view about 
the Army. Applying for conscientious objec-
tor status was my response. There was a 
lot of work done, particularly with one wing 
of SDS in Austin, with anti-draft counseling. 
Greg Calvert and a vet named Terry Dubose 
were key. We did a lot of work with veter-
ans at the Oleo Strut, which was the coffee 
house in Killeen, close to the Fort Hood 
base.

There were a number of big myths about 
the anti-Vietnam war movement along with 
smaller myths. One of the smaller myths 
was that when the draft turned into a lot-

tery, it somehow took the sails out of the anti-war movement. 
I never experienced it that way and I don’t know anyone who 
did. The draft was just one more thing and that when it ended, 
it didn’t mean that people gave up on the anti-war movement.

ATC: Could you talk about the activities at the Ole Strut coffee 
house?
MM: The Oleo Strut was started in late 1967 by a small, dedi-
cated group of people who lived and worked there. The point 
was to create a safe space off the military base where GIs could 
go have coffee and talk. The real effort was to talk about the 
war and opposition to the war. And every time we had demon-
strations, there was always a contingent of active duty GIs from 
Killeen or Fort Sill in Oklahoma. They were distinguishable by 
their short haircuts.

ATC: I bet they were the only ones with crew cuts.
MM: They were young, young kids, deer in the headlights, you 
know. But against the war. By ’69, almost every major rally 
with speakers had either an active duty GI, which was pretty 
dangerous for them, or a Vietnam vet, or the family member of 
somebody in Vietnam. Very early on we reached out to active 
duty soldiers and saw them as part of our movement.

There’s another myth about that too. I was just in 
Washington, DC a couple of weeks ago, and I went to the 
Vietnam Memorial. I listened to some guy who said that he 
had been a soldier, and that when he came home he wasn’t 
welcomed. He said he was spat on by people.

Well, that’s really a myth. A friend of mine, Jerry Lembcke, 

Active-duty GIs from Fort Still came to meet up with anti-war activists. Opposition to the Vietnam 
war inside the U.S. military was a critical factor in bringing the war to an end.        Insurgent Politics



30 • JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2026

wrote a book called The Spitting Image. It’s a critique of this 
idea that when vets came home they were spat upon. It may 
have occurred in a few isolated incidents, but it was not the 
response of the anti-war movement. Our response was to 
embrace, to bring people in. It was not condemnatory or mor-
alistic. It was to build a movement of working with Vietnam 
veterans.

We were building a movement to encourage people not to 
fight, but to resist. To help deserters was obviously a felony. I 
knew people who did that. But it was not something that you 
talked about or publicized. However, a number of deserters 
came through Austin that people knew about.

Trends in the Movement
ATC: What were the active political forces that played 
a role in organizing? What were the debates about the 
movement’s demands? What was your perception and 
involvement in these dynamics?
MM: In September of 1967, when I first arrived 
in Austin, the main objective was to try to build 
a visible opposition to the war in Vietnam. We 
started from needing to create an acceptable anti-
war sentiment.

There were organized Marxist-Leninist groups, 
who were always rather small. There was the 
Communist Party but it played no big role. Actually, 
the CP had some really good organizers, like Larry 
Waterhouse and Miriam Vizard. They never proselytized.

Then there was the Progressive Labor Party, which was a 
splinter from the Communist Party. They were a real annoy-
ance. Their slogan was to build a worker-student alliance. Their 
narrow focus was that the role of students was to support the 
industrial proletariat. It didn’t go very far.

Then there was the Socialist Workers Party and the 
Young Socialist Alliance. They had the Student Mobilization 
Committee (SMC). They operated separately. They had their 
own separate agenda, their own separate meetings, their own 
separate recruiting strategies. We organized joint marches with 
them. That was not a problem.

Where we parted company was their very narrow perspec-
tive. Their one slogan never changed, “Bring the troops home.” 
They never got involved in anti-racist struggles. They never 
got involved in women’s liberation. They never got involved in 
countercultural stuff. It was very narrow. And they always hued 
the line when it came to legality. If the city council refused our 
marching permits we marched anyway. But they would only go 
if it was legal.

They were a presence but I think over time, a diminishing 
presence. The best example was the demonstration against the 
dedication to the Lyndon Bains Johnson Library on May 22nd, 
1971. We mobilized about 10,000 people to be disruptive. 
The SMC student mobilization committee organized another 
demonstration. We had about 10,000, they had about 200. 
They became more and more irrelevant, but they did work 
especially around GIs, which was pretty good.

I got some great notes from the Briscoe Center from an 
informant who had infiltrated the SMC. I read a series of 
reports she wrote over a year and a half, when they were doing 
a lot of work with GIs. [The Briscoe Center for American 
History at the University of Texas at Austin includes a wealth 

of archives from this period. —ed.]

ATC: To what degree do you think the war accelerated the radi-
calization of the Black Liberation Movement and other people of 
color movements in Texas? Wasn’t there a very strong Chicano 
movement, at least down in the Valley?
MM: We worked very closely with an African American com-
munity group. At various times it had different names. Almost 
every rally that we had with speakers, there was always some-
body from Community United Front that spoke.

I think the war helped to radicalize young African Americans 
and Chicanos. We had people who worked with what’s called 

the Economy Furniture Strike in 1968 or ’69. That 
factory employed Mexican Americans. We built 
alliances through this work.

ATC: What impact do you think the antiwar move-
ment had on feminism?
MM: It began with a rejection of what women 
considered sexism in the movement. The under-
ground newspaper, The Rag, became a target. 
It tended to be led by angry young white men 
with big voices. The women who were doing the 
work for The Rag created a caucus and demand-
ed equal participation. That took place in other 
organizations as well. With the breakup of SDS 
and subsequent organizations, there was always a 
women’s caucus. But women’s movements tended 

to operate separately, whether as consciousness-raising groups 
or in other areas.

One small group, probably 15 women, called themselves 
the Witches, the Women’s International Conspiracy from Hell. 
They carried out guerilla theater actions, graffiti and sloganeer-
ing.

By 1971, there was a huge march and a women’s splinter of 
about 800 people that took over the radio station. That was 
quite a dramatic action. Women also played a big role in ’71 
and into ’72 with the bus strike. One of their big coups was 
stealing a bus. Later, in the 1976 strike they fought and won 
against random drug testing.

Politics and Counterrevolution
ATC: How do you see the insurgent culture of the anti-war move-
ment impacting the broader U.S. cultural scene?
MM: It’s hard for me to talk about the movement nationally 
but certainly in Austin, I think we had a peculiar blend of a 
political movement and a countercultural movement. There 
was tremendous overlap. I think that was true in other places 
in the country, especially Berkeley, Chicago, New York.

I think that’s because we all faced the same enemy. It took 
forms of alternative living arrangements and a lot of discovery 
around sex, drugs and rock and roll.

I always saw them as operating in tandem. But by 1970-71 
the countercultural movement was so hydra-headed and so 
young that those just coming in didn’t want to be political. They 
didn’t wanna go on marches, they didn’t wanna hear about 
Marxism or socialism. In a sense, we kind of lost control.

ATC: What do you think were the decisive factors that pushed the  
Washington to ultimately withdraw?
MM: The United States was not winning the Vietnam war on 
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the ground or in the air. Certainly after the Tet Offensive in 
’68, it was pretty clear that that the Vietnamese revolutionaries 
were well organized and willing to continue. They weren’t 
gonna negotiate a settlement that involved splitting the country 
into two.

The war completely changed from a ground war involving 
U.S. troops to a ground war involving Vietnamese troops and 
an air war. Certainly by ’71, the U.S. military was refusing to 
fight. You couldn’t count on military units to carry out the 
orders that they were given. They had to come up with some 
way to get out of there.

The American population gradually moved into varying 
levels of being against the war, and for different reasons. “Give 
peace a chance.” “War is not healthy for people and other 
living things.” The anti-war movement increasingly wasn’t just 
against the war, it wanted the other side to win. That created 
splits between the liberals and the radicals.

The Kent State killings [May 4, 1970] — Jackson State comes 
a bit later [May 15] — but Kent State, that was a huge, huge 
turn turning point. I mean, liberals, fraternity people, sorority 
people, all of a sudden people realized, this is terrible. We don’t 
want this war. Everyone was anti-war.

We built a march of 25,000 people. The student movement 
had been transformed. It was no longer a student movement, 
it was a popular movement. We didn’t have to convince people 
anymore about the nature of the war; we had to find things 
for them to do.

For the May Day demonstrations in DC 1971, we orga-
nized about 250 people from the region — Texas, Oklahoma, 
Arkansas — and a whole bunch of people from Austin got 
arrested. The slogan was that if the government won’t stop 
the war, we’ll stop the government. Pretty provocative, pretty 
utopian, pretty impossible. But it was a big, big deal.

The final event was the demonstrations [May 1971] against 

the LBJ library. Our 
goal was to disrupt 
the dedication of the 
library. We got crit-
icism and we turned 
off a lot of people, 
maybe we pushed 
a little bit too far. 
Later in 1972 there 
was a whole series of 
marches that tended 
to be smaller, more 
angry and chaotic.

Imperialism 
Persists
ATC: U.S. imperialism 
took a hit on the chin 
from Vietnam but it 
was not fatally weak-
ened. What can we 
learn from it as a 
movement from that 
experience?
MM: The internation-
al setting was such 
that there were polit-

ical movements across the world that identified with broad anti 
imperialist politics. There were movements in Central America, 
Chile, Brazil, Northern Ireland.

The U.S. anti-war movement saw itself as part of that. But 
that kind of global left disappeared. And by the time the United 
States got involved in Afghanistan, it would be hard to be sym-
pathetic to the Taliban. I think that really changed the capacity 
to identify with something larger than yourself.

Looking back, U.S. imperialism was able to mess up a lot 
of places and destroy whatever progressive movements were 
there.

ATC: What did you learn as you researched this period?
MM: My twin brother had gotten his FBI files and he had 70 
pages. I discovered files at the Briscoe Center on Burt Gerding, 
who was the head of criminal intelligence and the Red Squad 
guy. It was really an eye-opener. Number one, the extent to 
which they infiltrated us with informants, but number two, 
the extent to which they were really incompetent. And they 
weren’t particularly coordinated.

Gerding talks about setting off firecrackers at people’s hous-
es and breaking into people’s houses. He talks about phone 
taps and letter-writing campaigns. I found it quite intriguing the 
extent to which this Texas good old boy without much training 
and not particularly intelligent engaged in this stuff.

It was most shocking to read a report from a graduate stu-
dent, who came to a party at my house where we were form-
ing a caucus in the sociology department. She named 30-40 
people. She divided them into two groups: the radicals and the 
liberals. She was pretty jealous that I got to teach this course 
that maybe she should have gotten it. And she said something 
like “he taught this course and it was just Marxism and it was      
not a very good course.” How would she know? She wasn’t 
enrolled in it — but this was my first teaching evaluation.  n

After the Ohio National Guard murderously fired on students at Kent State, opposition to the war rapidly expanded to the 
majority of the U.S. population.                                                                                               Insurgent Politics
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A Dissident’s Dilemma:
Albert Maltz’s Rediscovered Novel  By Patrick Chura
THE CULTURAL-POLITICAL movement 
known as the Prague Spring came into 
being on January 5, 1968, when reformist 
statesman Alexander Dubček was elected 
First Secretary of the Communist Party of 
Czechoslovakia.

Dubček’s liberalizations — freedom of 
speech, multi-party elections, an uncensored 
media, and constraints on the dreaded secret 
police — amounted to an ambitious program 
that promised to reinvigorate democratic 
socialism and offer citizens “a fuller life of 
the personality” than was possible in the 
capitalist West or in the increasingly illiberal 
Soviet Union.

Exactly seven months, two weeks and 
two days after its birth, Dubček’s dream of 
“Socialism with a human face” died a violent 
death, crushed by half a million Soviet-led 
Warsaw Pact troops. Dubček was arrested, 
137 civilians were killed, and 70,000 Czecho-
slovakians fled immediately to the West.

So ended a brave experiment. But as 
the New York Times predicted, the tyrannical 
crackdown was “certain to provoke an out-
cry not only from non-Communists but also 
from Communists around the world.”

