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Bernie’s Deci-
sion: Retreat
Should Not Be
Confused with
Surrender

By Norman Solomon

olitics is ultimately about
life and death, as the cur-
rent pandemic horrors make
clear. Policies that can seem
abstract not only routinely
harm quality of life; they also
kill.
Both Bernie Sanders cam-
paigns for president have
brought a principled serious-

ness to the national discourse
that no other candidate has
come near matching. Now,
we seem to be entering new
terrain. Or are we?

You might not like “war”
metaphors, but a vicious re-
ality is that various types of
warfare are constantly hap-
pening against billions of
people on this planet. Hu-
manity is under siege from

structured injustice due to an-
ti-democratic power.

We don’t have a choice of
whether or not we’re in a class
war. It’s going on perpetual-
ly—waged with enormous
financial, political and media
firepower. The firepower of
class warfare against Bernie
Sanders has been ferocious
and unrelenting. The Bernie
campaign is dissipating, but
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class war is sure to remain
unrelenting.

Our choices revolve around
whether and how to fight
back against the centralized
wealth and huge corporate
interests waging that endless
war. Now, as the era after the
Bernie 2020 campaign gets
underway, 1’d like to tell you
a little about one of the count-
less inspiring activists I’ve
met—and why his outlook is
so connected to the moment
we’re in now.
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Fifty years ago, Fred Bran-
fman saw the human conse-
quences of war in Laos—an
airborne genocide that took
place courtesy of U.S. taxpay-
ers and the Orwellian-named
Defense Department. Fred
was a humanitarian-aid vol-
unteer in Laos when he dis-
covered that his country was
taking the lives of peasants
there by the thousands.

Fred assembled Voices from
the Plain of Jars. Published
in 1972, with the subtitle Life

Under an Air War, the book
included essays by Laotian
people living under long-term
U.S. bombardment as well as
drawings by children who de-
picted the horrors all around
them. As one bookseller put
it, “This is the story of the
first society to be totally de-
stroyed by aircraft.”

In 2006, when I talked
with Fred, he said: “At the
age of 27, a moral abyss sud-
denly opened before me. I
was shocked to the core of

S UNEED
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my being as I found myself
interviewing Laotian peas-
ants, among the most decent,
human and kind people on
Earth, who described living
underground for years on
end, while they saw count-
less fellow villagers and fam-
ily members burned alive
by napalm, suffocated by
500-pound bombs, and shred-
ded by antipersonnel bombs
dropped by my country, the
United States.”

Fred moved to Washington,
where he worked with antiwar
groups to lobby Congress and
protest the inflicting of mass
carnage on Indochina. He
saw the urgent need to work
inside and outside the politi-
cal system to change policies
and save lives.

More than three decades
after his experiences in Laos,
Fred wrote about “the effect
on the biosphere of the inter-
action between global warm-
ing, biodiversity loss, water
aquifer depletion, chemical
contamination, and a wide

variety of other new threats to
the biospheric systems upon
which human life depends.”
He was far from optimistic.
And that’s where, in April
2020, Fred has much to con-
vey to us with a spirit that re-
mains powerful several years
after his death.

Many people who pay at-
tention to national and global
realities are in despair, and the
loss of the Bernie campaign
now adds to the weight of
pessimism. Fred would have
understood. Looking toward
the future, he said, “I find it
hard to have much ‘hope’ that
the species will better itself in
coming decades.”

But, Fred went on, “I have
also reached a point in my
self-inquiries where 1 came
to dislike the whole notion
of ‘hope.” If I need to have
‘hope’ to motivate me, what
will I do when I see no ratio-
nal reason for hope? If I can
be ‘hopeful,” then I can also
be ‘hopeless,” and 1 do not
like feeling hopeless.”
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He added: “When I looked
more deeply at my own life,
I noticed that my life was
not now and never had been
built around ‘hope.’ Laos was
an example. I went there, |
learned to love the peasants,
the bombing shocked my psy-
che and soul to the core, and
I responded—mnot because I
was hopeful or hopeless, but
because I was alive.”

And human.

That should be reason
enough for solidarity and de-
termination. We will often
lose. We will not give up. We
must not give up. VA

Norman Solomon is co-found-
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.
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Vigil for
Peace in Ye-
men: A New
Norm

By Kathy Kelly

For the past three years,
several dozen New York-

ers have gathered each Satur-
day at Union Square, at 11:00
AM, to vigil for peace in Ye-
men.

Now, however, due to the
coronavirus, the vigil for
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peace is radically altered. Re-
cently, in recognition of the
city’s coming shelter in place
program, participants were
asked to hold individual vig-
ils at their respective homes
on the subsequent Saturday
mornings. Normally, during
the public vigils, one or more
participants would provide
updates on the humanitarian
crisis in Yemen, the ongo-
ing war, and U.S. complici-
ty. As COVID-19 threatens
to engulf war-torn Yemen, it
is even more critical to raise
awareness of how the war de-
bilitates the country.

If the vigil for peace were
to gather in Union Square,
activists most certainly would
draw attention to how Turk-
ish officials indicted 20 Sau-
di nationals for the murder

of the dissident writer, Jamal
Khashoggi. Turkey’s investi-
gation of the murder and dis-
memberment of Khashoggi
indicts 18 people for commit-
ting the murder and names
two officials for incitement
to murder. One of them, Gen-
eral Ahmad Al-Asiri, a close
associate of the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman, was
deputy chief of intelligence
when Khashoggi was mur-
dered.

Numerous news reports
over the past five years es-
tablish a pattern of Al-Asiri
responding to inquiries about
Saudi-led coalition military
attacks against Yemen civil-
ians with misleading state-
ments, outright denials and
attempted cover-ups.

Activists practice “physical distancing” at a Saturday morning vigil for Peace in Yemen,

Union Square, NYC.
Photo by Bill Ofenloch
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Water crisis caused by the war in the city of Taiz South Yemen.

Photo by anasalhajj/Shutterstock.com

For example, On August 30,
2015, according to Human
Rights Watch, a Saudi coali-
tion-led airstrike attacked the
Al-Sham Water Bottling Fac-
tory in the outskirts of Abs, in
northern Yemen. The strike
destroyed the factory and
killed 14 workers, including 3
boys, and wounded 11 more.

Later on August 30, after
the airstrike, General Al-Asi-
r1 told Reuters that the plant
was not a bottling factory, but
rather a place where Houth-
is made explosive devices.
However, all of the individu-
als Human Rights Watch in-
terviewed concurred:

“...that plant was being

used to bottle water and was
not used for any military
purposes... A group of in-
ternational journalists trav-
eled to the site of the blast
two days after it was hit and
reported that they could not
find evidence of any military
targets in the area. They said
that they carefully examined
the site, and took photos and
videos of piles of scorched
plastic bottles melted togeth-
er from the heat of the explo-
sion. They could not find any
evidence that the factory was
being used for military pur-
poses.”

Meanwhile, Yemenis were
desperately trying to contend

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 5

with rising cases of cholera
caused by shortages of clean
water.

In October 2015, when
eyewitnesses declared a hos-
pital in northern Yemen run
by Doctors Without Borders
was destroyed by Saudi-led
coalition warplanes, General
Al-Asiri told Reuters that co-
alition jets had been in action
over Saada governorate but
had not hit the hospital.

On August 15, 2016, a
Saudi-led bombing campaign
again targeted a hospital in
northern Yemen supported
by Doctors Without Borders.
Nineteen people were killed.

The Abs hospital was
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bombed two days after Saudi
airstrikes attacked a school in
northern Yemen, killing ten
students and wounding doz-
ens more.

Yet Saudi officials contin-
ued to insist they struck mil-
itary targets only. Comment-
ing on the August 13 school
attack, General Al-Asiri said
the dead children were evi-
dence the Houthis were re-
cruiting children as guards
and fighters.

“We would have hoped,”
General Al-Asiri said, that
Doctors Without Borders
“would take measures to stop
the recruitment of children to
fight in wars instead of crying
over them in the media.”

In one of the deadliest at-
tacks of the war, on October
8, 2016, the Saudi-led mil-
itary coalition’s fighter jets
repeatedly bombed a hall
filled with mourners during
a funeral for an official in the
capital city of Sana. At least
140 people were killed and
550 more were wounded.

General Al-Asiri, still a

spokesperson for the Sau-
di-led coalition, suggested
there were other causes for
the blast and later reported
the coalition had not carried
out any strikes near the hall.
But outraged UN officials,
backed up by videos on social
media, insisted that airstrikes
had massacred the mourners.

The United States has
steadily sided with Saudi
Arabia, including supply-
ing it with weapons, training
its armed forces, and cover-
ing for it in the UN Security
Council. But “Defense One,”
a U.S. news agency intending
to provide news and analysis
for national security leaders
and stakeholders, recently is-
sued a stinging rebuke to the
Kingdom’s Crown Prince,
Mohammed bin Salman.
They denounced the “human-
itarian abomination ushered
by Riyadh’s war in Yemen,”
and called his leadership “as
destabilizing to the Middle
East as its Iranian rival.” De-
fense One urged Washington
to discontinue enabling “Ri-
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yadh’s most reckless behav-
ior.”

Turkey’s indictment of
20 Saudi nationals for mur-
der and their insistence that
Al-Asiri bears responsibility
may help move the court of
public opinion to resist all
support for the Kingdom’s
ongoing war in Yemen.

Particularly now, with in-
tense focus on U.S. health
care, it’s timely to recognize
that in the past five years
U.S.-supported Gulf Coali-
tion airstrikes bombed Ye-
men’s health care facilities
83 times. As parents here care
for children during school
closures, they should be re-
minded that since December
13, 2018, eight Yemeni chil-
dren have been killed or in-
jured every single day. Most
of the children killed were
playing outdoors with their
friends or were on their way
to or from school. According
to the Yemen Data Project,
more than 18,400 civilians
have been killed or injured
by Saudi Arabia and its Gulf
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allies since the initial bomb-
ing campaign in 2015.

U.S. national security lead-
ers and stakeholders in war,
as they shelter in place, have
an extraordinary opportunity
to set a new norm and link
with the vigil for Peace in Ye-
men, virtually. VA

Kathy Kelly (kathy@vcnv.org)
co-coordinates Voices for Cre-
ative Nonviolence (www.vcnv.

org).

Love In A Dan-
gerous Time

By Mike Ferner

Taiz / Yemen - Children participate in a protest against the war

Photo by akramalrasny

A profusion of anony-

ous axioms and me-
mes floods social media these
days but one remains my
very favorite: “It’s like we’ve
all been sent to our room to
think about what we did.” My
friends, if there ever was a na-
tion that needed a “time out”
for that purpose, it’s ours.

With nearly every minute
of round-the-clock news cy-
cles dedicated to updates on
the COVID-19 pandemic,
one needn’t restate examples
of the plague’s panic, suffer-
ing, fear or insecurity. It’s all
right there, worsening with
each iteration.

Fortunately, we’re also
witnessing an abundance of
human compassion that as-
suages some of the pain and
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fear. Every day people find
creative ways to express their
concern and confirm our
common humanity.

In a stellar essay, New
York Times columnist Da-
vid Brooks reflects, “Al-
ready there’s a shift of values
coming to the world. We’re
forced to be intentional about
keeping up our human con-
nections...There’s a new in-
trospection coming into the
world, as well. [People seem]
eager to have deeper conver-
sations and ask more funda-
mental questions...If your
lungs filled with fluid a week
from Tuesday would you be
content with the life you’ve
lived? What would you do if
a loved one died?”

I’ve heard some of the same
conversations and perceived
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some of the same trans-
formations Brooks writes
about. And it gives me hope
that maybe...just maybe, this
newfound compassion and in-
trospection will continue and
expand beyond our borders.
Perhaps the hearts of Amer-
icans will feel just a portion
of the suffering and grief
our government has caused
around the world—suffering
for which we have each paid
dearly in blood and treasure.

Certainly no one would
minimize the traumas that
have already and will yet hit
the U.S. Millions will be af-
fected along a continuum
ranging from sickness, death,
unemployment and grief to
where, spared by fate from
the above, it will mostly be
an inconvenience mixed with
anxiety over the supply of toi-
let paper.

Will those on the lucky end
of the spectrum have the fur-
ther good fortune to take this
once in a century opportunity
to go to our room and think

about what we did?

For those who do, here is
some raw material for the
imagination.

When the U.S. invasion of
Iraq was in only its third year,
a Johns Hopkins University
study concluded that 655,000
people had already been
killed in that war.

Prior to that, the United Na-
tions estimated that pre-war
sanctions enforced on Iraq
at the behest of the U.S. had
killed over 500,000 children
under the age of 5.

Based on the Johns Hop-
kins estimate of Iraqis killed,
a conservative estimate of the
wounded from that same pe-
riod was 2.6 million people.
Additionally, the UN estimat-
ed between 1.5 million and 2
million Iraqis were “internal-
ly displaced” by the fighting
and roughly the same number
had fled their country, among
them disproportionate num-
bers of doctors.

Take a moment to let that
sink in...
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Now, conjure your most
empathetic vision and imag-
ine what those numbers
would look like if we applied
them comparably to our own
population. As hard as it is to
believe, here’s what our dear
nation would look like:

* In the former cities of
Atlanta, Denver, Bos-
ton, Seattle, Milwaukee,
Fort Worth, Baltimore,
San Francisco, Dallas
and Philadelphia every
single person is dead.

e In Vermont, Delaware,
Hawaii, Idaho, Nebras-
ka, Nevada, Kansas,
Mississippi, lowa, Or-
egon, South Carolina
and Colorado every sin-
gle person is wounded.

* The entire populations
of Ohio and New Jer-
sey are homeless, sur-
viving with friends,
relatives  or  under
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bridges as they can.

* The entire populations
of Michigan, Indiana
and Kentucky have fled
to Canada or Mexico.

* One in four U.S. doc-
tors has left the coun-
try. Last year, 3,000
doctors  were  kid-
napped and 800 killed.

*  Only the well-off can
afford bottled water.
What comes out of
the tap is guaranteed
to at least make you
sick and very frequent-
ly kill your children.

*  Onagoodday wehave 3
or 4 hours of electricity
to preserve food or cool
the heat...all summer...
in Arizona, Florida
and the other 48 states.

* Three times as many of
our fellow citizens are

out of work as during
the Great Depression.

* In every major city,
hospitals are seriously
degraded by years of
sanctions or outright
destroyed by bombing.

* Roads are at best a
time-consuming hazard.

* Trying to care for the
sick and wounded in
these conditions con-
sumes an ever-larger
portion of our personal
time and national re-
sources, debilitating the
economy even further.

* Anxiety, depression
and suicide rates in-
crease dramatically.

» It begins to sink in that
nobody “out there”
1S coming to save us.
We are in hell. Alone.
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If you’ve not yet deleted
this article in disgust or hor-
ror, open your heart further
to understand that the above
comparisons are based on one
nation’s reality, but our taxes
have provided the Pentagon
and CIA the wherewithal to
make life equally damna-
ble for our fellow humans
in Iran, Libya, Guatemala,
El Salvador, Nicaragua, Viet
Nam, Cambodia, Thailand,
Republic of the Congo and
who knows how many places.
Much of the world calls it war
crimes. We passively accept
it as foreign policy.

David Brooks observed,
“We learn more about our-
selves in these hard periods.
The differences between red
and blue don’t seem as acute
on the gurneys of the ER, but
the inequality in the world
seems more obscene when
the difference between rich
and poor is life or death.”

True indeed and worth tak-
ing to heart. Then, if we can



Z MAGAZINE MAY 2020

COMMENTARY

expand our consciousness
and compassion, we can be-
gin to comprehend our gov-
ernment’s behavior in the
world and come out of this
pandemic demanding to be
better members of the human
family. VA

Mike Ferner is a former Navy
Corpsman, national president of
Veterans For Peace and mem-
ber of Toledo’s City Council.
Email him at mike.ferner@sbc-
global.net

GOP’s
Achievement
is Now on Dis-

play

By Wim Laven

ignificant blame for the
failed response and de-
layed action in responding to
the global COVID-19 pan-
demic is being directed at
Donald Trump: he fired the
pandemic response team so
crucial to readiness and prog-
ress; threw away the pandem-
ic response book Obama’s
administration left him; cut
the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention funding
less than two weeks after the
World Health Organization
declared COVID-19 an emer-
gency; called it a “hoax,” and
“bad flu” when an early re-
sponse would have been most
crucial; etc...
Even where he has taken

action, like instituting travel
bans, it is not accompanied by
vital and necessary measures.
In this wholesale failure, he
does not take any responsibil-
ity, and he makes states fend
for themselves while cele-
brating that his coronavirus
briefings are a ratings hit.
Maybe he is right, it is not
his fault. I think we should
look deeper into the condi-
tions and loyalty that have
allowed Trump’s incompe-
tence to metastasize into such
a public health menace—
thanks to his much-delayed
response the U.S. has now
surpassed China in corona-
virus deaths. Republicans are
responsible for condoning his
corruption, persistent abuses
of power, and ongoing grift.
With COVID-19 we see a
reality show President—one

Photo Phil Pasquini/Shutterstock.com
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part “Apprentice” and one
part “Survivor’—instead of a
dedicated public servant.
Remember the scenes of
the Florida beaches packed
during Spring Break? Brady
Sluder epitomized the display,
“If I get corona, I get corona
... ’'m not going to let it stop
me from partying,” but he has
now apologized, “I wasn’t
aware of the severity of my
actions...” What could lead

to such broad negligence?

