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A Letter from the Editors:

The 215T Century Plague

THE CALAMITOUS MALFEASANCE of the outgoing Trump regime’s response to the coronavirus pandemic
threatens to obscure deeper realities of this global as well as U.S. crisis. The incoming Biden-Harris tem faces a
deeper and more menacing emergency of both public health and the economy than the 2008-09 financial meltdown

that confronted president Obama’s first year.

Throwing money to keep banks solvent, as in the 2009-10 bailout, will not work this time. Distributing vaccines
as they become available is a wartime-level challenge. And the racially-driven polarization of the United States’
political culture, escalating under Trump’s reign, has never been more acute, or dangerous.

Yet even before the January 5 Georgia runoffs that
will determine control of the U.S. Senate, the incoming
administration is taking its all-too-predictable shape — a
return of the centrist neoliberal policies of the Obama-
Biden years, albeit with more gender and ethnic diversity.

There are few if any surprises so far, giving rise to
disappointment among some “progressive” folks over the
absence of Cabinet-level appointments from that wing of
the Democratic Party. But what was to be expected in
the wake of Biden’s boasts that he was the candidate who
“defeated” the advocates of Medicare for All, the Green
New Deal and cutting bloated police budgets?

[For a perceptive discussion of the choices facing
the new administration and its emerging trajectory, we
recommend Walden Bello’s article “The Biden Presidency:
A New Era, or a Fragile Interregnum?” at https:/fpif.org/
the-biden-presidency-a-new-era-or-a-fragile-interregnum/.
Another brief analysis, “Out with the Old, In with the —
Older;” is posted at https://solidarity-us.org/.]

Focusing here on the coronavirus, some statistics
about the U.S. situation help provide context. Consider a
comparison with the [918-19 so-called Spanish flu (actually
an avian flu which, evidence suggests, originated in rural
Kansas and quickly spread to a military base where troops
were mustered for deployment to World War I).

That pandemic, before the advent of modern vaccines,
is thought to have infected 28% of the people and killed
675,000 in the United States, about 0.64% of a total
population then of 106 million. Extrapolated to today’s U.S.
population of just over 330 million, that would produce a
death total of some 2.1 million. Is such a catastrophe possible?

The first |l months of the current pandemic, as of
mid-December 2020, have now claimed over 300,000 lives
in this country. With the “second wave” raging as winter
sets in, it’s difficult to imagine that the eventual total won’t
reach double that number.Thanks to science and improving
medical treatments, with vaccines hoped to be widely
available to the public by mid-202l, and with the science-
denying and medical-expert-sabotaging Trump out of office,
the U.S. per capita death toll from COVID-19 can probably
be kept between a third and half that of the flu pandemic
a century ago.

That, of course, is horrific enough, especially considering
the impact on Black, Latino and Native American
communities, on essential and exhausted medical frontline
workers and the heartbreaking wreckage of small businesses
falling through the cracks of those expiring relief and
stimulus programs, which were inadequate and patchy to
begin with. For a discussion of the disproportionate impact
on women, see Ursula McTaggart’s article in this issue of
Against the Current.

How much of this human disaster was preventable?
There’s an instructive comparison with Canada, which
has also been hard-hit and where the lack of regulation
and preparation in crowded long-term care facilities and
congregate shelters was especially disastrous [on this
aspect of the crisis, see Ivan Drury’s article “Two-tier
Response to COVID-19” in ATC 206, May-June 2020].

At the beginning of December, Canadian medical and
political authorities were deeply alarmed by an “out-of-
control” surge penetrating every region and previously
insulated Indigenous communities. Yet the per capita rate
of coronavirus spread in Canada amounts to about 30% of
the U.S. numbers.

That suggests we can attribute some 70% of the U.S. toll
to disastrous political culture and leadership — manifested
in Trump’s super-spreader campaign rallies, right-wing state
governors’ economy-over-everything proclamations in
defiance of public health commonsense, mass anti-masking
protests, religious services’ exemptions from mask and
social distancing rules, and widespread denial of the reality
of the pandemic. That’s how infection rates, exactly as
medical experts warned, now come to top 200,000 daily
with more than 3000 fatalities and rising — more than a
9/11 civilian death toll every single day.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s
appeal to avoid Thanksgiving travel, if issued three or four
weeks earlier; might have had a greater impact than asking
people to make last-minute cancellations of longstanding
family plans. It’s another case of government action too
little, too weak, too indecisive, too unclear to convince tens
of millions of people whose decisions ultimately make the
real difference.

We have to understand what it means not only that
roughly 45% of the country supported Trump, but also that
70% or more of Republican voters believe to one or another
degree that the election was “rigged” or “stolen.” This
indicates that roughly 30% of the U.S. populace — mostly
among white people — live in a reality-free alternative
universe, impervious to facts and open to the most bizarre
conspiracy fantasies. That has serious implications not only
for politics, but for dealing with the pandemic, the reception
of vaccines, and much else.

Lockdown Conundrum

In several countries (and U.S. states) initial successes in
economic closures and stay-at-home “lockdowns” were
followed by too-quick uncontrolled re-opening and new
virus surges, so that of the sacrifices people made seemed
to have gone for nothing. The result in places like Canada,

Germany, Italy, Spain and Britain: protests against reimposed
continued on the inside back cover



Editors
Robert Brenner

AGAINST THE CURRENT

Dianne Feeley
David Finkel
Adam Hefty

Ursula McTaggart
Susan Weissman
Alan Wald
Charles Williams

Advisory Editors
Sara Abraham
Gilbert Achcar
Delia D.Aguilar
Manuel Aguilar-Mora
Perry Anderson
Rafael Bernabe
Purnima Bose
Melba Joyce Boyd
Johanna Brenner
Noam Chomsky
Mike Davis

Peter Drucker

Terry Eagleton

A Fsam Fa;‘:‘?r 2 Nuclear Power and Climate Change  Reviews
nsar Fayyazuddin ) e —
Ann Ferguson Ansar Fayyazuddin 31 The Trauma of Domestic Violence

Milton Fisk 5 Motherhood and Labor in Giselle Gerolami
Cecilia Green i
Adolfo Gilly L Gl 33 When Science Meets Capital
Nancy Hol Ursula McTaggart .
o™ |8 Buildinga Union Campaign Guy Miller
Kim D. Hunter e P 35 An Uprising and Its Fate
Alison Jaggar interview with Dawn Tefft Promise Li
Rjzmesoléavlin:gh U LB S LIS LE 37 Indonesia as Testing Ground
obin D.G. Kelley CDiat . .
Michael Liwy 11  Peru: Rising Up Against Corruption Allen Ruff
Stephanfe LLfce intervie.w with Andrea Palacios 39  The Comintern in 1922-1923
Maiik Miah | Black Resistance S

Val Moghadam 14

Bayla Ostrach Challenges for African Americans a1

Malik Miah

Organizing Then and Now

Robin D. G. Kelley

James Baldwin for Our Time
Mary Helen Washington

The American Caste System
Malik Miah

The U.S. South and Labor’s Fate
Alex Lichtenstein

Recovering William Monroe Trotter
Derrick Morrison

A Life in the Revolution
Paul Prescod . John Barzman
Nomi Prins 15
Joanne Rappaport |
Allen Ruff
Marsha Rummel 19
Abra Quinn
David Roediger | 21
Anwar Shaikh
Jane Slaughter
Tony Smith 24
Tim Schermerhorn
Hillel Ticktin | 26

Heather Ann Thompson

Cultural Notes

44 On the Life of Justin Townes Earle

Alexander Billet
Front Cover: Murals have emphasized Indigenous resis-
tance: this one is of an Indigenous Peruvian holding a
sign saying “A New Constitution from and for the People.”
Above: Leaders of the Liberty League of Negro-Americans. 1918.
Its stated purpose was to uproot the twin evils of lynching and dis-

enfranchisement. Trotter is in the front row, fourth adult from right.
Hubert Harrison Papers Rare Book & Manuscript Library,
Columbia University

Pages 5-7: Cartoon by Lisa Lyons
Back Cover: Detroit living wage rally. www.jimwestphoto.com

Julia Wrigley

AGAINST THE CURRENT is published in order to promote dialogue among the activists, organizes and serious scholars of the
left. We promote the vision of socialism from below, of a revolutionary, working-class, multinational and multiracial, feminist
and antibureaucratic socialist movement. ATC is sponsored by Solidarity, a socialist organization founded in 1986, together with
a group of advisory editors who believe that this magazine can contribute to building an effective U.S. socialist left.

Copyright © 2021 by Against the Current (ISSN 0739-4853) Published bimonthly by the Center for Changes, 7012 Michigan Avenue, Detroit, Ml 48210.
Phone (313) 841-0160. Email: cfe@igc.org; web page address: https://againstthecurrent.org. Periodicals postage paid at Detroit, M. Postmaster: Send
address changes to ATC, 7012 Michigan Avenue, Detroit, Ml 48210. Subscriptions $30 a year; $50 for two years; $35 a year supporting subscription, $35
a year institutional. Against the Current is indexed by the Alternative Press Index. Manuscripts are welcome; please send articles in text format to our
email address. To become a distributor of ATC, tell us how many copies to send you. We give a 40% discount on standing orders of 3 or more copies.




ecosocialism

Disasters Compounded:
Nuclear Power & Climate Change sy ansar rayyazuadin

NUCLEAR REACTORS AS sources of elec-
trical power date back to the late 1940s,
when Soviet scientists first harnessed heat
produced as a by-product of plutonium
production to generate steam to drive elec-
tricity-producing turbines. From these igno-
minious beginnings in weapons production,
nuclear reactors were quickly elevated to a
“peaceful” and socially beneficial technology
by the propaganda machines of both bellig-
erents of the Cold War.

In this carefully crafted public image,
nuclear power came to represent science
with the aura of magic — it would be, in the
famous and now discredited words, an ener-
gy source “too cheap to meter.”

Far from delivering on this promise,
nuclear power has been an abject failure in
every respect that its advocates themselves
proposed as measures of its success. Yet
despite this record of failure, we are seeing
a revival in the advocacy of nuclear power. It
is touted by some as a climate-change miti-
gation strategy. The purpose of this article is
to interrogate the claims of these proposals
and explore nuclear power’s larger conse-
quences for humanity and nature.

In Case of Malfunction...

When we begin to examine a techno-
logical solution to a particular problem, we
are tempted to delve right away into the
mechanics of the technology. In this way, we
predispose ourselves to the functioning of
an idealized mechanism.

One might consider instead to begin
from, in a sense, the opposite vantage point
— the consequences if the technology were
to malfunction even in some small respect.
Thus, before building a chemical plant, we
should ask not how it would operate ideally
but about the consequences of a leak, a fire,
an earthquake.

In the case of nuclear technology, we are
not only able to imagine failures, we have a
historical record that vividly illustrates what
failure can look like. These events by no
means exhaust the ways in which nuclear
reactors can malfunction or fail. Most cases
of malfunction are not reported and infor-
mation about them is actively suppressed.

Ansar Fayyazuddin is a research physicist and
member of Solidarity. He would like to thank M.
V. Ramana for his comments.
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Even for the major accidents that we
know about, the public record is not com-
plete due to the secrecy that shrouds all
nuclear ventures, whether “peaceful” or
military.

Here | will delve into some consider-
ations that should be part of any thinking
about the use of nuclear power; in the light
of historical experience.VWe tend to value
reason over experience, particularly when
experience contradicts our analytic frame-
work. It is time to reverse that hierarchy,
which should surely be science’s sine qua
non — giving observation precedence over
our theoretical prejudices.

Chernobyl and Its Lessons

Let us begin with a particular accident:
Chernobyl. In history books you will find a
date and a place for this disaster: April 26,
1986 at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant
located in the Ukraine.

As Kate Brown in her book Manual
for Survival: A Chernobyl Guide to the Future
emphasizes, “accident” conceived as a local-
ized occurrence in space and time is not an
adequate way to describe Chernobyl or, by
extension, any nuclear disaster.

The date marks only the beginning of
the accident — it is not done, even now.
The time over which radionuclides decay
depends on the particular isotope involved,
and those originating with Chernobyl will
continue to be active for thousands of years
to come.

But it is not only the surrounding ecolo-
gy of the power plant, the Pripyat marshes
and environs, that have been transformed
indelibly. The radionuclides spewed out
into the atmosphere during the meltdown
were transported throughout the Northern
Hemisphere.

The first notice that the international
community received of the disaster was
when radiation exposure from radioactive
isotopes from Chernobyl were detected via
the radiation badges worn by workers at a
Swedish nuclear power plant. This was hun-
dreds of miles away and only two days after
the incident. The detectors at the Swedish
reactor facility indicated that workers had
been exposed to unsafe levels of radiation,
by the standards of the nuclear power plant
itself!

The environmental historian J. R. McNeill
notes that everyone living in the Northern
Hemisphere has received a radiation dose
from Chernobyl. Nuclear disasters thus can-
not be localized in space and their span in
time lasts thousands of years.

In the preferred analytic frameworks
of modern sociology and a certain type of
history, impersonal ways of representing the
world tend to dominate. This impersonal
accounting, “data” in their parlance, has its
place and can be helpful.

These numbers and technicalities,
however, often fail to make disasters com-
prehensible. How can one translate the
symbolic representations of facts into a
picture of reality? The answer in my view is
that it can’t be done, as these symbols leave
out the very thing that gives them their
relevance — how these events are actually
experienced by human beings.

In the case of Chernobyl, we are fortu-
nate to have Svetlana Alexeivich’s Chernoby!
Prayer (some editions are titled Voices of
Chernobyl), in which the people affected by
the disaster tell their own stories.

These stories are not just accounts of
physical injury and loss, although there is
much horror to recount, but are also the
stories of living with the knowledge that
your way of life has been permanently dis-
rupted. These are the stories of never being
able to return to a place, of everything being
contaminated by radioactivity, of living in a
state of trauma that will never pass. It means
living with the realization that having a child
will require asking what will this child’s phys-
ical needs be, and whether society will be
able to provide that support.

