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Weapons that
Protect White
Privilege Pre-
vent Sustain-

able Commu-

nity Change

By Kathy Kelly

In her poem, “The Revolu-
tion Will Rhyme,” Buffalo
Black Lives Matter activist
Jillian Hanesworth writes

about the movement for
change we now see sweeping
across the world:

“It will not be devel-
oped just to be dis-
placed

Its focus will not be ex-
tracted and refocused
or repurposed

And the burden of
education and comfort
will not be placed on
the oppressed

While understanding
and tolerance is gifted
to the oppressor

You will not be able to
binge watch the revolu-
tion

Rewinding the com-
fortable triumphs and

fast forwarding through
the hurt”

In strong, confident lan-
guage, fueled by recogni-
tion of hurts and atrocities,
Hanesworth calls on white
people to ask themselves un-
comfortable questions. How
does our white privilege con-
tribute to racism and oppres-
sion? How can we use our
privilege to bring about sys-
temic change?

Mindful not to repurpose
or refocus Jillian’s words,
I think we must move for-
ward, urgently, to tackle
systemic change. We must
use our white privilege to
insist on and secure decent
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schools, health care, housing
and human rights, especially
for those who’ve been most
harmed by racial disparities
and economic inequalities in
the United States.

Where are the resources,
the funding, to do this? I think
it’s important to examine the
so-called security U.S. people
purchase through funding the
U.S. military and demand re-
direction of these resources.
Money entrusted to the Pen-
tagon and a vast array of mili-
tary contractors must be spent
to meet human needs.

Maybe this series of ques-
tions could help. Could I ever
imagine myself paying for
materials to assemble Molo-
tov Cocktails for use as weap-
ons amid a conflict? Could I
ever imagine myself funding
a group of people known for
burning residential areas?
At a magnitude incalculably
greater than purchasing ma-
terials for Molotov Cocktails,
or burning one urban residen-
tial area, U.S. taxpayers fund
weapons used to wage grue-
some wars of choice in far-
away places where civilians

struggle with every-day hun-
ger, thirst, and displacement.

Condemn arson? Yes, but
scale up and whisper: Dres-
den, Tokyo, Hiroshima, Na-
gasaki, Baghdad.

Imagine U.S. complicity
with Saudi bludgeoning of
Yemen’s cities, towns, and
critical infrastructure and
link that with construction,
in Marinette, Wisconsin, of
four Littoral Combat Ships
which Lockheed Martin has
arranged to build and sell to
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Saudis use these ships

The
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to blockade Yemen’s ports,
causing even more starvation
in a country on the brink of
famine. Yes, the construc-
tion of the ships provides
greatly needed jobs. But, are
there other, better construc-
tion projects that privileged
people could demand be giv-
en immediate priority in our
war-torn world? Could Mari-
nette’s engineers, designers,
welders and builders work on
projects that would help re-
build communities devastat-
ed by declining infrastructure
and racist neglect within the

[

United States?

Jillian’s poem says the rev-
olution will be a complete
overhaul, not just a quick fix.
We should join her in settling
for nothing less. White people
who are among the privileged
“haves” in our unjust society
must look long and hard into
the mirror of our privileged
history. Why should people
who already have so much be
entitled to get more? And if
we’re to learn how to live to-
gether without killing one an-
other, how can we dismantle
and repurpose the vast killing

machine that protects our un-
fair white privilege? VA

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

org)

Defund the
Police, De-
fund the Mili-
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By Medea Benjamin
and Nicolas J S Da-
vies

n June 1, President
Trump threatened to de-
ploy active-duty U.S. military
forces against peaceful Black
Lives Matter protesters in cit-
ies across America. Trump
and state governors eventu-
ally deployed at least 17,000
National Guard troops across
the country. In the nation’s
capital, Trump deployed 9
Blackhawk assault helicop-
ters, thousands of National
Guard troops from 6 states
and at least 1,600 Military
Police and active-duty com-
bat troops from the 82nd Air-
borne Division, with written
orders to pack bayonets.
After a week of conflicting
orders during which Trump
demanded 10,000 troops in
the capital, the active-duty
troops were finally ordered
back to their bases in North
Carolina and New York on
June 5, as the peaceful nature
of the protests made the use
of military force very obvi-
ously redundant, dangerous
and irresponsible. But Amer-
icans were left shell-shocked
by the heavily armed troops,
the tear gas, the rubber bullets
and the tanks that turned U.S.
streets into war zones. They

were also shocked to realize
how easy it was for President
Trump, single-handedly, to
muster such a chilling array
of force.

But we shouldn’t be sur-
prised. We have allowed our
corrupt ruling class to build
the most destructive war ma-
chine in history and to place
it in the hands of an erratic
and unpredictable president.
As protests against police
brutality flooded our nation’s
streets, Trump felt embold-
ened to turn this war machine
against us—and may well be
willing to do it again if there
is a contested election in No-
vember.

Americans are getting a
small taste of the fire and fury
that the U.S. military and its
allies inflict on people over-
seas on a regular basis from
Iraq and Afghanistan to Ye-
men and Palestine, and the in-
timidation felt by the people
of Iran, Venezuela, North Ko-
rea and other countries that
have long lived under U.S.
threats to bomb, attack or in-
vade them.

For African-Americans, the
latest round of fury unleashed
by the police and military is
only an escalation of the low-
grade war that America’s rul-
ers have waged against them
for centuries. From the hor-
rors of slavery to post-Civil
War convict leasing to the
apartheid Jim Crow system to
today’s mass criminalization,
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mass incarceration and mili-
tarized policing, America has
always treated African-Amer-
icans as a permanent un-
derclass to be exploited and
“kept in their place” with as
much force and brutality as
that takes.