In Moscow, the fledgling Human Rights 
Movement was energized. Since that April, 
Natalya Gorbanevskaya (1936-2013) and a 
group of activists had been circulating carbon 
copies of The Chronicle of Current Events, 
an underground samizdat newsletter that 
exposed human rights abuses by the Soviet 
government.

On the night of August 21, while caring 
for her three-month-old son and listening 
to Soviet media reports of the “fraternal 
intervention” in Prague, Gorbanevskaya typed 
notes for the Chronicle, then fashioned a 
home-made Czech flag and mounted it on a 
stick.

The next morning she made two more 
cloth banners, one of which read, “Long live 
free and independent Czechoslovakia.” The 
other carried her favorite slogan: “For your 

freedom and 
ours.”

On August 
25, a Sunday, 
Gorbanevskaya 
folded the flag 
and the banners, 
slipped them 
under the 
mattress of her 
baby carriage, 
and wheeled the 
carriage toward 
Red Square. On 
the way she 
saw people she 
knew and smiled 
at them. Her 
little boy slept 
peacefully.

She came to 
the agreed-upon 
meeting place, 
the old Execu-
tion Ground monument, just as her friends 
Pavel Litvinov and Larissa Bogoraz and several 
others were approaching. The clock struck 
twelve.

It took a few seconds to unfurl the 
banners. She gave hers to comrades and kept 
only the Czech flag for herself, holding it in 
one hand with her other hand on the stroller. 
Then, in a single movement, the eight dem-
onstrators sat down on the raised parapet 
encircling the monument and displayed their 
outrage: “Hands Off Czechoslovakia” “Down 
With The Occupiers.”

Almost immediately they heard shouts of 
anger and saw people racing toward them. 
The first to be assaulted was Viktor Fainberg 
(1931-2023), a literature student recently 
arrived from Leningrad, who was tackled and 
kicked in the head.

Gorbanevskaya saw him on the ground as 
the banners were torn away and her flagstick 
broken. She would always remember the 
sound of ripping cloth.

Fictional Character, Factual History
Readers of Albert Maltz’s long-buried 

novel The Eyewitness Report will learn what 
happened to Gorbanevskaya and her com-
rades after their banners were destroyed.

The protagonist and titular “eyewitness” 

is 42-year-old Daniil Petrovich Barkov, a 
prize-winning Soviet writer whose life is at 
a crossroads. As the novel begins, his wife 
Anna is slowly dying in a hospital bed, and 
his faith in his country is shaken by the 
shameful violation of Czech sovereignty 
four days earlier.

Standing at the Execution Ground near 
St. Basil’s Cathedral, Barkov is approached 
by a sightseer and asked about the signifi-

cance of the 
monument. 
It had been 
built in the 
16th century, 
Barkov pro
fessorially 
explains, and 
“had served 
as a place of 
execution, 
but also had 
been used for 
the proclama-
tion of edicts 

and the announcement of the call to arms.”
Within the novel each of these histori-

cal purposes will metaphorically recur and 
resonate. Barkov witnesses, but does not join, 
a peaceful protest with violent consequences. 
He has been reading samizdat literature, but 
in order to protect Anna from anxiety, he has 
not become a member of the Human Rights 
Movement.

Stirred by the bravery of the demonstra-
tors, Barkov shouts, “Why beat them?”— a 
naïve question that underscores his lack of 
genuine political commitment.

The first point of direct contact between 
Maltz’s fictional character and factual history 
(there will be many) is when Barkov, sensing 
physical danger to one protestor in particu-
lar, whispers urgently to the young mother, 
Gorbanevskaya: “Please, girl, go away. Why 
should you sit if you don’t have to?”

Her clear and confident rejoinder, “A pub-
lic demonstration is needed!” stuns Barkov 
and stokes his inner turmoil.

The second point of contact between 
Barkov and an actual demonstrator symboliz-
es his potential for growth. The most brutal 
moment in the August 25 protest was the 
beating of Fainberg, the lone Jewish partici-
pant:

Patrick Chura teaches courses in 19th and 
20th-century American literature at the 
University of Akron. He is the author of three 
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literary-historical topics. His book Michael Gold: 
The People’s Writer won the 2022 Literary 
Encyclopedia Book Prize and the Paul Cowan 
Award for Non-Fiction.

d o u b l e  b l a c k l i s t e d

Natalya Gorbanevskaya and 
Viktor Fainberg were two of 
the eight who demonstrated in 
opposition to the Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia and identified 
with Prague Spring. As the result 
of their demonstration in Red 
Square both were confined to 
psychiatric hospitals, the bureau-
cracy’s method of dealing with 
dissidents.



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 33

“Was it five or a dozen times they kicked 
him?” Barkov wonders, “before everyone heard 
the sickening crack as his upper front teeth 
snapped off at the gum line.”

On his way home, the celebrated Soviet 
author examines his conscience. He ratio-
nalizes that the net value of the protest did 
not equal the price the protestors would pay 
for it, but he can’t shake off more difficult 
questions: Did he have the moral right to 
keep silent in the presence of political evil? 
Were his mental gymnastics no more than an 
effort to comfort himself because he had not 
had their courage?

Barkov returns to the Execution Ground. 
There is something he must retrieve. Fearing 
detection, he furtively bends down and res-
cues from the bloody pavement “two of the 
jagged, crimson teeth that had dropped from 
the mouth of the man with a hooked nose 
and a strong character.”

Instead of being the kind of writer whose 
works are taught in Soviet schools, he 
will now go the way of the dissident, with 
Feinberg’s upper incisors as his talisman. He 
is unaware that he is already a target of the 
State.

Keeping Faith
The strangulation of the Prague Spring has 

inspired visual art, music, drama and prose, 
including the novels of Milan Kundera and 
the plays of Václav Havel. With this first-ever 
publication of The Eyewitness Report, released 
by Alma Books on October 21, Albert Maltz 
(1908-85) joins Kundera and Havel among 
world-class artists moved by the Prague 
spirit.

In a journal Maltz kept while working on 
the novel, he committed himself to an art 
that would “keep faith” with political victims. 
He cited as inspirations Viktor Fainberg and 
Pavel Litvinov of Red Square, but also singled 
out Petro Grigorenko, the Red Army General 
who was locked away in a psychiatric hospital 
and stripped of his citizenship for telling the 
truth.

Maltz named antifascist literature pro-
fessor Eduard Goldstücker, a leader of the 
Prague Spring who was forced into exile 
when the Soviet tanks rumbled in. Andrei 
Sakharov and Mstislav Rostropovich, who 
endured harassment and exile after speaking 
out for Prague and for civil liberties, were 
likewise in Maltz’s thoughts.

And in the case of Alexander Solzhenit-
syn, whose persecution is a key background 
factor in The Eyewitness Report, Maltz had 
already demonstrated solidarity. In December 
1972, Maltz learned that the dissident novel-
ist, expelled from the Soviet Writers’ Union 
and denied his royalties, was cash-strapped 
and desperate.

Identifying with Solzhenitsyn’s plight as 
an author “suffering from blacklisting in its 
most acute form, . . . in his own country, 

Maltz publicly offered to donate to Solzhenit-
syn his uncollected Soviet royalties (about 
34,000 rubles) to relieve the banned writer’s 
hardships. U.S. media celebrated the gesture, 
but retaliation from the USSR was swift. All 
of Maltz’s contracts with Moscow publishers 
were quickly canceled.

In the context of The Eyewitness Report, 
this is important for several reasons. Maltz 
completed the novel in 1973 and was unusu-
ally excited about it. After two decades on 
the Cold War blacklist, he had finally found 
a commercial publisher for a collection of 
his short stories in 1970, but he believed 
this new novel would be his true return to 
relevance, if not prominence.

In letters to friends, he solicited coach-
ing for his planned appearances on the TV 
talk-show circuit when The Eyewitness Report 
would hit the bookstores.

Double-Blacklisted Artist
From late 1973 through 1975, at least a 

dozen American publishers rejected Maltz’s 
novel. Some felt that, with Solzhenitsyn in 
vogue internationally, Maltz’s manuscript was 
ill-timed: “The problems of current oppres-
sion and tyranny in the Soviet Union have 
been too recently treated,” explained an 
editor at Bobbs-Merrill in 1974.

But the real problem with The Eyewitness 
Report was the nationality of its author. One 
U.S. publisher wrote, “I find it difficult to 
accept fully the idea of an American novelist 
assuming the guise of a Soviet writer.” Maltz’s 
London agent Robert Harben explained that 
editors were “reluctant . . . because the book 
has not been written by someone living in 
Russia.”

Though Harben dubbed this “a foolish ar-
gument,” it was insurmountable. At Double-
day, the largest U.S. publisher, a senior editor 
mused, “if only it had been written by one 
who had lived through it.”

Of course, Maltz had lived through it. As 
one of the Hollywood Ten, a group of film-in-
dustry figures who challenged the constitu-
tional legitimacy of the U.S. House Un-Amer-
ican Activities Committee in 1947, he was 
fined, jailed for 10 months, and thwarted as a 
writer for 20 years.

His crime? Refusing to cooperate with 
the congressional investigation into alleged 
Communist subversion.

Like his character Daniil Barkov, winner 
of a Stalin Prize and a Lenin Prize, Maltz was 
a gifted artist — “a man whose talent made 
a contribution to the cultural life of his coun-
try” — who was eventually shunned in the 
country of his birth. And in Maltz’s extraordi-
nary case, he had just been blacklisted by the 
Soviet Union as well.

In The Eyewitness Report, Maltz registers 
with precision Barkov’s frustration at being 
reduced to a non-person — because he has 
felt that frustration himself. The editors who 
rejected the novel on the basis of Maltz’s 
American identity failed to see that it was, in 
part, a work of autobiographical fiction about 
the soul of a banned artist.

As early as April 1969, Maltz claimed a 
connection with Soviet dissident writers, go-
ing on record at a public forum in support of 
Yuri Daniel and Andrei Sinyavsky, who were 
sentenced to hard labor for publishing works 
satirizing Soviet society. Here is how Maltz 
explained their persecution:

“I cannot avoid the observation that to a 
considerable extent they behaved as did the 
members of the Hollywood Ten when they 
were blacklisted by the film industry. They were 
prosecuted under a law prohibiting ‘agitation or 
propaganda’ for purposes of ‘subversion’ — does 
this or does it not sound like a hearing before 
the Committee on Un-American Activities? I 
cannot, out of my own personal history, fail to 
make common cause with these imprisoned 
Russian writers.”

The Novel’s Fate
In the summer of 1973, Maltz sent the 

half-completed manuscript of The Eyewitness 
Report to Eduard Goldstücker, the former 
President of the Czech Writers’ Union, and 
to a number of former Soviet citizens who 
had been living in Moscow in 1968. He asked 
whether the pages seemed “valid” to them. 
explaining, “I would not have undertaken this 
novel unless I felt that my own experiences, 
and the various sources of information avail-
able to me, would allow me to write it with 
verisimilitude to the Soviet scene, history and 
experience.”

Maltz did not foresee the wall he would 
hit among parochial U.S. publishers who 
apparently felt that only a Soviet citizen could 
write convincingly about political tyranny. He 
did anticipate what he called “the flak” that 
would come from doctrinaire leftists.

continued on page 44

Albert Maltz saw his desire for freedom and 
artistic integrity similar to those of Soviet dissi-
dents and produced a work of autobiographical 
fiction.
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REVIEW
On Ernest Mandel’s Contributions   By Paul Le Blanc
Against Capitalism and 
Bureaucracy:
Ernest Mandel’s Theoretical 
Contributions
By Manuel Kellner, translated by Maciej Zurowski
Foreword to the English Edition by Michael Löwy
Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2024, 465 pages 
including index. $40 paperback.

AN ACCUMULATION OF global crises and 
catastrophes have been generating powerful 
stirrings of radicalization throughout the 
world that are causing increasing numbers 
of young activists to reach out for examples 
and insights from revolutionary fighters and 
thinkers who have gone before. Many have 
come to the reasonable conclusion that 
there is much to learn from the past that can 
help us comprehend the present and shape 
the future.

