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How to Cure
America’s
Vaccine Para-
noia

By Sonali Kolhatkar

he end is in sight, we
are told. The cavalry has
arrived in the form of safe
and effective vaccines for
COVID-19 on the verge of
approval and being manufac-
tured for widespread distri-
bution. The stock market has
surged in response to every
pharmaceutical company’s
press release of its latest suc-
cessful clinical trial. Ameri-
cans are expecting an end to
this traumatic chapter of our
history and are ready to turn
the page on the year 2020.
Except that if the United
States has led the world in per
capita infections and deaths

because of deep skepticism
from an intransigent popula-
tion toward even the mildest
of safety precautions, do we
expect the same people re-
fusing to wear a face mask to
take not one, but two doses
of a brand-new vaccine? We
may have safe and effective
vaccines soon enough, but
through a cruelly ironic twist
of our nation’s perverted po-
litical climate, society may
simply refuse to save itself.
Several key segments of the
American population have
varied reasons for vaccine
skepticism. Among Black
and brown communities,
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there i1s a deep-seated and
justifiable mistrust due to
historical government-sanc-
tioned medical abuse that is
reflected in new polls about
the COVID-19 vaccine. On
the American left, mistrust
of large pharmaceutical com-
panies putting profits above
the public health—again jus-
tifiable—is driving cynicism
about the motives of private

v

corporations that have had
piles of taxpayer cash thrown
at them.

Among liberal elites, the
growing popularity of “clean
eating,” “wellness,” and tak-
ing personal responsibility
for one’s health through ex-
pensive diets and rigorous
exercise regimes has seeded
an insidious movement that
strives for purity as a pathway

:

to well-being and health. Part
of that movement includes
prizing natural remedies over
chemical ones, including for
such life-threatening diseases
as cancer. It has also fueled
the idea that medications in-
cluding vaccines are ‘“dan-
gerous” contaminants to our
bodies. Quack doctors like
Andrew Wakefield, celeb-
rities like Jenny McCarthy,

R WEAR
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and political figures like Rob-
ert Kennedy Jr. have caused
serious damage to trust in
vaccine safety. Before the
pandemic, one of the biggest
fears among public health
experts was the resurgence
of measles fueled by falling
vaccination rates.

On the right, a similar vac-
cine skepticism has emerged
as anti-vaccination activists
court conservatives as allies,

B creating an unlikely coali-

tion. Republican Senator Ron
Johnson went as far as invit-
ing an anti-vaccine doctor to
testify before a Senate com-
mittee recently. Also preva-
lent is the notion that “herd
immunity”—which is a term
used to describe the thresh-
old of safety that vaccines
achieve if enough people take
them—can be achieved sim-

* ply by enough people catch-
 ing the disease. President

Donald Trump has been one
of the chief proponents of this
thoroughly debunked idea.
Scientists have estimat-
ed that at least two-thirds
of the population need to be
vaccinated in order to stop
the spread of COVID-19. In
August, less than half of the
population was willing to
take a vaccine—an unsur-
prising number considering
the widespread mistrust of
vaccines in general. Republi-
cans are more skeptical than
Democrats, which is also
not surprising given that a

majority of GOP voters still
support Trump—a president
whose relentless lies and sci-
ence skepticism form the ba-
sis of his leadership. A nation
so steeped in misinformation
that it ushered in a charlatan
to take power for four long
years is naturally susceptible
to suspicion of vaccines.

Some of the fear stems from
disbelief that an effective
vaccine could be produced in
such a short period of time.
Indeed, past efforts at devel-
oping effective vaccines have
taken many years. In that con-
text, the federal government’s
“Operation Warp Speed” vac-
cine project has sparked fear.
Dr. Anthony Fauci, the head
of the National Institute of Al-
lergy and Infectious Diseases,
explained, “People don’t un-
derstand that, because when
they hear ‘Operation Warp
Speed,’ they think, ‘Oh, my
God, they’re jumping over all
these steps and they’re going
to put us at risk.””” But in fact,
decades of critical medical
research formed the founda-
tion upon which companies
like Pfizer and Moderna have
developed the mRNA type of
vaccines that have thus far
exceeded scientists’ expecta-
tions in clinical trials. Fauci
explained, “The speed is a re-
flection of years of work that
went before.”

There is another insidi-
ous obstacle to a vaccination
program. We live in a nation
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enamored by libertarian ide-
als. The concept of collective
action to protect the common
good flies in the face of “in-
dividual liberty” and the Ayn
Rand-inspired notions that
each American is solely re-
sponsible for their own hap-
piness and well-being. This
idea forms the basis of our
health care system—or lack
thereof. The coronavirus pan-
demic hit the United States at
a time when we have no pub-
licly funded universal health
care system to speak of. The
U.S. government’s message
to Americans is essentially
that, unless you fall below
the poverty line, have a dis-
ability, or are over the age
of 65, you are on your own
to seek health insurance and
health care wherever you can
find it. Once the novel coro-
navirus entered the picture,
the frailties of this disjointed,
disorganized, profit-based,
and frankly cruel system
were exposed like never be-
fore in recent memory.

Now, this same flawed sys-
tem is expected to undertake
a mass vaccination program
to a skeptical public while at
the same time struggling to
treat ever-growing numbers
of COVID-19 patients need-
ing hospitalization.

True herd immunity can
only be achieved when
enough of the population has
been inoculated that vulner-
able populations (infants,
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adults with vaccine allergies
and elderly people) are pro-
tected. Vaccines don’t just
protect the individuals who
take them; they offer collec-
tive safeguards for society as
a whole. A population that
has been conditioned to think
about health as a solely indi-
vidual concern has been hard-

# pressed to swallow such an

idea. Think about the obsti-
nate mask-refusers among us.

As a journalist, every time
| I address vaccine skepticism
on my broadcast program,
I receive vitriolic hate mail
claiming that I am a shill for
“big pharma” or simply too
stupid to see the light. But
we cannot let misinforma-
tion, fear, and individualistic
thinking discourage report-
ing on this issue. In some
ways, vaccines have become
a victim of their own success.
Because we have lived (un-
til this year) in a world rela-
tively free of preventable but
horrific diseases like small-
pox and rubella—achieved
through mass vaccination—
many Americans have taken
for granted the quality of life
made possible through inocu-
lation efforts.

The good news is that new
polls show growing support
for vaccination amidst an un-
fathomable rate of COVID-19
infections and deaths. Ac-
cording to one new survey, 63
percent of Americans are now
willing to get vaccinated—

close to the minimum thresh-
old that could curb the spread
of the disease. Outreach and
education efforts on accept-
ing vaccinations in Black
and Latino communities that
have been hardest hit by the
disease are underway. Unfor-
tunately, the vaccine-refusers
among us will likely contin-
ue to benefit from living in a
largely vaccinated communi-
ty, mooching off of the herd
immunity they refuse to con-
tribute to. VA

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

Embracing
Ecological Re-
alism

By Robert Koehler

Our post-election hope
couldn’t be more fragile.

