


Z Magazine still needs your 
help. Thank you to everyone 

who has donated, subscribed and 
renewed so far. In order to con-
tinue to send a print version, we 
will still need to raise more funds. 
Please give what you can.

Some of you have visited our 
improved database at simplecirc.
com, but we still need subscribers 
to log in to their account and put 
in their emails. If we have your 
emails, we can notify you when 
each new issue is online. I have 
recently uploaded the first mini 
issue on the elections. I will try to 
put up more mini issues on current 
topics. If you haven’t seen it yet 
you can view it at your account. 
If you have an idea for a topic, 
please let me know. You can also 
email eric.sargent@zmag.org 
and I will put in your email for 
you and send you a personal link 
that will take you directly to your 
account.

The March 2020 issue has a 
bigger font size, color photos, and 
is a little bit longer. Please let me 
know if you like or don’t like any 
of these changes.

The information to access the 
new database can be found on 
your February 2020 mailing la-
bel. You will need your subscriber 
number and zip code (see graph-
ic) to access your subscriber in-
formation. 

Once you have the information 
on your mailing label, please go 
to zcomm.org/zmag. Make sure 
you are on the Z Magazine page. 

There will be links to renew 
and donate. These links will take 
you to our new database at simp-
lecirc.com. You will no longer be 
at the Zcomm website. This new 

site is secure. If you select renew, 
you will log in using your account 
number and zip code (see graph-
ic). You will be able to renew, 
give a gift and donate. The donate 
button will take you directly to a 
donation page. You will not have 
to log in. You can also donate by 
check. Checks can be sent to:

Z Magazine
47 Barrows st 

Dedham, MA 02026
Please update your account with 

an email address so we can notify 
you when each issue is ready. If 
you do not have an email address, 
you can still read and download 
your PDF. 

If you have any suggestions or 
comments or need help accessing 

your account please email and let 
me know. I will try to get back to 
everyone who emails. If you have 
any questions, email eric.sar-
gent@zmag.org.  

You can also type in these links 
to go directly to the site to renew, 
give a donation, give a gift sub-
scription or sign up as a new sub-

scriber.

If you are already a subscrib-
er this is a direct log in to your 
Subscriber Account:

https://simplecirc.com/sub-
scriber_login/z-magazine

If you would like to Donate: 
https://simplecirc.com/sub-

scribe/z-magazine-donations

If you want to become a New 
Subscriber:

https://simplecirc.com/sub-
scribe/z-magazine
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The Richest and 
the Rest of Us

By H. Patricia Hynes

Why, in the richest of 
countries, the U.S., are 

40 million people (or 1 in 8) 
on food stamps?  

Nearly 25 percent of home-
less people are working. Why 
are working people living out 
of their cars, under bridges 
and in parks?

Why do we have an epi-
demic of “deaths of despair” 
by suicide, alcohol and drugs?

The United States has the 
lowest life expectancy—a 
snapshot of a country’s over-
all health—of comparable 
well-to-do countries, lower 

than Canada’s by 4 years and 
lower than that of our low-in-
come, socialist neighbor, 
Cuba. Why?

Why, despite our touted 
economic expansion under 
Trump, do 40-50 percent of 
Americans not have $400 
readily available for emer-
gencies?

And, in a country of billion-
aires, why are 1 in 5 children 
living in poverty?

The average number of 
years U.S. people live has 
been dropping since 2014, 
due in large part to the in-
crease in suicides and drug 
and alcohol overdoses among 
midlife adults, across all ra-
cial groups. Parallel with this 
tragic trend is growing in-
come inequality, the gap in 
income and wealth between 
the richest people and the rest 
of us. By September 2019, 
this gap had reached its high-
est level since the Great De-
pression. 

One factor in this growing 
inequality gap is the 2017 
Trump-Republican Tax Cut.
Despite the speechifying that 
the 2017 tax cut would in-
crease jobs, raise salaries, and 
give every working house-
hold a cut in their taxes, the 
richest 1 percent have come 
out the winner. In 2020, they 
will enjoy an average tax cut 
of $50,000 while the bottom 
80 percent will average $645. 
Thanks to tax cuts for corpo-
rations, 91 profitable corpora-
tions, including Amazon and 
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“The 500 richest people in the world…
gained a combined $1.2 trillion in 
wealth in 2019, further exacerbating 
inequities that have not been seen 
since the late 1920s…Eight of the 10 
richest people in the world are from 
the U.S.”   — Bloomberg, 12/27/2019

One factor in this growing inequality gap is the 2017 
Trump-Republican Tax Cut
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General Motors, paid no cor-
porate income taxes in 2018. 
Despite the promise that 
the tax cut would increase 
working families’ salaries 
by $4,000 to $9,000, median 
family income grew only by 
$514 in 2018, the year after 
the law went into effect. 

The United States ranks 
highest in income inequality 
of all wealthy countries.  Cor-
respondingly we rank highest 
in ill health and social prob-
lems, compared with other 
rich, developed countries. 
And, conversely, the Scandi-
navian countries and Japan, 
where income and wealth 
are more fairly distributed, 
fare best in health and social 
well-being. 

Why have young students 

and adults across the United 
States reported dramatic in-
creases in anxiety in surveys 
from the 1950s through the 
1990s? Mental disorders as-
sociated with anxiety parallel 
this trend of increasing in-
come inequality between the 
rich and the rest, as does the 
number of people disabled by 
mental disorders who qualify 
for Social Security Disability 
Insurance.  

Studies link these trends in 
anxiety and resulting mental 
disability to the finding that 
community life is weaker in 
societies with larger income 
gaps between the rich and the 
rest. Not surprisingly, com-
munity life, measured by in-
volvement in local groups, 
voluntary organizations and 

civic associations—often 
called social cohesion—is 
more robust in more equal 
societies. This, in turn, feeds 
social trust and helps explain 
why rates of homicide are 
consistently lower in more 
equal societies.

Greater income differences 
make class differences—be-
tween the poor, the working 
class, the shrinking middle 
class and the wealthy—more 
stark and more powerfully 
felt by those less well off. 
Material wealth, which is 
conspicuously on display in 
more unequal societies, in-
creasingly replaces an inner 
sense of well being as the 
measure of one’s value.

So what to do? Here are 
a handful of solutions: in-
crease cooperative and em-
ployee-owned companies; 
place employees on compa-
ny boards; rebuild the union 
movement; reduce the ratio 
of CEO pay to the average of 
worker pay, and support the 
Fight for $15 campaign. All of 
these proposed initiatives are 
reinforced by studies show-
ing that they increase worker 
productivity, satisfaction, and 
innovation as well as provide 
fairer wages in more equal 
work places. The Fight for 
$15, a national campaign for 
$15 per hour minimum wage, 
is especially vital, given that 
nearly two-thirds of the min-
imum wage workers in the 
United States are women, a 
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The United States ranks highest in income inequality of all 
wealthy countries
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wage that consigns them and 
their children to poverty.

We all have a stake in this 
issue of our country’s extreme 
wealth gap. Reducing it will 
rescue the working poor and 
the shrinking middle class 
and promote economic equal-
ity for women and people of 
color.                                    Z

Pat Hynes, a retired Pro-
fessor of Environmental 
Health, directs the Trap-
rock Center for peace and 
Justice:  https://traprock.
org.

Pipeline or a Pipe-
dream: Israel, Tur-
key Hydrocarbon 
Conflict is Brew-
ing in the Mediter-
ranean

 
By Ramzy Baroud

 

Massive natural gas dis-
coveries off the eastern 

coast of Israel and Palestine 
is slated to make Tel Aviv a 
regional energy hub. Whether 
Israel will be able to trans-
late positive indicators of the 
largely untapped gas reserves 
into actual economic and stra-
tegic wealth is yet to be seen.

What is certain, however, 
is that the Middle East is al-
ready in the throes of a major 
geostrategic war, which has 

the potential of becoming an 
actual military confrontation. 

 Unsurprisingly, Israel is at 
the heart of this growing con-
flict. 

“Last week, we started 
to stream gas to Egypt. We 
turned Israel into an energy 
superpower,” Israeli Prime 
Minister, Benjamin Netanya-
hu, bragged during a cabinet 
meeting on January 19. 

Netanyahu’s self-congrat-
ulatory remarks came on the 
heels of some exciting finan-
cial news for the embattled 
Prime Minister, as both Jor-
dan and Egypt are now Tel 
Aviv’s clients, receiving bil-
lions of cubic meters of Israe-
li gas.

For Netanyahu, pumping 
Israeli gas to two neighbor-
ing Arab countries constitutes 
more than just economic and 

political advantages—it is a 
huge personal boost. The Is-
raeli leader is trying to con-
vince the public to vote for 
him in yet another gener-
al election in March, while 
pleading to Israel’s political 
elite to give him immuni-
ty so that he can stay out of 
prison for various corruption 
charges.

For years, Israel has been 
exploiting the discovery of 
massive deposits of natu-
ral gas from the Leviathan 
and Tamar fields—located 
nearly 125 kilometers and 
80 kilometers west of Haifa 
respectively—to reconstruct 
regional alliances and to re-
define its geopolitical cen-
trality to Europe. 

The Israeli strategy, howev-
er, has already created poten-
tials for conflict in an already 
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A Turkish Coast Guard ship sails near Istanbul. Disputes over Medi-
terranean oil and gas exploration have put Turkey into conflict with 

its neighbors
Photo by Hayden Stirling/Shutterstock.com
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unstable region, expanding 
the power play to include Cy-
prus, Greece, France, Italy, 
and Libya, as well as Egypt, 
Turkey, Lebanon, and Russia.

On January 2, Netanya-
hu was in Athens signing a 
gas pipeline deal, alongside 
Greek Prime Minister, Kyria-
ko Mitotakis, and Cyprus 
President, Nicos Anastasia-
des. 

The EastMed pipeline is 
projected to travel from Isra-
el to Cyprus, to Greece and, 
ultimately, to Italy, thus trans-
porting eastern Mediterra-
nean gas directly to the heart 
of Europe.

A few years ago, this sce-
nario seemed unthinkable, as 
Israel has, in fact, imported 
much of its natural gas from 
neighboring Egypt. 

Israel’s Tamar field partly 
rectified Israel’s reliance on 
imported gas when it began 
production in 2003. Shortly 
after, Israel struck gas again, 
this time with far greater po-
tential, in the massive Levia-
than field. On December 31, 
2019, Leviathan began pump-
ing gas for the first time.

Leviathan is located in the 
Mediterranean Sea’s Levan-
tine Basin, a region that is 
rich with hydrocarbons. 

“Leviathan is estimated to 
hold over 21 trillion cubic 
feet of natural gas—enough 
to fill Israeli power-gener-
ation needs for the next 40 

years, while still leaving an 
ample supply for export,” 
wrote Frank Musmar in the 
BESA Center for Strategic 
Studies.

Egypt’s share of Israeli 
gas—85 billion cubic meters 
(bcm), with an estimated cost 
of $19.5 billion—is acquired 
through the private Egyp-
tian entity Dolphinus Hold-
ings. The Jordanian deal was 
signed between the country’s 
national electricity company 
NEPCO, and an American 
firm, Noble Energy, which 
owns a 45 percent stake in the 
Israeli project.

Jordanians have been pro-
testing Israel’s gas deal en-
masse, as they view econom-
ic cooperation between their 
country and Israel as an act of 
normalization, especially as 
Tel Aviv continues to occupy 

and oppress Palestinians.
The echoes of the popu-

lar protests have reached the 
Jordanian parliament which, 
on January 19, unanimous-
ly voted in favor of a law to 
ban gas imports from Israel. 
Israel is diversifying beyond 
exerting regional econom-
ic dominance to becoming a 
big player on the internation-
al geopolitical stage as well. 
The EastMed pipeline proj-
ect, estimated at €6 billion, is 
expected to cover 10 percent 
of Europe’s overall need for 
natural gas. This is where 
things get even more interest-
ing.

Turkey believes that the 
deal, which involves its own 
regional rivals, Cyprus and 
Greece, is designed specif-
ically to marginalize it eco-
nomically by excluding it 
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 Russian President Vladimir Putin and President of Turkey 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan. If the EastMed pipeline becomes a 

reality, Turkey and Russia will stand to lose the most
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from the Mediterranean’s hy-
drocarbon boom.

Ankara is already a massive 
energy hub, being the host of 
TurkStream, which feeds Eu-
rope, with approximately 40 
percent of its needs of natural 
gas coming from Russia. This 
fact has provided both Mos-
cow and Ankara not only with 
more than economic advan-
tages but geostrategic lever-
age as well. If the EastMed 
pipeline becomes a reality, 
Turkey and Russia will stand 
to lose the most.

In a series of successive, 
and surprising moves, Turkey 
retaliated by signing a mari-
time border deal with Libya’s 
internationally recognized 
Government of National Ac-
cord (GNA), and by commit-
ting to send military support 
to help Tripoli in its fight 
against forces loyal to Gener-
al Khalifa Haftar. 

“Turkey will not permit any 
activity that is against its own 
interests in the region,” Fuat 
Oktay, Turkey’s Vice-Pres-
ident, told Anadolu News 
Agency, adding that, “any 
plan that disregards Turkey 
has absolutely no chance of 
success.”

Although European coun-
tries were quick to condemn 
Ankara, the latter has suc-
ceeded in changing the rules 
of the game by staking a 
claim to vast areas that are 
also claimed by Greece and 
Cyprus as part of their so-

called exclusive economic 
zones (EEZ).