As the surrounding areas of the
Chernobyl plant were evacuated and the
inhabitants relocated, they found that they
became pariahs. Their bodies were trans-
formed by the accident into sources of
radioactivity from the inhalation of radioac-
tive dust and from consuming contaminated
food grown in the area, and having these
isotopes lodged in their physical bodies.

They became unsuitable partners with
whom to have children. Indeed, the injuries
of Chernobyl ran much deeper than the
recounting that our data-based method-
ology can capture. Only once the testimony
of individuals gives us a sense of how a
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The amount of radiation released by the Chernobyl — from only one of the four reactors — was the
equivalent of several hundred Hiroshima bombs.

single person can be affected are we able to
begin to gain an appreciation of the magni-
tude of the tragedy of Chernobyl through
numbers.

The amount of radiation released by the
Chernobyl explosion (not a nuclear explo-
sion) was the equivalent of several hundred
Hiroshima bombs. Had the fire spread, to
one or more of the other three reactors,
the result would be hard to imagine.

We were spared that fate either by luck
or by the sacrifice of the first responders
whose own fate was sealed the moment
they arrived at the site. Within the first year
of the accident, 135,000 inhabitants were
evacuated from the surrounding area now
known as the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone.

This zone had to be expanded from an
initial radius of 10km to 30km from the site
of the accident. This area will remain unin-
habitable for thousands of years.

The problem with using Chernobyl as
epitomizing nuclear disaster is that it is
subject to the prejudice that what it reveals
is more about the Soviet Union than about
the dangers of nuclear technology. However,
the most relevant aspects of the accident
are universal and repeated in the so-called
West and elsewhere.

The Japanese Fukushima Daiichi disas-
ter from 2011 shows many of the same
features, including the secrecy, lack of
accountability and misinformation that char-
acterized Chernobyl.We are yet to have a
full accounting of the consequences of the
Fukushima Daiichi accident.

The only reason why we have some level
of understanding of Chernobyl is because of
the dogged work of activists and research-
ers, who have tried to piece together the
scope of the disaster, despite the hurdles
actively placed in their attempts to uncover
what happened and its consequences.

Extraction, Eco-destruction,
Indigenous Rights

Nuclear reactors pose a grave threat
to humanity because of their use of radio-
active isotopes that can easily result in the
exposure to harmful levels of radioactivity
of both workers and the population at large.
These exposures can take place at various
stages of the lifecycle of nuclear reactors.

If we view the reactor’s lifecycle in terms
of certain moments, one could tentatively
enumerate (a) the extraction and enrich-
ment of nuclear isotopes that serve as fuel
for the reactor, (b) the running of the reac-
tor, (c) decommissioning reactors. All three
stages pose threats to safety.

(a) Nuclear fuel — typically enriched ura-
nium — requires the mining of radioactive
ores, separation of the compounds and the
enrichment of the needed isotopes.As is the
case of most mines, these are typically locat-
ed in areas where marginalized communities
reside.

Mining often requires the dislocation of
populations and the disruption of lives and
ways of living, sometimes in exchange for
“compensation.” This displacement and dis-
ruption is mostly done without the consent

of the population.

For the Manhattan Project (World War
Il development of the atomic bomb), the
United States obtained a large fraction
of its uranium from mines located in the
Belgian Congo, where the mines were
controlled by the colonial Belgian regime
known for its distinctively murderous and
sadistic rule.

The natives who worked the mines
were not provided with protection.We
know very little about the impact of ura-
nium mining on the Congolese miners and
the surrounding population, as is so typical
of the colonial disregard for the wellbeing
of their dispensable colonial subjects.

After the war, the United States started
looking for uranium sources at home and
discovered that it could be separated from
a mineral ore found on Navajo land in the
areas now called Arizona, New Mexico,
Colorado and Utah. Over 1000 mines
were established on this land for extract-
ing uranium, employing miners from the
Navajo population.

The milling technique used to extract
uranium involves separating other radio-
active ores from the uranium through a

process that disperses radioactive dust into
the surrounding area.Then the unneeded
radioactive remains are dissolved in water
and discarded, which then leaches into the
ground. The process results in the con-
tamination of the surrounding ecology and
water reserves.

The most active uranium mines in the
world, including the ones in Canada and
Australia, have similar impacts on Indigenous
populations. Thus, the brunt of uranium min-
ing and enrichment — a highly toxic process
— has been felt most acutely by margin-
alized communities, particularly those of
Indigenous populations and colonial subjects.

(b) During the lifetime of a functioning
nuclear reactor, there is great potential for acci-
dent. As Charles Perrow in Normal Accidents
explains, the complexity and interdependent
processes taking place in a nuclear power
plant make major accidents triggered by a
minor glitch a very real possibility.

While the behavior of workers is often
blamed for nuclear accidents, Perrow points
out that accidents are in actuality inherent
to the technology itself. The sensible behav-
ior of workers acting on what they know
at the time often cannot be reasonably
criticized.

Studying previous incidents like Three
Mile Island (1979) and Chernobyl shows
that accidents are the result of a cascade
of interconnected failures that are built
into the system although not by conscious
design. Even more severe versions of these
accidents could have occurred were it
not for something fortuitous, planned or
unplanned, that curbed the cascade.

AGAINST THE CURRENT @ 3



In addition to the potential of accident,
nuclear power plants produce radioactive
waste, the disposal of which remains an
unsolved problem.

(c) The closure of nuclear reactors poses
a distinctive set of additional problems. Once
closed, these sites are virtually permanent
sites of radioactive contamination. If they
go through a process of decommissioning,
radioactive parts of the plant and nuclear
waste need to be disposed properly.

There are still no good options for the
disposal of nuclear waste.Various “remote”
sites have been designated as dumps for
radioactive remains, but this comes at the
cost of making the surrounding areas of
these sites hazardous for human habitation
and putting the local ecology at risk.

The site of the closed reactor itself
poses dangers as effluents from power
plants leak into the surrounding environ-
ment and require independent remediation
during decommissioning. The process is
resource-intensive and requires years of
remediation.

Privatized Profits, Socialized Risk

The history of nuclear reactors is the
history of corporate welfare that socializes
the costs and risks associated with their
construction and running, while privatizing
any profit. In his environmental history of
the 20th century, the historian J. R. McNeill
writes:

“Nuclear power held some of the same
political attraction as dam building: it signified
vigor and modernity. Admiral Lewis Strauss, head
of the American Atomic Energy Commission,
predicted in the 1950s that by the 1970s nucle-
ar power would be too cheap to meter.... But
no nuclear power plant anywhere made com-
mercial sense: they all survived on an “insane”
economics of massive subsidy.” (Something
New Under the Sun:An Environmental
History of the Twentieth-Century World, W.
W. Norton, 2000: 312)

McNeill goes on to explain that when
Britain privatized its electrical industry,
there were no private takers for the nuclear
power plants. Thus the only way corpora-
tions made money from nuclear power is
through massive subsidization from public
funds.

While the state guarantees profits to
corporations that build and manage publicly
funded power plants, the risks associated
with accidents are always socialized. The
Price-Anderson Act dating back to 1957 and
serially renewed until its current expiration
date in 2025, caps corporate responsibility
for liabilities associated with accidents.

Private insurance companies are also
protected from the costs of nuclear disas-
ters. The costs of the management of nucle-
ar disasters are therefore almost entirely
relegated to the public sphere. Moreover,
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the management of radioactive waste asso-
ciated with nuclear power are also the
responsibility of the state.

Risk of nuclear disaster associated with
reactors are routinely misrepresented. In the
design and commissioning phases of nuclear
power plants, so-called experts assess the
risk by various modeling techniques and
providing a reified number representing the
probability of disaster.

These exercises are carried out by peo-
ple with a direct interest in the approval of
the power plant, and are based on assump-
tions that are not always warranted and
often not spelled out.

Looking at actual disasters (Chernobyl
and Fukushima Daiichi, say), the specific
circumstances of each illustrate very clearly
that, while each particular scenario may be
highly unlikely (at least in one’s imagination),
there is a cumulative compounding effect
of many individually unlikely pathways con-
tributing to making disasters possible and
even likely. Furthermore, as nuclear reactors
proliferate they multiply the possibility of
disaster.

Green New Deal, or More Corporate
Handouts?

| have argued that nuclear power is a
dangerous technology that poses distinctive
hazards at all stages of its lifecycle. But how
does it compare economically to renewable
energy sources such as solar and wind?

Although an aura of innovation emanates
from nuclear power, it is wholly undeserved.
In reality, it is a technology of the past
whose efficiency and cost have remained
uncompetitive and stagnant in the many
decades of its existence. Solar and wind
power technologies, by contrast, continue to
improve in efficiency and cost.

If we compare the present-day cost per
MegaWatt-hour of electricity, solar and wind
power are notably cheaper than nuclear
power.When one further takes into account
that solar and wind technologies are becom-
ing more efficient with time, it becomes
clear that they are better suited for public
investment.

A notable feature of wind and solar
power is that they don’t require much in
terms of operational costs, whereas mainte-
nance and operation are significant sources
of cost throughout the lifetime of nuclear
power plants.

Despite its lack of new ideas, the nuclear
industry is adept at promoting old ones as if
they were innovations that solve longstand-
ing problems. One such idea that is receiving
renewed attention is so-called breeder
plants. They are based on using more abun-
dantly available non-fissile radioactive iso-
topes, such as those of thorium, that when
combined with fissile uranium isotopes lead
to the net production of fissile fuel in the

process of energy production.

However, as M.V. Ramana has shown (see
for instance https://thebulletin.org/2016/11/
a-fast-reactor-at-any-cost-the-perverse-pur-
suit-of-breeder-reactors-in-india/ and the
references therein), practical implementation
continues to be hounded by problems.

While all the dangers and issues atten-
dant on regular nuclear power remain for
these breeder plants, new ones particular to
them are added.

A further important consideration in
deciding between technologies is to take
proper stock of the climate emergency and
the need for immediate decarbonization of
our energy supply.

While solar and wind technologies are
easy and quick to deploy, nuclear power
requires significant lead time. In fact, typical
timelines require close to a decade from an
accepted proposal to an operational power
plant. Historically, nuclear reactors have a
long record of delays in construction and of
running well over the initial cost estimates.

We have neither the time nor monetary
resources needed to implement decarbon-
ization using nuclear power if we are to
achieve it within a timeline that avoids an
even worse climate catastrophe than what
we are on target to confront.

The Green New Deal for state-spon-
sored radical ecological intervention takes
its inspiration from the New Deal of the
1930s. Public sector investment through the
GND should therefore be about encour-
aging the growth of good jobs that provide
security and good living standards as well as
building publicly-owned infrastructure bene-
ficial to humanity and subject to democratic
control.

Nuclear power fails on all these counts.
Several studies indicate that nuclear power
will make only a marginal contribution to
job growth, unlike solar and wind power,
which are already contributing significantly
to job growth.

Hazardous nuclear technology cannot
be democratically controlled because of its
close connection to nuclear weapons man-
ufacture. Most importantly, in my view, any
Green New Deal should not contribute to
the further environmental degradation of
our planet, which nuclear power most cer-
tainly will do. B

Fund Appeal Update
ASWE GO to press, our annual fund
appeal has brought in over $4200 and
counting, as well as a substantial number
of gift subscriptions. This year we have
a matching grant up to $10,000 so help
us meet our goal! Thanks to our read-
ers — and remember that the appeal
extends through the secular midwinter
festival of Super Bowl Sunday! You can
mail your check to Against the Current,
7012 Michigan Avenue, Detroit M| 48210
or donate through our website: https://
againstthecurrent.org/.




life in the pandemic
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Mom? Mom! Mo-oml:

Motherhood & Labor in the Pandemic s, ursuia mcTaggart

PANDEMIC IS AN opening for revolution-
ary thinking. It has forced us to realize that
the things we take for granted — getting up
and driving in to work, sending children off
to school on the bus, walking the aisles of
the grocery store, or packing ourselves into
crowded bleachers — can change dramati-
cally overnight.

Even the most basic activities can, in a
moment, turn 180 degrees, and we can learn
to do them differently.

This is an opportunity to see school
and childcare, two staples of our society,
anew.We could remake them radically so
that when we conquer this pandemic, we
have stronger, better and more equal public
schools and daycare structures.

Unfortunately, our society hasn’t done
that. Instead, what we’ve done is ask women
of young children to bear the burden of
childcare and remote schooling in this disas-
ter. In the process, we have widened eco-
nomic and social gender inequalities.

Ursula McTaggart is an associate professor of
English at Wilmington College in Ohio and a
member of the Against the Current editorial
board.

We have walked back the gains that fem-
inism had made throughout the 20th cen-
tury, sending women out of the workforce
and back into unpaid household labor and
childcare.

In other cases, we have asked fully
employed women to become teachers and
daycare providers at the same time that
they do their paid jobs.

We have told women not that they can
“have it all” but that they have to “do it
all”’ And there’s even more to do — wip-
ing down groceries with Clorox wipes,
supervising hand washing for 20 seconds,
and washing loads of masks for in-person
schoolers.

Who’s Exaggerating?

Working fathers, too, have been involved
in this dual work and childcare crisis, but
evidence suggests that women are carrying
an unfair share of the burden. In a Morning
Consult poll for The New York Times con-
ducted in April 2020, 80% of women inter-
viewed said they did the majority of the
homeschooling work in their household, and
70% said they did the majority of house-

work as well.

Men dispute these claims, apparently.
Forty-five percent of men in the same study
maintained that they did the majority of
the remote schooling. But as New York Times
writer Claire Cain Miller pointedly remarks,
men’s reports are unreliable.

A 2015 study of inequities in parenting
found that both men and women over-
estimated their increased work loads after
having a baby. However, women’s work loads
increased much more than men’s did, as
reflected in their time diaries.

In this particular study, men believed
they were performing 15 hours of increased
housework a week, whereas their time dia-
ries reflected a five-hour weekly decrease
in housework.When childcare and house-
work labor were combined, men believed
that their load had increased by 30 hours
a week, while time diaries indicated a 12.5
hour increase.