Does Joe Biden see his mis-
sion as merely reclaiming sit-
uation normal from Donald
Trump? How aware is he of
the big, beyond-our-lifetimes
future and the crucial need to
address climate change? Is
he able to acknowledge that
human “interests” go well be-
yond national borders? And if
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so, how much political trac-
tion would he have to have
before he could begin turning
vision into policy?

A recent bit of news: The
House just voted overwhelm-
ingly in favor of the 2021 Pen-
tagon budget: $740.5 billion.
The vote was 335-78. More
Democrats than Republicans
gave it their blessing—in ut-
ter defiance of any sane rec-
ognition of true security, na-
tional or otherwise. This is
situation normal in action, re-
quiring nothing from a politi-
cian except limited thinking.

Waging war, preparing for
war, worshipping at the altar
of military-industrialism are
precisely the opposite of what
we must be doing. This is
running away from—and in-
tensifying—the real threat we
face. Yet our political leaders
do so with a shrug, and the
corporate media follows suit
with a shrug of its own.

The takeaway here is that
the real election isn’t over.
As Margaret Klein Salamon,
co-founder of The Climate
Mobilization, put it in an in-
terview with Truthout: “We
need the most powerful social
movement in history to put
unbearable pressure on Biden
and Congress to launch a full-
scale climate mobilization.”

“Weneed . ..”

That alone won’t make it
happen. What we also need
is a shift in consciousness:
socially, culturally, political-
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ly. It’s not as if we need to
move our attention—and our
spending—from one war to
another: from fighting terror-
ism and “evil” to fighting cli-
mate change. The one thing
we do not need is another
war, certainly not against
Planet Earth.

The first priority of the
movement is a profound ex-
pansion of political thinking:
beyond the clichés of war and
security. Stewart M. Patrick,
writing at World Politics Re-
view, puts it with stunning
clarity: “The global environ-
mental crisis, encompassing
runaway climate change,
collapsing biodiversity and
the slow death of the world’s
oceans, has exposed the lim-
itations of traditional political
realism as a guide to state-
craft in the 21st century. The
time has come for the nations
of the world to embrace a
new approach to world pol-
itics that treats the preserva-
tion of the biosphere as a core
national interest and a central
objective of national security
policy. Call this new mindset
ecological realism.”

The thinking that ecological
realism must replace is some-
thing Patrick generously re-
fers to as “political realism,”
which “depicts the interna-
tional system as an inherently
anarchic realm populated by
independent states recogniz-
ing no superior authority.”

This is worth a moment of

reflection: the grotesque “re-
alism” of the last 500 years
or so of human history, or
perhaps much further back
than that, is that the planet
is, in essence, an elementary
school playground: an “anar-
chic realm” full of other kids,
none of whom you can real-
ly trust, some of whom are
out to get you. I’d say we’ve
reached a point that you could
call grow up or blow up.

The overarching truth, de-
manding an upward shift in
awareness—including  the
awareness of President Joe
Biden—is that the human
race has entered what scien-
tists are calling the Anthro-
pocene: the intertwining of
human and natural forces.
Human exploitation of Plan-
et Earth has reached a point
where what we do and how
we live reverberates across
the circle of life—and could
destroy it, for every species,
for all life.

Doesn’t this seem like
something the governments
of the world should take se-
riously? How, oh how, do we
move beyond the dead end of
political realism?

This sort of thinking “loses
its way, Patrick writes, when
it faces “threats without a
threatener,” that is, “dangers
arising not from geopolitical
rivalry or malicious intent,
but from human interactions
with the environment, as with
climate change or pandemic
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disease.”

We must push our politics
beyond the cul-de-sac of so-
called political realism. We
must have a president who can
see beyond, and understands
that our interests do not stop
at, the national border. We
must have a president who
can see “the yawning chasm
between our fragmented in-
ternational system, composed
of nearly 200 sovereign enti-
ties, and the integrated Earth
system, a bio-geophysical
unity that obeys no national
boundaries.”

I believe that Biden is ca-
pable of seeing this, but may
well require the pressure of an
unrelenting climate-and-sani-
ty movement, linked to a ra-
cial-justice-and-sanity move-
ment, before he is willing,
before he is able, to acknowl-
edge that he sees this—and
begin pragmatically embrac-
ing ecological realism.

No more clichés about war,
OK, Mr. President? The ef-
fects of war and the Industri-
al Revolution are what have
brought us to where we are
now: the Anthropocene. All
it’s taken is 75 years of nu-
clear testing, in conjunction
with  industrial pollution,

agribusiness, the production
of non-biodegradable plastic
and more, and here we are, on
the brink of unsustainability.

Politically, the problem is
that leaders find it so much
easier to get people to co-
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alesce around belief in a
common enemy. [’'m sure
the temptation for the presi-
dent to do this is nearly irre-
sistible. The movement that
pushes national and global
politics beyond this must be
a movement declaring that
the human race has grown up.
Now it’s time for the political
system to do so. VA

Robert Koehler (koehler-
cw@gmail.com), syndicated
by PeaceVoice, is a Chicago

award-winning journalist and ed-
itor. He is the author of Courage
Grows Strong at the Wound.

Human Soci-
ety And The
Biosphere

By John Scales Avery

JANUARY 2021

ass extinctions
due to humans
activities
ccording to a recent
United Nations report,
more than a million species
of plants and animals are cur-
rently threatened with extinc-
tion because of human activi-
ties. Rates of extinction today
are as much as 1,000 times
greater than the normal back-
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ground rate.

As the greenhouse gas
emissions of human society
push the earth towards cata-
strophic climate change, rates
of extinction in the biosphere
will certainly become higher.

Are humans threat-
ened with extinction?

What about our own species?
Are we too threatened with
extinction?

There are certainly sever-
al threatened catastrophes
that might greatly reduce the
global population of humans.
In a thermonuclear war, fol-
lowed by nuclear winter, a
large part of the world’s pop-
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ulation might perish.

We must also consider the
danger of an extremely large-
scale famine, involving bil-
lions rather than millions of
people. Such a famine might
occur by the middle of our
present century, as the result
of population growth, com-
bined with climate change
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and the end of the fossil fuel
era. As glaciers melt in the
Himalayas, depriving India
and China of summer water
supplies; as sea levels rise,
drowning the fertile rice
fields of Vietnam and Bangla-
desh; as drought threatens the

productivity of grain-produc-
ing regions of North Ameri-

ca; and as the end of the fos-
sil fuel era impacts modern
high-yield agriculture, there
is a threat of widespread fam-
ine. There is a danger that the
1.5 billion people who are un-
dernourished today will not
survive an even more food-
scarce future.

Finally, if human society

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 9

S

fails to curb its emissions of
greenhouse gases, much of
the earth will become so hot
as to be uninhabitable, not
only for humans, but also for
the plants and animals of the
biosphere. This does not nec-
essarily mean that our species
will become extinct, since
there will still be regions
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of the earth where it will be
possible to survive. However,
it does mean that the future
population of humans will
be very much reduced unless
catastrophic climate change is
avoided.

Links Between
Militarism and Cli-
mate Change

In our efforts to avoid cata-
strophic climate change, we
should be aware of the links
between global warming and
militarism. Military activities
use enormous amounts of fos-
sil fuels.