Not only will Turkey be 
drilling in Libya’s territorial 
waters for natural gas, but in 
disputed water near Cyprus 
as well. Ankara is accus-
ing Cyprus of violating “the 
equal claim to discoveries,” 
an arrangement that followed 
the military conflict between 
both countries in 1974.

If the issue is not resolved, 
the EastMed pipeline project 
could potentially turn into 
a pipedream. What seemed 
like a lucrative deal, with 
immense geopolitical signifi-
cance from an Israeli point of 
view, now appears to be an-
other extension of the wider 
Middle Eastern conflict.

While the Europen Union 
is eager to loosen Russia’s 
strategic control over the nat-
ural gas market, the EastMed 
pipeline increasingly appears 
unfeasible from every possi-
ble angle. 

However, considering the 
massive deposits of natu-
ral gas that are ready to fuel 
struggling European mar-

kets, it is almost certain that 
the Mediterranean natural 
gas will eventually become a 
major source of political dis-
putes, if not a war.               Z

 
Ramzy Baroud is a jour-
nalist and the editor of The 
Palestine Chronicle. He is 
the author of five books. 
His latest is These Chains 
Will Be Broken: Palestin-
ian Stories of Struggle and 
Defiance in Israeli Prisons 
(Clarity Press, Atlanta). His 
website is www.ramzyba-
roud.net

Could the climate 
crisis be “The 
Good News of 
Damnation”?

By Lawrence Wittner

On August 12, 1945, six 
days after the U.S. gov-

ernment obliterated the city 
of Hiroshima with a sin-
gle atomic bomb, Robert 
Hutchins, the president of 
the University of Chicago, 
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delivered a  remarkable pub-
lic address.  Speaking on his 
weekly radio program, “Chi-
cago Roundtable,” Hutchins 
observed that Leon Bloy, a 
French philosopher, had re-
ferred to “the good news of 
damnation” under the as-
sumption that only the fear 
of perpetual hellfire would 
motivate moral behavior.  “It 
may be,” Hutchins remarked, 
“that the atomic bomb is the 
good news of damnation, that 
it may frighten us into that 
Christian character and those 
righteous actions and those 
positive political steps neces-
sary to the creation of a world 
society.”

According to Hutchins, this 
world society would serve as 
the foundation of a world gov-
ernment, and, in the context of 
the existential danger posed 
by nuclear war, he was totally 

committed to creating it. “Up 
to last Monday,” he said, “I 
didn’t have much hope for a 
world state.” But the shock of 
the atomic bombing, he add-
ed, crystallized “the necessity 
of a world organization.”

In the following months, 
Hutchins created, and then 
presided over, a Committee 
to Frame a World Constitu-
tion―a group of farsighted 
intellectuals who conducted 
discussions on how best to 
overcome humanity’s an-
cient divisions and, thereby, 
move beyond nationalism to 
a humane and effective sys-
tem of global governance. In 
1948, they issued a Prelim-
inary Draft of a World Con-
stitution, with a Preamble de-
claring that, to secure human 
advancement, peace, and jus-
tice, “the age of nations must 
end and the era of humanity 

begin.”
The Chicago committee 

constituted but a small part 
of a surprisingly large and 
influential world government 
movement that, drawing on 
the slogan “One World or 
None,” flourished during 
the late 1940s.  In the United 
States, the largest of the new 
organizations, United World 
Federalists, claimed 46,775 
members and 720 chapters 
by mid-1949.  The goal of 
creating a world federation 
was endorsed by 45 major 
national organizations, in-
cluding the National Grange, 
the General Federation of 
Women’s Clubs, the Unit-
ed Auto Workers, the Junior 
Chamber of Commerce, the 
Young Democrats, the Young 
Republicans, and numerous 
religious bodies.  That year, 
20 state legislatures passed 
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Fridays for Future” protest - The student strike for global warming
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resolutions endorsing world 
government, while 111 mem-
bers of the House of Repre-
sentatives and 21 Senators 
sponsored a congressional 
resolution declaring that the 
new United Nations should 
be transformed into “a world 
federation.”  Much the same 
kind of uprising occurred in 
nations around the world.

Although this popular cru-
sade waned with the intensi-
fication of the Cold War, as 
did the hopes for a sweep-
ing transformation of the na-
tion-state system, the move-
ment did secure a number 
of vital changes in the inter-
national order.  Not only did 
the  United Nations  begin 
playing an important part in 
global peace and justice ef-
forts, but the original impe-
tus for the world government 

movement―the existential 
danger of nuclear war―be-
gan to be addressed by world 
society.  

Indeed, a massive, transna-
tional nuclear disarmament 
movement,  often led by for-
mer activists in the world gov-
ernment campaign, emerged 
and rallied people all around 
the planet.  In this fashion, it 
placed enormous pressure 
upon the world’s govern-
ments to back away from the 
brink of catastrophe.  By the 
mid-1990s, national govern-
ments had reluctantly agreed 
to a sweeping array of inter-
national nuclear arms control 
and disarmament treaties and 
were no longer threatening to 
plunge the world into a nucle-
ar holocaust.

More recently, however, 
that world society has been 

crumbling, thanks to a dan-
gerous  return of national-
ism.  From the United States 
to Russia, from India to Bra-
zil, numerous countries have 
been swept up in xenophobia, 
triggering not only a disas-
trous revival of the nuclear 
arms race, but an inability to 
work together to challenge 
the latest existential threat 
to human survival: climate 
change.  Championing their 
own narrow national inter-
ests―often based on little 
more than  enhancing the 
profits of their fossil fuel in-
dustries―these nations have 
either torn loose from the 
limited international environ-
mental agreements of the past 
or, at best, shown their un-
willingness to take the more 
significant steps necessary to 
address the crisis.

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 9

Washington DC., USA, May 6, 1979 - California Governor Jerry Brown addresses the massive crowd of 
protestors that gathered at the west front steps of the U.S. Capitol during the “No Nukes” protest
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And a crisis it is. With the 
polar ice caps melting, sea 
levels rising, an entire con-
tinent (such as Australia) in 
flames, agriculture collaps-
ing, and storms of unprec-
edented ferocity wreaking 
havoc, climate catastrophe is 
no longer a prediction, but a 
reality.

What can be done about it?
Clearly, just as in the case 

of heading off nuclear an-
nihilation, no single nation 
can tackle the problem on its 
own.  Even if a small coun-
try like the Netherlands, or a 
large country like the United 
States, managed to quickly 
develop a system of 100 per-
cent renewable energy, that 

action would be insufficient, 
for other countries would 
still be generating more than 
enough greenhouse gasses to 
destroy the planet.

So there really is no oth-
er solution to the onrushing 
climate catastrophe than for 
people and nations to forget 
their tribal animosities and 
start behaving as part of a 
world society, bound togeth-
er by an effective system of 
global governance.    The cli-
mate crisis, like the prospect 
of nuclear annihilation, really 
is “the good news of damna-
tion.”  And we can only over-
come it by working together.

One world or none.           Z

Dr. Lawrence Wittner, syn-
dicated by  PeaceVoice, is 
Professor of History emer-
itus at SUNY/Albany and 
the author of  Confronting 
the Bomb  (Stanford Uni-
versity Press).

Extradition of As-
sange Would Set a 
Dangerous Prece-
dent

By Marjorie Cohn

The Trump administration 
is seeking extradition 

of WikiLeaks founder, Julian 
Assange, to the United States 
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Extinction Rebellion march protesters in Trafalgar Square London. Red Brigade protesters march in so-
lemnity to bring awareness of climate change
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for trial on charges carrying 
175 years in prison. On Febru-
ary 24, a court in the UK will 
hold a hearing to determine 
whether to grant Trump’s re-
quest. The treaty between the 
U.S. and the UK prohibits 
extradition for a “political of-
fense.” Assange was indicted 
for exposing U.S. war crimes 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. That 
is a classic political offense. 
Moreover, Assange’s extra-
dition would violate the legal 
prohibition against sending a 
person to a country where he 
is in danger of being tortured.

WikiLeaks  Exposed Evidence 
of U.S. War Crimes

In 2010 and 
2011,  WikiLeaks  pub-

lished classified documents 
provided by U.S. Army in-
telligence analyst Chelsea 
Manning. They contained 
90,000 reports about the war 
in Afghanistan, including 
the Afghan War Logs, which 
documented more civilian 
casualties by coalition forc-
es than the U.S. military had 
previously reported.

WikiLeaks  also published 
nearly 400,000 field reports 
about the Iraq War, which 
contained evidence of U.S. 
war crimes, over 15,000 pre-
viously unreported deaths of 
Iraqi civilians, and the sys-
tematic murder, torture, rape 
and abuse by the Iraqi army 
and authorities that were ig-
nored by U.S. forces.

In addition, WikiLeaks pub-
lished the Guantánamo Files, 
779 secret reports that re-
vealed the U.S. government’s 
systematic violation of the 
Geneva Conventions and the 
Convention Against Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Pun-
ishment, by abusing nearly 
800 men and boys, ages 14 to 
89.

One of the most notorious 
releases by  WikiLeaks  was 
the 2007 “Collateral Mur-
der” video, which showed a 
U.S. Army Apache helicop-
ter target and fire on unarmed 
civilians in Baghdad. More 
than 12 civilians were killed, 
including 2 Reuters reporters 
and a man who came to rescue 
the wounded. Two children 
were injured. Then a U.S. 
Army tank drove over one of 
the bodies, severing it in half. 
Those acts constitute  three 
separate war crimes  prohib-
ited by the Geneva Conven-
tions and the U.S. Army Field 
Manual.

Manning was arrested in 
2010 and held in solitary con-
finement for 23 hours a day 
for 11 months. She was forced 
to stand nude during daily in-
spections. The former United 
Nations Special Rapporteur 
on Torture said her treatment 
was cruel, inhuman and de-
grading, and possibly consti-
tuted torture. Manning was 
sentenced to 35 years in pris-
on, and after she had served 

7 years, Barack Obama com-
muted her sentence as he left 
office.

Two years later, in May 
2019, Manning was jailed for 
refusing to answer questions 
before a grand jury about As-
sange and WikiLeaks. She re-
mains in custody.

On December 31, 2019, 
Nils Melzer, UN Special Rap-
porteur on Torture and Other 
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment, re-
leased a letter he had sent 
to the U.S. government  ex-
pressing “serious concern at 
the reported use of coercive 
measures against Ms. Man-
ning, particularly given the 
history of her previous con-
viction and ill-treatment in 
detention.” He said her incar-
ceration amounted to torture 
and urged that she be released 
without delay.

Two days later,  Manning 
pledged to stay the course, 
saying, “My long-standing 
objection to the immoral 
practice of throwing people 
in jail without charge or trial, 
for the sole purpose of forcing 
them to testify before a secret, 
government-run investigative 
panel, remains strong.”

Assange Faces 175 Years in 
Prison If Extradited to the U.S.

Meanwhile, Sweden is-
sued an arrest warrant 

in 2010 for Assange on al-
leged rape and sexual mo-
lestation charges. Assange 
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was questioned by Swedish 
prosecutors and then left for 
the UK, where he was ar-
rested and later released on 
house arrest. After Sweden’s 
request for extradition of 
Assange was granted by the 
UK Supreme Court in 2012, 
he was given asylum in the 
Ecuadorian embassy in Lon-
don, where he lived for seven 
years. A new Ecuadorian gov-
ernment revoked Assange’s 
asylum in April 2019 and al-
lowed UK authorities to enter 
the embassy and arrest him.

In 2017, Sweden dropped 
its investigation of Assange. 
On May 1, 2019, he was sen-
tenced to 50 weeks in jail by 
the UK court for jumping bail 
and now faces extradition to 
the United States. Assange 

stands charged by the Trump 
administration with 17 counts 
of violating the Espionage Act 
and conspiracy with Manning 
to crack a password on a De-
fense Department computer. 
He could be sentenced to 175 
years in prison.

Assange’s health has se-
verely deteriorated. On May 
31, 2019, UN Special Rap-
porteur Nils Melzer declared 
that Assange exhibited signs 
of prolonged exposure to 
psychological torture. During 
his years of isolation in the 
Ecuadorian embassy, the 
UK government denied him 
permission to go to a hospi-
tal for treatment, resulting in 
seriously worsening medical 
conditions.

“In 20 years of work with 

victims of war, violence and 
political persecution I have 
never seen a group of dem-
ocratic States ganging up to 
deliberately isolate, demonise 
and abuse a single individual 
for such a long time and with 
so little regard for human dig-
nity and the rule of law,” Mel-
zer said.

The U.S.-UK Treaty Forbids Ex-
tradition for Political Offens-
es

The 2003 extradition trea-
ty  between the U.S. and 

the UK states, “Extradition 
shall not be granted if the of-
fense for which extradition 
is requested is a political of-
fense.” It is the Requested 
State (in this case, the UK) 
that “determines that the re-
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quest [by the U.S.] was politi-
cally motivated.”

Although there is no 
clear definition of “politi-
cal offense,” it routinely  in-
cludes treason, sedition and es-
pionage, and offenses directed 
against state power. Assange 
published “true information 
obtained from a whistleblow-
er, making the charges against 
him political in nature, rather 
than criminal,” Robert Mack-
ey wrote at The Intercept.