Women, like men, believed that their
total work had increased by 30 hours
when it had in fact, according to the diary,
increased by 21 hours a week.When paid
work hours were factored in, men in the
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study recorded 69 total weekly hours of
work, and women performed 77 hours.

Although both men and women exagger-
ate the amount of work they do, according
to this study, men exaggerate more. And
women do more, when it comes to child-
care and housework. For mixed-gender
couples, the pandemic replays this transition
to parenthood and its concomitant demands
for more labor. And women again find
themselves doing more of the
work while receiving little of
the credit.

Not only that, but
the pandemic has asked
women to perform feats
of multitasking that are
often literally impossible.
Working women have always
had to work “second shift,”
doing the majority of the child
care and household labor in
most families in addition to their
fulltime jobs. Now, however, what
was simply unbearable has become
literally untenable. Working women’s
lives are tearing at the seams.

Impossible Choices

For women who are “essential
workers,” laboring in health care, grocery
stores, delivery or other fields that never
“locked down” between March and May,
school closures meant that children were at
home, and childcare options were limited.

Working women like this had to choose
between sending children to daycare centers
at the height of a pandemic, where they
hoped daycare providers would also be able
to supervise homeschool activities; leaving
children at home unattended; risking the
health of older relatives by asking them to
provide childcare (and also supervise edu-
cation); relying on co-parents to do the vast
majority of the childcare and homeschooling
work; or dropping out of the work force
altogether.

Many women in this situation chose to
quit their jobs. Eighty percent of those who
have left the workforce in the pandemic
have been women.And among them Latinas
have been affected disproportionately. In
September alone, 865,000 women left; 35%
were Latina.

Beyond essential workers, whose chil-
dren had no school to attend while they left
the house daily for work, women in other
types of jobs have suffered differently.

Women who work in service, restaurant,
entertainment or hospitality industries often
faced layoffs, financial hardship, and poten-
tially risky returns to work as lockdowns
eased. At the peak of the layoff-related
unemployment crisis in April, 2020, more
women were effected by the mass layoffs
than men, with a 15.5% unemployment rate
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compared to men’s 13.3%.

In the midst of their financial and career
catastrophes, many of these women have
been handed the daily responsibility of
supervising their children’s online education
and providing childcare that might have oth-
erwise taken place outside the home.

The continued need for childcare and
homeschool supervision affects women’s
abilities to apply for new jobs — many
mothers in these situations feel that they
are needed at home, wheth-
er they can afford it
financially or not.

Even women who have maintained
steady, fulltime employment from home
throughout the pandemic have confronted
the reality that household labor is rarely
divided equally between men and women.
Many families with two working parents
who now work from home — or families

with only one working parent in the house-
hold — must juggle the demands of fulltime
jobs with absent or reduced childcare and
homeschool demands.

Babies and toddlers cannot be left
unattended by a television while parents
work on Zoom.Young school-age children
— kindergarteners through fourth or fifth
graders — require near constant supervi-
sion of their online work.

Even older children and teenagers can’t
simply teach themselves with online videos
and worksheets. Teachers’ physical presence
is vital for children’s learning, and when that
presence is limited to Zoom, it means that
parents must frequently step in as advisors
and surrogate teachers.

Firsthand Experience

These are the statistics. But the collected
stories of working moms convey the real-
ity more profoundly. Journalists have done
the hard work of collecting these stories,
and you can read many in The New York
Times and The New Yorker, or listen to them
on NPR.To those meaningful and diverse
collections, | can only add my own limited
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experience.

| was five months into an unwanted and
unexpected divorce when the college where
| teach announced that it would move
online, first temporarily and later for the
whole semester.Within days my children’s
schools, where they were in third grade and
kindergarten, followed suit.

As we entered lockdown, the help that |
had been relying on, especially in the midst
of the divorce, from my parents, family
friends, and an aftercare program all van-
ished. And it quickly became apparent that
there were not enough hours in the day to
be both a homeschool teacher and a col-
lege professor. | was a single adult with two
children and what felt like multiple
fulltime jobs.

| have heard many
stories of how parents

handled this transition,
and | know that those in
couples struggled as well.

Some couples split child-
care and work duties,

’ taking care of
> .

N children
=\ -

‘g from 7-3

and then
working from
3-11 while their
partner did the
opposite. Others took days or weeks off
work to manage homeschool.

One friend must sit with her first-grade
son on her lap for his Zoom calls, or he
refuses to participate. She had to schedule
all of her Zoom teaching in the evenings.

My solution was to allow my children to
watch many hours of TV a day while | taught
Zoom classes, planned future classes, and
graded papers.Then | harassed my kids into
doing their homework urgently, in limited
time, and with little patience.

When my third grader told me he had
done all of his assigned work, | trusted him
— only to realize later that he had turned
in very little of the work. One day, while |
struggled to manage my own lesson plans
upstairs, | yelled for him to sign onto his
Zoom downstairs; | came down 10 minutes
later to find him, on Zoom, wrapped in a
blanket with only underwear underneath.

In the two days during the work week
and the one weekend day that my kids went
to their father’s house, | worked incessantly
on my teaching, and was nonetheless con-
stantly behind. | felt daily gratitude that |
already had tenure — while | worked long
days on Saturdays to grade papers and prep
for the next week, the book project | had
been working on back in September went
untouched.

By August, my children’s school district
announced that | could choose either all-vir-



tual or all-in person school for them. My job,
however, told me that | would be returning
to teaching fulltime in person, and | would
need a doctor’s note for anything else.

Although | didn’t feel that in-person
school was safe for the kids, | signed them
up, and we all went back to school, masked,
five days a week.

COVID Strikes

For nearly three months, all went
smoothly. No more than a handful of cases
were reported at my college, and none at
my children’s schools; we had each been
tested for COVID regularly, anytime we
have a minor cold.

Then, in the weeks before Thanksgiving,
cases in both locations began climbing.
When my kids’ dad had them tested in the
hopes of taking them to visit his mother for
Thanksgiving, they both came back positive
for COVID.

Completely asymptomatic, they
breezed through the virus and passed
it to their dad, who became ill but not
dangerously so. | managed to escape,
perhaps because | am participating in
Pfizer’s vaccine trial and may be vaccinat-
ed. Fortunately, they did not visit or endan-
ger any grandparents or anyone outside
the immediate family. We believe that one
of them was infected at school and passed
it to the other.

| don’t yet know the impacts that
COVID may have on my children’s
health long-term. | do know that their
time at school endangered them and those
around them. My conservative small town
continues to push in-person school too hard
and is unwilling to shut down the schools in
the face of the late autumn surge.

Yet my friends in more urban settings
have never sent their children back to
school since March, even when cases were
more manageable in the early fall. That was
perhaps a mistake as well.

What Are the Priorities?

| am not advocating for in-person school
at all costs. Nor am | discounting the terri-
ble cost that teachers and the community
may face from opening schools.We should
not put school opening over human lives.

We should, however, prioritize school open-
ings over all other economic activities, beyond
basic food and medical care. Ve should open
schools long before we open bars and
restaurants. And we should have the social
support to do so.

The pandemic has highlighted what
teachers have always known — we need
them, and we need them in person. Online
education, while possible, is vastly inferior.
It favors those who are self-motivated, pre-
pared, and resourced.

We need children, especially young
children, in classrooms and not online.This
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should have been our nationwide priority.
We should have put all of our collective
resources, both financial and intellectual,
into safely returning children to school and
daycare.

This could have been the moment for
teachers to demand and for state govern-
ments or local administrations to grant
drastic reductions in class sizes — classes of
I5 or less not just for now but forever.

We could have devoted public funds to
hiring legions of teachers, paying them well
enough to lure them into the field from
other careers, and finding new spaces to
house small clusters of teachers and stu-
dents, outside when possible and inside,
masked, when not.

Many well-paid, well-educated teach-
ers with small clusters of students is the
exact right way to educate the population,
pandemic or no.We could choose to think
radically differently in this pandemic, to
put education first. In doing so, we

would give working mothers the

75 opportunity to return to their
*|5=| paid jobs and trust their chil-
a= dren to skilled educators.

. Or, on a similar note, we
could have used this opportu-
nity to think about the deep
value of childcare and educa-
tion in our society. Without
i childcare, in the form of
daycares, schools or stay-
at-home parents, we cannot
engage our work force in other tasks. They
will forever be getting cups of milk, opening
bags of fruit snacks, and settling sibling dis-
putes, not to mention sounding out words
and counting by fives.

These are not silly tasks — this is the
stuff of caretaking. And caretaking deserves
compensation, not as unskilled labor or
expected unpaid contributions to a family
but as real, productive, often unalienated
labor. This is the labor of building our own
future community — the most important
and most skilled labor we have.

The Brunt of the Pandemic

Mothers are feeling the brunt of the
pandemic because a patriarchal society has
always handed them the labor of caretaking
and declared it meaningless. This is our
chance, as a society, to demand compensa-
tion for the labor that takes place within
households.

When my children throw things at me
while | teach my Zoom classes — on one
occasion hitting me in the forehead mid-sen-
tence — this is a moment when it becomes
apparent that | have not one job but two.
The reality of my life as a working mom is
visible in a way that it hasn’t been before.

Symbolically, perhaps, that is useful.

It humanizes me to my students — we
are more than our workplace selves, and

we should embrace that. But practically
speaking, it means an erosion of the many
workarounds that working moms have
devised in the past decades to prop up their
professional lives. And it leaves women bal-
anced precariously on the edge of reversing
decades of gains in workplace equality.

This isn’t a criticism of teachers’ unions,
which operate in a pragmatic world. They
did not have offers of better pay and smaller
class sizes to work with.They were often
entering poorly maintained buildings without
enough access to soap or hand sanitizer
to make teaching or learning safe. It was, in
many cases, the right call to maintain virtual
learning for the safety of teachers and stu-
dents.

It is our larger social response that has been
disjointed and unimaginative. When school
and daycare are truly unsafe, then we should
fight for workers to have fully paid childcare
leave. If schools returned in hybrid format,
we could supplement that with reduced
work weeks — at the same, federally subsi-
dized pay — for workers.

Reduced work weeks are part of the
socialist dream of less alienated labor and
human-centric living, not production- and
efficiency-centric culture.

The pandemic offers us the opportunity
to think about the value of human lives,
within and outside of family settings, rather
than the economic requirements of produc-
tion. And that value of life isn’t simply about
staying alive, but about thriving, physically,
mentally, and emotionally.

| think that the U.S. left, as a whole,
has erred on the side of physical safety in
considering the needs of elementary age
children and advocated the homeschool
option too unthinkingly. Collectively, we
need to understand that this situation is not
just “hard” for working mothers but that it
fundamentally endangers women’s ability to
chase already elusive workplace equality.

This is our chance to demand, vocifer-
ously and urgently, the funds and resources
to implement small class sizes for in-person,
distanced learning. When right-wing pundits
shout about the economy, we should be
shouting just as hard about the centrality
of education and caregiving to our social
well-being.

Schools are easy to close because there
are no small business owners decrying their
loss of income. But it should be the respon-
sibility of the left to think not only about
physical safety but about overall social good
in this pandemic — and, in doing so, to put
political energy toward safe, well-funded
school openings, with across the board cuts
to class sizes that could outlast pandemic.

This is the moment when the world
changes.We should be there to grab it
and mold it into the shape that will benefit
teachers, parents, and children in the future.
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Having had a successful strike under their belt in 2019 the UIC GEO was the first graduate student union to win impact bargaining demands.

An Interview with Dawn Tefft
Building a Union Campaign

IN 2011, UNIONS and community members

in Wisconsin demonstrated their outrage at
governor Scott Walker’s anti-union legislation in
daily protests and sit-ins. Dawn Tefft was then a
graduate student at the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee and active in her union.

A few months prior to the start of a mass
uprising, Milwaukee Graduate Assistants
Association were preparing to take action,
including a strike.They knew a strike wave
was unlikely to materialize due to longstanding
bureaucratic approaches to unionism among
many unions, but were doing everything they
could to help create the conditions for one.

What has become known as the Wisconsin
Uprising stopped short of a general strike,
though the members of MGAA were willing
to go out if other unions were, and the mass
movement, in failing to escalate to the point of
a strike wave, faltered.

Tefft learned from that experience that a
union needs campaigns that grow out of on-the-
job discussions with coworkers. From this an
organizing committee can form around a list
of demands and a plan for how actions can
involve the membership. Without building a
team that is thinking through how to broaden
its base, it can’t build the power it needs. And
without taking strategic direct action, it can't
exercise that power sufficiently.

The appearance of the COVID-19 virus last
winter presented several challenges to workers
whether unorganized or in unions. Now work-
ing as an organizer at the University of lllinois
Graduate Employees Organization (UIC GEO)
in Chicago, Tefft had helped to campaign for
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a contract the year before.The question then
became, how can graduate employees win what
they needed at the beginning of the crisis?

Tefft also became active in the Emergency
Workplace Organizing Committee (EWOC), a
joint project of Democratic Socialists of America
(DSA) and the United Electrical workers union
(UE) taking up problems workers faced as
COVID-19 spread. It is an experiment in running
a labor organizing project though a network of
volunteers.

Dianne Feeley from the Against the
Current editorial board interviewed Tefft, who is
also a single mother with a two-year old.

If, after reading this article, you would like
to read more about or contribute to EWOC, go
to https://labor.dsausa.org/covidorganizing!. For
Labor Notes, go to https://labornotes.org/.

Against the Current: When COVID hit U.S.
campuses last spring, what were the major
problems graduate student workers faced? In
the rapid escalation of the COVID crisis that’s
unfolding now, how are graduate students
dealing with their own studies as well as their
teaching workloads?

Dawn Tefft: Graduate student workers
were faced with healthcare plans that

were inadequate for pandemic needs, gaps
in healthcare coverage, and potential loss

of income. International graduate student
workers also faced the possibility of becom-
ing houseless.