The prolific rise of conspir-
acy, hoax, and propaganda on
the right is now presented in
full relief. Pick your poison:
Fox, OAN, QAnon, or Rush
Limbaugh.

Some are clearly worse than
others. For example, while
Fox may mollify viewers
about white nationalism, QA-
non itself presents a domestic
terrorist threat according to
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the FBI; all push dangerous
conspiracy theories about the
“deep state,” and other round-
ly discredited hoaxes, like
“pizzagate” and false-flag
stories like the Sandy Hook
Elementary School shooting
being a ruse to take gun rights
away.

It is not surprising that they
have all pedaled deception
over our current crisis. Trump
and Fox took almost two
months to pivot from “hoax”
to “blindsided the world,”
while the more extreme
groups champion the corona-
virus as a “weaponized viral
strain designed to sell more
useless, deadly vaccines,
while at the same time killing
off a few thousand, or per-
haps a few million, people.”

The GOP has led a de-
cades-long crusade against
science. In policy debate af-
ter policy debate science and
expertise are undermined.
Science and evidence are pre-
sented as obstacles to business
goals and stockholder profit.
Powerful and well funded do-
nors, lobbyists, and political
action committees challenge
everything from environmen-
tal protections and global cli-
mate change to human rights
and worker protections. Now
Trump allows corporations
to break pollution laws, us-
ing coronavirus as an excuse
and has just rolled back emis-
sions standards. Yes, it looks
like his “cure” could indeed
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be as bad as the disease.

All these years of dishon-
esty about science have had
a devastating impact. Ad ho-
minem attacks have replaced

critical thinking; MAGA

hat-wearing  group-thinkers
endorse a “savior” who de-
claims, “what do you have to
lose?” when the truth is: ev-
erything—life as we know

it—is at stake. The opinion
of experts in the field, based
on volumes of evidence and
sound analysis, is no match
for an ignorant public that
was not inoculated against the
thousands of lies—“you’re
just a Trump hater,” they say
when you cite actual empiri-
cal, observable, measurable
evidence.

COMMENTARY

The conditions that made
the public vulnerable started
decades ago. Cuts to funding
for education year after year,
undermining curriculum,
calling creationism as valid
as evolution, and the results
are clear: people who believe
bad information make bad
choices. States supporting
Trump take the epidemic less

Photo by Marlon Trottmann/Shutterstock.com
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seriously but get more aid
from him as appreciation. For
instance, in California coun-
ties with more conservative
political tendencies people
have not reduced their daily
travel as much or taken “stay
at home orders” as serious-
ly as those with more liberal
tendencies.

There used to be rational
political debates. They took
place where people were in
agreement on the facts, but
the arguments were about
priorities and values. Now
Trump’s grievances have re-
placed governance.

The attacks against the me-
dia are also clear. Responsible
journalists sounding alarms
are being blamed for caus-
ing panic. The track record of
rightwing media is abysmal,
from climate chaos denial to
birtherism to deep state para-
noia and now to imbecilic
and deadly coronavirus ig-

norance. This is the media of
the Republicans and the party
with its mouthpieces need to
be both dismissed and held to
account. VA

Wim Laven, Ph.D., syndicated
by PeaceVoice, teaches cours-
es in political science and con-
flict resolution.

ICE Eases
Threat but
‘Essential”
Immigrant
Farmworkers
Struggle to
Feed Them-
selves During
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Coronavirus

By Danica Jorden

he 3-million-strong farm-
worker force that pro-
vides the United States with
its food has been deemed
“essential” by the United
States government during
the coronavirus. Undocu-
mented farmworkers, who
make up almost half of this
predominantly Latino force,
have been granted a sort of
reprieve from arrest by ICE
(Immigration and Customs
Enforcement), the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security
(DHS) agency that arrests,
detains and deports undoc-
umented immigrants in the
United States
In a marked pivot from its
previous stance, ICE issued
a statement on March 18 de-
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claring that, during the coro-
navirus crisis, it will focus on
“criminal” aliens and “delay”
enforcement activities aimed
at others. The brief, four-para-
graph statement ended with a
phrase civil rights organiza-
tions have long clamored for:
“Individuals should not avoid
seeking medical care because
they fear civil immigration
enforcement.”

DHS followed up a day lat-
er with a memorandum list-
ing agricultural work as part
of the “essential critical infra-
structure,” telling farmwork-
ers “you have a special re-
sponsibility to maintain your

work schedule.”

Previously ICE claimed
to only arrest and detain, in
the words of Donald Trump
during his presidential cam-
paign, the “bad hombres,”
immigrants who posed an
imminent threat to public
safety. But ICE’s own litera-
ture conflates violent crimes
with misdemeanor border
crossing. Numerous commu-
nity groups have documented
case upon case of teens being
arrested at school bus stops,
parents being torn out of their
cars in front of their children,
and applicants arrested at ICE
check-ins who had no serious

records other than border
crossing infractions.

But COVID-19 has caused
the U.S. government to re-
think its position with regard
to the massive workforce
that grows and harvests the
nation’s food. From the or-
ange groves of California to
the corn fields of Iowa and
the sweet potato growers of
North Carolina, 80 percent
of the 3 million farmworkers
in the United States are Lati-
no, and 90 percent of those
working on H-2A (temporary
agricultural worker) visas are
from Mexico. Only a little
more than half (53 percent) of

Photo by Johnny Silvercloud/Shutterstock.com
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these essential workers have
legal authorization.

Lariza Garzon and the Epis-
copal Farmworker Ministry
(EFWM) saw their food deliv-
ery for farmworkers in Dunn,
North Carolina, swamped on
March 27 by immigrant fam-
ilies in search of basic food-
stuffs. According to Garzon,
more than 200 families came
to the EFWM’s offices, and at
least 50 families were forced
to leave empty handed.

EFWM is asking for dona-
tions of items like hand san-
itizer, soap and Tylenol, and
staples such as beans, torti-
llas, cooking oil and canned
tuna. (They also accept mon-
etary donations at https:/
episcopalfarmworkermin-
istry.org/donate/ or https://
interland3.donorperfect.
net/weblink/weblink.aspx-
mame=E348613&id=1)

According to Student Ac-
tion for Farmworkers (SAF)
in Durham, North Carolina,
farmworkers only earn an
average of $11,000 a year
for their risky, backbreaking
work and long hours. SAF
says “a farmworker must har-
vest 2 tons of sweet potatoes to
earn just $4.50.” Federal law
permits children as young as
12 to work the fields, and the
blueberry harvest that sweeps
from Michigan and Maine to
Florida has employed chil-
dren even younger.

The Trump administration’s
February 24 “public charge

rule,” denies the immigra-
tion applications of persons
who have or could potential-
ly avail themselves of pub-
lic benefits such as welfare,
Medicaid health insurance
and food stamps. It is being
used against H-2A visa hold-
ers, even though their excep-
tionally low wages would
drive them to seek assistance
in order to survive. Undocu-
mented agricultural workers
are stopped from legalizing
their situations by the pub-
lic charge rule even as the
government now demands
they work for the good of the
country.

Immigrant farm workers
have long been essential to
the U.S. But they have nev-
er been recognized, respect-
ed or properly rewarded for
their labor. While a reprieve
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from the threat of ICE arrest
and deportation, if it really
happens, is welcome, the true
crime is how the U.S. treats
these essential workers. VA

Trump Budget
Winners and
Loser

By H. Patricia Hynes

udgets are moral docu-

ments (or immoral, de-
pending on priorities). So
also is tax policy.

Consider Trump’s proposed
$1.3 trillion discretionary
budget for 2021. In snapshot,
the Pentagon gets 55 percent
and every other need of 331
million people—from health,
education, agriculture, trans-
portation, environmental pro-
tection to housing—is left
with 45 percent. As one re-
tired colonel observed, “the
military gravy train is run-
ning at full speed.”

Military ~ weaponsmakers
are the biggest winners rak-
ing in nearly half of every
Pentagon dollar—an estimat-
ed $350 billion—annually.
Moreover in the midst of the
coronavirus pandemic, the
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Pentagon is increasing peri-
odic progress payments made
to military manufacturers
to keep them on schedule, a
move described as a “taxpay-
er rip-off” by one retired Pen-
tagon official.

Military corporations,
though, trump military per-
sonnel. Tens of thousands of
soldiers and their families
rely on food stamps. For at
least two weeks after our
country was advised to imple-
ment social distancing, Army
and Marine soldiers, against
their own fears, were com-
pelled to continue training in
close mass formation. Para-
lyzed by indecision, mid-lev-
el leaders were waiting for
higher command decisions.
U.S. Army Aviation aircrews
were ordered to airlift coro-
navirus patients to local hos-
pital without masks, disinfec-
tant and medical guidelines.
With no plan to quarantine
the crew, they talked of tak-
ing off doors in flight.

Two other winners are
Immigration and Customs
Control (ICE) and its sister
agency Customs and Border

Patrol (CBP).
Under Trump’s proposed
budget, ICE—the agency

whose agents seize parents
from their jobs and homes
for deportation—will double
by 2024. The proposed CBP
budget would go from $14.8
billion to $15.6 billion, to
bolster snatching babies and

children from their parents at
the U.S.-Mexican border and
caging them in crowded, un-
sanitary conditions. Budget
priorities also include $2.3
billion investments in milita-
rized border security technol-
ogy, infrastructure and equip-
ment, new border fencing,
and hiring an additional 750
Border Patrol agents.

Another winner: Wealth

he 2017 tax cut—hyped

as a bonus for all—has
left our government with a
multi-billion dollar debt that
could have funded the miss-
ing coronavirus test Kkits,
medical safety equipment,
vaccine research, and urgent-
ly needed basic health care.
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Thanks to this tax cut—the
rich get richer: 72 percent of
the tax cuts were directed to
the wealthiest 20 percent of
households. Ninety-one of
the flourishing Fortune 500
companies paid no income
taxes in 2018, and most of
the rest paid half the rate they
ought to have paid by tax reg-
ulation.

Trump’s proposed budget
is one that prizes corporate
life over human life; mili-
tarized security and walls
over tackling the challenge
of a humanistic immigration
policy; and the wealthy over
the rest of us. Another gift to
corporate America is granting
Gilead Sciences the exclusive
right to research the drug rem-
desivir that shows potential
for treating the coronavirus.
If successful the company is
guaranteed a 7-year patent,
can set prices controls on it,
will benefit from grants and
tax credits, and could block
manufacturers from develop-
ing generic versions at lower
costs and more affordable for
patients.

Losers in Trump’s budget

tate Department. If
Trump has his way, the
State Department may be cut
by 23 percent, thus undermin-
ing potentially more effective
and intelligent response to
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conflict, such as diplomacy
and humanitarian aid. Why
not build our diplomacy ca-
pacity, given we have failed
wretchedly in war since
World War II in Korea, Viet-
nam, Afghanistan, the second
Iraq War, and Syria, leaving
millions dead, injured phys-
ically and spiritually, home-
less and hungry? Even a ma-
jority of U.S. veterans doubt
that the trillion dollar wars
they fought in Afghanistan,
Iraq and Syria were worth
fighting

The Environmental Pro-
tection Agency. The pro-
posed cut of 27 percent is
nothing less than insane,
given increased coastline
flooding and erosion, more
extreme wildfires, worsened
hurricanes and prolonged
droughts from the climate cri-
sis, all of which is estimated
to cripple economic growth
in this decade. Further, re-
searchers recently calculated
that 80,000 additional lives
would be lost every decade if
this administration completes
its rollback of clean air pro-
tections. All to coddle some
well-connected fossil fuel,
auto and truck corporations.

Health and Human Ser-
vices. The proposed cut of
9 percent to Health and Hu-
man Services, including a 16
percent cut to the Centers for
Disease Control, is homicid-
al. Local and state health de-
partments across the country

have lost nearly one quarter
of their workforce—front-
line health workers critical
to stemming the spread of
the virus—since 2008, when
their positions were eliminat-
ed during the Great Reces-
sion.

Epidemiologist Larry Bril-
liant, who helped eradicate
smallpox, underscored our
underfunded and underpre-
pared public health system:
“by the time South Korea
had done 200,000 COVID-19
tests, we had probably done
less than 1,000.”

Among 20 peer countries,
the United States has the larg-
est opioid users per capita,
the highest drug-death rate,
the highest use of anti-de-
pressants per capita, and the
highest suicide and homicide
rates. In additional compar-
isons of health with these
comparable countries, we
have the highest infant mor-
tality rate and the shortest life
expectancy.

Why do we fail in protect-
ing our own people’s health
and well-being while we
squander more than a trillion
dollars each year—with the
assent of both Republicans
and Democrats—on main-
taining a failed and futile
military empire across the
world?

Now what could be done to
chart a better future for the 99
percent?
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Repeal the 2017 Tax cuts

Invest in diplomacy,
lower the defense bud-
get, retrain workers for
the Green New Deal as
described in Warheads
to Windmills, and quar-
antine fossil fuels where
they are—in the ground.

Restore the capacity
of our health and en-
vironmental  agencies

to at least pre-2008 re-
cession, and enact uni-
versal health coverage.

Heed the call of the UN
Secretary General Gu-
terres: “Put armed con-
flict on lockdown and
focus together on the
true fight of our lives—
the pandemic.”
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COVID-19 and
the Wasting
Disease of
Normalcy

By Brian Terrell

¢ ¢But what of the price of
peace?” asked Jesuit priest
and war resister Daniel Ber-

rigan, writing from federal
prison in 1969, doing time
for his part in the destruction
of draft records. “I think of
the good, decent, peace-lov-
ing people I have known by
the thousands, and I wonder.
How many of them are so af-
flicted with the wasting dis-
ease of normalcy that, even
as they declare for the peace,
their hands reach out with an
instinctive spasm in the di-
rection of their loved ones,

Daniel Berrigan, inoculated against normalcy
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in the direction of their com-
forts, their home, their securi-
ty, their income, their future,
their plans—that twenty-year
plan of family growth and
unity, that fifty-year plan of
decent life and honorable nat-
ural demise.”

From his prison cell in a
year of mass movements to
end the war in Vietnam and
mobilizations for nuclear dis-
armament, Daniel Berrigan
diagnosed normalcy as a dis-

ease and labeled it an obsta-
cle to peace:

Fifty-one years later, due
to the COVID-19 pandemic,
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the very notion of normalcy
is being questioned as never
before. While Donald Trump
is “chomping on the bit” to
return the economy to normal
very soon based on a metric
in his own head, more reflec-
tive voices are saying that a
return to normal, now or even
in the future, is an intolerable
threat to be resisted. “There is
a lot of talk about returning to
‘normal’ after the COVID-19
outbreak,” says climate activ-
ist Greta Thunberg, “but nor-
mal was a crisis.”

In recent days even econ-
omists with the World Bank
and the International Mon-
etary Fund and columnists
in the New York Times have
spoken about the urgent ne-

cessity of reordering eco-
nomic and political priorities
to something more humane—
only the thickest and cruelest
minds today speak of a return
to normal as a positive out-
come.

Early in the pandemic, the
Australian journalist John
Pilger reminded the world
of the baseline normal that
COVID-19 exacerbates: “A
pandemic has been declared,
but not for the 24,600 who
die every day from unneces-
sary starvation, and not for
3,000 children who die every
day from preventable ma-
laria, and not for the 10,000
people who die every day
because they are denied pub-
licly-funded healthcare, and

Photo by Video131/Shutterstock.com
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not for the hundreds of Ven-
ezuelans and Iranians who
die every day because Amer-
ica’s blockade denies them
life-saving medicines, and
not for the hundreds of most-
ly children bombed or starved
to death every day in Yemen,
in a war supplied and kept
going, profitably, by America
and Britain. Before you pan-
ic, consider them.”

I was starting high school
when Daniel Berrigan asked
his question and at the time,
while there obviously were
wars and injustices in the
world, it seemed as though
if we did not take them too
seriously or protest too stren-
uously, the American Dream
with its limitless potential
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was spread before us. Play the
game, and our hopes would
“march on schedule” was an
implied promise that in 1969
looked like a sure thing, for
us young white North Amer-
icans, anyway. A few years
later, I abandoned normal life,
dropped out after a year of
college and joined the Cath-
olic Worker movement where
I came under the influence of
Daniel Berrigan and Dorothy

Day, but these were privileged
choices that I made. I did not
reject normalcy because I did
not think that it could deliver
on its promise, but because
I wanted something else. As
Greta Thunberg and the Fri-
day school strikers for cli-
mate convict my generation,
few young people, even from
previously privileged places,
come of age today with such
confidence in their futures.