For some of us (particularly in the aging 
and diminishing ranks of the generation of 
1968), central among such figures — as an 
inspiration, a mentor, and a comrade — was 
Ernest Mandel (1923-1995), whose contri-
butions have begun to attract some well-de-
served attention.

Revolutionary Theorist of the Fourth 
International

An outstanding, critical-minded study by 
one of Mandel’s German comrades (from 
the Generation of ’68) — Manuel Kellner — 
has now appeared, accomplishing what the 
earlier studies on Mandel did not provide: a 
systematic examination and assessment of his 
wide-ranging theoretical contributions.

Published under the auspices of the 
remarkable Historical Materialism book series, 
it is a gift for scholars and activists seeking 
to engage with and make use of the vibrant 
work of a brilliant theorist who was serious 
about revolutionary change. We will focus 
here on some of what Kellner has to say, 
although this volume — like the corpus of 
Mandel’s contributions — deserves further 
(collective, critical-minded) discussion.

One cannot comprehend Mandel’s theo-

retical development without understanding 
his deep commitment to the Fourth Interna-
tional. This is a transnational organization of 
left-wing parties and groups, founded in 1938 
after a five-year preliminary process, by Leon 
Trotsky and other revolutionary Marxists 
from a number of countries.

They were driven by the need for a revo-
lutionary alternative to the Second Interna-
tional (or Socialist International, which they 
felt had been corrupted by social-democratic 
reformism) and to the Third International (or 
Communist International, which they felt had 
been corrupted by Stalinist authoritarianism).1

“At a young age,” Kellner tells us, “just af-
ter World War II, Ernest Mandel was already 
a leading figure in the Fourth International,” 
regarded at the time “as a kind of prodigy, 
owing to his intellectual proficiency, his al-
ready vast knowledge, and his ability to think 
independently, offering captivating analyses of 
social processes, and articulate revolutionary 
socialist perspectives in a compelling fashion.” 

Beginning in this period, and for the next 
fifty years, “he played an important role in 
the development of the Fourth International’s 
positions” on a variety of issues. (Kellner, 
215)

Kellner notes that Mandel “always en-
deavored to ensure continuity with Trotsky’s 
most important positions and the program-
matic legacy of the Fourth International.”

This had two outcomes: “anything 
‘new’ was [deemed] best analyzed with the 
Trotskyist ‘grid,’” and consequently when his 

writings are examined, “his own theoretical 
contribution … is not always easy to discern,” 
although Kellner argues that Mandel did 
indeed make independent contributions.

Also running through his thought is an 
incredibly fruitful tension — “a tension 
between ‘openness’ and the insistence on 
‘coherence.’” (215, 407)

Kellner identifies a link between Man-
del’s openness/coherence approach and the 
Fourth International to which he had com-
mitted his life. One aspect of this involves an 
insistence on theory not as an open-ended 
idea fest, but as a guide to action. This means 
a determination to advance the revolutionary 
socialist cause in a manner that can culminate 
in successful revolution. Another aspect, 
however, signifies a sectarian danger.

Positives and Negatives
Kellner opens his examination of the 

positive in this way: “The emphasis on the 
coherence of his own edifice of ideas … 
springs from deep-seated needs. The cohe-
sion of an organization that is only imparted 
to an extremely modest degree by successes 
in practical action depends not least on the 
idea that the doctrine that the organization 
stands for is in line with social reality and its 
tendencies of development.” He adds: “On 
what else can it base its hope of becoming a 
relevant political factor someday?” (408)

In the next breath he notes the negative:
“If categories from the programmatic ‘canon’ 

(such as ‘permanent revolution’) prove to be 

Paul Le Blanc has been active in the socialist 
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member of Solidarity, the Tempest Collective, 
and Democratic Socialists of America. A retired 
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al board of the Complete Works of Rosa 
Luxemburg (Verso). His most recent book is 
Lenin: Responding to Catastrophe, Forging 
Revolution (Pluto, 2023).

Ernest Mandel in 1972.
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inadequate for interpreting such processes [that 
are unfolding in the world], the cohesion of one’s 
own organization appears to be at stake. In such 
cases, however, theory serves less as a guide to 
action than as a means of reassuring oneself 
about the validity of one’s own basic positions. 
Thus there is a certain ‘apologetic’ aspect of 
Mandel’s Marxism too.”(409)

And yet the positive certainly moved to 
the foreground at a key moment in history:

“Mandel … correctly predicted at the begin-
ning of the 1960s, on the basis of his analysis 
of contemporary capitalism as well as some 
major tendencies with respect to social forces 
and struggles, not only the turn to a ‘long wave’ 
with a stagnant and depressive tendency, but 
also a new upsurge of anti-imperialist struggles, 
anti-bureaucratic struggles, and class struggles in 
the developed industrial capitalist countries.

“In all of this, his predictions were vindicated 
by the actual development. In this way, he gave 
the members of the Fourth International and 
a number of activists in the left and workers’ 
movements new hope: the perspective he 
offered them was that real tendencies in society 
would soon converge with their ideas of a pro-
cess of universal emancipation.

“In particular, ‘the dialectic of the three 
sectors of the world revolution,’ which may have 
seemed speculative and over-optimistic to ob-
servers in 1963, seemed to begin to materialize 
in the late ’60s. The left in general, and the FI in 
particular, emerged stronger from this process of 
radical change.” (409-410)

Much has changed since the late 1960s, 
and since Mandel’s death in 1995. In that dra-
matically changing context, the once-massive 
workers’ movement and the organizations of 
the labor-left, in different ways and for more 
than one reason, have largely disintegrated.

The Fourth International has endured, 
but it too has changed. When first founded, 
the FI projected itself as the World Party of 
Socialist Revolution, and this was evident in 
Mandel’s own perspectives to the very end 
of his life.

As Kellner notes, “for Mandel the FI, the 

organization that authentically preserved 
and developed the revolutionary Marxist 
tradition, was the nucleus of the future great 
force” that would bring a socialist revolution.

In the year of Mandel’s death, however, a 
World Congress of the FI declared “rather 
more modestly,” as Kellner sums it up, “that it 
is one of several international organized ten-
dencies wishing to make a contribution to the 
renewal of the workers’ 
movement, the reforma-
tion of an anti-capitalist 
left, and the formation 
of revolutionary parties 
and a mass revolutionary 
international.” (436)

Breadth of Thought, 
Focus of Purpose

The scope of Mandel’s 
thought and contributions 
is indicated by the topics 
of the book’s chapters. 
“Theory and Practice” 
(Chapter 1) outlines his 
early life. It focuses on 
his initial intellectual, political, and activist 
development, including in the face of the Nazi 
invasion — and resistance to it — in his na-
tive Belgium during World War II, culminating 
to his precocious rise to the leadership ranks 
of the Fourth International.

“Critique of Contemporary Capital-
ism” (Chapter 2) explores his pathbreaking 
contributions to Marxist economic theory, 
particularly regarding the structure and dy-
namics of capitalism in the post-World War 
II period but also placing this in the long view 
of history.

“Socialism: The Utopian Dimension 
in Mandel’s Work” (Chapter 3) presents 
specifics on Mandel’s vision of the alternative 
to capitalism — profoundly humanistic and 
democratic, while at the same time striving 
for a tough-minded realism.

Post-revolutionary experience in the 
wake of Russia’s socialist revolution of 1917 

yielded a quite different outcome, and Mandel 
focused considerable attention to an ongoing 
and intensive examination of how and why 
this was the case, and its meaning for theo-
rists and activists of his own time, summa-
rized in “Critique of Bureaucracy” (Chapter 
4). The orientation that Mandel projected on 
how to move from the oppressive realities of 
the capitalist present to the hoped-for social-

ist future is presented in “Socialist 
Strategy” (Chapter 5).

The concluding chapters — 
“Emancipation and Social Catastro-
phe” (Chapter 6) and “Evaluation 
and Prospects” (Chapter 7) — of-
fer incisive discussions of Mandel’s 
(and Trotsky’s) analysis of fascism, 
and Mandel’s effort to compre-
hend the Holocaust. Also in these 
last seventy pages are succinct 
discussions of a variety of matters, 
and here we will very briefly touch 
on three.

One involves the question 
of optimism vs. pessimism. A 
quotation attributed to Antonio 

Gramsci (but actually originating from one of 
his literary heroes, Romain Rolland) is a call 
for “pessimism of the intellect, optimism of 
the will,” which can be understood in more 
than one way.2

For Gramsci, a pessimistic intellect could 
be utilized to make one more effective in the 
struggle for socialism, with an optimistic will 
that refuses to allow one to give up. On the 
other hand, for all-too-many tired or lazy 
activists in recent years, it seems to justify 
having become immobilized by an “optimistic” 
will pulling toward an effective socialist move-
ment and a “pessimistic” intellect perceiving 
its seeming impossibility.

Using the phrase in its strictly Gramscian 
sense, Michael Löwy — cited at length by 
Kellner — observed in regard to Mandel that 
“when it ceased to be ‘optimism of the will’ 
in the Gramscian meaning (i.e. coupled with 
‘pessimism of the intellect’) to become a sort 
of ungrounded ‘optimism of the intellect,’ or 
just plain and simple over-optimism, oracular 
predictions, so often repeated and so often 
falsified, about the ‘impetuous rise of the 
masses,’ and the immanent revolutionary 
upsurge, in the USSR, in Spain, in Germany, in 
France, in Europe and in the whole world.”

In the late 1960s and early ’70s, Mandel 
supported the perspective of a continental 
strategy of guerrilla warfare which could lead 
– he over-optimistically thought — to social-
ist revolutions throughout Latin America. He 
fleetingly speculated, in 1969, that revolution 
might even be made in the United States by 
1979-1984.3

In some ways more profound is Kellner’s 
discussion of a sort of “moral imperative” 
animating Mandel (which “united him with a 
number of devoted socialists of various ten-

THREE RICH VOLUMES of Ernest Mandel’s essays have recently appeared, pub-
lished by Amsterdam’s International Institute for Research and Education — in 
cooperation with Resistance Books in London: Ernest Mandel, Selected Writings, 3 
vols (London: Resistance Books, 2021, 2022, 2023).

Verso has published two important volumes dealing with Mandel’s life and 
thought.  A critical exploration of many of his ideas by a collection of authors 
can be found in Gilbert Achcar, ed., The Legacy of Ernest Mandel (London: Verso, 
2000). Jan Willem Stutje has presented us with a very informative biography, Ernest 
Mandel: A Rebel’s Dream Deferred (London: Verso, 2009).

Some of his major works, still widely referred to, have remained in print, 
including Marxist Economic Theory; The Formation of the Economic Thought of Karl 
Marx; Late Capitalism; Long Waves of Capitalist Development; and Power and Money: 
A Marxist Theory of Bureaucracy. Monthly Review Press accounts for the first two 
of these titles, and Verso for the other three.  n

Introducing Ernest Mandel
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dencies”) that Kellner describes this way:
“Mandel makes the point that taking sides 

with the exploited and oppressed is a moral 
duty, even if all hopes of achieving the de-
sired social liberation are shattered: ‘Today, in 
bourgeois society, this implies siding with the 
working class and other oppressed strata of the 
population, poor peasants in the third world, 
oppressed women, oppressed youth, etc. This is 
a moral duty, a matter of conscience that does 
not stem from any certainty that socialism will 
prevail. Even if one is convinced that barbarism 
will triumph, one must not for a second abandon 
this moral, categorical imperative.” (429-430)

This brings us to a distinguishing element 
in Mandel’s thought. For Mandel (as for Marx) 
this categorical imperative was inseparable 
from a deep commitment to the condition, 
the experience, and the future of the working 
class.

Working-Class Commitment
Kellner refers to “Mandel’s last extensive 

piece of writing — [which] in a sense . . . can 
be defined as his ‘political testament’.” This 
was part of a public confrontation (which 
some of his closest comrades had strongly 
urged against) in New York City with the 
hyper-sectarian Spartacist League.

For years it had been denouncing Mandel 
and the Fourth International with the accusa-
tion that it systematically and always, always 
betrayed the Trotskyist cause — and he 
wanted to provide an answer. In close consul-
tation with Mandel, I agreed to help organize 
and co-chair the event.4

According to Kellner, “Mandel’s politi-
cal-strategic thinking is permeated by a ten-
sion between his orientation towards a class 
movement of wage earners and the entire 
range of emancipatory social movements, on 
the one hand, and his strong identification 
with his own, largely marginal organization.”