ATC: At your university, the graduate students
are organized into a union. What were you able
to negotiate with the university administration?

Were there issues you weren’t able to success-
fully resolve at that time? Were you able to
take up issues about how the university would
reopen?

DT: Yes, shortly after the state of lllinois
declared a state of emergency, UIC

GEO successfully impact bargained a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
for immediate graduate worker needs that
semester.We negotiated improvements to
the healthcare plan for the semester; all
but one of which we’ve bargained to have
extended in other semesters.

One of the biggest wins was two weeks
of paid sick leave, in addition to regular sick
leave, for those sick with COVID or who
had to take care of someone sick with it.
This was critical because our members had
about three-and-a-half days of sick leave on
average. Eventually, the federal government
passed the CARES Act, and so an even more
comprehensive sick leave policy replaced the
one we had won.

The second-most crucial item we won
was mass pre-authorization of COVID-
19-related tests and treatments at ER and
urgent care facilities. The campus has its
own in-house healthcare services. Normally,
all students on campus are required to have
their out-of-network needs pre-authorized
in order for those to be covered.

We had heard from members that it
could take days to get pre-authorized. And
we knew that our members wouldn’t have
time for that, given how many people mani-
fest respiratory problems requiring that they



be seen immediately. Also, we knew that our
members would want to limit the distance

they traveled on public transport since pub-
lic transportation increases risk of exposure.

We also won teletherapy services for
those with mental health needs. Studies
have shown graduate workers have some
of the highest stress levels of any workers,
which was underscored by how many of our
members had written us to request that we
bargain for this item.

Another healthcare need the university
met was to cover out-of-pocket expenses
at 100% for ER and 70% for urgent care,
though they instituted this as a policy rather
than agreeing to it in a MOU.They instituted
this for all students, including undergradu-
ates, in response to our proposal, so we also
helped students who weren’t workers or in
our bargaining unit.

The hardest-fought MOU, and the one
that took the longest to nail down, was free
summer housing in the dorms for interna-
tional graduate workers who were stranded
in the United States due to international
travel restrictions imposed by the pandemic.

Though not formalized in an MOU, we
also won 80 new internships and assistant-
ships over the summer, 40 of which were
specifically for international graduate work-
ers.As with one of the other wins, this was

in response to our bargaining and organizing.

This was especially important for those
international workers stranded in the
country because visa restrictions prevent
them from working off-campus. There aren’t
usually many summer work opportunities
on campuses due to lower enrollments, and
typically most international students return
to their home countries over the summer.

Bargaining Over COVID Impact

We were the first graduate union to win
impact bargaining demands. | suspect part of
this is because we went on a highly success-
ful strike the year before.The administration
knew we would be willing to stand up for
members’ rights, and we did.

Initially, they met with us to bargain but
refused all our demands. So we staged an
email campaign, flooding administration’s
inboxes.And our International Student
Caucus very publicly started agitating inter-
national workers, who make up 40% of our
bargaining unit and whom the university
courts in order to turn a profit.

We also acted quickly. Within 24 hours
of the governor declaring a state of emer-
gency, our stewards had met and crafted
bargaining demands and an organizing plan.
Most of our members are allowed to work
remotely, and we believe this is due to our
nearly instantaneous organizing and history
of offensive striking. Many more members
of our sister union were forced to work in
person than was true for our campus.

Yes, there are still needs we haven’t man-
aged to have met yet. For instance, accord-
ing to a survey we conducted, a third of
graduate workers are putting in more hours
than usual because online teaching takes
more work than teaching in-person. And
according to that same survey, a third of our
members have technology issues and could
use new laptops or subsidized internet.

While UIC claims a lack of resources to
take care of its faculty and work force, it
currently has an unrestricted $2.5 billion in
various investments, some of which it could
choose to spend. Additionally, the university
system has raised hundreds of millions of
dollars for projects such as the Discovery
Partners Institution and is spending $311.8
million for new buildings. We also note they
spent $275,000 over five years on arbitra-
tion, most of which they lost because they
were violating the law!

Last year the state raised its contribution
to the university by 15% but the overall bud-
get only increased 5%.This means they were
saving money.

EWOC’s Organizing Model

ATC: You have been working with the Emer-
gency Workplace Organizing Committee. What'’s
its purpose and how did it develop? What have
you been doing?

DT: EWOC was created to help non-union-
ized workers organize to get their needs
met during the pandemic. Both DSA and
the UE saw that non-unionized workers
were the ones hardest hit by the pandemic,
and decided to apply a distributed model of
organizing, as used in Bernie Sanders’ cam-
paign, to fill the hole.

The Advanced Organizers are a team
of trained and experienced organizers who
assist workers with organizing campaigns. At
a first meeting with the workers, things an
Advanced Organizer and the workers might
do include the following:

¢ rank issues and draft a set of demands;

* build or plan how to build a list of
workers;

* divide up workers to contact in order
to ask them to join a central organizing
committee or sign on to a petition of
demands and possibly take future action;

* begin planning a first action or a series
of escalating action.

Advanced Organizers are aided by
media and communications teams, who
help on certain cases with press work and
social media strategies. And workers find
out about EWOC primarily through social
media posts.When they click on a link in a
post, they’re taken to a form they fill out to
be put in contact with an Intake Organizer
and, if feasible, an Advanced Organizer.

We try to pair up workers with organiz-
ers who have experience organizing in the
worker’s industry and/or organizers in their

geographical location. So far, all the organiz-
ing assistance has been remote and occurs
through Zoom meetings and is further sup-
ported by phone calls and emails.

ATC: What are the success stories? How do
they win? What do are the central issues they
organize around; what are they able to win?

DT: Within the first six months, we helped
workers win 13 campaigns. At that six-
month-mark we had six active union drives,
15 active Organizing Committee campaigns,
and 37 worker leaders building organizing
committees.

The central issues are having personal
protective equipment (PPEs), the option to
work remotely, hazard pay, and other critical
needs born of the intersection of an inter-
national pandemic and global capitalism.

For instance, the grad workers | assist-
ed at Texas A&M University won masks.
The faculty | assisted at Lafayette College
forced the university to go entirely remote.
And the workers | assisted at University
of Texas-Austin won a 65% reduction of
summer tuition for graduate students and
a release from paying the already-planned
2.6% increase in annual tuition.

A Sprouts grocery store agreed to
provide PPEs to workers and to limit the
number of customers inside their McAllen
location. Workers at a Taco Bell franchise
won $2 an hour hazard pay with back pay
and two weeks of paid sick leave.

However, we also help workers organize
around issues that are specific to capitalism
but not necessarily to the pandemic. For
instance, the workers | assisted at Ohio
State University won raises of $4,000 over
two years.And we're available to help work-
ers organize for racial justice, although that’s
an even harder task.

Currently EWOC is operating as a sort
of remote, national labor center. Given that
around 90% of the workforce isn’t union-
ized, largely due to draconian labor laws
and court decisions that make it difficult or
impossible to organize most of the work-
force, we need this organization that helps
workers with both emergency needs and
day-to-day needs under capitalism.

We’re having conversations about how
to help more workers learn about us, as
well as how to potentially transition to con-
centrating some of our efforts on projects
that could unite larger swaths of workers
in order to further develop class conscious-
ness.We're trying to imagine a future in
which we're helping workers transform soci-
ety on a larger level.

That isn’t to say, though, that the cam-
paigns we're assisting workers with don’t
contribute to class consciousness or to
transforming society too. I'm currently
assisting graduate workers and faculty at
Marquette University in resisting hundreds
of planned layoffs resulting from lower
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enrollment due to COVID coupled with
long-time financial mismanagement by the
administration. They just staged a minority
sickout, and their escalation plan was sup-
ported by undergraduates who planned
their own escalation.

Facing the Neoliberal University?

Embracing direct action and working in
unity across demographics are crucial to all
efforts to work against the neoliberal model
of the university that is omnipresent in the
United States.

In a neoliberal model, graduate work-
ers and adjuncts are specifically meant to
be cheap, exploitable, expendable labor. In
a situation such as low enrollment, these
workers are meant to be sloughed off. The
only way to make inroads in this situation is
through unified action that truly disrupts the
work of the university and/or makes it hard-
er for them to recruit more students.

Any wins in one worksite help pave the
way for future wins in another, which con-
tributes to helping build a more hospitable
future. At the end of campaigns, I'm also
trying to connect some leaders with existing
caucuses (such as DSA’s healthcare work-
ers caucus or Labor Notes’ Public Higher
Education Workers caucus), so that workers
without unions hopefully can continue to
learn and practice effective organizing, as

well as unite with workers nationally in
resisting increasingly harsh policies.

ATC: Progressive forces are calling on the Biden
administration to use executive power to cancel
student debts. Do you see a movement growing
around this, and what would it mean for gradu-
ate students struggling with their debts?

DT: To be honest, | do not yet see a move-
ment around this. It’s interesting that you
asked this question, though, because it’s one
I've actually been thinking about after seeing
a labor activist Tweet about the need for a
movement on the issue.

At a recent EWOC meeting for graduate
workers to talk about what we might do in
the face of a stolen election, | asked about
the possibility of coordinating on this issue.
Everyone agreed that it would be important
to do, but many felt they didn’t have the
capacity to do that and to organize in all the
ways they typically need to do plus organize
around issues arising from the pandemic.

ATC: How will this current crisis affect higher
education in the long run? What are the chal-
lenges the institutions face? What are the chal-
lenges those who work for the institutions face?
DT: Some small private colleges — which
depend on tuition dollars — will perma-
nently close. Public institutions might be
more loathe to part with money in the form
of raises because they’ll want to “bank”

their money for future rainy days, even
though they didn’t want to spend it during
this particular rainy day.

Some tenured faculty will lose tenure
due to “financial exigency,” which could pave
the way for further erosion of tenure rights.
Graduate workers and adjuncts will face
even more precarity than typically charac-
terizes their work.

More and more undergraduate students
will find themselves priced out of educa-
tion as tuition increases to make up for
lower enrollment and loss of other revenue
streams.

This is also, however, an organizing
opportunity to demonstrate the importance
of state and federal funding of public educa-
tion. Clearly, the increasing privatization of
education has created an educational system
overly dependent on tuition dollars, dorm
fees, meal plan fees, etc.

When students started learning remote-
ly for safety reasons, universities lost very
large revenue streams by having to refund
payments for dorms, meals, gyms and other
such things.

Universities and colleges shouldn’t have
to depend on property and services for
funding. And education should be a basic
right, not a commodity available for pur-
chase only by those who are well off. B

India: Behind the Farmers’ Strike

PERHAPS THE LARGEST general strike in
history, farmers in India are in revolt against a
set of new laws imposed by the government of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi.The following

is an edited excerpt from a lengthy article on
the history of the struggle, “India:The Farmers’
Struggle and the Agrarian Crisis” by Aditya
Nigam, published by Europe Solidaire Sans
Frontieres, at https://lwww.europe-solidaire.org/.

THE GOVERNMENT’S NEW laws seek

to hand over agriculture to the corporate
sector — which will effectively mean
destruction for a large mass of farmers.
Naturally they are up in arms in what is
perhaps the most determined struggle of the
last four decades.

The three ordinances that are currently
pushing farmers into a “do or Die” strug-
gle are: (i) Farmers Produce Trade and
Commerce Ordinance, 2020, (ii) The
Farmers Agreement on Price Assurance
and Farm Services Ordinance, 2020, and
(iii) The Essential Commodities Ordinance,
2020. Farmers’ organizations opposing
the ordinances claim that they have been
very misleadingly named so as to give the
impression that they empower the farmers.

What the three together aim to achieve
is the dismantling of state procurement
(though on paper it may remain), and there-
by open agriculture to contract farming for
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big corporations, allowing them to corner
essential food commodities in as large
quantities as they want.

Contract farming, already happening
informally at individual levels, once it is made
the norm, is certainly going to seriously
compromise food security for all. For if an
agribusiness firm eyeing quick and massive
profits wants farmers to change from
essential food production to some other
crop, it will decide what will be produced.

Of course, what gets you quick profits
is not what is sold as essential food item in
the domestic or local market, but could be
anything from potatoes for chips to corn
to manufacture “alternative fuel” for U.S.
consumers. So entire cropping patterns can
change, endangering our food sovereignty.

The farmers, in short, are not just fight-
ing a battle for their own survival but
one where the survival of all of us is at
stake. If the design visualized in the three
ordinances comes to pass, it will also lead
to the complete destruction of hundreds
of thousands of people who earn their
livelihoods by selling fruit and vegetables —
for those too will be produced by farmers
under contract farming with corporations
which will sell them at their retail stores.
Prices for millions of consumers too will
then be determined by giant retail chains.

Why have the farmers and peasants been

agitating for the last couple of years?

“Farmers are not just a residue from
our past; farmers, agriculture and village
India are integral to the future of India and
the world,” declares the Kisan Charter
(Farmers’ Charter) released by the All India
Kisan Sangharsh Coordination Committee
(AIKSCC, a platform of over 250 peasants’
organizations) that had called for the massive
Kisan Mukti March in New Delhi, two years
ago, on 29-30 November 2018.

This was a decisive declaration by the
farmers of India, who until just the other
day were committing suicide in the face
of destitution. [t signals] that they are
not ready to vacate the stage and go into
oblivion in the name of Development or
Progress.

We no longer believe it was the historical
destiny of Native Amerians or Indigenous
people to make way for “modern civilization.”

The real challenge before the peasants’
and farmers’ movement now lies in
articulating “an agro-ecology paradigm
that is based on suitable cropping patterns
and local seed diversity revival so as to
build economic viability and ecologically
sustainable, autonomous and climate-resilient
agriculture,” in the words of the Farmers’
Charter.This is where it will require a great
deal of patience and maturity and a readiness
to re-think ideological articles of faith. W



peruon fire

RlSIhg Up AgalnSt COI"I‘uptlon An interview with Andrea Palacios

THE DRAMATIC RECENT events in Peru,
barely covered by mainstream U.S. mediaq,
have seen a popular uprising of massive
self-organized protests. In November the stu- |
dent-led demonstrations in Lima and other
large cities were met by riot police equipped
with water cannons, tanks, and helicopters.