The pandemic has brought
home what the threats of
global destruction by cli-
mate change and nuclear war
should have long ago—that
the promises of normalcy will
never deliver in the end, that
they are lies that lead those
who trust in them to their
ruin. Daniel Berrigan saw this
a half century ago, normalcy
is an affliction, a wasting dis-
ease more dangerous to its

Photo by Video131/Shutterstock.com
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victims and to the planet than
any viral plague.
Author and human rights

activist Arundhati Roy is
one of many who recogniz-
es the peril and the promise
of the moment: “Whatever it
is, coronavirus has made the
mighty kneel and brought the
world to a halt like nothing
else could. Our minds are still
racing back and forth, long-
ing for a return to ‘normali-
ty’, trying to stitch our future
to our past and refusing to
acknowledge the rupture. But
the rupture exists. And in the
midst of this terrible despair,
it offers us a chance to re-
think the doomsday machine
we have built for ourselves.
Nothing could be worse than
a return to normality. Histori-
cally, pandemics have forced
humans to break with the past
and imagine their world anew.
This one is no different. It is
a portal, a gateway between
one world and the next.”
“Every crisis contains both

danger and opportunity,” said
Pope Francis about the pres-
ent situation. “Today I believe
we have to slow down our
rate of production and con-
sumption and to learn to un-
derstand and contemplate the
natural world. This is the op-
portunity for conversion. Yes,
I see early signs of an econ-
omy that is less liquid, more
human. But let us not lose our
memory once all this is past,
let us not file it away and go
back to where we were.”
“There are ways forward
we never imagined—at huge
cost, with great suffering—
but there are possibilities
and I’m immensely hopeful,”
said Archbishop of Canter-
bury, Justin Welby, on Eas-
ter. “After so much suffering,
so much heroism from key
workers and the NHS (Na-
tional Health Service) in this
country and their equivalents
all across the globe, once
this epidemic is conquered
we cannot be content to go
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back to what was before as if
all was normal. There needs
to be a resurrection of our
common life, a new normal,
something that links to the
old but is different and more
beautiful.”

In these perilous times, it
1S necessary to use the best
social practices and to wise-
ly apply science and tech-
nology to survive the present
COVID-19 pandemic. The
wasting disease of normalcy,
though, is the far greater exis-
tential threat and our survival
requires that we meet it with
at least the same courage,
generosity and ingenuity. Z

Brian Terrell is a co-coordinator
of Voices for Creative Nonvio-
lence and is quarantined on a
Catholic Worker farm in Maloy,
lowa
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Why The
Mainstream
Media Sug-
gests Lifting
Sanctions
Against Iran
While Not
Saying Any-
thing About
Venezuela

By Steve Ellner

By Photo Veterok/Shutterstock.com

o other country in the

world is being subjected
to the type of regime change
strategy that the Trump ad-
ministration is applying to
Venezuela. Only in the case
of Venezuela has Washington
done so much to promote in-
ternational support in favor of
a parallel government. Mean-
while, the mainstream media
fails to take up in any way
the arguments that expose the
fallaciousness and inhuman-
ity of the sanctions imposed
against Venezuela. At a press
conference on April 2, a re-
porter told Trump he has a
moral responsibility to help
Iran as it is hit by the corona-
virus. No mention was made
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about Venezuela. Why Iran
and not Venezuela? Three
reasons stand out:

1. The conflict with Iran
is a partisan issue. The 2015
nuclear arms agreement with
Iran was engineered by the
Obama administration, the
same that imposed sanctions
against Venezuela by calling
it an “extraordinary and un-
usual threat” to U.S. national
security. It is thus not surpris-
ing that the Democratic Party
leadership is critical, though
mildly so, of U.S. policy to-
ward Iran, while throwing
support toward Trump’s re-
gime change efforts in Vene-
zuela.

2. The Iranian government
has a military capacity in the
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Middle East that threatens
U.S. presence in the region.
Iran’s militia allies such as
Hezbollah serve as a dissua-
sive force. This is a reality
that the Pentagon and Wash-
ington policymakers are very
aware of. In contrast, Vene-
zuela represents no military
threat at all to the United
States. The Trump adminis-
tration’s claim that Venezuela
is allied with dissident FARC
Colombian guerrillas intent
on creating disruptions is a
bogus charge. Venezuela has
no equivalent to Hezbollah
operating in the region.

3. Venezuelan democracy
allows for the existence of a
legal opposition whose right-
wing factions represented by
Juan Guaid6, among others,
are Washington surrogates.
There is no equivalent move-
ment operating within Iran.
This situation strengthens the
U.S. position in Venezuela,
while weakening it in Iran.
Ironically, democracy, which
is supposedly what Washing-
ton is attempting to promote,
disadvantages the Maduro
government, while the lack of

it strengthens the position of
Iran.

The mainstream media,
rather than address these
three key issues, accepts, or
refrains from questioning, the
Trump administration’s cur-
rent justification for singling
out Venezuela to achieve re-
gime change: that Venezuela
is a narco-state. The media
holds back from pointing
to the obvious fallacies of
Trump’s claims: (a) that ac-
cording to official statistics
84 percent of the drug traf-
ficking from South America
uses Pacific routes while only
7 percent pass through Ven-
ezuela and other eastern Ca-
ribbean areas; (b) why is the
Southern Command lining up
navy ships along the Vene-
zuelan coast on grounds that
drug traffickers will use the
coronavirus to inundate U.S.
markets, instead of surveil-
ling the Pacific coast?; and
(c) Why doesn’t the Trump
administration take its drug
charges against Maduro to an
international tribunal?

At this point Venezuela is
receiving belligerent treat-
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ment from the U.S. largely
without precedent in peace-
time situations. In just one
week, the Trump administra-
tion announced a 15 million
dollar award for help in cap-
turing Maduro, among other
members of his government.
Then it unveiled a plan of
transition to achieve democ-
racy beginning with Madu-
ro’s resignation. Then it an-
nounced that it was sending
Navy ships to the Venezuelan
coast ostensibly to beef up
counter-narcotics operations.

In short, Venezuela is being
ganged up on while the Dem-
ocratic Party, the mainstream
media, some alternative me-
dia, most U.S. liberals and
much of the world are just
standing by. VA

Steve Ellner is a retired profes-
sor from Venezuela’s Univer-
sidad de Oriente and currently
an Associate Managing Editor
of Latin American Perspectives.
He is the editor of the recently
released Latin America’s Pink
Tide: Breakthroughs and Short-
comings.
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us they look that way. If that
sounds too cynical, pause for
a moment and reflect on what
seemed most important to
you just a year ago, or even a
few weeks ago.

The bi gger Then, you may have been
p icture is hid- thinking that Russian interfer-

. . ence in western politics was a
ing behind a vitally important issue, and
virus §omething that we needc?d to

invest much of our emotional

and political energy in coun-

tering. Or maybe a few weeks
By Jonathan Cook ago you felt that everything
would be fine if we could just
get Donald Trump out of the
White House. Or maybe you
imagined that Brexit was the
panacea to Britain’s prob-

hings often look the way
they do because some-
one claiming authority tells

S DONT FORGET TO g_{ 'y
TURN YOUR CLOCK ,

100 5%
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lems—or, conversely, that it
would bring about the UK’s
downfall.

Still feel that way?

After all, much as we
might want to (and doubt-
less some will try), we can’t
really blame Vladimir Putin,
or Russian troll farms spend-
ing a few thousand dollars
on Facebook advertising, for
the coronavirus pandemic.
Much as we might want to,
we can’t really blame Trump
for the catastrophic condition
of the privatized American
health care system, totally
ill-equipped and unprepared
for a nationwide health emer-
gency. And as tempting as it
is for some of us, we can’t re-
ally blame Europe’s soft bor-
ders and immigrants for the

rising death toll in the UK.
It was the global economy
and cheap travel that brought
the virus into Britain, and it
was the Brexit-loving prime
minister Boris Johnson who
dithered as the epidemic took
hold.

The higger picture

s it possible that only a

few weeks ago our priori-
ties were just a little divorced
from a bigger reality? That
what appeared to be the big
picture was not actually big
enough? That maybe we
should have been thinking
about even more important,
pressing matters—systemic

ones like the threat of a pan-
demic of the very kind we are
currently enduring.

Because while we were all
thinking about Russiagate or
Trump or Brexit, there were
lots of experts—even the
Pentagon, it seems—warning
of just such a terrible calam-
ity and urging that prepara-
tions be made to avoid it. We
are in the current mess pre-
cisely because those warn-
ings were ignored or given
no attention—not because the
science was doubted, but be-
cause there was no will to do
something to avert the threat.

If we reflect, it is possible
to get a sense of two things.
First, that our attention rarely
belongs to us; it is the play-
thing of others. And second,

Photo by Christopher Sharpe/Shutterstock.com
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that the “real world,” as it is
presented to us, rarely reflects
anything we might usefully
be able to label as objective
reality. It is a set of political,
economic and social priori-
ties that have been manufac-
tured for us.

Agents outside our control
with their own vested inter-
ests—politicians, the media,
business—construct reality,
much as a filmmaker designs
a movie. They guide our gaze
in certain directions and not
others.

At a moment like this
of real crisis, one that
overshadows all else, we
have a chance—though only
a chance—to recognize this
truth and develop our own
critical perspective. A per-
spective that truly belongs to
us, and not to others.

Think back to the old you,
the pre-coronavirus you.
Were your priorities the same
as your current ones?

This is not to say that the
things you prioritize now—in
this crisis—are necessarily
any more “yours” than the old
set of priorities.

If you’re watching the TV
or reading newspapers—and
who isn’t—you’re probably
feeling scared, either for your-
self or for your loved ones.

All you can think about is the
coronavirus. Nothing else re-
ally seems that important by
comparison. And all you can
hope for is the moment when
the lockdowns are over and
life returns to normal.

But that’s not objectively
the “real world” either. Ter-
rible as the coronavirus is,
and as right as anyone is to
be afraid of the threat it pos-
es, those “agents of author-
ity” are again directing and
controlling our gaze, though
at least this time those in au-
thority include doctors and
scientists. And they are guid-
ing our attention in ways that
serve their interests—for
good or bad.

Endless tallies of infections
and deaths, rocketing graphs,
stories of young people,
along with the elderly, bat-
tling for survival serve a pur-
pose: to make sure we stick to
the lockdown, that we main-
tain social distancing, that
we don’t get complacent and
spread the disease.

Here our interests—sur-
vival, preventing hospitals
from being overwhelmed—
coincide with those of the
establishment, the “agents of
authority.” We want to live
and prosper, and they need
to maintain order, to demon-
strate their competence, to
prevent dissatisfaction bub-
bling up into anger or open
revolt.

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 27

But again the object of our
attention is not as much
ours as we may believe.
While we focus on graphs,
while we twitch the curtains
to see if neighbors are going
for a second run or whether
families are out in the garden
celebrating a birthday distant
from an elderly parent, we are
much less likely to be think-
ing about how well the crisis
is being handled. The detail,
the mundane is again crowd-
ing out the important, the big
picture.

Our current fear is an enemy
to our developing and main-
taining a critical perspective.
The more we are frightened
by graphs, by deaths, the
more we are likely to submit
to whatever we are told will
keep us safe.

Under cover of the public’s
fear, and of justified concerns
about the state of the econo-
my and future employment,
countries like the U.S. are
transferring huge sums of
public money to the biggest
corporations. Politicians con-
trolled by big business and
media owned by big business
are pushing through this cor-
porate robbery without scru-
tiny—and for reasons that
should be self-explanatory.
They know our attention is
too overwhelmed by the virus
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for us to assess intentionally
mystifying arguments about
the supposed economic ben-
efits, about yet more illusory
trickle-down.

There are many other dra-
matic changes being intro-
duced, almost too many and
too rapidly for us to follow
them properly. Bans on move-
ment. Intensified surveil-
lance. Censorship. The trans-
fer of draconian powers to the
police, and preparations for
the deployment of soldiers on
streets. Detention without tri-
al. Martial law. Measures that
might have terrified us when
Trump was our main worry,
or Brexit, or Russia, may now
seem a price worth paying for
a “return to normality”.

Paradoxically, a craving for
the old-normal may mean we
are prepared to submit to a
new-normal that could per-
manently deny us any chance
of returning to the old-nor-
mal.

The point is not just that
things are far more provision-
al than most of us are ready
to contemplate; it’s that our
window on what we think of
as “the real world,” as “nor-
mal,” is almost entirely man-
ufactured for us.

Distracted hy the virus

Strange as this may sound
right now, in the midst
of our fear and suffering, the
pandemic is not really the big
picture either. Our attention
is consumed by the virus, but
it is, in a truly awful sense, a
distraction too.

In a few more years, may-
be sooner than we imagine,
we will look back on the vi-
rus—with the benefit of dis-
tance and hindsight—and feel
the same way about it we do
now about Putin, or Trump,
or Brexit.

It will feel part of our old
selves, our old priorities, a
small part of a much bigger
picture, a clue to where we
were heading, a portent we
did not pay attention to when
it mattered most.

The virus is one small warn-
ing—one among many— that
we have been living out of
sync with the natural world
we share with other life. Our
need to control and domi-
nate, our need to acquire, our
need for security, our need
to conquer death—they have
crowded out all else. We have
followed those who promised
quick, easy solutions, those
who refused to compromise,
those who conveyed author-
ity, those who spread fear,
those who hated.

If only we could redirect
our gaze, if we could seize
back control of our attention
for a moment, we might un-
derstand that we are being
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plagued not just by a virus
but by our fear, our hate, our
hunger, our selfishness. The
evidence is there in the fires,
the floods and the disease, in
the insects that have disap-
peared, in the polluted seas,
in the stripping of the planet’s
ancient lungs, its forests, in
the melting ice-caps.

The big picture is hiding
in plain sight, no longer ob-
scured by issues like Russia
and Brexit but now only by
the most microscopic germ,
marking the thin boundary
between life and death. VA

This essay first appeared on
Jonathan Cook’s blog: https:/
www.jonathan-cook.net/blog/

Cook won the Martha Gellhorn
Special Prize for Journalism.
His books include Israel and
the Clash of Civilisations: Iraq,
Iran and the Plan to Remake the
Middle East (Pluto Press) and
Disappearing Palestine: Israel’s
Experiments in Human Despair
(Zed Books). His website is
www.jonathan-cook.net.
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Can Democra-
cy Survive the
Coronavirus?

By Sonali Kolhatkar

The COVID-19 global
pandemic has prompt-
ed a major question about
leadership in a time of crisis:
how to balance the impor-
tance of public health with
the respecting of individual

liberty? The virus respects
no borders. It cares little for
how nations are run, wheth-
er through democratic gov-
ernance or authoritarianism.
But democratic governments
have already used the virus
to crack down on freedoms,
while those regimes that
were authoritarian to begin
with have used the pandem-
ic to grab even more power.
Meanwhile in countries like
the United States, the notion
of freedom is being used to
undermine public health. But
freedom and public health are
not mutually exclusive.
Hungary’s right-wing gov-

ernment offers perhaps the
most striking example of how
a crisis of public health has
been used to further author-
itarianism. Prime Minister
Viktor Orban has cited the vi-
rus spread to cancel all elec-
tions and remain in power
indefinitely. He has invoked
broad powers to limit air trav-
el and individual movements.
But there is no end date to the
restrictions, nor any parlia-
mentary review of his actions.
For as long as Orban’s emer-
gency orders are in place, he
has claimed the right to rule
by decree. Likening the virus
to the sort of “foreign influ-

?

-
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ence” he has railed against,
Orban said, “We are fighting
a two-front war. One front is
called migration, and the oth-
er one belongs to the corona-
virus. There is a logical con-
nection between the two, as
both spread with movement.”

In Serbia, President Alek-
sandar Vucic has pushed for
similarly extreme measures
and relied on heavily armed
police patrols to enforce his
edicts. He too has undermined
parliamentary oversight of
his actions and assumed the
right to rule by decree.

A spokesperson for the Or-
ganization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe ex-
plained the framework for
what the pandemic requires
from governments: “A state
of emergency—wherever it
is declared and for whatever

reason—must be proportion-
ate to its aim, and only re-
main in place for as long as
absolutely necessary.” But
history is replete with exam-
ples of governments seizing
power during moments of cri-
sis and refusing to voluntarily
relinquish them.

In India, the world’s largest
democracy and second most
populous country, the author-
itarian Hindu fundamentalist
government of Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi has im-
posed the strictest lockdown
in the world. Announced
with almost no notice, Modi
upended life for more than a
billion people with a manda-
tory 21-day lockdown to slow
the spread of the coronavirus.
With hundreds of millions of
people surviving on a hand-
to-mouth existence, many

homeless or displaced, such
a draconian order did more
harm than good. Tens of thou-
sands gathered into crowded
buses, trains, and streets des-
perate to return to their villag-
es as their source of incomes
were cut off. Nearly two doz-
en people have died en route
from Indian cities, including
an 1l-year-old who simply
starved to death.