Today, Black Americans are
at least four times as likely
to be shot by police as white
Americans and six times as
likely to be thrown in prison.
Black drivers are three times
more likely to be searched
and twice as likely to be ar-
rested during traffic stops,
even though police have bet-
ter luck finding contraband
in white people’s cars. All of
this adds up to a racist polic-
ing and prison system, with
African-American men as its
prime targets, even as U.S.
police forces are increasingly
militarized and armed by the
Pentagon.

Racist persecution does
not end when African-Amer-
icans walk out the prison
gate. In 2010, a third of Af-
rican-American men had a
felony conviction on their
record, closing doors to jobs,
housing, student aid, safety
net programs like SNAP and
cash assistance, and in some
states the right to vote. From
the first “stop and frisk” or
traffic stop, African-Amer-
ican men face a system de-
signed to entrap them in
permanent second-class citi-
zenship and poverty.
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Just as the people of Iran,
North Korea and Venezuela
suffer from poverty, hunger,
preventable disease and death
as the intended results of bru-
tal U.S. economic sanctions,
systemic racism has similar
effects in the U.S., keeping
African-Americans in excep-
tional poverty, with double
the infant mortality rate of
whites and schools that are
as segregated and unequal as
when segregation was legal.
These underlying disparities
in health and living standards
appear to be the main reason
why African-Americans are
dying from COVID-19 at
more than double the rate of
White Americans.

Liberating a neocolonial
world

hile the U.S. war on

the black population at
home is now exposed for all
of America—and the world—
to see, the victims of U.S.
wars abroad continue to be
hidden. Trump has escalated
the horrific wars he inherited
from Obama, dropping more
bombs and missiles in 3 years
than either Bush II or Obama
did in their first terms.

But Americans don’t see
the terrifying fireballs of the
bombs. They don’t see the
dead and maimed bodies and
rubble the bombs leave in

their wake. American public
discourse about war has re-
volved almost entirely around
the experiences and sacrifices
of U.S. troops, who are, after
all, our family members and
neighbors. Like the double
standard between white and
black lives in the U.S., there
is a similar double standard
between the lives of U.S.
troops and the millions of ca-
sualties and ruined lives on
the other side of the conflicts
the U.S. armed forces and
U.S. weapons unleash on oth-
er countries.

When retired generals speak
out against Trump’s desire to
deploy active-duty troops on
America’s streets, we should
understand that they are de-
fending precisely this double
standard. Despite draining
the U.S. Treasury to wreak
horrific violence against peo-
ple in other countries, while
failing to “win” wars even on
its own confused terms, the
U.S. military has maintained
a surprisingly good reputation
with the U.S. public. This has
largely exempted the armed
forces from growing public
disgust with the systemic cor-
ruption of other American in-
stitutions.

Generals Mattis and Al-
len, who came out against
Trump’s deployment of U.S.
troops against peaceful pro-
testers, understand very well
that the fastest way to squan-
der the military’s “teflon”
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public reputation would be
to deploy it more widely and
openly against Americans
within the United States.

Just as we are exposing the
rot in U.S. police forces and
calling for defunding the po-
lice, so we must expose the
rot in U.S. foreign policy and
call for defunding the Pen-
tagon. U.S. wars on people
in other countries are driv-
en by the same racism and
ruling class economic inter-
ests as the war against Afri-
can-Americans in our cities.
For too long, we have let cyn-
ical politicians and business
leaders divide and rule us,
funding police and the Pen-
tagon over real human needs,
pitting us against each other
at home and leading us off to
wars against our neighbors
abroad.

The double standard that
sanctifies the lives of U.S.
troops over those of the peo-
ple whose countries they
bomb and invade is as cyn-
ical and deadly as the one
that values white lives over
black ones in America. As we
chant “Black Lives Matter,”
we should include the lives
of black and brown people
dying every day from U.S.
sanctions in Venezuela, the
lives of black and brown peo-
ple being blown up by U.S.
bombs in Yemen and Afghan-
istan, the lives of people of
color in Palestine who are
tear-gassed, beaten and shot
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with Israeli weapons funded
by U.S-taxpayers. We must
be ready to show solidarity
with people defending them-
selves against U.S.-spon-
sored violence whether in
Minneapolis, New York and
Los Angeles, or Afghanistan,
Gaza and Iran.

This past week, our friends
around the world have giv-
en us a magnificent example
of what this kind of interna-
tional solidarity looks like.
From London, Copenhagen
and Berlin to New Zealand,
Canada and Nigeria, people
have poured into the streets
to show solidarity with Afri-
can-Americans. They under-
stand that the U.S. lies at the
heart of a racist political and

economic international order
that still dominates the world
60 years after the formal end
of Western colonialism. They
understand that our struggle is
their struggle, and we should
understand that their future is
also our future.

So as others stand with us,
we must also stand with them.
Together we must seize this
moment to move from incre-
mental reform to real system-
ic change, not just within the
U.S. but throughout the rac-
ist, neocolonial world that is
policed by the U.S. military.

Medea Benjamin is cofounder
of CODEPINK for Peace, and
author of several books, includ-
ing Inside Iran: The Real History

and Politics of the Islamic Re-
public of Iran.