Corruption has tainted the political elite
for years. Elected president in 2016, Pedro
Pablo Kuczynski, was forced to resign two
years later over his failure to disclose ties to
the corrupt Brazilian construction company,
Odebrecht. Martin Vizcarra replaced him
and attempted to carry out reforms. He
tried to get rid of the prosecutorial immunity
granted to lawmakers, alter how judges
are chosen and even dissolved Congress in
2019. Popular for his reform plans, he had
no party backing him in Congress, which
for its part blocked his moves and finally,
on November 9 impeached him based on
an accusation of corruption when he was a
provincial governor years ago.

Crowds gathermg on durmg the early days of the prtests

can commit. People are saying that
Congress made this decision, which
destabilized the country at this moment
just because they wanted to protect
themselves.

The Constitution that was written in
1993, during the dictatorship of Alberto
Fujimori, gives complete immunity to
congresspeople. Sixty-three of whom
(out of 120) still have open investiga-
tions, whether for corruption or vio-
lence against women, and for which they
cannot be tried or judged.

Vizcarra was generally popular
because he tried to provide the judicia-
ry with a little bit more power to bring
the cases to court. Congress roared,
“Hell no, obviously that’s what pro-
tects us,” so they took him down and
replaced him with Merino.

This is happening five months before
April 2021 elections. Merino is the
third president in the last four years, so
the country has gone through a lot of

The following day Congress installed their
congressional leader, Manuel Merino.As a
member of the center-right Popular Action Party,
he immediately eliminated student benefits. This
one-two governmental punch led students to
pour spontaneously into the streets. The police
reacted to these massive demonstrations with
force. But police brutality backfired and brought
Merino to resign in less than a week. He was
replaced by interim president Francisco Sagasti,
an economist who has worked for the World
Bank.

Sagasti is regarded as a consensus fig-
ure who can take the country to April 2021
elections. As founder of the centrist Partido
Morado (Purple Party), a party that did not
vote for Vizcarra’s impeachment, he does have a
party in Congress to back him.As president he
must face the aftermath of the police actions,
deal with the highest per capita COVID-I9
mortdlity rate in Latin America along with a
contracting economy. That economy is based
on exports including copper, gold, zinc, textiles,
chemicals, and fish meal. It has signed many
trade pacts, most recently with China.

Joe Stapleton interviewed Andrea Palacios
in North Carolina to discuss the background of
Peruvian politics and implications of this struggle
for the country’s future.]

Against the Current: Could you provide a
basic rundown of what touched off what’s going
on in Peru?

Andrea Palacios: On November 9, 2020
President Martin Vizcarra was forced out by
the Peruvian Congress, a body that’s disliked
throughout the country for their corrup-
tion. They impeached him under a charge of
“immoral incapacity.” Vizcarra is facing cor-
ruption investigations that have not yet been
proven, but it is still an open investigation.
Congress replaced him with Manuel Merino
the following day. This was the last straw
pushing people to the streets in massive
numbers.

Many are saying “We haven’t seen these
protest numbers since the fall of the dicta-
torship in 2000.”

It’s a big deal, but the protests are not
necessarily about the impeachment of
Vizcarra, who has been accused of corrup-
tion. It is more about generalized corruption
and lack of democracy.

ATC: He’s not perfect?

AP: Right. Regardless, | think what guid-
ed people to the streets was a corrupted
Congress that has been a reality for many,
many years. It's a Congress that’s protect-
ed by the Constitution for any crime they

changes. That’s partly why | say this was
the last straw. People are tired of Congress
members being under investigation but
who cannot be legally tried because the
Constitution protects them.

Peru is one of the countries that has
been the hardest hit with the pandemic in
all Latin America. The fact that Congress
would put the country through this kind of
instability in the middle of a pandemic meant
people saw their self-motivated action as
a coup. From the beginning of the demon-
strations, it became emblematic to see
spray-painted posters on the street, “People
against the coup.”

ATC: The police murder of two young people,
Jack Brian Pintado Sdnchez and Jordan Inti
Sotelo Camargo, inflamed the protests after
they started. Can you tell me a little about them
and why that was so galvanizing?

AP: From the first day the protests were
predominantly led by young people, very
loosely organized mostly through social
media. And from the beginning it was clear
that the police were ready to attack, and
lobbying tear gas cannisters.

When young people saw that the police
were attacking in this way, they organized
themselves, talking through WhatsApp and
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other channels and set up
brigadas del desactivacion
(“brigades of deactivation of
gas bombs” or “brigades to
deactivate bombs.”

They organized themselves,
saying, “What do we need?
Traffic cones, carbonated water, |
etc” and with those things that
they would find in their house-
holds they started organizing.

There were different bri-
gades. If demonstrators got
teargassed, “brigades to clean
your face” would run and help.
There were nurses, doctors,
or student doctors — a lot
of them students actually —
forming first-aid brigades to
help the wounded.

Now these brigades are
very highly regarded. The news- |
papers reported their work
because they were such a huge
part of the protests.

Lt

2 — v

The Micaela brigade, named aer thewife of Tupac Amaru, indigenous Incan Ieade
who fought the Spanish. This brigade is composed of all women.

ATC: Describe the work
your group is doing.
AP: What's been really
cool to watch here in
the diaspora is that the
energy of the protests has
affected Peruvians every-
where — to gather and
do something collectively.

| think many of us
started these conver-
sations feeling we were
too far away from home
to actually do something.
We've always felt like,
“What do we do? I'm
over here.”

Our collective start-
ed very organically. |
was invited to it by a
Peruvian friend whom |
barely knew, but this has
strengthened our con-
nection. We started as
Peruvians knowing each

On Saturday, the sixth day
of protests, the police violence
escalated. They started shooting directly at
people, dropping bombs from helicopters,
barricading protesters in specific areas,
dropping tear gas on them and making sure
they couldn’t get out.

These things were not reported on Peru’s
mainstream media right way, but from the
beginning | was able to watch, through dif-
ferent friends, Instagram live. | was saying,
“Oh my god yes, the helicopters are right
there, oh my god, they’re being gassed.” This
was happening at |AM.

Murder and Memory

Through Instagram live we could see
the helicopters dropping along with videos
of protesters talking while they were being
shot at. It was terrible, it was very violent.
This increased police attack took the lives
of two young men. One was 24 years old,
Inti Sotelo Carmago, and Jack Brian Pintado
was 22.The autopsies revealed that both
young men had been shot multiple times.
Right to this day the police maintain it was
not their shots but must have come from
protesters. They say “We did not use any
violence,” even though there are videos
showing their violence.

The day these two young people were
assassinated over 100 people were wounded
and 42 people disappeared.The disappeared
were found days later and recounted how
the police kidnapped and mistreated them.

The two young men who died have
become the face of the movement. People
have built altars throughout the city in their
names and with their pictures.VVritten
alongside are the words “We will not for-
get” and “This is the work of memory.”
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The phrase that’s used a lot is memory.
| think this alludes to the years of the dic-
tatorship when people were unjustly killed,
including a lot of students. It seemed that
the country had forgotten. There was so
much talk about reconciliation: “Let’s forget
about ...” and not remember.

These two have become the faces of
the protests still happening now.We are
reclaiming our history, our memory.

ATC: From what you're hearing from people
you are in contact with in Peru, how would you
describe the atmosphere of these protests?

AP: Both by what I've been able to watch
on social media and hearing from family
members there, it’s very much youth-led,
and much like a festival or a party. Especially
at the beginning of the protests, line of
drummers would lead off. They would start
and then everybody began to dance in the
streets. It was a big party.

My cousin told me that the Saturday
when that police attack happened down
by the Palace of Justice, “It was just music
and people were dancing,” and there were
the sounds of the bomberellas (firecrack-
ers), they’re everywhere, which is also very
Peruvian because Peru’s very into soccer
and fireworks are always going off when
soccer is happening.

It’s those sounds that you encounter
with big festivities, where a bunch of people
go out into the streets and dance. My cousin
was saying “It was just a party and we were
dancing and then the police started shoot-
ing” That’s the description that | get of the
atmosphere, a lot of young people just hav-
ing fun while protesting, having fun dancing,
and then being attacked by the police.

other and inviting others.
It started as a WatsApp
group, then we said, “Hey let’s meet over
Zoom, let’s form a collective.”

We call ourselves the PUMAS collective.
We just selected the name two weeks ago.
We are now focused on getting funds to the
protesters we are directly connected with.
We have been thinking about money for
things that were needed, like gas masks and
materials for all the brigades, especially the
first-aid brigades.

The protests continue, but they’ve
dwindled. Since one of the people in our
collective is a therapist, tonight’s meeting is
discussing the idea of group therapy sessions
for the activist protesters and those who
have been watching these horrific things.
There might be a desire to sit down togeth-
er and talk through it.

Also, we're forming an Instagram plat-
form in English to educate people about
what's happening in Peru.We've noticed it’s
hard to talk to friends about these events
because we don’t have resources in English.

It’s partly because Peru is a small country
of 32 million and the diaspora here is small.
We want to have a platform in English that
would explain the political situation and
the demands of the protests as they con-
tinue — especially as the election happens
next year — as well as sharing things about
our country.VWe've been discussing a series
on Peruvian cumbias, dances, and joys, and
things about our culture.

Inspiration from Chile, Bolivia

ATC: Do you feel that some of the other
movements in Latin America over the past few
months have had any effect on what’s going on
in Peru?



AP: | saw it from here — the brigades that
were organizing themselves were taking
cues from those that were organized in
Chile when they had big protests last year.
They were sharing and watching videos
from Chile on how to deactivate bombs.

Even the demands have been shaped
by theirs. Chile just voted to change their
constitution, which also comes from a dicta-
torship — the Pinochet dictatorship. Bolivia
held their Constitutional Assembly and
adopted a new Constitution as well. So, the
calls for a new constitution, or the call for a
constitutional assembly, definitely follow the
steps of Bolivia and Chile. Peru can imagine
and call for this because Bolivia has done it
and Chile is on the way to doing it.

ATC: What do the protesters want?

AP: It varies. Parents of the people who
were wounded or disappeared formed a
collective, too. They held a press confer-
ence, saying “We want the government or
the police to be held accountable for what
they’ve done.”

That's a big one. People are asking,
“Who’s guilty for this?” The police are
claiming “We didn’t shoot anyone,” and time
is passing. Family members of the murdered
have publicly asked, “If anyone has a video
of my son being killed by police, we need it
because they will not believe us.”

The police are threatening to close the
case while people are demanding justice.

There’s a big call for a new constitutional
assembly, as well. Some people say, “Let’s
reform the constitution.” Others say, “This
constitution cannot be reformed because
it was written under the dictatorship of
Fujimori and only benefits the economic
interests of the foreign and domestic corpo-
rations.We need to change it altogether.”

In the Bolivia they got rid of the old
Congress altogether and elected new peo-
ple.They made a point to include people

of Indigenous descent and people from
Indigenous nations who could represent
themselves. That’s one of the big issues
Indigenous people participating in these pro-
tests are raising.

Since the onset of what we call the
Peruvian Republic, constitutions have
never been written for us, especially as we
think about Afro-Peruvians or people of
Indigenous descent. It was a constitution for
Peruvian elites. They wrote it for themselves
and left others to face violence.

So, we need a new constitution that
would achieve the autonomy of the many
Indigenous nations, as Bolivia did.

ATC: How have the class and ethnic and
national differences played out in the protests?
AP: It seems to me that the majority of
young people in the streets are unified. We
want a new constitution, we're tired of this
Congress — it’s corrupt, we can’t reform it,
let’s get rid of it.

| think the wrestling is much more with
the liberal groups that aren’t necessarily out
in the streets, and with established political
parties. Even the latest president, Francisco
Sagasti, says we don’t need to get rid of the
constitution — let’s just reform it, or change
one thing or another.

Obviously, Sagasti is super pro-corpora-
tions. It wouldn’t make sense for him to ask
for anything else.

Roots of Uprising

ATC: What was it that laid the groundwork for
these mass uprisings? They didn’t come out of
nowhere, and they weren’t totally spontaneous.
AP: In the collective here, we often say, we
are gathering because we understand the
conditions that took these young people out
to the streets are the same ones that took
us out of our country.

Many of us emigrated from our country
because of the kind of corruption that is

First aid brigades such as this one have been present throughout the protests. Police directly

attacked these brigades even though they are clearly marked as medical.

happening still, and because of the dictator-
ship of the 1990s or before.

Living in the United States, I've read in
the newspapers that Peru is skyrocketing
economically. It is a model for other coun-
tries. Supposedly all these neoliberal reforms
have made it an example:“Everybody be like
Peru!”

I've always been skeptical. Who is ben-
efiting? My family is still struggling; a lot
of people are struggling. Especially since
the protests have been youth-led and stu-
dent-led, | think a lot of the foundational
issues here are about the impossibility of
students getting a job and the impossibility
of getting an education.

One of the young protesters who was
murdered had to quit his studies because
he could not afford to continue. Poverty is
a common reality. Neoliberal reforms have
opened the country to foreign corporations.
The economic and environmental devasta-
tion has created huge problems.

In the Andes and the Amazon, commu-
nities are being exposed to the pollution of
our water, our land, our air. The mass upris-
ing is a combination of a lot of things.

ATC: What role, if any, do the political parties
have in the protests?

AP: Here in the USA the Republicans and
Democrats are established political parties.
In Peru, a lot of times elections are more
about personalities and candidates rather
than parties.

But the party of former president
Manuel Merino was not well regarded.
You have more conservative parties that
are very pro-police.You have the Partido
Morado, which is more liberal, like the
Democrats. They don’t want to take things
too far.Then you have the Communist Party
of Peru, which has never received a lot of
votes, but had a voice in the protests.

ATC: What should the U.S. Left know about
what’s going on in Peru?