The Obama administration 
did not indict  Assange because 
it didn’t want to establish “a 
precedent that could chill in-
vestigative reporting about 
national security matters by 
treating it as a crime,” accord-
ing to Charlie Savage of The 
New  York Times. Obama 
could not distinguish between 
what WikiLeaks did and what 
news media organizations like 
the Times do in “soliciting and 
publishing information they 
obtain that the government 
wants to keep secret,” Sav-
age noted. Indeed, many of 
the documents WikiLeaks re-
leased were published in col-
laboration  with the  Times, 
The Guardian, Le Monde, El 
País and Der Spiegel. The out-
lets published articles based 
on documents WikiLeaks had 
released,  including  “logs of 
significant combat events in 
the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq.”

Assange is being targeted 
for “political offenses” be-

cause  WikiLeaks  published 
evidence of U.S. war crimes. 
He cannot be extradited to the 
United States under the terms 
of the U.S.-UK extradition 
treaty.

The Convention Against Tor-
ture Bars Assange’s Transfer 
to the U.S.

The Convention against 
Torture has a provision 

called  non-refoulement  that 
forbids extradition to a coun-
try where there are substantial 
grounds to believe a person 
would be in danger of be-
ing tortured. Since Manning 
was tortured by being held in 
solitary confinement for 11 
months, it is likely Assange 
would face a similar fate if he 
were extradited to the United 
States.

Moreover, a country has 
a duty to refuse extradition 

when it would violate fun-
damental rights, such as the 
right to be free from torture 
and cruel treatment.

The Johannesburg Prin-
ciples of national security, 
freedom of expression and 
access to information, which 
were  adopted by a group of 
experts in 1995, have been 
widely cited by judges, law-
yers, journalists, academics 
and civil society. They pro-
vide, “No person may be 
punished on national secu-
rity grounds for disclosure 
of information if the public 
interest in knowing the infor-
mation outweighs the harm 
from the disclosure.” Sig-
nificantly,  WikiLeaks’s  pub-
lication of the Iraq War doc-
uments, including evidence 
of Iraqi torture centers the 
U.S. had established, actual-
ly saved lives. After the Iraqi 
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government refused to grant 
civil and criminal immunity 
to U.S. soldiers, Obama was 
compelled to withdraw U.S. 
troops from Iraq.

Deny Extradition of Assange 
to the U.S.

Assange’s extradition 
hearing will begin on 

February 24 in Judge Vanes-
sa Baraitser’s London court-
room. More than 70 lawyers 
and legal academics, as well 
as at least 12 former heads of 
state, have signed a letter that 
will be sent to the UK Home 
Secretary, stating, “The fact 
that the charges are brought 
under the Espionage Act fur-
ther reveals that this is a mat-
ter of a pure political offence 
[citation omitted]. There is 
broad international consensus 
that such offences should not 
be subject to extradition [cita-
tion omitted].”

Veterans for Peace and the 
National Lawyers Guild have 
endorsed a  petition  urging 

the judge to deny extradition 
because Assange is charged 
with a political offense. It 
reads, “The essence of As-
sange’s ‘crime’ is that he pub-
lished documents and videos 
which revealed the reality of 
US military and political ac-
tions.”

Assange has been  award-
ed  Consortium News’s Gary 
Webb Freedom of the Press 
Award for “practicing the 
highest order of journalism—
revealing crimes of the state.”

The Trump administration 
singled out Assange to send 
a clear message to journal-
ists that they publish mate-
rial critical of U.S. policy at 
their peril. “The extradition 
of Assange would mean the 
end of journalistic investi-
gations into the inner work-
ings of power,” Chris Hedg-
es wrote at Truthdig.

By the very terms of the 
U.S.-UK extradition treaty, 
and consistent with the Tor-
ture Convention’s  non-re-

foulement  provision, Judge 
Baraister must deny Trump’s 
request for the Assange’s ex-
tradition to the United States.

Go to couragefound.org for 
information about how to op-
pose Assange’s extradition.

To sign the lawyers/ac-
ademics letter to the UK 
Home Secretary, send an 
email to  lawyers4assange@
protonmail.com and you will 
receive a copy of the letter.  Z

Marjorie Cohn is professor 
emerita at Thomas Jeffer-
son School of Law, former 
president of the Nation-
al Lawyers Guild, deputy 
secretary general of the 
International Association 
of Democratic Lawyers 
and a member of the ad-
visory board of Veterans 
for Peace. Her most recent 
book is  Drones and Tar-
geted Killing: Legal, Moral, 
and Geopolitical Issues.
The Publication of origin 
for this article is Truthout.

Dealing with Gov-
ernment Repres-
sion

 
By Ted Glick

 
(The following is largely ex-
cerpted from my book Burglar 
for Peace: Lessons Learned in 
the Catholic Left’s Resistance 
to the Vietnam War, coming 
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out this June.)
 

Since Trump took office 
three years ago, at least 

18 states have seen the in-
troduction of legislation by 
right-wing climate deniers 
tied to the fossil fuel industry 
to criminalize organized pro-
tests against new gas or oil 
pipelines. Other movements 
have also experienced repres-
sive action by local, state and 
federal governments. It is an 
issue that we must take seri-
ously.

My first years of progres-
sive activism and organizing 
took place during the pres-
idency of Richard Nixon, 
without doubt one of, if not 
the most, repressive presiden-
tial administrations we have 

experienced in the U.S. in the 
modern era. It was under Nix-
on that the Republican Party 
with its “southern strategy” 
began its move toward be-
coming the kind of regressive 
entity that allowed patho-
logical liar, racist and sexual 
predator Donald Trump to be 
elected President in Novem-
ber 2016.

 During Nixon’s first term, 
from 1969 to 1973, he over-
saw the use of government 
agencies to attempt to destroy 
groups like the Black Panther 
Party, the Young Lords, and 
the American Indian Move-
ment, including armed attacks 
by police leading to fatalities. 
Newly enacted conspiracy 
laws were used to indict lead-
ers of the peace movement 

and other movements. An 
entirely illegal and clandes-
tine apparatus was created 
to sabotage the campaigns of 
his political opponents in the 
Democratic Party, leading to 
the midnight break-in at the 
Watergate Hotel which even-
tually led to the exposure of 
this apparatus and Nixon’s 
forced resignation from office 
in 1974. 

I personally experienced 
this repressive apparatus, pri-
marily via my inclusion as a 
defendant in the Harrisburg 
8/7 case. 

I learned several things 
during those Nixon years 
about how to deal with gov-
ernment repression.

One critical lesson is the 
disparity between how gov-
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ernment deals with people 
of color—Black, Latinx, 
First Nation and Asian/Pacif-
ic Islander—compared with 
white people of European 
descent. The historical real-
ities of military aggression, 
broken treaties, slavery, Jim 
Crow segregation, assumed 
white dominance, and institu-
tionalized racism continue to 
have negative, discriminatory 
impacts. 

Among these impacts is a 
willingness by some police to 
carelessly shoot and brutalize 
young Black and other men 
of color for no justifiable rea-
son, which has given rise to 
the deeply important move-
ment for Black Lives.

Another impact is the un-
equal treatment meted out 
within the legal system, from 
police to prosecutors to prison 
personnel, when it comes to 
people of color as compared 

to white people. For example, 
people of color arrested as 
part of a nonviolent civil dis-
obedience action can be sub-
ject to more severe charges or 
additional hardship while in 
police custody or behind bars 
as compared to whites.

Those of us of European 
descent must be conscious of 
these realities and act accord-
ingly, and be ready to speak 
up and challenge unequal, 
discriminatory or explicit-
ly white supremacist words 
and actions wherever they 
happen. This is also our re-
sponsibility when it comes 
to discriminatory words and 
actions toward immigrants, 
LGBTQ people, women, or 
any other group.

Another lesson as far as 
dealing with government re-
pression is not to let it para-
lyze or divide organizations 
or movements. 

This is one of the objectives 
of unjust governments trying 
to repress those who chal-
lenge its policies and practic-
es. The efforts to criminalize 
demonstrations against new 
fossil infrastructure, for ex-
ample, are all about discour-
aging people from taking part. 
But if we intelligently speak 
out against the proposed leg-
islation and accurately por-
tray those supporting it as 
un-American, anti-democrat-
ic, pro-pollution and in favor 
of climate deniers, their ef-
forts can result in strengthen-
ing our base of support.

 Another method of repres-
sion is to send government 
infiltrators into our meetings 
who are trained to look for 
differences and deepen and 
harden them. That is one of 
the reasons why we need to 
develop a movement cul-
ture which is respectful and 
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healthy. Within such a cul-
tural environment, it is much 
harder for people trying to 
create divisions among us to 
succeed.

These actions are similar to 
those of agent provocateurs, 
people who try to get others 
to engage in violent speech or 
action toward police or others 
representing government. 

Anger against injustice and 
oppression is not just legiti-
mate, it is a necessary compo-
nent of successfully building 
a movement for real change. 
But anger needs to be used in 
a disciplined way. Those who 
are quick to call cops “pigs” 
or throw bricks or in other 
ways are prone to display an-
ger negatively are either gov-
ernment agents attempting 
to discredit the movement or 
are people in need of inter-
vention, that need to be taken 
aside and spoken with in a di-
rect, to-the-point, and loving 
way about the counter-pro-
ductiveness of what they are 
doing. Some will keep doing 
so, but some will change—
maybe not right away, but 
hopefully given time they 
will.

We need to accept that 
government surveillance is a 
given if we are serious about 
challenging the oppressive 
system and bringing about 
fundamental, revolutionary 
change. We should be on the 
alert for government infiltra-
tors. When legitimate suspi-

cions are aroused, we should 
investigate and, if it seems 
necessary, directly confront 
the person or persons in ques-
tion.

There are other affirmative 
steps we can take to prevent 
government disruption of our 
actions. For example, if we 
are organizing a nonviolent 
direct action that includes the 
element of surprise, we need 
to take whatever steps are 
necessary for that action to 
occur, such as the use of en-
crypted email, secure forms 
of communication, as well 
as to consciously limit what 
is said or written about it be-
forehand to only what is ab-
solutely necessary. 

Ultimately, what I have 

learned is that government 
repression can have a disrup-
tive impact on our work, for 
sure, but we can also turn a 
negative into a positive. To 
the extent to which we can 
creatively, intelligently and 
fearlessly expose the truth 
of what we are about as we 
respond to what they are do-
ing to us, to that extent will 
we strengthen and build our 
movement.                           Z

Ted Glick is the author of 
the forthcoming Burglar 
for Peace and an activist, 
organizer and writer since 
1968. Past writings and 
other information can be 
found at https://tedglick.
com, and he can be fol-
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lowed on Twitter at https://
twitter.com/jtglick.

The Escalating 
Class War Against 
Bernie Sanders

 
By Norman Solomon

 

More than ever, Bernie 
Sanders is public en-

emy number one for power 
elites that thrive on econom-
ic injustice. The Bernie 2020 
campaign is a direct threat to 
the undemocratic leverage 
that extremely wealthy in-
dividuals and huge corpora-
tions constantly exert on the 
political process. No wonder 
we’re now seeing so much 
anti-Bernie rage from leading 
corporate Democrats—ea-
gerly amplified by corporate 

media.
In American politics, hell 

hath no fury like corporate 
power scorned.

Flagrant media biases 
against Sanders are routine 
in a wide range of main-
stream outlets. (The media 
watch group FAIR has long 
documented the problem, il-
luminated by one piece after 
another after another after 
another just this month.) In 
sharp contrast, positivity to-
ward Sanders in mass media 
spheres is scarce. 

The pattern is enmeshed 
with the corporatism that the 
Sanders campaign seeks to 
replace with genuine democ-
racy—disempowering great 
wealth and corporate heft 
while empowering everyday 
people to participate in a truly 
democratic process.

Big media are continual-
ly amplifying the voices of 
well-paid reporters and pun-
dits whose jobs involve ac-
ceptance of corporate power, 
including the prerogatives of 
corporate owners and spon-
sors. And, in news coverage 
of politics, there’s an inex-
haustible supply of former 
Democratic officeholders and 
appointees who’ve been lu-
cratively feeding from corpo-
rate troughs as lobbyists, con-
sultants and PR operatives. 
Their corporate ties usually 
go unmentioned.

An important media head-
quarters for hostility toward 
the Sanders campaign is 
MSNBC, owned by Com-
cast—a notoriously anti-la-
bor and anti-consumer cor-
poration. “People need to 
remember,” I pointed out on 
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Democracy Now!, “that if 
you, for instance, don’t trust 
Comcast, why would you 
trust a network that is owned 
by Comcast? These are class 
interests being worked out 
where the top strata of own-
ership and investors hires 
the CEO, hires the managing 
editors, hires the reporters. 
And so, what we’re seeing, 
and not to be rhetorical about 
it, but we really are seeing a 
class war underway.” 

Routinely, the talking heads 
and go-to sources for main-
line news outlets are far re-
moved from the economic 
pressures besetting so many 
Americans. And so, media 
professionals with the most 
clout and largest megaphones 
are quite distant from the 
Sanders base.

Voting patterns in the New 
Hampshire primary reflected 
whose economic interests the 
Sanders campaign is promis-
ing to serve. With 10 active 
candidates on the Democrat-
ic ballot, Sanders “won 4 
in 10 of voters with house-
hold incomes under $50,000 
and nearly 3 in 10 with in-
comes between $50,00 and 
$99,000,” the Washington 
Post reported.

