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The hor ror of the Ye -
men War is chang -
ing minds at last

By Kathy Kelly

Twenty years ago, a small del e -
ga tion or ga nized by Voices in

the Wil der ness lived in Bagh dad
while U.S. cruise mis siles at tacked
more than 100 tar gets in Iraq. Fol -
low ing four days of bomb ing,
known as “Op er a tion Desert Fox,”
our group vis ited var i ous Iraqis who 
had sur vived di rect hits. One young
girl handed me a large mis sile frag -
ment, say ing, “Merry Christ mas.” 

An en gi neer, Gasim Risun, cra -
dled his two-week-old baby as he

sat in his hos pi tal bed. Gasim had
suf fered mul ti ple wounds, but he
was the only one in his fam ily well 
enough to care for the in fant, af ter
an un ex ploded mis sile de stroyed
his house. In Bagh dad, a bomb de -
mol ished a for mer mil i tary de -
fense head quar ters, and the shock
waves shat tered the win dows in
the hos pi tal next door. Doc tors
said the ex plo sions ter ri fied
women in the ma ter nity ward,
caus ing some to spon ta ne ously
abort their ba bies while oth ers
went into pre ma ture la bor. 

In De cem ber 1998, U.S. news
me dia steadily fo cused on only
one per son liv ing in Iraq: Saddam
Hussein. With the no ta ble ex cep -
tion of Ste phen Kinzer of the New
York Times, no main stream me dia
fo cused on UN re ports about the
con se quences of U.S. eco nomic
sanc tions im posed on Iraq. One of

Kinzer’s ar ti cles was head lined:
“Iraq a Pe di a tri cian’s Hell: No
Way to Stop the Dy ing.” 

The hell ish con di tions con tin -
ued, even as UN of fi cials sounded
the alarm and ex plained how eco -
nomic sanc tions di rectly con trib -
uted to the deaths of hun dreds of
thou sands of chil dren un der age
five. 

Now a hor ror story of sim i lar
pro por tions is play ing out in Ye -
men.

In No vem ber 2018, the Guard -
ian re ported that up to 85,000 Ye -
meni chil dren un der age 5 have
died from star va tion and dis ease
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The war in Ye -
men is hor rific
and ought to be
ended im me di -
ately
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dur ing the last 3 years. Main -
stream me dia and even gov ern -
ments of large and wealthy coun -
tries are fi nally be gin ning to ac -
knowl edge the an guish suf fered
by Ye meni chil dren and their fam -
i lies. 

Stark and com pel ling pho tos
show list less, skel e tal chil dren
who are min utes or days away
from death. Re ports also show
how war plans have de lib er ately
tar geted Ye men’s in fra struc ture,
lead ing to hor ri fy ing dis ease and
star va tion. Jour nal ists who have
met with peo ple tar geted as Houthi 
fight ers, many of them farm ers
and fish ers, de scribe how peo ple
can’t es cape the so phis ti cated
U.S.-man u fac tured weap ons fired
at them from mas sive war planes. 

One re cent As so ci ated Press
photo, on page one of the New
York Times for De cem ber 14,
shows a line of tribespeople loyal
to the Houthis. The youn gest child 
is the only one not bal anc ing a ri -
fle up right on the ground in front
of him. The tribespeople bear
arms, but they are poorly
equipped, es pe cially com pared to
the U.S.-armed Sau dis.

Since 2010, ac cord ing to the
New York Times, the United States
has sold the Sau dis 30, F-15
multirole jet fight ers, 84 com bat
he li cop ters, 110 air-to-sur face
cruise mis siles, and 20,000 pre ci -
sion guided bombs. Last year, the
United States also sold the Sau dis
10 mar i time he li cop ters in a $1.9
bil lion deal. An Amer i can de fense
con trac tor, Booz Allen Ham il ton,
“earned tens of mil lions of dol lars
train ing the Saudi Navy dur ing the 
past de cade.” 

Ear lier this year, Saudi Ara bia’s 
Crown Prince Mo ham med bin
Salman—along with his coun ter -

part in the United Arab Emirates,
Mo ham med bin Zayed—seemed
un touch able. He was feted and re -
galed by for mer Pres i dents, Oprah, 
Hol ly wood showbiz mag nates,
and con stant me dia hype. 

Now, the U.S. Sen ate has
passed a res o lu tion hold ing him
ac count able for the grue some
mur der of Saudi jour nal ist Jamal
Khashoggi. Sev eral U.S. Sen a tors
have said they no lon ger want to
be re spon si ble for blood shed he
has caused in Ye men. UN ne go ti a -
tors have man aged to bro ker a
frag ile ceasefire, now in ef fect,
which will hope fully stop the
fight ing that has raged in the vi tal
port city of Hodeidah. One mes -
sage which may have prompted
the Sau dis to ne go ti ate came in the 
form of a Sen ate vote threat en ing
to cur tail the sup port of U.S.
armed forces for the Saudi-led Co -
ali tion’s war on Ye men. 

I doubt these ac tions will bring
so lace or com fort to par ents who
cra dle their list less and dy ing chil -
dren. Peo ple on the brink of fam -
ine can not wait days, weeks, or
months while pow er ful groups
slowly move through ne go ti a tions.

And yet, a shift in pub lic per -
cep tion re gard ing war on Ye men
could lib er ate oth ers from the ter -
ri ble spec tre of early death.

Writ ing dur ing an other war,
while he was ex iled from Viet nam, 
Bud dhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh
imag ined the birth of a “Peace
Child.” He ends his poem by call -
ing on peo ple to give both their
hands for the chance to “pro tect
the seeds of life burst ing on the
cra dle’s rim.”

I think of Iraqi moth ers who
lost their ba bies as bombs ex -
ploded just out side their ma ter nity
ward. The shift in pub lic per cep -

tion is pain fully too late for in nu -
mer a ble peo ple trau ma tized and
be reaved by war. Nev er the less, the 
chance to press with all our might
for a con tin u ing and grow ing shift, 
re pu di at ing war, could point us in
a new di rec tion. 

The war in Ye men is hor rific
and ought to be ended im me di -
ately. It makes em i nent good sense 
to give both our hands and all the
en er gies we can pos si bly sum mon, 
to end the war in Ye men and vow
the ab o li tion of all war. 

Z

Kathy Kelly (kathy@vcnv.org) co-co or -
di nates Voices for Cre ative Non vi o lence
(www.vcnv.org). 

This ar ti cle first ap peared on the website 
of The Pro gres sive mag a zine.

Gen tri fi ca tion: The
New “Ne gro Re -
moval” Pro gram

By Ron Daniels

Gen tri fi ca tion has emerged as a 
ma jor threat to Black com -

mu ni ties that have been cen ters for
Black busi ness/eco nomic de vel op -
ment, cul tural and civic life for gen -
er a tions. Gen tri fi ca tion has be come
the watch-word for the dis place -
ment of Black peo ple and cul ture.
Gen tri fi ca tion is the “Ne gro Re -
moval Pro gram” of the 21st cen tury. 
There is an ur gent need for peo ple
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of Af ri can de scent to mount a se ri -
ous of fen sive to de fend Black com -
mu ni ties from this in sid i ous on -
slaught.

Dur ing the Civil Rights, Black
Power era, the term “Ne gro Re -
moval” was vir tu ally syn on y mous
with “Ur ban Re newal,” lo cal, state 
and fed eral high way and de vel op -
ment pro jects that of ten dis con -
nected and de stroyed sta ble Black
com mu ni ties. It was not un usual
for a lo cal high way pro ject de -
signed to ben e fit res i dents from
the sub urbs or a com po nent of an
In ter state High way sys tem to be
routed through the cen ter of a
Black com mu nity, up root ing and
dis plac ing Black peo ple or per ma -
nently weak en ing busi nesses, in -
sti tu tions, net works and re la tion -

ships that bound folks to gether. As 
ad vo cates for Black en tre pre neur -
ship cor rectly urge Black peo ple to 
cre ate and sup port Black busi ness
dis tricts in our com mu ni ties, it is
use ful to re mem ber that Ur ban Re -
newal de stroyed thriv ing busi ness
dis tricts in Black com mu ni ties
across the coun try in the lat ter part 
of the 20th cen tury. In fact, there is 
an his tor i cal pat tern of
marginalizing, sub vert ing or out -
right de stroy ing Black com mu ni -
ties to thwart our abil ity to achieve 
full po lit i cal and eco nomic em -
pow er ment and eq uity in this na -
tion. Gen tri fi ca tion is the lat est
man i fes ta tion of this pat tern.

There are a mul ti plic ity of tes ti -
mo nies about this de struc tive phe -
nom ena. The cap tion of a fea ture

ar ti cle in the May 2, 2018 edi tion
of the New York Times cap tured
the es sence of the cri sis con front -
ing Black com mu ni ties across the
coun try: “When Home No Lon ger 
Looks the Same: Rapid Change in
Dur ham Has Left Many Black
Res i dents Feel ing Un wel come.”

The ar ti cle de tails how the re vi -
tal iza tion of Dur ham, North
Carolina has in creas ingly meant
de vel op ment/prog ress for mid dle
and up per-in come Whites, but dis -
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place ment for large num bers of
Black work ing-class and mid -
dle-class peo ple who can no lon -
ger af ford to live in cer tain sec -
tions of the city. An ar ti cle in the
Oc to ber 21, 2018 edi tion of the
Hous ton Chron i cle is also il lus tra -
tive of the grow ing con cern about
gen tri fi ca tion in Black Amer ica:
“His toric black neigh bor hoods
dis ap pear all the time. But they
don’t have to.”

In At lanta, the “Black Mecca”
of the South, Vine City, the neigh -
bor hood where Dr. Mar tin Lu ther
King, Jr. and civil rights and po lit i -
cal leader Julian Bond lived, no
lon ger ex ists. It was wiped-out by
sports sta dium pro jects. Pub lic
hous ing de vel op ment af ter pub lic
hous ing de vel op ment has been
felled by an ad vanc ing wave of
“prog ress.” The “Sweet Au burn”
Dis trict, which was once the home 
of ma jor Black busi nesses, is now
stag nant. In the face of this on -
slaught, a youth ful group of com -
mu nity ad vo cates called the Com -
mu nity Move ment Build ers have
re cently launched an Anti-Gen tri -
fi ca tion Cam paign to mo bi lize
com mu nity res i dents and their al -
lies to ad dress the mas sive dis -
place ment of Black work ing class
and poor peo ple from their neigh -
bor hoods. One of their slo gans is:
“Stop Gen tri fi ca tion: Keep Res i -
dents in Place.”

“De vel op ment” in Wash ing ton,
DC, the orig i nal “Choc o late City,” 
has dis placed thou sands of Black
peo ple, forc ing them to move to
sur round ing sub ur ban ar eas; the
pros per ous cen tral city neigh bor -
hood and Black busi ness dis trict in 
Se at tle, Wash ing ton has van ished
as Blacks have been forced to flee
to Ta coma and other out ly ing cit -
ies where hous ing is more af ford -

able; in Los An geles, the
Crenshaw Sub way Co ali tion is
vig or ously re sist ing a sub way ex -
ten sion that would spur gen tri fi ca -
tion in one of the most sto ried
com mu ni ties in Black Amer ica; in 
neigh bor hood af ter neigh bor hood
in New York City, from Brook lyn, 
Queens, the Bronx to Har lem,
gen tri fi ca tion is rap idly dis plac ing
hun dreds of thou sands of Black
peo ple. In a few years, Har lem, the 
cul tural-po lit i cal Cap i tal of Black
Amer ica, will hardly be rec og niz -
able. A Whole Foods Store now
stands where Malcolm X once
held his leg end ary ral lies.

Choc o late Cit ies, once the do -
main of Black po lit i cal and eco -
nomic power, are van ish ing as in -
creas ing num bers of Whites, who,
in pre vi ous gen er a tions aban doned 
ur ban cen ters for the sub urbs, are
now re turn ing to es tab lish more
com fort able and con ve nient
spaces in closer prox im ity to their
workplaces. “De vel op ment” to ac -
com mo date the new com ers is
driv ing up the cost of hous ing, es -
pe cially rental prop er ties in a man -
ner that is un af ford able for large
num bers of Black res i dents. Prop -
erty taxes are also sky rock et ing,
putt ing enor mous pres sure on
Black home own ers as well. As
Blacks are dis placed and re placed
by new com ers, this is in ev i ta bly
lead ing to dra matic shifts in po lit i -
cal power from neigh bor hood ad -
vi sory boards, to city coun cils and
the of fice of May ors. Black power
is di min ish ing.

What is equally egre gious are
the at ti tudes of some of the new -
com ers whom res i dents of Black
com mu ni ties some times char ac ter -
ize as “in vad ers” or “neo-co lo nial -
ists.” This is be cause some new -
com ers are not con tent to be come

a part of the com mu nity; they ar -
ro gantly at tempt to change the
rhythms, cul ture and char ac ter of
the com mu nity. For de cades it has
been a well-es tab lished and ac -
cepted cus tom that scores of
drum mers gather on a des ig nated
date at a reg u lar time in Marcus
Garvey Park in Har lem to play Af -
ri can mu sic. But, once a large
num ber of “in vad ers” be came oc -
cu pants of a nearby apart ment
build ing, they be gan to com plain
to the po lice and pe ti tioned lo cal
elected of fi cials, seek ing to ban
this long stand ing weekly rit ual. In
De troit, three White women, new -
com ers to a pre dom i nately Black
neigh bor hood, falsely ac cused a
Black man of be ing a pedophile
and de manded that the po lice file
charges against him. The brother
in ques tion was start ing a com mu -
nity gar den on a va cant lot int the
neigh bor hood and the women pro -
tested this ac tiv ity tak ing place in
“their neigh bor hood.” For tu nately, 
the Judge dis missed the charges in
a case of “gar den ing while Black.” 
Re ports of these kinds of at ti tudes
and be hav ior across the coun try is
breed ing re sent ment and hos til ity
to wards the “in vad ers.”

Let me be clear, as a civil right,
any per son in the United States
has the free dom to live wher ever
they choose. Peo ple of Af ri can de -
scent have waged a re lent less
strug gle to achieve this pre cious
right. Peo ple also have the right to
live amongst their own na tion al ity, 
eth nic ity or eth nic group if they
choose, hence there are Irish, Ital -
ian, Pol ish, Ger man and Jew ish
com mu ni ties in this coun try. And,
oc ca sion ally these com mu ni ties
change in com po si tion. “Lit tle It -
aly” in lower Manhattan in New
York is now mostly shops and
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stores as peo ple of Ital ian de scent
have largely cho sen to mi grate to
other neigh bor hoods. Vol un tary
mi gra tion is one thing, forced dis -
place ment is an other mat ter. Time
and time again, Black peo ple have
faced schemes, tar geted pol i cies
and out right vi o lence—e.g., Tulsa, 
Rose wood—to force their re moval 
from neigh bor hoods and com mu -
ni ties they worked and in vested in
to “de velop” as their home.

Black peo ple be lieve in “de vel -
op ment” and no rea son able per son 
would be op posed to im prove -
ments or prog ress that would
better their com mu nity. The cru -
cial is sue for peo ple of Af ri can de -
scent is not de vel op ment, it is “de -
vel op ment” that is dis plac ing
Black peo ple and cul ture. There -
fore, the or der and chal lenge of the 
day is to achieve “de vel op ment
with out dis place ment.” The ques -
tion is, can de vel op ment strat e gies
be de vised that pri or i tize im prov -
ing the lives of the cur rent res i -
dents and pre serv ing the cul ture
and char ac ter of their com mu ni -
ties? The an swer to that ques tion
is, yes. The col lec tive brain power,
skill, ex pe ri ence and will ex ists
within Black Amer ica to mount an 
of fen sive to de fend Black com mu -
ni ties against gen tri fi ca tion, the
“Ne gro Re moval” pro gram of the
21st cen tury. There fore, we must
gather our bright est and best, the
con scious and com mit ted in our
brain trust to de vise plans and a
pol icy agenda to res cue, pre serve
Black com mu ni ties. We pos sess
the col lec tive ge nius to de velop
just, safe, vi a ble, vi brant and sus -
tain able Black com mu ni ties.

To that end, the In sti tute of the
Black World 21st cen tury (IBW)
is is su ing an ur gent call for a Na -
tional Emer gency Sum mit on

Gen tri fi ca tion to be con vened in
New ark, New Jersey, April 4-6,
2019 in con junc tion with the an -
nual com mem o ra tion of the mar -
tyr dom of our be loved Dr. Mar tin
Lu ther King, Jr. New ark has been
se lected be cause the City’s am bi -
tious de vel op ment plans in cor po -
rate com mu nity-based strat e gies
de signed to mit i gate gen tri fi ca tion. 
IBW has re quested that Ras J.
Baraka, the Mayor of New ark,
host the Emer gency Sum mit. This
gath er ing is viewed as an ex ten -
sion of the mile stone Ur ban Mar -
shal Plan and Black Eco nomic
De vel op ment Sym po sium con -
vened by IBW in New ark in April
of this year. We en vi sion anti-gen -
tri fi ca tion ad vo cates, com mu nity
eco nomic de vel op ment prac ti tio -
ners, May ors, ur ban plan ners,
faith, civil rights, la bor, busi ness
and pro fes sional lead ers at tend ing
the Emer gency Sum mit on Gen tri -
fi ca tion. The Ur ban Strat e gies
Pro gram of Faith In Ac tion, Na -
tional Ur ban League, De moc racy
Col lab o ra tive and Free dom Cau -
cus of the Cen ter for Com mu nity
Change have al ready sig naled a
will ing ness to part ner with IBW
on this cru cial un der tak ing.

Now is the time to act boldly
and cou ra geously to de fend Black
com mu ni ties from the de struc tive
forces of gen tri fi ca tion. “If there is 
no strug gle, there is no prog ress.”
We must mus ter the col lec tive re -
solve to stop gen tri fi ca tion from
dev as tat ing Black com mu ni ties,
from dis plac ing Black peo ple and
cul ture…and we will. 

Z

Ron Daniels is Pres i dent of the In sti tute
of the Black World 21st Cen tury and
Dis tin guished Lec turer Emer i tus, York
Col lege City Uni ver sity of New York. His 

ar ti cles and es says ap pear on the IBW
webiste. 

Les sons to Learn on
the 25th An ni ver -
sary of the Zapatista
Up ris ing

By Hil ary Klein

Twenty-five years ago, the
Zapatistas rose up in arms.

Twenty-five years—it’s hard to be -
lieve. It’s been many years since the 
Zapatistas were the dar ling of the
in ter na tional sol i dar ity scene, and
many years since I’ve been back to
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Chiapas. But in the era of
Trump—of white na tion al ist pop u -
lism on the rise around the world, of 
mi grant chil dren dy ing in ICE de -
ten tion cen ters, of count less other
hor rors—I be lieve that the Zapatista 
move ment still has much to teach
us—about hav ing the chutz pah to
take on state-spon sored ter ror ism
and global cap i tal ism, while hav ing
the wis dom and hu mil ity to know
that no one has all the an swers, that
we make the road by walk ing. I be -
lieve the Zapatista move ment has
much to teach us about the en dur ing 
na ture of this work and the pa tience
that co mes along with that un der -
stand ing.

In the era of the Me Too move -
ment (with all its suc cesses, we
still have so far to go), I re main
con vinced that we have much to
learn from Zapatista women. I feel 
lucky to have worked side by side
with them for sev eral years, wit -
ness ing and ab sorb ing the quiet
dig nity of their re sis tance, their
un flinch ing com mit ment, their
com bi na tion of dis ci pline and hu -
mor, mil i tancy and ten der ness. In
the face of pa tri ar chy’s ug li est
man i fes ta tions, they took some
truly re mark able strides to wards
col lec tive lib er a tion, show ing us
what is pos si ble. A hand ful of
Zapatista women in key roles of
lead er ship, com bined with a broad 
push from women in the Zapatista
base, suc ceeded in chang ing laws,
in sti tu tions, be hav ior and ex pec ta -
tions around gen der roles and do -
mes tic vi o lence, and achieved a
se ries of tre men dous trans for ma -
tions for women in Zapatista ter ri -
tory.

In a mo ment of height ened po -
lar iza tion in this coun try, I ap pre -
ci ate the Zapatistas’ abil ity to re -
mind us what we have in com mon. 

A group of in dig e nous peas ants in
south ern Mex ico suc ceeded in
com mu ni cat ing to the world that,
yes, they wanted land re form and
in dig e nous au ton omy, but their vi -
sion of a just so ci ety was so uni -
ver sal that peo ple all over the
world, liv ing in com pletely dif fer -
ent con texts, felt in cluded in their
strug gle.