Nicolas J. S. Davies is an inde-
pendent journalist, a researcher
with CODEPINK and the author
of Blood On Our Hands: the
American Invasion and Destruc-
tion of Iraq

The Subver-
sion of New
York City’s
Official Policy
to Curb Police
Brutality

-




By Lawrence Wittner

In early November 1966, my
sister and [—armed with a
bucket of home-made paste,
a wide brush, and a thick
roll of “Vote No” posters—
headed off from my student
apartment on the Upper West
Side of Manhattan to plaster
the surrounding area with the
signs. The Patrolman’s Be-
nevolent Association (PBA),

a very powerful police union,
had placed a referendum on
the New York City ballot to
remove civilians from the
Civilian Complaint Review
Board.

We were a very small part
of a long struggle—one that
continues to this day—to
develop a public policy that
would curb police miscon-
duct, often directed against
racial minority groups, in
New York City.
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That struggle became a sig-
nificant force in 1950, when a
coalition of 18 organizations
organized the Permanent Co-
ordination Committee on Po-
lice and Minority Groups to
press city authorities to deal
with police misconduct gen-
erally, and specifically “with
police misconduct in their
relations with Puerto Ricans
and Negroes.” In response,
the city’s Police Department
established a Civilian Com-
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plaint Review Board in 1953.
It was composed of three dep-
uty police commissioners,
tasked with investigating ci-
vilian complaints and decid-
ing on whether or not to rec-
ommend disciplinary action
against police officers.

This control of the process
by the Police Department did
little to correct police behav-
ior, and civil rights groups,
calling attention to ongoing
police brutality, demanded the

creation of an independent,
civilian Board. In the mid-
1960s, after African-Ameri-
can uprisings swept through
Harlem and Bedford Stuyve-
sant, John Lindsay, the city’s
new mayor, added four civil-
ians to the Board. This ac-
tion, however, which Lindsay
thought a reasonable com-
promise, enraged the police.
John Cassese, president of
the PBA, fiercely objected to
a civilian presence, stating:
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“I’'m sick and tired of giving
in to minority groups with
their whims and their gripes
and shouting.” As a result, the
PBA gathered enough signa-
tures to place a measure on
the ballot that would bar ci-
vilians from having any over-
sight of complaints against
the police.

Naturally, in this context,
my sister and I were wary of
being caught by the police
while pasting our “Vote No”
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signs on walls and abandoned
storefronts. Consequently, we
set out after midnight, wearing
dark clothing, and made sure
to do each posting job rap-
idly, and then quickly move
on. The police had an easier
time of it, especially given the
racial turmoil of the era that
was sparking white backlash
and widespread demands for
“law and order.” Ultimately,
thanks to a PBA campaign of
racism and misinformation,
the ballot measure passed by
an overwhelming margin, and
the Board again became an
all-police venture.

Over the ensuing decades,
however, police misconduct
led to the establishment of ci-
vilian review boards in cities
around the nation and, in New
York City, revived public
pressure for taking the Board
out of the hands of the police.
Finally, in 1993, Mayor Da-
vid Dinkins and the New York
City Council re-organized the
Board as an all-civilian oper-
ation.

Even so, the Board re-
mained weak and fairly in-
effectual. The Board’s mini-
mal impact can be attributed
in part to Dinkins’s mayoral
successors, Rudy Giuliani
and Michael Bloomberg, who
limited its funding while in-
stituting “zero tolerance” and
“stop and frisk” programs
that dramatically enhanced
the power and impunity of the
police. Between June 1996

and June 1997, the city ad-
ministration settled 503 po-
lice brutality cases in court,
but no member of the po-
lice department associated
with them was punished.The
well-publicized case of Eric
Garner, who died from a po-
lice chokehold in 2014, mere-
ly highlighted the widespread
problem of police brutality.
More important, however,
is that fact that, as critics of
police practices have argued,
the agency lacks the capaci-
ty to hold police officers ac-
countable. This weakness of
the Board is underscored by
the New York Civil Liberties
Union (NYCLU), which, in
March 2019, pointed out that,
although the agency has the
authority to investigate and,
in certain instances, prose-
cute cases of police miscon-
duct, “its recommendations
on disciplinary outcomes are
ultimately not binding” on
the New York Police Depart-
ment (NYPD). The reason is
that the police commissioner
retains “‘exclusive authority
to decide and impose dis-
cipline” for police officers.
Thus, in 2017 (the most re-
cent year for which the NY-
CLU had full data), the police
commissioner imposed pen-
alties weaker than those rec-
ommended by the Board in a
majority of cases that came
before him. Furthermore, in
the most serious misconduct
cases that involved full ad-
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ministrative trials, the police
commissioner imposed dis-
cipline consistent with Board
recommendations in only
27 percent of the cases. The
NYCLU concluded that “the
current system in which the
NYPD is accountable only to
itself is untenable.”

Unfortunately, the situation
has not changed dramatical-
ly since then. In November
2019, voters in New York
City—despite a fierce op-
position campaign by the
PBA, again incensed by the
prospect of civilian control
of the police—overwhelm-
ingly approved measures to
strengthen the Board. But,
in fact, these changes were
rather modest, and still left
the civilian oversight body
without the final authority
to discipline police officers.
Meanwhile, police brutality
continues, sometimes quite
flagrantly, in New York City.

Although the Civilian
Complaint Review Board re-
ports that it has “investigated
tens of thousands of com-
plaints, leading to discipline
for thousands of police offi-
cers,” it’s clear that it could
do much more toward ending
the scourge of police brutali-
ty. And it probably would do
more if it were not obstructed
every step of the way by New
York’s City’s police and their
friends in high office.