There is a close relationship
between petroleum and war.
James A. Paul, Executive Di-
rector of the Global Policy
Forum, has described this re-
lationship very clearly in the
following words: “Modern
warfare particularly depends
on oil, because virtually all
weapons systems rely on oil-
based fuel—tanks, trucks, ar-
mored vehicles, self-propelled
artillery pieces, airplanes, and
naval ships. For this reason,
the governments and gener-
al staffs of powerful nations
seek to ensure a steady supply
of oil during wartime, to fuel
oil-hungry military forces in
far-flung operational theaters.

“Just as governments like
the US and UK need oil com-

panies to secure fuel for their
global war-making capacity,
so the oil companies need
their governments to secure
control over global oilfields
and transportation routes. It
1S no accident, then, that the
world’s largest oil compa-
nies are located in the world’s
most powerful countries.

“Almost all of the world’s
oil-producing countries have
suffered abusive, corrupt and
undemocratic ~ governments
and an absence of durable
development. Indonesia, Sau-
di Arabia, Libya, Iraq, Iran,
Angola, Colombia, Venezu-
ela, Kuwait, Mexico, Alge-
ria—these and many other oil
producers have a sad record,
which includes dictatorships
installed from abroad, bloody
coups engineered by foreign
intelligence services, mili-
tarization of government and
intolerant right-wing nation-
alism.”

There is also another link
between militarism and cli-
mate change:

Today, both in the United
States and elsewhere in the
world, the Green New Deal is
being considered as a means
of making the urgently.need-
ed transition form fossil fuels
to renewable energy.

The Green New Deal con-
cept is inspired by the New
Deal by which Franklin D.
Roosevelt ended the Great
Depression of the 1930s. Like
FDR’s original New Deal, it
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involves massive government
spending to simultaneously
create jobs and much-need-
ed infrastructure. In the case
of the Green New Deal, this
would be renewable energy
infrastructure.

But is there money enough
for the Green New Deal? In
order to free the necessary
funds, we need to divert the
vast river of money that is cur-
rently wasted—or worse than
wasted—on militarism, and
use it to save human society
and the biosphere from cata-
strophic climate change. How
much money is involved?
According to the Stockholm
International Peace Research
Institute, the world current-
ly spends 1.8 trillion dollars
each year on armaments. The
indirect costs of militarism
are far greater.

The Human Foot-
print is too Large

he total ecological foot-

print of humanity is a
concept used to measure the
relationship between the re-
sources that humans demand
from their environment, com-
pared with the ability of na-
ture to provide those resourc-
es. In recent years humans
have been asking the earth to
provide them with much more
than the earth can regenerate.
Our collective footprint on
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the face of nature has become
too large. Because of the dan-
ger of environmental collapse
as well as the danger of wide-
spread famine, we must sta-
bilize global population and
end excessive consumption
of goods.

Socialism and
Ecology in Scandi-
navia

Excessive contrast  be-
tween the rich and the
poor has become an acute
problem, both within nations
and between nations. It is de-
monstrably true that in more
equal societies, economies
function better and people are
happier.

In this context, it is inter-
esting to look at the Scandi-
navian countries, where the
contrast between rich and
poor has been very much re-
duced.

Denmark, for example, has
a market economy, but a high
and steeply progressive rate
of taxation has essentially
eliminated poverty within the
country, while also making
it difficult for anyone to be-
come extremely wealthy.

Denmark has very high tax-
es, but in return for these, its
citizens receive many social
services, such as free health
care. If they qualify for uni-
versity education, the tuition

is free, and students are given
an allowance for their living
expenses. Mothers, or alter-
natively fathers, can take paid
leave of up to 52 weeks after
the birth of a child. After that,
a cresch is always available,
so that mothers can return to
their jobs. When the child be-
come too old for the cresch,
day care centers are always
available. For children of
school age, after-school clubs
are available where children
can practice arts and crafts or
other activities under supervi-
sion until their parents come
home from work.

Denmark has an outstand-
ing program of renewable
energy research and devel-
opment. Danish wind energy
design is famous throughout
the world, and Danish wind
turbines are exported to many
countries. The Danish Tech-
nical University also has an
extremely strong research
program addressing the prob-
lem of intermittency. One of
DTU’s programs focuses on
the development and use of
fuel cells for energy storage.

In corporate-controlled
countries like the United
States, the word “socialism”
1s anathema; but nations ev-
erywhere in the world might
benefit from the Scandina-
vian model of socialism. Z

A new freely down-
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loadable book

would like to announce the

publication of a new book,
which discusses relationships
between human society and
the biosphere The book may
be downloaded and circulat-
ed free of charge from the
following link: http://www.
fredsakademiet.dk/library/
ecosoc.pdf

Other books and articles
about global problems are on
these links:
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o) o Bernie Sand-

. p://eacpe.org/about-

john-scales-avery/ ers and Pro-
hitss /e - gressives in

. ps://wsimag.com/au- -
thors/716-john-scales- Our Winter of

Bemie Sanders is not in a
good political position

avery Discontent right now. .Yes, he continues

to speak vital truths to—and

* https://www.transcend. about—power. His ability
org/tms/2020/11/free- to reach a national audience

online-books-on-seri-
ous-global-problems/

with  progressive wisdom
and specific proposals is un-
matched. And, during the last
several decades, no one has
done more to move the na-

By Norman Solomon
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tion’s discourse leftward. But
now, Sanders is in a political
box.

After a summer and fall
dominated by the imperative
of defeating Donald Trump,
progressive forces are enter-
ing a winter of discontent. Joe
Biden has offered them little
on the list of top personnel
being named to his adminis-
tration. While Sanders wants
to maintain a cordial relation-
ship with the incoming pres-
ident, he doesn’t like what
he’s seeing.

“The progressive move-
ment deserves a number of
seats—important  seats—in
the Biden administration,”
Sanders said recently. “Have
I seen that at this point? I
have not.”

Sanders foreshadowed
the current situation back
in mid-November, when he
told The Associated Press: “It
seems to me pretty clear that
progressive views need to
be expressed within a Biden
administration. It would be,
for example, enormously in-
sulting if Biden put togeth-
er a ‘team of rivals’—and
there’s some discussion that
that’s what he intends to do—
which might include Repub-
licans and conservative Dem-
ocrats—but which ignored
the progressive community. I
think that would be very, very
unfortunate.”

At this point, Sanders and
avid supporters of the Ber-

nie 2020 campaign have
ample reasons to feel frus-
trated, even ‘“enormously
insulted.” It’s small comfort
that Biden’s picks so far are
purportedly “not as bad as
Obama’s” were 12 years ago.
That’s a low bar, especially
to those who understand that
Barack Obama heavily cor-
poratized his presidency from
the outset. And given the
past decade’s leftward polit-
ical migration among Demo-
crats and independents at the
grassroots, Biden’s selections
have been even more out of
step with the party’s base.
Reporting on Biden’s over-
all selections, the Washington
Post found that “about 80
percent of the White House
and agency officials he’s
announced have the word
‘Obama’ on their résumé
from previous White House
or Obama campaign jobs.”
Biden conveyed notable
disregard for Sanders by
nominating an OMB director
with a long record of pub-
licly expressing antagonism
toward him. The Post just
reported that “the transition
team never reached out to”
Sanders about “Biden’s de-
cision to tap Neera Tanden
as director of the Office of
Management and Budget, ac-
cording to a person familiar
with the lack of communica-
tion, despite Sanders’s role as
the top Democrat on one of
the committees that will hold
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Tanden’s confirmation hear-
ings.”