As we face a daily bar rage of
hate ful words and ac tions, I am re -
minded of the in ter twined re la tion -
ship be tween fam ily, com mu nity,
and po lit i cal strug gle in Zapatista
ter ri tory, and what that can tell us
about build ing so cial jus tice
move ments that are also a po lit i cal 
and cre ative home—spaces where
we fos ter com mu nity, where we
treat each other with re spect and
dig nity, where we col lec tively cre -
ate some shel ter from the storm.

In 1994, the Zapatistas were of -
ten cel e brated for their cre ative use 
of the Internet to reach peo ple all
over the world. (The Internet was
rel a tively new back then.) But
any one who has spent time in
Zapatista vil lages can tell you that
was a very ex ter nally fo cused
strat egy, that one of the stron gest
foun da tions of the Zapatista move -
ment is the deep sense of com mu -
nity, the un ques tioned as sump tion
that the col lec tive well be ing takes 
pri or ity over the in di vid ual. So,
yes, let’s use new tech nol o gies to
get our mes sage out, but let’s not
for get to build com mu nity, and to
have rigor and dis ci pline while we 
do some old-fash ioned
face-to-face or ga niz ing. 

Z

Hil ary Klein spent sev eral years work ing 
with women’s co op er a tives in Zapatista
ter ri tory and is the au thor of

Compañeras: Zapatista Women’s Sto -
ries.

How Med i cal Con -
flicts of In ter est Get
Dan ger ous, Ex pen -
sive Drugs in Your
Med i cine Cab i net

By Mar tha Rosenberg

The year was 2011. FDA Com -
mis sioner Mar ga ret Ham burg

pro posed loos en ing con flict of in ter -
est rules for doc tors sit ting on ad vi -
sory com mit tees be cause non-com -
pro mised doc tors were dis ap pear -
ing. The FDA could not find
“knowl edge able ex perts who are
free of fi nan cial con flicts of in ter -
est,” said news re ports.

How bad is Pharma’s bra zen fi -
nan cial in fil tra tion into U.S. med i -
cine? The New York Times and
ProPublica re cently re ported that
Me mo rial Sloan Kettering Can cer
Cen ter’s own CEO, Dr. Craig B.
Thomp son, its chief med i cal of fi -
cer, Dr. José Baselga, and one of
its immunotherapy spe cial ists, Dr.
Jedd Wolchok, were swim ming in
Pharma money.

Thomas sat on the boards of
Merck and Charles River Lab o ra -
to ries and ac tu ally founded a can -
cer start-up. Wolchok, says the
Times and ProPublica, has links to
31 Pharma com pa nies. Baselga,
who has since re signed, re ceived
un dis closed mil lions from Pharma.
I have per son ally at tended med i cal 
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con fer ences where doc tors un -
flinch ingly show slide af ter slide
of Pharma com pa nies who pay
them as if the pay ments did not af -
fect their pre sen ta tions to fol low.

The re sponses of doc tors ex -
posed for the pay ola/bribes are
down right em bar rass ing. Lee Co -
hen, lead au thor of a 2006 JAMA
ar ti cle pro mot ing an ti de pres sants
dur ing preg nancy listed 76 fi nan -
cial re la tion ships with Pharma that 
he and the other au thors had not
men tioned ex plain ing that, “We
did not view those as so ci a tions as
rel e vant to this study.” 

En tire hos pi tal pro grams have
been Pharma funded. Har vard
child psy chi a trist Jo seph
“Risperdal” Biederman ap -
proached John son & John son with 
a money-mak ing scheme called
the John son & John son Cen ter for
the Study of Pe di at ric
Psychopathology at
Mas sa chu setts Gen eral 
Hos pi tal to “move for -
ward the com mer cial
goals of J. & J.” and
“sup port the safety and 
ef fec tive ness of
risperidone [Risperdal] 
in this age group.”

Dr. Mani Pavuluri,
who re ceived
GlaxoSmithKline dol -
lars, founded the Pe di -
at ric Mood Dis or ders
Pro gram and the Pe di -
at ric Brain Re search
and In ter ven tioN
(BRAIN) Cen ter at the 
Uni ver sity of Il li nois,
con flicts of in ter est
not with stand ing. She
has since left in dis -
grace.

The cor rup tion also
af fects our tax dol lars.

De spite leav ing Emory Uni ver sity
un der a shame ful cloud for not
dis clos ing Pharma in come and
hav ing a Na tional In sti tutes of
Health (NIH) grant ter mi nated, Dr. 
Charles Nemeroff re sur faced at
the Uni ver sity of Mi ami along
with our tax dol lars in what was
widely re garded as un dis guised
crony ism.

Rather than stop ping such con -
flicts of in ter est, main stream med i -
cine is mov ing to ward le git i miz ing 
them. Dr. Tim o thy Wilens, chief
of the di vi sion of child and ad o les -
cent psy chi a try at Mas sa chu setts
Gen eral Hos pi tal readily ad mits
his “ties” to Pharma say ing he has
“an ac a demic ob li ga tion to work
with the in dus try.”

Duke’s Dr. Rob ert Califf, who
be came FDA Com mis sioner af ter
Ham burg, said, “many of us con -
sult with the phar ma ceu ti cal in -

dus try, which I think is a very
good thing. They need ideas and
then the de ci sion about what they
do is re ally up to the per son who is 
fund ing the study.”

A dis clo sure state ment on the
website of Duke Clin i cal Re search 
In sti tute says “Rob ert M. Califf,
MD, re ports re ceiv ing re search
grant sup port from Novartis
Pharmaceuticals, John son & John -
son/Scios, Lilly, Merck, and
Schering Plough, and con sult ing
fees from Annenberg, Aterovax,
Bayer/Ortho McNeil, BMS,
Boehringer Ingelheim, GSK,
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WebMd/theheart.org John son and
John son/Scios, Kowa Re search
In sti tute, McKinsey & Com pany,
Medtronic, Merck, Novartis
Pharmaceuticals, Sanofi Aventis,
and Schering Plough, and has an
eq uity po si tion with NITROX,
LLC.”

Since Califf, Pharma op er a tive
Scott Gottlieb now heads the FDA 
and for mer Eli Lilly lob by ist Alex
Azar now heads Health and Hu -
man Ser vices in a clear mes sage
that gov ern ment of fi cials with
Pharma ties are fine. 

Z

De stroy ing Civ i li za -
tion

By Yves Engler

Is it sim ply busi ness as usual or a
cor po rate con spir acy to de stroy

the planet? How ever one char ac ter -
izes it, our planet is be ing cooked so 
al ready wealthy peo ple can make
even more profit.

Re cently, the New York Times
pub lished a front-page story ti tled
“The Oil In dus try’s Co vert Cam -
paign to Re write Amer i can Car
Emis sions Rules.” The ar ti cle
pointed out that Ex xon Mobil,
Chev ron, Mar a thon Oil, Koch In -
dus tries and other oil/re fin ing in -
ter ests won “roll backs” to ve hi cle
fuel mile age rules that, “have gone 
fur ther than the more mod est
changes automakers orig i nally
lob bied for.” The leg is la tive
changes are ex pected to “in crease
green house gas emis sions in the
United States by more than the

amount many midsize coun tries
put out in a year.”

With in ter nal com bus tion en -
gines con sum ing nearly two-thirds 
of U.S. pe tro leum, in dus try prof its 
are threat ened by mea sures that
cut gas o line con sump tion (be it
better fuel mile age, di vert ing
funds from road way, elim i nat ing
auto in fra struc ture, etc.). About
150,000 gas sta tions do hun dreds
of bil lions of dol lars in sales ev ery
year. In The End of Oil: On the

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 11

COM MEN TARY The pri vate au to mo bile
has risen to dom i nance
in large part be cause of
its abil ity to draw to -
gether a wide ar ray of
pow er ful cor po rate in -
ter ests from
steelmakers to real es -
tate de vel op ers, rub ber
com pa nies to big box re -
tail ers

Environmental activists protest against Donald Trump, photo by Avivi Aharon/Shutterstock.com



Edge of a Per il ous New World,
Paul Rob erts ex plains that the oil
in dus try’s busi ness model is
planned around the gas o line
pump, “from the kind of crude oil
it sought to the kind of re fin er ies it 
built, to its in tense fo cus on re tail
mar ket ing.”

The oil in dus try’s re cent op po -
si tion to reg u lat ing automakers is
con sis tent with its his tory of pro -
mot ing automobility, as I and
Bianca Mugyenyi de tail in Stop
Signs: Cars and Cap i tal ism on the 
Road to Eco nomic, So cial and
Eco log i cal De cay. As far back as
1925, oil rep re sen ta tives packed a
com mit tee or ga nized by the U.S.
sur geon gen eral con cern ing the
health ef fects of leaded gas. They
suc cess fully ar gued that lead was
harm less de spite the fact that com -
pa nies such as Stan dard Oil of
New Jer sey knew leaded gas o line
was a health threat. Over the next
60 years lead lev els in creased

100-fold un til it was fi nally
banned in 1986.

In the 1930s and 1940s Stan -
dard Oil of Cal i for nia and Phillips
Pe tro leum were part of the cor po -
rate con spir acy against trol leys
that changed the face of ur ban
land scapes across North Amer ica.
With Gen eral Mo tors and other
com pa nies they set up a net work
of front or ga ni za tions that ripped
up, con verted and re sold a hun -
dred elec tric tran sit sys tems in 45
cit ies. 

Amidst in creas ing smog in Cal -
i for nia in the 1950s, oil in ter ests
en gaged in a fight against anti-pol -
lu tion leg is la tion. They fi nanced
the Stan ford Re search In sti tute to
con test the find ings of Pro fes sor
Arie J. Haagen-Smit who dem on -
strated that au to mo biles and oil re -
fin er ies were the ma jor sources of
smog.

In 1970, oil com pa nies helped
de feat Cal i for nia’s Prop o si tion 18,
an ini tia tive to di vert a small por -

tion of the state gas tax to pub lic
tran sit.

Oil com pa nies were part of the
Na tional High way Us ers Con fer -
ence (NHUC) that was set up dur -
ing the De pres sion to lobby for
road way fund ing. When the Chi -
cago Tran sit Au thor ity pro posed
us ing $30 mil lion in state fuel tax
to fi nance im prove ments to mass
tran sit in the mid-1950s, the
NHUC sent in two full-time work -
ers to suc cess fully co or di nate op -
po si tion (with the Il li nois High -
way Us ers Con fer ence) against the 
pro posal.

In 1951, the NHUC launched
Pro ject Ad e quate Roads, which
called for a na tional high way sys -
tem. Pro ject Ad e quate Roads
helped win the mas sive In ter state
High way Sys tem.

Oil in ter ests were part of an -
other group that lob bied for the In -
ter state. Be gin ning in 1942 the
“Road Gang,” a secret society of
men representing automobile,
truck and tire makers as well as
high way engineers, top highway
bureaucrats, etc., met regularly in
a private Washington, DC,
restaurant to push for more
roadway.

The pri vate au to mo bile has
risen to dom i nance in large part
be cause of its abil ity to draw to -
gether a wide ar ray of pow er ful
cor po rate in ter ests from
steelmakers to real es tate de vel op -
ers, rub ber com pa nies to big box
re tail ers. Dur ing the au to mo bile’s
em bry onic phase, the oil in dus try

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 12

COM MEN TARY
An other com po nent of
Trump’s “deal” is to re -
solve the is sue of ref u -
gees with out their re pa -
tri a tion and with out re -
spect ing in ter na tional
law

Cars submerged in Houston, Texas, during hurricane Harvey, photo by
michelmond/Shutterstock.com



was al ready big busi ness. At that
time, oil was mainly used to fuel
the ker o sene lamp, a busi ness de -
stroyed by the emer gence of gas
and elec tri cal il lu mi na tion. The
pow er ful oil in ter ests of the day,
led by the Rockefeller fam ily,
were bailed out of this cri sis and
set up for life with the ad vent of
the au to mo bile. And as bar rel
upon bar rel was drained from the
earth and pumped into gas tanks,
big oil swam in its prof its.

So, in many re spects, oil in ter -
ests lob by ing against re stric tions
on automakers is sim ply busi ness
as usual, given their his tory of pro -
mot ing automobility. But, given
the dan gers of cli mate dis tur -
bances “busi ness as usual” takes
on the appearance of a criminal
corporate conspiracy to destroy
civilization.

Z

Is There A Plot To
De pop u late Pal es tin -
ian Ref u gee Camps
In Leb a non?

By Ramzy Baroud

An ee rie video com posed of a
re corded au dio prayer and a

photo of one “Hajj Jamal Ghalaini”
oc ca sion ally pops up on Facebook.
The voice is that of an al leged re li -
gious sheikh, pray ing for the
well-be ing of the man in the photo
for sav ing the Pal es tin ian ref u gee
youth of Leb a non, by fa cil i tat ing
their de par ture to Eu rope.

The video would have been just 
an other odd so cial me dia post,
were it not for the fact that
Ghalaini is a real per son, with his

name re cur ring in the on go ing
trag edy of Pal es tin ian ref u gees in
Leb a non. Many have cred ited
their suc cess ful “es cape” from
Leb a non by cit ing this per son,
who, kindly, they say, has made
the jour ney to Eu rope far cheaper
than all other hu man smug glers.

We know lit tle about Ghalaini,
ex cept that he seems to op er ate
bra zenly, with out much le gal re -
per cus sions from Leb a nese au -
thor i ties or the Pal es tine Lib er a -
tion Or ga ni za tion (PLO), which is, 
sup pos edly, the care taker of Pal es -
tin ian ref u gees in Leb a non.

Some thing strange is go ing on.
Im me di ately af ter the U.S. Ad -

min is tra tion of Don ald Trump be -
gan to pro mote its “Deal of the
Cen tury,” Pal es tin ian ref u gees—a
fun da men tal is sue in the Pal es tin -
ian na tional strug gle which has
been rel e gated years ago—have,
once more, taken cen ter stage.

Al though Trump’s plan is yet to 
be fully re vealed, early in di ca tions 
sug gest it is at tempt ing to side line
Je ru sa lem en tirely from any fu ture 
agree ment be tween Is rael and the
Pal es tin ian Au thor ity. Mov ing the
U.S. em bassy from Tel Aviv to Je -
ru sa lem, and Trump’s own as ser -
tion that “Je ru sa lem is off the ta -
ble” is enough to con firm this as -
sump tion.

An other com po nent of Trump’s 
“deal” is to re solve the is sue of
ref u gees with out their re pa tri a tion
and with out re spect ing in ter na -
tional law, es pe cially United Na -
tions Res o lu tion 194, which calls
for the Right of Re turn for Pal es -
tin ian ref u gees and their de scen -
dants, who were driven from their
homes in his toric Pal es tine in
1948.

Many news re ports have been
point ing to an elab o rate Amer i can

plot to down grade the sta tus of
ref u gees, to ar gue against UN fig -
ures in di cat ing their ac tual num -
bers and to choke off
UNRWA—the UN or ga ni za tion
re spon si ble for ref u gees’ wel -
fare—from badly needed funds.

Leb a non has been a ma jor plat -
form for the on go ing cam paign
tar get ing Pal es tin ian ref u gees, par -
tic u larly be cause the ref u gee pop -
u la tion in that coun try is sig nif i -
cant in terms of num bers and their
plight most ur gent in terms of its
need for rem edy.

There ap pears to be an ac tive
plan, in volv ing sev eral par ties, to
de prive Leb a non’s Pal es tin ian
pop u la tion from their ref u gee sta -
tus and to cir cum vent the Right of
Re turn.

To some, this may seem like
wish ful think ing, since the Right
of Re turn is “in alien able,” thus
non-ne go tia ble.

Yet, ob vi ously, with out ref u -
gees col lec tively de mand ing such
a right, the is sue could move from
be ing an ur gent, tan gi ble de mand
into a sen ti men tal one that is im -
pos si ble to achieve.

This is why the de pop u la tion of 
Leb a non’s ref u gee camps, which
is hap pen ing at an alarm ing speed, 
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should worry Pal es tin ians more
than any other is sue at the mo -
ment.

I spoke to Samaa Abu Sharar, a
Pal es tin ian ac tiv ist in Leb a non and 
the di rec tor of the Majed Abu
Sharar Me dia Foun da tion. She
nar rated that the na ture of the con -
ver sa tion among ref u gees has
changed in re cent years. In the
past, “al most ev ery body from
young to old spoke about their
wish of re turn ing to Pal es tine one
day; at pres ent the ma jor ity, par tic -
u larly the youth, only ex press one
wish: to leave for any other coun -
try that would re ceive them.”

It is com mon knowl edge that
Pal es tin ian ref u gees in Leb a non
are marginalized and mis treated
most, when com pared to other ref -
u gee pop u la tions in the Mid dle
East. They are de nied most ba sic
hu man rights en joyed by Leb a nese 
or for eign groups in Leb a non, or
even rights granted to ref u gees un -
der in ter na tional con ven tions. This 
in cludes the right to work, as they
are de nied ac cess to 72 dif fer ent
pro fes sions.

Left hope less, with a life of ne -
glect and ut ter mis ery in 12 ref u -
gee camps and other “gath er ings”
across Leb a non, Pal es tin ian ref u -
gees have per sisted for many
years, driven by the hope of go ing
back to their Pal es tin ian home land 
one day.

But the ref u gees and their Right 
of Re turn are no lon ger a pri or ity
for the Pal es tin ian lead er ship. In
fact, this has been the case for
nearly two de cades.

The sit u a tion has wors ened.
With the Syr ian war, tens of thou -
sands more ref u gees flooded the
camps, which lacked most ba sic
ser vices. This mis ery was fur ther
ac cen tu ated when UNRWA, un der 

in tense U.S. pres sure, was forced
to can cel or down grade many of
its es sen tial ser vices.

A sus pi ciously timed cen sus,
the first of its kind, by the Leb a -
nese Cen tral Ad min is tra tion of
Sta tis tics, con ducted jointly with
the Pal es tin ian Cen tral Bu reau of
Sta tis tics last De cem ber, re solved
that the num ber of Pal es tin ian ref -
u gees in Leb a non stands at only
175,000.

The tim ing is in ter est ing be -
cause the sur vey was con ducted at
a time that the U.S. Ad min is tra tion 
has been keen to lower the num ber 
of Pal es tin ian ref u gees, in an tic i -
pa tion of any fu ture agree ment be -
tween the PA and Is rael.

Ac cord ing to UNRWA sta tis -
tics, there are more than 450,000
Pal es tin ian ref u gees who are reg is -
tered with the UN.

There is no de nial about an in -
flux of Pal es tin ian ref u gees want -
ing to leave Leb a non. Some have
done so suc cess fully, only to find
them selves con tend ing with the
mis ery of yet a new ref u gee sta tus
in Eu rope. Expectedly, some have
re turned.

Clearly there are those who are
keen to rid Leb a non of its Pal es -
tin ian pop u la tion, thus the dis re -
gard for Ghalaini and other such
hu man traf fick ing net works.

“There is more than one or ga -
nized net work that fa cil i tate the
im mi gra tion of Pal es tin ians at
prices that have re cently gone
down to make it more ac ces si ble
to a larger num ber of peo ple,” Abu 
Sharar told me. The con clu sion
that many of these young men and 
women now draw is that “there is
no fu ture for them in Leb a non.”

This is not the happy, tri um -
phant end ing that gen er a tions of
Pal es tin ian ref u gees in Leb a non

have hoped and fought for over
the years.

Ig nor ing the mis ery of Pal es tin -
ian ref u gees of Leb a non is now
com ing at a heavy price. Rel e gat -
ing their plight till “the fi nal sta tus
ne go ti a tions,” a pipe dream that
never ac tu al ized, is now lead ing to 
a two-fold cri sis: the wors en ing
suf fer ing of hun dreds of thou sands 
of peo ple and the sys tem atic de -
struc tion of one of the main pil lars
of the Pal es tin ian ref u gees Right
of Re turn.

Z

Ramzy Baroud is a jour nal ist, au thor
and ed i tor of Pal es tine Chron i cle. His
lat est book is The Last Earth: A Pal es -
tin ian Story (Pluto Press, Lon don,
2018). He earned a Ph.D. in Pal es tine
Stud ies from the Uni ver sity of Exeter
and is a Non-Res i dent Scholar at
Orfalea Cen ter for Global and In ter na -
tional Stud ies.