Meanwhile, a trio of re-
searchers associated with 
the Institute for New Eco-
nomic Thinking—Thomas 
Ferguson, Jie Chen and Paul 
Jorgensen—found that, “the 
higher the town’s income, the 

fewer votes cast” for Sand-
ers. “Lower income towns in 
New Hampshire voted heav-
ily for Sanders; richer towns 
did the opposite.”

The researchers saw in the 
data “further dramatic ev-
idence of a point we have 
made before: that the Dem-
ocratic Party is now sharply 
divided by social class.”

It’s a reality with media 
implications that are hidden 
in plain sight. The often-vit-
riolic and sometimes prepos-
terous attacks on Sanders via 
powerful national media out-
lets are almost always com-
ing from affluent or outright 
wealthy people. Meanwhile, 
low-income Americans have 
virtually zero access to the 
TV studios (other than pro-
viding after-hours janitorial 
services).

With very few exceptions, 
the loudest voices to be heard 
from mass media are coming 
from individuals with wealth 
far above the financial vicini-
ty of average Americans. Vir-
tually none of the most widely 
read, seen and heard journal-
ists are on the low end of the 
nation’s extreme income in-
equality. Viewed in that 
light—and keeping in mind 
that corporate ownership and 
advertising dominate main-
stream media—it shouldn’t 
be surprising that few prom-
inent journalists have much 
good to say about a presiden-
tial campaign fiercely aligned 

with the working class.
“If there is going to be class 

warfare in this country,” Ber-
nie Sanders told the Iowa 
AFL-CIO convention last 
summer, “it’s time that the 
working class of this country 
won that war and not just the 
corporate elite.”

To the corporate elite, goals 
like that are unacceptable.   Z

Norman Solomon is cofound-
er and national coordinator of 
RootsAction.org. He was a Ber-
nie Sanders delegate from Cal-
ifornia to the 2016 Democratic 
National Convention. Solomon 
is the author of a dozen books 
including War Made Easy: How 
Presidents and Pundits Keep 
Spinning Us to Death.

 

Is it Time for a 
New Labor Cen-
ter in the Unit-
ed States? New 
Thinking on the 
Crisis of Labor

By Kim Scipes

The failures of the labor 
movement in the U.S. are 

legion over the past 40 years. 
It’s not needed to repeat the 
failures nor the efforts to re-
vitalize the labor movement, 
most of the latter which have 
been unsuccessful to date. 
(For the best compilation of 
writings on these and related 
issues, while not complete, 
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please see the “Contemporary 
Labor Issues” bibliography, 
online and with many links 
to original articles at https://
faculty.pnw.edu/kim-sci-
pes/contemporary-labor-is-
sues-bibliography/#Change-
sintheUSLaborMovement.)

Yet while the labor left—
using the term broadly—has 
fought to address weakness-
es in the AFL-CIO, and has 
won some victories over the 
past 40 years, we have over-
whelmingly failed to change 
the structure, leadership oper-
ation or foreign policy of the 
U.S. labor movement. And, 
truthfully, about the only 
“strategy” that is being pro-
posed today by and for labor 

activists in face of this gener-
al failure is “more militancy.”

I’m wondering if it is time 
to “think out of the box,” rec-
ognize our failures, and try 
to come up with something 
new…?

I’ve been working on a 
manuscript that examines 
the difference between union 
organizing in steel and meat-
packing in the Chicago area 
(including northwest Indiana) 
between 1933-1955, and how 
these unions addressed white 
supremacy and racism in the 
workplace, union and com-
munity. It’s part of an effort 
to publish my Ph.D. disser-
tation, which I completed in 
2003. I think there’s a lot that 

labor activists can learn from 
this study.

Basically, it is argued 
that there were two differ-
ent forms of economic trade 
unionism developed within 
the CIO: business unionism 
and social justice unionism. 
(In other words, the CIO was 
not just one glorious crusade 
of workers, as is often pro-
jected by labor activists, but 
had serious political differ-
ences contained within from 
the beginning.) There were 
two different conceptualiza-
tions of trade unionism: one 
saw control of the union in 
the hands of officials and 
the scope of unionism limit-
ed almost exclusively to the 
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workplace (business union-
ism), while the other saw 
control of the union in the 
hands of the rank and file and 
the scope of unionism to in-
clude the workplace as well 
as the communities in which 
workers lived (social justice 
unionism). Ultimately, the 
business unionists prevailed, 
and in 1949-50 expelled most 
of the social justice union-
ists—somewhere between 
750,000 and 1 million work-
ers. The labor movement has 

yet to recover from the purges 
in 1949-50.

We face the consequences 
of these purges today. Basi-
cally, the AFL-CIO is com-
posed of business unionists 
who think that power to con-
trol the organization belongs 
in the hands of senior elected 
officials, with the scope of 
unionism limited to the work-
place. Over the past 40 years, 
these senior elected officials 
have lurched from one defeat 
to another, with major vic-
tories few and far between. 
Some unions survive today, 
largely because they have 
been able to defend what they 
have; the idea of expanding 

unionism to new workers ap-
pears all but dead.

Yet there are a growing 
number of workers who are 
recognizing the need to union-
ize, and want to create new 
unions; think of the upsurge 
among teachers, for one, chal-
lenging reactionary state-lev-
el politicians and oftentimes 
current union leaders, as well 
as various workers’ strug-
gles taking place around the 
country—and most of these 
new unionists want to create 

unions that are democratical-
ly led by rank and file leaders, 
who encompass an idea of 
unionism that extends beyond 
the workplace to include their 
various communities. In oth-
er words, they seek an organi-
zational outlet other than the 
established AFL-CIO unions, 
which generally cannot meet 
their needs and/or concerns. 
It’s time union activists take 
this new approach seriously.

For this argument to make 
sense, we have to divert for 
a moment, so we can talk 
about “labor centers.” A la-
bor center is a combination of 
unions, joined together by an 
overarching organization, so 

as to advance the well-being 
of all of the member unions. 
In international labor termi-
nology, the AFL-CIO is a la-
bor center.

The number of labor cen-
ters internationally varies 
from one per country (as in 
the U.S., the UK, Australia, 
China, Germany, New Zea-
land, Vietnam) to more than 
one (Brazil, Canada, France, 
the Philippines, South Africa, 
Sweden). It is not uncommon 
to have three or four labor 

centers in a single country. 
And around each labor cen-
ter are its supporters; together 
constituting a labor move-
ment.

In the United States, we’ve 
generally only had one labor 
center, although the IWW 
(Industrial Workers of the 
World) and the CIO (Con-
gress of Industrial Organi-
zations) also served as com-
peting labor centers to the 
AFL (American Federation 
of Labor), at least for a while. 
Ultimately, the AFL has pre-
vailed.

Key to the AFL’s domina-
tion has been Samuel Gomp-
ers’s idea that there should 
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only be one labor center in 
this country; others were den-
igrated as “dual” unions. And 
the AFL has always worked 
in a determined manner 
against competing labor cen-
ters; it has sought to maintain 
control over the labor move-
ment—whether this was good 
or bad for workers.

One labor center in this 
country only hurts workers 
today, and impedes new ef-
forts to unionize. The argu-
ment is that the AFL-CIO and 
its current hidebound leader-
ship cannot and will not meet 
the needs of the new union-
ism emerging today—and 

trying to channel this new 
unionism into the AFL-CIO 
will only kill it.

(There are those supporting 
the possible election of Sara 
Nelson of the Flight Atten-
dants to be the next President 
of the AFL-CIO. It appears 
that her election would be a 
very positive development. 
Nonetheless, even if she is 
elected, the AFL-CIO will 
still be controlled by the Ex-
ecutive Committee, which is 
dominated by the men [and 
a few women] who have so 
successfully led labor over 
the past 40 years.)

It is time for those of us who 
believe in unionism to step 

up, reject the failed leader-
ship of the AFL-CIO, and try 
to create a new labor center to 
which today’s unionists will 
join. This, it is argued, must 
be built on the concept of so-
cial justice unionism, where 
the unions in this new labor 
center will have to be con-
trolled by each union’s rank 
and file, where all members 
have equal say in the develop-
ment of their union, and with 
a vision that not only includes 
each workplace, but the union 
and workers’ communities as 
well. We need a viable social 
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justice unionism alternative 
to today’s AFL-CIO.

Is this proposal controver-
sial? Undoubtedly. Serious 
trade unionists will object 
that adopting a proposal such 
as this will “split” the labor 
movement, and there is al-
most no doubt the AFL-CIO 
leadership will rail against it 

for this reason, although AFL-
CIO leaders will be more 
concerned with losing control 
of the labor movement than 
meeting the needs of these 
newly mobilizing workers. 
This argument cannot with-
stand much serious scrutiny, 
however: we haven’t had a 
vibrant labor “movement” 
for at least 40 years, if not 70, 
so “splitting” a dead House 
of Labor does not appear so 
detrimental. Nonetheless, it 
is recognized that there is a 
serious argument here, and 
discussion and debate is wel-
comed.

Accordingly, it is pro-
posed that at the Labor Notes 

conference in Chicago in 
April 2020 that we have a 
wide-ranging discussion of 
this idea. Should activists 
then think this proposal is 
worth exploring further, it is 
suggested that we elect from 
the conference membership a 
body that will be widely rep-
resentative of all conference 

members and will meet after 
the conference over the next 
two years to recommend the 
development of a new labor 
center and lay the ground-
work to advance a firm pro-
posal at the subsequent Labor 
Notes conference in 2022.

This new labor center is not 
considered to be antagonistic 
to the existing unions or to 
the AFL-CIO, although it is 
hoped that it will reject feder-
al funding, such as that which 
funds the National Endow-
ment for Democracy (NED).  
In fact, the hope is we can 
work with the AFL-CIO’s 
unions, who have much ex-
perience and knowledge from 

which we can learn, and that 
we can unite in joint strug-
gle and advance the interests 
of members of both labor 
centers—a labor center with 
unions that can meet the in-
creasing needs of workers to-
day.                                      Z
Kim Scipes is former elected 
Chicago Chapter Chair and 

long-time member of the Nation-
al Writers Union, UAW #1981.  
He’s previously been a member 
of the Graphic Communications 
International Union, the National 
Education Association, and the 
American Federation of Teach-
ers. He lives and works in North-
west Indiana, teaching at Pur-
due University Northwest for the 
past 16 years. He has published 
three books, and over 225 arti-
cles and book reviews, mostly 
on labor, in the U.S. and around 
the world. His latest book, Build-
ing Global Labor Solidarity:  
Lessons from the Philippines, 
South Africa, Northwestern Eu-
rope and the United States, will 
be published late this summer.  
His writings--many with links to 
the original article--can be ac-
cessed at https://faculty.pnw.
edu/kim-scipes/publications/#2.

...the hope is we can work with the AFL-
CIO’s unions, who have much experience 
and knowledge from which we can learn, 
and that we can unite in joint struggle and 
advance the interests of members of both 
labor centers—a labor center with unions 
that can meet the increasing needs of 
workers today
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C.J. Polychroniou: The impeachment 
trial of Donald Trump is nearly over, 
and what a farce it has been—some-

thing you had predicted from the start, which 

is also the reason why you thought that an im-
peachment inquiry was a rather foolish move 
on the part of the Democrats. With that in 
mind, what does this farcical episode tell us 
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about the contemporary state of U.S. politics, 
and do you anticipate any political fallout in 
the 2020 election?

Noam Chomsky: It seemed clear from the 
outset that the impeachment effort could not 
be serious, and would end up being another 
gift by the Democrats to Trump, much as the 
Mueller affair was. Any doubts about its farci-
cal nature were put to rest by its opening spec-
tacle: Supreme Court Chief Justice John Rob-
erts struggling to keep a straight face while 
swearing in senators who solemnly pledged 
that they would be unmoved by partisan con-
cerns, and at once proceeded—as everyone 
knew they would—to behave and vote along 
strictly party lines. Could there be a clearer 
exhibition of pure farce?

Are the crimes discussed a basis for im-

peachment? Seems so to me. Has Trump 
committed vastly more serious crimes? That 
is hardly debatable. What might be debatable 
is whether he is indeed the most dangerous 
criminal in human history (which happens to 
be my personal view). Hitler had been per-
haps the leading candidate for this honor. His 
goal was to rid the German-run world of Jews, 
Roma, homosexuals and other “deviants,” 
along with tens of millions of Slav “Unter-
menschen.” But Hitler was not dedicated with 
fervor to destroying the prospects of orga-
nized human life on Earth in the not-distant 
future (along with millions of other species).

Trump is. And those who think he doesn’t 
know what he’s doing haven’t been looking 
closely. 

Is that a wild and ludicrous exaggeration? 
Or the very simple and apparent truth? It’s 
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not difficult to figure out the answer. We’ve 
discussed it often before. There is no need to 
review what is happening on Trump’s watch 
while he devotes every effort to accelerating 
the race to catastrophe, trailed by such lesser 
lights as Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro and Austra-
lia’s Scott Morrison.