Away from Capitol Hill,
many progressive organiza-
tions are regrouping while
“the Bernie movement” evap-
orates. Coalescing in its place
are a range of resilient, over-
lapping movements that owe
much of their emergent long-
term power to his visionary
leadership.

Nationally, Sanders became
a shaper of history in unprec-
edented ways. Unlike almost
every other major candidate
for president in our lifetimes,
he has always been part of so-
cial movements. For 30 years,
Sanders not only continued to
have one foot in the streets
and one foot in the halls of
Congress; somehow, he often
seemed to be relentlessly in
both places with both feet.

Bernie Sanders has fulfilled
what the legendary progres-
sive activist and theoretician
Saul Alinsky described as a
key goal of political organiz-
ers—to work themselves out
of a job—so that other activ-
ists will become ready, will-
ing and able to carry on.

At this juncture, while
Sanders is ill-positioned and
uninclined to push back very
hard against the evident tra-
jectory of Biden’s decisions,
many progressives are start-
ing to throw down gauntlets
against the corporate and mil-
itaristic aspects of the incom-
ing presidency. While the lu-
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nacy of the Trumpian GOP is
nonstop and corporate Dem-
ocrats have control of party
top-down power levers, the
broad democratic left is now
stronger, better funded and
better networked than it has

Democracy saved! (

/Thanks

been in many decades, with
greatly enhanced electoral
capacities as well as vitality
of its social movements.
Those electoral capacities
and social movements have
long been intertwined with the

tireless work of Bernie Sand-
ers. But a crucial dynamic
going forward into 2021 and
beyond will be the resolve of
progressives to methodically
challenge the Biden admin-
istration. Senator Sanders is

Shasvand. |

Trump: You re fired!

N . \\
bllack voters |

o’ oW
”:’o 0’:
!n 0

XX
QXK
W,,‘_ ’,
‘.

DO K5 X w

ﬁe

w"
N

0;_. :

V.99,
0‘0‘:‘0

\ AN/
0’0‘0‘020

Q

Wo
0,0900

Q




Z MAGAZINE JANUARY 2021

unlikely to have the leverage care much. Recently, Sanders ly hard work on the part of

or inclination to lead the fight. said in an interview with Ax- grassroots activists and pro-
Sanders has tried to call 1os: “I’ve told the Biden peo- gressives, Joe would not have
in some political chits, but ple: The progressive move- won the election.”
Biden—probably  figuring ment is 35-40 percent of the =~ Bernie Sanders was the
that Sanders won’t really go Democratic coalition. With- catalyst for galvanizing the
to the mat—does not seem to out a lot of other enormous- grassroots progressive power
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that propelled his 2016 and
2020 presidential campaigns.
His deep analysis, tenacity,
eloquence and bold actions
created new pathways. As
this century enters its third
decade, the torch needs to be
grasped by others to lead the
way. VA

Norman Solomon is the nation-
al director of RootsAction.org
and the author of many books
including War Made Easy: How
Presidents and Pundits Keep
Spinning Us to Death. He was
a Bernie Sanders delegate from
California to the 2016 and 2020
Democratic National Conven-
tions. Solomon is the founder
and executive director of the In-
stitute for Public Accuracy.

Millions of In-
dia’s Farmers
Are in a Fight
for Their Eco-
nomic Lives

By Sonali Kolhatkar

India’s farmers are revolt-
ing against Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s government
in a mass movement that has
drawn international attention.
The world’s largest democra-
cy is witnessing a collective
groundswell of protest as hun-
dreds of thousands of farm-
ers, largely from the states
of Punjab and Haryana, have
laid siege to the outskirts of
the capital of New Delhi, de-
termined to occupy the edges
of the city until Modi reverses
unpopular new laws that they
say are anti-farmer.

About half of India’s work-
ers depend on the agricultural
industry, and the government
has long had in place regula-
tions to protect farmworkers,
acting as a middleman be-
tween farmers and buyers of
their produce. Now those pro-
tections have been upended.
In September 2020, Modi and
his Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) pushed three deregula-
tory bills through Parliament
amid chaos and even some
opposition from within his
own party.

Amandeep Sandhu, author
of Panjab: Journeys Through
Fault Lines, has been closely
following the farmers’ pro-
tests. In an interview, he ex-
plained to me that the first of
the three bills scrapped the
Essential Commodities Act,
a 1955 law that stabilized
food prices by preventing
traders from hoarding sup-
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plies. According to Sandhu,
“now traders can stockpile as
much food as they want and
can play the markets as they
wish.” Two-thirds of India’s
population of 1.3 billion rely
on subsidized food rations,
which Sandhu says are now
endangered.

Another of the deregulatory
laws would leave farmers to
negotiate directly with buyers
without government inter-
vention to set basic minimum
prices. Although this theoret-
ically could result in farmers
being able to demand high-
er prices, during years when
there is a surplus of crops
and subsequent plummeting
prices, farmers could be fi-
nancially destroyed. In short,
the new laws are designed to
subject hundreds of millions
of poor farmers to the whims
and demands of the market.

Modi’s third controversial
law centers on contract farm-
ing and enables corporate
buyers to directly hire small
farmers to produce specific
crops. But Sandhu explained
that it also protects corpo-
rations from liabilities. “If a
small farmer has entered into
a contract with a corporation
and the corporation reneges
on the contract, the farmer
cannot go to court.”

Even before these new laws
were put in place, India’s
farmers were being pushed
to the brink. Millions are in
debt as banks refuse to lend
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to the cash-strapped workers,
driving them to illegal lend-
ers that charge exorbitant in-
terest rates. Farmer suicides
in India have been on the rise,
exacerbated by the ravages
of the coronavirus pandemic
this year.

According to Sandhu, “for
many decades farmers have
been protesting against the
‘green revolution’ model of
agriculture,” which empha-
sizes an increase in produc-
tivity above all else including
farmer livelihoods. Writing
for CNN.com, Simran Jeet
Singh and Gunisha Kaur ex-
plained, “Just as some medi-
cations are tested on humans
of developing countries be-
fore being accepted in devel-
oped nations, the Green Rev-
olution was an agricultural
experiment tested out on the
fields of Punjab.”

In further unleashing mar-
ket forces on farmers through
his new laws, Modi may have
gone too far. “These very
farmers are the BJP’s core
constituency,” said Sandhu.
“These are the ones who got
the government elected in the
first place.”

Offering a stark contrast
with struggling farmers are
wealthy Indian elites who
have seen their riches mul-
tiply each year. A 2018 re-
port found that the wealth
of the richest 831 Indians
amounted to a quarter of In-
dia’s gross domestic product.

Chief among them is Mukesh
Ambani, Asia’s richest man,
who has launched dozens of
new businesses in the agri-
cultural sector in just the last
few months. India’s second
wealthiest person is Gautam
Adani, and both men are con-
sidered close political allies
of Modi. Protesting farm-
ers say Modi’s controversial
farm bills were written to
benefit the likes of Ambani
and Adani. Earlier in the pro-
tests, farmers burned effigies
of the prime minister and his
billionaire buddies.