The Hid den Struc -
ture of U.S. Em pire

By Nicolas J S Davies

My fa ther was a doc tor in the
Brit ish Royal Navy, and I

grew up trav el ing by troop-ship be -
tween the last out posts of the Brit ish 
Em pire—Trincomalee, Gi bral tar,
Hong Kong, Malta, Aden, Sin ga -
pore—and liv ing in and around na -
val dock yards in Eng land and Scot -
land.  

 The Brit ish na val bases where I 
grew up and the fad ing em pire
they sup ported are now part of his -
tory. Chat ham Dock yard, a work -
ing dock yard for over 400 years, is 
now a mu seum and tour ist at trac -
tion. Trincomalee Dock yard,
where I was born, has been in the
news as a site where the Sri Lan -
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kan Navy is ac cused of tor tur ing
and dis ap pear ing Tamil pris on ers
dur ing the Sri Lankan civil war.

 Since the late 1970s, I have
lived in Cal i for nia and Florida,
grap pling with the con tra dic tions
of U.S. em pire like other Amer i -
cans. The U.S. does not have an
in ter na tion ally rec og nized ter ri to -
rial em pire like the Brit ish or Ot to -
man Em pires. Amer i can pol i ti -
cians rou tinely deny that the
United States main tains or seeks
an em pire at all, even as they in sist 
that its in ter ests ex tend across the
en tire world, and as its pol i cies
im pact the lives—and threaten the
future—of people everywhere. 

 So how are we to un der stand
this phe nom e non of U.S. em pire,
which is so cen tral to all our lives
and our fu ture, and yet whose
struc ture re mains hid den and
covert? 

 In Ethnographies of U.S. Em -
pire, co-ed ited by Carol
McGranahan of the Uni ver sity of
Col o rado and John F. Col lins of
CUNY, 24 an thro pol o gists stud ied 
groups of peo ple whose lives are
shaped by the U.S. em pire and
their in ter ac tions with it. Their
sub jects ranged from in dig e nous
peo ples in the U.S. and Ha waii to
call cen ter work ers in the Phil ip -
pines to the forc ibly ex iled peo -
ple of Diego Gar cia.   

Many of the ethnographies
high lighted the seem ing con tra dic -
tion of an ac tu ally ex ist ing global
em pire in a post-co lo nial world
where nearly all coun tries are in -
ter na tion ally rec og nized as in de -
pend ent and sovereign. 

 

Strat i fied Sov er eignty 

 

The fi nal en try in Ethnographies
of U.S. Em pire ar rived at the

most com pre hen sive anal y sis of

the strat i fied and com plex pat -
terns of sov er eignty through which
for mally in de pend ent states and
their cit i zens none the less fall un der
the over arch ing sov er eignty of the
U.S. em pire.   

This chap ter, “From Ex cep tion
to Em pire: Sov er eignty, Carceral
Cir cu la tion and the Global War on 
Ter ror,” by Darryl Li, an an thro -
pol ogy pro fes sor at the Uni ver sity
of Chi cago, fol lows a group of
men who came to Bosnia
Hercegovina from mostly Arab
coun tries to fight on the Bosnian
Mus lim side in the U.S.-backed
proxy war to break up Yu go sla via
in the 1990s.

 By 2001, most of these 660
men had made new homes in
Bosnia. Many had mar ried
Bosnian women and had Bosnian
fam i lies.  All had been granted
Bosnian cit i zen ship in rec og ni tion
of their role in their adopted coun -
try’s in de pend ence. But af ter the
crimes of Sep tem ber 11, 2001, the
U.S. gov ern ment saw these for -
mer mujahideen as in her ently dan -
ger ous, and in sisted that they must 
be “denaturalized” and
“repatriated.”  

 At first, this was
done through an ex tra ju di cial pro -
cess of “ren di tion,” but af ter 2005
it was in sti tu tion al ized in a
nine-mem ber State Com mis sion
(which in cluded a U.S. Army of fi -

cer and a Brit ish im mi gra tion of fi -
cial) to strip peo ple of Bosnian cit -
i zen ship; a “Re cep tion Cen ter for
Ir reg u lar Mi grants,” a prison built
at Eu ro pean Un ion ex pense on the
edge of a ref u gee camp for
Bosnian Serbs in Lukavica on the
out skirts of Sarajevo; and a “Ser -
vice for For eign ers’ Af fairs” un -
der Bosnia's Min is try of Se cu rity,
or ga nized, trained and equipped
by U.S. ad vis ers at U.S. tax payer
expense, to run the prison and
conduct deportations.

 Darryl Li vis ited, stud ied and
stayed in con tact with some of
these men and their Bosnian fam i -
lies for sev eral years. He ob served
how, while the U.S. ex er cised su -
preme sov er eignty over these men
and their fate, the U.S. role was
care fully hid den be hind and op er -
ated through the for mal sov er -
eignty of Bosnia Hercegovina; and 
also how the fates of groups of
men of dif fer ent na tion al i ties
were gov erned by U.S. im pe rial
re la tions with the var i ous coun -
tries they came from and to where
they could be “repatriated.”  

 Most Egyp tian men were sent
back to Egypt, a re li able U.S. ally,
where they were im pris oned, tor -
tured and, in many cases, dis ap -
peared, ac cord ing to their Bosnian
fam i lies. By con trast, six men
from Al ge ria were ren dered to the
U.S. con cen tra tion camp at
Guantanamo Bay in Cuba. They
were im pris oned there un til they
won a land mark case in the U.S.
Su preme Court that al lowed them
to sue for ha beas cor pus in U.S.
courts. They were fi nally re leased
in 2009, 2010 and 2013.  

 A Syr ian-Bosnian man named
Abu Hamza be came the de
facto leader of re sis tance to these
denaturalizations and de por ta -
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tions. He was im pris oned for 7-1/2 
years at the Lukavica prison, dur -
ing most of which time the U.S.
and its al lies fought a bloody but
failed proxy war to in stall a more
sub ser vi ent re gime in his coun try
of or i gin. He was fi nally re leased
in 2016 to re join his Bosnian
family.  

When Darryl Li first vis ited
Abu Hamza at the prison in
Lukavica in 2009, he was dressed
in an or ange jalabiyya and base -
ball cap, on which he had sten ciled 
the word “BOSNATANAMO.”
He had made this uni form for
him self to high light the par al lels
be tween the plight of pris on ers at
Lukavica and Guantanamo.

 The flags fly ing over the guard
gate of the prison in Lukavica
were those of Bosnia and the Eu -
ro pean Un ion, and the U.S. was
of fi cially in volved in the im pris -
on ment of the men there only
through dip lo matic chan nels, gen -
er ous fund ing and the as sis tance of 
Amer i can train ers and ad vis ers.
And yet the U.S. em pire was
the thinly veiled power be hind the
very ex is tence of the prison and all 
that happened there.

 Darryl Li com pared the fates of 
the men in Bosnia with other cases 
of post-9/11 U.S. de ten tion, and
found a sim i lar pat tern through out
the U.S. gulag, in which the fates
of peo ple from spe cific coun tries
were largely de ter mined by the na -
ture of U.S. im pe rial re la tions with 
the coun tries involved.   

 For ex am ple, four Brit ish
men de tained in Pa ki stan and sent
to Guantanamo were among the
first pris on ers to be re leased and
re pa tri ated, and re turned home
to rel a tively nor mal lives in the
UK. By con trast, Li met a Pal es -
tin ian man in Gaza in 2007 who

was “re pa tri ated” there de spite
never hav ing lived there be -
fore. He was born in Jor dan and
grew up in Saudi Ara bia and Pa ki -
stan, where he was ar rested and
handed over to U.S. forces. Af ter
sev eral years in U.S. mil i tary and
CIA pris ons, mostly in Af ghan i -
stan, he was sent back to Jor dan,
handed over to Israel and banished 
to Gaza.

 In all these cases, Li ob served
how the U.S. em pire main tained a
sys tem atic and over arch ing sov er -
eignty over the peo ple and coun -
tries in volved, not by com -
pletely ig nor ing the sov er eignty of 
Bosnia, Egypt, the UK and other
coun tries, but by se lec tively and
op por tu nisti cally ex er cising its
own power through their nom i -
nally in de pend ent po lit i cal and le -
gal sys tems and the par tic u lars of
its relations with each of them.  

 Darryl Li's re search re vealed
an in ter na tional sys tem of strat i -
fied sov er eignty, in which peo ple's 
lives were sub ject to the over arch -
ing im pe rial sov er eignty of the
U.S. em pire as well as to the nom -
i nally in de pend ent sov er eignty of
their own countries.   

 

Em pire, not Ex cep tion

 

The U.S. con cen tra tion camp at
Guantanamo in Cuba is widely

viewed as a glar ing ex cep tion to
U.S. and in ter na tional rules of law.
Darryl Li noted that the pris on ers
are not the only non-Amer i cans and
non-Cu bans liv ing at Guantanamo,
which also has a ci vil ian staff of jan -
i tors, cooks and other work ers,
mostly from Ja maica and the Phil ip -
pines. Like the pris on ers and their
Amer i can guards, these work ers

also live un der the over arch ing sov -
er eignty of the U.S. Em pire.

 “Both third-coun try na tional
pris on ers and work ers at GTMO
share the pre dic a ment of dwell ing
in a space be tween the ju rid i cal
protections of their gov ern ments,
the lo cal state and the U.S.
hegemon,” Li observed.

 Darryl Li con cluded that this
frame work of strat i fied sov er -
eignty, in which peo ple live un der
the sov er eignty of both their own
coun try and that of the U.S. em -
pire, is not an ex cep tion, but a
norm of life in the U.S. em pire.
The shared pre dic a ment of work -
ers and pris on ers at Guantanamo
is a strik ing ex am ple of how the
U.S. em pire works, not an
exception to it.  

Other seem ingly ex cep tional
cases can also be better un der stood 
as ex am ples of this ac tu ally ex ist -
ing im pe rial sys tem of strat i fied
sovereignty. 

 Julian Assange’s pre car i ous
asy lum in the Ec ua dor ian Em -
bassy in Lon don is a case in
point. In Julian’s case, U.S. im pe -
rial power has worked through a
net work of four nom i nally in de -
pend ent but sub or di nate
states—Aus tra lia, Swe den, the
United King dom and Ec ua dor—to 
cor ner him in Lon don for over six
years and pre vent him from re -
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gain ing his free dom. And it may
soon suc ceed in ren der ing him to
the U.S. in shackles.

 If this is what hap pens to
Assange, his fate will not dif fer
sub stan tially from that of peo ple
who dared to defy the for mal, ter -
ri to rial em pires of the past. The
Sau dis con quered most of Ara bia
in the late 18th cen tury, but their
leader Abdullah bin Saud was de -
feated, cap tured, ren dered in
chains to Is tan bul and be headed at
the or der of the Ot to man Sultan in
1818.

 Un til 1830, the Brit ish Royal
Navy brought mu ti neers, smug -
glers and pi rates cap tured on the
high seas around the world back to 
Lon don to be hung (slowly, in the
case of pi rates) at Ex e cu tion
Dock on the Thames. The most
no to ri ous pi rates’ bod ies were
cov ered in tar and hung in chains
from a gib bet on the riv er bank as a 
warn ing against pi racy to sail ors
on passing ships.

 If any thing can save Julian
Assange from a 21st cen tury ver -
sion of their fate at the hands of to -
day's im pe rial power, it is em -
pire-wide pub lic out rage and the
fear of U.S. of fi cials that such a
na ked dis play of im pe rial power
will give their game away.

 But fear of ex pos ing its bru tal -
ity and crim i nal ity rarely con -
strains the U.S. em pire. Since
2001, the U.S. has been more
ready than ever to at tack or in vade 
other coun tries at will, with no re -
gard for U.S. or in ter na tional law,
and to kid nap or ex tra dite peo ple
from around the world to face im -
pe rial ret ri bu tion in U.S. prisons
and courts.  

 Huawei ex ec u tive Meng
Wanzhou, now de tained in Can -
ada, is the lat est vic tim of U.S. im -

pe rial power. At least 26 U.S. and
for eign banks have paid
fines of bil lions of dol lars for vi o -
lat ing U.S. sanc tions on Iran, but
none of their ex ec u tives have been 
ar rested and threat ened with
30-year prison terms. In launch ing 
a trade war with China, chal leng -
ing Chi nese sov er eignty to trade
with Iran and hold ing Meng
Wanzhou as a hos tage or bar gain -
ing chip in these dis putes, the U.S. 
is dis play ing a dog ged de ter mi na -
tion to keep expanding its imperial 
ambitions.

 The case of NSA whis -
tle-blower Ed ward Snowden il lus -
trates that there are geo graphic
lim its to U.S. im pe rial power. By
es cap ing first to Hong Kong and
then to Rus sia, Snowden evaded
cap ture or ex tra di tion. But his nar -
row es cape and the very nar row
choices avail able to him are them -
selves an il lus tra tion of how few
places on Earth re main safely be -
yond the reach of U.S. imperial
power.

 

The End of Em pire

 

The cor ro sive and de bil i tat -
ing im pact of U.S. em pire on

the sov er eignty of other coun tries
has been ob vi ous to its de trac tors for 
a long time. 

 In the in tro duc tion to his 1965
book, Neo-Co lo nial ism: the Last
Stage of Im pe ri al ism, Pres i dent
Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana wrote, 
“The es sence of neo-co lo nial ism is 
that the State which is sub ject to it
is, in the ory, in de pend ent and has
all the out ward trap pings of in ter -
na tional sov er eignty. In re al ity its
eco nomic sys tem and thus its po -

lit i cal pol icy is di rected from out -
side.”

 Darryl Li quoted Nkrumah’s
ver dict that this is, “…the worst
form of im pe ri al ism. For those
who prac tice it, it means power
with out re spon si bil ity, and for
those who suf fer from it, it means
ex ploi ta tion with out redress.”

 Nkrumah was de posed in a
mil i tary coup or ches trated by the
CIA the year af ter his words were
pub lished, but his cri tique re mains, 
beg ging se ri ous ques tions, “How
long will the world tol er ate this ir -
re spon si ble form of em pire?” Or
even, “Will we al low this ‘last
stage of im pe ri al ism’ to be the last
stage of our civilization?”

 The way the U.S. em pire ex er -
cises power through strat i fied lay -
ers of sov er eignty is both a
strength and a weak ness. For a
brief pe riod in his tory, it has en -
abled the U.S. to wield im pe rial
power in an oth er wise post-co lo -
nial world, as Nkrumah described.

 But Nkrumah had good rea son
to call this the last stage of im pe ri -
al ism. Once the U.S. em pire’s sub -
ject na tions de cide to claim in full
the le gal sov er eignty they gained
in the 20th cen tury, and re ject the
U.S.’s anach ro nis tic im pe rial am -
bi tions to dom i nate and ex -
ploit their in sti tu tions, their peo ple
and their fu ture, this em pire can -
not per ma nently hold them back
any more than the Brit ish or
Ottoman Empires could.  

 This ir re spon si ble em pire has
squan dered the re sources of our
own and other na tions
and spawned ex is ten tial dan gers
that threaten the whole world,
from nu clear war to en vi ron men tal 
cri sis. The Bul le tin of the Atomic
Sci en tists has grad u ally ad vanced
the hands of its Dooms day
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Clock from 17 min utes to mid -
night in 1994 up to 2 min utes to
mid night in 2018.   

 The U.S.’s sys tem of “man -
aged de moc racy” or “in verted to -
ta l  i  tar  i  an  ism” con cen t ra tes
ever-grow ing wealth and power in 
the hands of a cor rupt rul ing class,
in creas ingly sub ject ing the Amer i -
can pub lic to the same “ex ploi ta -
tion with out re dress” as the U.S.
em pire’s for eign sub jects and pre -
vent ing us from tack ling se ri ous or 
even existential problems.  

 This self-re in forc ing vi cious
cir cle en dan gers us all, not least
those of us who live at the heart of
this cor rupt and ul ti mately self-de -
struc tive em pire. So we Amer i -
cans share the vi tal in ter est of the
rest of the world in dis man tling the 
U.S. em pire and start ing to work
with all our neigh bors to build a
peace ful, just and sus tain able
post-im pe rial fu ture that we all can 
share.

Z

Nicolas J S Davies is the au thor
of Blood On Our Hands: the Amer i can 
In va sion and De struc tion of Iraq. He
is a re searcher for CODEPINK and a
free lance writer for in de pend ent
non-cor po rate me dia.

It Has Be gun: One in 
Five Mil lion Pro test
in Ser bia

By Danica Jorden

When ul tra-na tion al ist Ser bian 
Pres i dent Aleksandar Vucic 

said he would n’t con cede to pro tes -
tors’ de mands “even if there were 5

mil lion peo ple in the street,” the
spark was lit. Car ry ing signs say ing
“Poelo Je” (It Has Be gan) and
“Jedan od pet miliona” (One in Five 
Mil lion), tens of thou sands of pro -
tes ters are pack ing the icy Jan u ary
streets of Bel grade, Kragujevac, Niš 
and other Ser bian cit ies in dem on -
stra tions that be gan in early De cem -
ber de mand ing an end to what to
they call a dic ta tor ship.

Mean while, a mass dem on stra -
tion is planned for Jan u ary 16 on
the an ni ver sary of the as sas si na -
tion of Kosovar Serb op po si tion
leader Ol i ver Ivanovi in di vided
Mitrovica/Mitrovicë.  Ivanovi,
leader of the Free dom De moc racy
Jus tice Party (“Sloboda
demokratija pravda”), ad vo cated for 
peace ful co ex is tence be tween peo -
ple of both Ser bian and Al ba nian
eth nic ity in Kosovo/Kosova. In
other events pro tes ters say were acts 
com mit ted by the Vucic gov ern -
ment to si lence op pos ing view -
points, Borko Stefanovi of the Ser -
bian Left Party (“Levica Srbije”)
was bru tally beaten on a street in
Kruševac on No vem ber 23, while
an at tempt was made on the life of
left ist jour nal ist Mi lan Jovanovi in
Bel grade on De cem ber 12.
Stefanovi’s bloody shirt has be come 
a tal is man dur ing the pro tests.

Pro tes ters have also bor rowed
the yel low vests that are be ing
donned in France for that coun -
try’s dem on stra tions against
higher fuel taxes that would es pe -
cially hit the work ing class. As in
France, the pro test has brought to -
gether di verse causes such as gay
rights and ac tions against gen -
der-based vi o lence, in ad di tion to
pub lic dis trust of state-con trolled
TV. A re cord ing of a re porter call -
ing the pro tes ters “vi o lent rap ists”

was sam pled to a disco beat and
blasted from loud speak ers at the
Bel grade pro test on Jan u ary 5. 

Pro pa ganda is a bit of a spe -
cialty for Pres i dent Vucic, who has 
a long his tory with Ser bia’s far
right and na tion al ists. In his 20s,
he was Slobodan Miloševi’s Min -
is ter of In for ma tion. Later he was
De fense Min is ter and then Prime
Min is ter. Elected pres i dent in 2017 
with 55 percent of the vote, pre -
dom i nantly from cit i zens over the
age of 55, he has been ac cused of
quash ing the op po si tion through
au to cratic con trol of the me dia,
voter in tim i da tion and other elec -
toral ir reg u lar i ties. Pro tests
erupted when he was an nounced
the win ner, with 10,000 stu dents
gath er ing in front of the Na tional
As sem bly and sim i lar events hap -
pen ing across the coun try. These
pro tests have been grow ing
steadily ever since.

In a state ment he made on July
20, 1995 dur ing the Bosnian War
which he has never re nounced,
Vucic de clared, “For ev ery dead
Serb, we will kill one hun dred Mus -
lims.” This was days af ter the no to -
ri ous mass kill ing in Srebrenica,
Bosnia, when over 8,000 Mus lim
men and boys were sep a rated from
the re gional pop u la tion and ex e -
cuted. As re cently as No vem ber 15,
2018, Ser bia’s prime min is ter, Ana
Brnabic, de clared that what hap -
pened in Srebrenica was a war

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 18

COM MEN TARY                         FEB RU ARY 2019

As in France,
the pro test has 
brought to -
gether di verse
causes



crime and not geno cide, and in De -
cem ber she in ti mated that the Ser -
bian Army might once again in ter -
vene in Kosovo. 

Brnabic, fe male as well as
openly gay, was ap pointed by
Vucic last sum mer in what many
LGBT groups in Ser bia have come 
to see as a sly neoliberal tac tic to
con vince the Eu ro pean Un ion of
the new Ser bian gov ern ment’s
mer its. She was disinvited from
Bel grade’s 2018 Gay Pride Pa rade
af ter her re marks in 2017 that gay
rights should only be ad dressed af -
ter more press ing is sues were re -
solved.