These sensibilities permeated his remarks 
during the debate with the Spartacists. Of 
enduring relevance, however, were the more 
general points he offered regarding the work-
ing class, its evolution, and its struggles. (433) 
Mandel begins his political testament with 
these five sentences.

“The birth act of Marxism is the eleventh 
thesis on Feuerbach: ‘The philosophers have only 
interpreted the world. The point is to change 
it.’ While a correct theoretical understanding 
of capitalism is indispensable for its overthrow, 
it is not enough. This task has to be realized in 
practice. Only the working class — as it is de-
fined by the first program of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labor Party written by Lenin and 
Plekhanov, all those who are under the economic 
compulsion to sell their labor power — only the 
working class is capable of breaking the hold of 
the bourgeoisie over the main means of produc-
tion and exchange.”5

Of course, the working class had been 
undergoing dramatic changes — along with 

the dramatically changing capitalist system — 
over the nine decades since Lenin and Plekha-
nov wrote that program. Mandel had been 
engaging with the study of that evolution for 
at least three decades prior to the debate 
with the Spartacists, describing in 1968, for 
example:

“[the] growing integration of intellectual labor 
into the productive process; growing standardiza-
tion, uniformity and mechanization of intellec-
tual labor; growing transformation of university 
graduates from independent professionals and 
capitalist entrepreneurs into salary earners 
appearing in a specialized labor market — the 
market for skilled intellectual labor where supply 
and demand make salaries fluctuate as they did 
on the manual labor market before unionization 
but fluctuate around an axis which is the repro-
duction cost of skilled intellectual labor.

“What do these trends mean but the 
growing proletarianization of intellectual labor, 
its tendency to become part and parcel of the 
working class?”6

Over the years Mandel observed a global 
process which, through diverse and con-
tradictory developments, was making the 
working class larger and stronger than ever:

“It is true that the billion-strong army of 
wage-earners throughout the world is not 
growing at the same rate in every country at all 
times, nor are their living standards and working 
conditions bringing them closer together than 
they were at all times in the past. The develop-
ment of the working class does not progress in a 
linear way. It declines (and becomes de-skilled) 
in certain sectors, regions, or even countries 
while progressing and becoming more skilled 
in others. But there are no data that prove 
that the long-term, world-wide tendency is one 
of [numerical] decline, far from it.” (Mandel 

quoted, 357)
Kellner describes Mandel’s “take” on new 

developments in the class struggle:
“The greater role of the ‘new social move-

ments’ does not contradict the role of wage 
earners as the potentially revolutionary subject. 
The base of these movements is generally 
‘proletarian’ according to the aforementioned 
definition [by Lenin and Plekhanov]. Not its 
alleged petty-bourgeois composition, but a 
process of alienation from a largely conservative 
official labor movement, which is unattractive on 
many issues linked to emancipation, has led it to 
constitute itself ‘outside.’” (Kellner, 357)

Kellner offers the following critical appre-
ciation: “One hopes that many more people 
will be inspired by Mandel’s verve and let 
themselves be motivated to live his kind of 
life, yet without succumbing to ungrounded 
political confidence or to some of his more 
questionable ideas.”

He adds: “Ultimately, any other than 
critical approval would not be in Mandel’s 
spirit.” In the final paragraph of his study, 
Kellner emphasizes that “Mandel’s attempt 
to critically revive the Marxist tradition as a 
whole, based on extensive empirical findings, 
can only be continued through collective 
work …” (439, 445)

And inseparable from such collective 
theoretical development, of course is its 
dynamic interplay with the experience of 
mass struggle for a livable future and a better 
world.  n
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“The birth act of Marxism 
is the eleventh thesis on 
Feuerbach: ‘The philoso-

phers have only interpreted 
the world. The point is to 
change it.’ While a correct 
theoretical understanding of 
capitalism is indispensable 
for its overthrow, it is not 

enough. This task has to be 
realized in practice . . . . only 
the working class is capable 
of breaking the hold of the 
bourgeoisie over the main 
means of production and 

exchange.” 
—Ernest Mandel



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 37

Jewish Anti-Zionism in Perspective  By Lex Eisenberg

REVIEW
Citizens of the Whole World:
Anti-Zionism and the Cultures of 
the American Jewish Left
By Benjamin Balthaser
Verso Books, 2025, 320 pages,
$29.95 hardcover.

IN THE DAYS leading up to the 
2025 New York City mayoral elec-
tion, a group calling itself “The Jewish 
Majority” published an open letter 
decrying the “political normalization” of 
anti-Zionism in the United States.

The letter, which gained the signa-
tures of over 1,100 rabbis and cantors, 
took aim at mayoral candidate and 
democratic socialist Zohran Mamdani, 
insisting that Mamdani poses a threat 
to the safety and dignity of Jewish New 
Yorkers because Zionism is an inextricable 
aspect of Jewish identity.

What struck me about the letter beyond 
its blatantly false claims, Islamophobic un-
dertones, and weaponization of Jewish fear 
to advance bourgeois interests (more on 
this later) is the name “The Jewish Majority.” 
Implicitly targeted  here, of course, are Jewish 
anti-Zionists.

Organized in groups like Jews for Eco-
nomic and Racial Justice (JFREJ), the 501(c)4 
arm of Jewish Voice for Peace (JVP), and 
Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), 
“Jews for Zohran” comprised a sizable and 
organized base of the coalition that led Mam-
dani’s historic campaign to victory.

This political mobilization of Jewish leftists 
is consistent with, and in ways an outgrowth 
of, the past two years of organized Jewish up-
rising against the ongoing genocide in Gaza, in 
which unprecedented numbers of anti-Zionist 
Jews have organized direct actions and cam-
paigns in solidarity with Palestinians — often 
visibility and explicitly as Jews.

Their goal is to destabilize the political, 
economic, and cultural pillars of the U.S.-Isra-
el alliance, including the link between Zionism 
and Jewishness that “The Jewish Majority” 
attempts to affirm in their grotesque letter.

The letter exemplifies a well-worn tactic 
of mainstream Jewish institutions: to margin-
alize anti-Zionist Jews as fringe and self-hating 
deviants, disconnected from Jewish people-

hood, culture 
and values.

Days after 
thousands of 
JVP activists 
in November 
2023 mobilized 
to sit in at the 
Capitol rotunda 
to demand 
a ceasefire, 
editor-in-chief 
of the Jerusalem 
Post penned an 
op-ed titled “No 
Longer Part of 
Us.”

The author 
claims that 

“Pro-Hamas Jews” have forsaken their Jewish-
ness and calls upon readers “to view them as 
lost to our people and treat them as such” (I 
use this example in part because the article’s 
feature photo is yours truly wearing a “Free 
Palestine” kippah, making the ostracization 
that much more personal).

More recently Jason Greenblatt, CEO of 
the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) can be 
found comparing the proportion of anti-
Zionist Jews to Black Republicans and falsely 
claiming that “95%” of Jews are Zionist, 
despite data disputing and complicating that 
figure (including 61% of U.S. Jews who say 
that Israel has committed war crimes against 
Palestine, and 39% who say Israel is commit-
ting genocide).

Though the ADL was initially established 
to counter KKK-inspired anti-Jewish violence, 
it now apologizes for billionaires giving Nazi 
salutes and declares anti-Zionism a form of 
antisemitism.

The Anti-Zionist Jewish Left
Beyond reinforcing a false (and anti

semitic) idea that all (real) Jews are a political 
monolith, these examples represent efforts 
to naturalize the dominance of Zionist 
politics as a defining and transhistorical value 
of Jewish life, rather than a recent political 
construction.

As scholar Benjamin Balthaser’s book 
Citizens of the Whole World: Anti-Zionism and 
the Cultures of the American Jewish Left makes 
clear, however, “there has always been an 
anti-Zionist Jewish left; indeed, it is the emer-
gence of a Zionist consensus post-1967 that 
has been the historical oddity.”

While the fact that antizionism on the 
Jewish left is not new feels intuitively true 
for many Jewish leftists today, Balthaser — a 
millennial member of the JVP Chicago chap-
ter and Jewish Solidarity Caucus of the DSA, 
which formed in support of DSA’s Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions resolution in 
2017 — traces a lineage from present to past 
anti-Zionist organizing, clarifying and contex-
tualizing the shoulders on which we stand.

In doing so, Balthaser addresses what he 
calls an “absent-presence” of lived memory of 
the Jewish left, which “remains contradictory 
and refracted, both forgotten and mythol-
ogized at the same time…citational rather 
than deeply historical.” Balthaser argues that 
this erasure is intentional, not just because 
the Red Scare wiped out both the Commu-
nist Party and our history of the old left, but 
also because Jewish history is “told by the 
bourgeoisie for the bourgeoisie.”

Such whitewashed and assimilationist 
historicization marginalizes the cultural force 
of the Jewish left and up-sells the import 
of mainstream Jewish organizations (think: 
rabbis on the upper east side of Manhattan 
undemocratically asserting themselves as 
“The Jewish Majority”), contradicting the lived 
reality of many leftist Jews who see our activ-
ism “less as a break with earlier generations 
but a continuation of it in a new form.”

Personally, I’ve yearned to understand 
this lineage with greater nuance, as Jewish 
leftists’ frequent yet often shallow invocations 
of the Jewish Labor Bund (the secular Jewish 
socialist party formed in the Russian Empire 
and active between 1897 and 1920, which 
opposed Zionism and advocated cultural 
autonomy for Jews within a multi-national 
state) gesture towards, but do not fully 
ground, inform or delineate the roots of our 
organizing in the United States.

Balthaser asks critical questions for con-
temporary organizers: how did we get here? 
And what are the continuities and discontinu-
ities between us and prior generations?

Four Historical Moments
Rather than telling a definitive history, 

Balthaser examines four moments of Jewish 
left-wing upsurge: the old left, the new left, 
the “identitarian” left of the 1970s, and finally 
the new socialist and anti-racist movements 
of the Trump era.

In doing so, he situates contemporary 
Jewish leftists (who today show out for Mam-

Lex Eisenberg is a Detroit-based educator, 
researcher, and organizer. They are active in the 
Lecturers' Employee Organization (AFT Local 
6244) and Jewish Voice for Peace.
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dani and Palestine alike) in a cultural lineage 
of 20th century radicalism where the “(re)
emergence of a distinctively Jewish left that 
has held a remarkably consistent critique of 
Zionism.” Balthaser’s research is based on an 
obvious yet revealing premise: To understand 
the Jewish left, we must examine the longer 
history of the American radical left, of which 
Jews have been an active and influential part.

Socialism, the Jewish Promise Land
Examining Jewish lefts as they existed in 

formations like the Communist Party USA 
(CPUSA), Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS), the Socialist Workers Party (SWP), 
Jewish socialist collectives like the Chutzpah 
Collective and Brooklyn Bridge Collective, 
and the New Jewish Agenda (a predecessor 
of JVP), Balthaser finds that for far longer than 
there has been a U.S. Jewish pro-Israel “con-
sensus,” there have been “more continuities 
than breaks on the question of Zionism and 
solidarity with other oppressed ethnic groups 
and religious minorities.”

Invoking Gramsci, Balthaser argues that 
Jewish anti-Zionism emerged organically 
from the commitments of socialist U.S. Jews, 
and was seen as common sense in the fight 
against fascism and imperialism. Balthaser 
notes that while many on the U.S. Jewish left 
were temporarily “converted” to Zionism, 
this was due to the Soviet Union’s support 
for Partition (the 1947 United Nations 
resolution), which he says was short-lived for 
both the Soviet Union and the Jewish left.*

The book’s title is illustrative of Balthaser’s 
core findings, as well as his esoteric knowl-
edge of the unsung histories and sub-cultures 
of the Jewish left. Citizens of the Whole World 
references a line from an unpublished novel 
by Robert Gessner, a Jewish writer and 
filmmaker from the 1930s whose work made 
connections between Indigenous genocide on 
turtle island, Zionist settler colonialism, and 
fascism. In a fictional dialogue between U.S. 
Jewish socialists and Jewish members of the 
Irgun (a Zionist paramilitary organization), 
the former implore: “You’re an alien in Israel 
because you are a citizen of the whole damn 
stupid world.” Following the Jewish social-
ists’ common sense about Zionism, Jewish 
identity built around the establishment of a 
Jewish state in Palestine is irreconcilable with 
his values of internationalism, multiethnic 
democracy, and a diasporic Jewish ethic of 
relationality and resistance.