Every day brings new forebodings. We have 
just learned, for example, that the gigantic 
Thwaites Glacier in West Antarctica has been 
eroding from warm water below. The Wash-
ington Post describes this as “a troubling 
finding that could speed its melt in a region 
with the potential to eventually unleash more 
than 10 feet of sea-level rise,” adding, “Sci-
entists already knew that Thwaites was los-
ing massive amounts of ice—more than 600 
billion tons over the past several decades, and 
most recently as much as 50 billion tons per 
year.” It has now been confirmed, as suspect-
ed, that, “this was occurring because a layer 

of relatively warmer ocean water, which cir-
cles Antarctica below the colder surface lay-
er, had moved closer to shore and begun to 
eat away at the glaciers themselves, affecting 
West Antarctica in particular.” The chief sci-
entist involved in the study warns that this 
may signal “an unstoppable retreat that has 
huge implications for global sea-level rise.”

That’s today. Tomorrow will be something 
worse.

What’s causing the warmer water? No se-
cret. This is only one of the likely irrevers-
ible tipping points that may be reached if “the 
Chosen One,” as he modestly describes him-
self, is granted another four years to carry out 
his project of global destruction.

We have just witnessed an extraordinary 
event at the January Davos meeting of the 
Masters of the Universe, as they are called; 
for Adam Smith, they were only “the masters 
of mankind,” but 250 years ago it was just 
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British merchants and manufacturers.
The conference opened with Trump’s ora-

tion about what a fabulous creature he is. The 
encomium was interrupted only by a comment 
that we should not be “alarmist” about the cli-
mate. His Magnificence was followed by the 
quiet and informed comments of a 17-year old 
girl instructing the heads of state, CEOs, me-
dia leaders and grand intellectuals about what 
it means to be a responsible adult.

Quite a spectacle.
Trump’s war on organized life on Earth is 

only the barest beginning. More narrowly, in 
recent days, the Chosen One has issued exec-
utive orders ridding the country of the plague 
of regulations that protect children from mer-
cury poisoning and preserve the country’s wa-
ter supplies and lands, along with other im-
pediments to further enrichment of Trump’s 
primary constituency, extreme wealth and 

corporate power. 
On the side, he has been casually proceed-

ing to dismantle the last vestiges of the arms 
control regime that has provided some limited 
degree of security from terminal nuclear war, 
eliciting cheers from the military industry. 
And as we have just learned, the great pac-
ifist who is committed to end interventions 
“dropped more bombs and other munitions 
in Afghanistan last year than any other year 
since documentation began in 2006, Air Force 
data shows.”

He is also ramping up his acts of war—which 
is what they are—against Iran. I won’t even 
go into his giving Israel what the Israeli press 
calls “a gift to the right,” formally giving the 
back of his imperial hand to international law, 
the World Court, the UN Security Council and 
overwhelming international opinion, while 
shoring up the Evangelical vote for the 2020 
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election. The prerogative of supreme power.
In brief, the list of Trump’s crimes is im-

mense, not least the worst crime in human 
history. But none merit a nod in the impeach-
ment proceedings. This is hardly a novelty; 
rather the norm. The current proceedings are 
often compared with Watergate. Nixon’s hid-
eous crimes were eliminated from the charges 
against him despite the efforts of Rep. Robert 
Frederick Drinan and a few others. The Nixon 
impeachment charges focused on his illegal 
acts to harm Democrats.

Any resemblance to the farce that is now 
winding up? Does it suggest some insight into 
what motivates the powerful?

Speaking of the 2020 election, the corporate 
Democratic establishment and the liberal me-
dia are once again mobilizing to undermine 
Bernie Sanders, even though he may very 

well be the most electable Democrat. First, 
can you summarize for us what you perceive 
to be the core of Sanders’s politico-ideologi-
cal gestalt, and then explain what scares both 
conservatives and liberals—the possibility of 
someone like Sanders leading the country?

The core of Sanders’s “politico-ideological 
gestalt” is his long-standing commitment to 
the interests of the large majority of the pop-
ulation, not the top 0.1 percent (not 1 percent, 
0.1 percent) who hold more than 20 percent 
of the country’s wealth, not the very rich who 
were the prime beneficiaries of the slow re-
covery from the 2008 disaster caused by fi-
nancial capital. The U.S. achievement in this 
regard far surpasses that of other developed 
countries, so we learn from recently released 
studies, which show that in the U.S., 65 per-
cent of the growth of the past decade went to 
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the very rich; next in line was Germany, at 
51 percent, then declining sharply. The same 
studies show that if current trends persist, in 
the next decade all growth in the U.S. will go 
to the rich.

The welfare of these sectors has never been 
Sanders’s concern.

The Democratic establishment and liber-
al media are hardly likely to look kindly on 
someone who forthrightly proclaims, “I have 
no use for those—regardless of their political 
party—who hold some foolish dream of spin-
ning the clock back to days when unorganized 
labor was a huddled, almost helpless mass…. 
Only a handful of unreconstructed reactionar-
ies harbor the ugly thought of breaking unions. 
Only a fool would try to deprive working men 

and women of the right to join the union of 
their choice.” By “right to work” laws, for ex-
ample, or by hiring scabs, or by threatening to 
ship jobs to Mexico to undermine organizing 
efforts, to sample the bipartisan political lead-
ership.

That’s surely the kind of socialist wild man 
whom the country is not ready to tolerate.

The wild man in this case is President 
Dwight Eisenhower, the last conservative 
president. His remarks are a good illustration 
of how far the political class has shifted to the 
right under Clintonite “New Democrats” and 
the Reagan-Gingrich Republicans. The latter 
have drifted so far off the political spectrum 
that they are ranked near neo-fascist parties in 
the international spectrum, well to the right of 
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“conservatives.” 
Even more threatening than Sanders’s pro-

posals to carry forward New Deal-style poli-
cies, I think, is his inspiring a popular move-
ment that is steadily engaged in political 
action and direct activism to change the social 
order—a movement of people, mostly young, 
who have not internalized the norms of liberal 
democracy: that the public are “ignorant and 
meddlesome outsiders” who are to be “spec-
tators, not participants in action,” entitled to 
push a lever every four years but are then to 
return to their TV sets and video games while 
the “responsible men” look after serious mat-
ters. 

This is a fundamental principle of democra-
cy as expounded by prominent and influential 
liberal 20th–century American intellectuals, 
who took cognizance of “the stupidity of the 
average man” and recognized that we should 
not be deluded by “democratic dogmatisms 
about men being the best judges of their own 
interests.” They are not; we are—the “respon-
sible men,” the “intelligent minority.” The 
“bewildered herd” must therefore be “put 
in their place” by “necessary illusions” and 
“emotionally potent simplifications.” These 
are among the pronouncements of the most 
influential 20th century public intellectual, 
Walter Lippmann, in his “progressive essays 
on democracy”; Harold Lasswell, one of the 
founders of modern political science; and 
Reinhold Niebuhr, the admired “theologian 
of the (liberal) establishment.” All highly re-
spected Wilson-FDR-Kennedy liberals.

Inspiring a popular movement that violates 
these norms is a serious attack on democracy, 
so conceived, an intolerable assault against 
good order.

I believe we witnessed something similar in 
the last UK elections in the case of Jeremy 
Corbyn. Do you agree? And, if so, what does 
this tell us about liberal democracy, which is 

nowadays in serious trouble itself on account 
of the rise and spread of authoritarianism and 
the far right in many parts of the world?

There are definite similarities. Corbyn, a de-
cent and honorable man, was subjected to an 
extraordinary flood of vilification and defa-
mation, which he was unable to confront. At 
the same time, polls indicated that the poli-
cies that he put forth—and that had led to a 
remarkable victory for Labour in 2017—re-
mained popular. A special feature in the UK 
was Brexit, a matter I won’t go into here. (My 
personal opinion, for what it’s worth, is that it 
is a serious blow to both Britain and the EU, 
and is likely to cause Britain—or what re-
mains of it—to become even more of a vassal 
of the U.S. than it has been under Blair’s New 
Labour and the Tories, whose social and eco-
nomic policies have caused the country great 
harm.) Corbyn’s vacillation on the Brexit is-
sue, which became a toxic one, surely contrib-
uted to the negative feelings about him that 
seem to have been a major factor in the elec-
toral disaster for Labour, but it was only one.

As in the case of Sanders, I suspect that the 
prime reason for the bitter hatred of Corbyn 
on the part of a very wide spectrum of the 
British establishment is his effort to turn the 
Labour Party into a participatory organization 
that would not leave electoral politics in the 
hands of the Labour bureaucracy and would 
proceed beyond the narrow realm of electoral 
politics to far broader and constant activism 
and engagement in public affairs.

More generally, much of the world is aflame. 
As the men of Davos recognized with trepida-
tion at their January meeting, the peasants are 
coming with their pitchforks: The neoliberal 
order they have imposed for the past 40 years, 
while ultra-generous to them and their class, 
has had a bitter impact on the general popu-
lation. A leading theme at Davos was that the 
Masters must declare that they are changing 
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their stance from service to the rich to attend-
ing to the concerns of “stakeholders”—work-
ing people and communities. Another theme 
was that while not “alarmists,” they acknowl-
edge the threat of global warming.

The unstated implication is that there is no 
need for regulations and other actions about 
climate change: We Big Boys will take care 
of it. Greta Thunberg and the other children 
demonstrating out there can go back to school. 
And now that we see the flaws in our neolib-
eral model of capitalism, you can put aside 
all those disruptive political programs calling 
for health care, rights of workers, women, the 
poor. We’re taking care of it, so just go back to 
your private pursuits, keeping to democratic 
norms.

As the neoliberal order is visibly collaps-
ing, it is giving rise to “morbid symptoms” 
(to borrow Gramsci’s famous phrase when 
the fascist plague was looming). Among these 
are the spread of authoritarianism and the far 
right that you mention. More generally, what 
we are witnessing is quite understandable 
anger, resentment and contempt for the po-
litical institutions that have implemented the 
neoliberal assault—but also the rise of activ-
ist movements that seek to overcome the ills 

of global society and to stem and reverse the 
race to destruction.

The confrontation could hardly have been 
exhibited more dramatically than by the ap-
pearance of Greta Thunberg immediately af-
ter the most powerful man in the world—the 
leader in the race to destruction—had admon-
ished the Masters to disdain the “heirs of yes-
terday’s foolish fortune tellers” (virtually 100 
percent of climate scientists) and to take up 
his wrecking ball.                                          Z

C.J. Polychroniou is a political economist/politi-
cal scientist who has taught and worked in uni-
versities and research centers in Europe and the 
United States. His main research interests are in 
European economic integration, globalization, the 
political economy of the United States and the de-
construction of neoliberalism’s politico-economic 
project. He is a regular contributor to Truthout as 
well as a member of Truthout’s Public Intellectual 
Project. He is the author of Optimism Over De-
spair: Noam Chomsky On Capitalism, Empire, 
and Social Change, an anthology of interviews 
with Chomsky originally published at Truthout 
and collected by Haymarket Books.

The Publication of Origin for this article is Truth-
out.
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February 15 marks the day, 17 years 
ago, when global demonstrations 
against the pending Iraq invasion were 

so massive that the New York Times called 
world public opinion “the second superpow-
er.” But the U.S. ignored it and invaded Iraq 

anyway. So what has become of the momen-
tous hopes of that day?

The U.S. military has not won a war since 
1945, unless you count recovering the tiny co-
lonial outposts of Grenada, Panama and Ku-
wait, but there is one threat it has consistently 
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outmaneuvered without firing more than a few 
deadly rifle shots and some tear gas. Ironical-
ly, this existential threat is the very one that 
could peacefully cut it down to size and take 
away its most dangerous and expensive weap-
ons: its own peace-loving citizens.

During the Vietnam war, young Ameri-
cans facing a life-and-death draft lottery built 
a powerful anti-war movement. President 
Nixon proposed ending the draft as a way 
to undermine the peace movement, since he 
believed that young people would stop pro-
testing the war once they were no longer ob-
ligated to fight. In 1973, the draft was ended, 
leaving a volunteer army that insulated the 
vast majority of Americans from the deadly 
impact of America’s wars.

Despite the lack of a draft, a new anti-war 
movement—this time with global reach—
sprung up in the period between the crimes 
of 9/11 and the illegal U.S. invasion of Iraq 
in March 2003. The February 15, 2003, pro-
tests were the largest demonstrations in hu-

man history, uniting people around the world 
in opposition to the unthinkable prospect that 
the U.S. would actually launch its threatened 
“shock and awe” assault on Iraq. Some 30 
million people in 800 cities took part on every 
continent, including Antarctica. This massive 
repudiation of war, memorialized in the doc-
umentary We Are Many, led New York Times 
journalist Patrick E. Tyler to comment that 
there were now two superpowers on the plan-
et: the United States and world public opinion.

The U.S. war machine demonstrated total 
disdain for its upstart rival, and unleashed an 
illegal war based on lies that has now raged 
on through many phases of violence and cha-
os for 17 years. With no end in sight to U.S. 
and allied wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, 
Libya, Syria, Palestine, Yemen and West Af-
rica, and Trump’s escalating diplomatic and 
economic warfare against Iran, Venezuela and 
North Korea threatening to explode into new 
wars, where is the second superpower now, 
when we need it more than ever?
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Since the U.S. assassination of Iran’s Gen-
eral Soleimani in Iraq on January 2, the peace 
movement has reemerged onto the streets, 
including people who marched in February 
2003 and new activists too young to remem-
ber a time when the U.S. was not at war. There 
have been three separate days of protest, one 
on January 4, another on the 9th and a glob-
al day of action on the 25th. The rallies took 
place in hundreds of cities, but they did not 
attract nearly the numbers who came out to 
protest the pending war with Iraq in 2003, or 
even those of the smaller rallies and vigils that 
continued as the Iraq war spiraled out of con-
trol until at least 2007.