Stu dent Jelena Anasonovic’s
hennaed hair peeps out from her
knit ted cap and scarf as she stands
on a stage in front of pro tes tors in

Bel grade. “We real ised that the
time had come to do some thing in
the streets,” she told Agence
France Presse. “Vi o lence, both
ver bal and phys i cal, has be come
the norm” in Ser bia, she said. Ac -
tor Branislav Trifunovi has also
emerged as a prom i nent spokes -
per son in the move ment, and one
of his spe cific de mands is for a set
amount of time on na tional tele vi -
sion for op pos ing view points. He’s 
ask ing for just five min utes, and in 
this cli mate it could be enough to
break the gov ern ment’s stran gle -
hold on the me dia.

Right now, young peo ple are
or ga niz ing them selves on the
internet with hashtags like
#Protivdiktature (Against Dic ta -
tor ship) on Twit ter and

“1od5miliona” on Facebook. But
the crowds show faces of all age
groups, so the mes sage is get ting
out. 

Vucic learned early on about
ac cru ing power through
scapegoating and ma lig nant na -
tion al ism. But in a coun try with an 
av er age wage of merely 300 eu ros
a month and over 20 percent un -
em ploy ment, the old tropes have
worn thin. A com mon alien ation is 
unit ing the peo ple and hope fully
an in clu sive unity across eco -
nomic, gen der, gen er a tional and
eth nic lines can be sus tained.

Z

Danica Jorden is a writer and trans la tor
of French, Span ish, Por tu guese, Ital ian
and other lan guages.
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Moral De prav ity De fines U.S. Pol i tics
By Noam Chomsky and C.J. Polychroniou 

C.J. Polychroniou: Noam, with peo ple still ar gu ing
about win ners and los ers from the 2018 mid term elec -
tions (and there is clearly a lot to say about what those
elec tions mean), what do you con sider to be the most
strik ing fea tures of the lat est man i fes ta tion of Amer i can
de moc racy in ac tion?

Noam Chomsky: The most strik ing fea tures are bru tally 
clear.

Hu man ity faces two im mi nent ex is ten tial threats: en -
vi ron men tal ca tas tro phe and nu clear war. These were
vir tu ally ig nored in the cam paign rhet o ric and gen eral
cov er age. There was plenty of crit i cism of the Trump

ad min is tra tion, but scarcely a word about by far the
most om i nous po si tions the ad min is tra tion has taken:
in creas ing the al ready dire threat of nu clear war, and
rac ing to de stroy the phys i cal en vi ron ment that or ga -
nized hu man so ci ety needs in or der to sur vive.

These are the most crit i cal and ur gent ques tions that
have arisen in all of hu man his tory. The fact that they
scarcely arose in the cam paign is truly stun ning—and
car ries some im por tant, if un pleas ant, les sons about our 
moral and in tel lec tual cul ture.

To be sure, not ev ery one was ig nor ing these mat ters. 
They were front and cen ter for those who are con -
stantly vig i lant in their bit ter class war to pre serve their 
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im mense power and priv i lege. Sev eral states had im -
por tant bal lot ini tia tives ad dress ing the im pend ing en vi -
ron men tal ca tas tro phe. The fos sil fuel in dus try spent
huge, some times re cord-break ing, sums to de feat the
ini tia tives—in clud ing a car bon tax in the mostly Dem -
o cratic state of Wash ing ton—and mostly suc ceeded.

We should rec og nize that these are ex traor di nary
crimes against hu man ity. They pro ceed with lit tle no -
tice.

The Dem o crats helped de feat these crit i cally im por -
tant ini tia tives by ig nor ing them. They scarcely men -
tioned them “in dig i tal or TV ads, in their cam paign lit -
er a ture or on so cial me dia,” a New York Times sur vey
found. Nor, of course, were they men tioned by the Re -
pub li cans, whose lead er ship is ded i cated to driv ing hu -
man ity off the cliff as soon as pos si ble—in full knowl -
edge of what they are do ing, as eas ily dem on strated.

The Times ar ti cle goes on to ex plain that “En vi ron -
men tal ac tiv ists and po lit i cal sci en tists say it is a re flec -
tion of the is sue’s per pet ual low rank ing among vot ers,
even Dem o cratic vot ers, and of the in tense po lar iza tion 
along party lines that has de vel oped around global
warm ing.” The ar ti cle failed to add that this as sess ment 
is an in cred i ble in dict ment of the coun try and its po lit i -
cal, so cial, eco nomic and me dia in sti tu tions, all of
which, so the as sess ment claims, have sunk to such a
level of de prav ity that the ques tion of whether or ga -
nized hu man so ci ety can sur vive in any min i mally tol -
er a ble form, in the near fu ture, is of lit tle con se quence.

Whether that un spo ken in dict ment is cor rect, we
can not be sure. It is per haps of some sig nif i cance that
one Dem o cratic can di date, Sean Casten, flipped a Re -
pub li can dis trict while mak ing im pend ing cli mate di -
sas ter the cen ter piece of his cam paign.

There is plenty of com pe ti tion for moral de prav ity in 
the cur rent re mark able mo ment of hu man his tory. Per -
haps the prize goes to a bu reau cracy, maybe in honor
of Kafka: Trump’s Na tional High way Traf fic Safety
Ad min is tra tion. Right in the midst of the cam paign, it
pro duced a de tailed study call ing for an end to reg u la -
tions on emis sions, with a ra tio nal ar gu ment: ex trap o -
lat ing cur rent trends, it turns out that by the end of the
cen tury the game will be over. Au to mo tive emis sions
don’t con trib ute very much to the ca tas tro phe, so there
isn’t any point try ing to limit them.

In brief, let’s rob while the planet burns, putt ing poor 
Nero in the shad ows.

This surely qual i fies as a con tender for the most evil 
doc u ment in his tory. Again, not an is sue in the cam -
paign.

There have been many mon sters in the past … but it 
would be hard to find one who was ded i cated to un der -
min ing the pros pects for sur vival of or ga nized hu man
so ci ety, not in the dis tant fu ture—in or der to put a few
more dol lars in over stuffed pock ets.

It’s hard to find words to de scribe what is hap pen ing 
be fore our eyes.

The same is true of the sec ond truly ex is ten tial
threat: nu clear war. A few weeks be fore the elec tion,
Trump an nounced that the U.S. is with draw ing from
the INF treaty, which elim i nated short-range mis siles
de ployed in West ern Eu rope and Rus sia—ex tremely
haz ard ous weap ons, which have only a few min utes
flight-time to Mos cow, pos ing a de cap i ta tion threat, a
sud den at tack that would de stroy any pos si bil ity of re -
sponse. That, of course, sharply in creases the dan ger of 
a nu clear re sponse to warn ings given by au to mated
sys tems that have of ten failed in the past, thus end ing
all of us.

Any one fa mil iar with the re cord knows that it’s a
vir tual mir a cle that we have so far avoided ter mi nal nu -
clear war. The threat, which was al ready grave, was
height ened by the Trump nu clear pos ture re view that
au tho rized new destabilizing weap ons and low ered the
thresh old for nu clear at tack. This lat est move in creases
the threat fur ther. Scarcely a men tion on the cam paign
trail or in cov er age.

The U.S. is with draw ing from the treaty on the
grounds that China is not a part ner and that the Rus -
sians have vi o lated it—they in turn claim that the U.S.
has vi o lated it. It’s plain how to ad dress these prob -
lems: through in spec tions and di plo macy, nei ther of
which has been at tempted. Rather, let’s just blithely in -
crease the threat of to tal de struc tion. And let’s ig nore
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all of this in the vast out pour ings dur ing the po lit i cal
cam paign.

Again, we have to ask some se ri ous ques tions about
the pre vail ing moral and in tel lec tual cul ture—and
about the ur gency of pro vid ing rem e dies, very soon.

Let’s put aside what are merely the most sig nif i cant
ques tions in hu man his tory, and turn to what is within
the realm of dis cus sion.

A strik ing fact about the elec tion is that it once again 
dem on strated the fail ure of the Dem o cratic Party as a
whole to deal with is sues that mat ter to work ing peo -
ple. While work ing-class peo ple of color largely sup -
ported the Dem o cratic Party, even more than be fore,
the party lost the non–col lege ed u cated white pop u la -
tion. What’s more, it seems to be of lit tle con cern, at
least to Dem o cratic Party lead ers, the “Wall Street
Dem o crats” as they are some times called. They were
ex ul tant about their suc cesses in the af flu ent sub urbs,
where nor mally Re pub li can vot ers were dis gusted by
Trump’s vul gar ity. Whether they come nat u rally or are
feigned, Trump’s an tics help keep his white work -
ing-class con stit u ency in line while his party stabs them 
in the back at ev ery turn, mean while serv ing its real
con stit u ency, great wealth and cor po rate power, with
im pres sive ded i ca tion.

The be trayal of work ing-class Amer ica could hardly 
be clearer, though for tu nately, some are break ing free
of the treach ery. One pos i tive fea ture of the mid terms
was the suc cess of a di verse group of young pro gres -
sive can di dates, mostly women—a trib ute to the pop u -
lar ac tiv ism of re cent years, and a hope ful sign for the
fu ture, if it can ex pand and flour ish.

On the sur face, it seems that Trump’s suc cess with
much of the vot ing con stit u ency can be at trib uted to
rac ist and xe no pho bic ap peals, par tic u larly con cern ing
the im mi nent threat of “in va sion” by hordes of ter ror -
ists and crim i nals ap proach ing our bor ders that he fo -
cused his tan trums on up to the elec tion—then drop -
ping the topic when it was no lon ger needed to rally the 
faith ful.

Few seem to have re called that Trump was pull ing a 
leaf from Rea gan’s playbook. In 1985, our in trepid
leader strapped on his cow boy boots and de clared a na -
tional emer gency be cause Nic a ra guan troops were a
two days’ drive from Harlingen, Texas—and peo ple
didn’t col lapse in laugh ter. Trump made a sim i lar move 
in warn ing that if peo ple flee ing from mis ery and op -
pres sion (mis ery and op pres sion for which we are
largely re spon si ble) reach our bor ders they’ll try to kill

us all. Heavily armed mi li tias trav elled to the bor der to
back up the thou sands of troops de ployed to de fend us, 
and it seems to have worked. Sur veys re port that peo -
ple did vote for Trump be cause only he could save us
from de struc tion by these crim i nal hordes. That also
car ries some les sons.

But when we ask why Trump’s strat egy works, we
find some thing deeper, which ex tends pretty much
world wide, with par tic u lar i ties from place to place. In
con di tions of eco nomic dis tress, a sense of hope less -
ness, jus ti fied con tempt for in sti tu tions, and un der -
stand able an ger and re sent ment about what is be ing
done to them, peo ple can be come easy prey to dem a -
gogues who di rect their an ger to ward scape goats, typ i -
cally those even more vul ner a ble, and who fos ter the
symp toms that tend to rise to the sur face un der such
cir cum stances. That’s been hap pen ing, world wide. We
see it in elec tion af ter elec tion in many coun tries, and
in other ways.

In the U.S., work ing-class peo ple have suf fered 40
years of stag na tion while wealth con cen trates in very
few hands, lead ing to stag ger ing in equal ity. The Dem o -
crats have ig nored all this, and worse, have car ried for -
ward the neoliberal pol i cies that took off with Rea gan
and Thatcher and have im posed these con se quences,
by de sign. And for the de sign ers, the neoliberal pro -
grams have been bril liantly suc cess ful, in ways that we
need not re view here.

De spite low un em ploy ment, wage growth, af ter a
rise in 2014-15, is now barely keep ing up with in fla tion 
while cor po rate prof its are sky rock et ing, par tic u larly
for the pred a tory fi nan cial in sti tu tions, which emerged
from the cri sis for which they were re spon si ble even
richer and more pow er ful than be fore. A side ef fect is
that the coun try’s wealth is be ing shifted from R&D,
in no va tion and prod uct de vel op ment, to fi nan cial trans -
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ac tions in the in ter ests of the very rich. Fine for them,
but di sas trous for the health and fu ture of the so ci ety.

The con cen tra tion of wealth and en hance ment of
cor po rate power trans late au to mat i cally to de cline of
de moc racy. Re search in ac a demic po lit i cal sci ence has
re vealed that a large ma jor ity of vot ers are lit er ally dis -
en fran chised, in that their own rep re sen ta tives pay no
at ten tion to their wishes but lis ten to the voices of the
do nor class. It is fur ther more well es tab lished that elec -
tions are pretty much bought: electability, hence pol icy, 
is pre dict able with re mark able pre ci sion from the sin gle 
vari able of cam paign spend ing, both for the ex ec u tive
and Con gress. Thomas Fer gu son’s work is par tic u larly
re veal ing, go ing far back and in clud ing the 2016 elec -
tion. And that is a bare be gin ning. Leg is la tion is com -
monly shaped, even writ ten, by cor po rate lob by ists,
while rep re sen ta tives who sign it have their eyes on
fund ing for the next elec tion.

The mid terms high lighted other om i nous de vel op -
ments. The Re pub li cans in creased their Sen ate ma jor -
ity—with barely 40 per cent of the votes cast. Right
now, 60 sen a tors are elected by states with 25 per cent
of the pop u la tion, which means some 15 per cent of the
vote (mostly ru ral, white, re li gious, skep ti cal of sci ence, 
heavily armed). And the ten dency is in creas ing. It’s
hard to see how some form of civil con flict can be
avoided un less the Dem o crats re verse course sharply
and be come a po lit i cal party that doesn’t sim ply aban -
don the work ing class to its bit ter class en emy, as they
have done for 40 years.

How do we ex plain the fact that while U.S. pol i tics
seems nas tier, more po lar ized and more di vided than
any other time in re cent his tory, both par ties stay away
from ad dress ing the most crit i cal is sues fac ing the
coun try and the world at large? 

Chomsky: In 1895, the highly suc cess ful cam paign
man ager Mark Hanna fa mously said: “There are two
things that are im por tant in pol i tics. The first is money,
and I can’t re mem ber what the sec ond one is.”

Those who con trol the wealth of the coun try have
their own pri or i ties, pri mar ily self-en rich ment and en -
hance ment of de ci sion-mak ing power. And these are
the pri or i ties that pre vail in a neoliberal de moc racy
with the an noy ing pub lic dis missed to the back rooms
where they be long.

The CEOs of ma jor banks surely un der stand the ex -
traor di nary threat of en vi ron men tal ca tas tro phe but are

in creas ing in vest ment in fos sil fu els be cause that’s
where the money is. Like the en ergy cor po ra tions, they 
are hardly ea ger to sup port can di dates warn ing of the
se ri ous crimes they are com mit ting. Lockheed-Mar tin
and its co horts are quite happy to see vast in creases in
the mil i tary bud get and are surely de lighted with such
dec la ra tions as the Trump ad min is tra tion’s new Na -
tional De fense Strat egy, just re leased by the U.S. In sti -
tute of Peace (lack ing a sense of irony, the bu reau cracy
is quite happy to car i ca ture Or well).

This som ber doc u ment warns that our dan ger ously
de pleted mil i tary, which al most over whelms the rest of
the world com bined, might not be able to pre vail in a
two-front war against Rus sia and China. Of course,
nei ther mil i tary in dus try nor the dis tin guished au thors
of the re port be lieve that such a war could even be
fought with out ter mi nal de struc tion, but it’s a great way 
to si phon tax payer dol lars away from ab sur di ties like
health and ed u ca tion and into the de serv ing pock ets of
the cap tains of in dus try and fi nance.

Not many po lit i cal fig ures will dare to dis miss such
awe some threats to our se cu rity.

As for the nas ti ness, it’s largely a re sult of the drift to 
the right of both par ties dur ing the neoliberal years, the
Dem o crats be com ing what used to be called “mod er ate 
Re pub li cans” (or of ten worse) and the Re pub li cans
drift ing off the spec trum, with de vo tion to wealth and
cor po rate power so ex treme that they can not pos si bly
win elec tions on their ac tual pol i cies. They have there -
fore been com pelled to mo bi lize vot ing con stit u en cies
on “cul tural is sues,” di vert ing at ten tion away from ac -
tual pol i cies. To keep them in line, it’s nat u ral for the
lead er ship to demonize the po lit i cal op po si tion as not
merely wrong but in tent on de mol ish ing their most
deeply held val ues—and for the lat ter to re sort to con -
tempt for the “deplorables.” Soon an tag o nisms de gen -
er ate to war fare.

There are many il lus tra tions of how the Re pub li can
lead er ship has sought to or ga nize a vot ing con stit u ency, 
some of which we’ve dis cussed be fore. One re veal ing
case is abor tion rights. In the 1960s, the Re pub li can
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Party was strongly pro-choice, in clud ing the lead er ship
(Rea gan, Ford, George H.W. Bush and oth ers). Same
with vot ers. In 1972, two-thirds of Re pub li cans be -
lieved abor tion to be a pri vate mat ter, with no gov ern -
ment in volve ment.

Nixon and his co horts re al ized that they could at tract 
the Cath o lic vote, tra di tion ally Dem o cratic, by adopt ing 
an anti-abor tion plank. Later in the 1970s, evan gel i cals
be gan to or ga nize for po lit i cal ac tion. Among their de -
mands was main tain ing seg re gated schools. Re pub li -
can op er a tive Paul Weyrich rec og nized an op por tu nity.
An open call for seg re gated schools wouldn’t work,
but if the Re pub li can Party pre tended to op pose abor -
tion, it could pick up the huge evan gel i cal vote, now a
core part of Trump’s vot ing base. The lead er ship ac -
cord ingly shifted to pas sion ate “pro-life” ad vo cates, in -
clud ing those who it is some times be lieved had some
char ac ter and hon esty, like Bush I, who shifted along
with the rest.

Mean while the ac tual con stit u ency of the Re pub li -
can Party re mains great wealth and cor po rate power,
even more dra mat i cally so un der Trump. It is quite an
achieve ment to serve this ac tual con stit u ency with ded -
i ca tion while main tain ing a hold on the vot ing base. As 
their vot ing base shrinks, Re pub li can lead ers un der -
stand that the GOP is be com ing a mi nor ity party,
which is why they are so ded i cated to find ing modes of 
voter sup pres sion and pack ing the courts with re ac tion -
ar ies who will sup port their ef forts.

It should also be noted that pop u lar opin ion dif fers
from the party lead er ship on many cen tral is sues. But
as al ready men tioned, since the ma jor ity of the pop u la -
tion is dis en fran chised, it doesn’t mat ter much. To take
just one ex am ple, for 40 years of poll ing the pop u la tion 
has strongly fa vored higher taxes on the rich—as taxes
on the rich de cline.

Bernie Sanders was re-elected to the Sen ate while his
protégé Al ex an dria Ocasio-Cortez won a smash ing
vic tory over her Re pub li can op po nent for New York’s
14th Dis trict and be came, in fact, the youn gest woman
elected to Con gress. In fact, there are now prob a bly as
many Dem o cratic So cial ists in the House as there are
con ser va tive Dem o crats, so the ques tion is whether
pro gres sives should go on to form a third party or try
to change the Dem o cratic Party from within. What’s
your take on this mat ter?

Chomsky: In the 18th cen tury, with all of its ex treme
flaws, the U.S. con sti tu tional sys tem was a ma jor step
for ward in dem o cratic par tic i pa tion as com pared with
Eu rope. Even the con cept “we the peo ple,” though
grossly mis lead ing, was a con cep tual break through.
Over the years, how ever, by com par a tive stan dards the
sys tem in creas ingly ranks as quite re gres sive. It is
doubt ful, for ex am ple, that Eu rope would ad mit a
coun try with the U.S. sys tem as a new mem ber. In par -
tic u lar, the sys tem is rad i cally rigged against any chal -
lenge to the gov ern ing du op oly. To de velop a ba sis for
a third party would re quire a se ri ous and sus tained ef -
fort in pop u lar mo bi li za tion—not im pos si ble, but not
now on the ho ri zon. There do seem to be pos si bil i ties
to shift the char ac ter of the Dem o cratic Party, at least
back to its mod ern New Deal or i gins, and be yond (it al -
ready is con sid er ably be yond in some re spects as a re -
sult of the civ i liz ing ef fect of the ac tiv ism of the 1960s
and its af ter math).