China, a nation whose au-
thoritarian streak was already
under international scrutiny,
expanded its surveillance
power under cover of the vi-
rus. Public transportation will
now deploy facial recogni-
tion and temperature scan-
ning technology to keep tabs
on citizens with no oversight
on how the data will be used,
and no end date on data gath-
ering.
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Israel has taken it a step
further, openly surveilling
all residents using their cell
phone data to track those
who have tested positive for
COVID-19 and determining
who has come into contact
with them. Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu waived
parliamentary oversight on
using such “anti-terrorism”
measures to tackle the pan-
demic.

In the United States, the
emergence of COVID-19
initially provoked almost no
actions from the government.
President Donald Trump was
briefed about the devastating
potential of the disease to take

half a million lives in Janu-
ary, but he was more deeply
concerned about the health
of the economy than that of
American lives and repeat-
edly claimed, “No one saw
this coming.” Trump watched
the stock market gains under
his presidency unravel and
prematurely urged a return
to normalcy, hoping to see
“packed churches” by Easter
and worrying that the “cure”
for the virus would be “worse
than the problem itself.” An
administration that has based
its power on undermining sci-
ence and courting right-wing
religious  fundamentalists,
gun-owners, and self-avowed
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libertarians has used the no-
tion of “individual freedoms”
to justify its dangerous inac-
tion.

Numerous U.S. officials
are carving out exemptions
for religious gatherings in
spite of the clear need for
strict quarantining to stop the
spread of the disease. Jerry
Falwell Jr.’s Liberty Univer-
sity refused to respect quar-
antine recommendations and
reopened after Spring Break,
endangering students. The
pastor of a megachurch in
Florida also flouted public
health warnings and assem-
bled his congregation.

Perhaps the best symbol of
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“libertarian” idiocy is Am-
mon Bundy, the leader of the
failed occupation of the Mal-
heur National Wildlife Ref-
uge in Oregon who is leading
a “liberty rebellion” in Ida-
ho—a state that has more cas-
es of the virus per capita than
California. Bundy has even
wished the illness upon him-
self, saying, “I want the virus
now.” But he ought to con-
sider the case of UK Prime
Minister Boris Johnson who
also spent weeks refusing to
take action against the virus
and claimed he was seeking
“herd immunity” for a large
percentage of the population.
Johnson has now contracted
the virus and sought intensive
care at a hospital. Like others,
he has realized an aversion to
scientific facts doesn’t make
you immune to the virus.

A crisis such as the one
we are facing demands de-
cisive action tempered with
an abundance of caution
about infringements of peo-
ple’s rights. Nations such as
New Zealand are showing it
can be done. Prime Minis-
ter Jacinda Ardern has acted
decisively but emphasized
government transparency in
decision-making over a vi-
rus-lockdown. She has issued
clear messages about the
government’s strategy and
goals for eliminating the vi-
rus’ spread and made herself
available to the instruments
of accountability in a democ-

racy—namely the press. Her
approach stands in contrast
to the United States where
President Trump has upped
the ferocity of his attacks on
reporters.

South Korea also took
quick action to tackle the
virus after it first exploded
into view. President Moon
Jae-in ordered widespread
testing, imposed emergency
measures on the epicenter
of the outbreak, and isolated
and treated patients swift-
ly. Communicating clearly
and often with the public,
the government effectively
turned around a public health
crisis without resorting to
heavy-handed or autocratic
measures. Unlike the Unit-
ed States and UK, President
Moon relied on sound sci-
entific advice and wasted no
time in ordering tests and pro-
tective equipment.

New Zealand and South
Korea offer models for how
governments can navigate

W

unprecedented crises such as
this. The coronavirus is not
just a threat to our personal
and collective health; it is a
threat to our democratic in-
stitutions as well. We need
to protect lives and democra-
cies. YA

This article was produced by
Economy for All, a project of the
Independent Media Institute.

Sonali Kolhatkar is the founder,
host and executive producer of
“Rising Up With Sonali,” a tele-
vision and radio show that airs
on Free Speech TV and Pacifica
stations.

Market “Solu-
tions” to the
Covid-19 Cri-
sis

By Jack Rasmus

Photo by Viacheslav Lopatin/Shutterstock.com
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istening to Trump’s dai-

ly press conference, one
gets injected with a healthy
dose of how market-based
solutions are already saving
us from the virus.

On a daily basis, Trump
tells us what a fantastic job
he’s doing, then trots out cor-
porate CEOs before the cam-
era, one after another, each
telling us what they’re doing:
U.S. auto executives tell us
of their plans to convert their
idled factories and produce
millions of ventilators (while
states in desperate need are
actually buying them from
abroad, mostly China); Big
Pharma companies talk about
developing a new vaccine or
interim medical treatments
like hydrocholoroquinine
(which Cuba has already
produced and is giving free
to Italy); silicon valley tech
companies announce contri-
butions of hundreds of thou-
sands of N95 masks (from
their offshore inventories
(purchased from Asia and

elsewhere, no doubt).

But the reality is that the free
market—and the so-called
free enterprise system—is
largely responsible for much
of today’s health crisis. It is
the “market” that has given us
the massive shortages in hos-
pital beds, ventilators, critical
personal protection equip-
ment (PPE), and the long lag
in developing interim medical
treatments—Iet alone a vac-
cine.

Here’s just a few notable
cases of how the market has
failed and continues to do so:

As others have pointed
out before the Neoliber-

al market system implanted
itself in the U.S. decades ago
with Ronald Reagan (deep-
ening and expanding ever
since), there were 1.5 million
hospital beds in the country
and an extensive non-profit
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public hospital system. Be-
fore 1980, there were 100
million fewer U.S. citizens
for those 1.5 million beds.
Today, there are 100 million
more Americans, but only
925,000 hospital beds. The
reduction, of course, was all
done in the name of “market
efficiency” by the for-profit
hospital chains who bought
up and then shut down much
of the non-profit public hos-
pital system. Now, as the
current health crisis deep-
ens, we’re left setting up cots
in auditoriums and college
dorms and calling them hos-
pitals.

The crisis in hospital beds
for virus patients can be
traced largely to the program
of Bill Clinton in 1994 called
“managed health care.” That
program permitted and in-
centivized the acquisition of
the public hospital system
by the for-profit chains who
sought to reduce competition
so they could raise prices.

Photo by
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Under Clinton’s program, the
for-profit chains were even
exempted from U.S. anti-trust
laws that might have prevent-
ed the loss of a half million
hospital beds. Hospitals are
one of the few industries that
are totally exempt from an-
ti-trust.

Protective

hy is the U.S. so short

on ventilators, masks,
safety clothing, even disinfec-
tants? It’s because the market
solution was to offshore the
production of these critical
items to Asia, Latin America,
and especially China, years
ago. It was cheaper to move
production offshore (experts

is ‘

call this today relocating the
supply chains) and then im-
port these products back to
the U.S. economy. Expanding
free trade (again under Clin-
ton) then made the cost of im-
porting back to the U.S. even
cheaper and thus more prof-
itable. Offshoring and free
trade are but two sides of the
same coin. Add a third leg to
the economic stool: tax laws
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were changed to provide tax
breaks to corporations that
actually offshored the pro-
duction of PPE.

Fast forward to today and
we have China producing
115 million N95 and sur-
gical masks a day. China’s
surplus is so great it is giv-
ing ventilators and masks to
Italy for free. But is the U.S.
saying anything about this in
Trump’s press conferences?
Has Trump ever admitted the
availability of these critical
PPE materials, ready for im-
port to the U.S. right now. No.
Instead, health care providers,
doctors, nurses, technicians,
are told to re-use their masks
and other equipment since
there aren’t enough of them
to go around. And we’re told
by corporate representatives
in Trump’s press conferences
the materials are coming. Just

be patient.
And then there’s the Hy-
drochloroquinine interim

treatment for those sick with

COVID-19. Trump men-
tioned that, but did he say
where it was already being
used? Some reports are now
appearing that the treatment
was successfully developed
in Cuba, whose doctors have
been sent to Italy to adminis-
ter it to the most ill patients.
But no mention, however,
that that treatment is tak-
ing place right now in Italy.
You won’t hear about that
“non-market” solution from
market-unfriendly Cuba from
Trump.

Unemployment Benefits

he U.S. has one of the

most miserly unemploy-
ment benefit payment sys-
tems among all the advanced
economies. It provides barely
a third of what’s needed to
live on—and in many states
not even that. In California,
one of the more generous in
relative terms, the top bene-
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fit is $450 per week. That’s
about $1,800 a month. But
the median rent in urban ar-
eas of California is $3,000 or
more. In New York and other
big cities, it’s even more. And
the insufficient benefits are
paid for only six months.

But if you’re one of the tens
of millions of temp, contract,
gig workers you’re not con-
sidered an employee for the
company you’re working for.
You, therefore, are not eligi-
ble for even the insufficient
unemployment benefits paid
in the U.S.

That has  temporarily
changed as the U.S. Congress
CARES Act just passed. It
now provides unemployment
benefits for gig and other con-
tract workers, albeit for just
four months. But the point is
this: it’s not the “market” that
is helping the millions of gig
and other contract workers
with at least some benefits.
It’s the government.

The market has allowed
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companies to avoid paying
any unemployment benefits
tax that would otherwise cov-
er contract and gig workers.
The taxpayer and government
now will pick up the tab. The
market failed and the gov-
ernment-taxpayer must clean
up its mess and provide the
benefits companies like Uber,
Lyft, AirBnB and others have
avoided and pocketed for
themselves.

Health Insurance

In the free market nirvana
that is the U.S. today, mil-
lions of companies are per-
mitted to forego providing
their employees health in-
surance coverage, 37 million
have no insurance at all, 87
million are underinsured, and
there are millions with insur-
ance that have deductibles of
thousands of dollars per per-
son, per year.

Now the CARES Act once
again, i.e. the government
and taxpayer, is stepping in

and ensuring these millions—
employed and unemployed—
have some kind of health
insurance  coverage. The
government is called upon to
clean up the mess the market
has left.

he richest country in the
world, the U.S., where
the Fortune 500 largest com-
panies have managed to dis-
tribute more than $1 trillion

o
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a year for the past nine years
to their shareholders in stock
buybacks and dividend pay-
outs, only provides on aver-
age 6 paid sick leave days a
year to employees. And that’s
typically only where a union
contract exists. Most get un-
paid sick leave or none at all.
Get sick, go find another job.
That’s the market solution. In
Europe and elsewhere, com-
bined paid leave is typically
30 days or more a year. But
not in Trump’s market solu-
tion America.

Once again, the conse-
quence is that the govern-
ment-taxpayer in the CARES
Act will have to pick up the
tab for paid medical leave for
the millions who must stay
home due to their Employer’s
order, or government “stay in
place” guidelines, or school
districts shutdowns.

It used to be that companies
trained their own workers
to become more skilled and
productive. There was once
a very widespread on-the-job
training culture in the U.S.
That disappeared with the
deepening of neoliberalism
and globalization (aka free
trade, offshoring, and foreign
direct investment by U.S.
multinational corps). Under

Bill Clinton, corporations
were allowed to bring hun-
dreds of thousands of skilled
workers from their foreign
operations back to the U.S.
to take some of the best U.S.
jobs. It still continues. Free
market efficiency meant it
was cheaper (and more prof-
itable) just to transfer work-
ers on H1-B and L-1/2 visas
to the U.S. No need to train
American citizens. It was
cheaper to import skilled la-
bor. That was the “market
solution” to job training.

The CARES ACT: $500 Bil-
lion “Socialism for Cor-
porations”

he CARES Act allocates

$500 billion just to large
corporations. (Another $367
billion to smaller businesses).
But do the large corporations
really need the $500 billion?
And who will oversee the dis-
tribution of that largesse?

Take the Airlines. Do they
need it for the next 60 days?
Do they deserve it?

The airlines are getting $58
billion under the CARES Act.
Half of that in outright grants.
No strings attached. Anoth-
er half in loans. Reportedly,
they’re now quickly taking
the grants but not the loans.
Why? They’re probably wait-
ing for Congress to agree to
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convert the loans to outright
grants later in the year.

But no one is asking how
much cash on hand the airline
companies have as they’re
handed these tens of billions
of dollars And no one is men-
tioning that the same airline
companies in recent years
gave their shareholders and
CEOs no less than $45 billion
in stock buybacks and divi-
dend payouts. So now they’re
getting $58 billion to backfill
the hole of $45 billion they
gave away to themselves and
their big investors (who to-
gether owned most of the $45
billion stock bought back).

In recent years big corpo-
rations (Fortune 500) earned
record profits and paid out
more than $1 trillion a year in
buybacks and dividends. Un-
der Trump, they’ve paid out a
total of more than $3 trillion
in buybacks and dividends. In
addition to that, in the months
immediately leading up to
the March 2020 virus crisis,
the same big corporations
were drawing down hundreds
of billions of dollars from
their credit lines with banks.
At the same time, in recent
months they have been issu-
ing new bonds and raising
billions more in cash. No less
than $73 billion was raised
from issuing new bonds in
February, a record. Flush
with mountains of cash from
Trump 2018 tax cuts, from
their bank credit lines, and
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from record corporate bond
issuance, they now are be-
ing given $500 billion more
by Congress in the CARES
ACT. Do they really need it?
Let’s open their books and
see before they get even one
dollar.

Not least, there’s the ques-
tion of who will oversee who
gets the $500 billion. The
Democrats in Congress say
the special board that was
created must oversee. Trump,
in turn, has said, no way. I'm
personally going to oversee
this. Want to guess who’ll

‘Al )

win that one?

The point is Big Corpora-
tions are loaded with cash.
And they didn’t earn most
of it from the market. They
got it from Trump tax cuts,
from bank credit lines, and
from low interest corporate
bond issuance made possible
by convenient near-zero in-
terest loans from the Federal
Reserve. Nevertheless, now
the non-market sugar daddy,
the U.S. government, is giv-
ing them $500 billion more
whether they need it or not.

Bankers & Investors

he $500 billion going
to big business pales in
comparison, however, to the
multi-trillions that the central
bank, the Federal Reserve, is
now pouring into the bankers,
shadow bankers (i.e. hedge
funds, equity firms, invest-
ment banks, mutual funds,
etc.), and even now into non-
bank corporations for the first
time as well.
In 2008 the Federal Reserve
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provided more than $4 trillion
to bail out the banks. Now it
is providing more than $6 tril-
lion (thus far)—and this time
the banks haven’t even failed
yet.

The Fed has opened a free
money spigot to investors,
bankers, and to big business
of all types, and has simply
declared “come on in and
take it.” And if the $6 trillion
to date isn’t enough, we’ll
provide more.

For the first time ever the
Fed is now providing free
money not only to bankers,
but to credit card companies,
mortgage companies, corpo-
rate bondholders, and even to
investors in derivatives like
Exchange Traded Funds, or
ETFs. Next it will start buy-
ing stocks to prop up those
markets. Its cousin central
bank, the Bank of Japan, has
been doing that for years now.

Both tax policy and central
bank monetary policy are
supposed to function as gen-
eral economy stabilization
tools, according to main-
stream economists. But today
that’s a fiction perpetrated by
the corporate media. In recent
decades, tax and central bank
policy “tools” have become
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virtual conduits for the sub-
sidization of capital incomes.

They have become the ve-
hicles of Corporate Social-
ism. The Capitalist State and
its government takes care of
its own. The rest of us will be
taken care of by “the market,”
according to Trump. VA

Dr. Rasmus is author of the
just-published book, The
Scourge of Neoliberalism: US
Economic Policy from Reagan
to Trump, Clarity Press, January
2020. He blogs at jackrasmus.
com and hosts the weekly radio
show, “Alternative Visions” on
the Progressive Radio Network.
Join Dr. Rasmus for daily com-
mentary on developments in
the US economy and politics on
Twitter at @drjackrasmus.
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Bosses Are MakingCoronavirus Worse,
for Their Benefit

Chris Brooks interviews Noam Chomsky

interviewed professor Chomsky on for joining me. I know you're swamped
April 10 to learn more about how we with interview requests all the time, so
got into this moment—and what it will take to  on behalf of Labor Notes, just thank you
get us out of it. so much for taking the time to talk to us.

l abor Notes staff writer Chris Brooks Professor Chomsky, thank you so much
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Chomsky: Glad to.

So I wanted to just start out with getting your
thoughts generally on the unprecedented mo-
ment we're in. We're obviously in the midst
of both a global pandemic and a global re-
cession and right now millions of people in
the United States have found themselves both
unemployed and uninsured while our health
care system is overloaded and lacking any-
thing close to the number of hospital beds and

ventilators and personal protective equipment
that we need. And I know we could spend the
whole half-hour on this question alone, but in
brief strokes, I'm wondering if you could just
outline for us how to understand the current
moment we re in and the political choices that
led us here.