AP: It's important to be aware that there

is a revolution happening in Peru, a country
that doesn’t often get the media attention
because of how small it is, but that has been
ravaged by colonialism and even afterward
by the elites in Peru for years and years. And
today we have foreign corporations, particu-
larly American and Canadian.

At the same time, Peruvians have fought
beautifully against all this, and in many dif-
ferent ways. | think in the United States we
forget about the global context. In our con-
versations about the possibilities of building
a better life there is little about the global
struggle.

As a Peruvian living here — and initially
not connected to what is happening in Peru
— | understand how necessary it is to pay
attention to the global struggle for human
dignity. ®
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Given the pandemic, the Wayne State Galleries displayed Rashaun Rucker’s woodcut “Resting in Black” as a billboard on Detroit’s main avenue.

Democrats in the White House:
New Challenges for African Americans s, vaixvian

WHAT DO AFRICAN Americans face with
the new government of Democrats Joe
Biden and Kamala Harris? After four years
of a far-right regime that denied science
and medicine in favor of death and profits,
disproportionately destroying Black and
oppressed minorities’ lives, the answer for
most is more a hope to lessen structural
discrimination than it is high expectations
for fundamental change.

Meaning of Trumpism

The election results exposed the depth
of white identity “grievance/victimhood”
politics. While Trump lost the popular vote
by some seven million, he won over 73
million voters — the most ever except for
Biden’s 80 million — including a large major-
ity of both white men and women.

Republicans who follow Trump’s lead
made gains in the Congress and state leg-
islatures. Trumpism is more than Trump. It
reflects strong white-nationalist sentiments
in the white population and successful
voter suppression focused against African
Americans.

“l think it’s a dose of reality of the times
that we are living in,” said Nicole Small, vice
chair of the Detroit Charter Commission,

Madlik Miah is a longtime Black rights and union
activist and an advisory editor of Against The
Current.
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who believes the Trump vote was a “blatant
attempt at voter suppression.”

“I do not believe that Trump has creat-
ed racism amongst people, but | do think
he was the safety net and the vehicle for
people to be more active in practicing their
racism and their prejudiced beliefs publicly,”
Small said.

Trump never saw his presidency as
representing all Americans. Trumpism exac-
erbates what’s been true for centuries. The
cult-like enthusiasm for whatever Trump
says and does means that white racism is
now more intense.

What Biden Represents

Joe Biden acknowledges that his nomi-
nation and electoral victory required large
numbers of Black votes in urban areas
along with Latinos, Asian Americans and
Indigenous people.

Since the November 3 presidential
election, almost each week a Black man is
brutalized or murdered by police. It is not
by accident.The ideology of policing is racist
and in defense of the status quo (de facto
white domination).

According to the Associated Press,“A
prominent law enforcement training group
is promoting a lengthy research document
riddled with falsehoods and conspiracies that
urges local police to treat Black Lives Matter

activists as terrorists plotting a violent
revolution.

“The document [is] distributed by the
International Law Enforcement Educators
and Trainers Association.... It alleges Black
Lives Matter and antifa, an umbrella term
for leftist militants, are ‘revolutionary
movements whose aims are to overthrow
the U.S. government’ and claims they are
planning ‘extreme violence.”

Biden, however, has not embraced the
Black Lives Matter movement or any of its
demands.To fundamentally change how Black
and Brown communities are protected they
have rasied the demand “Defund the Police.”

Instead, Biden has proposed sitting
down with so-called police union heads,
police chiefs, elected officials and leaders of
establishment civil rights groups to modestly
improve policing. Black activists leading the
multiracial racial justice demonstrations are
not invited.

Kamala Harris, the first Black and South
Asian woman vice president and a former
California attorney general, endorses Biden’s
vision of policing. It is in line with her own
practices in the most populous state.

The first Black president, Barack Obama,
has openly attacked the demand of Defund
the Police, calling it a misguided slogan.

For BLM activists, it is not a slogan. It is a
continued on page 23



black resistance

The Freedom Struggle Is a Labor Struggle
Organizing Then and NOW By robin D. G. kelley

ROBIN D.G. KELLEY, THE Gary B. Nash profes-
sor of American History at UCLA, gave this pre-
sentation to a New York City DSA Labor webi-
nar on a panel with Michael Goldfield, whose
book The Southern Key is also reviewed in this
issue of Against the Current. Professor Kelley’s
first book was Hammer and Hoe: Alabama
Communists During the Great Depression
(1990). His subsequent works include the
award-winning biography Thelonious Monk:
The Life and Times of An American Original
(2009) and studies of African American and
African culture and cross-fertilization.

AS WE THINK, again, about the role of
organized labor in the long Black freedom
struggle, it is worth noting that in India

at this very moment 250 million farmers,
workers, students and allies have joined in
what had been a three-month long protest
against the Modi government’s neoliberal
agricultural policies.

The new parliamentary bills essentially
eliminate state-run regulated agricultur-
al markets, and allow direct transactions
between farmers and private corporate
interests — namely international commodity
traders and conglomerates such as VWalmart
and Cargill.

The new arrangements will destroy small
farmers and force those who survive to
enter into contracts with corporate global
seed and agrochemical suppliers, traders,
distributors and retail concerns.The legisla-
tion encourages the unregulated storage of
produce and commodity speculation, over-
turning laws that made hoarding food items
for profit a criminal offense.

Imagine a quarter of a billion people
trying to stop unfettered capitalism, save the
planet, and resist massive dispossession and
a catastrophic migration to already overbur-
dened cities — an example of militant soli-
darity in the face of a global pandemic and a
global recession.The largest general strike in
human history, and hardly anyone is talking
about it in this country.

And yet events in India might afford us
the most important lessons for the hour:
the strike invites us to confront the ques-
tion, who makes up the working class and
where is it located?

When we talk about labor history on
a global scale, I'm always surprised by how

quickly we slip into a Euro/U.S.-centric
framework, and how we unwittingly privilege
urban over rural.

I’'m always reminding my own students
that the largest workers’ revolts of the
I19th and 20th centuries occurred neither
in Europe nor the United States, but in the
colonies and nations of the Global South.

Black Workers and “Racial Capitalism”

When I’'m asked about the role of orga-
nized labor in the Black freedom movement,
I’'m always quick to point out that Black
workers have been at the forefront of the
labor movement, especially in the 19th cen-
tury, when labor organizing took the form of
parties and mass organizations rather than
guilds and skilled trades unions — Knights
of Labor and the Greenback Labor Party, for
example.

Black workers provided leadership to
white workers — or at least they tried. The
more familiar story, of course, emphasizes
how capitalists deploy racism as a weapon
to divide workers and crush opposition; use
the coercive arm of the state to put down
strikes or contract out convict labor; bribe
conservative Black leaders to oppose unions
and break strikes; foment mob violence in
the name of protecting white womanhood
and fighting communism.

But wily capitalists alone are not solely
to blame for undermining labor’s collective
power. Trade unions were also exclusionary,
not inclusive. They were based on skilled
trades and protecting those jobs.There
were exceptions, like the IWW and the
CIO, but the key takeaway here is that when
white workers attempt to go it alone by
building exclusionary racist unions, they lose.
We can look at the 1866 campaign for an
eight-hour day: in St. Louis, unionists built a

biracial campaign and won; in New Orleans
a lily-white campaign went down in defeat.

This brings me to the crux of the matter
— the real question is not “labor’s” support
of “Black liberation” but rather: why has so
much of the U.S. labor movement refused to
embrace the entire class? Just consider the
long history of excluding Black workers,
Asian workers, agricultural and domestic
workers.Why have so many unions histor-
ically consistently supported or tolerated
a racially segmented labor force and wage
differentials based on race?

What explains white working-class sup-
port for housing policies that not only main-
tain segregation but devalue homes in Black
and mixed neighborhoods and boost home
values in segregated white neighborhoods?
Or policies that have excluded Black people
from publicly funded institutions — better
schools, better hospitals and healthcare?

Are these “labor” issues? Of course they
are! Spatial segregation explains so much
that a workplace focus cannot — hidden
costs of living, food deserts, limits on mobili-
ty to access decent jobs, home/property val-
ues and impact on intergenerational wealth,
school funding, and services like access to
sanitation, fire fighters, and libraries. (Imagine
what it means for Black and Brown kids to
attend school on-line by using the internet
at their neighborhood McDonalds.)

This is what we mean by “racial capital-
ism,” which not only produces deep race,
class and gender inequalities but continues
to keep a segment of white-working class in
a state of precarity while convincing them
that Black and Brown people are to blame.

The hidden secret of racial capitalism’s
longevity is the capacity of capital and the
state to capture the “white” workers and
tie its identity to race (whiteness) and mas-
culinity.We all need liberating from racial
capitalism.

An Ideological Struggle

| am not suggesting that labor unions are
hopelessly racist, nor is Michael Goldfield
in his extraordinary book The Southern
Key. On the contrary, we have many exam-
ples of unions dedicated to social justice
and antiracism. I'm reluctant to call these
“exceptions” since it implies that the “labor
movement” is singular and unitary rather
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than combined and uneven.

Put simply, a union’s political orientation
cannot be reduced solely to the inherent
contradictions between labor and capital
but must be understood within a broader
ideological struggle. The extraction of sur-
plus value alone does not explain why some
sectors of the labor movement embrace a
vision of racial and gender justice and equal-
ity, others hold fast to racism, patriarchy
and social order, and perhaps most reflect
a messy, ever-shifting combination of these
tendencies.

And as I've suggested, some of the most
critical battles have occurred not at the
workplace but at the level of the state —
struggles over social policy, state violence,
budgetary and fiscal decisions, housing and
welfare, education, etc.

Indeed, as we revisit the 1930s, the era
we hold up as the heyday of interracial
working-class radicalism, there are three
things we ought to consider. The Left, and
here | mean specifically the Communist
Party, was different from other socialist
parties up to that point in that it centered
anti-racism.

Whatever the CP’s many faults and mis-
steps, it generally resisted color-blindness,
underscoring distinctive features of Black,
Brown and Indigenous workers’ struggles,
while refusing to forgive or explain away
the racism of white workers. Second, the
CP’s biggest mobilizations did not center on
relief or jobs or trade union struggles but
the defense of the “Scottsboro Boys,” nine
young Black men falsely accused of raping
two white women on a train in Alabama.

Third, the 1930s, the period we often
describe as the U.S. left turn, was also char-
acterized by rising fascism that drew a seg-
ment of the white working class into groups
such as the Black Shirts, the Klan, the White
Legion, and the American Nazi Party.

In other words, what often animates
social justice or civil rights unionism are
movements with a vision of justice, move-
ments that are anti-fascist, anti-racist, and
dare | say anti-capitalist (though embracing
the latter doesn’t necessarily translate into
embracing the former).

Where Organizing Succeeded

In the South, Black labor militants, many
of whom were Communists, were the key
to building the CIO in the region, even
during the early stages of Cold War-era
attacks on labor and the Left. Operation
Dixie, the postwar campaign to organize the
South, is usually seen as a total failure, but
as Will Jones demonstrates, it succeeded
where Black workers were in leadership
positions — e.g. among Black lumber work-
ers in North Carolina and Black tobac-
co and cotton-press workers in North
Carolina, Arkansas, and western Tennessee.
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They've alway$ gonev togetr:Marching for Iabor and civil rights in te 1940s.

Black workers built and sustained the
International Woodworkers of America
(IWA) campaign to organize sawmill employ-
ees in the South, in spite of unremitting
violence from employers, allied businessmen
and white workers, and the CIO’s best
efforts to push race off to the side.

In Elizabethtown, North Carolina where
in 1948 the IWA waged a militant strike
against one of the largest lumber companies
in the Southeast, it was precisely racial sol-
idarity and Black community support that
ensured their success.!

The largely Communist-led Food,
Tobacco, Agricultural, and Allied Workers of
America (FTA) rested on the union’s ability
to tap into a deep well of black community
organizing and grievances centered around
workplace conditions, wages, and racial
discrimination. By 1947, FTA won |11 union
elections, bringing some 15,000 workers into
the union.

Winston-Salem, North Carolina, had
become the epicenter of FTA strength in
the region. Led by an extraordinary group of
Black women, notably Moranda Smith, Velma
Hopkins, Theodosia Simpkins, and Viola
Brown, Local 22 had successfully organized
workers at R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Company.

They fought for more than higher wages
and better conditions; they promoted a
Black radical vision that civil and human
rights were inseparable from labor rights.

They protested segregation, fought sex-
ual harassment at work, revitalized the local
chapter of the NAACP, launched voter reg-
istration campaigns, set up worker education
classes, and established a library stocked
with volumes on African American history
and political economy, and were largely
responsible in 1947 for electing Winston-
Salem’s first Black alderman, the Reverend

Kenneth Williams.2

Collective Power Under Attack

The success of the left-led unions such
as FTA, the International Mine, Mill, and
Smelter Workers, the Farm Equipment
Workers, United Electrical, Radio and
Machine Workers of America (UE) among
others, were strengthened by the 1945-46
strike wave, only to be bludgeoned by the
state and corporate response to the post-
war labor insurgency.

The collective power of labor, especially
in cases of exemplary interracial coopera-
tion, threatened to severely curtail corpo-
rate power, or worse for capital, usher in
a new political order that would further
regulate business, expand the welfare state,
protect workers’ rights, and undermine cor-
porate profits.

We all know what happened next: the
war on labor ramped up in the name of
fighting communism. Left-oriented labor
militants were fired or deported or brought
before the House Un-American Activities
Committee (HUAC).

The Taft-Hartley Act (1947) restricted
workers’ right to strike; outlawed closed
shops, secondary boycotts and “sympathy”
strikes; imposed hefty fines on union officials
who failed to oppose unauthorized strikes;
prevented unions from contributing to polit-
ical campaigns; and required union officers
to sign loyalty oaths and affidavits affirming
they are not Communists.

Those that refused to sign were the left-
led unions — the unions that proved to be
the most antiracist — for which they were
summarily expelled from the CIO between
1949 and 1950.