There are pos si bil i ties for de vel op ment of in de pend -
ent par ties, be gin ning at the lo cal level, adopt ing fu sion 
pol i cies for more gen eral elec tions, per haps gain ing
enough trac tion to take part more ac tively in the po lit i -
cal sys tem. But we should never for get that elec toral
pol i tics, while not to be dis missed, should not be the
prime fo cus of se ri ous rad i cal po lit i cal ac tion, which
aims to change the ba sic in sti tu tions that un der gird the
po lit i cal sys tem, to dis man tle he ge monic ide ol o gies,
and to help de velop the kind of mass con scious ness
that must be the ba sis for badly—even des per -
ately—needed social and political change. Z

The publicat ion of or i gin for this ar ti cle is Truthout. 
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Global Oil Price De fla tion 2018 & Be yond
By Jack Rasmus

O
ne of the key char ac ter is tics of the 2008-2009 
crash and its af ter math (i.e. chronic slow re -
cov ery in U.S. and dou ble and tri ple dip re -

ces sions in Eu rope and Ja pan) was a sig nif i cant de fla -
tion in prices of global oil. Af ter at tain ing a price of
well over $100 a bar rel in 2007-2008, crude oil prices 
plum meted, hit ting a low of only $27 a bar rel in Jan -
u ary 2016. They slowly but steadily rose again in
2016-2017 and peaked at about $80 a bar rel this past
sum mer 2018. Now the re treat has started once again, 
fall ing to a low of $55 in Oc to ber and re main ing
around $56 to day, likely to fall fur ther in 2019 now
that Ja pan and Eu rope ap pear to be en ter ing yet an -
other re ces sion and U.S. growth al most cer tainly

slow ing sig nif i cantly in 2019. With the po ten tial for a 
U.S. re ces sion ris ing in late 2019, oil price de fla tion
may con tinue into the near fu ture. What will this
mean for the global and U.S. econ o mies?

The crit i cal ques tion is what is the re la tion ship be -
tween global oil price de fla tion, fi nan cial in sta bil ity and 
cri ses, and re ces sion?—some thing main stream econ o -
mists don’t un der stand very well. Is the cur rent rapid
re treat of oil prices since Au gust 2018 an in di ca tor of
more fun da men tal forces un der way in the global and
U.S. econ omy? Will oil price de fla tion ex ac er bate, or
even ac cel er ate, the drift to ward re ces sion glob ally now 
un der way? What about fi nan cial as set mar kets sta bil ity 
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in gen eral? What can be learned from the 2008 through 
2015 ex pe ri ence?

In my 2016 book, Sys temic Fra gil ity in the Global
Econ omy and its chap ter on de fla tion’s role in cri ses, I
ex plained that oil is not just a com mod ity but, since the 
1990s, has func tioned as an im por tant fi nan cial as set
whose price af fects other forms of fi nan cial as sets
(stocks, bonds, de riv a tives, cur ren cies, etc.). Fi nan cial
as set price vol a til ity in gen eral (bub bles and de fla tion)
have a greater im pact on the real econ omy than main -
stream econ o mists, who gen er ally don’t un der stand fi -
nan cial mar kets and cy cles, think. Hence they don’t
un der stand how fi nan cial cy cles in ter act with real busi -
ness cy cles. This ap plies as well to their un der stand ing
of oil prices as fi nan cial as set prices, not just com mod -
ity prices.

Oil Price De fla tion Re vis ited 2018

Oil is a com mod ity whose price is de ter mined by
the in ter ac tion of sup ply and de mand, but it is

also a fi nan cial as set the price of which is de ter mined
by global fi nance cap i tal ists’ spec u la tion in oil fu tures
mar kets and the com pe ti tion be tween var i ous forms of
fi nan cial as sets glob ally, for the new global fi nance cap -
i tal elite (also ad dressed in the book) look at the re turns
on in vest ment (e.g. prof its) from fi nan cial as set in vest -
ing glob ally—choos ing be tween oil fu tures, stocks,
bonds, de riv a tives, cur ren cies, real es tate on a world -
wide ba sis. 

The price of crude oil fu tures drives the price of
crude oil in the short- and me dium-term, as a com mod -
ity as spec u la tors bet on oil sup ply and de mand, and
the rel a tive price of other types of fi nan cial as sets in
part also de ter mine the de mand of oil spec u la tors for
oil fu tures.

What this means is that sim ply ap ply ing sup ply and
de mand anal y sis to de ter mine the di rec tion of crude oil
prices glob ally is not suf fi cient. Nei ther sup ply nor de -
mand has changed since Au gust 2018 by 30 per cent to
ex plain the 30 per cent drop in crude oil to its cur rent
mid-$50s range; nor will it ex plain where oil prices
will go in 2019. Nev er the less, that’s what we hear from 
econ o mists to day try ing to ex plain the re cent drop or
pre dict the tra jec tory of global oil price de fla tion in
2019. 

What Main stream Econ o mists Don’t
Un der stand

Main stream econ o mists are in doc tri nated in the idea 
that only sup ply and de mand de ter mine prices. It

har kens back to the in flu ence of clas si cal eco nom ics of
the 18th cen tury and Adam Smith. Sup ply and de mand
are the ap pear ance of price de ter mi na tion. What mat ters 
are the forces be hind, be neath and be low that cause the
changes in sup ply and de mand. Those forces are the
real de ter mi nants. But main stream econ o mists typ i cally 
deal at the sur face of ap pear ances, which is why their
fore casts of eco nomic di rec tions in the me dium- and
lon ger-term are so poor. 

Look ing at re cent ex pla na tions and anal y ses by
main stream econ o mists, and their echo in the busi ness
me dia, we get the fol low ing view: 

First, it is clear that there are three ma jor sources of
oil sup ply glob ally to day: U.S. pro duc tion driven by
tech nol ogy and the shale fracking rev o lu tion. Sec ond,
Rus sian pro duc tion. Third, OPEC, within which is
Saudi Ara bia and its al lies, UAE, Ku wait, etc. Each
pro duce about 10-11 mil lion bar rels per day (bpd). 

Since this sum mer, U.S. fracking has re sulted in
roughly an ad di tional 670,000 bar rels a day by Oc to ber 
com pared to last July 2018. Both Saudi and Rus sian
pro duc tion has added roughly 700,000 more each, re -
spec tively. Off set ting the sup ply in crease, in part, has
been a re duc tion in out put by Ven e zuela and
Iran—both driven by U.S. sanc tions and, in the case of
Ven e zuela, U.S. lon ger-term ef forts to pre vent the up -
grad ing and main te nance of Ven e zue lan pro duc tion. 

The more than 2 mil lion bpd in crease in global
crude oil sup ply by the global oil troika of U.S.-Rus -
sia-Saudi has, on the sur face, ap peared as a col lapse in
global oil prices from $80 to $55, or about 30 per cent
in just a few months. Pro jec tions are that sup ply in -
creases will drive global oil prices still lower in 2019:
U.S. fore casts for 2019 are for an av er age of 12.06 mil -
lion bpd; for Rus sia an av er age of 11.4 mil lion bpd;
and for Saudi an av er age of 10.6 mil lion bpd (sources:
EIA and OPEC sec re tar iat).

De mand & Sup ply as Mere Ap pear ance

So the ap pear ance is that sup ply will drive global oil 
prices still lower in 2019. But what about de mand? 

Will the forces be hind it drive oil price de fla tion even
fur ther? And what about other fi nan cial as set mar kets’
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price de fla tion? Will de clines in stock, bond, de riv a -
tives, and cur ren cies prices re sult in fi nan cial cap i tal ist
in ves tors in creas ing their de mand for oil fu tures as they
shift in vest ing from the col lapse of val ues in those fi -
nan cial mar kets to oil? Or will it re duce their in vest ing
in oil fu tures as other fi nan cial as set mar kets prices de -
flate, as a psy cho log i cal con ta gion ef fect spreads across
fi nan cial as set mar kets in gen eral, oil fu tures in cluded? 

While mainstreamers fo cus on and ar gue that pure
sup ply con sid er ations will pre dict the price of oil, my
anal y sis in sists that a deeper con sid er ation of forces are 
nec es sary. What’s driv ing, and will con tinue to drive,
oil prices are pol i tics, other fi nan cial mar kets’ price de -
fla tion, and de mand that will be driven by re newed re -
ces sions in the ma jor ad vanced econ o mies (Eu rope, Ja -
pan, then U.S., and con tin ued GDP slow down in
China).

As global eco nomic growth slows, now clearly un -
der way, more than half of the world’s oil pro duc ers
will in crease oil pro duc tion. Rus sia, Ven e zuela, Iraq,
smaller Af ri can and Asia pro duc ers, are de pend ent on
oil sales to fi nance much of their gov ern ment bud gets.
As real growth slows, and re ces sions ap pear or worsen, 
def i cits will rise fur ther re quir ing more gov ern ment
rev e nues from oil sales. What these coun tries can’t
gen er ate in rev e nues from prices they will at tempt to
gen er ate from more sales vol ume. Even Saudi Ara bia
has en tered this group, as it seeks to gen er ate more rev -
e nue to fi nance the de vel op ment of its non en -
ergy-based econ omy plans. 

So Rus sia and much of OPEC—for po lit i cal rea -
sons—will in crease sup ply be cause of slow ing econ o -
mies—i.e. be cause of De mand orig i nally and sup ply
only sec ond arily. As the global econ omy con tin ues to
slow de mand forces trump those of sup ply. But the two 
are clearly mu tu ally de ter mined. It’s just that de mand
has now be come more de ter min ing and will re main so
into 2019.

Debt as a Driver of Global Oil De fla -
tion

But what’s ul ti mately be hind the de mand forces at
work? In the U.S., it’s tech nol ogy, the fracking

rev o lu tion, driv ing down the cost of oil pro duc tion and
thus its price. It’s also cor po rate debt, of ten of the junk
qual ity, that has fi nanced the in vest ment be hind the oil
pro duc tion out put rise. Drill ers are loaded with junk
bond debt, of ten short term, that they must pay for, or
soon roll over now at a higher in ter est rate in 2019 and

be yond. They must pro duce and sell more oil to pay for 
the new tech nol ogy-driven in vest ment of re cent years.
And as the price falls they must pro duce and sell still
more to gen er ate the rev e nue to pay the in ter est and
prin ci pal on that debt.

So is it re ally sup ply, or is it more fun da men tally the 
debt and tech nol ogy that’s driv ing U.S. shale out put,
that in turn is add ing to down ward global price pres -
sures? Is it sup ply or is it the way that sup ply has been
fi nanced by cap i tal ist mar kets? 

Sim i larly, in the case of Rus sia and much of OPEC,
is it sup ply or is it the need of those coun tries to fi -
nance their gov ern ment grow ing debt loads (and bud -
gets in gen eral) by gen er at ing more sales rev e nue from
more oil out put, even as the price of oil falls and
thereby threat ens that oil rev e nue stream?

Whether at the cor po rate or gov ern ment level, the
ac cel er a tion of debt in re cent years is be hind the forces
driv ing ex cess oil pro duc tion and sup ply that ap pears
the cause of the emerg ing oil price de fla tion. 

Pol i tics as a Driver 

Do mes tic and global pol i tics is an other re lated force 
in some cases. Clearly, Rus sia is en gaged in an in -

crease in its mil i tary re search and other mil i tary-re lated
gov ern ment ex pen di tures. Its gov ern ing elite is con -
vinced the U.S. is pre par ing to chal lenge its po lit i cal in -
de pend ence: NATO pen e tra tion of the Baltics and Po -
land, the U.S.-en cour aged coup in the Ukraine, past
U.S. ven tures in Geor gia, etc., has led to Rus sian ac cel -
er a tion of its mil i tary ex pen di tures. To con tinue its in -
vest ment as the U.S. at tempts to im pose fur ther sanc -
tions (de signed to cut Rus sia con nec tions with Eu rope
in par tic u lar), and as Rus sia’s econ omy slows as it
raises its do mes tic in ter est rates in or der to pro tect its
cur rency, Rus sia must pro duce and sell more oil glob -
ally. It thus gen er ates more de mand for its oil com pet i -
tively by low er ing its price and de mand for Rus sian oil
in creases—but not due to nat u ral eco nomic causes as
the world econ omy slows. It in creases be cause it shifts
oil de mand from other pro duc ers to it self.

Saudi pol i tics are also in part be hind its planned pro -
duc tion in crease. It has stepped up its mil i tary ex pen di -
tures as well, both for its war in Ye men and its plans
for a fu ture con flict with Iran. The Saudi gov ern ment
in vest ment in do mes tic in fra struc ture also re quires it to
gen er ate more oil rev e nue in the short term.  The re cent 
Rus sian-Saudi (OPEC) agree ment to re duce or hold oil 
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pro duc tion steady has been a phony agree ment, as ac -
tual and planned oil pro duc tion num bers clearly re veal.

Not least, there’s the ques tion of global fi nan cial as -
set mar kets in de cline with fall ing as set prices and how 
that im pacts the oil com mod ity fu tures fi nan cial as set
mar ket. Once again, changes in oil sup ply and de mand
sim ply do not fluc tu ate by 30 per cent in just a cou ple
of months. The driver of oil prices since July 2018
must be fi nan cial spec u la tion in oil fu tures. 

Here it may be ar gued that in ves tors are fac tor ing in
the slow ing global econ omy, es pe cially in Eu rope and
Ja pan, in com ing months. They may be shift ing in vest -
ment out of oil fu tures as a spec u la tive price play, and
into U.S. cur rency and even stocks and bonds. Or into
fi nan cial as set mar kets in China. Or spec u lat ing on re -
turns in se lect emerg ing mar ket cur ren cies and stocks
that have sta bi lized in the short term and may rise in
value, pro duc ing a nice spec u la tive gain in the short
run. The new global fi nance cap i tal elite looks at com -
pet i tive re turns glob ally, in all fi nan cial as set mar kets. It 
moves its money around quickly, from one as set play
to an other, en abled by tech nol ogy, past re moval of con -
trols on global money cap i tal flows, easy bor row ing,
and abil ity to move quickly in and out of what is a
com plex net work of highly liq uid fi nan cial as set mar -
kets world wide. As it sees global de mand and pol i tics
play ing im por tant short-term roles in global oil price
de clines, it shifts in vest ment out of oil fu tures and into
other forms of fi nan cial as sets else where in the global
econ omy. Less sup ply of money cap i tal for in vest ing in 
oil fu tures re duces de mand for oil fu tures, which re -
duces de mand for oil and crude oil prices in gen eral.

Con clu sion

What this fore go ing dis cus sion and anal y sis sug -
gests is the fol low ing: 

• Look ing at oil sup ply solely or even pri mar ily is to look
at ap pear ances only.

• But sup ply and de mand anal y ses of oil prices are also
su per fi cial anal y ses of ap pear ances. They are in ter me di -
ate causal fac tors at best.

• What mat ters are real forces that more fun da men tally
de ter mine sup ply and de mand.

• Pol i tics, tech nol ogy, and debt fi nanc ing are more fun da -
men tal forces driv ing sup ply and de mand in the in ter me -
di ate and lon ger run.

• Oil is not just a com mod ity, since the 1990s es pe cially; it 
has be come a fi nan cial as set whose price is de ter mined
in the short run in creas ingly by spec u la tive in vest ing
shifts by global fi nance cap i tal elites.

• As fi nan cial as sets, oil prices are de ter mined in the short
run glob ally by the rel a tive price of other com pet ing fi -
nan cial as sets and their prices.

• The struc ture of the global econ omy in the 21st cen tury
is such that a new global fi nance cap i tal elite has arisen,
bet ting on a wide choice of fi nan cial as sets avail able in
highly liq uid fi nan cial as set mar kets, across which the
elite moves in vest ments quickly and eas ily due to new
en abling tech nol o gies and past de reg u la tion of
cross-coun try money cap i tal flows.

To sum ma rize, as it ap pears in creas ingly that pol i tics 
(do mes tic bud gets and rev e nue needs, U.S. sanc tions,
ris ing mil i tary ex pen di tures, trade wars, etc.) and a
slow ing global econ omy are caus ing down ward pres -
sure on oil de mand and thus oil prices, this price pres -
sure is ex ac er bated by a cor re spond ing in crease in pro -
duc tion and sup ply as a re sult of ris ing cor po rate and
gov ern ment debt and debt-ser vic ing needs. How ever,
in the very short run of weekly and monthly price
change, it is global oil spec u la tors bet ting on fur ther oil
price de fla tion and shift ing as set in vest ment re turns
else where that is the pri mary driver of global oil de fla -
tion.

Global oil prices are de ter mined by other fi nan cial
as set mar ket price de fla tion un der way in the short term, 
and in turn de ter mine in part price de fla tion in other fi -
nan cial as set mar kets. Global oil prices can not be un -
der stood apart from un der stand ing what’s hap pen ing
with other fi nan cial as set mar kets and prices. Un der -
stand ing and pre dict ing oil prices is thus not sim ply an
ex er cise in su per fi cial sup ply and de mand anal y sis, and 
even less so an ex er cise pri mar ily in fore cast ing an -
nounce ments of pro duc tion out put plans by the big
three troika of U.S.-Rus sia-Saudi. Z

Jack Rasmus is the au thor of the forth com ing 2019 book, The
Scourge of Neoliberalism: US Pol icy from Rea gan to Trump,
Clar ity Press, and the re cently pub lished Cen tral Bank ers at the 
End of Their Ropes: Mon e tary Pol icy and the Com ing De pres -
sion, Clar ity 2017. He hosts the Al ter na tive Vi sions ra dio show
on the Pro gres sive Ra dio Net work. His twit ter han dle is
@drjackrasmus and his website, kyklosproductions.com. 
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“We Are Not Tired”

By Rich ard Greeman

I
s the Yel low Vest re bel lion, now in its sev enth
week, “pe ter ing out?” Such was the near-unan i -
mous pro nounce ment of the main stream me dia,

when I re turned home to Montpellier, France, ea ger to 
par tic i pate and to ob serve first-hand this pop u lar in -
sur rec tion which I had been afraid of miss ing. 

I needn’t have wor ried. By 9:00 AM on Sat ur day
morn ing (De cem ber 22), hun dreds of Yel low Vest
dem on stra tors were gath er ing for a peace ful march to
the Préfecture (lo cal seat of gov ern ment) chant ing
“We’re not tired” and car ry ing plac ards read ing “We
are not casseurs (van dals) or pyromaniacs. Peace ful.”
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The mood was bon en fant (“jolly”) with dem on stra -
tors en famille in clud ing chil dren and old folks in
wheel chairs. March ing ten abreast, they filled the rue
de la Loge, but when they ar rived at the Préfecture, the
po lice, ap par ently taunted by some rad i cals in the
crowd, let loose with tear gas, in jur ing chil dren. Then
all hell broke loose and con tin ued all day, with
marches, countermarches and gas in the air. 

This in dis crim i nate use of gas was typ i cal of the
gov ern ment’s tac tic of pre vent ing mass peace ful dem -
on stra tions by pro vok ing vi o lence and spread ing fear.
For ex am ple, “black bloc” casseurs and rock throw ers
have been iden ti fied as un der cover po lice by eye wit -
nesses and on vid eos. This was ap par ently the case on
Sat ur day at the Montpellier Préfecture. 

Mean while, my wife and I were out with the Yel low 
Vests at the main round about into Montpellier, where
two-thirds of the pass ing driv ers were dis play ing yel -
low vests, giv ing the high-sign, or honk ing their ap -
proval. So much for the Yel low Vests de cline in pop u -
lar ity. The sign we were handed shows the word “Re -
pub lic” crossed out and re placed by “Di rect De moc -
racy. The Di vorce is Con sum mated.” Then: “In form
your selves by Internet. 99% me dia owned by bil lion -
aires.” At the same time, we were get ting reg u lar
cellphone re ports from down town of tear-gas sing con -
tin u ing all day, capped by the tri um phal ar rival of more 
than 80 Yel low Vest mo tor cy clists who took over the
main square as eve ning fell. 

Sim i lar ac tions, on a larger scale, were tak ing place
in Paris, where, in a suc cess ful ruse, the Yel low Vest
Facebook page con vinced the po lice that they were go -
ing to at tack the royal cha teau out at Ver sailles, where
hun dreds of CRS riot po lice were moved. In fact, the
Yel low Vests or ga nized a last-min ute, fast-mov ing
wild cat march that be gan in Montmartre, snaked
through the cap i tal ahead of the po lice, and was only
stopped at Ma cron’s Elysée Pal ace, heavily in vested by 
the “forces of or der.” At the very same time, the Na -
tional As sem bly in Paris was hast ily ap prov ing a “Yel -
low Vest Law” de signed to rec og nize their pro test ers’
griev ances and em bar rass Pres i dent Ma cron, a num ber
of whose party mem bers voted with the ma jor ity. A
mea sure of the Pres i dent’s pop u lar ity.