New York, of course, is the
nation’s largest city and, as



§

Photo by Steve Sanchez Photos/Shutterstock.com

such, often serves as a bell-
wether for urban areas in
the rest of the country. Con-
sequently, this story of New
York’s lengthy history of ef-
forts to curb police brutality,
as well as the sabotage of
such efforts, provides useful
background information for

the current nationwide de-
bate over reforming police
practices. Overall, it leads to
the conclusion that, however
difficult eliminating police
misconduct might be, the job
cannot be left to the police. Z

Dr. Lawrence Wittner, syndicat-
ed by PeaceVoice, is Professor
of History emeritus at SUNY/AI-
bany and the author of Confront-
ing the Bomb (Stanford Univer-

sity Press).




The Murder of George Floyd
Is Normal in an Abnormal So-
clety

By Vijay Prashad

Silence 25, 2020. The script of his death is written
deep in the ugly drama of U.S. history.
here is no need to write these words, no
need to read them. All this has been writ-
ten before. There is no need to wonder why 1Gam’'t Breathe 2020
George Floyd (age 46) was murdered in broad
daylight in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on May
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fficer Derek Chauvin’s knee sat on

George Floyd’s neck for two minutes and
53 seconds. After that time, George Floyd was
dead. From the moment Chauvin put his body
on an unarmed man, George Floyd said—11
times—I can’t breathe.

Scientists who study human respiration say
that untrained people can hold their breath
from between thirty seconds and two minutes;
anything more than that results in a process
that leads eventually to death.

| Can't Breathe 2014

fficer Daniel Pantaleo slammed Eric Gar-

ner onto the New York City sidewalk just
minutes after Garner had helped resolve a dis-
pute on the street. Pantaleo pushed Garner’s
face onto the pavement, and Garner said—11
times—I can’t breathe.

Garner lost consciousness, did not receive
medical care in the ambulance, and was pro-
nounced dead soon after arriving at the hospi-
tal. He died, effectively, of strangulation.

Dismayed

oth Floyd and Garner were African

American; both were men who struggled
to make a living in a harsh economic environ-
ment.

The UN Human Rights head Michelle
Bachelet wrote a powerful statement in re-
sponse to the death of George Floyd: “This is
the latest in a long line of killings of unarmed
African Americans by U.S. police officers
and members of the public. I am dismayed to
have to add George Floyd’s name to that of
Breonna Taylor, Eric Garner, Michael Brown
and many other unarmed African Americans
who have died over the years at the hands of

the police—as well as people such as Ahmaud
Arbery and Trayvon Martin who were killed
by armed members of the public.”

Each year in the United States, more than
1,000 people are killed by the police; African
Americans are 3 times more likely to be killed
by the police than whites, and African Amer-
icans who are killed by police are more like-
ly to be unarmed than whites. Most of these
killings are not associated with serious crime.
Astoundingly, 99 percent of the officers who
kill a civilian are not charged with a crime.

Permanent Depression

¢6The Depression,” the poet Langston

Hughes wrote of the 1930s, “brought ev-
erybody down a peg or two.” It was different
for African Americans, for they “had but few
pegs to fall.”

Garner was accused of selling loose ciga-
rettes on the street, violating excise tax laws
to make a few dollars; Floyd was accused
of using a counterfeit $20 bill. Even if these
accusations could have been proved, neither
were earth-shattering crimes; if they had gone
to court, neither would have earned these men
death sentences. They were killed after being
accused of minor infringements.

When Hughes wrote that sentence, Lino
Rivera, a 16-year-old Afro-Puerto Rican boy,
had been arrested for shoplifting a 10-cent
penknife. A crowd gathered when the police
went to arrest him, a rumor spread that he had
been killed, and Harlem rose up in anger. A
government report later showed that the pro-
tests were “spontaneous” and that the causes
of the unrest were “the injustices of discrimi-
nation in employment, the aggressions of the
police, and racial segregation.” This report
could have been written last week. It suggests
a permanent Depression.
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System Cannot Be Reformed

istorically, police aggression has come
before any unrest. In 1967, unrest in De-
troit spurred the U.S. government to study the
causes, which they assumed would be com-
munist instigators and an inflammatory press.
The riots, the National Advisory Commission
on Civil Disorders (the Kerner Commission)
said, “were not caused by, nor were they the
consequences of, any organized plan or ‘con-
spiracy.’”
Instead, the Kerner Commission said that
the cause of the unrest was structural racism.

“What white Americans have never fully un-
derstood,” the report noted, “is that white so-
ciety is deeply implicated in the ghetto. White
institutions created it, white institutions main-
tain it, and white society condones it.” By
“ghetto” the report’s authors meant the atro-
cious class inequalities in the United States
that had—because of the history of enslave-
ment—been marked by race.

Rather than address the deep inequalities
in society, the American government chose
to heavily arm police officers and send them
to discipline populations in distress with their
dangerous weapons. The commission pro-
posed instead “a policy which combines ghet-
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to enrichment with programs designed to en-
courage integration... into the society outside
the ghetto.”

Nothing came of that report, as nothing has
come of any of the reports that stretch back-
ward 150 years. Rather than genuinely invest
in the well-being of people, the American
government—whether governed by Republi-
cans or Democrats—cut back on social pro-
grams and cut back on welfare spending; it
allowed firms to erode wages and it allowed
them to diminish working conditions. What
was terrible in 1968 only became worse for
the working-class Black population.

The financial crisis of 2008 stole from Af-
rican American households’ savings that had
been accumulated through generations of
work. By 2013, Pew Research found that the
net worth of white households was 13 times
greater than African American households;
this was the largest such gap since 1989, and
it is a gap that has only widened. Now, with
the global pandemic striking the United States
particularly hard, data shows that the disease
has struck African Americans and other peo-
ple of color the most. Some of this is because
it is African Americans and other people of
color who often have the most dangerous
frontline jobs.