Modi has claimed that de-
regulation will bring wealth
and prosperity to farmers and
that objections to the laws
are purely political. Because
most of India’s left-wing
parties and prominent polit-
ical figures from the oppo-
sition Congress Party have
expressed support for farm-
ers, the BJP-led government
claims that farmers are being
misled into believing the laws
are bad for their bottom line.
But one farmer from Punjab
told Al Jazeera, “There is no
politics in it, we feel the laws
are going to benefit corpo-
rates and not poor farmers
like us.”

Modi has implored the
farmers occupying the edges
of Delhi to go home, claim-
ing that the new laws are
written to benefit them and
are a “gift.” He has offered
to amend the laws as a com-
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promise, but the farmers are
standing firm, saying nothing
less than a complete repeal of
the laws will be satisfactory.
India’s former economic ad-
viser Kaushik Basu agrees
with them. Basu, who also
served as chief economist
of the World Bank and is
currently a professor of eco-
nomics at Cornell University,
said the bills were “flawed”
and “detrimental to farmers.”
He explained, “Our agricul-
ture regulation needs change
but the new laws will end up
serving corporate interests
more than farmers.”

The new laws impact farm-
ers’ control over what to grow,
whom to sell to, what prices
they can rely on, and wheth-
er or not their crops will have
buyers—all presented in the
form of an unsolicited “gift”
from a government that for
years has ignored their plight.
It’s no wonder they are rebel-
ling.

Solidarity with Indian farm-
ers is high across the nation.
In late November, nearly a
dozen trade unions launched
a massive general strike,
bringing the nation to a stand-
still for a day. More than 250
million people are estimated
to have participated, making
it the world’s largest protest
in history. The farmers called
for a second strike a week lat-
er and remain on the outskirts
of New Delhi, blocking five
major highways and saying
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they aren’t leaving anytime
soon. Sandhu shared that
“farmers from Punjab and
Haryana came with rations
of their own for six months
to one year and are willing
to stick it out. The farmers
who are coming from longer
distances will be fed by those
who are already there.”

Indian agriculture affects
the rest of the world, with a
large percentage of the glob-
al spice market originating
from Indian farms. Exported
staples such as rice and milk
and even cotton used by the
apparel industry could be im-
pacted by the new laws.

Diaspora Indians are now
speaking out. Thousands of
Indian origin residents of
Britain rallied in London,
declaring, “We stand with
farmers of Punjab.” Canadian
Indians protested in various
cities, with many saying they
still had family who farmed
in India. In California—home
to a large population of Pun-
jabi Indian Americans, many
of whom are farmers them-
selves—a massive car rally
in Silicon Valley called atten-
tion to the farmers’ demands.
And in Seattle, Councilmem-
ber Kshama Sawant of the
Socialist Alternative Party
sponsored a resolution to ex-
press solidarity with Indian
farmers.

For now, a stalemate re-
mains with the government
and farmers facing off against
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one another, refusing to back
down. Sawant had perhaps
the most eloquent framing of
what’s at stake, saying, “Indi-
an farmers are facing the same
exploitation by the billionaire
class that farmers and work-
ers are facing worldwide.” Z
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avid Barsamian: The pandemic. Ex-
Dcuse this crude expression, but Amer-

icans are dropping like flies, a death
a minute, 150,000 new cases every day. NPR
is reporting “a dire picture around the coun-
try,” and “hospital resources are stretched
thin.” New York Times headline: “As Surge
Spreads, No Corner of Nation Is Spared. What
started as a Midwestern surge, has grown into
a coast-to-coast disaster.”” With people ignor-
ing CDC advice about traveling and gather-
ing in large numbers, we’re heading into the
peak holiday season. There’ll be more, as
the media say, grim milestones in the offing,
300,000 dead, 400,000 dead, etc. If this is not
a national emergency, I don't know what is.
What must be done?

Noam Chomsky: What has to be done is to
follow the advice of the scientists and of the
countries that have successfully managed it. It
is not inevitable. We can see this from the fact
that other countries, rich and poor, have han-
dled it pretty well. China, for example, is just
back to work, there are very few cases. Viet-
nam, right on the border of China, almost no
cases. New Zealand basically under control,
Australia pretty much under control. South
Korea, Taiwan, Senegal, Kenya, the Nordic
countries are not too bad.

There are places that have more or less man-
aged, and they’re countries of a very diverse
kind, which tells us that it is possible, but not
without leadership, that most of the time even
denies that it’s happening. That filters down
to the population. We’ve seen reports of peo-
ple in the Dakotas dying in hospital beds of
COVID and telling the nurses that it’s all a
hoax, it’s not happening. You drive around,
I mostly stay home, but I drive sometimes.
Then you see people congregating in super-
market malls, no masks, normal behavior,
that’s going to happen.
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What about this notion which you hear in
some circles of individual freedom versus col-
lective responsibility?

Individual freedom is a curious idea. I mean,
do you have the freedom to drive on the left
side of the road if you feel like it? Do you
have the freedom to run around malls shoot-
ing an assault rifle? That’s what it means to |
go to a public event or a public area without

wearing a mask. That’s threatening people’s
lives, seriously. That’s not individual free-
dom. That’s unacceptable license. Nobody

accepts the kinds of things I described. If you ®
want a choice not to wear a mask, that’s okay,
stay home, don’t endanger others.

- I ———

At some point, soon hopefully, there will be
vaccines. But how do we want to come out of
this pandemic and attendant economic crisis?

The status quo ante?

There presumably will be vaccines. Therep

are some already that are in pretty advanced

stages of testing. The most advanced, as far

as I know, is almost unmentionable in the
United States, the Chinese vaccine. They’re B

already using it on large numbers of people

though that may or may not be good practice.

That I’'m not in a position to judge, but it’s

apparently pretty advanced, and it’s taken se- |
riously by American scientists. We don’t hear

about it. It won’t be available to Americans if

it works. There are vaccines being developed

here, what’s called the “Pfizer vaccine,” which

actually was developed by two Turkish immi- g

grants in Germany, marketed by Pfizer. It’s -
the Moderna vaccine, these may come along. & **
There’s an Oxford vaccine. Then comes the £l
question, will people take them, can they be
distributed to the people who need them? And /&
those are open questions. There are policy 38
choices that relate to this. 4
So for example, there is an international
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consortium, COVAX, 160 or 70 countries,
which have been working on trying to de-
velop cooperation in vaccine development,
which is obviously the best way. Data should
be shared freely, not sequestered by particu-
lar private corporations and governments that
support them. Should be shared freely, should
be general involvement, there should be no
monopolization of vaccines. There should be
distribution arranged to the people around the
world who need it, not those rich enough to
buy it. All of these things, at least in principle,
are the working agenda of COVAX. How well
it’s being honored we could ask, but at least

R = AT v

that’s the agenda. But the U.S. just refuses
to participate, it has pulled out, so of course
undermines it. The United States, not alone,
some of the European countries have done
this or are trying to monopolize any vaccine
that comes along.