Smaller Num bers 

To be sure, the Yel low Vest dem on stra tions in Paris
and the prov inces yes ter day and last Sat ur day (De -

cem ber 15) were smaller than the pre vi ous four Sat ur -
days. The rea sons for this de cline are ob vi ous: 

• 1. Mas sive po lice vi o lence; 

• 2. The con ces sions al ready won from Pres i dent Ma cron
(who had vowed never to make any); 

• 3. The shock ing De cem ber 11 ter ror ist kill ings in
Strasbourg; 

• 4. The pro-gov ern ment bias of the me dia, and; 

• 5. Win ter va ca tion (sa cred in France).

 So I’m not sure this de cline in num bers means the
move ment is “pe ter ing out”—as the talk ing heads in
main stream me dia keep pro claim ing with un dis guised
re lief. 

In any case, one thing is cer tain: the French es tab -
lish ment, non-plussed by an in com pre hen si ble lead er -
less move ment which re fuses to be co opted back into
the sys tem, has re acted crudely with an on slaught of
vi o lence and lies. Al though partly suc cess ful, these re -
pres sive tac tics have also back fired in a se ri ous way,
de priv ing the French po lit i cal class, al ready weak and
di vided, of its le git i macy and threat en ing its he ge mony. 
Let’s take a closer look at this cam paign of state re pres -
sion and es tab lish ment pro pa ganda.

1. Vi o lence

The un prec e dented vi o lence un leashed by the
“forces of or der” over the pre vi ous five Sat ur day

gath er ings, in vis i ble in the main stream me dia, has been
tak ing its toll on ac tiv ists, as vid eos of po lice bru tal ity
and hid eous in ju ries cir cu late on YouTube, on al ter na -
tive new sites like Médiapart, and through the Yel low
Vest Facebook pages. 

These new tac tics, of fi cially named PRO JECT
FEAR, were ex plic itly de signed to in tim i date. So are
the harsh sen tences im posed on Yel low Vest dem on -
stra tors ar rested as casseurs (van dals) for as lit tle as
pos sess ing bike hel mets, gas masks, and ski gog gles
con sid ered “ev i dence” of “con spir acy” and “in ten tion
to at tack the forces of or der.” These items are now so
com mon, that the lo cal Bricorama (Home De pot) stra -
te gi cally dis plays ski gog gles right next to yel low
emer gency vests, yet such dem on stra tors are rou tinely
herded straight from the street into Room 24, a 24-hour 
emer gency court room where they are sent to jail af ter
sum mary tri als.
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From the
very be gin ning
of the move -
ment on No -
vem ber 27, Yel -
low Vests have
been sys tem at i -
cally re pressed
by the gov ern -
ment through
mas sive use of
tear gas, flash
bombs, pep per
spray, wa ter
can ons and po -
lice trun cheons.
In a re port, Hu -
man Rights
Watch said that
F r a n c e ’ s
“crowd-con trol
meth ods maim
peo ple,” point -
ing to cases
where pro test ers 
were wounded
by rub ber pro -
jec tiles and
teargas gre -
nades. At the
same time, the
main stream me -
dia sys tem at i -
cally played up
v a n  d a l  i s m
against prop erty (win dows bro ken, cars burned) dur ing 
dem on stra tions—while fail ing to ex pose in dis crim i nate 
po lice bru tal ity and the many se ri ous in ju ries in clud ing
the mur der of an 80-year-old Arab woman hit in the
head with a flashball while at tempt ing to shut ter her
bal cony win dows. (There are some grue some vid eos
which you may not want to look at show ing what hap -
pens when po lice are li censed to de lib er ately aim their
flashball and gas gre nades at peo ple’s faces.)

Given the de mo graph ics of the more-than-3,000
peo ple ar rested thus far, few fit the ste reo type of
young, black-clad casseurs and fas cists, whom the gov -
ern ment and me dia blame for the vi o lence. Many of

them, provincials,
had in fact come out
to pro test (and gone
to Paris) for the first
time in their lives.
The Yel low Vests I
have seen here in
Montpellier ap peared
mostly mid dle-aged.
They, and their Pa ri -
sian coun ter parts,
don’t look a bit like
the typ i cal black bloc
“an ar chists” who are
vis i ble on count less
vid eos and who
some how never seem 
to get ar rested—al -
though some have
been filmed climb ing
aboard po lice ve hi -
cles.

This con tra dic tion
might be one ex pla -
na tion for why, de -
spite all at tempts to
cas ti gate them as
“per pe tra tors of un ac -
cept able vi o lence,”
the gov ern ment’s and 
me dia’s on go ing rhet -
o ric about se cu rity
has been quite in ef -
fec tive. In deed, it has
mainly suc ceeded in

de-le git i miz ing their au thors. The con trast be tween of -
fi cial re ports and those of eye wit nesses and vid eos on
Facebook is too glar ing. The nar ra tive is al ways about
dem on stra tors vi o lently “at tack ing po lice,” how ever
not a sin gle in jured po lice  of fi cer has been seen on TV.

Hav ing seen French CRS riot squad Robocops from
close up, it seems to me dem on stra tors fight ing with
them (like we did with their ill-equipped pre de ces sor in 
1968) would be like rag ged peas ants with clubs go ing
up against knights in full ar mor.

Ma cron’s mil i ta rized state over-re ac tion to a mass
po lit i cal dem on stra tion breaks with a long tra di tion of
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tol er ance for mus cled dem on stra tions by rowdy an gry
farm ers and mil i tant la bor un ions. A tol er ance Ma cron,
in speeches, has blamed for the fail ure of pre vi ous gov -
ern ments to pass needed pro-busi ness coun ter-re forms. 

2. Lies: the Mon arch Ad dresses his Peo -
ple

On Mon day eve ning De cem ber 10, af ter a month
of si lence in the face of mas sive re jec tion of his

neo-lib eral pol i cies and ar ro gant, con de scend ing per -
son al ity, Ma cron fi nally went on TV with a lame
pre-re corded speech com bin ing threats and con ces -
sions. The “Jupiterian” Pres i dent be gan by blam ing all
the vi o lence on the pro test ers (“we have all seen them
at tack ing the po lice”) and threat en ing them with se vere
pun ish ment (“no in dul gence”) if they per sist. For the
Yel low Vests, this was throw ing gas o line on the fire, as
ev ery one who had par tic i pated in the pro tests or had
seen the hor ren dous vid eos of the sys tem atic po lice
may hem de lib er ately un leashed by Ma cron knew he
was ly ing. 

“The Pres i dent of the rich” then went on to ad mit
that the pro test ers may have had a le git i mate point.
“We” (the royal “we”?) “may have for got ten the sin gle 
mother strug gling to make ends meet” and the other lit -
tle peo ple. Ma cron then con de scended to pro pose “a
na tional con ver sa tion, which I will co or di nate,” in clud -
ing even lo cal may ors, about the so cial/eco nomic cri sis. 
He also made few eco nomic con ces sions. 

These in cluded re scind ing his new taxes on so cial
se cu rity re tire ment for some re tir ees with very low in -
comes, elim i na tion of taxes on paid over time, a call on
busi nesses to vol un tarily give a year-end bo nus to their
em ploy ees, and a year-end 100€ ($115) raise in the
min i mum wage. 

On closer ex am i na tion by the Yel low Vests, this
“raise” turned out to be “smoke and mir rors.” First, it
ap plied to only some low-wage work ers. Sec ond, it
was not re ally a raise in the hourly wage, but in fact a
gov ern ment bo nus to en cour age “ac tive” work ers,
which did not in clude ben e fits and was to be paid for
out of the work ers’ taxes, es sen tial mov ing money
from one pocket to an other. “Don’t give us words, give 
us fig ures” one Yel low Vest told me, in fu ri ated at be ing 
taken for a fool.

In his ad dress, the mo nar chi cal Pres i dent point edly
re fused to pro nounce the words “Yel low Vests” and

“ecol ogy” or to re-es tab lish the Tax on Great For tunes
to pay for these con ces sions. Ma cron’s of fer of crumbs
from the ta ble of the rich was im me di ately re jected as
“too lit tle, too late” by the Yel low Vests, who con tin ued 
call ing for Ma cron’s res ig na tion and a bot tom-up re or -
ga ni za tion of French de moc racy. 

3. The Strasbourg Kill ings

Con cern ing Ma cron’s speech to the na tion, Su san
Ram sug gests that, “two el e ments merit par tic u lar

con cern. Firstly, his in clu sion of the phrase ‘laïcité
bousculée’ (‘sec u lar ism buf feted or over turned’) in his
anal y sis of the ills of cur rent French so ci ety. Sec ondly,
his ref er ence to the ‘pro found iden tity’ of the na tion and 
the need, in this con text, to ‘tackle’ the ques tion of im -
mi gra tion. Both com ments seem sug ges tive of an ef fort
to in ject rac ist and xe no pho bic themes into the Yel low
Vest move ment, the better to di vide it while si mul ta -
neously mak ing it ap pear that the state is lis ten ing to
right-wing griev ances. In deed, from the be gin ning the
Yel low Vests, given their or i gins in la France Profonde
(mid dle France) have been smeared by the me dia (and
re jected by much of the Left) as right-wing and rac ist,
de spite vid eos show ing them force fully eject ing mem -
bers of Le Pen’s Na tional Front from their march.”

Events in Strasbourg just a day af ter Ma cron’s
speech opened up fur ther op por tu ni ties for di vi sive
pro pa ganda. As Ram con tin ues: “The kill ing of four
peo ple, and in jur ing of a dozen or so oth ers, by a lone
rad i cal ized Islamist gun man at the city’s pop u lar
Christ mas mar ket pre dict ably be came grist to state ef -
forts to un der mine and di vide the Yel low Vest up ris ing. 
A se quence of se nior gov ern ment min is ters and re -
gional of fi cials called on pro tes tors to call a halt, op ti -
mis ti cally in vok ing the ‘ex haus tion’ of the se cu rity
forces as an ar gu ment likely to melt the hearts of Yel -
low Vests sub jected to ba ton charges, tear gas, rub ber
bul lets and more. The ed u ca tion min is ter, Jean-Michel
Blanquer, ex pressed his hor ror at ‘vile’ so cial me dia
posts sug gest ing the gov ern ment had ex ag ger ated (or
worse) the Strasbourg at tack in or der to de flect at ten -
tion away from the pro test move ment. On cue, the
main stream me dia plunged into a smear-the-pro tes tors
feed ing frenzy.”
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4. The Win ter Hol i days

Work a holic U.S. read ers may have dif fi culty tak ing
in the se ri ous ness of hol i days in this coun try,

which man dates five full weeks of va ca tion per year,
where fam ily ties re main strong enough so that chil dren 
are rou tinely sent to their grand par ents for the Win ter
hol i day, where train res er va tions are all booked up
months in ad vance and where no place is far ther than
four hours from Paris. 

The first paid va ca tions were won by the French
work ers at the end of the 1936 na tional wave of sit-in
strikes, and news reels of the de par tures that Au gust of
Pa ri sian worker fam i lies who had never seen the sea
are part of the na tional nar ra tive. Im pend ing sum mer
va ca tions were also partly re spon si ble for the even tual
col lapse of the in spir ing May-June 1968 stu -
dent-worker re bel lion. The French po lice have taken
ad van tage of this fac tor to forc ibly re move the make -
shift shel ters and bar be cues that had been a con viv ial
fea ture of the Yel low Vest pres ence at round abouts and
toll-booths. Yet there were still a few Yel low Vests at
the main round about here in Montpellier on Christ mas

eve, and a down town rally an nounced on Sat ur day,
De cem ber 29, came off peace fully, al though there was
gas else where. Mean while, Yel low Vests de scended
onto the tracks at the Montpellier rail road sta tion and
blocked trains. 

Why France’s “Si lent Ma jor ity” Is Mad
as Hell

Like all the spon ta ne ous mass up ris ings that dot
French his tory go ing back to feu dal times, the Yel -

low Vest re volt was ini tially pro voked by un fair taxes.
Spurn ing all es tab lished po lit i cal par ties, and un ions, the 
Yel low Vests got or ga nized on so cial me dia and acted
lo cally. The broad cast me dia, al though highly crit i cal,
spread the news na tion ally, and the move ment spread
across France, block ing in ter sec tions, fil ter ing mo tor -
ists, al low ing free pas sage at high way toll booths, and
gath er ing to dem on strate, more and more nu mer ous and 
mil i tant, on suc ces sive Sat ur days.

Why Sat ur days? “I can’t go on strike,” ex plains one
woman. “I’m rais ing three kids alone. My job, that’s all 
I have left. Com ing on Sat ur days is the only way for
me to show my an ger.” Women are pres ent in un usu -
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ally large num bers in these crowds, and they are an gry
about a lot more than the tax on die sel. Like Trump,
Ma cron has show ered cor po ra tions and mil lion aires
with huge tax cuts, cre at ing a hole in the bud get which
he has com pen sated by cuts in pub lic ser vices (hos pi -
tals, schools, tran sit, po lice) and by tax in creases for or -
di nary peo ple (up to 40 per cent of their in come), large
num bers of whom are strug gling hard to make ends
meet and go ing into debt. 

This an ger has been build ing since last Spring, the
50th an ni ver sary of the 1968 worker-stu dent up ris ing,
but was frus trated when Ma cron won the stand-off
with la bor over his neo-lib eral, pro-busi ness coun ter-re -
forms. This la bor de feat was fa cil i tated by the lead er -
ship of the CGT and other un ions, who played the
same neg a tive role in the 1968 sell-out to de Gaulle.
Al though work ers have been ac tive in the Yel low Vest
move ment, which fights for tra di tional la bor goals like
higher min i mum wage, pub lic ser vices, etc., the French 
la bor lead ers have shunned them as petty-bour geois
po ten tial fas cists. These un ion bu reau crats see the Yel -
low Vests, ac cu rately, as com pet i tors and a threat to
their own he ge monic sta tus as of fi cial rep re sen ta tives
of the work ers, es pe cially af ter Ma cron’s “con ces -
sions.”

On De cem ber 6, in di rect re sponse to an ap peal for
calm from Ma cron, the lead ers of the CGT and all the
other la bor fed er a tions ex cept for Solidarité signed a
Déclaration of sol i dar ity—not with the in jured and ar -
rested dem on stra tors, but with the Ma cron gov ern ment
as the rep re sen ta tive of the peace ful re pub li can or der.
In re turn for what many have de scribed as a “be trayal,” 
these pro fes sional ne go ti a tors ac cepted Ma cron’s in vi -
ta tion to “re sume the so cial di a logue”—that is to sit at
the ta ble with him and ne go ti ate more “give backs” of
work ers’ rights. The next day, con tra dict ing them -
selves, the CGT’s Mar ti nez and the other un ion lead ers 
called for a na tional la bor dem on stra tion on Fri day, De -
cem ber 14 cov er ing the same ba sic eco nomic de mands 
as the Yel low Vests but not on the same day, Sat ur day,
De cem ber 15. 

Need less to say, only a few stal warts came out for
Mar ti nez’ much touted dem on stra tion. Yet clearly, only 
with the ac tive par tic i pa tion of France’s or ga nized
work ers can this broad pop u lar move ment suc -
ceed—for ex am ple through a gen eral strike—in bring -
ing the cap i tal ist class to its knees and found ing a new
so cial or der. 

What Next?

So ap par ently the Yel low Vest move ment is not ex -
actly “pe ter ing out.” Af ter six weeks of daily road -

blocks and dis rup tions in ev ery cor ner of France, and
af ter six (now seven) suc ces sive mass dem on stra tions
of hun dreds of thou sands in Paris and the prov inces, vi -
o lently re pressed, this spon ta ne ous, self-or ga nized re -
bel lion, co or di nated via so cial me dia, is still se ri ously
chal leng ing the po lit i cal and eco nomic or der in France.

Not only has this re bel lion per sisted de spite un prec -
e dented po lice bru tal ity, me dia mis rep re sen ta tion, and
re jec tion by la bor un ion of fi cials, it has re tained its
grass-roots pop u lar ity and deep ened its goals—from an 
ini tial re jec tion of a tax in crease on die sel fuel to ex -
plicit re jec tion of the es tab lished po lit i cal/eco nomic
sys tem and to near-unan i mous call for the res ig na tion
of Ma cron and the cre ation of a new kind of de moc -
racy via ref er en dum or con sti tu tional con ven tion.

More over, the French stu dents have joined the up -
ris ing, pro test ing Ma cron’s in tro duc tion of anti-dem o -
cratic se lec tion in col lege ad mis sions, with 170 high
schools dis rupted in an swer to the “Black Tues day” ap -
peal by their un ion. There has also been a re vival of
strikes and pro tests among civil ser vants, nurses and
ed u ca tors, all in spired by the Yel low Vests’ suc cess in
wring ing con ces sions from Ma cron, whose on slaught
of pro-busi ness, neo-lib eral coun ter-re forms or ga nized
la bor, ham strung by its col lab o ra tion ist lead ers, failed
to stop last Spring. The ap par ent rift with the eco log i cal 
move ment has been breached as dem on stra tions from
the two move ments com bined in ac tion un der the slo -
gan “End of the Month/End of the World: Same
Cause/Same En emy.” Like wise, march ers from the
fem i nist “End Vi o lence Against Women” have been
hon ored and wel comed by the Yel low Vests.

Mean while, the ep i demic of Yel low Vest-in spired
re volts has spread to Bel gium, Great Brit ain, Por tu gal,
Hol land, Hun gary, Iraq, Leb a non, Egypt and be yond,
re call ing the Internet-prop a gated con ta gion of the 2011
Arab Spring and “Oc cupy” move ments and even pro -
vok ing the Egyp tian mil i tary gov ern ment to ban the
sale of yel low emer gency vests. But the num bers are
smaller.

Clearly, to achieve ul ti mate suc cess this spon ta ne -
ous, self-or ga nized, up ris ing of the 99% against the 1% 
will have to unite in ter na tion ally as well as to con tinue
to deepen it self, to grow and to mu tate—like sim i lar
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pop u lar move ments in the his tory of France from the
Jacqueries of the Mid dle Age through the Sans-cu lottes 
of 1789, the so cial-re pub li cans of 1848, the
Communards of 1871. Armed with so cial me dia on
which to co or di nate mass ac tions and to de bate goals
and meth ods from the lo cal to the na tional and in ter na -
tional lev els, there is no tech ni cal rea son why this
self-or ga nized in sur rec tion can not sur pass the un co or -
di nated move ments of 2011 and take root ev ery where.
So far, as far as France is con cerned, the miss ing po lit i -
cal el e ments are the full par tic i pa tion of the in dus trial
work ing class and of the North Af ri can and Af ri can
im mi grant pop u la tion, which have not yet showed up
en masse.  Only the fu ture will tell how far this move -
ment will go, but al ready its achieve ments are im pres -
sive and per ma nent:

> 1. The Yel low Vests have suc ceeded in un mask ing
and dis cred it ing Ma cron, the neo-lib eral
wunderkind who was sup posed to Thatcherize
France and is now so hated that the re main ing years
of his man date are in ques tion. 

> 2. The Yel low Vests have also un masked and dis -
cred ited the mass me dia, par tic u larly tele vi sion net -

works, which had sup pos edly hyp no tized the ig no -
rant masses who now see them as cor rupt, over paid
pro pa gan dists for the bil lion aire class. 

> 3. The Yel low Vests have also suc ceeded—won der
of won ders—in un mask ing and dis cred it ing the he -
ge monic myth of rep re sen ta tive “de moc racy” with
its un rep re sen ta tive “po lit i cal class” of pro fes sional
pol i ti cians of right left and cen ter. These ge nies can
never again be put back in the bottle. 