If Eric Garner and George Floyd earned a
minimum wage of $25 for decent work, would
they need to be in a position where a belliger-
ent police officer would accuse them of sell-
ing loose cigarettes or of passing a counterfeit
bill?

They Are Normal

ociety in the United States has been bro-
ken by the mechanisms of high rates of
economic inequality, high rates of poverty,
impossible entry into robust educational sys-
tems, and remarkable warlike conditions put

in place to manage populations no longer seen
as the citizenry but as criminals.

Such processes corrode a civilization. The
names of Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, Eric
Garner, Tamir Rice... and now George Floyd
are only the names of the present moment,
written in thick ink on cardboard signs across
the United States at the many, many protests
that continue to take place. The taste of des-
peration lingers in these protests, along with
the anger at the system, and the outrage seems
to have no outlet.

Donald Trump is an exaggeration of the nor-
mal course of history in the United States. He
takes the ugliness to the utmost limit, bringing
in the army, sniffing around for the legal pos-
sibility of the mass detention of demonstra-
tors. His is a politics of violence. It does not
last long. It is hard to beat the urge for justice
out of an entire people.

As you read this, somewhere in the United
States, another person will be killed—anoth-
er poor person whom the police deem to be a
threat. Tomorrow another will be killed; and
then another. These deaths are normal for the
system. Outrage against this system is a logi-
cal, and moral, response. VA

This article was produced by Globetrotter, a proj-
ect of the Independent Media Institute. The Publi-
cation of Origin for this article is the Independent
Media Institute.

Vijay Prashad is an Indian historian, editor and
journalist. He is a writing fellow and chief corre-
spondent at Globetrotter, a project of the Inde-
pendent Media Institute. He is the chief editor of
LeftWord Books and the director of Tricontinen-
tal: Institute for Social Research. He has written
more than twenty books, including The Darker
Nations and The Poorer Nations. His latest book
is Washington Bullets, with an introduction by Evo
Morales Ayma.
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Amid Protests and Pandemuic,
Trump’s Priority Is Protecting
Profits

CJ Polychroniou intervews Noam Chomsky

or so years, we have been witnessing in
the U.S. the demolition of the welfare
state and the supremacy of the ideology of

CJ. Polychroniou: Noam, for the past 40

market fundamentalism to the point that the
country is unable to deal with a major health
crisis, let alone resolve long-standing issues
like large-scale poverty, immense economic
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inequalities, racism and police brutality. Yet,
Donald Trump did not hesitate in the midst
of the George Floyd protests to declare that,
“America is the greatest country in the world, ”
while he is seeking at one and the same time
to start a new civil war in this country through
tactics of extreme polarization. Can you com-
ment on the above observations?

Noam Chomsky: I don’t think Trump wants
a civil war. Rather, as he says, he wants to

Photo by Akhil App

“dominate” by violence and terrify any po-
tential opposition. That is his standard reflex.
Just look at his outburst when one Republi-
can Senator, Lisa Murkowski, broke strict
Party discipline and raised some mild doubts
about the magnificence of His Royal Majesty.
Or his firing of the scientist in charge of vac-
cine development when he raised a question
about one of Trump’s quack medicines. Or his
purge of the inspector generals who might in-
vestigate the fetid swamp he’s constructed in




u/Shutterstock.com

Washington.

It’s routine. He’s a radically new phenome-
non in American political history.

Another Trump reflex is his call for “the
most vicious dogs, and most ominous weap-
ons, [ have ever seen” when peaceful protest-
ers appear near his abode. The phrase “vicious
dogs” evokes the country’s horror when im-
ages of vicious dogs attacking Black demon-
strators appeared on the front pages during
the civil rights movement. Trump’s use of the

phrase was either by intent, to stir up racist
violence, or reflexive, arising from his inner-
most sentiments. I leave it to others to judge
which is worse, and what either tells us about
the malignancy at the center of global power.

With that qualification, there is no incon-
sistency. Both the claim that America is the
greatest country in the world, in his special
sense, and his call for domination, follow
from his guiding doctrine: ME.

A direct corollary to the doctrine is that he
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must satisfy the demands of extreme wealth
and corporate power, which tolerate his an-
tics only insofar as he serves their interests
abjectly, as he does with admirable consisten-
cy in his legislative programs and executive
decisions, such as the recent Environmental
Protection Agency decision to increase air
pollution “in the midst of an unprecedented
respiratory pandemic,” risking tens of thou-
sands of deaths, disproportionately Black, the
business press reports, but increasing wealth
for those who matter.

The success of his tactics was revealed
clearly at the January extravaganza at the Da-
vos ski resort, where the masters of the uni-
verse, as they are called, meet annually to ca-
vort and congratulate one another. This year’s
meeting departed from the norm. There was
visible concern about “reputational risk”—
recognition that the peasants are coming with
their pitchforks. Therefore, there were solemn
declarations that, We realize we’ve made mis-
takes, but we are changing, you can put your
faith in us, we will become “soulful corpora-
tions,” to borrow the phrase used in accolades
to corporate America in the 1950s.

The keynote address was, of course, handed
to Trump, the Godfather. The elegant figures
assembled don’t like him. His vulgarity and
general brutishness disrupt their preferred im-
age of enlightened humanism. But they gave
him rousing applause. Antics aside, he made
clear that he understands the bottom line:
which pockets have to be stuffed lavishly with
more dollars.