The story doesn’t end here, however.
There is a prevailing myth still in circulation



that Cold War repression forced the Civil
Rights Movement to abandon labor and eco-
nomic justice in favor of desegregating pub-
lic accommodations and other middle-class
demands.

The 1963 March on Washington, in fact,
was about two things: ending racist vio-
lence and securing “jobs and freedom.” The
lead organizers, Bayard Rustin and A. Philip
Randolph, both had roots in socialist and
labor movements.

Randolph’s opening remarks laid out a
clear agenda for labor. Echoing Karl Marx’s
oft-quoted line in Capital, that “Labor cannot
emancipate itself in the white skin where in
the black it is branded,” he warned

“[T]his civil rights revolution is not confined
to the Negro, nor is it confined to civil rights for
our white allies know that they cannot be free
while we are not. ...

“[W]e have no future in a society in which
6 million black and white people are unem-
ployed and millions more live in poverty. Nor is
the goal of our civil rights revolution merely the
passage of civil rights legislation. Yes, we want all
public accommodations open to all citizens, but
those accommodations will mean little to those
who cannot dfford to use them.

“Yes, we want a Fair Employment Practice
Act, but what good will it do if profit-geared
automation destroys the jobs of millions of
workers black and white?”3

The Negro American Labor Council
(NALC) was a lead sponsor of the March.
It had organized local marches under the
slogan, “Freedom from Poverty through Full
Employment,” and threatened to hold a
national one-day work stoppage to pressure
Congress to pass the Civil Rights bill.

NALC also fought to raise the federal
minimum wage and extend its coverage
to all workers, and backed efforts to orga-
nize domestic workers, abolish the House
Un-American Activities Committee, and
build up the American Labor Party as a
third-party alternative.

So what happened to this vision of eco-
nomic justice? First, the big groups — the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference,
Congress on Racial Equality, the NAACP
and the Urban League — threw their
energies almost entirely behind passing the
watered-down Civil Rights bill, supporting a
Voting Rights bill, and trying to influence the
Democratic Party.

Second, the labor movement betrayed
the coalition’s racial justice agenda. AFL-CIO
leader George Meany and the United Auto
Workers’ Walter Reuther made lofty state-
ments and financial contributions in support
of Civil Rights, while acceding to its rank-
and-file white members who worried that
the elimination of racial barriers to equal
wages, access to skilled jobs, and unfettered
access to housing, would threaten their priv-
ileged status.

Third, Randolph and other leaders
excluded Black women’s organizations from
playing any significant role in the move-
ment. This weakened the coalition, in part
because activists such as Pauli Murray, Anna
Hedgeman, Dorothy L. Robinson, Rosa Parks,
Gloria Richardson, and Dorothy Height
had already committed to linking labor and
economic justice to questions of racial and
gender equity.4

A Radical Revival for Justice

The Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) and the Mississippi
Freedom Democratic Party never aban-
doned economic justice. They not only
embraced a program of economic justice
but went further, calling for the redistribu-
tion of wealth, reparations, and workers’
power.

When SNCC organized its Freedom Vote
campaign in Mississippi in the summer and
fall of 1963, they ran a slate of candidates in
a“mock” election to challenge the state’s
white Democratic party behind a fairly rad-
ical platform that included the right of labor
to organize and engage in collective bar-
gaining; a $1.25 minimum wage; support for
farm cooperatives in place of sharecropping
and dispossession; provision of low-interest
loans for small farmers; a progressive land
tax on tracts of land over 500 acres and tax
exemption for those with plots smaller than
500 acres.

SNCC had also founded the Mississippi
Freedom Labor Union (MFLU) to organize
agricultural workers in the Delta. In the
spring of 1965, about 350 members of the
union went on strike to demand $1.25 an
hour for chopping cotton (clearing weeds).
The planters would not budge and instead
evicted the workers, leaving them to starve.

In January 1966 when the Greenville Air
Force base was about to be sold, strikers
occupied it to draw federal attention to
their plight. After Air Force police expelled
them, they regrouped in an encampment
dubbed “Strike City” and appealed to liberal
organizations and the government for food,
clothing, and other basic commodities.>

Unfortunately, without economic lever-
age to force planters to meet their demands,
and lacking federal support, the MFLU was
defeated. But that defeat profoundly shaped
the politics of the MFDP, which pursued a
radical economic vision even when mid-
dle-class Black Mississippians were finally
admitted into the mainstream Democratic
party.

By 1968, the MFDP backed a Guaranteed
Annual Income, extended day care for poor
and working mothers, comprehensive med-
ical care for all, increased federal provisions
for food stamp programs, free higher edu-
cation, an end to the draft, and full military
withdrawal from Vietnam.6

This revolutionary vision of social justice
unionism found expression among Black
auto workers in Detroit. In May of 1968, vet-
eran organizer General Baker led a wildcat
strike of 4000 workers at the Dodge Main
plant to protest a speedup of the assembly
line. They did not win since most white
workers did not support the strike, but out
of that action the Dodge Revolutionary
Union Movement (DRUM) was born.

The strikes spread to the Eldon Avenue
Gear and Axle Plant, giving rise to ELRUM,
and other actions in other plants like the
Ford Revolutionary Union Movement
(FRUM). DRUM’s specific demands included
workplace safety, lower production demands,
and an end to racist hiring practices.

Of course the RUM leaders wanted to
win better working conditions and wages
for Black workers, but their ultimate goal
was freedom for all workers — and that
meant in their view the end of capital-
ism. So in 1969, leaders of all the RUMs
came together and formed the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers, with the long-
term goal of becoming a political party or
revolutionary movement.

The League fought the leadership of the
UAW, who not only tried to crush the revo-
lutionary union movement but called police
to break up their meeting and relied on vio-
lence to undermine the League’s campaign
to elect Ron March, a member of DRUM, on
the board of trustees of the UAW.

Even though March would have fought
for all workers and resisted speedups, too
many white workers were threatened by
Black leadership.

League members knew that racism limit-
ed the ability of workers to unite, undermin-
ing the strength of the entire class. But they
also argued that white workers benefited
from racism in the form of higher wages,
cleaner and safer jobs and greater union
representation.’

There are many other examples.
Greensboro, North Carolina, has been a
center of interracial and anti-racist labor
organizing. Last year we observed the 50th
anniversary of the Greensboro Massacre,
when armed Klansmen and Nazis assas-
sinated five organizers in broad daylight
— four of whom were members of the
Workers Viewpoint Organization (later the
Communist Workers Party). The event on
November 3, 1979, is usually described as an
anti-Klan rally but they were also there to
organize textile workers.

Fast forward to 1996, Local 2603 of
the Union of Needletrades, Industrial, and
Textile Employees (UNITE) prevailed in
a three-year campaign against K-Mart in
Greensboro, thanks largely to the union’s
strong base in the African American com-
munity.
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The union attacked racial discrimination
head on, filing a complaint with the EEOC
and enlisting key local Black community
leaders to organize a boycott. The boycott
forced K-Mart to raise wages and imple-
ment a grievance process that would shield
workers from unjust discipline and termina-
tions. The Greensboro City Council passed
a resolution requiring that all future employ-
ers moving into the city pay a living wage
of $12.50 per hour before receiving any city
tax incentives.

The boycott was organized by a coalition
of Greensboro Black ministers called “The
Pulpit Forum.” Forum leaders engaged in
mass civil disobedience campaigns resulting
in the arrest of several ministers, including
the Reverend Nelson Johnson. Johnson,
along with his wife Joyce, had organized the
November 3rd rally where he suffered a
serious knife wound in the conflagration.

The main point is that UNITE adopted a
civil rights/community based union strategy
by appealing to the whole Black community
and its tradition of resistance to racism and
injustice. Mobilizing the entire Black commu-
nity was the key to their victory.

The Working Class As It Really Is

In closing, what the Indian general strike
tells us is that we need to rethink the com-
position of the working-class.When we shift
our attention from the big industrial unions
where we imagine the working class resides
to low wage, marginalized workers in fast
food, retail, healthcare, homecare, domestic
work, agriculture, etc. — workers who have
to survive on involuntary part-time work,
short-term contracts, zero-hours contracts,
telemarketing (homeworkers and prison
labor for example), and the concierge econ-
omy: Uber, Lyft, Grub Hub an so on — the
horizon looks radically different.

Once powerful engines of racial and gen-
der exclusion, often working with capital to
impose glass ceilings and racially segmented
wages, the 2lst century labor movement has
largely embraced principles of social justice,
anti-racism, immigrant rights and cross-bor-
der strategies.

It seems that the new labor leaders are
teachers, nurses and other healthcare work-
ers, clerical workers, fast food workers and
flight attendants, among others.

They have adopted new strategies, from
passing minimum wage laws at the munic-
ipal and state levels to using Community
Benefits Agreements to secure living-wage
jobs, equitable working conditions, green
building practices, affordable housing, as
well as childcare provisions.And in alliance
with movements such the Movement for
Black Lives, and immigrant rights activists,
campaigns such as OUR Walmart, Fight for
Fifteen, Change to Win, are leading the way,
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Nine years dfter the Brow‘n v. Board of Education Supreme Court ruling, the 1963 March on

Washington still demanded school integration, but much more too — full equality, jobs and free-
dom for African Americans. Civil Rights struggles were always labor struggles as well.

building the most dynamic labor movement
we have seen in generations.8 B
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BOTH EDDIE S. Glaude’s Begin Again: James
Baldwin’s America and Its Urgent Lessons For
Our Own and Bill V. Mullen’s James Baldwin:
Living in Fire are organized around what
Mullen calls the “arc of change, reflection,
and evolution” in Baldwin’s life story.

Both are motivated, to some extent,
by a renewed interest in Baldwin since the
emergence of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, which was started, | note, by three
Black women-Alicia Garza, Opal Tometi, and
Patrisse Cullors.

Baldwin seems to be everywhere these
days. His 1974 novel If Beale Street Could Talk
was adapted for a 2018 film by filmmaker
Barry Jenkins, and Raoul Peck’s 2016 film |
Am Not Your Negro has become a major doc-
umentary on Baldwin. In 2016, young Black
writers and activists responded to Baldwin’s
1963 essays The Fire Next Time with a book
of essays, The Fire This Time:A New Generation
Speaks About Race.

Another major biography, Douglas Field’s
All Those Strangers:The Art and Lives of James
Baldwin, was published in 2015.Ta-Nehisi
Coates modeled his acclaimed 2015 book
Between the World and Me on Baldwin’s The
Fire Next Time.

Previously, at least three major biogra-
phies of Baldwin were published in the 20th
century. There is a political blog called “Son
of Baldwin” by Black queer and transgender
activists, and Queer Studies has produced

Mary Helen Washington is a distinguished uni-
versity professor in the English Department at
the University of Maryland, College Park special-
izing in 20th and 21st century African American
literature. She is the author of The Other
Blacklist: The African American Literary

and Cultural Left of the 1950s (2014), which
examines the role of Black radicalism during
the Cold War. She is currently writing a biog-
raphy of Paule Marshall.

James Baldwin, photographed by Carl Van Vechten,
September 1955. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, Carl Van Vechten Collection, [LC-USZ62-54231]

some aspects of Black Power, then set
about becoming an internationalist, one
who knows that ‘American power fol-
lows one everywhere.”

In the end, Glaude believes that
Baldwin resisted despair by finding his
place in solidarity with “those who fight
from the margins,” thus becoming a pow-
erful example for our current moment.

Glaude’s second goal is to establish
Baldwin as a prophetic voice, one who
forces us to confront not only soci-
ety but also our own moral choices.
Eloquently capturing the brilliant, pas-
sionate and morally persuasive Baldwin,
Glaude writes that “ [Baldwin] insisted
that we see the connection between
the disaster of our interior lives and the
mess of a country that believed, for some
odd reason, that if you were white you
mattered more than others.” (xxv)

Begin Again opens with the meeting
between Baldwin and Stokely Carmichael
at Howard University in the spring of
1963, shortly after Baldwin had published
The Fire Next Time, and when Carmichael
was a young nonviolent student activist.

new directions in the analysis of Baldwin’s
queer identity. Additionally, there is William
J. Maxwell’s exploration of Baldwin’s 1884-
page FBI file, James Baldwin:The FBI File (2017
paperback), which tracks J.Edgar Hoover’s
intense surveillance of Baldwin.

Why Baldwin Now?

This resurgence of literary, cinematic,
political and scriptural interest in Baldwin
is a cause for wonderment. The question
that nags me as | observe this widespread
cultural homage to Baldwin is: Why Baldwin
and why now? Professor Glaude, scholar of
African American Studies and religion at
Princeton University, answers that question
in two ways.

His first goal is to establish Baldwin’s
importance for the age of Black Lives
Matter, or; in Glaude’s terms, to show how
Baldwin has become “a critic of the after
times,” a period Glaude calls a kind of
“interregnum as the old is dying and the
new is coming into being. Baldwin is the
perfect subject for such a time; he is the
writer-activist who continued to evolve after
the civil rights movement, who embraced

Baldwin was invited to address the ques-
tion of “the role and responsibility of the
black writer in the civil rights struggle” (4)

Later that evening, a small group
assembled for an all-night conversation, an
impromtu rap in a small apartment with
Ossie Davis, Baldwin, John O. Killens, the
“older brothers,” and a group of students,
including Carmichael.

Four years later that impromptu meeting
became the catalyst for Baldwin’s political
evolution when Carmichael stepped off a
plane from Paris on December 11, 1967,
and called for revolution and solidarity with
anti-colonial struggles in places such as Cuba
and Tanzania. His passport was confiscated;
newspapers labeled him a traitor; politi-
cians called for his arrest; Barry Goldwater
proclaimed that if he were found guilty, he
should be put to death.

In the wake of Carmichael’s move
toward Black Power, Baldwin realized that
he was required to tell a different story
about the country and its unwillingness
to give up its racism. Baldwin’s defense of
Carmichael was so incendiary that neither
The New York Times nor the London Times
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would publish it. It eventually appeared in
the Los Angeles Free Press and is unlike any-
thing else I've ever read by Baldwin.