Quoting the scholar Yuri Slezkine, Balthas-
er discusses how of the three Jewish “prom-
ised lands” in the 20th century — citizenship 
in the United States (assimilation), emigration 
to Israel (Zionism), and the Bolshevik revo-

lution (socialism) — socialism was the most 
popular answer to antisemitism between the 
world wars.

Balthaser reminds us that throughout 
the 1930s, an estimated half the CPUSA 
members were Jewish, amounting to possibly 
hundreds of thousands, or 5-10% of U.S. Jews 
over the decade (recall that Eugene Debs got 
40% of the Jewish vote in 1920, and 4% in the 
general population). This well exceeded the 
ranks of Jews who participated in liberal or-
ganizations like American Jewish Committee 
(AJC), American Council for Judaism (ACJ), 
and the ADL.

Though the Bund never had a large foot-
hold in the United States, Balthaser describes 
how American Jewish leftists constructed 
an “ethnic particularism” that echoed some 
of the Bund’s cultural politics, whereby their 
radicalism became a way to separate them-
selves from the larger bourgeois, Anglo-Sax-
on, Christian-dominated U.S. culture.

Until partition in 1947, the commonsense 
among Jewish members of the CPUSA and 
other U.S. radical left groups viewed Zionism 
as a form of imperialism aligned with the 
bourgeois interests of the Jewish ruling class, 
which turned working-class Jews into accom-
plices in colonial oppression and exploitation.

Here Balthaser draws extensively on the 
writing of Alexander Bittelmen, an influential 
Jewish theorist and editor for Communist 
Party, whose anti-imperialist framework led 
him to adopt the position of the Palestine 
Communist Party. (“Palestine: What is the 
Solution?,” 1946)

Summarizing, Balthaser says that Bittelman 
and others felt that “if Jews had any role to 
play in Palestine, it would be to free Palestin-
ians from colonial rule, no more or less.”

For them, the alternative to the undem-

ocratic forces of both “reactionary nation-
alism” (Zionism) and “assimilationism” were 
“progressive Jewish values” — referring to 
secular culture of social democracy, anti-rac-
ism and cultural diversity, expressed through 
Jewish tradition.

Red Scare and its Consequences
While prior scholars document how 

Ashkenazi and other Euro-descended jews 
“became white folks” during the 20th century 
by ascending into the middle class, Balthaser’s 
work gives texture to this transition by point-
ing to the Red Scare as another major cause.

For thousands of Jews on the communist 
and socialist left, the 1940s and ’50s were 
defined not by postwar abundance and con-
sensus, but rather the emergence of a post-
war fascism. From the late 1940s to mid-’50s, 
over half of Americans associated Jews with 
communist espionage; two-thirds of those 
questioned in the McCarthy hearings were 
Jewish (Jews were less than 2% of the popu-
lation at the time); and the only two people 
executed on federal espionage charges, the 
Rosenbergs, were Jewish.

Even as the Red Scare mobilized anti
semitic tropes and actions to target Jews, 
liberal Jewish organizations like the ADL 
participated in the purge. Quoting April 
Rosenblum, Balthaser says that for Jews on 
the left, assimilation was “an offer they could 
not refuse.”

The legacy of the Red Scare has con-
sequences for the Jewish consensus on 
Zionism, as large Jewish institutions shifted 
their communication strategies, funding, and 
political priorities toward supporting Israel 
by the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, and Zionism 
replaced the Jewish left as a more acceptable 
means for expressing Jewish identity.

Balthaser describes how most historiog-
raphy positions Israel as the new center 
of American Jewish life in this era, as Jews 
entered into mainstream whiteness, and the 
Black-Jewish interracial alliance (there was 

* Editors’ note: The record of the left’s efforts to grapple with the Palestine partition and ensuing trag-
edy, including tangled shifts in policy by U.S. communists and the Soviet Union, is a huge subject in its 
own right. Balthasar references a contribution by Dorothy Zellner, a lifelong activist, an historical figure 
in SNCC and outspoken today in the solidarity movement for Palestine, which appeared in the May 12, 
2021 issue of Jewish Currents, “What We Did: How the Jewish Communist Left Failed the Palestinian 
Cause.”

Benjamin Balthaser savoring Chicago, a city he inhabits with delight.



AGAINST THE CURRENT • 39

greater support among Jews for the civil 
rights movement than for Zionism during the 
1950s) devolved as Jews felt threatened by 
the Black Power movement’s critiques both 
of Zionism and Jewish liberalism.

Ironically, this new Jewish national-
ism styled itself after the Black nationalist 
movement, as Jews adopted more expressive 
group identity through Jewish day schools, a 
reformation of Jewish culture, and celebration 
of Jewish looks.

Yet this historical narrative overlooks Jews 
on the 1960s New Left, including dispropor-
tionate Jewish membership in groups like 
SDS, the SWP, and the Yippies, who rejected 
both whiteness and multicultural liberalism in 
favor of an anti-imperialist politics anchored 
in the Black liberation movement’s racial 
and political analysis of the U.S. invasion of 
Vietnam.

As former SDS and later Weather Un-
derground member Mark Rudd observed, 
SDS was “a Jewish fraternity” (roughly half 
Jewish at its outset), that also referred to 
itself as the “northern arm of SNCC” and 
continued to back it after it transformed to a 
Black Power organization. Balthaser unpacks 
a series of articles, pamphlets and resolutions 
put out by SDS and SWP that were critical 
of Zionism and the 1967 war, most of which 
were debated and authored by Jews.

Though many Jews on the New Left did 
not openly identify as Jewish (with many fa-
voring identities as anti-racist whites) Balthas-
er finds that their Jewishness was nonetheless 
“integral [to] their outlook, subjectivity, and 
radicalness.”

Both Inside and Outside
Contrary to a historical assumption that 

the Holocaust was a turning point that made 
Jews more conservative and assimilationist, 
Balthaser describes how activists’ memories 
of the Holocaust — and the desire not to 
act like “good Germans” — motivated their 
activism against the Vietnam War and their 
leftist politics more generally.

As many came from newly assimilated 
families, revolutionary activism was simulta-
neously a rejection of their middle-class up-
bringing, and a (re)discovery of Jewish lineage 
and values. Or as Abbie Hoffman satirized, 
they opted to break with the Jewish tradition 
of “going for money” (choosing gelt and as-
similation), for the (other) Jewish tradition of 
“going for broke” (radicalism and rebellion).

Hence, “Jews on the New Left experi-
enced themselves both as Jewish and not 
Jewish, white and other, inside and outside 
the world they lived in.”

So how did we get to the prominence of 
Jewish identity politics of today, exemplified 
in groups like JVP and the “Jews for Zohran” 
campaign? While Balthaser doesn’t have a 
definitive answer to this, he discusses the 
work of three organizations — the Chutzpah 

collective, the Brooklyn Bridge Collective 
(BBC), and the Jewish Radical Community.

All of these remained somewhat marginal 
throughout the 1970s and ’80s, but practiced 
new forms of non-Zionist and anti-fascist 
organizing explicitly as Jews, which would 
directly inform Jewish formations that exist in 
the present.

Balthasar argues that Chutzpah and BBC 
can be thought of as direct predecessors 
to JVP in how they broke down the divide 
between Jewish religious and secular political 
traditions, and invoked a “Neo-bundist” ethic 
that stressed Jewish organizational autonomy 
as a means by which Jews could join larger 
communities of struggle.

Identity and Internationalism
Throughout, Balthuser’s work traces a 

dialogic relationship between Jewish identity 
formation and Jewish internationalism in 
diaspora. Today it’s common for Jewish 
leftists to qualify their identity and politics as 
“disaporic”— you can even buy a JFREJ t-shirt 
that reads “diasporist” on the front, a core 
organizing principle of JFREJ, which evolved 
from the politics and writing of Melanie Kaye/
Kantrowitz, the lesbian feminist poet, activist, 
and founding Executive Director.

As she wrote: “Diasporism takes root in 
the Jewish Socialist Labor Bund’s principle of 
doikayt — hereness — the right to be, and 
to fight for justice, wherever we are…Where 
Zionism says go home, Diasporism says we 
make home where we are…Diasporism 
depends not on dominance but on balance, 
perpetual back and forth, home and away, 
community and outside.”

Similarly, Judith Butler asks us to consider 
dispersion not just as a geographic fact of 
Jewish survival, but as an “ethical relation” 
whereby cohabitation with the other — and 
through that relation having one’s self-con-
ception repeatedly interrupted, de-stabilized, 
and reformed — makes one other to one-
self. They argue that this “ineradicable alteri-
ty” is not only central to what it means to be 
Jewish, but also fundamental to conceptions 
of equality and justice.

This review is lengthy in part because this 
book is a bubbling stock pot of historical and 
cultural nuance that’s impossible to convey 
concisely — but also because it’s a hard read. 
Partly that’s because, as Balthaser names, it is 
not a history but “a cultural studies project 
and relies as much on literature, feelings, and 

affect as it does on causal narratives.”
I haven't even touched upon Balthaser's 

textured cultural analyses — which draws 
upon diasporist fiction, poetry, and drama 
from authors including Mike Gold, Tony 
Kushner, Philip Roth, Aurora Morales Levins, 
Martin Espada (and many others). Weaving 
these cultural threads together, Balthaser of-
fers a tapestry of disaporic lineage deserving 
of reverence and regard by the Jewish left.

If you’ve made it this far, you’re likely won-
dering whether you should read the book 
yourself. Fair warning, although the language 
isn’t exceptionally esoteric (I can read 10 pag-
es of this book in the time I can read a single 
page by Judith Butler), I found myself losing 
Balthaser’s main points through the weeds of 
his analysis.

To go with the soup analogy, Balthaser’s 
cultural deep dives left me feeling full but 
unsure about exactly what I had eaten, and 
unable to name the ingredients or recall the 
recipe when it’s my time to cook. Had I not 
been asked to write this book review (we 
write in order to understand) I might have 
left this book with a foggy idea of the main 
takeaways, or put it down after his 50+ page 
introduction (as did the rest of my book club 
of Jewish leftists).

I’m glad that this book exists, and I’m glad 
Balthaser is translating his work into essays 
and podcasts that are more digestible for 
organizers who are busy fighting fascism.

Jewishness Expressed as Solidarity
For now, “The Jewish Majority” is still 

liberal and Zionist: according to exit polls, 
63% of New York City Jews cast their ballots 
for Cuomo. But this manufactured consensus 
— attributable in part to a terrain of class 
struggle that squandered the Jewish left at its 
zenith — is in peril.

As the Jewish institutional elite has grown 
callused by the contradictions of a genocidal 
politics that masquerades as Jewish safety, in 
its cracks grows a generation of Jews finding 
political home in anti-Zionism, socialism, and 
increasingly, both (a July poll showed Mam-
dani leading with 67% support among Jews 
aged 18-44).

Here we encounter, in our elder com-
rades, in a Jewishness expressed as solidarity, 
and in Balthaser’s work — a tradition laid 
buried in plain sight. We know, as our ances-
tors did, that a Jewish politics of liberation 
must be grounded not only in freedom for 
Palestinians, but all working-class and op-
pressed people.

Yet, to reinvoke Butler: “Equality, justice, 
cohabitation, and the critique of state vio-
lence can only remain Jewish values if they 
are not exclusively Jewish values.” We don’t 
need to wait to be “The Jewish Majority” to 
win; we need to build a multiracial, demo-
cratic majority through solidarity and class 
struggle.  n

Though many Jews on the New 
Left did not openly identify as 

Jewish (with many favoring identi-
ties as anti-racist whites) Balthaser 

finds that their Jewishness was 
nonetheless “integral [to] their out-
look, subjectivity, and radicalness.”
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REVIEW
Serious History in Comix  By Hank Kennedy
Partisans:
A Graphic History of Anti-Fascist 
Resistance
Ryan Tyler and Paul Buhle, eds.
Between the Lines, 2025, 148 pages. $25.99 paper.