Another direct corollary of the guiding
doctrine is that the con man in charge must
control his voting base while he is stabbing
most of them in the back with his actual pro-
grams—a difficult feat, which he has so far
carried off with much skill. The voting base
includes not only avid white supremacists but
others in the grip of the fear of “them” that is
a core part of the culture—and is of course

not without foundation. One consequence of
bitter repression is that “they” often resort to
crime—that is, the retail crime of the weak,
not the wholesale crime of the powerful.

For Trump’s prime constituency of great
wealth and corporate power, America is in-
deed the greatest country in the world. How
can one fault a country in which 0.1 percent of
the population hold 20 percent of the wealth
while the majority try to survive from pay-
check to paycheck and CEO compensation
has reached 287 times that of workers? And
calls for domination by vicious dogs placates
much of the voting base.

So, all falls into place.

The actor George Clooney responded with
an essay for the Daily Beast fo the killing of
George Floyd by saying that racism is Ameri-
ca s pandemic, “and in 400 years we 've yet to
find a vaccine.” Why is racism so entrenched
and intractable in the United States?

The answer is given by what happened in
those 400 years. It’s been reviewed before,
but for me at least it’s useful to take a few
minutes to think it through again until it be-
comes deeply ingrained in consciousness. In
summary:

The first 250 years created the most vicious
system of slavery in human history once the
colonies had gained their liberty, the foun-
dation of much of the nation’s wealth. It was
unique not only in hideous cruelty but also in
that it was based on skin color. That is ineradi-
cable, a curse reaching to future generations.
Other minorities were brutally treated, even
barred from the country by racist laws (Jews
and Italians, the prime target of the 1924 im-
migration law, which lasted for 40 years, long
enough to condemn European Jews to crema-
toria, and post-war, to ensure that survivors
went to Palestine, whatever they might have
preferred). But the stigma was not permanent.
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They could be assimilated and turn to more
“acceptable” professions than running Mur-
der, Inc.

Also unique is the fervor of American rac-
ism. The “one drop of blood” criterion for the
U.S. anti-miscegenation laws that remained
on the books until the civil rights movement
of the 1960s was so severe that the Nazis re-
jected it when they were searching for a mod-
el for the racist Nuremberg laws—though
they did appeal to the American precedent as
the only one they could find.

Formal slavery ended in 1865, and a decade
of reconstruction offered Black people a taste
of freedom, which they used with remarkable
effectiveness, given the horrifying legacy.
That soon ended. A North-South compact of-
fered southern racists free rein to murder and
repress, and to provide a fine workforce for
agribusiness and the southern industrial revo-
lution by criminalizing Black life and offering
employers a disciplined work force with zero
rights. One of the best general books on the
post-reconstruction period is called Slavery
by Another Name, by Wall Street Journal At-
lanta Bureau Chief Douglas Blackmon.

That stain on American history lasted pretty
much until WWII, when free labor was needed
for war industry. I remember well when Black
domestic servants disappeared from mid-
dle-class homes. During the great growth pe-
riod after the war, some opportunities opened
for Black Americans, though serious impedi-
ments remained. The educational opportuni-
ties offered by the GI Bill, a major contribu-
tion to the health of the society, were denied
to Black people. Home ownership, the basis
for wealth for most people, was restricted by
federal laws barring Black people from feder-
ally funded housing—Ilaws that were hated by
the liberals who voted for them, but there was
no recourse if there was to be any housing at
all, thanks to the iron grip of influential south-
ern Democrats, whose racist passions shifted

to the Republicans under Nixon’s southern
strategy. By the time these racist laws were
withdrawn under pressure of the activism of
the 1960s, the opportunities for many Black
Americans were lost. The economy suffered
stagflation in the 1970s and then the hammer
blow of neoliberalism, designed to keep the
poor and working people in their place, with
Black communities as usual the most brutally
affected. That assault was compounded by a
new wave of criminalization of Black life ini-
tiated by the deeply racist Reagan administra-
tion. That was amplified by Clinton under the
cloak of “I am one of you,” and on to George
Floyd.

It’s not hard then to answer the question, at
least on one level. At a deeper level, we can
ask why the disease is so hard to cure.

It is worth bearing in mind that racism is
not unique to the U.S. It has always existed
in one form or another, but it was not until
the Age of Enlightenment and the imperial
conquests that it assumed its contemporary
virulence. To see it on display in Europe, it is
enough to view the intensive efforts of “civi-
lized” Europeans to keep the victims of centu-
ries of hideous European slaughter and terror
from “soiling” their shores. Better that tens of
thousands should die in the Mediterranean,
fleeing from Libya, the scene of the first post-
World War I genocide at the hands of the Ital-
ian fascist regime—which, we might recall,
was highly praised in the liberal democracies
of the West, including the guru of “libertar-
ianism,” Ludwig von Mises, who wrote in
1927 that, “It cannot be denied that Fascism
and similar movements aimed at the estab-
lishment of dictatorships are full of the best
intentions and that their intervention has for
the moment saved European civilization. The
merit that Fascism has thereby won for itself
will live on eternally in history.” (His apol-
ogists plead that he only intended for these
“best intentions” to be a temporary means to
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“save civilization”; the Blackshirts could then
retire.)

Aside from Trump's criminal negligence of the
spread of COVID-19 and his complete insen-
sitivity to the frustration and anger of the peo-
ple seeking justice through their street pro-
tests against the killing of George Floyd and
police brutality generally, the United States
does not seem to be well served by its version
of federalism.