Then comes the question of using it and
distributing it within the country. In the Unit-
ed States, there are a large number of people
who say, “We’re just not going to accept this.
We don’t want the government to intrude on
our personal lives. I don’t believe it.” There’s
a big anti-vaccine movement in the United
States altogether, which has a lethal effect in
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a rich country like this. It’s a significant ef-
fect in poor countries. If it spreads there, it’s
just lethal. But there is such a movement. It’s
rooted in understandable contempt or at least
distrust in government, understandable, but
it shouldn’t reach to this domain. And that’s
going to be a serious problem, even if the vac-
cine is developed and is available. The United
States is unusual, almost unique in not having
a general health system. So it’s not clear that if
a vaccine is available, it’ll even be affordable
or that they’ll be places where people can go
to, to get it. That takes national coordination.
The Trump administration has, of course,
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refused to do this. Remains to be seen whether
a Biden administration will carry out a plan.
Trump has refused, until just a few days ago,
even to share data with the incoming Biden
administration. That, of course, makes any
reaction slower and more ineffective. There
should be major pressures to accelerate the
development of, first of all, the imposition
of procedures, which will restrict and mit-
igate the spread of the virus, and secondly,
efforts to make sure that when vaccines are
available, they’ll be essentially free and there
will be distribution insured to those who need

them, who will be encouraged to take them,
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not being told that the vaccine is a hoax and
that the disease is a hoax. We’re living in a
country where a large part of the population is
just in extreme denialism. If you can believe
the polls, over three quarters of Republicans
think the election was stolen. Huge percent-
ages think global warming is not a serious
problem. That is an extraordinary problem,
the denial of the pandemic is also significant.

In such an atmosphere, it’s going to be very
hard to deal with extremely serious problems.
And that’s just the beginning. If we manage
to overcome this crisis, there are other ones
coming. We should remember what happened
in 2003, we’re going to relive it. The SARS
epidemic was contained. Scientists inform the
world that other coronavirus epidemics, may-
be pandemics, were very likely. The means to
become prepared were available, they were
described, they weren’t pursued. The drug
companies weren’t interested because there’s
no profit in it. The government was held back
by the neoliberal claims that the government
can’t do anything. Some things were done.
The Obama administration, which was sci-
ence oriented, when it came into office, it did
convene the President’s Science Advisory
Council. They requested a pandemic response
system, which they prepared, and it was put
into operation.

It was terminated in January 2017 when
Trump came into office. One of his first ac-
tions was to dismantle it, to proceed to end
the programs where American scientists were
working with Chinese colleagues to try to
identify potential viruses. The Center for
Disease Control was defunded. The United
States was singularly unprepared when the
virus finally hit, and then came chaotic reac-
tions which have led to the destructive impact
that you described. It’s going to happen again
when this one is contained. We either learn the
lessons or we face even worse pandemics. We
should bear in mind that so far we’ve been
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lucky with coronaviruses. There have been
some, like the present one, which are highly
contagious, but not very lethal. There have
been some, like Ebola, which was very lethal,
not too contagious. Nothing guarantees that
the next one down the road won’t be the worst
of all worlds, contagious and lethal.

Doesn't the severity of the current crisis de-
mand a kind of national emergency? Would
you favor something like that to coordinate
response?

There was no coordinated response. In fact,
Trump very explicitly, I think, back around
May or so, said it’s the responsibility of the
states, “Well, I can’t do anything about it.”
From his point of view, you could understand
that. That meant if anything went wrong, as
it was very likely to, he could blame it on the
states, especially the states with Democratic
governors. Of course, if significant measures
are taken, it will have a harmful economic ef-
fect, so he could blame the harsh economic
consequences on the methods that were taken
to control the crisis. Some of the things that
were done were really surreal. For example,
when a chief scientist, Rick Bright, in charge
of vaccine development, criticized some of
Trump’s quack medicines, he was fired. This
happened all the way up and down the line.
Since the election, it’s gotten worse, from
simply refusing to do anything, as I said, even
to hand over data. It’s as if, and it may be true,
that they just want to make it worse, so that
the country will be more ungovernable when
Biden comes in, and failures can be blamed
on the Democratic administration. McCon-
nell, remember, who’s sort of the evil genius
behind many of these plans has a long record
of working to render government ungovern-
able if it’s in the wrong hands. He did that
with Obama for years. It’s not an attractive
picture. The one positive thing is that Biden

does seem to be attentive to the views of the
scientific community, at least so it looks. I
hope that’s true. But he’s sure not going to get
any cooperation from the Republican Party.

Let’s talk about the November 3rd election,
the record turnout of 150 million people, the
success of voting by mail and early voting. A
bit of euphoria, if I could use that term, as
the autocrat is replaced. Now we can go back
to things as they were, a kind of restoration.
A sigh of relief was audible in establishment
circles and from media pundits like David
Brooks, Thomas Friedman and Mark Shields.
You wrote to me a few days after the election.
You said of the results, “Relief, but no cele-
bration. Depressing to see Democrats blow
it again.” What did you mean by that? The
Democrats had plenty of money. What hap- |
pened to the Blue Wave? 4

The Democrats lost to an incredible degree.
They lost at every level, except for the presi-
dency. And the presidency was a vote against
Trump, even by many of the wealthy, the cor-
porate sector, who were tired of his antics. But
at every other level, Congress, state legisla-
tures, local elections, they lost and lost badly.
And this, if you think of the circumstances,
it’s astonishing that Trump was even able to
run. Here’s somebody who had just killed
tens, if not hundreds of thousands of Ameri-
cans through malevolent practice, let alone all
of his other crimes. And he’s running for pres-
ident, considered a viable candidate. And not
only that, but the whole ticket that supported °
him, won at every level.

It’s an amazing defeat for the Democrats.
And you take a look, then you can ask, not
that the Democrats are all that great, but just in
terms of party politics, it was a shocking fail-
ure. I think you can see why. The Democrats
devoted their campaign efforts to try to swing
some affluent suburbs towards the Democrats.
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Well, maybe they succeeded in that. But that’s
not enough to develop any sort of electoral
strategy. In fact, this has been going on since
Obama. Since Obama, the Democratic Party
has pretty much abandoned its activities at the
local and state levels, just doesn’t bother. It’s
a party of Wall Street, rich professionals, and
so on. The others will take care of themselves.
And you could see this in particular cases.

So there’s been a lot of discussion about the
quite remarkable, the Democratic Party losses
in South Texas on the border, largely Mexi-
can-American community. These are areas
that hadn’t voted for a Republican for a cen-
tury, literally, since Harding, and Trump did
quite well, even won in some areas, dramat-
ic reversal. A number of analyses have been
put forth, but one that I think is very telling
is this area is an oil economy. And if you read
liberal commentators, they say that Biden lost
it because of the terrible gaffe in the last de-
bate. You’ll recall at the end of the last debate,
Biden said something which had liberal com-
mentators just shocked at his terrible gaffe,
this horrible thing to say.