Well, first of all, we should recognize that
unless we get to the roots of this pandemic,
it’s going to recur, probably in worse form,
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simply because of the manipulations of the
capitalist system which are trying to create
circumstances in which it will be worse, for
their benefit. We can see that in the stimulus
bill and many other things.

Now, second, because of the global warm-
ing which is going on and puts all of this into
the shadow, we will recover from this at se-
vere cost. We’re not going to recover from
the ongoing melting of the polar ice sheets.
And if you want to understand how contem-
porary capital is looking at this, take a look at
Trump’s budget. It’s true that this is a patho-
logical extreme of the normal capitalist sys-
tems and maybe it’s not fair to use it as an
example, but that’s what we’re living with.

So on February 10, while the epidemic
was raging, going to get worse, Trump came
out with his budget proposals. What were
they? First point, continue the defunding of
health-related elements of the government.
Throughout his term he’d been cutting back
on funding of anything that doesn’t benefit
private power and wealth, corporate power.
So all the health-related parts of the govern-
ment had been increasingly defunded. He
killed programs, all sorts of things.

February 10, let’s continue with it. So fur-
ther defunding of the Centers for Disease

Control and other health-related parts of the
government. But there were also compensat-
ing increases in the budget, for the fossil fuel
industry, more subsidies to the fossil fuel in-
dustry. So let’s not only kill as many people as
possible now, but let’s try to destroy all of so-
ciety. That’s basically what the words mean.
Of course, more funding for the military and
for his famous wall.

But these two things stand out very brightly
as an indication of the criminality that is first
of all endemic but is highlighted in the socio-
pathic White House. Brings it out radically.
But of course Trump can’t be blamed for all of
this. It goes back, and we better think about it.

After the SARS epidemic in 2003, also a
coronavirus, it was well understood by sci-
entists that other recurrences of one or an-
other coronavirus was going to come, prob-
ably more serious. Well, understanding is not
enough. Someone has to pick up the ball and
run with it. Now there are two possibilities.
One is the drug companies, but they follow
normal, capitalist logic. You do what makes
profit tomorrow. You don’t worry about the
fact that in a couple of years everything’s go-
ing to collapse. That’s not your problem. So
the drug companies essentially did nothing.
There were things that could be done. There
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was plenty of information circulating. Scien-
tists knew what to do. There could have been
preparations. Somebody’s got to pay for it.
Not the drug companies. Well, in a rational
world, even a capitalist world prior to Ronald
Reagan, the government could have stepped
in and done it.

That’s pretty much the way polio was erad-
icated, through a government-initiated and
-funded program. When Jonas Salk discov-
ered the vaccine, he insisted that there be no
patents. He said, “It’s got to be public, just
like the sun.” That’s still capitalism, but it’s
regimented capitalism. That was ended at a
stroke by Ronald Reagan. Government’s the
problem, it’s not the solution. Let’s legalize
tax havens. Let’s legalize stock buybacks
costing tens of trillions of dollars to the public
in pure robbery.

Government is the solution when the pri-
vate sector’s in trouble, that’s understood. But
if it’s just when the public needs something,
government’s not the answer. So going back
to 2003, government couldn’t step in. Actual-
ly, it did to a slight extent step in, and it’s very
revealing to see what happened. Obama, af-
ter the Ebola crisis, recognized that there are
problems. We have to do something.

Obama did several things. One of them was
to try to contract for ventilators. Ventilators
are the big bottleneck in the system right now.
That’s what’s forcing nurses to decide who to
kill tomorrow. There aren’t enough of them,
but the Obama administration did contract
for the development of high-quality, low-cost
ventilators. The company was quickly bought
up by a bigger one which sidelined the proj-
ect—it was competing with their own expen-
sive ventilators—and then turned to the gov-
ernment and said they want to get out of the
contract, it’s not profitable enough.

That’s savage capitalism. Not just capital-
ism, but neoliberal capitalism. It gets worse.
In January and February of this year, when

U.S. intelligence services were pounding at
the door of the White House saying, “Hey,
there’s a real crisis. Do something.” Couldn’t
do it. But the Trump administration was doing
something, namely it was exporting ventila-
tors to China and other countries to improve
the trade balance. That went on into March.

Now the same manufacturers and shipping
companies that were sending them out are
bringing them back, double profit. This is
what we’re living with. It can easily go on.
So if you look back over the whole thing, at
the base is a colossal market failure. The mar-
kets simply don’t work. It can work for selling
shoes sometimes, but if anything significant
happens, it’s none of their business. You have
to operate as Milton Friedman and others
pointed out: just by greed. You do things for
your own welfare, wealth, nothing else. It’s
a built-in disaster. We’ve had so many exam-
ples, I don’t have to review it. So at the begin-
ning is a market failure. Then comes the extra
hammer blow of savage capitalism, neoliber-
alism, which we’ve been suffering from over
the world for 40 years, goes beyond ventila-
tors.

Hospitals in the United States have to be
run on a business model. So no spare capaci-
ty. It doesn’t work even in normal times. And
plenty of people, including me, can testify on
that in the best hospitals. But it kind of works.
However, if anything goes wrong, you’re
sunk. Tough luck. Maybe that’s okay for au-
tomobile manufacturing. It doesn’t work for
health care. Our health care system altogether
is an international scandal. But the business
model, of course, just makes it a built-in di-
saster. So there’s that.

And some of the other things that went on
are just too surreal to discuss. USAID had a
program, very successful program, detecting
viruses that are in animal populations, wild
populations that are getting to closer contact
with humans because of habitat destruction
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and global warming. So they were identifying
thousands of potential disease viruses, work-
ing in China as well. Trump disbanded it.
He’d been defunding it, but then he disbanded
it with exquisite timing in October.

I could go on and on. This is the picture
you get. A bunch of sadistic sociopaths in the
White House intensifying deep market fail-
ures that go much farther back. And now in-
tensifying it further. The rich are not waiting
to see how to build the next world. They’re
working on it right now, making sure it comes

out the right way. Further subsidies to fossil
fuels, destroy EPA regulations that might save
people but harm profits, this is all going on
right in front of our eyes and the question is,
will there be counterforces? If not...

Before we move on to the discussion maybe of
popular movements and how to fight back in
this, in the discussion of market failures, they
seem to be combining as well with the legacy
of institutional racism in the United States and
we see this playing out in the disproportionate
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impact that the coronavirus is having in Black
communities. In your view, how should we un-
derstand this?

We can understand that by going back four
centuries to when the first slaves were brought.
I don’t want to have to run through the whole
history, but the most vicious system of slavery
in human history is the basis, large part of the
basis, for U.S. prosperity.

Cotton was the oil of the 18th and 19th cen-
tury. You had to have cheap cotton. You don’t
get that by following the rules they teach you
in the economics department. You get it by
vicious, brutal slavery. That’s laid the basis
for manufacturing, textile manufacturing, fi-
nance, commerce, retail, obviously, that went
on through much of the 19th century. Well, fi-
nally, slavery was formally ended for about 10
years during the Reconstruction period. Then

{
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1

there was an agreement with the South that
they could go on exactly the way they were
before. So you get one of the best books on
the topic called Slavery by Another Name,
measures taken to essentially criminalize the
Black population. So the Black guy standing
on a street corner, they fine him for vagrancy.
He can’t pay the fine. Okay, you go to a chain
gang.

End result was this great manufacturing
revolution of the late 19th century, early 20th
century, largely built on, it wasn’t called slav-
ery, but ownership of the Black population
by the State. It’s much better than slavery. If
you have slaves, you have to keep them alive.
Well, if you put them in prison, the govern-
ment has to keep them alive. You just get them
when you need them and there’s no question
of a lack of discipline or protest or anything
like that. This went on almost until the Sec-
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ond World War. At that point there were jobs.
People had to work.

But then comes new forms of imposed slav-
ery. So well into the late 1960s, federal hous-
ing laws required segregation. There was a lot
of public-supported housing going on in the
1950s. Levittowns and so on, but for whites,
no Blacks. Liberal senators voted for this,
hated it, but they voted for it because there
was no other way to get any public housing
passed.

The United States had anti-miscegenation
laws—so severe that the Nazis refused to ac-
cept them—into the 1960s. Then it takes other
forms. The Supreme Court just essentially did
what the government did back at the end of
Reconstruction, told the Southern states, you
can do whatever you like. They eliminated the
Voting Rights Act. We’ve just seen this a cou-
ple of days ago in Wisconsin. Incredible. If
you want to see democracy simply crushed,
take a look what happened two days ago in
Wisconsin.

The governor sensibly wanted, a Democrat-
ic governor, wanted to delay the primary and
extend absentee voting. I mean, nothing could
make more perfect sense. There is a Repub-
lican-dominated legislature that had a small
minority of votes, but gerrymandering gave

them the largest number of seats in the Re-
publican legislature. They called a session. |
don’t think the Republicans even bothered to
show up. The Majority Leader simply called
the session and closed it. Didn’t consider the
governor’s proposal, supported by the Su-
preme Court.

This is designed to ensure that poor mi-
nority voters, people who can’t get the polls
easily, mostly Democrats, won’t vote. The
rich, the traditional base of the ones who did
all this, they vote. It’s an open way, not even
concealed, to try to ensure that no matter what
the public wants, the most reactionary poli-
cies will be maintained permanently.

[Senate Majority Leader] Mitch McCon-
nell is the evil genius behind this. He’s been
doing it beautifully. Make sure that the judi-
ciary is stuffed with young, mostly unquali-
fied, ultra-reactionary justices. That ensures
that whatever the country wants in the future,
they’ll be able to kill it. Just like the Roberts
Court, the majority is able to do it now. Re-
publicans know that they’re a minority par-
ty. There’s no way to get votes on their actual
programs. That’s why they have to appeal to
so-called cultural issues—gun rights, abortion
and so on—mnot their actual policies, which
are fill the pockets of the rich. That’s the ac-
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tual policy. Trump is a genius at this. Have
to admire him. With one hand he says, “I’'m
your savior, I’'m working for the poor work-
ing guy.” On the other hand he’s stabbing
him in the back. It’s pretty impressive. He’s
most certainly the most successful con man in
American history, ever.

I presume it’ll explode sometime, but so far
it’s maintaining itself. They’re trying very hard
to dismantle whatever elements of democracy
there are. There are models elsewhere, [Prime
Minister Viktor] Orban in Hungary is doing
the same thing, one of their big friends. In
fact, it’s kind of interesting, it’s pretty hard to
identify a coherent geopolitical strategy from
the chaos in the White House. But there is one
that comes out with considerable clarity: form
an international of the most reactionary states
in the world, then let that be the basis for U.S.
power.

So [President Abdel Fattah el-]Sisi in Egypt,

_—

the worst tyrant in Egypt’s history, the family
dictators in Saudi Arabia, in particular MBS
[Crown Prince Mohammad Bin Salman Al
Saud], the biggest killer. Israel, which is go-
ing way to the right, is now at the center of it.
Former tacit relations between Israel and the
Arab states are now becoming open. [Prime
Minister Narendra] Modi in India, what he’s
doing is simply unspeakable. He gave four
hours’ notice for the total lockdown. Most
of the population in India is informal work-
ers. They don’t have anywhere to go. They
can’t stay home. There’s no home. So they’re
trekking on the highways, maybe a thousand
miles to some village somewhere, dying on
the way. Impossible to imagine what this is
going to do. But since they’re mostly poor and
many of them are Muslim, who cares? So he’s
a major part of this reactionary international.
Nice guys like Orban in Hungary or the like.
They love them.

— ——
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[Former Deputy Prime Minister Matteo]
Salvini in Italy, one of the worst gangsters
around. In the Western hemisphere the main
representative is [President Jair] Bolsona-
ro in Brazil, who’s vying with Trump to see
who could be the worst criminal in the world.
Trump easily can beat him because of U.S.
power, but the policies are not much differ-
ent and that’s harming not just Brazil but the
whole world. Current predictions in scientific
journals are that in about 15 years the Amazon
will shift from being a net carbon sink to a net
carbon CO2 emitter. That’s a disaster. All the
result of extended gifts by Bolsonaro to the
mining industries, the agribusinesses, all of
his friends. So there are guys trying to create
the next world. They’re working hard. They
always do. Their relentless, constant class
war never stops and if they’re allowed to win,
we’re toast.

And along those lines, you’ve said it’s really
valuable to read the business press because
they 're often very frank about what they think
of the world and what they’re doing, what
their plans and schemes are. From our view-
point, we're seeing a lot of rank-and-file ac-
tivity in the United States right now. Strikes
are taking place in many locations. Workers
are organizing in response to the coronavirus
and being encouraged to work in unsafe con-
ditions. Are the employers talking about that

and are they worried about it?

Oh, boy, are they. In fact, as you know, every
January, the guys who modestly call them-
selves the masters of the universe gather in
Davos, Switzerland, to go skiing, talk about
how wonderful they are and so on and so
forth. This January meeting was very inter-
esting. They see that the peasants are coming
with the pitchforks and they’re worried about
it. So there’s a shift. You look at the theme
of the meeting, it’s, “Yeah, we did bad things
in the past. We now understand it. We’re now
opening a new era in capitalism, a new era
in which we aren’t just concerned with the
stockholders, but with the workers and the
population and we’re such good guys, so hu-
manist that you can entrust your faith to us.
We’ll make sure everything’s fine.”

And it was pretty interesting to see what
happened. There were two main speakers.
This should be played in every classroom in
the country. Two main speakers. Trump, of
course, gave the keynote speech. Greta Thun-
berg gave the other speech. The contrast was
fantastic. The first speech is this raving buf-
foon, screaming about how greedy he is and
we can’t even count up the number of the
lies. The second speech is a 17-year-old girl
quietly giving a factual, accurate description
of what’s happening in the world and look-
ing these guys in the face and saying, “You’re
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destroying our lives.” And of course every-
one politely claps. Nice little girl. Go back to
school.

The reaction to Trump was particularly inter-
esting. They don’t like him. His vulgarity and
crudity is interfering with the image they’re
trying to project as dedicated humanists. But
they love him. They gave him a round of up-
standing applause and couldn’t stop cheering.
Because they understand something. This guy,
no matter how vulgar he is, knows very well
whose pockets to fill and how to fill them. So
he can be a buffoon. We’ll tolerate his antics

as long as he continues with the policies that
count. That’s the Davos men.

They didn’t bother pointing out that we’ve
heard this tune before. Back in the 1950s it
was called the soulful corporation. Corpora-
tions have become soulful. Now they’re just
overflowing with kindness for working peo-
ple and everyone else. It’s a new era. Well,
we’ve had some time to see how soulful they
were, and this will continue.

So either we can be taken in by the con and
let it go, or you can fight back and create a dif-
ferent world. It’s a very good opportunity for it
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now. The strikes that you mentioned, protests
all over the world. There’s community self-
help groups forming. Neighborhoods, poor
neighborhoods or people helping each other
trying to do something for the elderly who are
cooped up. Some of them are astounding.

So go to Brazil, where the president is just
a monstrosity. For him, the whole pandemic
is just a cold. The Brazilians are immune to
viruses. We’re special people and so on and
so forth. The government’s doing nothing.
Some of the governors are, but not the fed-
eral government. The worst of this is going
to be in the, as everywhere, in the slums, the
impoverished areas, the indigenous areas. The
worst slums like the favelas in Rio, the idea
of washing your hands every couple of hours
is a little difficult when you don’t have water,
or separating yourself when you’re crammed
into one room. But there is a group that came
and tried to impose some reasonable standards
as well as possible under these horrible condi-
tions. Who? The crime gangs that have been
terrorizing the favelas. They’re so powerful,
the police are afraid to go in. They organized
to try to deal with the health crisis.

It tells you something, just like the nurses
on the front line. There are human resources
there and they can come to the fore in some of
the most unexpected places. Not from the cor-
porate sector, not from the wealthy, not from
the soulful corporations. Certainly not from
governments, particularly pathological ones

FEATURE

like this. Others are doing better. But from
popular action, that’s the hope.

Sanders, when he gave his withdrawal
speech, emphasized this. He said the cam-
paign may be ending, the movement isn’t. It’s
up to especially his young supporters to put
some meat into that, that it can be done. No
matter what happens. Trump’s reelected, it’s
an utter tragedy. Biden’s elected, it won’t be
wonderful. But either way you’ve got to do
what’s possible, and it’s not out of reach.

Do you think most people are going to emerge
from their homes after the quarantine is over
with their political opinions changed or in-
tact?

We’ll see. It’s certainly a time for reflection
about the kind of things we were just talking
about. Why are we in this situation? What
we were just talking about is not profound.
It’s on the surface. It’s not quantum physics.
Think about it a little. It’s obvious. So maybe
people will do it or maybe they’ll stay mes-
merized by the con man in office. I get let-
ters from people, poor working people, who
say, “You goddamn liberals are bringing all
the immigrants to steal our jobs and Trump is
saving us.” Okay. Maybe it’s possible to break
through to them. It’s not easy.