Federalism in its modern form dates back
to the Civil War, which changed the phrase
“United States” from plural to singular (in
English at least). But the problems with U.S.
federalism trace back to the country’s found-
ing, and are becoming very severe. In the
late 18th century, the U.S. Constitution was
a progressive doctrine in comparative terms,
even though it was a “framers’ coup” against
popular pressures for democracy, to borrow
the title of the fine study by Michael Klarman
that is the gold standard for scholarship on
the establishment of the Constitution. Even
the words “We the people,” however remote
from reality, were a serious challenge to the
regimes of the day. The challenge was serious
enough to evoke the venerable domino theory
among the leaders of the day. King George 111
feared that the example of the American rev-
olution might lead to erosion of the empire.
The Tsar and Metternich had similar concerns
about “the pernicious doctrines of republi-
canism and popular self-rule” spread by “the
apostles of sedition” in the colonies that had
cast off the British yoke.

That was then. By today’s standards, the
U.S. political system is so regressive that if
the U.S. were to apply for membership in the
European Union, it would probably be turned
down by the European Court of Justice. The
Senate is a travesty of democracy. Wyoming,
with 500,000 people, has the same number of

senators as California, with 40 million. This
extreme perversion of democracy affects the
Electoral College as well. The House was
carefully designed by Madison with measures
to reduce the threat of democracy, but all of
that has been effaced by radical gerrymander-
ing and an array of devices, mainly devised
by contemporary Republicans, to suppress
voting by the wrong people. The powers of
the presidency have been constrained by good
faith and trust, the way the British Constitu-
tion functioned for centuries (now eroding).
With a wrecker like Trump in office, backed
by a party of trembling cowards, these powers
verge on dictatorship, as we are now seeing.

By now a small minority—rural, white,
devoutly Christian or evangelical—can run
Congress. Furthermore, this is ineradicable.
The small states can block a constitutional
amendment.

These remarks keep to the formalities of the
democratic system, putting aside those whom
Adam Smith called “the masters of mankind,”
FDR’s “economic royalists.” Smith recog-
nized them to be the “principal architects of
policy” in 18th century England, the model of
democracy in his day. As he wrote, they made
sure that policy served their interests, howev-
er “grievous” their impact on the general pop-
ulation. Today, they virtually own the political
system, from campaign funding to the over-
whelming force of lobbyists and innumerable
other devices to keep the government securely
in their pocket.

Though their power is immense, it is frag-
ile. Hence the concern at Davos about “repu-
tational risks,” and the statements of top exec-
utives that they are mending their ways. They
don’t have to read David Hume to learn that
since “FORCE is always on the side of the
governed, the governors have nothing to sup-
port them but opinion,” which can be with-
drawn.

The power of the masters is indeed fragile. It
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can be restricted, even overturned, by a public
dedicated to different goals. But that requires
organization. Thatcher and Reagan knew what
they were doing when they launched the neo-
liberal era with a sharp attack on labor unions,
traditionally the spearhead of struggles for so-
cial justice.

Just keeping to the formal democratic sys-

tem, a serious constitutional crisis is inevi-
table for structural reasons—and Trump is
edging toward it right now. It is a matter of
concern in high places committed to the con-
stitutional order. There is no precedent for
the denunciation of his call for violent sup-
pression of protest by some of the highest
military officers—the two previous chairs of
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the Joint Chiefs of Staff, his former defense
secretary and former chief of staff, the for-
mer commander of NATO and U.S. forces in
Afghanistan, all top-ranking generals—some
of whom went on to eloquent support for the
protesters. More important, also without prec-
edent is the remarkable mobilization of whites
all over the country to participate in the mass

nonviolent protests, braving the serious threat
of succumbing to the virus along with some
police violence. A poll in the first days of June
found 64 percent of American adults were
“sympathetic to people who are out protesting
right now,” while 27 percent said they were
not and 9 percent were unsure.

Where this will lead is anyone’s guess, and
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more may be coming as a fateful election ap-
proaches. It’s hard to determine what is more
ominous: another four years for the malignan-
cy to spread its poison, or an electoral loss
that Trump will declare illegitimate, refusing
to leave the White House, calling on the heav-
ily armed “tough guys” he regularly urges on
to defend their “Second Amendment rights”
by protecting the self-declared “chosen one,”
eyes lifted to heaven.

Is this a wild fantasy? Maybe, maybe not.
It’s being discussed in respectable circles.
Specialists on the topic have warned that
Trump is bringing fascism to the U.S. Person-
ally, I think that gives him too much credit.
Fascism is too sophisticated a doctrine for
him to grasp. It is, furthermore, a doctrine that
is antithetical to his own simplistic concep-
tion of how the world should be run: by the
masters of the universe, with Trump wielding
the wrecking ball at whim. Fascist ideology
calls for strict control of the society by the fas-
cist party led by the maximal leader; crucial-
ly, control of the compliant business classes.
That is almost the opposite of what prevails
and what Trump’s limited vision seeks to en-
trench further. He may advocate fascist tac-
tics, but that’s far from fascism. It resembles
more closely a tin-pot dictatorship.

Well-regarded analysts in the mainstream
are concerned. One is former CIA analyst
Robert Baer, who has had lots of experience
in tin-pot dictatorships. In his view,

If I were a foreign intelligence officer as-
signed to Washington, I’d ask how close he is
to imposing martial law because it looks pret-
ty close to me. I mean, he said he will. He’s
preparing for it. He’s got a secretary of de-
fense right now who’s balking. It’s very easy
to remove him and put somebody in his place.
This president is very insecure. And we’ve
watched him go after the FBI and the Depart-
ment of Justice, and he will go after the Pen-
tagon until he gets the officers in that don’t

countermand his orders.... I have never seen
this in the United States, never heard since the
Civil War.... If I were a foreigner, I would re-
ally wonder ... what’s happening to American
democracy.