And he was then trying to overcome the
mistake, others were trying to do it too. What
was the mistake? He said, “We have to do
something to prevent the human species
from being destroyed.” That’s basically what
he said. Those weren’t his words, his words
were, “We have to face the fact that there’s
going to have to be a transition to a non-fossil
fuel economy,” which is equivalent to saying,
“We have to do something to try to make sure,
to make it likely at least that human society
can survive.” That was a horrible gaffe, and it
affected the oil producing economies because
people felt, you hear it from interviews and
so on, “The Democrats are going to take my
life away, are going to take away my job, my
community, my businesses, and so on, just be-
cause some pointy headed liberals claim that
there’s a climate crisis.”

Now, of course, the gaffe was not saying it |

loudly and clearly. Yes, we have to say that &g

loud and clear, we have to get off a fossil fuel
economy and fast, within a couple of decades,
which means not delaying, starting now, cut-
ting it back each year so that, say, by mid- cen-
tury, we’ve finished with fossil fuels. That has
to be said strongly and persuasively. So what
do you do about the oil producing sectors?
What do you do about South Texas or areas
where there’s fracking in Pennsylvania? You
don’t just say, “Sorry, folks, you’ve got to lose |
your jobs and your business and everything
else because we say there’s a climate crisis.”
What you do is go down there and organize
and explain to people what it means. It means,
first of all, that this is inevitable, we have to
do it, “Your children and grandchildren will
be consigned to hell if we don’t.”

Secondly, there’s an effective way to do it
and a way to do it which will improve your
lives, give you better jobs, more jobs, more |
livable environment, better community, better
health, here are the ways, spell them out. It
happens to be true, and it can be done. But it’s
not done if the Democratic National Commit-
tee is devoting its efforts to try to convince
a couple of affluent suburban women to shift
their vote. You have to be down there working
on it. And in the places where there was most-
ly Latino organizing it was effective. Where

I live, Maricopa County, Arizona, there has

been extensive organizing Latino leadership
for several years.

And it continued, and they voted against
Trump, but it has to be done. And the same is
true of many other issues. Take the Democrats
who are claiming that the election was lost be-
cause the crazy leftists were saying, “defund
the police.” When I think about that for a min-
ute, if you just say, “defund the police,” you’re
going to lose. You’re telling people, “I want
you to have no protection if somebody breaks
into your home.” Nobody wants to hear that.
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On the other hand, if you give the actual
substantive meaning of “defund the police,”
as Bernie Sanders, and a couple of others tried
to do, it’s a sensible, attractive program, which
people will support and which the police will
support. It says, “Take away from the police
responsibilities that they should never have in
the first place,” in fact, the large majority of
their responsibilities. Police shouldn’t be in-
volved in domestic disputes or mental health
problems or lost dogs or overdose of drugs,
and so on. That’s not police business. These
things all should be handled by community
services under community control, which can
do them better. So defund the police by tak-
ing away those responsibilities. Next step, as
Sanders himself tried to emphasize, increase
salaries for police, make it a better occupa-
tion, make better conditions for it, so the po-
lice can do the things that, in fact, any com-
munity is going to need, but not other things
and not running around with heavy weapons
terrorizing people. That’s “defund the police.”

But if you just scream the slogan, nobody
hears that. What they hear is, “You don’t care
if people break into my home.” People, by
implication, black, that’s the message. If you
want to be serious about achieving goals, you
have to pay attention to your tactics, that’s
crucial. Tactics aren’t just something insig-
nificant, at the fringe. Any activist and orga-
nizer should know, it should be their second
nature, that that’s what matters. How do you
approach people? How do you get them to un-
derstand what you’re trying to say, what you
think is for their benefit and for the benefit of
others? Not by shouting a slogan. Takes work,
takes direct organizing and activism.

It’s interesting, the alacrity of establishment
Democrats to blame their poor showing on, as
you mentioned, not by name, but Ocasio-Cor-
tez, Rashida Tlaib, [Than Omar, Ayanna Press-
ley and some other young, many of them
women, representatives.

We need real engagement from the local
level on up. And without that, you can have
all the nice slogans you want, it’s not going to
achieve anything. Some of the results of the
election are pretty remarkable, now that the
data are beginning to come in. Tony DiMag-
gio has done some of the best work on these
topics for years. He had a recent study of the
latest available data on voting patterns, con-
firmed what’s been reported elsewhere. Trump
won remarkably high in almost any demo-
graphic, not out of range for what it’s been in
the past, but remarkably high. In one, particu-
larly, as he’s shown before, the main support
for Trump is relatively affluent, not super rich,
but relatively affluent, way above the median,
$100,000 to $200,000 income range. That’s
not working people, contrary to illusions. The
median income’s around $70,000. That’s me-
dian. Lower than that, Trump does poorly.

And when you go to higher incomes, it’s sort
of split. Now the rich professionals are split.
The very wealthy in this election are some-
what split because of concern about the way
Trump’s harming their interests in the econ-
omy. But that range, $100,000 to $200,000
normally, again, was the base for Trump’s
support, but seems to be increased substan-
tially since 2016. I should say that’s kind of a
mystery. I don’t understand whether it should
be true, but it happened, and we should think
about it. There’s a lot of problems to deal with
for the left, if it hopes to make any progress.

One, of course, is the incoming Biden ad-
ministration, very much a mixed story. Among
the economic advisors and appointees, it’s not
too bad. People like Heather Boushey, Jared
Bernstein, Janet Yellen, appointments that
can be very positive, others much less so. And
across the board, there’s lots to object to. Just
getting rid of Trump is a major victory, but
it’s not going to mean very much if you can’t
implement policies that are substantive and
effective in dealing with the massive crisis
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that exists.

Talk about the Supreme Court and the power
of Mitch McConnell, which was demonstrat-
ed when he rammed through the Amy Coney
Barrett nomination, giving the court a deci-
sive right-wing majority, perhaps for decades.
What do you think about proposals for term
limits for Supreme Court justices and/or ex-
panding the number of justices? And state-
hood for Puerto Rico and Washington, DC
that would increase the number of senators by
four. Or do you think these are just time-con-
suming dead ends, given the structure of pol-
itics?

Those are important. But remember, they’re
only part of the judiciary problem. McCon-
nell, for 10 years now, has been working hard
to ensure that the entire judiciary, top to bot-
tom, will be staffed by young, ultra-right Fed-
eralist Society-approved lawyers who will be
able to maintain the ultra-reactionary McCo-
nnell, Trump-style programs for a generation
by simply blocking everything else at every
level. Now that’s been the main function of
the Senate, first blocking Obama’s nominees,
second, by ramming through the huge num-
ber of ultra-right young nominees during the
Trump years. And it’s been very effective. You
look at the numbers, it’s astonishing. McCon-
nell has essentially eliminated the Senate as a
deliberative body, theoretically once famous-
ly described as the world’s greatest delibera-
tive body. Okay, you can argue about that. But
at least the term meant something.

Now, it’s not that. The House sends mea-
sures to the Senate, they don’t even look at
them. What they do is two things, pass legis-
lation to benefit the corporate sector and the
very rich, from deregulation to the incredible
tax scam, that’s one task. The other is to staff
the judiciary with the far right. So it’s not just
the Supreme Court. I think admitting Puerto

Rico and Washington, DC is proper, for lots
of reasons, should be done. But it’s going to
be very hard to achieve that over a Republican
Senate or to achieve anything with McCon-
nell. The idea that you can somehow make
friends with them and cooperate, that’s a joke.
They’re out for blood. They don’t want to co-
operate. They want to make the country un-
governable, so that they can come back into
power at every level below the president. |
think that’s what we’re going to be seeing for
the next couple of years, basically an exten-
sion of what’s going on.