Our failure to stop the U.S. war on Iraq in 
2003 was deeply discouraging. But the num-
ber of people active in the U.S. anti-war move-
ment shrank even more after the 2008 election 
of Barack Obama. Many people did not want 
to protest the nation’s first black president, 
and many, including the Nobel Peace Prize 
Committee, really believed he would be a 
“peace president.”

While Obama reluctantly honored Bush’s 
agreement with the Iraqi government to with-
draw U.S. troops from Iraq and he signed the 
Iran nuclear deal, he was far from a peace 
president. He oversaw a new doctrine of co-
vert and proxy war that substantially reduced 
U.S. military casualties, but unleashed an es-
calation of the war in Afghanistan, a campaign 
against ISIS in Iraq and Syria that destroyed 
entire cities, a ten-fold increase in CIA drone 
strikes on Pakistan, Yemen and Somalia, and 
bloody proxy wars in Libya and Syria that 
rage on today. In the end, Obama spent more 
on the military and dropped more bombs on 
more countries than Bush did. He also refused 
to hold Bush and his cronies responsible for 
their war crimes.

Obama’s wars were no more successful than 
Bush’s in restoring peace or stability to any of 
those countries or improving the lives of their 

people. But Obama’s “disguised, quiet, me-
dia-free approach” to war made the U.S. state 
of endless war much more politically sustain-
able. By reducing U.S. casualties and waging 
war with less fanfare, he moved America’s 
wars farther into the shadows and gave the 
American public an illusion of peace in the 
midst of endless war, effectively disarming 
and dividing the peace movement.

Obama’s secretive war policy was backed 
up by a vicious campaign against any brave 
whistleblowers who tried to drag it out into 
the light. Jeffrey Sterling, Thomas Drake, 
Chelsea Manning, John Kiriakou, Edward 
Snowden and now Julian Assange have been 
prosecuted and jailed under unprecedented 
new interpretations of the WWI-era Espio-
nage Act.

With Donald Trump in the White House, 
we hear Republicans making the same ex-
cuses for Trump—who ran on an anti-war 
platform—that Democrats made for Obama. 
First, his supporters accept lip service about 
wanting to end wars and bring troops home 
as revealing what the president really wants 
to do, even as he keeps escalating the wars. 
Second, they ask us to be patient because, de-
spite all the real world evidence, they are con-
vinced he is working hard behind the scenes 
for peace. Third, in a final cop-out that under-
mines their other two arguments, they throw 
up their hands and say that he is “only” the 
president, and the Pentagon or “deep state” is 
too powerful for even him to tame.

Obama and Trump supporters alike have 
used this shaky tripod of political unaccount-
ability to give the man behind the desk where 
the buck used to stop an entire deck of “get 
out of jail free” cards for endless war and war 
crimes.

Obama and Trump’s “disguised, quiet, 
media-free approach” to war has inoculated 
America’s wars and militarism against the vi-
rus of democracy, but new social movements 
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have grown up to tackle problems closer to 
home. The financial crisis led to the rise of 
the Occupy Movement, and now the climate 
crisis and America’s entrenched race and im-
migration problems have all provoked new 
grassroots movements. Peace advocates have 
been encouraging these movements to join 
the call for major Pentagon cuts, insisting that 
the hundreds of billions saved could help fund 
everything from Medicare for All to the Green 
New Deal to free college tuition.

A few sectors of the peace movement have 
been showing how to use creative tactics and 
build diverse movements. The movement for 
Palestinians’ human and civil rights includes 
students, Muslim and Jewish groups, as well 
as black and indigenous groups fighting sim-
ilar struggles here at home. Also inspirational 
are campaigns for peace on the Korean penin-
sula led by Korean Americans, such as Wom-

en Cross the DMZ, which has brought togeth-
er women from North Korea, South Korea 
and the United States to show the Trump ad-
ministration what real diplomacy looks like.

There have also been successful popular 
efforts pushing a reluctant Congress to take 
anti-war positions. For decades, Congress has 
been only too happy to leave warmaking to 
the president, abrogating its constitutional 
role as the only power authorized to declare 
war. Thanks to public pressure, there has 
been a remarkable shift. In 2019, both hous-
es of Congress voted to end U.S. support for 
the Saudi-led war in Yemen and to ban arms 
sales to Saudi Arabia for the war in Yemen, 
although President Trump vetoed both bills.

Now Congress is working on bills to ex-
plicitly prohibit an unauthorized war on Iran. 
These bills prove that public pressure can 
move Congress, including a Republican-dom-
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inated Senate, to reclaim its constitutional 
powers over war and peace from the execu-
tive branch.

Another bright light in Congress is the pi-
oneering work of first-term Congressperson 
Ilhan Omar, who recently laid out a series of 
bills called Pathway to PEACE that challenge 
our militaristic foreign policy. While her bills 
will be hard to get passed in Congress, they 
lay out a marker for where we should be 
headed. Omar’s office, unlike many others in 
Congress, actually works directly with grass-
roots organizations that can push this vision 
forward.

The presidential election offers an opportu-
nity to push the anti-war agenda. The most ef-
fective and committed anti-war champion in 
the race is Bernie Sanders. The popularity of 
his call for getting the U.S. out of its imperi-

al interventions and his votes 
against 84 percent of military 
spending bills since 2013 are 
reflected not only in his poll 
numbers but also in the way 
other Democratic candidates 
are rushing to take similar po-
sitions. All now say the U.S. 
should rejoin the Iran nuclear 
deal; all have criticized the 
“bloated” Pentagon budget, 
despite regularly voting for 
it; and most have promised to 
bring U.S. troops home from 
the greater Middle East.

So, as we look to the future 
in this election year, what are 
our chances of reviving the 
world’s second superpower 
and ending America’s wars?

Absent a major new war, 
we are unlikely to see big 
demonstrations in the streets. 

But two decades of endless war 
have created a strong anti-war 
sentiment among the public. 

A 2019 Pew Research Center poll found that 
62 percent of Americans said the war in Iraq 
was not worth fighting and 59 percent said the 
same for the war in Afghanistan.

On Iran, a September 2019 University of 
Maryland poll showed that a mere one-fifth of 
Americans said the U.S. “should be prepared 
to go to war” to achieve its goals in Iran, while 
three-quarters said that U.S. goals do not war-
rant military intervention. Along with the 
Pentagon’s assessment of how disastrous a 
war with Iran would be, this public sentiment 
fueled global protests and condemnation that 
have temporarily forced Trump to dial down 
his military escalation and threats against Iran.

So, while our government’s war propagan-
da has convinced many Americans that we are 
powerless to stop its catastrophic wars, it has 
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failed to convince most Americans that we are 
wrong to want to. As on other issues, activ-
ism has two main hurdles to overcome: first 
to convince people that something is wrong; 
and secondly to show them that, by working 
together to build a popular movement, we can 
do something about it.

The peace movement’s small victories 
demonstrate that we have more power to chal-
lenge U.S. militarism than most Americans 
realize. As more peace-loving people in the 
U.S. and across the world discover the power 
they really have, the second superpower we 
glimpsed briefly on February 15, 2003 has the 
potential to rise stronger, more committed and 
more determined from the ashes of two de-
cades of war.

A new president like Bernie Sanders in the 
White House would create a new opening for 
peace. But as on many domestic issues, that 
opening will only bear fruit and overcome 
the opposition of powerful vested interests if 

there is a mass movement behind it every step 
of the way. If there is a lesson for peace-lov-
ing Americans in the Obama and Trump pres-
idencies, it is that we cannot just walk out of 
the voting booth and leave it to a champion in 
the White House to end our wars and bring us 
peace. In the final analysis, it really is up to 
us. Please join us.                                      Z

Medea Benjamin is cofounder of CODE-
PINK for Peace, and author of several 
books, including Inside Iran: The Real 
History and Politics of the Islamic Re-
public of Iran. 

Nicolas J. S. Davies is an independent 
journalist, a researcher with CODEPINK 
and the author of Blood On Our Hands: 
the American Invasion and Destruction 
of Iraq.
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Last month, as hundreds of thousands 
of people showed up for the Wom-
en’s March in Washington, DC, a 

few miles from my home, I was at a karate 
dojo testing for my first belt. My fellow prac-

titioners, ranging in age from five into their 
seventies, looked on as I hammered my fist 
through a two-inch piece of wood. The words 
of one of the black belts there echoed in my 
head. “Imagine the board is Trump,” he’d 
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whispered to me, grinning, aware that not ev-
eryone in our dojo shared his views. When I 
split that board, everyone clapped.

Despite pride in that small achievement, I 
bit my lip in shame, knowing that I should 
have been at that march with my two children. 
They, after all, are going to inherit this gen-
der-unequal world of ours, presently ruled by 
our infamously pussy-grabbing president, a 
world that seems ever less hospitable, despite 
the heightened awareness that the #MeToo 
movement has brought to it.

Women still earn about 79 cents on the male 
dollar (62 cents if you’re a black woman). 
One in 5 of us will be raped in our lifetimes 
(compared with one in 72 men). According 
to the Centers for Disease Control, homicide 
ranks fifth among the most common causes of 
death for women aged 20 to 44, with a major-
ity of us killed by intimate partners. A 2018 
survey found that 81 percent of women in 
the U.S. had experienced sexual harassment 
in some form at the hands (often literally) of 
colleagues or supervisors. The recent damn-
ing report on the harassment and bullying of 
Victoria’s Secret employees is a case in point.

At the rate things are going, the prospects for 
personal security seem pretty dim not just for 
me in the years to come but for my three-year-
old daughter, who—my guess—will have a 
better chance of feeling safe if she comes to 
the dojo with me, rather than holding an an-
ti-Trump placard under a gray January sky.

Mind you, I’m hardly indifferent to the pres-
ent degradation of our anything-but-all-Amer-
ican world. As a co-founder of Brown Uni-
versity’s Costs of War Project and a military 
spouse, I’ve written often enough about the 
importance of bearing witness to the world’s 
horrors and made an effort to highlight spikes 
in gender violence and also the burdens shoul-
dered by female caretakers in the sorts of U.S. 
military communities I’ve been living in these 
last years.

Over the past two decades, I’ve also traveled 
to Russia, where I researched gender discrim-
ination, violence, and other human rights vio-
lations against the country’s most vulnerable 
citizens. Now, as a therapist-in-training with 
veterans, military families, and immigrants 
and refugees from around the world, many of 
them survivors of violence, I struggle with my 
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own sense of hopelessness amid a barrage of 
stories about bloodshed, sexual outrages, and 
racism, as well as the specter of a climbing 
suicide rate in this country.

Toward the end of President Donald 
Trump’s first year in office, I found myself in 
modest despair and was reminded of the fa-
mous French Enlightenment philosopher Vol-
taire’s advice to “tend my own small patch of 
garden”—even as I tried to do my own small 
bit to at least record the inhumanity now tak-
ing place on a global scale on a distinctly en-
dangered planet. I even started to repost on a 
social media apolitical mommy blog articles 
suggesting that being a stay-at-home mom 
was the most impactful way to change the 
world. At the time, I didn’t truly believe such 
sentiments, but I had my doubts as well about 
changing a world that seemed to be going 
from bad to worse.

Just a Bunch of Women’s Sto-
ries—Insights from Russia

In Russia during the mid-2000s, when the 
chaos of the post-Soviet 1990s gave way 

to the authoritarian, pro-childbirth Putin era, 
I spent several years as an anthropology doc-
toral student studying gender discrimination 
and violence among that country’s white-col-
lar female workforce.

One winter day, I sat at a St. Petersburg café 
sipping tea with a young female manager of 
a Russian gasoline company. After I’d heard 
her stories of being asked to wear short skirts 
to work, getting attacked by male colleagues 
during business trips to Europe, and being 
paid less than half of what her male colleagues 
made, she urged me to ask other women I in-
terviewed about their hobbies.

I nodded for her to continue. “I do martial 
arts—karate, aikido,” she said. “You should 
try it. There are times when you need to feel 
strong.”

I barely took in those comments of hers. The 
notion of writing a dissertation about hobbies 
felt preposterous. There were so many more 
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important things to focus on in a society 
where the repression of organizing efforts was 
intensifying through bureaucratic restrictions 
and thuggish intimidation.

I would call the offices of women’s rights 
groups in Moscow and St. Petersburg and find 
that the numbers were out of order. A woman 
who had started a profitable business and also 
used it as a home for a small advocacy group 
against sexual harassment arrived one day to 
find its windows smashed, her equipment sto-
len, and “whore” spray-painted across a wall.

One day, almost on a whim, I decided to 
visit an aikido class in St. Petersburg with a 
woman in my study who’d also been singing 
that martial art’s praises. It turned out to be 
full of women. As the students there rolled, 
threw one another, and ran for conditioning, 
their instructors reminded them that, in every-
thing they did, they had to project “strength 
and a will to live.”