These guys are tuned to Fox News all day.
That’s the echo chamber. If you’re looking
at it from outer space and you’re not suffer-
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ing from it, you think, what’s going on? This
maniac in the White House comes out and
says whatever he says. The opposite the next
day. It’s repeated with fervor in the Fox echo
chamber. He says the opposite the next day,
same thing. Meanwhile, he’s looking at Fox
News every morning to figure out what to say.
It’s his source of news and information. And
then you get the intelligent guys like Mike
Pompeo who says, “God sent Trump to earth
to save Israel from Iran.” That’s the sensible
guy. It’s some ironic joke being played. Let’s
say there is a God, maybe. If so, He decided
that He made a bad mistake on the sixth day
and he’s now going to end it with humor. Just
watch these people destroy themselves. That’s
what it looks like.

Is there the chance that the United States
could build up a culture of solidarity and a la-
bor politics coming out of this like the UK did
after World War II, that could lead to some-
thing like the NHS, recognizing all of these
market failures, recognizing the inefficiencies
and the complications that are created when
you're competing rather than coordinating
resources? Is it possible for the United States
to move in this direction?

Sure. We’ve done it before. I lived through
the Depression. That’s why I have this long
white beard. But in the 1920s the labor move-
ment was totally crushed. Take a look at Da-
vid Montgomery, a labor historian, one of
his great books is The Fall of the House of
Labor. He’s talking about the 1920s. It was
crushed by the liberal Wilson administration,
the Red Scare and all the rest. In the 1930s it
began to revive. The CIO organizing sit-down
strikes, great threat to management, sit-down
strike, workers are sitting there. Next thing
that’s going to come to their heads is, “We
don’t need the bosses. We can run this place
ourselves.” And then you’re done. It’s a very

fragile system. Well, that led to reactions.
There happened to be a sympathetic admin-
istration, which is critical. A very good labor
historian, Erik Loomis, has studied case after
case of this and he points out that moments
of positive change have almost always been
led by an active labor movement and the only
times they succeeded were when there was a
relatively sympathetic administration, at least
a tolerant one.

Well, you don’t happen to have that now,
but actually if Biden came in, not great, but
he could be pushed. If the labor movement re-
vives, the Sanders movement, which is very
significant, he’s achieved great successes, if
that can take off, it could be, we once again
could get out of the capitalist crises as was
done in the 1930s.

The New Deal didn’t end the Depression,
the war did with massive state-directed pro-
duction, but nevertheless it was much better
than today. I'm old enough to remember it
and my family, extended family, were mostly
first-generation working people, mostly un-
employed living under poverty that is much
worse than the working class today. But it
was hopeful. There weren’t depths of despair.
There wasn’t a feeling the world’s coming to
an end. The mood was, “Somehow we’ll get
out of this together, working together.” Some
of them were in the Communist Party, some
were in the labor unions. I had a couple of
aunts who were unemployed seamstresses,
but they were in ILGWU [International La-
dies’ Garment Workers’ Union], which gave
them a life, a cultural life, meetings, a week in
the country, theater activities that were being
carried out.

You can do something. We’re together.
We’ll get out of it. That could be revived.

The Publication of Origin for this article is Labor
Notes.
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“Make the Damn Masks!”

By Jeremy Brecher

trade unions sent a letter to President Don-
ald Trump asking him to provide ventila-
tors and other personal protective equipment
(PPE) for healthcare workers and all other

It was hardly surprising when a group of

workers put at risk by exposure to coronavi-
rus.
The desperate need for PPE goes far beyond
healthcare workers. Janitors are deep cleaning
buildings, teachers’ aides are delivering meals
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to children at home, warehouse and manufac-
turing workers are making and distributing es-
sential goods, home care providers are caring
for the most vulnerable, public service work-
ers are maintaining essential services, bus op-
erators are taking essential workers to their
jobs, telecom workers are entering homes to
repair vital internet services, childcare work-
ers are caring for our children and cashiers are
scanning groceries—all at greater risk of con-
tracting the coronavirus without enough PPE
to lessen exposure.

But what were the names of nearly 100 en-
vironmental, environmental justice, climate,
and other organizations doing on a letter about
ventilators for union members? The answer
may represent new page in the tortuous histo-
ry of cooperation and conflict between the en-
vironmental movement and organized labor.

The immediate backstory starts with the ap-
peal by Greta Thunberg and other youth cli-
mate activists for adults to join the millions
participating in the student climate strikers.
Environmental groups, climate-concerned
trade unionists, and youth climate strikers all
began reaching out to each other. The Labor
Network for Sustainability (LNS), an organi-
zation dedicated to building bridges between
organized labor and the environmental move-

ment to join together in a common struggle
for environmental, economic, and social sus-
tainability, began organizing conferences and
online calls to bring trade unionists into the
September 20, 2020, global climate strike.
Union participation in the September 20 ac-
tions was in fact unprecedented.

At the start of 2020, this effort was expand-
ing to include many more unions and more
extensive action for the anticipated 50th an-
niversary of the first Earth Day. Then came
the coronavirus pandemic. Environmentalists
and trade unionists looked to the student cli-
mate strike organizers to decide what to do.
In the face of lockdowns, social distancing,
and the constant threat of infection, they con-
cluded that holding public actions was out of
the question. They called instead for virtual,
on-line actions. While unions faced multiply-
ing needs to protect their members from the
onslaught of coronavirus, some of them none-
theless made plans to participate in the days
of action online.

But how should environmental, climate, and
climate justice movements be relating to the
coronavirus pandemic? LNS didn’t have an
answer, but knew that workers on the front-
lines of fighting the pandemic faced enormous
threats, and decided that one thing it could do
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was use the bridges that had been built in the
climate strikes to let unions tell environmen-
talists what their members were facing, what
their unions were doing about it, and what
kind of help they could use.

On March 26, the LNS convened a video-
conference in which leaders of the environ-
mental, climate, and climate justice move-
ments heard directly from leaders of seven
unions about the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on their members and what they
are doing about it. The convening includ-
ed leaders from the American Federation of
Teachers, Association of Flight Attendants,
1199 Service Employees International Union,
United Health Care Workers East, UNITE
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HERE, Amalgamated Transit Union, United
Food and Commercial Workers Union Local
21, Washington State, and National Nurses
United. While the workers these unions rep-
resent are not the only ones affected by the
pandemic, their concerns and demands are
characteristic of many others.

“Amplify our demands for PPE!”

hile the trade unionists had a variety
of requests, the urgent priority was for
help getting PPE and getting new PPE pro-
duced. Marti Smith, Midwest Director, Na-
tional Nurses United, told the environmental
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leaders what you can do is:

“amplify our demands for personal protec-
tive equipment, specifically for respirators,
in traditional media, on social media, and
on social media with members of Congress
and the administration. We have multiple
social media campaigns running, and we
have useful press coverage coming out ev-
ery day. If you can stand with us however
you can, like Ms. Fonda did, that would be
wonderful. Without these protections, we
will be burying our members. I’'m not kid-
ding here. The average age of a nurse is 47
years old, and it will not be long before we
are attending funerals.”

Most urgently, this involves finding and

FEATURE

making available PPE that already exists. Ma-
ria Castaneda, the Secretary-Treasurer of 1199
Service Employees International Union, Unit-
ed Healthcare Workers East, said the personal
protective equipment for frontline workers is
still very much needed:

“What I would like us to do together is for us
together to collectively ask for the release of
the strategic stockpile of PPEs and medical
equipment. It’s all in the warehouse, but it
needs to be released to the states, to the gov-
ernors, to the health industry, any industry.”

Protective equipment is also stored in many
private locations, and unions asked for help in
finding it and putting it to use. Faye Guenther,
President of the United Food and Commer-
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cial Workers Union Local 21 in Washington
state, which was stricken early by the virus,
described their “massive personal protective
equipment drive.” Organizations around the
country are “helping get personal protective
equipment here to the State of Washington.”
The union is trying to “partner with the postal
service, with Stamp Out Hunger,” to get basic
personal protective equipment out of peoples’
garages, out of peoples’ homes, and into the
hands of healthcare workers.

While finding and using existing PPEs is ur-
gent, existing supplies are only a fraction of
current and impending need. Also essential is
the production of new ventilators and other
PPE on a vast scale and on an emergency ba-
sis. President Trump has invoked the Defense
Production Act, which allows the government
to take command of production facilities and
use them to meet public needs. But so far he
has not used the Act to order the production
of the PPEs that are necessary to protect the
lives of frontline workers exposed to infection
every day. Maria Castaneda says, “We keep
hearing about the Defense Production Act.”
We need to immediately use the Act to “repur-
pose to production of PPEs and ventilators”
so we can “mass produce this equipment”
that is direly needed to respond to the “public
health crisis” that is “still surging in many of
our communities and states.”

Randi Weingarten, President of the Amer-
ican Federation of Teachers, which includes
school staff, nurses, and many other workers
directly exposed to the virus, emphasized the
centrality of PPE:

“SEIU, the nurses, the nurses union, all
of us are trying to focus on this. We need
to scream about this protective equipment
because we are killing the people who are
supposed to be helping us treat the disease.
We need all of us, all of our communities
to be out there with a clarion call that we

need to protect the frontline providers who
are protecting us. They are getting sick.”

She added, “I have one member of my
union who has already died today. There will
be many more but we have to do everything
we can and figure out ways to do things in
concert.”

Environmentalists: “An incredibly
overriding hunger for us to work to-
gether”

he first of the environmental leaders to re-

spond was Annie Leonard, executive di-
rector of Greenpeace. After saying, “I hope |
can do this without crying,” she continued, “I
am left with just an incredibly overriding hun-
ger for us to work together and the sense of
the collective power that we can have if labor
activists and climate and justice and democ-
racy activists stand together.” She proposed
specifically that:

“One immediate campaign that we could
all throw down on is the Defense Produc-
tion Act. The fact that we have the means
of making more supplies and are not lever-
aging those fully, is so vile and unaccept-
able.”

Ken Kimmel of the Union of Concerned
Scientists said, “I don’t know how to thank all
these healthcare workers and transit workers
and others who are putting their lives at risk
for society. I am very eager to harness what-
ever power UCS has as the voice of the sci-
entific community to try to help here in any
way we can.” Eric Pica of Friends of the Earth
said, “We will amplify asks that you have, we
just need to know where to target our mem-
bers and our social media. It’s something that
we’re willing to throw in on and help make
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an impact.” Evan Weber of the Sunrise Move-
ment said “President Trump has the power to
make these masks, to make these ventilators
and is just sitting on his hands while people
die.” We are “feeling a lot of energy around
that” and “would love to work with you” to
make a lot of noise around that. “If we could
use that act in 1941 or ‘42 to build 300,000
airplanes, we can sure as hell use it to make a
lot of masks right now in 2020, and maybe in
2022 we can use it to stop the climate crisis.”
But right now “we just really, really want to
be in solidarity with you all and do whatever
we can to follow your leadership.”

Keya Chatterjee of the Climate Action
Network summed up: It’s just obviously a
moment for us all to come together and say,
“Make the goddamn masks.”

“Immediately exercise the full pow-

ers of the government”

ne of the first fruits of this collaboration

was the letter from unions and environ-
mental, environmental justice, business, and
scientific communities to President Trump
demanding “immediately exercise the full
powers of the government available to you”
to protect workers and confront the corona-
virus crisis. It included the following specific
demands worked out over the previous days
with union leaders:

* Immediately distribute the respirators
and other personal protective equipment
held in the Strategic National Stockpile.

» Use all powers of the federal govern-
ment to more aggressively and broad-
ly deploy the Defense Production Act,
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to speed immediate production of new
protective equipment and ensure it is
routed to states for distribution across
acute care, home care and long term
care settings, as well as other indus-
tries whose workers confront the risk
of exposure on a daily basis in their
workplace. We ask you to do this while
fully enforcing environmental pro-
tections and ensuring that communi-
ties near sterilization facilities do not
face additional public health threats.

» Identifyreservesofrespirators, including
N95s and PAPRs, and other PPE equip-
mentin otherindustries, such as construc-
tion, and redistribute them to healthcare
providers and other frontline workers.

* Immediately direct the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency and
Department of Health and Human
Services to instruct the Pentagon
where to send the 2,000 wventilators
it says it has in its military stocks.

» Direct FEMA to work directly with
manufacturers and distributors to pur-
chase PPE and other equipment and stop
forcing states to compete with the fed-
eral government and each other. FEMA
should institute a transparent process
to allocate PPE, ventilators and other
equipment from the Strategic National

Stockpile based on state population need.

* Require the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration to institute the
emergency temporary standard for in-
fectious disease and health protections
related to COVID-19 and prevent any
further erosion of health and safe-
ty guidelines throughout the federal
government and across the economy.

What if President Trump refuses these de-
mands—or if he talks the talk but doesn’t
walk the walk? As Senator Bernie Sanders
just wrote, “We cannot rely on Trump. Con-
gress must lead the way in this unprecedented
crisis.” The AFL-CIO, SEIU, and other unions
are backing Senator Chris Murphy’s Medical
Supply Chain Emergency Act ordering the
federal government to take over the compa-
nies that produce or could produce PPE and
commanding them to start turning out ventila-
tors and other protective equipment—ijust as
the government forced American auto com-
panies to turn out planes and tanks in World
War II. And if Congress refuses to act? There
have been at least 45 walkouts for coronavirus
protection already and there is growing talk of
a nationwide strike to force the government
to act.

It’s time to choose life over death. VA

The Publication of Origin for this article is Labor
Network for Sustainability.
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The Future May Be Fe-
male

By Rebecca Gordon

place,” this article was to be about lions filled the streets, demanding that we be
women’s actions around the world to able to control our bodies and our lives. Wom-
mark March 8th, International Women’s Day. en came out in Iraq and Kyrgyzstan, Turkey

B efore I found myself “sheltering in From Pakistan to Chile, women in their mil-
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and Peru, the Philippines and Malaysia. In
some places, they risked beatings by masked
men. In others, they demanded an end to fe-
micide—the millennia-old reality that women
in this world are murdered daily simply be-
cause they are women.

In 1975 the Future Was Female

his year’s celebrations were especially

militant. It’s been 45 years since the Unit-
ed Nations declared 1975 the International
Women'’s Year and sponsored its first interna-
tional conference on women in Mexico City.
Similar conferences followed at five-year in-
tervals, culminating in a 1995 Beijing confer-
ence, producing a platform that has in many
ways guided international feminism ever
since.

Beijing was a quarter of a century ago, but
this year, women around the world seemed
to have had enough. On March 9th, Mexican
women staged a 24-hour strike, un dia sin no-
sotras (a day without us women), to demon-
strate just how much the world depends on the
labor—paid and unpaid—of... yes, women.
That womanless day was, by all accounts, a
success. The Wall Street Journal observed—
perhaps with a touch of astonishment—that
“Mexico grinds to a halt. Hundreds of thou-
sands of women paralyzed Mexico in an un-
precedented nationwide strike to protest a ris-
ing wave of violence against women, a major
victory for their cause.”

In addition to crowding the streets and emp-
tying factories and offices, some women also
broke store windows and fought with the po-
lice. Violence? From women? What could
have driven them to such a point?

Perhaps it was the murder of Ingrid Esca-
milla, 25, a Mexico City resident, who, ac-
cording to the New York Times, “was stabbed,

skinned and disemboweled” this February.
Maybe it was that the shooting of the artist
and activist Isabel Cabanillas de la Torre in
Ciudad Juarez, a barely noted reminder to an
uninterested world that women have been dis-
appearing for decades along the U.S.-Mexi-
co border. Or maybe it was just the fact that
official figures for 2019 revealed more than
1,000 femicides in Mexico, a 10 percent in-
crease from the previous year, while many
more such murders go unrecorded.

Is the Pandemic Patriarchal?

f it weren’t for the pandemic, maybe the

Wall Street Journal would have been right.
Maybe the Day Without Women would have
been only the first of many major victories.
Maybe the international feminist anthem, “El
violador eres t0” (You [the patriarchy, the
police, the president] are the rapist), would
have gone on inspiring flashmobs of danc-
ing, chanting women everywhere. Perhaps
the world’s attention might not have been so
quickly diverted from the spectacle of wom-
en’s uprisings globally. Now, however, in the
United States and around the world, it’s all-
pandemic-all-the-time, and with reason. The
coronavirus has done what A Day Without
Women could not: it’s brought the world’s
economy to a shuddering halt. It’s infected
hundreds of thousands of people and killed
tens of thousands. And it continues to spread
like a global wildfire.

Like every major event and institution, the
pandemic affects women and men differently.
Although men who fall sick seem more likely
than women to die, in other respects, the pan-
demic and its predictable aftermath are going
to be harder on women. How can that be? The
writer Helen Lewis provides some answers in
The Atlantic.
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First of all, the virus, combined with mass
quarantine measures, ensures that more peo-
ple will need to be cared for. This includes
older people who are especially at risk of dy-
ing and children who are no longer in school
or childcare. In developed countries like the
United States, people fortunate enough to be
able to keep their jobs by working from home
are discovering that the presence of bored
children does not make this any easier.