IT’S AMAZING HOW much history one can 
learn from comic books. I first encountered 
World War II’s antifascist partisans in the 
reprints of Stan Lee and Jack Kirby’s Sgt. Fury 
and his Howling Commandos.

The first issue of the Marvel war comic 
featured the cigar chomping sergeant and his 
multi-ethnic, multiracial squad on a secret 
mission into Nazi occupied France, where 
they are assisted by the French resistance. 
Together, they rescue a French freedom 
fighter with knowledge of the D-Day invasion 
from the hands of the Nazis in a rip-roaring 
war yarn, quite typical of the 1960s.

At the time I read the comic, the history 
of the antifascist resistance was consciously 
downplayed in public discourse. In an insult 
swiped from the Simpsons, the French were 
called “cheese-eating surrender monkeys” 
over their alleged cowardice for failing to 
follow George W. Bush on his Iraqi crusade.

Even superheroes who fought in the Sec-
ond World War and should therefore have 
known better were not immune. In 2003’s 
The Ultimates Captain America responded 
to a request for surrender from an alien 
conqueror with this bit of inanity: “Surren-
der? You think this letter on my head stands 
for France?”

Although several decades older, the 
stories of Sergeant Fury and the Howlers 
presented a more accurate picture of events.

Comix Chronicling Resistance
Partisans: A Graphic History of Anti-Fascist 

Resistance, edited by Raymond Tyler and Paul 
Buhle, tells the story of resistance to fascism 
not just in France, perhaps the most famous 
site of wartime resistance, but across the 
European continent. A talented bunch of 
writers and artists have been assembled for 
the task, including the late underground co-
mix legend Trina Robbins. Each creative team 
relays a single story.

Tyler and Buhle present a history of 

fascism in their introduction. 
They attempt a neat formu-
lation tying the efforts to 
save the anarchists Sacco and 
Vanzetti, convicted of murder 
and sentenced to death, to 
opposition to Italian dictator 
Benito Mussolini.

Buhle and Tyler write that 
the two anarchists’ “resound-
ing martyrdom...carried over 
into marches and commem-
orations across the world, 
markedly in opposition to 
everything that Mussolini 
seemed to represent.” It’s a clever try, un-
done only by the fact that Mussolini actually 
made an effort to save Sacco and Vanzetti 
from the electric chair in a bit of misplaced 
national kinship.

The artistic styles at hand vary. Gary 
Dumm and Anne Timmons have a classic 
style that comes closest to the aforemen-
tioned Sgt. Fury or other period war comics. 
Seth Tobocman, a mainstay of World War 
3 Illustrated, in his section on the Yugoslav 
partisans, evokes socialist agitprop with his 
harsh, blocky figures.

David Lester’s scratchy drawings have a 
roughness and immediacy to them. Sharon 
Rudahl’s pieces use pleasant watercolors to 
show the fighters in the Spanish Civil War 
and Josephine Baker, the international dancing 
superstar who became a decorated French 
Resistance spy during WWII and subsequent-
ly a pivotal Civil Rights activist.

Some stories come from the creators’ 
personal experiences. Sander Feinberg’s 
portion on Hungary with Summer McClin-
ton is framed as a story he’s telling to his 
granddaughter. Isabella Bannerman’s childlike 
illustrations recreate the atmosphere of her 
mother’s childhood WWII experiences. 
Franca Bannerman, Luisi Cetti and Isabella 
Bannerman relay Franca’s childhood, where 
she was first enamored with Mussolini 
but grew rebellious against Italian fascism. 
Other sections detail the histories of whole 
resistance groups in particular countries or 
among exiles.

Shortcomings
The political shortcomings of Partisans are 

apparent to those who know the history of 
the Allied Powers’ World War II grand strate-
gy in Europe. For those who don’t, Gabriel 
Kolko’s revisionist The Politics of War: The 
World and United States Foreign Policy, 1943-

1945 is a useful introduction.
In short, although many 

Communists believed that 
resistance against fascism would 
precede a triumphant rising 
against capitalism, the Allied 
Powers, including the Soviets 
worked to ensure this was not 
to be. Instead, the partisans 
disarmed and the Communists 
adapted themselves to bourgeois 
democracy. 

As Kolko wrote, the “U.S.S.R. 
demanded and assiduously 
enforced [a reformist strategy] 

where it controlled local Communist parties 
and, through them, the Resistance. It brought 
an end to the illusions of possibilities and na-
tional renovation that inspired the European 
Resistance.”

It is only Daniel Selig’s piece on the 
French resistance that adds any of this global 
context. The rest are largely uncritical of the 
strategy of the partisan movements.

What’s more, lack of context gives read-
ers the false impression that the fight against 
European fascism was over with the end 
of World War II. David Lester’s section on 
the Greek EAM (National Liberation Army) 
proclaims “the Axis occupation of Greece 
ends in 1944.”

But the fighting did not end there. When 
British troops nominally on the same side 
as the EAM rolled into Greece, Winston 
Churchill instructed their commanding officer 
to behave “as if you were in a conquered city 
where a local rebellion is in progress.”

Great Britain and the United States 
together supported an ultimately victorious 
force of right-wing monarchists and Nazi 
collaborators in the brutal Greek Civil War. 
History was thus quite different from the 
clear-cut victory presented in the comic.

While Partisans has certain shortcomings 
in its politics and history, it is never boring. 
Buhle is an old hand at these historical com-
pendiums, starting with 2005’s Wobblies!: A 
Graphic History of the Industrial Workers of the 
World. He always assembles an amazingly tal-
ented team that gives each section a unique 
identity and feel. Partisans is no exception.

Partisans comes at a precipitous time in 
U.S. politics. President Trump is currently 
launching a new Red Scare — or should that 
be black-and-red scare? — over antifascism in 
general and Antifa specifically. The Trumpian 

Hank Kennedy is a Detroit-area educator 
and writer whose work has appeared in the 
Comics Journal, Logos, New Politics, and 
The Progressive. He writes on a variety of 
topics but particularly focuses on the connection 
between comic books, culture and politics. continued on page 42
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REVIEW
Parchman Life Unfiltered  By Marlaina A. Leppert-Miller

Unit 29:
Writing from Parchman Prison
Louis Bourgeois (Ed.)
Vox Press, 2024, 219 pages,
$19.99 paperback.

UNIT 29: WRITING from Parchman 
Prison provides a raw look inside 
the Mississippi State Penitentiary 
(MSP or Parchman) Unit 29 
through the unfiltered writings and 
artwork of inmates serving long 
or life sentences.

This compilation of essays, po-
ems, journal entries, and drawings 
from 2021 to 2024 offers insight 
into a segment of the criminal 
justice system that fails to rehabilitate or pro-
vide a life of basic dignity to these prisoners, 
but instead abandons them to suffer through 
crippling boredom, deprivation, degradation, 
and inhumanity.

This collection, assembled under the 
direction of editor Louis Bourgeois who 
directs the Prison Writes Initiative, includes 
writing that uncovers the inner thoughts and 
often harsh, sometimes harrowing, experi-
ences of these incarcerated men in their own 
uncensored words.

Parchman’s roots are steeped in the 
racism, racial control, oppression and forced 
labor of Mississippi’s slave past. Parchman 
Prison, once a slave plantation, was bought by 
the state of Mississippi in 1901 and convert-
ed into a penal farm, engendering a system 
labeled “worse than slavery” by generations 
of inmates.

Many of the early prisoners were harshly 
sentenced for breaking Jim Crow laws and 
other minor offenses. The brutality against 
and deplorable living conditions imposed on 
the predominantly Black prison population 
inside Parchman Prison have been widely 
documented.

Among Parchman’s inmates were Free-
dom Riders arrested in 1961 for “breach of 
the peace” while challenging Mississippi’s ille-
gal policies of segregation in public facilities. 
Holding Freedom Riders inside MSP was an 

intentional strategy de-
signed to deter further 
Civil Rights activism, 
but it also brought 
national attention to 
the prison’s horrid 
conditions.

Despite orders for 
reform resulting from 
multiple lawsuits and 
investigations over the 
decades, evidence of 
gross human rights 
violations continues to 
surface.

In 1971, a federal 
judge deemed Parch-
man Prison “unfit for 

human habitation” and an “affront to modern 
standards of decency.”1

And as recently as 2022, a U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice report found that the con-
ditions and practices at the Mississippi State 
Penitentiary violate the constitutional rights 
of persons incarcerated there by subjecting 
them to violence and risk of serious harm.2

Narratives of Incarceration
The personal narratives included in Unit 

29: Writing from Parchman Prison provide fur-
ther evidence of ongoing abuse and neglect.

Rare accounts in the book capture the 
peace and purpose found by those inmates 
working in the kitchen and other spaces.

Leon Johnson cleans the Administration 
Building at Unit 29. In his essay “My Prison 
Walk” (118-121), Johnson shares a side of 
prison life that seems unattainable for most 
inside the walls of MSP. He has kind interac-
tions with the officers and staff. With greater 
responsibility and freedom of movement, 
Johnson is able to visit the prison library, hear 
the prison band play, and “go outside for a 
little fresh air and sunshine.” (119)

Much of the work in Unit 29 tells a very 
different story, however. Disturbing themes 
emerge through these critical accounts, 
self-reflections, rambles, rants, and desperate 
pleas for help from inside Unit 29.

The incarcerated writers struggle with 
constant boredom, loneliness, depression 
and regret. Many spend years, even a decade 
or more, on lockdown with three shower 
breaks and three hours of yard time a week 
outside their small, filthy cells.

They experience inhumane living condi-

tions, violence and degradation.
Brutal beatings and stabbings are com-

mon, while guards look the other way or are 
complicit. Gangs claim control of areas inside 
the prison. Drugs are a vile yet irresistible 
escape and a currency within Unit 29.

Abusive, lewd and degrading behavior 
is the norm for some of the inmates, and 
mental health issues are not addressed in 
any meaningful way. Darosky Ford’s “Feces 
Throwers of MSP Unit 29 Lockdown” (9-20) 
deals unabashedly with such perversion:

The WORD/was/there was a convict named 
Twin

Who was the king of the shit shakes.
He would put it in a VO5 Shampoo bottle 

and
Squirt it through the cell bars on whoever he 

argued with.
I happened to see Twin,
He was dark skinned, and more than six 

feet tall.
I saw him throw a bag of shit bigger than a 

basketball.  (19)
There are some who maintain hope 

through all this, but hope is often reserved 
for those looking forward to a release date.

Through his journaling in “Thoughts 
Every Day” (122-129), Elijah Stamps express-
es excitement, “It’s finally a new year. Jan 
1, 2023. Man, it feels good to say that. Just 
another year for me and hopefully I can walk 
on a new journey into becoming a successful 
family man.” (126)

Others find ways to cope through phone 
calls with family, clinging onto religious faith, 
or penning for a creative writing class. Some 
inmates work out and lift weights. “It only 
masks what’s lurking beneath all the muscle. It 
takes their minds off the problems they wake 
up to every day: people they miss, opportu-
nities they blew, and the dreams they never 
got to live out in color” (79), writes Corey 
Carroll in his reflection “Drugs.” (77-80)

Many give in to despair. There are numer-
ous accounts of suicide and suicidal ideation 
at Unit 29 and other prisons evoked in this 
collection.

Death by suicide was the fate of Chris-
topher Smith, whose journal entries give the 
reader direct access to his downward spiral. 
Smith’s “Thoughts” (104-113) powerfully con-
veys his fear that his food is being poisoned 
by gang members, rage at the guards’ inaction 
and the deplorable living conditions, and deep 
anguish over loss of family.

Marlaina A. Leppert-Miller is an associate pro-
fessor of Political Science at Wilmington College, 
a Quaker college in Wilmington, Ohio. Her work 
includes instruction to incarcerated students 
through Wilmington College’s Prison Education 
Program.
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1/8/23
I’m ready to DIE!
The reasons I’m ready:
I’m a FAILURE OF A FATHER
I’m a FAILURE OF A SON
No officers want TO HELP ME BECAUSE 

I’M WHITE
I’M TIRED OF NOT EATING OR DRINK-

ING 
FUCK LIFE
I’M ALWAYS DEPRESSED
I’M TIRED OF GANG MEMBERS NOT 

BEING DEALT WITH BY
STAFF BECAUSE THEY’RE SCARED
DAY 10 HUNGER STRIKE (113)
His was yet another life made unbearable 

by the conditions in MSP, and his freedom 
came by his own hands.