Proclaiming his solidarity with Car-
michael, Baldwin calls the United States
“racist to the core,” and raises his protest
against the Vietnam War, declaring that
“every bombed village in Asia is my home
town.” According to Glaude, this is the
moment which, for Baldwin, exposes “the lie
at the heart of the American idea.” (xxvii)

For Glaude, “Baldwin’s courage, defiance,
and willingness to confront his own com-
plicity in evil, provide the key to Baldwin’s
surviving and mustering the strength to
keep fighting amid the after times.”

Chapter One,“The Lie,” establishes what
Glaude (and Baldwin) see as the central “lie”
at the heart of America: the belief and justi-
fication of the dehumanization of Black peo-
ple. Although,Glaude admits that we should
more properly define “the lie” as “several
sets of lies with a single purpose,” “the lie”
remains throughout Begin Again as the racial
lie, that Black people are inferior because of
“the color of their skin.” (7)

Baldwin also represented “The American
lie” as confined to race: the “fatal flaw” in
the nation’s founders is that they could not
“recognize a man when they saw one,” i.e.*a
black man, whose destiny and identity have
always been controlled by others.” (2)

Baldwin was indeed producing a new
“native son”; he was also construing
blackness as inherently male, and defining
the race problem as a gendered conflict
between “the white man” and Black man-
hood.

Baldwin’s transnational solidarity with the
North Africans he met in Paris “murdered
in the streets and corralled into prisons,”
was also gendered male. Even when Baldwin
is dealing with queer sexuality, he can only
conceive of male desire, ideals of masculinity,
the complexity of manhood. (96)

Glaude confers on Baldwin the title of
“moral compass,” comparing him to the
patriarchal “Old Testament prophet Jeremiah,
speaking God’s truth.” The problem with
elevating Baldwin to the stature of prophet
is that once he takes on Biblical propor-
tions we are no longer able to see him as
human and fallible and to see his witness as
imperfect — partial, limited, problematic and
contradictory.

Baldwin’s Transformation

In Living in Fire Professor Bill V. Mullen,
a scholar at Purdue University of African
American literary and cultural studies and
the Cold War, draws on a raft of new mate-
rial on Baldwin made available in the past
10 years, including newly released material
at the Schomburg Center for Research in
African American Culture that enlarges and
enriches our understanding of Baldwin’s life
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James Arthur Baldwin was inex-
tricably linked to 30 of the most
consequential and controversial
years of Black American life. He

lived his life in that fire.

He relentlessly probed every
aspect of his own personal life as
he interrogated the life and strife of
a racialized nation.

and work.

This archival boon allows Mullen to
recover Baldwin’s left-wing associations
going back to the 1930s, which have been
neglected or downplayed in much earlier
scholarship. In particular there were con-
nections with Communism, as well as 1940s
links to socialism, anarchism and Trotskyism,
although some details are still unknown.

Beyond that, we learn much more about
the evolution of his anti-imperialism, his
support for Palestinian liberation, and finally,
a more expansive view of Baldwin’s sexual
politics. These revelations show the trans-
formation of Baldwin’s political thought that
pushed him past his early fixation on white
liberals, past his own sense of defeat and
demoralization as he watched Black leaders
assassinated and Black politics failing, and
past his investments in Black masculinity.

| want to focus on the last chapter of
Living in Fire, called “Final Acts,” where in
the last 10 years of his life we see Baldwin’s
political radicalism in full flower. In a 1978
essay, he coupled the Reagan administration
with the UK’s Margaret Thatcher as “sym-
bols of white,Western capitalist supremacy.”

In 1980, he derided the persecution of
the Black Panthers and Angela Davis and the
demonizing of poor Black women as “wel-
fare queens” as part and parcel of the rac-
ism and corruption of the Reagan regime. In
his final years, Baldwin wrote against capital-
ist inequality, against a racist, indifferent state
and Cold War ideology “for suppressing the
question of black liberation.” (119)

He knew that he had incurred the wrath
of J.Edgar Hoover, who began to target him
intensely, resulting in his massive FBI file,
yet still remained committed to a radical
critique.

The Baldwin whom Mullen most clear-
ly brings to light, and few know, is the
“self-conscious black internationalist,” par-
ticularly in his relationship to the Middle
East and to Afro-Arab and Afro-Palestinian
solidarity.

This aspect of Baldwin’s political history
is especially relevant in the light of relation-
ships that have developed between Black
U.S. activists and Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza, specifically the trend toward
“anti-racist unity between African American

and Arabs nurtured by the Palestinian
Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions move-
ment (BDS)” for Palestinian rights. (xviii)

In a 1979 essay for The Nation,“Open
Letter to the Born Again,” Baldwin critiques
settler-colonial Zionism and declares there
can be no peace in the Middle East with-
out attention to the Palestinians, lessons
he learned from the Black Panther Party,
from Vietnam War protest, and from the
Palestinian liberation struggle. (xxi)

What is finally most fascinating and most
productive in Baldwin’s “final acts” is found
in his fiction, in his profound engagements
with the meanings of race, sexuality, and
political affiliations in his sixth and final novel
Just Above My Head (1978).

This focus on fiction is important
because unlike Baldwin’s speeches, which
can more easily be read as transparent polit-
ical messages, fiction does not allow such
easy access to meaning. Mullen considers
this novel as the work that finally allows a
full expression of erotic pleasure through
Baldwin’s “most fully realized black and
openly queer character, Arthur Montana.”
In another example of Baldwin’s evolution,
this novel “reflects for the first time in his
work the centrality of black women’s lives
and their wide range of sufferings in U.S.
society.” (169)

In addition to the queer character
Arthur Montana, Baldwin creates the char-
acter of Julia Miller; a one-time child preach-
er, sexually abused by her father; who leaves
the United States for Africa to discover
something about her identity. As Mullen
suggests, Julia is Baldwin’s female avatar and
his first effort to express “in profoundly
gendered terms the destructive effects of
patriarchal power.”

Mullen attributes Baldwin’s willingness
to openly engage both queer and feminist
issues to the political conversations he
had in the last decade of his life with the
lesbian feminist writer Audre Lorde, who
helped him “to part forever with his lifelong
attachment to black men—and black mascu-
linity — as the center of his analysis of the
world.” (165)

My question — Why Baldwin and why
now? — is partially answered in these two
impressive studies of the life and work of
Baldwin. James Arthur Baldwin was inextri-
cably linked to 30 of the most consequential
and controversial years of Black American
life. He lived his life in that fire.

He relentlessly probed every aspect of
his own personal life as he interrogated
the life and strife of a racialized nation. He
became an important interpreter and critic
of the global order. And, lest we forget, this
extraordinary American of such intellectual
brilliance and political fire came out of the
poverty, racial violence, wretchedness and
resilient beauty of Harlem, USA. &
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“The worst disease is the treatment of the
Negro. Everyone who freshly learns of this
state of dffairs at a mature age feels not
only the injustice, but the scorn of the prin-
ciple of the Fathers who founded the United
States that ‘all men are created equal.’ [l
could] hardly believe that a reasonable man
can cling so tenaciously to such prejudice.”
— Albert Einstein in 1946
(Quoted, Wilkerson, 377)

THE BRILLIANT PHYSICIST and Nobel
Laureate Albert Einstein left Germany in
December 1932, one month before Adolph
Hitler took power. In the United States

he was astonished to see the way African
Americans were treated.

He knew discrimination as a Jew, no
matter his intelligence and accomplishments,
in Germany and Europe. Jews under Nazi
rule were living under a manufactured caste
system that justified their mistreatment and
eventual near extermination.

The United States has never had a Truth
and Reconciliation Commission to discuss
the history of caste, racism and national
oppression of Black people. The mass awak-
ening that began with the uprising against
police violence and terror following the
murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis on
May 25, 2020, marks another opportunity
to do so.

The power of that Black-led uprising
played a central role in defeating President
Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential
election, and electing Kamala Harris, the
first Black, South Asian woman to the vice
presidency.

Isabel Wilkerson’s new book, Caste: The
Origins of Our Discontents, describes the
“American caste system” forged over 400
years.While others have written about the
unique American caste system (notably
Oliver Cox, Caste, Class, and Race [1948]),
she gives a well-documented analysis and
timely presentation.

In 1994, Wilkerson was the Chicago
bureau chief of The New York Times. She
became the first woman of African-
American heritage to win the Pulitzer Prize

in journalism. In 2011 she wrote the nonfic-
tion best seller, The Warmth of Other Suns:
The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration,
winning numerous awards.

A Social Construction

Wilkerson explains the caste system as
the foundation where institutional racism
sits. While she does not discuss how Blacks
from many African tribes, languages and cul-
tures became an oppressed nationality, the
failure to end that system is why institution-
al racism is so strong and prevalent.

She says that what occurred — white
supremacy — was not inevitable.Yet it is
easy to understand why and how it hap-
pened: The vast wealth created for the white
settlers who slaughtered Indigenous peoples
and owned slaves made it easy for them and
their descendants to treat Africans and their
children so harshly.

George Washington, the first president,
owned 300 slaves through his marriage to
Martha Dandridge Custis Washington and
chased down any who tried to escape.

Caste describes how that second-class
status of African Americans has remained,
even with the growth of a vibrant Black
middle class. The class gap between haves
and have-nots has widened within the
oppressed nationality, even as the wealth gap
between African Americans and the domi-
nant “white caste” has grown.

Wilkerson looks comparatively at the
oldest caste system in India, the American
caste system and the caste system created
under Nazi Germany.

The Nazis, she points out, studied the
extreme laws and discrimination in the for-
mer slaveholding South — Jim Crow legal
segregation. The Nazis were both impressed
and amazed how a modern “democracy”
could justify such a legal system and still be
called a democratic country.

In India, the historic caste system was
formally banned in the new constitu-
tion after independence from the United
Kingdom in 1947.Yet the caste system
is still alive, and Dalits (then known as
“Untouchables”) are still looked down upon
by higher castes.

African Americans still suffer from insti-
tutional racism more than 50 years after the
civil rights revolution returned the right to
vote that had existed under federal protec-
tion for twelve years after the Civil War.

Caste in Context

Wilkerson defines the caste system as a
social construction:

“A caste system is an artificial construction,
a fixed and embedded ranking of human value
that sets the presumed supremacy of one group
against the presumed inferiority of other groups
on the basis of ancestry and often immutable
traits, traits that would be neutral in the
abstract but are ascribed life-and-death mean-
ing in a hierarchy favoring the dominant caste
whose forebears designed it. A caste system
uses rigid, often arbitrary boundaries to keep
the ranked groupings apart, distanced from one
another and in their assigned places.”

She goes on to explain how caste and
race are connected:

“Race does the heavy lifting for a caste sys-
tem that demands a means of human division.
If we have been trained to see humans in the
language of race, then caste is the underlying
grammar that we encode as children, as when
learning our mother tongue. Caste, like gram-
mar, becomes an invisible guide not only to how
we speak, but how we process information, the
automatic calculations that figure into a sen-
tence without our having to think about it.” (17)

She further adds:

“Race in the United States is the visible
agent of the unseen force of caste. Caste is the
bones, race the skin. Race is what we can see,
the physical traits that have been given arbi-
trary meaning and become shorthand for who
a person is. Caste is the powerful infrastructure
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that holds each group in its place.” (18)

These themes are repeated with exam-
ples throughout the book.

Wilkerson is describ-
ing the origin of the
special oppression and
exploitation of African
Americans. While the
Bible and other holy
texts have been used to
justify it, the bottom line
is that the skin color of
slaves and former slaves
was used to justify the
dominant (whites) and
inferior castes (Blacks).

By extension, other
groups or subcastes were
in relationship to these
two dominant castes.
Indigenous peoples were
unique since the white
settlers sought to exter-
minate and later forced
them into “reservations”
on the least habitable
lands.

The post-Civil War citizenship Amend-
ments did not apply to the original tribes.
Indigenous people did not gain formal U.S.
citizenship until 1924.

Connections Between Caste Systems

A feature of Wilkerson’s study is how
similar various caste systems are. She tells
the story of Martin Luther King, Jr.in his trip
to India in the winter of 1959. King and his
wife Coretta went to India, as he said, not as
tourists but as pilgrims.

India was the home of Mahatma Gandhi,
the recognized spiritual leader and prac-
titioner of the strategy of “nonviolence”
around the world.

King arrived in Mumbai (then known as
Bombay), invited by the Indian government.
He wanted to see the Untouchables (Dalits),
who were treated historically as bad if not
worse than Black Americans.

He went to the southern state of Kerala
and visited a high school where the students
were from Dalit families. The school princi-
pal gave an introduction that surprised King:
“Young people, | like to present to you a
fellow untouchable from the United States
of America.”

Wilkerson writes, “King was floored. He
did not see the connection.” She continues:
“For a moment,” he later wrote, “l was a
bit shocked and peeved that | would be
referred to as an untouchable.”

After further thought comparing the
oppression of Blacks and Untouchables,
King said,“Yes, | am an untouchable, and
every Negro in the United States is an
untouchable.” (Chapter Three, An American
Untouchable)
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Wilkerson observes how the caste sys-
tem still impacts India. Higher castes still
see themselves by their words and attitudes

i - as superior to Dalits

. and lower castes. She

attended conferences
of Indian scholars
where she could iden-
tify upper castes and
Dalits even if all had
similar academic cre-
dentials.

The Indian consti-
tution written after
independence, banning
discrimination on the
basis of caste, states
that all Indians are
equal.Yet the social and
economic inequalities
remain despite “affir-
mative action” laws
aimed at leveling the
playing field.

In the United States
the constitution was
amended after the Civil War to provide
former slaves citizenship. For a decade that
brought real change, including the election
of the first Blacks to public office including
to the Senate and Congress. All were in for-
mer slave states.

Yet in 1877 under the “Great Compro-
mise,” Union troops left the South. Quickly,
on the ground in the former Confederate
states, the citizenship rights for Blacks were
gutted violently and then overturned.

Blacks had been seen as inferior and
a subordi