Indeed, last night, my little household was
treated to a song-and-dance performance by
two little girls who live a couple of houses
down the street. Their parents had spent the
day helping them plan it and then invited us
to watch from our backyard. What they’ll do
tomorrow, a workday, I have no idea. A friend
without children has offered to provide daily
15-minute Zoom lessons on anything she can
Google, as a form of respite for her friends
who are mothers.

As recently as a week ago, it looked as if
shuttered schools might open again before the
academic year ends, allowing one New York
Times commentator to write an article head-
lined “I Refuse to Run a Coronavirus Home
School.” An associate professor of educa-
tional leadership, the author says she’s letting
her two children watch TV and eat cookies,
knowing that no amount of quick-study is
going to turn her into an elementary school
teacher. I applaud her stance, but also suspect
that the children of professionals will proba-
bly be better placed than those of low-wage
workers to resume the life-and-death struggle
for survival in the competitive jungle that is
kindergarten-through-twelfth-grade  educa-
tion in this country.

In locked-down heterosexual households,
Helen Lewis writes, the major responsibility
for childcare will fall on women. She’s exas-
perated with pundits who point out that peo-
ple like Isaac Newton and Shakespeare did
their best work during a seventeenth-century

plague in England. “Neither of them,” she
points out, “had child-care responsibilities.”
Try writing King Lear while your own little
Cordelias, Regans, and Gonerils are pulling at
your shirt and complaining loudly that they’re
booored.

In places like the United Kingdom and the
United States, where the majority of moth-
ers have jobs, women will experience new
pressures to give up their paid employment.
In most two-earner heterosexual households
with children, historic pay inequalities mean
that a woman’s job usually pays less. So if
someone has to devote the day to full-time
childcare, it will make economic sense that
it’s her. In the U.S., 11 percent of women are
already involuntarily working only part-time,
many in jobs with irregular schedules. Even
women who have chosen to balance their
household work with part-time employment
may find themselves under pressure to relin-
quish those jobs.

As Lewis says, this all makes “perfect eco-
nomic sense’”:

“At an individual level, the choices of
many couples over the next few months
will make perfect economic sense. What
do pandemic patients need? Looking after.
What do self-isolating older people need?
Looking after. What do children kept home
from school need? Looking after. All this
looking after—this unpaid caring labor—
will fall more heavily on women, because
of the existing structure of the workforce.”

Furthermore, as women who choose to
leave the workforce for a few years to care
for very young children know, it’s almost im-
possible to return to paid work at a position
of similar pay and status as the one you gave
up. And enforced withdrawal won’t make that
any easier.
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Social Reproduction? What’s That?
And Why Does It Matter?

his semester I’m teaching a capstone
course for urban studies majors at my col-
lege, the University of San Francisco. We’ve

been focusing our attention on something that
shapes all our lives: work—what it is, who has
it and doesn’t, who’s paid for it and isn’t, and
myriad other questions about the activity that
occupies so much of our time on this planet.
We’ve borrowed a useful concept from Marx-
ist feminists: “social reproduction.” It refers
to all the work, paid and unpaid, that someone

Large group of unidentified women sitting in road at Gwanghwamun plaza in protest against unequal pay and unfair employment opportu-

nities in South Korea
Photo by aminkorea/Shutterstock.com
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has to do just so that workers can even show
up at their jobs and perform the tasks that earn
them a paycheck, while making a profit for
their employers.

It’s called reproduction, because it repro-
duces workers, both in the biological sense
and in terms of the daily effort to make them
whole enough to do it all over again tomor-
row. It’s social reproduction, because no one
can do it alone and different societies find dif-
ferent ways of doing it.

What’s included in social reproduction?
There are the obvious things any worker
needs: food, clothing, sleep (and a safe place
to doze off), not to speak of a certain level of
hygiene. But there’s more. Recreation is part
of it, because it “recreates” a person capable
of working effectively. Education, healthcare,
childcare, cooking, cleaning, procuring or
making food and clothing—all of these are
crucial to sustaining workers and their work.
If you’d like to know more about it, Tithi
Bhattacharya’s Social Reproduction Theory:
Remapping Class, Recentering Oppression is
a good place to start.

What does any of this have to do with our
pandemic moment? How social reproduction
is organized in the United States leaves some
people more vulnerable than others in a time
of economic crisis. To take one example, over
many decades, restaurants have assumed and
collectivized (for profit) significant parts of the
work of food preparation, service, and clean
up, acts once largely performed in indvidual
homes. For working women, the availability
of cheap takeout has, in some cases, replaced
the need to plan, shop for, and prepare meals
seven days a week. Food service is a stratified
sector, ranging from high-end to fast-food es-
tablishments, but it includes many low-wage
workers who have now lost their jobs, while
those still working at places providing takeout
or drive-through meals are risking their health
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so that others can eat.

One way professional class two-earner cou-
ples in the United States have dealt with the
tasks of social reproduction is to outsource
significant parts of their work to poorer wom-
en. Fighting over who does the vacuuming
and laundry at home? Don’t make the woman
do it all. Hire a different woman to do it for
you. Want to have children and a career? Hire
a nanny.

Of course, odds are that your house cleaner
and nanny will still have to do their own so-
cial reproduction work when they get home.
And now that their children aren’t going to
school, somehow they’ll have to take care
of them as well. In many cases, this will be
possible, however, because their work is not
considered an “essential service” under the
shelter-in-place orders of some states. So they
will lose their incomes.

At least here in California, many of the
women who do these jobs are undocument-
ed immigrants. When the Trump adminis-
tration and Congress manage to pass a relief
bill, they, like many undocumented restaurant
workers, won’t be receiving any desperately
needed funds to help them pay rent or buy
food. Immigrant-rights organizations are step-
ping in to try to make up some of the short-
fall, but what they’re capable of is likely to

prove just a few drops in a very large bucket.
Fortunately, immigrant workers are among
the most resourceful people in this country or
they wouldn’t have made it this far.

There’s one more kind of social reproduc-
tion work performed mostly by women, and,
by its nature, the very opposite of “social dis-
tancing”: sex work. You can be sure that no
bailout bill will include some of the nation’s
poorest women, those who work as prosti-
tutes.

Women at Home and at Risk

t’s a painful coincidence that women are

being confined to their homes just as an
international movement against femicide is
taking off. One effect of shelter-in-place is to
make it much harder for women to find shelter
from domestic violence. Are you safer outside
risking coronavirus or inside with a bored, an-
gry male partner? I write this in full knowl-
edge that one economic sector that has not
suffered from the pandemic is the gun busi-
ness. Ammo.com, for example, which sells
ammunition online in all but four states, has
experienced more than a three-fold increase
in revenue over the last month. Maybe all that
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ammo is being bought to fight off zombies (or
the immigrant invasion the president keeps
reminding us about), but research shows that
gun ownership has a lot to do with whether or
not domestic violence turns into murder.

Each week, Washington Post advice col-
umnist Carolyn Hax hosts a chat line offering
suggestions for help of various sorts. For the
last two weeks, her readers (myself includ-
ed) have been horrified by messages from
one participant stuck in quarantine in a small
apartment with a dangerous partner who has
just bought a gun. Standard advice to women
in her position is not just to run, but to make
an exit plan, quietly gather the supplies and
money you’ll need and secure a place to go.
Mandatory shelter-in-place orders, however
necessary to flattening the curve of this pan-
demic, may well indirectly cause an increase
in domestic femicides.

As if women weren’t already disproportion-
ately affected by the coronavirus epidemic,
Senate Republicans have been trying to sneak
a little extra misogyny into their version of a
relief bill. In the same month that Pakistani
women risked their lives in demonstrations
under the slogan “Mera jism, meri marzi”
(“My body, my choice”), Republicans want
to use the pandemic in another attempt to—
that’s right—shut down Planned Parenthood
clinics.

The Washington Post’s Greg Sargent recent-
ly revealed that the $350 billion being pro-
posed to shore up small businesses that don’t
lay off workers would exclude nonprofits that
receive funds from Medicaid. Planned Parent-
hood, which provides healthcare for millions
of uninsured and underinsured women, is ex-
actly that kind of nonprofit. Democratic con-
gressional aides who alerted Sargent to this
suggest that Planned Parenthood wouldn’t be
the only organization affected. They also be-
lieve that:

“...this language would exclude from eli-

gibility for this financial assistance a big
range of other nonprofits that get Medic-
aid funding, such as home and commu-
nity-based disability providers; commu-
nity-based nursing homes, mental health
providers, and health centers; group homes
for the disabled; and even rape crisis cen-
ters.”

Meanwhile, Mississippi, Ohio, and Texas
are trying to use the coronavirus as an excuse
to prevent women’s access to abortion. On the
grounds that such procedures are not medi-
cally necessary, Texas Attorney General Ken
Paxton has ordered abortion providers to stop
terminating pregnancies. Earlier, Ohio Attor-
ney General Dave Yost sent letters to abortion
providers in that state forbidding all “nones-
sential” surgical abortions.

A Return to Normalcy?

hen Warren Harding (who oversaw a

notoriously corrupt administration) ran
for president in 1920, his campaign slogan
was “a return to normalcy”—the way things
were, that is, before World War 1. What he
meant was a return to economic dynamism.
As we know, the “Roaring Twenties” provid-
ed it in spades—until that little crash known
as the Great Depression. Today, like Hard-
ing, another corrupt president is promising a
prompt return to normalcy. He’s already chaf-
ing at the 15-day period of social distancing
he announced in mid-March. At his March
23rd press conference, he hinted that the Unit-
ed States would be “open for business” sooner
rather than later. The next day, he suggested
that the country reopen for business on Easter
(a “very special day for me”), saying he wants
to see “packed churches all over our country.”
He can’t wait until everything, including our
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deeply unequal healthcare and economic sys-
tems, gets back to normal—the way they were
before the spread of the coronavirus; until,
that is, we can go back to being unprepared
for the next, inevitable crisis.

Unlike the president, I hope we don’t go
back to normal. I hope the people of Venice
come to appreciate their sparkling canals and
their returning dolphins. I hope that the rest
of us become attached to less polluted air and
lower carbon emissions. I hope that we learn
to value the lives of women.

I hope, instead of returning to normalcy,
we recognize that our survival as a species
depends on changing almost everything, in-
cluding how we produce what we need and
how we reproduce ourselves as fully human
beings. I hope that, when we have survived
this pandemic, the world’s peoples take what

we have learned about collective global action
during this crisis and apply it to that other pre-
dictable crisis, the one that threatens all hu-
man life on a distinctly warming planet.  Z

Rebecca Gordon, a TomDispatch regular, teach-
es at the University of San Francisco. She is the
author of American Nuremberg: The U.S. Officials
Who Should Stand Trial for Post-9/11 War Crimes
and is now at work on a new book on the history
of torture in the United States.

This article first appeared on TomDispatch.com,
a weblog of the Nation Institute, which offers a
steady flow of alternate sources, news, and opin-
ion from Tom Engelhardt, long time editor in pub-
lishing, co-founder of the American Empire Proj-
ect, author of The End of Victory Culture and The
Last Days of Publishing. His latest book is A Na-
tion Unmade By War (Haymarket Books).
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Leadership During Coronavi-
rus Times

By Badri Raina

fter his “lockdown’ address to the na-
tion, Prime Minister Modi made two
more appearances on national televi-

sion to enthuse the populace to show solidar-
ity in the fight against the coronavirus pan-

demic.

He stressed the need of “social distancing”
and enjoined on all citizens to participate in
symbolic gestures such as shutting off elec-
tric lights for nine minutes on the night of

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 68



Z MAGAZINE MAY 2020

FEATURE

April 9. Earlier he had called upon citizens
to thump household utensils from their win-
dows/balconies to applaud the work being
done by medical staff fighting the virus on the
dangerous frontlines.

Although there has been criticism that Prime
Minister Modi had yet again taken to vacuous
photo-ops rather than make any concrete an-
nouncements on how to tackle the destitution
that millions of Indians are suffering, many
are willing to grant him a solipsistic cultism
if that helps bring awareness to the country as
a whole.

The prime minister’s repeated self-presen-
tations may also convey to frontline corona
warriors that they have the attention of the nu-
mero uno, although health-watchers also
voice the view that such attention had best be
translated into an active and speedy redressal
of the inadequately protected conditions in
which staff, nurses, doctors are now operating
under, for the most part. Claims made by gov-
ernment that these lacunae are being expressly
remedied have not seemed borne out by facts
on the ground in health facilities across the
nation. Not to speak of the attacks made by
frightened citizens on doctors and nurses ac-
cused of spreading the virus as they have gone
among some neighborhoods to perform their
asks of screening, or just out buying provi-
sions for their families—a shabby occurrence
that may not, of course, be attributed to gov-
ernmental deficiencies.

There are also those, of course—women
and men, all as concerned with the well-be-
ing of all Indians as the prime minister is—
who have felt that the “lockdown,” although a
necessary step, did not sufficiently analyze or
care about the consequences of the suddenly
announced measure for the vast masses of In-
dians who would find themselves evicted by
their landlords, lose their wages, have little
or no recourse to ameliorative arrangements
either for their health care or economic suste-

nance. These consequences, as we see every
day since the lockdown, have been traumat-
ic in the extreme, as stories of unconscio-
nable misery have been televised pertaining
to hopeless and helpless thousands trudg-
ing from various parts of the nation.

Many have been inevitably reminded of
the days and months following the declara-
tion of “demonitization” some years ago—an
event whose deleterious effects still bog the
fortunes of millions of citizenry, especially
in the informal sectors of the workforce. As
people died then in expectant lines in front
of banks, so they have wilted in search of a
home and succor, excluded from the calcu-
lations of policymakers until their sufferings
began to occupy media center-stage.

It may be noted that where the United States
has set apart ten percent of their GDP for
ameliorating the devastated living conditions
of Americans affected by the virus, India has
thus far allocated no more than 0.5 percent of
our GDP for the purpose, unaccompanied by
any viable plan of action detailing how even
this meager amount is to be reached to those
sansculotttes who are now caught in midways
of cities and towns, not knowing what the
next hour has in store for them.

That the U.S. has made a grievous mess of
handling the pandemic overall, thanks in large
measure to cussedly inept, if not criminal neg-
ligence, from their top leadership must also be
noted, setting off Modi’s initiatives in better
light. He has indeed drawn appreciation from
the World Health Organisation for his active
marshaling of measures against the pandemic.

Nonetheless, criticisms at home, it would be
wrong to think, are driven by pique. It would
be a sad day indeed when it is thought that
those who speak for the wretched of the na-
tion are conspirators against the glory of the
realm.

The Indian prime minister may be com-
mended for making visible his concern to the
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Beawar, Rajasthan, India - A shopkeeper wear facemask as a precaution from coronavirus pandemic
‘COVID-19’ in Beawar
Photo by Sumit Saraswat/Shutterstock.com

nation—a sort of salutary assurance that the
most powerful Indian is looking on, without
understating the gravity of the moment—un-
like the American President.

But, here is the further point.

As in times of war, leadership is not so prob-
lematic when the dangers that confront us are
of a universal nature. Be it a pandemic or a
war, uniting the nation incurs few ideologi-
cal conundrums, tactical ones may be, since
those nut cases who may oppose measures
taken against an invading enemy or a virus
that makes no discrimination between citizen
and citizen are universally seen as just nutcas-
es, unless, of course, the wars and the pan-
demics be of our own making. Just to recall,
the entirely gratuitous American assault on
Vietnam was to divide America as it had been
divided at the time of the Civil War. Same
with the American invasion of Iraq. Lead-

erships that engage in such blatantly expan-
sionist acts of dominance then cannot but find
it impossible to unite all their citizens behind
unjust wars.

The real test of leadership has, however, al-
ways been how they choose to meet nation-
al exigencies that tend to be born of divisive
perceptions and  prejudices—times when
bringing about national unity is of utmost im-
portance and far harder to obtain.

This is the reason why a Churchill may have
succeeded phenomenally in galvanizing En-
gland against the pernicious rise of fascism,
his lack of ability or intent to do so against
social evils left much to desire. It will be re-
called that Churchill lost the favor of his own
party after the war against Hitler was won,
evidence that peace times make very different
sorts of demands on leaderships that “heroic”
wartime leaders do not always measure up to.
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In the context of India’s very recent history,
for example, it has remained a troubling ques-
tion as to why Prime Minister Modi could not
have addressed the nation with the same alac-
rity and concern as he does now, when bru-
tal internecine killings were happening in the
northeast of India’s capital city. Or indeed
when unconscionable instances of mob lynch-
ings were happening, or when gruesome caste
and gender oppressions have come to the
fore. Or, when scions from the prime minis-
ter’s ideological camp made public utteranc-
es of the most deplorable kind, wounding the
prospects of national unity in far-reaching
ways in contravention of the principles en-
shrined in the constitution which alone legiti-
mize the state’s executive authority. A minis-
ter in the central cabinet was heard in a pubic
rally to provoke the crowd into saying how
those protesting the Citizenship Amend-
ment Act ought to be shot (https://scroll.in/
video/951289/watch-anurag-thakur-minister-
of-state-for-finance-lead-goli-maaro-saalon-
ko-slogans-at-rally), and the President of the
Bharatiya Janata Party, no less, was to exhort
voters in local elections to so violently press
the electronic button as to send a “current” to
Shaheen Bagh were very old and young wom-
en, mostly Muslim housewives, had been
sitting in protest dharna for months (https://
www.telegraphindia.com/india/amit-shah-
wants-vote-to-send-current-to-shaheen-bagh/

cid/17398560). Yet Modi then thought noth-
ing of such occurrences.