Amaz ing achieve ments for a move ment that is only
seven weeks old and still grow ing. The he ge mony of
the French rul ing classes is hang ing by slen der threads
of in creas ingly coun ter-pro duc tive vi o lence and lies.
The French pop u lar masses, al ready fa mous for their
an ger and cyn i cism, are fu ri ous at be ing taken for fools 
by their bet ters and joy ful at feel ing their own strength
and sol i dar ity. No one knows where all this will end. Z

Rich ard Greeman was an ac tiv ist in Paris in the late 1950s and a 
mem ber of the leg end ary rev o lu tion ary group, Socialisme ou
Barbarie, with Castoriadis and Lyotard. He is based in
Montpellier, and is best known for his trans la tions of the
Franco-Rus sian nov el ist and rev o lu tion ary, Vic tor Serge.
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Cli mate Jobs for All 

Build ing Block for the Green New Deal

By Jeremy Brecher

I
t was an iconic mo ment: young peo ple oc cupy
Rep re sen ta tive Nancy Pelosi’s of fice de mand ing a
Green New Deal to put mil lions of peo ple to work

mak ing a cli mate-safe econ omy, when sud denly
newly elected Con gres sio nal rep re sen ta tive and over -

night me dia star Al ex an dria Ocasio-Cortez joins them 
with a res o lu tion in hand to es tab lish a Se lect Com -
mit tee for a Green New Deal. But those who ac tu ally 
read her res o lu tion closely may have been puz -
zled—or stunned—by its call for “a jobs guar an tee
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pro gram to as sure a liv ing wage job to ev ery per son
who wants one.” What is a “jobs guar an tee pro gram” 
and what does it have to do with pro tect ing the cli -
mate?

The fed eral jobs guar an tee (JG) is a con cept also
known as “jobs for all” and the fed eral gov ern ment as
“em ployer of last re sort.” It en vi sions a fed eral pro -
gram some what like the New Deal’s Works Prog ress
Ad min is tra tion (WPA) that would pro vide funds for
non-profit or ga ni za tions, lo cal gov ern ments, and other
agen cies serv ing the pub lic to em ploy any one who
wants a job at a wage roughly com pa ra ble to the de -
mands of the Fight for $15 cam paign. Ac cord ing to
col um nist Jon a than Chait, the jobs guar an tee plan “has
ma te ri al ized al most out of no where and as cended
nearly to the sta tus of Dem o cratic Party doc trine.” 

The ad vo cates of JG gen er ally in clude cli mate pro -
tec tion as one of many types of work ben e fi cial to the
pub lic that might be in cluded in a jobs guar an tee pro -
gram. How ever, they gen er ally have not said how such 
a pro gram might spe cif i cally ad dress the cli mate emer -
gency. 

This May, Varshini Prakash and Sa rah Meyerhoff,
two lead ers of the youth cli mate move ment Sun rise,
wrote an ar ti cle ti tled, “It’s Time for the Cli mate Move -
ment to Em brace a Fed eral Jobs Guar an tee.” They
called for a pol icy through which “the gov ern ment di -
rectly em ploys any one who wants a job but doesn’t
have one.” They ar gued that a jobs guar an tee pro gram
with a strong fo cus on stop ping and pre par ing for cli -
mate change might “quickly mar shal pub lic sup port
and re sources be hind cli mate ac tion.” 

Sun rise is a youth cli mate move ment that aims to
“stop cli mate change and cre ate mil lions of good jobs
in the pro cess.” It has been tak ing the lead on ef forts to
com bine cli mate pro tec tion with a fed eral jobs guar an -
tee. Other groups like the Si erra Club, De mos, 350.org, 
the Cen ter for Pop u lar De moc racy, the La bor Net work
for Sustainability, and the US Cli mate Ac tion Net work
have also been dis cuss ing the cli mate jobs guar an tee
(CJG). 

The CJG ap pears to have pop u lar sup port. Poll ing
firm Civis Ana lyt ics says a jobs guar an tee is one of the 
most pop u lar is sues they’ve ever polled: 52 per cent in
sup port and 29 per cent op posed. Poll ing by Sun rise in -
di cates that sup port for a jobs guar an tee fo cused on cli -
mate pro tec tion is even more pop u lar. Prakash and
Meyerhoff say a cli mate jobs guar an tee could be the

cli mate move ment’s “Medicare-for-All” pol icy—“a
uni ver sal pro gram big enough to ad dress the mas sive
and com pli cated cri sis of cli mate change, but still tan -
gi ble and pop u lar among the vast ma jor ity of Amer i -
cans.” 

The cli mate jobs guar an tee has also been find ing po -
lit i cal sup port. Sen a tor Bernie Sanders (I-VT) is de vel -
op ing a jobs guar an tee pro posal; many Dem o cratic
can di dates and pres i den tial hope fuls have sup ported the 
idea. It was pro jected into the 2018 cam paign and is
likely to play an even greater role in 2020. Evan Weber 
of Sun rise says the group’s top goal for the next two
years is to “Push JG to the top of the po lit i cal agenda.”

Sun rise’s “Cli mate Jobs Guar an tee Pol icy Primer”
con cludes that by “mak ing a Jobs Guar an tee a head line 
de mand for the cli mate move ment” we can “end the
‘jobs vs. en vi ron ment’ fal lacy for ever”; rally “un prec e -
dented pub lic sup port be hind cli mate ac tion”; and “en -
sure that JG pro pos als in clude jobs for a just and rapid
tran si tion to a zero-car bon, cli mate-re sil ient econ omy.”

The Jobs Guar an tee 

The dis cus sion of a jobs guar an tee has been largely
based on an April 2018 work ing pa per by Pavlina

R. Tcherneva of the Levy Eco nom ics In sti tute of Bard
Col lege called “The Job Guar an tee: De sign, Jobs, and
Im ple men ta tion” and the re port, “The Fed eral Job
Guar an tee – A Pol icy to Achieve Per ma nent Full Em -
ploy ment” by Mark Paul, Wil liam Darity, Jr., and
Darrick Ham il ton com mis sioned by the Cen ter on Bud -
get and Pol icy Pri or i ties. 

A fed eral jobs guar an tee will pro vide jobs for all
who want them in their own com mu ni ties per form ing
so cially use ful work. It will be es tab lished by fed eral
leg is la tion, funded by the fed eral gov ern ment, and run
un der the ju ris dic tion of the De part ment of La bor. It
will be pri mar ily ad min is tered by lo cal and mu nic i pal
gov ern ments, nonprofits, so cial en ter prises, and co op -
er a tives. In some ways it re sem bles the New Deal’s
Works Prog ress Ad min is tra tion (WPA), but in con trast
it is a per ma nent pro gram, though its size can be ex -
pected to vary de pend ing on eco nomic con di tions and
so cial needs. 

The JG will not ex clude any in di vid ual or group of
peo ple who want to work. It will make what ever spe -
cial pro vi sions are nec es sary to em ploy vet er ans, at-risk 
youth, ex-con victs, peo ple with dis abil i ties, and other
peo ple with spe cial needs and/or bar ri ers to em ploy -
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ment. Like the WPA, it will fit jobs to peo ple, pro vid -
ing em ploy ment that is ap pro pri ate to their ed u ca tion,
skill, and ex pe ri ence. It will pro vide part-time and flex -
i ble work ar range ments for those who need them. 

The jobs pro vided by this pro gram will pay an es ti -
mated $15 per hour plus ben e fits, in clud ing health in -
sur ance. “Be cause it guar an tees that ev ery per son who
wishes to work can find a pub lic-op tion job with a liv -
ing wage-ben e fit pack age,” the JG “es tab lishes the la -
bor stan dard that must be met by all em ploy ers in the
pri vate, pub lic, or non profit sec tors,” en sur ing that “no
work ing per son would live in pov erty.” It will pro vide
ed u ca tion, train ing, and ap pren tice ship op por tu ni ties.

The JG will es tab lish “com mu nity jobs banks”
which find and list avail able and po ten tial jobs in the
com mu ni ties where they are needed. It will cre ate the
great est num ber of jobs in com mu ni ties with the great -
est num ber of peo ple need ing work, and will tar get
those groups that have been de prived of fair ac cess to
good jobs. The JG will as sess com mu nity needs and
re sources to “match un filled com mu nity needs with
un em ployed or un der em ployed peo ple who could
work to meet them.” It will in clude pro grams to pro tect 
and im prove the en vi ron ment.

The JG is a new pro gram that does not re place ex -
ist ing pro grams. Peo ple will have a choice be tween re -
ceiv ing un em ploy ment in sur ance, wel fare ben e fits, or
work ing un der the JG pro gram. JG is an em ploy ment
pro gram, not a workfare pro gram that re quires peo ple
to work in or der to re ceive other ben e fits to which they 
are en ti tled like Medicaid, SNAP, or Head Start. It does 
not dis place ex ist ing pub lic or pri vate sec tor work.

The es ti mated di rect cost of pro vid ing jobs for all is
1.3 per cent to 2.4 per cent of GDP. This is about half of
what we now spend on So cial Se cu rity and half of
what we spend on Medicare and Medicaid. The JG
will greatly re duce un em ploy ment, wel fare, and other
ben e fit pro grams, so its net cost will be some where be -
tween 0.8 per cent and 2 per cent of GPD. That’s not
count ing ad di tional sav ings from re duced un em ploy -
ment, sub stance abuse, health-re lated costs for un in -
sured in di vid u als, and sui cide. 

Tcherneva points out that this pro gram is an in vest -
ment in the pub lic good. It “sep a rates the of fer of em -
ploy ment” from “the prof it abil ity of em ploy ment.”
Pro jects are “cre ated to serve com mu nity needs,” rather 
than “prioritizing whether the pro jects are deemed
‘prof it able’ in the nar row sense.”

Why a Cli mate Jobs Guar an tee?

A cli mate jobs guar an tee pro poses a jobs guar an tee
pro gram that is geared to the tran si tion to a cli -

mate-safe, fos sil-free econ omy. It will ac com plish four
prin ci pal ob jec tives:

1. Jus tice. The JG pro vides a pow er ful weapon
against pov erty, in equal ity, and in jus tice. It will elim i -
nate pov erty among nearly all who want to work by
pro vid ing a liv ing wage and ben e fits to ev ery one who
will take a job. Be cause the pro gram is open to all, it
en sures that those who have been most ex cluded from
re mu ner a tive em ploy ment for what ever rea son are
guar an teed a job with ben e fits at an above-pov erty
level. It there fore has the great est ben e fi cial im pact on
the most marginalized and dis crim i nated-against peo -
ple. By lift ing up those who have been at the bot tom
eco nom i cally it di rectly re duces in equal ity. The pro -
gram is de signed to fur ther re al ize these ob jec tives
through re cruit ment, train ing, and job de sign fo cused
on those who have been ex cluded from good jobs.

The JG, un like many so cial pol i cies that aim to
“raise the bot tom,” will di rectly ben e fit the mil lions of
peo ple who are cur rently out side the workforce. These
peo ple do not show up in un em ploy ment sta tis tics;
they only show up in the shrink ing pro por tion of
Amer i cans who are in the la bor force. These peo ple
have lit tle rea son to hope they can make a liv ing
through a job. The jobs guar an tee will pro vide them
both the op por tu nity and the in cen tive to join the
workforce.

The JG will also pro vide jobs with ben e fits for the
mil lions who are un em ployed or in vol un tarily work ing 
only part time. This will ben e fit not only those who
have been laid off from steady jobs, but the larger
num ber of work ers for whom in ter mit tent in vol un tary
un em ploy ment is the norm.

The JG will drive up the wage floor in the rest of the 
econ omy since work ers who are paid less than $15 an
hour plus ben e fits can shift to the JG pro gram. That
enor mously in creases their bar gain ing power and
means that em ploy ers must pay a com pa ra ble
wage-ben e fit pack age to re tain their workforce. The JG 
is there fore an ef fec tive means to achieve the ob jec tives 
of the Fight for $15. 

The JG will help in crease all work ers’ power by
strength en ing their abil ity to or ga nize and bar gain col -
lec tively. It should be de signed to cre ate a sec tor of the
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econ omy that guar an tees worker protections and stan -
dards, in clud ing work ers’ right to or ga nize, bar gain col -
lec tively through rep re sen ta tives of their own choos ing, 
en gage in con certed ac tion, and re tain their Con sti tu -
tional rights on the job. It will elim i nate the pro ver bial
“long line of job seek ers out side the em ployer’s door”
that un der mines the power of work ers to ef fec tively
bar gain with em ploy ers. 

2. Cli mate pro tec tion and other pub lic pur poses.
The cli mate jobs guar an tee, by draw ing mil lions of
peo ple into the workforce, will pro vide the la bor power 
needed for an emer gency mo bi li za tion to tran si tion to a 
fos sil free, cli mate safe econ omy, as well as to meet a
wide range of other pub lic pur poses. In this it re sem -
bles the home front mo bi li za tion in World War II
through which the war ef fort was able to meet its need
for mil lions of work ers. With out such an in crease in the 
avail able workforce, the cre ation of mil lions of cli mate
jobs will be sty mied through la bor short age lead ing to
un con trolled in fla tion. The CJG will pro vide work ex -
pe ri ence and train ing that will al low its par tic i pants to
move into higher skilled, higher wage jobs in the pri -
vate and pub lic sec tors.

In ad di tion to cli mate pro tec tion, work ers in the JG
pro gram will also be able to pro vide for a wide range
of needs that can help re duce in jus tice and cre ate a
better way of life for all. These range from ed u ca tion to 
hous ing to en vi ron men tal pro tec tion and im prove ment. 
The WPA pro duced schools, parks, post of fices, and
other ame ni ties that we still cel e brate to day. The JG
can do the same. 

3. Coun ter ing eco nomic cy cles. For many ad vo -
cates of a jobs guar an tee, a pri mary pur pose is to coun -
ter the eco nomic cy cles of boom and bust. In times of
re ces sion, the mil lions of peo ple thrown out of work
not only con sti tute a mon strous ac cu mu la tion of in jus -
tice and hu man mis ery; their loss of in come leads to a
de crease in ef fec tive de mand (aka pur chas ing power)
that ag gra vates the down ward spi ral of the econ omy.
The JG au to mat i cally coun ter acts this ten dency by em -
ploy ing a high pro por tion of those who have lost their
jobs, thus main tain ing their in comes and the econ omy’s 
ef fec tive de mand. When the econ omy ex pands, many
work ers will choose to leave the JG for better jobs,
pro vid ing an ex panded workforce for the pri vate and
pub lic sec tors. JG work ers who are needed for cli mate
pro tec tion and other es sen tial ac tiv i ties can then trans -
fer to other sec tors. 

4. Eco nomic de moc ra ti za tion. The JG pro vides a
way to chal lenge our so ci ety’s grow ing de moc racy
def i cits. Ac cord ing to Tcherneva, it can en cour age “cit -
i zen en gage ment, pub lic de ci sion-mak ing, and lo cal in -
sti tu tion build ing,” for ex am ple through lo cal par tic i pa -
tory bud get ing and com mu nity in put about lo cal pro -
jects. 

Be cause the pro gram as pires for cit i zen in put, be -
cause it dras ti cally re duces the threat of un em ploy ment, 
be cause it puts pres sure on pu ni tive la bor prac tices in
the pri vate sec tor, be cause it es tab lishes a la bor stan -
dard for pay and work ing con di tions, and be cause it fo -
cuses ex clu sively on in vest ing in the pub lic good, it can 
be an in sti tu tion with pro found de moc ra tiz ing ten den -
cies, and a con duit for transformative change in the
work place, peo ple’s ev ery day lives, and the econ omy
as a whole.

The JG also pro vides op por tu ni ties for work ers and
com mu ni ties to ex per i ment with al ter na tive, more
dem o cratic forms of en ter prise, such as coops and pub -
lic util i ties. The JG should en cour age such ex per i ments 
and en sure a level play ing field for them.

Mesh ing the Jobs Guar an tee with Cli -
mate Jobs

The jobs guar an tee, like the WPA, is based on hir ing 
peo ple with out re gard to their ex ist ing skills and

then match ing peo ple with avail able jobs. The jobs cre -
ated by cli mate pol icy will not au to mat i cally fit the
work ers in the CJG pro gram. Con versely, the jobs pro -
posed by most cur rent JG pro pos als, while wor thy, will
only in ci den tally in clude jobs that help pro tect the cli -
mate. How can a cli mate jobs guar an tee con trib ute to a
Green New Deal—a mas sive, rapid tran si tion to cli -
mate safety that at the same time pro vides a mas sive,
rapid re duc tion of pov erty and eco nomic
marginalization?

This prob lem arises in part be cause the workforce
has ef fec tively been di vided into a low-wage, low-job
qual ity sec tor in which peo ple of color, women, youth,
and other disfavored groups have been con cen trated,
and a higher-wage, more se cure sec tor which dis pro -
por tion ately in cludes white men. Those in the higher
sec tor have a far greater op por tu nity to ac quire skills,
ap pren tice ship, un ion mem ber ship, con nec tions, ed u ca -
tion, and op por tu ni ties to move up ward. Those in the
lower sec tor are dis pro por tion ately ex cluded from all
these.
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Many of the mil lions of jobs re quired 
to pro tect the cli mate will be in fra struc -
ture jobs that gen er ally re quire skills ac -
quired through ap pren tice ship, ed u ca -
tion, ad vanced train ing, and op por tu nity
to work in fa vored jobs and in dus tries.
But as Tcherneva notes, in fra struc ture
alone is not a par tic u larly ef fec tive
means of en sur ing full em ploy ment,
given that many in fra struc ture jobs re -
quire higher skill lev els and are of ten
male dom i nated. A JG pro gram must
cre ate op por tu ni ties for those who are
less skilled or for whom in tense man ual
la bor is not suit able.

For tu nately, the tran si tion to a cli mate 
safe, fos sil free econ omy will en tail mil -
lions of jobs that do not re quire a high
skill level and are not lim ited by gen der.
The re port, “Green New Deal” by Data
for Prog ress, de tails a wide ar ray of cli mate-pro tect ing
jobs that would be ap pro pri ate to the JG workforce.
Jobs re quir ing min i mal ex pe ri ence or on-the-job train -
ing in clude weatherization and en ergy ef fi ciency im -
prove ments, waste re moval and re cy cling, tree-plant -
ing, and wet land res to ra tion. Jobs re quir ing some ex pe -
ri ence, ed u ca tion, or cer tif i ca tion in clude en ergy au dit -
ing, build ing elec tri fi ca tion, so lar, wind, and geo ther -
mal in stal la tion, and mass tran sit elec tri fi ca tion. 

Five pol i cies are re quired to make cli mate jobs pro -
grams mesh with the CJG:

• 1. Pri or ity in cli mate pro grams to jobs cov ered un der the 
CJG.

• 2. Train ing within the CJG to help work ers move from
“min i mum ex pe ri ence” to “some ex pe ri ence” jobs. An
ex am ple would be train ing weatherization work ers to
per form more so phis ti cated “deep ef fi ciency” retro fits.
Pro grams like Oak land’s Green Jobs for All and Em er -
ald Cit ies can pro vide con sid er able ex pe ri ence with such 
workforce de vel op ment. 

• 3. Ap pren tice ship and job train ing to equip CJG work ers 
to move into per ma nent cli mate jobs in the pub lic and
pri vate sec tors. This may re quire tai lor ing and greatly
ex pand ing ap pren tice ship pro grams with pref er ence for
CJG can di dates.

• 4. Pref er ence for hir ing CJG work ers in pub licly funded
cli mate pro grams. 

• 5. Means to trans fer CJG work units to the pub lic and
pri vate sec tors. This could in clude, for ex am ple, turn ing
CJG pro jects into mu nic i pal agen cies and/or al low ing
them to be come sub con trac tors to the pri vate or gov ern -
ment sec tors. 

These policies would build the CJG into the core of
climate protection programs. At the same time they
would shape the CJG to maximize its contribution to
climate protection.

It is hard to envision a CJG being implemented by
legislation alone without a context of popular demand
for change. And without mass popular mobilization it
is difficult to imagine a CJG surviving the probable
onslaught of those who have rolled back other full
employment programs in the past. But it is hard to
envision a better program around which to promote
such a popular mobilization. The climate crisis
confronts us with a critical need that may help lift the
idea of jobs for all from an idle speculation to a realistic 
possibility, indeed, a ne ces sity. Z

Jeremy Brecher is the au thor of 15 books on la bor and so cial
move ments in clud ing the la bor his tory clas sic Strike!. He is re -
search and pol icy di rec tor of the La bor Net work for
Sustainability. His most re cent book, Cli mate Sol i dar ity: Work -
ers vs. Warm ing, is avail able for free down load.

For a lon ger, foot noted ver sion of this piece go to La bor Net -
work for Sustainability, the pub li ca tion of or i gin for this ar ti cle.
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South Af rica Searches for a 
Fi nan cial Para chute

By Pat rick Bond

A
 re cent hush-hush visit by In ter na tional Mon e -
tary Fund (IMF) Man ag ing Di rec tor Chris tine
Lagarde to Pre to ria (be tween stops in Ghana

and An gola) is mys te ri ous. In con trast with the IMF
press brief ing claim—“Ma dame Lagarde will hold
meet ings with the au thor i ties, as well as fairly ex ten -
sive meet ings with the pri vate sec tor, civil so ci ety, ac -

a de mia, women lead ers, and of course the me -
dia”—there’s a com plete in for ma tion void here, with
no pub lic events sched uled.