Increasingly, I found myself asking wom-
en about their “hobbies” and, increasingly, I 

came to see martial arts, yoga, traveling, and 
in several cases walking on hot coals—ac-
tivities that Russian women loosely grouped 
under the term “self-development” or samora-
zvitie—as essential to the task of toughening 
oneself against a government determined to 
crush women’s bodily integrity. It was a gov-
ernment that propagandized for heterosexual 
families, but showed not the slightest interest 
in protecting women from husbands and in-
laws who beat them or colleagues and em-
ployers who attacked them sexually at work.

Back in the United States, at my disserta-
tion defense, one of my committee members 
dismissed much of my work as “just a bunch 
of women’s stories.” How true. And yet, even 
then, I didn’t grasp the full significance of 
what I’d seen.

What We Got from the Rus-
sians

On November 8, 2016, about six years after 
earning my doctorate and eight months 
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pregnant with my daughter, I half-dozed on 
the couch as a U.S. map on my TV screen 
turned an ever-more Trumpian red. My mind 
spontaneously returned to memories of Face-
book ads with pictures whose lighting empha-
sized every wrinkle on Hillary Clinton’s face, 
highlighting her grimaces, portraying her with 
black Xs across that face. Those ads sparked 
a sense of familiarity in me. They reminded 
me of Russian smear-campaign images, but I 
hadn’t made the link with Election 2016 until 
that jolting moment of Donald Trump’s vic-
tory.

A few months later, my husband reminded 
me that I sat up then and in my pregnancy-in-
duced drowsiness said, “I feel like we’ve been 
attacked.”

The next morning, depression settling in, I 
received an email from an old Russian friend 
and fellow feminist scholar who offered me 
her sympathy: “I know what it’s like to live 
with such a leader,” she wrote, referring, of 
course, to Russian President Vladimir Pu-

tin. “You have the same problems that we do 
now.”

Nothing in my own experience, of course, 
bears much relationship to the magnitude of 
fear, financial insecurity, and lack of social 
protection against violence that many of my 
Russian colleagues face in their daily lives. 
Yet so long after reading my friend’s email, 
I’m beginning to see just what she meant.

When you bear witness to the horrors of this 
world, when you know that your mind and 
body and those of the small children in your 
care are vulnerable to such horrors, and when 
the leader your country has elected is not only 
unlikely to guard against them but may sanc-
tion them, it can take a toll on both mind and 
body. I was about to give birth to a daugh-
ter then and we had elected a president who, 
months earlier, had been outed for boasting 
about grabbing women’s private parts with-
out their consent. What would the men in my 
daughter’s generation grow up thinking was 
okay?
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How the Military Protects Its 
Women

In my own community—my husband is a 
submarine officer in the Navy—it was only 

about a decade ago that women were first al-
lowed to serve on such ships. In the wake of 
that decision, I would find myself looking on 
in disgust during informal ceremonies meant 
to bid farewell to certain officers and initiate 
others, as officers joked about women’s hor-
monal changes and our capacity to get preg-
nant. For servicemen, gag gifts like fake-preg-
nancy tests and Aleve (for imaginary PMS) 
began to proliferate along with the suggestion 
that their femininity made them implicitly 
less reliable.

Young women who were junior submariners 
sat silently through such moments and no one 

(including me) said anything for fear of sanc-
tion. Among service members I spoke with, 
the phrase “I ripped him another asshole” was 
a common way to denote verbal discipline for 
mistakes made on a Navy ship. I cringed ev-
ery time I heard of it being used, having spo-
ken to women (and men, too) to whom this 
had literally happened during horrific acts of 
violence.

From my own work with female survivors 
of rape, I knew that comments insulting wom-
en’s personalities and intelligence existed on 
the same continuum with physical attacks. 
Both served to intimidate us and devalue 
our humanity. A May 2019 New York Times 
article, citing Department of Defense data, 
reported that there had been a 50 percent in-
crease in sexual assault on women in uniform 
in the previous 2 years.
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How the Impossible Becomes 
Possible

It’s a hallmark of trauma that you think of 
one form of violence and it calls to mind 

others of a like nature. In my research for the 
Costs of War Project on America’s never-end-
ing conflicts and in co-writing the book War 
and Health: The Medical Consequences of 
the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, my senses 
grew ever more attuned to some of the worst 
of the world’s horrors.

In the stories of women I met and in the re-
search I did, there were always maimed and 
suffering women’s bodies. Feeding my infant 
daughter, I would skim the news of armed 
conflict around the world as part of my work 
compiling a report on war and the way it was 
destroying the lives and bodies of civilians 
in the Greater Middle East and beyond. I re-
member, for example, reading a story about 
a woman in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo whose nine-year-old daughter had 
been raped by a militia group and was later 
held by the police. I had nightmares in which 
I was that mother.

That summer of 2017 as I cared for two tod-
dlers on my own, a haze of wildfire smoke be-
gan to curl through the foothills of the Cascade 
Mountains and into the kitchen of my Pacific 
Northwest home. Under the circumstances, 
how could I not have thought about the ways 
in which crises that had once seemed impos-
sibly far away could suddenly seem both pos-
sible and close at hand?

Weeks after that year’s July Fourth, my 
husband and I were jolted awake when an ex-
plosion broke the silence of the midnight sky. 
Someone had set off fireworks, startling both 
of us—but him far more than me. I wondered 
then what he had seen and heard in his life 
apart from me that he couldn’t talk about. We 
took each other’s hands. “I know it was just 
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fireworks,” I said, “but somehow I feel less 
safe. Like, if something happened, no one 
would care.” He nodded: “I know,” he said, 
half-soothingly.

To claim that living a privileged life in the 
United States while learning about violence 
in far away places constitutes “trauma” will 
seem understandably laughable to many. Yet, 
as a social-work professor told me that sum-
mer, if you’re empathizing with others to the 
extent that you should be, there is a remark-
ably small psychological difference (at least 
in the moment) between bearing witness and 
experiencing an event yourself.

Soon after the unexpected July fireworks, 
needing to regain a sense of efficacy, I located 
the nearest aikido dojo and signed up to start 
practicing again. Within a few weeks, I found 
myself paying better attention to patients than 
I had ever thought possible. I soon accepted 
a proposal to return to Russia and produce 
a documentary on the experiences of people 
with disabilities living in institutions there.

At one point, I told a woman at the dojo 
who had worked as a nurse with female vet-
erans experiencing complex trauma that I was 
growing increasingly nervous about the new 
Trump administration’s policies. In response, 
she pointed to the knot in her belt at the cen-
ter of her abdomen, which aikido instructors 
claim roots you to the ground when you are 
attacked, and said, “This helps, you know.”

Cultivating Your Garden in a 
Trumpian Era

The advantage of activities like aikido 
(even if they are very much on life’s side-

lines) is that you can have an experience in-
creasingly hard to find in this Trumpian world 
of ours. In such places, people who wouldn’t 
normally agree on much of anything can still 
support one another. In our dojo, there were 
Trump supporters, staunch Democrats, indig-

enous people, blacks, whites—all practicing 
together, offering each other hands-on help 
when someone was ill or desperately short 
on childcare. I thought: Wasn’t this just the 
kind of coexistence without agreement that 
the Russian authorities were trying to undo in 
2016 and the Trump administration is trying 
to undo now?

For years after the momentous 2011 pro-
tests in Russia against election fraud, I asked 
friends who had been in Moscow and St. Pe-
tersburg about their motivations then. One 
replied: “What were we not marching for?” 
Another said: “We didn’t want the same 
things.” For example, a considerable number 
of my Russian colleagues wanted protection 
from sexual harassment, discrimination, or 
violence against LGBTQ people who had 
faced death threats for acts no less basic than 
just walking down the street as themselves. 
Among my friends, the only thing that didn’t 
seem to fly in the protest movement of that 
moment was adhering to simplistic party lines 
that excluded difference.

Recently, I visited a training session led by 
a team of psychologists and therapists who go 
into combat zones to offer group-crisis thera-
py to survivors of wartime violence and sex-
ual assault. One of those psychologists asked 
us to begin moving to pop music that reflected 
different emotions from sadness to hope. She 
argued that it was a way to meld the physi-
cal, cognitive, and emotional. If you felt sad, 
then you should show it with your body, but 
also choose music that allows you to move to 
different emotions entirely. I’ve used similar 
techniques with my clients, some of whom 
have found them to be useful indeed, particu-
larly in group settings.

It’s not that such acts of self-care or sideline 
hobbies will solve this world’s desperate and 
deepening problems. It’s that those problems 
are growing so overwhelming under this pres-
ident that shoring up your own defenses is it-
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self a noteworthy achievement.
Voltaire, after all, urged his readers to 

cultivate their gardens at a time of govern-
ment-sponsored torture and intolerance across 
Europe. Arguably, his suggestions reflected 
less a mark of skepticism about the possibili-
ty of changing our world for the better than a 
recognition that basic human freedoms—like 
bodily integrity—are deeply threatened and 
must be protected.

Any community built on respect and com-
passion for human rights, any community that 
allows its citizens to cultivate their own gar-
dens, is well worth our time.                                         Z

Andrea Mazzarino, a TomDispatch regu-
lar, co-founded Brown University’s Costs 
of War Project. She is an activist and social 
worker interested in the health impacts 
of war. She has held various clinical, re-
search, and advocacy positions, includ-

ing at a Veterans Affairs PTSD Outpatient 
Clinic, with Human Rights Watch, and at 
a community mental health agency. She 
is the co-editor of the new book War and 
Health: The Medical Consequences of 
the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

This article first appeared on TomDis-
patch.com, a weblog of the Nation In-
stitute, which offers a steady flow of al-
ternate sources, news, and opinion from 
Tom Engelhardt, long time editor in pub-
lishing, co-founder of the American Em-
pire Project, author of The End of Victory 
Culture, as of a novel, The Last Days of 
Publishing. His latest book is A Nation 
Unmade By War (Haymarket Books).
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Baruch de Spinoza, the great 17th cen-
tury philosopher, wrote that the two 
basic human emotions (or “affec-

tions,” as he called them) are fear and hope, 
and he suggested that a balance needs to be 
struck between the two, because fear unmin-

gled with hope leads to despair and hope 
unmingled with fear can lead to destructive 
self-confidence. This very idea can be applied 
to contemporary societies, especially at a time 
when, what with cyberspace, instant inter-
personal digital communications, the massi-
fication of industrial entertainment and mass 
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customization of commercial and political mi-
crotargeting, collective sentiment is becoming 
more and more “like” individual sentiments, 
even if it is still made up of selective aggre-
gates. That is why identification with what 
you hear or read is so immediate these days 
(“it is what I think”—even if you have never 
really thought about “it” before), as is also the 
case with loathing (“I knew I had reasons to 
hate it”—even if you have never really hated 
“it” before). Thus, collective sentiment easi-
ly becomes invented memory, somewhere in 
the future of the past of individuals. The only 
reason this has become possible, of course, 
is that, in the absence of any alternative, the 
degradation of the material conditions of life 
makes you vulnerable to reassuring ratifica-
tions of the status quo. 

Once we convert hope and fear into collec-
tive sentiment, we come to the conclusion that 
there may never have been such an unequal 
global distribution of fear and hope. The vast 
majority of the world’s population live in 
fear—fear of hunger, war, violence, disease, 
employers, job loss or the likelihood of nev-
er finding a job, fear of the next drought or 
the next flood. Almost invariably, that fear is 
experienced without the least bit of hope that 
something can be done to make things better. 
In contrast, a tiny portion of the world’s pop-
ulation lives in such an excess of hope that 
they seem utterly devoid of fear. They are not 
afraid of any enemies because they deem the 

latter to be either destroyed or disarmed; they 
are not afraid of the uncertainties of the future 
because they are well insured against every 
possible risk; they are not afraid of the un-
certainties at home because they can move to 
any other country or continent at any moment 
(and are even looking into the possibility of 
occupying other planets); they are not afraid 
of violence because they have security experts 
at their service, along with sophisticated alarm 
systems, electrified walls and private armies. 

The global social division of fear and hope 
is so unequal that a number of phenomena that 
used to be unthinkable less than 30 years ago 
now strike us as being the ordinary features of 
a new normal. Workers “accept” being more 
and more exploited through labor, with no 
rights whatsoever; young entrepreneurs “con-
fuse” autonomy with self-enslavement; ra-
cialized populations are confronted with rac-
ist prejudices, often on the part of supposed 
non-racists; women and LGBTQ people con-
tinue to be the victims of gender-based vio-
lence, notwithstanding all the achievements 
of feminist and anti-homophobic movements; 
and non-believers as well as believers of the 
“wrong” religions are the victims of the worst 
forms of fundamentalism. At the political lev-
el, democracy as the rule of the many for the 
benefit of the many tends to be turned into 
rule of the few for the benefit of the few; dem-
ocratic normalcy allows itself to be infiltrated 
by the fascist-leaning state of exception, at the 

The global social division of fear and hope is so 
unequal that a number of phenomena that used 
to be unthinkable less than 30 years ago now 
strike us as being the ordinary features of a new 

normal
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same time that the judicial system, understood 
to be the empire of the law for the protection 
of the weak against the arbitrary power of the 
strong, gradually turns into a legal war waged 
by the powerful against the oppressed and by 
the fascists against the democrats. 