We can remind ourselves of how fateful the
coming election is by keeping our eyes on
current science—for example, the recent re-
port from the Scripps Institute of Oceanogra-
phy, the main monitor of atmospheric CO2,
that levels have not only long surpassed all of
human history, but are approaching the high-
est they have been for 3 million years, when
sea levels were 50 to 80 feet higher than they
are today.

The coronavirus dip is a statistically in-

significant deviation, though it does serve to
instruct us that there is still time to avert a
cataclysm, though not much.
The countries of the world are seeking to
do something to respond, not enough, but at
least something. The country that is doing
the least is the United States, in the hands of
the wrecker-in-chief.

Trump does not waste a minute in his re-
lentless drive to race toward the cliff. His
February 2020 budget proposal, while natu-
rally calling for continued defunding of the
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion in the midst of a raging pandemic, also
called for further subsidies to the fossil fuel
industries that are laboring to destroy orga-
nized human life. To accelerate the disaster,

Trump is using the cover of the pandemic to o/ 5

dismantle “federal regulations designed to
protect workers, consumers, investors and
the environment,” rescind requirements for
factories and power plants to monitor or re-
port missions, waive environmental laws
for pipelines and other projects, and instruct
“agencies across the government to rescind,
modify or simply stop enforcing regulations
if they burden the economy.”

The last phrase is a euphemism for interfer-
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ing with profits. Helping the economy would
mean building infrastructure and productive
capacity, not pouring funds into keeping stock
prices high for the benefit of rich investors
and predatory financial capital.

“The White House will seek to make many
of those roughly 600 deregulatory actions
permanent,” according to a former White
House official speaking on the condition of
anonymity. Trump’s May 19 proclamation,

on which this press account is based, drops
enough hints to render the prediction plausi-
ble. The heads of all agencies are instructed
to “review any regulatory standards they have
temporarily rescinded, suspended, modified,
or waived” and other actions they have taken,
and “determine which, if any, would promote
economic recovery if made permanent,” sub-
ject to conditions that are meaningless; and to
consider an array of actions that “temporarily
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or permanently” relate to “regulatory stan-
dards that may inhibit economic recovery”
(emphasis added).

The phrase “economic recovery” has al-
ways had a definite meaning in the Trumpian
lexicon that there is no need to review.

Trump’s dedication to destroy organized
human life in the near future for the sake of
short-term profit for his constituency is by
far the worst of his crimes, in fact the most
extreme crime in human history. It is ap-
proached in malignancy only by his systemat-
ic dismantling of the arms control regime that
has reduced the severe threat of terminal nu-
clear war; and, concomitantly, his promoting
the development of more advanced weapons
that enemies can use to destroy us.

Amazingly, none of this enters into current
discussion, except at the margins.

In the age of COVID-19, we have seen the
sudden return of economic thinking guided
however loosely by Keynesian ideas (such
as increasing government spending and low-
ering taxes in order to reboost economic ac-
tivity, and maintaining a solid welfare state)
especially in Western Europe. Is this an indi-
cation that neoliberalism is finally on its way
out? Or will we see a return to the “normal
state of affairs” once the health crisis is over,
especially in the United States, where there is
significant resistance to the ideas of social de-
mocracy?

Like a lot of good questions, this one is vir-
tually impossible to answer. The forces that
created the current socioeconomic regime, in-
cluding the pandemic and the race to self-de-
struction, are not wasting a moment in their
dedication to ensure that the neoliberal di-
saster persists, indeed in harsher form, with
more sophisticated means of surveillance and
control. They will succeed unless the general
population withdraws consent, makes use of

the power that is in the hands of the governed,
and becomes organized to create a world that
is more humane and just—in fact, survivable.
That requires at the very least construct-
ing a minimal social state. We can see what
a difficult step that will be by looking at the
liberal commentary on the Sanders campaign:
good ideas, but the American people aren’t
ready for it. That is an incredible indictment
of American society, which, according to this
judgment, is not able to rise to what is nor-
mal elsewhere: universal health care and free
higher education, Sanders’s major planks.
But joining the world should be the least of
the objectives for a progressive popular move-
ment. Why should decisions about our lives
be transferred from elected representatives,
over which people have at least some control,
to unaccountable private hands, as neoliberal
doctrine dictates? Going further, why should
people spend almost all of their waking lives
under controls so extreme that Stalin couldn’t
have dreamed of them—what is called “hav-
ing a job”? Work under external command is
an attack on fundamental human rights and
dignity that had been regarded with contempt
from classical Greece and Rome until the 19th
century, and was bitterly condemned by work-
ing people in the early industrial revolution.
That’s only a bare beginning. A different
world is possible, a very different one. VA

This interview has been lightly edited for clarity
and length.

The Publication of Origin for this article is Truth-
out.

C.J. Polychroniou is a political economist/politi-
cal scientist who has taught and worked in uni-
versities and research centers in Europe and the
United States. He is the author of Optimism Over
Despair: Noam Chomsky On Capitalism, Empire,
and Social Change, an anthology of interviews
with Chomsky originally published at Truthout and
collected by Haymarket Books.
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Wendy, At-
lanta - June
15 2020:
Riots and
protests in
Wendy, At-
lanta after
the death
of Rayshard
Brooks shot
dead by po-
lice officers
By Pix_Are-
na/Shutter-
stock.com
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