An open, frank pub lic dis cus sion about the IMF’s
re gret ta ble his tory and cur rent agenda is sorely
needed, in a con text where a few hon est pol i ti cians
and of fi cials are be lat edly strug gling to re verse what
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is termed “state cap ture” and re turn sto len funds to
the tax payer. Un do ing a de cade of loot ing by for mer
Pres i dent Ja cob Zuma and the Gupta em pire (three
im mi grant broth ers plus hun dreds of hang ers-on) is
no small task. 

Hence it is per haps with dis com fort that Lagarde
will meet one of the main post-Zuma/Gupta lead ers,
Fi nance Min is ter Tito Mboweni, who twice (in 2013
and 2016) tweeted about Lagarde’s own cor rup tion
trial in France. She was found guilty of “neg li gence”
for gifting $430 mil lion to a ty coon—Adidas founder 
Ber nard Tapie—who do nated to her Con ser va tive
Party when she was fi nance min is ter (in 2017 he was 
forced to pay back the French state).

Ret ri bu tion for cor rup tion is in deed in the Pre to ria 
air. Two months ago, Mboweni re placed Nhlanhla
Nene, who re signed in dis grace over ly ing about his
se cret Gupta meet ings. But is Mboweni him self ar -
rang ing a se cret bail out deal, as hap pened in De cem -
ber 1993 when the IMF granted an in fa mous $850
mil lion loan—a “Faust ian Pact” (ac cord ing to for mer 
Min is ter of In tel li gence Ronnie Kasrils) re plete with
Wash ing ton Con sen sus prom ises—to out go ing pres i -
dent FW de Klerk, so as to “in still global fi nan cial
con fi dence” in the in com ing Mandela gov ern ment?

Af ter 5 “junk” de nun ci a tions of South Af rica by
the 3 most pow er ful (al beit sus pect) credit rat ings
agen cies over the past 18 months, Pres i dent Cyril
Ramaphosa has tried hard to re store their trust. How -
ever, with the gi ant en ergy parastatal agency Eskom
now try ing to dump an other $7 bil lion in debt onto a
se verely-stressed na tional Trea sury, does Ramaphosa 
need a fi nan cial back-stop from the Bretton Woods
In sti tu tions? 

In deed, more to the point, is Eskom’s for eign debt
again cre at ing havoc, as hap pened in Jan u ary with a
“pend ing let ter of de fault from the World Bank” that
“could trig ger a re call on Eskom’s $25 bil lion debt
moun tain,” as Carol Paton re ported in Busi ness Day? 
(Ramaphosa’s ur gent meet ing with Bank of fi cials in
Davos the next day was ap par ently tem po rarily
sooth ing.) 

Lagarde’s opaque visit con trasts with World Bank
Pres i dent Jim Yong Kim’s high-pro file trip ear lier,
amidst a blaze of Global Cit i zen anti-pov erty pop u -
lism to 90,000 youth at a So weto sta dium: “I'm tell -

ing you, you can't trust any one over 30 to de ter mine
your fu ture!” 

Kim also met Ramaphosa to dis cuss, he tweeted,
ur ban plan ning and san i ta tion (nei ther of which
would need U.S.-de nom i nated Bank loans). He also
lec tured at the Wits Uni ver sity School of Gov er -
nance about hu man cap i tal in vest ment, at one point
jo vially crit i ciz ing an other ex-lefty, his host, Vice
Chan cel lor Adam Habib, for be ing a “stu dent of
Trotsky.”

Are loans to South Af rica from the IMF and World
Bank re ally needed? On the one hand, their lead ers 

are here in the wake of July’s Brazil-Rus sia-In -
dia-China-SA Jo han nes burg sum mit, which again
raised hopes for the BRICS bloc’s in ter na tional fi nan -
cial gov er nance re form agenda. 

For ex am ple, not with stand ing an gry pro tests by
en vi ron men tal jus tice ac tiv ists at its Af rica Re gional
Cen tre of fice, the BRICS New De vel op ment Bank
(NDB) quickly an nounced loans to three lo cal
parastatal agen cies. One of these, Eskom’s $180 mil -
lion, had been “in abey ance” since 2016 due to
then-CEO Brian Molefe’s sec ond thoughts: he op -
posed the loan’s link age of pri vat ized re new able en -
ergy to Eskom’s grid (in stead, Molefe wanted to take 
on more nu clear debt, which Mboweni—then an
NDB di rec tor—had pub licly en dorsed in 2015, while 
in Rus sia at that year’s BRICS sum mit). 

The other cred its went to Transnet’s Siyabonga
Gama (fired for Gupta-re lated cor rup tion a few
weeks later) for $200 mil lion to ex pand the Durban
port-pet ro chem i cal com plex—a pro ject now frozen
due to bra zen pro cure ment fraud in volv ing a no to ri -
ous Ital ian firm (un re lated to the Guptas)—and the
De vel op ment Bank of South ern Af rica for on-lend -
ing $300 mil lion to mu nic i pal i ties (as sum ing there
are any credit worthy ones left, able to pay suf fi -
ciently high in ter est rates to jus tify a hard-cur rency
loan for lo cal in fra struc ture).

Ex plained Earthlife Af rica pro tester Makoma
Lekalakala, co-win ner of the 2018 Goldman En vi -
ron men tal Prize as Af rica’s lead ing ac tiv ist this year,
“Both Eskom and Transnet are un der scru tiny for
cor rup tion and mis man age ment. No due dil i gence
was done on the Transnet loan. If this is how the
[BRICS] bank op er ates, we have to brace our selves
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for ac cel er ated en vi ron men tal deg ra da tion for the
pur suit of profit.”

But the Bretton Woods In sti tu tions are no better,
and just over a year ago, Ramaphosa of fered a scath -
ing cri tique of Wash ing ton’s bias: “We should not go 
to the IMF be cause once we do we are on a down -
ward path, we will be sac ri fic ing our in de pend ence
in terms of gov ern ing our coun try and sac ri fic ing our 
sov er eignty.” He cited the risk of im posed “cuts in
so cial spend ing” what with an tic i pated IMF or ders to 
Eskom “to do away with free elec tric ity quo tas for
the poor and in di gent.” 

Ramaphosa re peat edly de nies that the Bretton
Woods In sti tu tions will bail out South Af rica: “IMF,
no, we’re not look ing at the IMF. The New De vel op -
ment Bank has a fa cil ity that could be made avail able 
to us. And we are ex plor ing that as well. And we
want to do it in a way that does not re quire a sov er -
eign guar an tee.” Ac tu ally, Ramaphosa prob a bly did -
n’t mean the BRICS NDB, which makes pro ject-spe -
cific loans, but in stead its $100 bil lion Con tin gent
Re serve Ar range ment (CRA), which of fers a $3 bil -
lion credit line for South Af rica to im me di ately draw
upon, in the event of a bal ance-of-pay ments emer -
gency def i cit.

On the other hand, the BRICS look much less co -
her ent to day than in July, be cause Brazil’s new

leader, Jair Bolsonaro, could drop out of the bloc and, at 
min i mum, will more firmly hitch his re gime to Don ald
Trump’s. Yet in spite of oft-ex pressed Sinophobia,
Bolsonaro has just grudg ingly agreed to con tinue the
ro ta tion of BRICS heads-of-state sum mit host ing (al -
though this is likely only to oc cur in Bra si lia next No -
vem ber). There will be much Trump-style geopolitical,
eco nomic and es pe cially en vi ron men tal chaos start ing
on Jan u ary 1 when he be comes pres i dent, such as pav -
ing over the Am a zon. 

But com pared to No vem ber, fewer in sid ers I talked
to on a visit ear lier this month (in clud ing for mer For -
eign Min is ter Celso Amorim) fear that Bolsonaro will
re duce the bloc to RICS through a “Braxit,” the way he 
just did to the UN Frame work Con ven tion on Cli mate
Change sum mit. (His pre de ces sor Michel Temer had
agreed to host it in Brazil late next year, but Chile will
now take over.)

The oft-stated con trast be tween the agen das of
BRICS and Wash ing ton, as ar tic u lated by Zuma’s

scribe Gayton Mckenzie, for in stance, was in any
case mainly myth. From 2014, Lagarde has en joyed
the power to co-fi nance the more des per ate of
BRICS bor row ers (not just SA, but also Brazil and
Rus sia suf fer junk sta tus), be cause the CRA’s Ar ti -
cles of Agree ment stip u late that if Pre to ria (or any
other bor rower) wants the next $7 bil lion in BRICS
fund ing within its $10 bil lion CRA quota range, it
must first get an IMF struc tural ad just ment pro gram.

If Pre to ria needs fi nanc ing to re pay in creas ingly
oner ous for eign debt tranch es in 2019, could this
frac tured so ci ety with stand IMF aus ter ity, given
what Busi ness Day al ready termed 2018’s “sav age
fis cal con sol i da tion”? Rad i cally-re duced fund ing for
ba sic in fra struc ture left even a con firmed neoliberal,
Jo han nes burg Mayor Herman Mashaba, cry ing foul
on Trea sury’s 65 per cent bud get cut to the city’s
hous ing pro gram.

At the global scale, the BRICS fi nan cial in sti tu -
tions are not up to the mas sive bail out re quire ments
nec es sary if fi nan cial melt downs sim i lar to 1998 and
2008 re ap pear in com ing weeks, for in stance due to
Brit ain’s an tic i pated “hard crash” from the Eu ro pean
Un ion on March 29. In even the re cent weeks’ rel a -
tively mild eco nomic tur moil, South Af rica’s cur -
rency was the world’s most vol a tile (out of the 31
most traded). The Rand con tin ues to zig zag in part
be cause of then Fi nance Min is ter Malusi Gigaba’s
Feb ru ary 2018 re lax ation of ex change con trols on
$43 bil lion worth of lo cal in sti tu tional in ves tor fund -
ing that can now de part South Af rica. (That puts into
con text the oft-re marked $7 bil lion exit threat from
Citibank’s World Gov ern ment Bond In dex once
Moody’s fi nally drops the junk axe on the do mes -
tic-de nom i nated se cu ri ties rat ing.) 

How ever, while we con tinue to pay close to a 9
per cent hard-cur rency in ter est rate on 10-year state
bonds (even higher than does Ven e zuela), there will
be will ing buy ers—un til the next world fi nan cial
melt ratch ets rates even higher. And in spite of
BRICS bab ble about IMF re form so as to lessen the
load of bor rower conditionalities, there have been no
changes in eco nomic phi los o phy un der Lagarde.
Worse, Af rica lost sub stan tial vot ing power in the
last quota re struc tur ing, in 2015, in clud ing Ni ge ria
by 41 per cent and South Af rica by 21 per cent. The
main coun tries that raised their re spec tive IMF
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shares were China (35 per cent), Brazil (23 per cent),
In dia (11 per cent) and Rus sia (8 per cent).

An al ter na tive strat egy: re pu di a tion
of cor rupt bank ers

IMF re form that leaves most Af ri cans with less voice
is better con sid ered de form, Ramaphosa him self

seemed to con cede in a speech to the United Na tions in
Sep tem ber, com plain ing that the IMF and other mul ti -
lat eral in sti tu tions still “need to be re shaped and en -
hanced so that they may more ef fec tively meet the chal -
lenges of the con tem po rary world and better serve the
in ter ests of the poor and marginalized.” 

Be cause their in ter ests are not served by ei ther
Wash ing ton’s or the NDB’s lend ing to cor rupt
parastatal elites, the “poor and marginalized” need
an other strat egy. Just as in the days of the Ju bi lee
2000 debt-re pu di a tion move ment, which was led in
South Af rica two de cades ago by the late poet Den -
nis Brutus and An gli can Arch bishop Njongonkulu
Ndungane, it’s over due we talk about, and in deed au -
dit, South Af rica’s for eign debt. In clud ing parastatal
and pri vate bor row ers (for whom the state en sures
hard cur rency is avail able for re pay ment), for eign
debt stood at $171 bil lion as of mid-year (up from
$25 bil lion in 1994). That fig ure, the SA Re serve
Bank an nounced last week, is down nearly 8 per cent
from March 2018’s $183 bil lion, but only as a re sult
of “non-res i dents’ net sales of do mes tic rand-de nom -
i nated gov ern ment bonds as well as val u a tion ef -
fects.” 

The main for eign debt ors re main Eskom and
Transnet. They have con tracted, over the past eight
years, South Af rica’s three larg est-ever loans: 

• in 2010, $3.75 bil lion from the World Bank, mainly for
the Medupi coal-fired power plant (a deal for which
Eskom chair per son Valli Moosa was crit i cized by the
pub lic pro tec tor for “im proper” con flict of in ter ests
since he sat on the ANC Fi nance Com mit tee, dur ing the
no to ri ous Hitachi cor rup tion of the rul ing party); 

• in 2013, $5 bil lion from the China De vel op ment Bank,
mainly for Transnet’s pur chase of im ported in fra struc -
ture in puts, es pe cially for cor rupt port-pet ro chem i cal ex -
pan sion in Durban and a coal ex port rail line to Rich ards 
Bay (hun dreds of mil lions of dol lars were il lic itly di -
rected via China South Rail to the Gupta em pire, as well
as loan “suc cess fees” from the Chi nese loan); and 

• in 2016, $5 bil lion again from the China De vel op ment
Bank, mainly for Eskom’s other coal-fired mega-gen er a -

tor, Kusile, ini tially ar ranged by Molefe and re newed at
the BRICS Sandton sum mit last July.

None of these loans can be jus ti fied, es pe cially on
eco log i cal grounds—since they all rap idly in crease
the cli mate debt we South Af ri cans owe both fu ture
gen er a tions and, more ur gently, con tem po rary Af ri -
can vic tims of wors en ing droughts and floods. More -
over, with state pro cure ment cor rup tion cost ing in
the range of 35-40 per cent per con tract, ac cord ing to
the lead Trea sury of fi cial in 2016, there is a strong
case for a full debt au dit, fol lowed by the de mand
that the World Bank, China De vel op ment Bank,
BRICS Bank and other lenders also assume liability. 

Af ter all, the Hitachi deal with the ANC’s in vest -
ment wing Chan cel lor House led the U.S. gov ern -
ment to fine the Jap a nese firm nearly $20 mil lion in
2015—for For eign Cor rupt Prac tices Act vi o la tions
at Eskom—and hence when Pub lic En ter prises Min -
is ter Pravin Gordhan (re spon si ble for bor row ing the
$3.75 bil lion in 2010) last week blamed Hitachi in -
com pe tence for re cent load-shed ding, that alone
should in voke World Bank debt re pu di a tion.

Jim Kim should not only have ad dressed this larg -
est—and per haps worst—loan in his in sti tu tion’s his -
tory. The Bank’s port fo lio also in cludes the larg est
share in the no to ri ous CPS-Net1 “fi nan cial in clu -
sion” strat egy to rip off mil lions of poor South Af ri -
cans, and a $150 mil lion debt+eq uity stake in
Lonmin which un til just be fore the 2012 Marikana
mas sa cre (not long af ter Kim be came pres i dent) the
Bank was cel e brat ing as a best-case for cor po rate so -
cial re spon si bil ity.

Add to all this the new threat of Faust ian Pact 2.0
from the eth i cally-chal lenged Lagarde. The need for
a new Ju bi lee move ment is ob vi ous. All ex ist ing
anti-cor rup tion ini tia tives should be pur sued forth -
with, but our ever lower ex pec ta tions mean that a
gen u ine “Ramaphoria”—which if se ri ous would in -
clude re pu di a tion of the Gupta and ANC fraudsters’
fi nan cial fa cil i ta tors, such as the World Bank, China
De vel op ment Bank and BRICS Bank—is sim ply a
fan tasy. In stead, the meme best de scrib ing our cur -
rent state of gov er nance is, in deed, Ramazupta. Z

Pat rick Bond is a pro fes sor of po lit i cal econ omy at the Wits
School of Gov er nance.
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Liv ing it
Large—Life on Ben -
e fits

By Bridget Meehan 

It’s a fact. Peo ple liv ing on ben e -
fits are hav ing the time of their

lives—and at the ex pense of the
pub lic purse, too. These lazy skivers 
are scroung ing so much state money 
that they don’t need to work. They
lum ber around all day ev ery day,
eat ing take aways, drink ing beer and
watch ing their flat screen TVs while 
their count less kids do noth ing but
play on their top-of-the range gam -
ing con soles and smart phones.

The only time they’re put out is
when they have to sign on at the
Jobs and Ben e fits of fice, which
they al ways drive to in their
BMWs—in case you did n’t know
it, the BMW is the car of choice
for peo ple sign ing on.

Who needs to work when you
can get more on ben e fits than the
hon est-to-good ness striv ers who
are out there work ing hard and
pay ing their own way? But let’s
break it down. Just how good is
life on ben e fits?

Well, let’s take a typ i cal skiver,
a sin gle per son, over 25, claim ing
Jobseekers Al low ance and Hous -
ing Ben e fit. That Jobseeker gets a
hand some sum of £7,602.40 per
year, or £146.20 per week no less.
Of course, about £73.10 goes
straight to the jobseeker’s land -
lord. In re al ity, our Jobseeker lives 
off £73.10 a week mi nus an other
£10 or £20 which goes to the land -
lord be cause hous ing ben e fit does -
n’t foot the full rent. So, what
we’re look ing at here is a hefty an -

nual in come of be tween £2,761.20 
and £3,281.20. But there are big -
ger re wards to be had from the
ben e fits sys tem.

What about the skivers who are
mak ing a kill ing by hav ing kids?
What about a lone par ent; over 25; 
with a child un der 5; and pri vate
rent ing? Well, ev ery week they get 
In come Sup port of £73.10, Child
Tax Cred its of £63.94, Child Ben -
e fit of £20.70 and Hous ing Ben e fit 
of around £89.53. Leav ing out the
Hous ing Ben e fit, since that goes to 
the land lord, they get a weekly
sum of £157.74—al though that’s

be fore pay ing out the £10 or £20
top-up for the rent—that gives a
grand to tal of £8,202.48 per year.

A per son could have a great
time on that amount of money. But 
it does n’t end there. Some peo ple
get even more.

Say there’s a fam ily made up of 
an un em ployed cou ple; rent ing;
with five chil dren, two of whom
have se vere dis abil i ties and are re -
ceiv ing high rates of Dis abil ity
Liv ing Al low ance; and one par ent
re ceiv ing carer’s al low ance. Or it
might be a cou ple; rent ing; with
five chil dren; both par ents and one 
child all with a dis abil ity; one

child and one par ent both re ceiv -
ing high rates of Dis abil ity Liv ing
Al low ance; the other par ent re -
ceiv ing mid-rate of Dis abil ity Liv -
ing Al low ance. Those lucky fam i -
lies could be in re ceipt of ben e fits
around £50,000.

Granted, these higher ben e fits
are paid to cover ex tra ex penses
re sult ing from their dis abil i ties,
mak ing them nec es sary to keep
the fam ily out of se vere pov erty
and al low them to live life with
some dig nity. But still, they must
be hav ing a ball on £50,000, right?

Now, let’s re turn to our av er age
jobseeker. How does their in come
com pare against the high est in -
comes, the in comes of say, a top
foot baller or the CEO of a bank or
a big cor po ra tion? Well, a top
foot baller can earn up to £160,000
per week; the CEO of a big cor po -
ra tion can earn about £150,000 per 
week (that’s about 130 times more 
than the low est paid em ployee);
the CEO of a bank earns a mere
£60,000 per week on av er age.

Okay, sal a ries like that are
some what more than £73.10 a
week but those big earn ers are so
tal ented, so uniquely skilled, so
hard work ing, so valu able to so ci -
ety in the ser vices they of fer, that
they surely de serve the in come
they get. A so ci ety that al lows
many, many peo ple to live on less
than £100 per week while a priv i -
leged few get by on over £100,000 
is surely a great place to live.

It has to be the reason why
people on benefits are living it
large. I just wish I didn’t have a
job and could claim benefits too.
Don’t you? Z

A so ci ety that al -
lows many, many 
peo ple to live on
less than £100
per week while a 
priv i leged few
get by on over
£100,000 is
surely a great
place to live
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