Overall, the collection serves as an in-
dictment of a broken system, represented by 
Lady Liberty behind bars in Corey Carroll’s 
drawing Never Free. (49) It exposes egregious 
shortcomings in our criminal justice system.

If we claim to want rehabilitation for 
those who serve their sentences and are re-
leased, how can this be achieved under such 
appalling conditions? If we speak of valuing 
dignity for all human beings, then how can we 
accept the inhumane treatment of even those 
serving life sentences?

Unit 29: Writing from Parchman Prison 
creates an uncomfortable and unwelcome 
awareness that we tolerate “cruel and unusu-
al punishment” as long as it is hidden away 
out of sight.

“Our happiness does not matter to…
society. Even if a prisoner does get out and 
try to make a new life for himself, he is 
viewed as an evil felon and has a hard time 
getting a decent job, or even respect. It is my 
dream to show people that we do matter” 
(209), declares Nathan Sumrall in “My Life in 
Prison.” (170-192, 194-213) 

Later in his essay, Sumrall writes, “Many 
Parchman inmates have their own unique 
experiences and their unique outlooks on 
prison life, and I would love to see the world 
uncover our rock one day and shine light in, 
and give us a voice.” (212) 

The voices of Parchman are telling a story 
we must ALL hear.  n

Notes
  1.	 Innocence Project. The Lasting Legacy of Parchman 

Farm, the Prison Modeled After a Slave Plantation. May 
29, 2020. https://innocenceproject.org/news/the-
lasting-legacy-of-parchman-farm-the-prison-modeled-
after-a-slave-plantation/

  2.	 U.S. Department of Justice. “Justice Department Finds 
Conditions at Mississippi State Penitentiary Violate the 
Constitution.” [Press release]. April 20, 2022. https://
www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-
finds-conditions-mississippi-state-penitentiary-violate-
constitution

Chile: Rise of the Far Right — continued from page 24

govern. In fact, the election of Kast is not 
necessarily a sign of some major shift to the 
right in Chilean politics.

The country will go from a progressive 
president in Boric to a far-right extremist in 
Kast, but Chile is most definitely not “falling 
to pieces”’ and its strong institutions will 
continue to function fairly normally.

The right’s failure to dominate Congress, 
which has a tie in the Senate and a simple 
right-wing majority in the lower cham-
ber, means that legislation will have to be 
negotiated. With the strong People’s Party 
representation (14 deputies) and its plan to 
be in active opposition means that the more 
extreme measures in Kast’s program are 
unlikely to succeed.

Some observers feel that a Kast admin-
istration is bound to fail for a number of 
reasons. Campaign promises, such as putting 
an end to crime and deporting over 330,000 
irregular immigrants, seem undeliverable. 
Others believe that if he acts in the prag-
matic manner he signaled on the night of his 
triumph, focuses on crime, immigration and 
the economy, and builds on the stability and 
growth delivered by the Boric government, 
he has a good chance.

Kast has issued a demand that those im-
migrants without status self-deport between 
his election and his installation next March. 
For the Venezuelans, Peruvians, Colombians 
and Haitians, even Bolivians and Argentinians 
who have overstayed their visas or came 
across the northern borders.

Chile is a magnet because of its relatively 
stable economy. These recent immigrants 
have family and friends in the country. Kast 
says he will build a wall, but that will not 
prove easy along the long and porous Peruvi-
an and Bolivian borders.

With organized crime spreading through-
out Latin America, Chile’s violent crime rate 
has gone up, although it seems already in 
decline. However, Chileans feel less safe and 
Kast’s “Implacable Plan” outlines an iron-
fist policy. According to the New York Times 
December 13, 2025 feature on “The Crime 

Wave Reshaping Latin American Politics” 
by Emma Bubola, Kast met last month with 
Salvadoran president Nayib Bukele’s security 
minister. Kast and his team have almost no 
experience of government, and unless prom-
inent members of the more traditional right 
parties agree to join the cabinet, technical 
and political mistakes are almost inevitable.

Kast himself makes a virtue of his inability 
and unwillingness to compromise. Given that 
politics in government is all about reaching 
agreement, it’s impossible to see how the 
president Kast will differ from the long-term 
candidate. Can the leopard lose his spots?

However, it looks increasingly clear from 
Kast and his closest advisers’ pronounce-
ments and ongoing meetings with traditional 
right-wing personalities and former govern-
ment ministers and their advisers, that his 
first cabinet to be announced in January, 
will draw from the whole of the right-wing 
spectrum.

Unlike the United States, where Trump 
enjoys a legislative and executive “trifecta” 
and the almost total loyalty of the GOP, Kast 
will have no such luxury. Political actors who 
neither owe him allegiance nor have an inter-
est in seeing him succeed hold considerable 
sway in Congress, and he’s in for a rough ride.

Some analysts have even predicted a re-
surgence of mass protests just months from 
the presidential inauguration in March 2026. 
I’m not convinced about this since Jara and 
the whole of the forces behind her campaign 
have called for responsible opposition within 
Chile’s institutional framework and wholly 
within the law.

As the next electoral cycle for local coun-
cils and governors is scheduled for October 
2028, his administration will have 30 months 
before his performance in the role will be 
subjected to public scrutiny.

In the meantime, a vast number of Chil-
eans will wait and see what develops, with 
only a quarter of all voters who are staunch 
Kast supporters fully committed to his suc-
cess. Only then, I think, could we speak of a 
decisive and definite rise of the far right.  n

Serious History in Comix— continued from page 40

Right have created an image of antifascists 
as sinister conspirators, who chortle as they 
plot to destroy baseball, mom and apple pie.

This comic shows that anyone could be an 
antifascist, so long as they are willing to rebel. 
They could be your friends, your family, or 
your neighbors and coworkers.

Not all of those rebels carried a gun, 
either. Writers publishing underground 
newspapers, spies with their eyes and ears 
open, and people willing to open their homes 
to enemies of the fascist state were all part 
of the partisan resistance. Regardless of the 

specificities of the actions, all showed great 
moral, physical, and political courage.

In Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, 
protagonist Robert Jordan is asked about the 
potential for fascism in the United States. He 
responds, “There are many who do not know 
they are fascists but will find it out when the 
time comes.”

There are also many Americans who do 
not know they are antifascists, but need to 
find it out; the sooner they do so, the better. 
Partisans, with luck, can help speed the pro-
cess along.  n

Thanks to our readers who’ve contributed to 
our holiday fundraiser. As of mid-December 
we have gone past the $5800 mark, and still 
counting. Forward to a 2026 of hope and 
resistance!
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Patrick Michael Quinn 1942-2005  By Robert Bartlett
I FIRST MET Patrick in 1972 in Madison, 
Wisconsin when we were both members of 
a rank-and-file union caucus. He had joined 
his first labor union a dozen years earlier, 
when he was a senior in high school and 
worked part-time for the post office.

His childhood was not a Norman Rock-
well image. The reason his grandparents 
raised him was that both his parents were 
absent — his father abandoned his mother, 
and his mother was committed to a mental 
institution where she was subjected to 
treatments that are now considered medical 
experimentation at best. These details he 
only learned after entering college.

In 1960 he left his grandparents and uncle 
in Lake Geneva to attend Whitewater State 
University. There he joined the Peace Studies 
Club and was won to socialism by the faculty 
advisor, Jim Flynn.

Two years later he moved to the 
University of Wisconsin in Madison. The 
following account of his political evolution 
and experience in the regrowth of the left 
during the 1960s has been taken largely from 
his excellent article on that period (https://
solidarity-us.org/p3545/).

When he moved to Madison, Patrick was 
able to enter a small milieu of radicals, leftist 
academics and students who were children 
of CP members. He observed that the radical 
movement was predominantly Jewish in her-
itage and from large urban settings like New 
York. He called himself a fish out of water 
and was one of the few goys in the small 
radical left.

He joined a Socialist club and for the next 
few years was part of this semi-bohemian 
setting where he was introduced to folk 
music and foreign films, which the University 
Union would show in their small theater. His 
first wife, Marty Quinn, mother of their two 
daughters, was a folksinger and also a lifelong 
socialist.

Civil Rights and Anti-War Movements
The political climate began to change with 

the growth of the Civil Rights movement and 
the fight to end segregation. After the 1964 
murder of three Civil Rights workers in Mis-
sissippi he went to Selma, Alabama where he 
later participated in the famous march over 
the Edmund Pettis bridge.

This was a turning point in his life where 
he made decisions, like dropping out of grad-
uate school, to turn to politics fully. He con-
currently joined Friends of SNCC (Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) and 
the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).

In addition to holding forums and rallies, 
SDS decided to test the ban that had been 
in place at the university since Senator Joe 
McCarthy began his anti-Communist ravings 
a decade and a half earlier. They invited the 
Communist Party to send a speaker and then 
widely publicized the meeting. With Claude 
Lightfoot, an African American Communist, 
the featured speaker, SDS filled Tripp Com-
mons in the Student Union to capacity and 
reclaimed the right of free speech.

This was also when the United States 
was escalating its involvement in Vietnam and 
the movement to oppose the war began. 
Patrick participated in the raging debate over 
whether the movement should call for nego-
tiations or immediate withdrawal. Soon after 
he joined the Socialist Workers Party’s youth 
group, the Young Socialist Alliance, which 
called for withdrawal.

Later I was amazed as he related the 
story of how, based upon a cold call to 
Mohammed Ali, he and the YSA were able to 

get Ali to speak to a packed crowd on the 
campus. I suspect he might have made the 
call, as he was always confident and seldom 
at a loss for words.

Those were heady times as the anti-war 
movement grew rapidly. By 1968, when 
I enrolled at UW in Madison, hundreds 
would turn up for meetings and thousands 
for demonstrations. Even the traditionally 
conservative fraternity and sorority houses 
joined marches down Langdon Street.

A change in attitude within the move-
ment occurred following the summer of 
1970. SDS, the largest component of the 
youth radicalization, splintered and dissolved 
in an internal struggle. Then a group of four, 
calling themselves the New Years Gang, 
dropped a dud of a bomb at the Badger 
Ammunition factory and shortly afterwards 
set off a car bomb. It killed a researcher 

who worked in the campus physics building 
that also housed the Army Math Research 
Center. and injuring three others. None were 
connected to the center.

 This had a dampening effect on local 
campus activism. Yet one of SDS’s remnants, 
the Weather Underground, engaged in a 
similar set of actions aimed at “bringing the 
war home.” This was not the direction that 
anti-war activists wanted to follow.

The Long Decline
While the spectacular implosion of SDS 

preceded the gradual decline of the anti-war 
movement, the political groups that prolifer-
ated and grew expanded their work into the 
women’s and labor movements along with 
the emerging movement for gay liberation. 
Yet the relatively universal growth of all 
political tendencies slowed, and as the work 
became more diversified each group faced 
new challenges.

Revolutionary possibilities in Central 
America — El Salvador, Guatemala and Nic-
aragua — were developing. With the victory 
of the Sandinista Revolution in 1979 the 
United States began an aggressive effort to 
defeat the Nicaraguan Revolution and prevent 
the Salvadoran revolutionary movement from 
advancing.

As the Reagan administration funded the 
contra war against Nicaragua, Patrick was key 
in putting together a local group to oppose 
the U.S. intervention throughout the region. 

Patrick Quinn, in a customary post, with his pipe.

Robert Bartlett was a science teacher who 
taught in the Chicago suburbs. He is an 
associate member of the Caucus of Rank and 
File Educators. Since his retirement in 2018 
he has been part of a Solidarity Squad to help 
teachers preparing to strike. He previously 
worked in the rail industry.
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The Evanston Committee on Central Amer-
ica was active for over a decade, leafletting, 
holding forums and always marching in the 
Fourth of July parade with anti-war banners.

Along with challenges and opportunities, 
often a vigorous, sometimes factional debate 
within the left broke out with the all-too-
common result of expulsions and splits. By 
the end of the 1970s only the most monolith-
ic groups remained outside this experience.