Indeed, as we write, news comes from var-
ious states of India of renewed assaults on
Muslims who are sought to be universally
blamed for the blunder that happened at the
Tablighi Markaz in Nizamuddin in Delhi.
A ruling party Member of Parliament from
Karnataka has spoken of an alleged “Coro-
na Jihad Conspiracy” (https://www.newsl18.
com/news/politics/pfi-says-will-file-criminal-
case-against-bjp-mp-shobha-karandlaje-over-
corona-jihad-remark-2566899.html), and an
important spokesperson of the same party of
an “Islamic insurrection.” The question that
begs itself is this: Are such moves conducive
to the national unity that the prime minister
rightly seeks to firm up in order to combat
the pandemic that afflicts all creeds, castes,
classes? And, if that be so, may not the nation
expect the prime minister to seize the moment
to make an appearance on national television
to nip such nefarious political activity in the
bud?

After all, it will be conceded that in the ab-
sence of leadership efforts and initiatives of a
prolonged and determined kind, such divisive
and hate-filled occurrences must continue to
bedevil the sort of national unity that alone
can lend inner strength and cohesion, as well
as credibility to national unity. For exam-
ple, in America, the suspect inability of polit-
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ical leadership to wage a credible and deter-
mined war against racism continues to render
their national unity a fragile and unconvincing
project. Not to speak of the fact that when po-
litical leaderships are found wanting or lean-
ing at times of such internal conflicts, those
that man the country’s institutions take appro-
priate hints of how not to do what they are
sworn to do.

The problem, of course, is that national
leaders confronted with such divisions and
fractures cannot credibly lead their nations
to humanist unities unless they first revis-
it the ideological building blocks of which
they happen to be products. And unless, in
so examining their own ideological DNAs,
they find the courage and broad-mindedness
to transcend their own inherited social and
political constructions, their calls for national
unity can hardly carry weight or effect.

Is it not therefore the case that just as a Don-
ald Trump finds it self-alienating to denounce
racism in America, Prime Minister Modi finds
himself rather silenced when minority sec-
tions in India come under attack from majori-
tarian assertions?

And when top leaderships at such times
seem on furlough, or, worse still, dormant in
a sort of quiescent assent, national unity goes
for a grievous toss.

Such times indeed demand a shift in the
icons that “heroic” leaders worship in times
of war or some universal catastrophe—from
a Churchill, as it were, to a Lincoln, a Gand-
hi, a Martin Luther King, a Mandela—since
these latter it is who left us models of how
to lead when internecine bigotries afflict the
fate of peoples. Hardly as simple a thing to do
as to lead nations when enemies are common
and uncontroversial.

With respect to Prime Minister Modi, it
may be that even as he draws positive com-
ment from the WHO, for instance, for his alert
attention to the corona problem with respect

to India, a time may come when his approval
among Indians also begins to transcend sec-
tarian divides and apprehensions, leading to
his metamorphosis into a leader who may tru-
ly be depended on to unite all Indians behind
values of universal equality and non-discrimi-
natory justice at the hands of state institutions,
when the last oppressed citizen may sponta-
neously expect that any and all social and
inter-sectional atrocities will draw from him
the same energy and conviction that is now
on display.

Nothing indeed would seal his place in his-
tory as decisively as such a turn of his lead-
ership content. That he has the percipience
to understand his own problematic is without
doubt.

Were that to happen, a time may come
when Modi will remind us of Jawahar Lal
Nehru, as much in terms of his international
standing, which has happily been growing, as
in the matter of credible and committed ef-
forts to unite all Indians across social and sec-
tarian divides with personal initiatives of the
kind that are now to the fore. As, indeed, in
the matter of putting the welfare of the disen-
franchised first among his national concerns.

Modi has quite some distance yet to get
there, but if he does embark on that journey,
it will be an input to a more meaningful na-
tional unity than may be invoked only at times
of peril that afflicts all Indians without regard
to their placement in social, religious, or class
terms.

Nehru may also be emulated in terms of
the quality of our commitment to democratic
principles and practices.

It may be useful to recall that an article titled
“Caesarism,” severely critical of Nehru, once
appeared under the psuedonym Chanakya in
a leading national journal, Modern Review,
in 1937 when Nehru was elected President
of the Indian National Congress for the third
time, deriding Nehru as a man with dictato-
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Kolkata, India -- Effect of a nationwide lockdown to block the spread of COVID-19. The otherwise busy
streets seen almost deserted

Photo by suprabhat/Shutterstock.com

rial tendencies, and cautioning the people to
be vigilant against this trait in him (https://
caravanmagazine.in/vantage/want-no-cae-
sars-nehrus-warning). It came to be subse-
quently revealed that the author of the article
was Nehru himself.

If, therefore, citizens of the republic some-
times voice critical apprehensions of their
leaderships, the exercise of that fundamental
right must not be viewed as enemy activity but
constructive contributions to democratic con-

solidation. Nor may leaderships in democratic
states be inimical to facing interrogation from
institutions like the media, or the intelligen-
tsia at large, since only a transparent covenant
of question and answer between leaderships
and the led can truly constitute unities of last-
ing firmness and yield legitimate hegemonies
conducive to self-confident national strength.
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The Era Of Mass Strikes Begins On
May 1, First Day Of General Strike
Campaign

By Kevin Zeese & Margaret Flowers

n Friday, May 1, an ongoing Gener-
Oal Strike campaign begins. This cam-
paign could become the most powerful
movement in the United States and reset the

national agenda. It comes when the failures of
the U.S. political system have been magnified

by the COVID-19 pandemic, which triggered
an economic collapse in a presidential elec-
tion year. The General Strike campaign will
be ongoing with actions on the first of every
month. Strategic strikes of workers, students,
consumers, prisoners, and renters will also
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continue.

This new era of mass strikes builds on suc-
cessful strikes by teachers, healthcare work-
ers, hotel workers, and others. According to
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in the last two
years, there has been the largest number of
major work stoppages in 35 years with more
than 400,000 workers involved in strikes in
both 2018 and 2019. This continues in 2020
with a wave of wildcat strikes.

People must commit to an ongoing cam-
paign of strikes starting now and continuing
after the election. FDR faced more than 1.4
million people striking after he was elected,
which forced him to put the New Deal and
workers’ rights legislation in place. The next
president should be subjected to continuous
strikes with specific demands. Striking is the
most powerful tool of the people. We need to
learn to use it effectively.

United action magnifies popular power and
shows those in power that they cannot ignore
us any longer. You can participate by sharing
this article with other people and urging them
to participate. Follow and share the hashtags
#CoronaStrike,  #GeneralStrike,  #May-
Day2020, #GeneralStrike2020, and #Peop-
lesStrike.

General Strike

OVID-19 exposes the fact that essential
workers who provide food, healthcare,

and deliveries to our homes are mistreated
and underappreciated. Workers are under-
paid and are not being provided with protec-
tive equipment or allowed sick leave. The
COVID-19 rescue laws have given trillions in
funding to investors and big businesses while
leaving people and small businesses with
crumbs. Twenty-six million people have filed
for unemployment but states are not process-
ing claims quickly and the COVID-19 rescue
only provided an inadequate one-time $1,200
payment. Millions of the newly unemployed
are losing their health insurance.
The #GeneralStrike has five demands:

(1) Protection from Covid-19
(2) Safe Housing.

(3) Living Wages.

(4) Medicare for All.

(5) Equal Education.

We would add a sixth urgent demand—sav-
ing the postal service.

The tactics of the General Strike will vary
over time. During this initial phase of the
COVID-19 virus, there will be car caravans,
sickouts, and signs on windows supporting
the strikes. People will use social media to
show support for the demands. On May 1 and
beyond there will be webinars on the strike
and the issues raised by it.

With a campaign of strategic and general
strikes very likely going on until 2022, peo-
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#REDFORKEY WORKER S

How to take part in #redforkeyworkers on May Day
1. Put on your favourite something red

2. Write out your message of solidarity

3. Take a pic of you wearing red holding up your message

4. Upload your pic to social media using #redforkeyworkers
5. Encourage other co-workers to join in and share other

#redforkeyworkers posts

ple can take control of the country and put
the necessities of the people at the top of the
agenda. Jane McAlevey points to three ar-
eas where workers have decisive power. These
include logistics, healthcare, and education.

Logistics includes providing food, deliv-
ery, transit, and other services that keep the
economy functioning. Workers disrupting
these areas makes the country ungovern-
able by creating economic dysfunction.

Despite being essential, healthcare work-
ers lack protective equipment and basics
such as tests. Healthcare workers have
stood against the dangerous so-called
“Liberate” protests Donald Trump is en-

couraging to prematurely re-open the
economy. Nurses have protested the
lack of protective equipment and been
fired for doing so. These acts of defi-
ance must be supported as we also de-
mand national improved Medicare for
All so everyone has access to high-qual-
ity healthcare. We must build our pub-
lic health system so never again will the
country be unprepared for a pandemic.

Teacher’s unions have developed the mod-
el for all unions to follow, strikes for the
common good. Teacher strikes have been
successful because they have represented
the interests of students and the communi-
ties where they live. Poverty, inadequate
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housing, brutal policing, and ICE raids un-
dermine the ability of teachers to do their
jobs. Making demands for the common
good unites us to work for what we need.

Recently, there have been wildcat strikes.
These can include a variety of work stoppag-
es, e.g. people taking sick days, work slow-
downs, work disruptions due to flat tires on
delivery trucks, and other ways that prevent
work from being accomplished. To follow
strike actions, visit On The Picket Line or
check out an interactive map of strike actions
at Paydayreport.com, or the “Dual Power”
map by Black Socialists in America. Get in
the loop and get connected at General Strike
2020.

Rent Strike

s unemployment reaches Depression-era

levels, with one in six U.S. workers be-
ing unemployed, and the government unable
to process unemployment benefits and refus-
ing to provide a basic income, people are un-
able to pay their rents. According to data from
the Rentec Direct property management soft-
ware platform, “The rent received by proper-
ty managers in the U.S. by April 8 was 17%
less than it was through the first eight days
of March. Other data point to a similar trend.
For example, data from the National Multi-
family Housing Council found that 69 percent

of renters paid their rent between April 1 and
April 5, down from 82% in the same period
in April 2019.” According to the New York
Times, 40 percent of New York City tenants
may have skipped their April payments.

In January before the pandemic, a Harvard
University report found that nearly half of U.S.
renters are “cost-burdened,” meaning they
spend more than 30 percent of their income on
housing, a quarter of renters—11 million peo-
ple—are “severely cost-burdened,” spending
more than half of their income to make rent.
There was already a housing crisis in the U.S.,
the economic collapse has magnified it.

This economic reality is turning into an
organized and growing rent strike against
corporate landlords. Calls for an expanded
rent strike on May 1 are growing. In Kan-
sas City, Missouri, tenant advocates tweeted:
“Highway takeover in an hour. We will have
tenants spanning the state, every five miles,
from Kansas City to St. Louis.” Tenant groups
from South Carolina to Los Angeles called for
arent strike in May as have groups in Chicago,
Milwaukee, Philadelphia, Denver, Blooming-
ton, St. Louis, and New York. Cancel the Rent
car caravans were recently held in many cit-
ies. Rent strikes are building into a nationwide
revolt with calls for rent strikes going viral in
unlikely places like Georgia. How will this
evolve? If tenants are made homeless, people
will take over buildings to be housed, assets
of landlords could be nationalized, and social
housing could escalate.
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Rent strike organizers say, “We are banding
together: folks who cannot pay and those who
will join them in solidarity. We refuse to pay
for the right to live. Many will have to choose
between rent and food, and many won’t have
enough for either. We will not sacrifice our lives
to keep the market afloat, or to fill the pockets
of real estate lenders and landlords. .. Togeth-
er, we can transform this moment of isolation
into a moment of shared strength, support and
compassion.” Rent strikes are demanding:

* Forgive unpaid rents and waive mortgage
interest and defer mortgage payments
for the months of April, May, and June;

* Cease evictions of any renters and foreclo-
suresonany homeowners during the full du-
ration of the crisis— for at least six months;

e Use their political power to call on
public officials to support housing re-
lief for the tens of millions of Ameri-
can workers who have lost their jobs.

The COVID crisis has magnified a reality in
U.S. housing—housing has been turned in a
profit engine for the super-rich. Rentals have
been corporatized and controlled by some of
the wealthiest individuals in the world. The
Action Network reports: “Companies like
Greystar, Equity Residential, and Lincoln
Property Company control the rents for apart-

ments in every state in the United States, while
billionaires like Sam Zell founder and chair-
man of Equity Residential and Barry Stern-
licht of Starwood Capital effectively serve as
landlords for millions of us. These enormous
companies dictate the rent and home prices in
communities across the country.”

As a result, polling shows that a majority
of people across the political spectrum sup-
port canceling rent payments and suspending
home mortgage payments during the corona-
virus pandemic. By a margin of 22 percent,
voters strongly favor suspending or forgiving
rents, for those under 45 years of age, the mar-
gin is 50 percent.

Building Power For An Effective
General Strike

We do not yet have the organization to
conduct a massive General Strike and
only a few unions are aggressive enough to
conduct strategic work stoppages. We must
use the General Strike campaign to build our
power and learn how to strike.

The foundation of all movements is edu-
cation. We must constantly work to educate
people about what is going on around them.
This means overcoming the corporate me-
dia, which reports from the perspective of
major corporate interests and the two Wall
Street-funded parties. Independent media and

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 78



Z MAGAZINE MAY 2020

FEATURE

social media are areas of activism that must
always be a priority.

Subscribe to our daily digest for ongoing
movement news and choose articles to pro-
mote in your social media networks. Each of
us should act with the intention to build our
social media networks so we become an ef-
fective media outlet. If the tens of thousands
of people who receive this newsletter behave
as media outlets, we will change the national
dialogue.

We must organize to bring people into the
movement. Mass movements win, fringe
movements fail. How do you organize? Or-
ganizing is as simple as talking to people who
are not yet part of the movement, listening to
their concerns, and showing them how joining
together we can solve problems. This requires
the patient and steady systematic building of
relationships in the community. Talk to your
neighbors, participate in apolitical neighbor-
hood email groups, and speak with those who
deliver to your home.

In the workplace, talk to co-workers, form
clandestine strike committees, and speak and
listen to each other. Work stoppages can vary
in form. Workers can use the tactic of “Work
to Rule,” following often ignored workplace
safety and other rules, resulting in a slow-
down. The bosses will fight back, so this will
not be easy. Workers need to build community
support so bosses are isolated and the conflict
is broadened.

There are also tactics for at-home work-
ers where sickouts and slowdowns are easy
to adapt. Workers can call in sick during the
first week in May. Even mild symptoms can
result in a day or two off work. With the stress
of COVID-19 and the economic collapse, a
“mental health day” is needed for many.

Then, we must mobilize people. When peo-
ple are in the movement, a union, or an organi-
zation, they are ready to be mobilized in mass
action. This requires showing this is a strate-

gic campaign, not one protest, but a series of
escalating events that build and are focused
on achieving change. We discuss how you can
create a strategic campaign in the free Popu-
lar Resistance School, How Social Transfor-
mation Occurs, eight web-based classes and
readings we urge you to use.

If you are not part of a union or organization,
become an active supporter of their actions.
Show up, join them, call the media, religious
leaders or neighbors, and urge them to show
up. If you see a picket line, join the workers or
bring food and beverages. See yourself as the
media and report on strikes, share their sto-
ries, and use your social media networks. If
a union organizer is fired, come to the aid of
that person including highlighting the injus-
tice, insisting the person gets their job back,
and raising funds to support them. We can
support local strikers through “GoFundMe”
pages or join a local Mutual Aid team.

In the coming era of strikes, we must re-
member that an injury to one is an injury to
all. Show solidarity with the general strike.
Wear red on Friday. Display a strike poster in
your window. Wear a red or black or lavender
bandana. Change your Facebook cover image.
As the era of strikes builds and people develop
the skills, confidence, and courage to exercise
their rights, the potential for transformational
change will grow in ways that we cannot yet
foresee. VA

The Publication of Origin for this article is Popular
Resistance.
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