It is imperative to change this state of af-
fairs, lest life become utterly unbearable for 
the vast majority of humankind. The moment 
the only freedom left for that vast majority is 
the freedom to be miserably destitute, we will 
be face to face with the misery of freedom. In 
order to get out of such hell, seemingly pro-
grammed by a voracious and quite unintelli-
gent design, the unequal distribution of fear 
and hope needs to be altered. It is imperative 
that the vast majorities regain some hope, and 
for that to happen it is imperative that the small 

minorities filled with excessive hope (caused 
by their not fearing the resistance of those 
who have but fear) feel fear again. This will 
require many ruptures and struggles at the so-
cial, political, cultural, epistemological, sub-
jective and intersubjective level. The last cen-
tury started off feeling optimistic that ruptures 
with fear and struggles for hope were at hand 
and that they would be successful. Initially, 
that optimism went by the initiatory names of 
socialism and communism. These were later 
joined by a new constellation of names, such 
as republicanism, secularism and laicism. 
As the century progressed, other names and 
phrases came along, such as liberation from 
colonial rule, self-determination, democracy, 
human rights, women’s liberation and eman-
cipation, etc. In this first half of the 21st cen-

The judicial system, understood to be the empire of the law for the protection 
of the weak against the arbitrary power of the strong, gradually turns into a legal 
war waged by the powerful against the oppressed and by the fascists against the 

democrats
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tury, we live in the midst of the ruins of many 
of those names. The first two seem, at best, 
relegated to history books, sunk into oblivion 
at worst. The rest lie, if not disfigured, then 
at least benumbed by the accumulation of as 
many defeats as they had victories. This is 
why the ruptures and struggles against the de-
spicably unequal distribution of fear and hope 
are bound to be a gigantic task, in view of how 
fragile all the tools at our disposal are. In fact, 
this discrepancy is itself a manifestation of to-
day’s imbalance between fear and hope. The 
struggle against the imbalance must start by 
making use of the very tools that mirror the 
imbalance. Only through successful struggles 
against the imbalance will it be possible to 
beckon to the vast majorities with the spread 
of hope and the dwindling of fear. 

When foundations sink, they turn into ru-
ins. When there seems to be nothing but ruins 
around you, the only choice left for you is to 
search among the ruins, looking not only for 
the memory of what used to be better, but first 
and foremost for how to disidentify yourself 
from whatever it was that, in the design of the 
foundations, made the whole edifice so frag-
ile. The process consists in turning dead ruins 
into living ones, and it shall have as many di-
mensions as is required by a forward-looking 
socio-archaeology. At this start of a new year, 
let us begin with human rights. Human rights 
have a dual genealogy. In the course of their 
long history since the 16th century, they have 

successively (and sometimes simultaneously) 
served to legitimize Eurocentric, capitalist 
and colonialist oppression and to legitimize 
the struggles against that very oppression. 
But they have always been much more an in-
strument of oppression than an instrument in 
the struggle against oppression. Hence their 
contribution to today’s situation of extreme 
inequality in the global division of fear and 
hope. In the middle of the last century, after 
Europe was ravaged by two wars whose ef-
fects had an impact across the globe due to co-
lonialism, human rights reached a high point 
with the promulgation of the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, which was to provide 
the ideological underpinnings of the work car-
ried out by the United Nations. On Decem-
ber 10 of last year, the Declaration celebrated 
its 71st anniversary. This is not the place to 
embark on a detailed analysis of the declara-
tion, which was far from universal in the first 
place (it is actually very much Eurocentric, 
both culturally and politically), but which has 
gradually come to stand for a global narrative 
of human dignity. 

It can be said that from 1948 to 1989 human 
rights were mostly an instrument of the cold 
war, though this remained a minority view for 
quite some time. The hegemonic rhetoric of 
human rights was used by Western democrat-
ic governments as a way of stressing capital-
ism’s superiority vis-à-vis the type of commu-
nism of the socialist bloc formed by the Soviet 

 It is imperative that the vast majorities regain 
some hope, and for that to happen it is impera-
tive that the small minorities filled with excessive 
hope (caused by their not fearing the resistance 

of those who have but fear) feel fear again
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and Chinese regimes. According to that rhet-
oric, human rights violations occurred exclu-
sively within this bloc and in every country 
that sided with it or came under its sway. Vi-
olations in “friendly” Western countries, over 
which the U.S. increasingly extended its own 
sway, were either ignored or silenced. For a 
long time, Portuguese fascism benefited from 
this “sociology of absences,” as did Indonesia 
when it invaded and occupied East Timor, or 
Israel from the beginning of its colonial occu-
pation of Palestine to the present. Generally 
speaking, European colonialism was for a long 
time the main beneficiary of this sociology of 
absences. Capitalism’s moral superiority over 
socialism was built in this manner, with the 
active collaboration of the socialist parties of 
the Western world. This process was not free 
of contradictions. 

Throughout this period, human rights were 
often invoked by social organizations and 
movements in capitalist countries and coun-
tries under U.S. influence, as a form of resis-
tance against egregious violations of those 
rights. At the international level, imperialist 
interventions by the United Kingdom and the 
United States in the Middle East and by the 
United States in Latin America throughout the 
20th century were never considered to be hu-
man rights violations, in spite of the fact that 
numerous human rights activists sacrificed 
their lives to defend them. On the other hand, 
the political struggles waged in many coun-

tries, and in North Atlantic capitalist coun-
tries in particular, have gradually expanded 
the number of human rights, adding social, 
economic and cultural rights to the list of civ-
il and political rights. Thus, there emerged a 
divide between those (the liberal camp) who 
prioritized civil and political over all other 
rights, and those (the socialist or social dem-
ocratic camp) who gave priority to economic 
and social rights or the indivisibility of human 
rights. 

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was 
viewed as the unconditional triumph of hu-
man rights. However, subsequent interna-
tional politics showed that the human rights 
had fallen along with the socialist bloc. From 
then on, the form of global capitalism that 
had been establishing itself since the 1980s 
(neoliberalism and global financial capital) 
fostered an increasingly narrow narrative of 
human rights. It fought against social and 
ecoomic rights at first, and now, at a time 
when economic freedom has gained priority 
over all other freedoms and the far right is on 
the rise, even civil and political rights—and 
liberal democracy with them—are being chal-
lenged as obstacles to capitalist growth. These 
developments have confirmed the connection 
between the hegemonic conception of human 
rights and the cold war. 

In view of all this, we are faced with two 
paradoxical and disturbing conclusions and a 
very demanding challenge. The supposed his-

The hegemonic rhetoric of human rights was 
used by Western democratic governments as a 
way of stressing capitalism’s superiority vis-à-
vis the type of communism of the socialist bloc 

formed by the Soviet and Chinese regimes
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toric triumph of human rights is leading to an 
unprecedented degradation of the expectations 
of a decent life for the majority of the world’s 
population. Human rights have ceased to be a 
conditionality in the context of international 
relations; thus, rather than subjects of human 
rights, individuals and peoples have, at best, 
been reduced to objects of human rights rhet-

oric. As for the challenge, it can be phrased 
in the following terms: Is it still possible to 
turn human rights into living ruins, a tool for 
turning despair into hope? I certainly think so. 
In my next column I will seek to salvage the 
seeds of hope inhabiting the living ruins of 
human rights.                                          Z
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Human rights have ceased to be a conditionali-
ty in the context of international relations; thus, 
rather than subjects of human rights, individuals 
and peoples have, at best, been reduced to ob-

jects of human rights rhetoric

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was viewed as the unconditional triumph of 
human rights. However, subsequent international politics showed that the human 

rights had fallen along with the socialist bloc
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Campaigning for the presidency in 
2016, Donald Trump promised that, if 
he was elected, “American worker[s] 

will finally have a president who will protect 

them and fight for them.”   
Has he kept this promise?
When it comes to protecting workers’ 

health and safety, his administration has been 
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Trump Betrays His Promise to Protect 
and Fight for American Workers
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a disaster. Once in office, Trump packed the 
leadership of U.S. regulatory agencies with 
pro-corporate zealots, leading to predictable 
results. They repealed an Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA) rule re-
quiring employers to keep accurate records of 
injuries, repealed a rule requiring that federal 
contractors follow safety and labor laws, and 
withdrew an OSHA policy allowing workers 
to participate in OSHA inspections. In addi-
tion, as the AFL-CIO noted, the Trump ad-
ministration targeted job safety rules for toxic 
chemicals, mine examinations, and child la-
bor protections for destruction. It also sharply 
reduced the number of OSHA inspectors.  As 
of 2019, only 875 were enforcing health and 
safety regulations nationwide―the lowest 
level in the agency’s half-century of opera-
tion.

Meanwhile, although Trump bragged in 
June 2019 that the wages of American work-
ers “are rising at the fastest rate in many de-
cades,” this claim is far from the truth. In 
fact, wages rose faster only a few years be-
fore, under his predecessor.  Furthermore, an 
examination of what economists call “real 
wages”―wages offset by inflation―reveals 
that they have remained remarkably stagnant 
during the Trump era. As the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics later reported, “real” average 
weekly earnings of American workers rose 
during 2019 by just one-tenth of 1 percent.

The wage stagnation of the Trump era is 
particularly hard on America’s vast number of 

low-paid workers. According to a study by the 
Brookings Institution appearing in late 2019, 
44 percent of U.S. workers (53 million Amer-
icans) were employed in low-wage jobs that 
paid median wages of $18,000 a year.  The 
writers of the report concluded that “nearly 
half of all workers earn wages that are not 
enough, on their own, to promote economic 
security.” Moreover, as data gathered by the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates, the per-
centage of low-wage workers has grown dra-
matically.  Naturally, many of these workers 
have been forced, by economic necessity, to 
work two―and sometimes three―jobs to 
survive.

The Trump administration bears consider-
able responsibility for this impoverishment 
of American workers. It has consistently op-
posed raising the starvation-level federal min-
imum wage of $7.25 an hour, set in 2009.  In-
deed, Trump opposes establishing any federal 
wage minimum, and his GOP minions have 
blocked a minimum wage increase passed in 
2019 by the Democratic-controlled House 
from being introduced in the Senate. In ad-
dition, the Trump administration stymied a 
scheduled pay raise for federal workers and 
gutted Obama administration rules that made 
millions of Americans eligible to receive 
overtime pay for their overtime work.

Trump has also championed measures to de-
prive American workers of major healthcare 
and pension benefits that they have funded 
through their tax payments.  Although, during 
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his 2015-16 campaign, Trump promised 
never to cut Social Security, Medicare, and 
Medicaid, he has repeatedly sought to do so. 
On February 8, 2020, he again insisted that 
his new federal budget “will not be touching 
your Social Security or Medicare.” But, only 
two days later, Trump unveiled a budget that 
called for cutting Medicare by half a trillion 
dollars, Medicaid by $900 billion, and Social 
Security by $24 billion.

The Trump administration has also been 
waging an assault upon labor unions, which 

provide the major organizational muscle de-
fending the rights of America’s workers.  
Thanks to Trump’s anti-labor appointments to 
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), 
an agency established in the 1930s to guar-
antee fair treatment for workers and their 
unions, it has become ever more difficult 
for unions to operate. The NLRB has issued 
rulings constraining how and where workers 
can organize and protest, gerrymandering 
bargaining units to the benefit of employers, 
permitting corporations to fire workers in re-

Photo by Jimmy Cuadra/Shutterstock.com
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taliation for union activity, and narrowing the 
right to strike. Given the NLRB’s pro-corpo-
rate bias, even existing labor organizations―
such as unions comprised of graduate student 
workers―are now being threatened with loss 
of collective bargaining rights.

In recent decades, as an unrelenting corpo-
rate attack has crippled unions in the private 
sector, big business, the wealthy, and their 
rightwing allies in public office have turned 
to destroying the lingering strength of public 
sector unions. Working toward this goal, they 
have promoted “right-to-work” laws on the 
state and national level. These laws, by elim-
inating the obligation of workers to pay for 
the union representation they receive, encour-
age the emergence of millions of “free riders” 
and, thereby, provide an effective way to un-
dermine unions. Shortly after Trump’s inau-
guration, House Republicans introduced the 
National Right to Work Act and, within days, 
the White House announced the new presi-
dent’s support for “right-to-work” laws.

Although anti-union forces never man-
aged to push the National Right to Work Act 
through Congress, they did secure an import-
ant victory.  After they brought the “right-to-
work” case of Janus v. AFSCME before the 

Supreme Court, Trump’s Justice Department 
joined the case with an anti-union brief. Then, 
thanks to Trump’s appointment of Neil Gor-
such, a rightwing ideologue, to the Supreme 
Court, the court issued a 5-4 ruling, over-
turning precedent and declaring that work-
ers could refuse to pay dues to public sector 
unions representing them.  

In the aftermath of this decision, public sec-
tor unions worked vigorously―and, in most 
cases, successfully―to convince workers to 
pay dues voluntarily. But their membership 
did decline. Consequently, despite opinion 
polls showing that about half of America’s 
non-unionized workers want to join a union, 
the Janus decision and the other anti-labor 
measures of the Trump administration have 
combined to reduce union membership in the 
United States to a record low of 10.3 percent.

As a New York Times editorial concluded, 
Trump, as president, has sent “a clear message 
to American workers:  You’re on your own.”

Dr. Lawrence Wittner, syndicated by PeaceVoice, 
is Professor of History emeritus at SUNY/Albany 
and the author of Confronting the Bomb (Stanford 
University Press).

In recent decades, as an unrelenting 
corporate attack has crippled unions 
in the private sector, big business, 
the wealthy, and their rightwing al-
lies in public office have turned to 
destroying the lingering strength of 

public sector unions
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