This period of decline and factionalism 
was present in our orbit as well. Differences 
which had been present in the SWP since the 
early ’70s became factionalized. By the mid 
1980s expulsions from the SWP resulted in 
an unsustainably small group, Socialist Unity.

In looking for partners, we were interest-
ed in finding a political convergence where 
we could agree on major principles: class 
independence, a socialism that is demo-
cratic, international, and feminist, the right 
of self-determination against national/racial 
oppression, a commitment to overcoming all 
oppression and a political belief in building 
working-class power “from below.”

The result was Solidarity, a merger of 
three groups and a collective with lineages 
in the Trotskyist past. Although differenc-
es that went back to the late 1930s over 
characterizing the class nature of the Soviet 
Union remained, we decided they were not 
particularly relevant to current politics. But 
before we developed a new synthesis, the 
USSR dissolved.

Instead, we had a common appreciation 
of the negative effects of factional warfare 
that led to splits and expulsions over inflating 
differences. We agreed to work together 
while continuing to discuss different apprecia-
tions of the current situation.

Patrick played a role as part of the nation-
al Solidarity leadership and organizer of the 
Chicago branch as we continued to look for 
partners in the larger left. We sought groups 
of similar lineages as well as those from a 
Maoist origin. But despite the search, the 
effort came up short.

Life as an Activist, and Beyond
Patrick was an archivist at Northwest-

ern University and particularly interested in 
collecting recollections from leftists. That 
position allowed him to meet visiting scholars 
who wandered into his office; he quickly 
ascertained if they were lefties.

He not only introduced me to a former 
English rail worker but pursuaded me to take 
him to my local rail union meeting. Another 
person he met was Marco d’Eramo from 
Italy’s Il Manifesto current. D’Eramo was in 
Chicago researching a book that became The 
Pig and The Skyscraper, a political analysis of 
the growth of the city and what it portends 
for industrial capitalism.

Patrick was also a key asset in lining up 
speakers for Solidarity forums. These includ-

ing people with reputations far beyond the 
city, including Ernest Mandel and Daniel Sing-
er. He cultivated relationships with political 
authors like Mike Davis and with his favorite 
fiction writer, Frederick Exley.

He taught classes at Loyola and Domin-
ican, was active in professional archivist/
librarian organizations and the founder of the 
Midwest Archivists Convention.

He wrote a biography of Albert Goldman 
for his Masters thesis and throughout his 
life wrote poetry, letters, short stories and 
even a novel or two. One of the novels, The 
Storking, was written in tandem with a friend, 
as they alternated chapters. I’m pretty sure 
this was done as a diversion from work. I 
can’t speak to his talent, but his willingness to 
experiment in fields away from his wheel-
house showed his self-confidence.

On a few occasions he would recite his 
poems, again a testament to his willingness 
to expand beyond what would normally be 
expected of a political activist.

He was friendly with the African Amer-
ican painter Achibald Motley, and was said 
to have hung out with Nelson Algren. For 
many years he maintained season tickets 
for both UW Madison and Northwestern 
football games and of course was a Green 
Bay Packers fan.

After he retired he and his wife of 40 
years, Mary Janzen, moved back to Lake 
Geneva where they bought the modest family 
house he grew up in. He became a columnist 
for the local newspaper and spent much of 
his time researching and writing about local 

history. He scoured archives and cemeteries 
for news of his own family. Building a social 
circle in Lake Geneva, they also participated 
in the Milwaukee branch of Solidarity.

Patrick was devoted to his two daugh-
ters, Abra and Rachel, Rachel’s spouse Tim 
Marshall and his two grandchildren Ruby and 
Rosie. He and Mary would drive to Oakland 
to visit every year where he would grill the 
granddaughters on geography, including the 
state capitals — an ordeal they both dreaded 
and fondly recalled.

He was also devoted to Mary; they trav-
eled to England regularly where they would 
call on friends in London and Brighton before 
heading to the Lake Country. Once while 
they were in England, she became ill. He felt 
the transport he’d arranged to get her back 
home managed to save her life.

His loyalty extended to his political family, 
including comrades he had worked with years 
earlier and whose paths may have diverged 
from his own. His affection survived political 
disagreements. Happily he would write 
letters of recommendation, help people get 
jobs, and be a critical eye on the work of 
academic friends.

His pipe a constant fixture, he lived a 
ife of politics, lifelong friendships, a love of 
literature and new adventures. Many people 
describe him as a legendary character, a 
garrulous raconteur. Above all, he remains 
someone who saw the emergence of a 
vibrant left develop from the wasteland of 
the ’50s and believed there would be another  
resurgence of the left.  n

Albert Maltz’s Rediscovered Novel — continued from page 34

Long accustomed to being 
vilified by the political right, 
who would not forgive him 
for being a communist, Maltz 
would now have to explain 
himself to the radical left, who 
might well vilify him for being a 
former communist.

Before he’d even finished 
the novel, he recognized this 
dissident’s dilemma and made 
ready: “I must be prepared 
for many good people who will consider my 
book harmful,” he wrote in his journal, “as 
well as for the vituperation and slanders that 
will hit me from the socialist countries and 
from rigid Communists everywhere.”

In answer to expected charges that his 
novel was anticommunist, he rehearsed 
counterarguments:

“Were The Grapes of Wrath and Native 
Son anti-American books? Why should we 
protest the U.S. war in Vietnam, the murders at 
Kent State, the fascist takeover in Greece, and 
keep silent about the Soviet Union?

“I must unfurl in my book the banner of 

healthy human socialism and the credo of 
a free-thinking socialist. I will be telling my 
readers that socialism does not have to be 
deformed, that it can be humanist.

“I will pay a terrible price for this book 
if I cannot take the criticism calmly, with-
out tension. Criticism from tyrants or rigid 
Communist believers will only confirm the 
soundness of my book and the morality of 
my position.

“However, my book cannot lend itself 
to the support of capitalism.”

In the same set of notes, Maltz acknowl-
edged that he came of age as an artist as a 
member of the CPUSA, a political culture 
in which criticism of the Soviet Union was 
suppressed: “But if we had known that the 
Stalin trials were frame-ups and that millions 
of people were imprisoned, tortured, shot, 
under his tyrannical rule, would we have 
remained silent then? I wouldn’t have!”

Clearly, Maltz understood that fascism 
was fascism, whether it came from Nazi Ger-
many, the Soviet Union, or the United States. 
He knew it when he saw it. In The Eyewitness 
Report, he called it out. Fifty years later, the 
novel is more relevant than ever.  n



Letter from the Editors — continued from the inside front cover

where Trump/MAGA and the wretched duopoly of the 
capitalist Republican and Democratic parties are dragging us.

The brutal inequalities in U.S. capitalism, under which one 
in eight people and a higher proportion of children rely on 
food assistance (SNAP), which they were about to lose in 
the government shutdown, are being deliberately widened by 
Trump’s tax policies as well as the obscene self-enrichment 
of corporate elites and Trump’s corrupt cronies.

Deepening inequality directly impacts the lives of African 
American and Latinx communities of course, in myriad 
ways from urban food deserts and desperately unaffordable 
housing to a looming wave of rural hospital closings — 
devastating to non-affluent white people as well.

Mass incarceration is both a deliberate tool of social 
control, and a perverse kind of economic stimulus where 
prisons are constructed, providing local employment where 
few other job opportunities exist. It’s catastrophic for the 
incarcerated, their families and communities, and actually 
a big financial loss for society as a whole, but the “prison-
industrial complex” is baked into the structure of race and 
class injustice.

Broader Connections
Understanding and confronting these structures is also 

highly relevant to other struggles even if they may not 
appear directly related. A powerful example is the reign of 
terror against immigrant communities.

But since the targets of ICE and Border Patrol are not 
mainly African American, what do the ongoing and pending 
rampages in Latinx, South Asian, Haitian, Somali, Afghan 
and other communities have to do with the civil rights 
counterrevolution?

Quite a lot. Under Trump and the right wing, for example, 
oversight of police conduct such as consent decrees against 
racial profiling and brutality have been eliminated. Police 
violence is thereby producing the climate for the Gestapo-
like body-snatching, car-smashing ICE tactics.

Trump’s calling the Somali community “garbage,” or that 
Haitian immigrants “are eating the dogs,” are pure anti-Black 
bigotry. Even more cynical is the campaign against Afghan 
refugees, attempting to reverse the wide popular support 
they have, especially among U.S. military veterans of that 
miserable war, for the services the Afghan provided and for 
the safety they were promised in return.

An infamous Supreme Court ruling allowing ICE to grab 
people on the street or at home for looking brown, written 
by Trump-appointed Justice Brett Kavanaugh, flows from the 
effective abolition of prohibitions against racial profiling. It 
will of course feed straight back into the conduct of police 
forces against communities of color everywhere in the USA. 

As for the mass incarceration epidemic and the spreading 
plague of for-profit private prisons, it quite logically extends 
to the rapid construction of huge immigration detention 
centers with cynically comic names like Alligator Alcatraz, 
Speedway Slammer (Indiana), Cornhusker Clink (Nebraska) 
and Deportation Depot (Florida).

Bringing the horrors of Guantanamo home to the U.S. 
mainland, such facilities might be left intact for future use 
as concentration camps for political detainees or designated 
unwanted “surplus” populations.

Such examples are readily multiplied. Trump’s full-
frontal assault on university admissions, governance and 

DEI programs — to which some like Columbia, Indiana  
University and Northwestern have disgracefully capitulated 
— are inextricably intertangled with criminalizing campus 
Palestine solidarity, reducing international student access, 
and threatening to remove students for the crime of 
exercizing free speech rights.

The overall lesson is that injecting toxic racism into 
political life is a pivotal strategy of this administration, a set 
of policies that will poison our society for generations unless 
they’re directly confronted and defeated. How?

Looking Forward to Fight
Much of what was won for civil rights, democracy and 

liberation will have to be fought for again, in new conditions 
and undoubtedly with new tactics. More court battles are 
being won than lost, although the courts will not save what 
rights and democracy we have in the face of a lawless regime.

The biggest shortcoming of the resistance so far is that 
the major forces of the U.S. working class, the unions, are 
only weakly involved — with some important exceptions.

Particularly in response to the gutting of union rights 
for federal workers, school voucher schemes and voter 
suppression tactics, public service unions including the 
American Federation of Teachers, National Nurses United, 
AFSCME and the Service Employees International Union as 
well as the American Federation of Government Employees 
have launched various campaigns and court challenges. 
Industrial unions, broadly speaking, haven’t yet mobilized — 
in part because sections of their members are pro-Trump, 
they’re divided over his tariffs, and projects like massive data 
centers offer construction jobs even though they’re short-
term and come with ruinous environmental impacts.

The good news is that active resistance is rising, along with 
popular revulsion, most visibly in well-videoed community 
and street mobilizations against ICE. It’s also seen in Trump’s 
collapsing approval ratings, although the absence of any 
strong independent political force means that anger and 
energy are channeled into the Democratic Party — where 
they’ll ultimately face disappointment and dissipation.

The excitement over the New York City mayoral election 
of Zohran Mamdani points to both the potential of popular 
power, and the dangers. Mamdani’s performance at the good-
vibes meeting with Trump doesn’t negate the threat of ICE 
in New York, which will require a continuing mobilization to 
overcome — along with all the other obstacles to Mamdani’s 
progressive housing, transit and food affordability agenda.

It’s not only about New York. Take for example Trump’s 
threats to the large Minnesota Somali community: “we don’t 
want them here” and “reverse migration is the only answer.” 
Not coincidentally, that same “reverse migration” term is 
raised by the far-right racist AfD party in Germany, openly 
supported be Elon Musk and J.D. Vance.

 It’s the responsibility of state and local officials to put 
a threatened community under emergency protection, and 
only that community’s self-organization and a powerful allied 
movement can bring the political pressure to force them to do 
so — along with mounting the independent defense actions 
that are urgently necessary.

Whether the Trump presidency is truly in crisis is too 
early to say. If its daily crimes against humanity are to bring 
about its downfall, it has to be organized and disciplined 
movement activism to push it over the cliff.  n
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