Howard Zinn said, “It would be naive to
depend on the Supreme Court to defend the
rights of poor people, women, people of color,
dissenters of all kinds. Those rights only come
alive when citizens organize, protest, demon-
strate, strike, boycott, rebel, and violate the
law, in order to uphold justice.”

That’s pretty much what the historical record
shows. You can go back to the Constitution.
By the standards of the 18th century, the Con-
stitution was moderately progressive, but it
was not what the population wanted. It is well
described in the major scholarly study of the
formation of the Constitution, Michael Klar-
man’s book, The Framers’ Coup, the coup
of the framers against democracy. That’s the
scholarly gold standard, excellent book, in-
cidentally, very good reading. You can see
in it, step by step, how Madison, Hamilton,
and other major figures in framing the Con-
stitution were primarily concerned about the
popular democratic thrust among the general
population. A lot of it played out on issues that
most people don’t pay much attention to.
There was a huge struggle, for example,
about paper money during the fighting, the
American Revolution. The government had
huge debts, and the question was, How were
they going to be paid off? Well, one proposal
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was put it on the shoulders of the population,
make them pay for it, not the rich speculators,
we want to preserve their rights. That’s the
way the Constitution was framed. The popu-
lation wanted paper money, so the currency
would be inflated, kind of pay off the debts,
the speculators would suffer from it, but the
population would gain. That was one major
part of the formation of the Constitution.

Another part was Madison’s realization that
the Senate should represent the wealth of the
nation, the most responsible group of men,
those who have sympathy with property own-
ers and their rights. So the Senate was given
the major power among the various compo-
nents of the government. It was not elected,
it was picked by electors from the legisla-
ture who could be trusted to make sure that
the wealthy would be in charge. And many
other measures were proposed with the main
purpose of preventing democracy, even large
legislative districts, where people wouldn’t
be able to get together. Remember, this is the
days of the horse and carriage, hard to get
around.

Lots of detailed measures were taken to
reduce the threat of democracy and to carry
out the framers’ coup against democracy. But
there was a problem, the population didn’t ac-
cept it. You had lots of ferment, the kinds of
things that Howard Zinn was talking about,
uprisings, efforts to win more democratic
rights took all sorts and forms. And this strug-
gle is going on throughout American history.
The Supreme Court, which you mentioned,
i1s a good example. The Supreme Court has
overwhelmingly been on the side of wealth
and power, not totally, there were breaks, but
that’s been the strong tendency, as a conser-
vative institution. Actually, the Constitution
does not say anything about the Supreme
Court having the right of judicial review, hav-
ing the authority to cancel legislation. That
was just introduced by the Court itself under
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Chief Justice Marshall years later, it’s become
the convention since. But these are all con-
stant struggles.

And it’s not just the courts and the gov-
ernment. It’s also private power, which is
enormous, has an immense influence on the
government. Very recently, another high-lev-
el paper came out, a serious analysis, as far
as I saw, it was reported only in the London
Financial Times, giving much more sophisti-
cated and detailed evidence to support what
has been shown pretty effectively for a long
time, that most of the population has no in-
fluence whatsoever on governmental deci-
sions. Maybe the top 10%, and of them, a
very small fraction, in fact. Well, that’s quite
apart from the formal constitutional structure.
And, of course, during the neoliberal period,
the last 40 years, all of this has been strongly
enhanced.

One of the major effects of the neoliberal
period has been, as is well known, to have
sharply concentrated wealth, while much of
the population stagnates. That has an imme-
diate effect on undermining of democratic de-
cision making, for perfectly obvious reasons.
There was a pretty remarkable study, which
should be better known, on the transfer of
wealth from the working class and the middle
class to the extreme wealthy during the years
since Reagan. The ultra-respectable RAND
Corporation came out with an estimate of
what they call the “transfer of wealth.” We
should call it “The robbery of the population
by the very rich.” Their estimate is, in the last
40 years, $47 trillion. That’s not small change.
And it’s an underestimate because it doesn’t
include lots of other things.

Reagan opened the spigot on all sorts of
other ways to rob the public, like tax havens,
shell companies, other devices. Clinton added
to it, not only by his radical deregulation of
the financial institutions, which just set them
into the stratosphere, but also by his so-called

trade agreements, which had nothing much to
do with trade, certainly very little to do with
free trade, but were highly advantageous to
great corporate wealth and very destructive
to the working class, as they predicted in ad-
vance. And, in fact, this happened.

So there’s been this massive robbery of the
population for 40 years and that has its effects
on the way the government works. That’s
why you end up with, say, 90% of the pop-
ulation being basically unrepresented. And
these struggles go on constantly. They’re go-
ing to go on in the post-pandemic world. It’s
a radical class struggle, but one element in
the struggle is always fighting, the business
world. They’re dedicated, they never stop.
They didn’t stop during the New Deal, con-
tinued, continued afterwards, always going
on. Unless working people, the general popu-
lation, take part in the class struggle, they’re
going to get it in the neck. VA
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The Biden Climate Plan, Part 1: What
It Proposes
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olitical platforms and campaign prom-
Pises are notoriously prone to abandon-

ment or perversion. Yet they also set
much of the framework for political debate
and governance. For those who advocate the
goals of the Green New Deal, holding po-
litical leaders like President-elect Joe Biden
accountable to the best of their campaign
commitments can sometimes be a significant
means of affecting what they actually do.

The purpose of this commentary is not to
rate the Biden climate plan, but to identify
those parts of it that provide genuine opportu-
nities for the climate protection and social re-
distribution goals of the Green New Deal and
those parts that provide dangerous handles for
false flag, phony climate advocates who want
to pervert these goals for their own ends.

That struggle has already begun. For exam-
ple, the Biden plan stated flatly that his pres-
idency would end fossil fuel subsidies. Then,
in the midst of the Democratic convention, the
Democratic National Committee said that on
the contrary fossil fuel subsidies would con-
tinue. Then Biden’s staff said that Biden’s po-
sition was unchanged and that he would end
fossil fuel subsidies. This episode provides
one dramatic preview of the struggles that lie
ahead.

The Biden administration is coming to pow-
er in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
resulting COVID economic crisis, a contested
election, and the resulting constitutional cri-
sis. Its first months are likely to be shaped by
the need for an emergency response. Its later
development will depend on the interaction of
popular movements with the machinations of
their enemies—and no doubt the emergence
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of unanticipated factors that are now beyond
prediction. Nonetheless, Biden’s campaign
platform is likely to set much of the frame for
climate policy and provide opportunities for
both the supporters and the opponents of gen-
uine climate and worker protection.

Frame

he Biden “Plan for Climate Change and
Environmental Justice” opens with a
forthright statement of the climate threat.

From coastal towns to rural farms to urban
centers, climate change poses an existential
threat—not just to our environment, but to
our health, our communities, our national se-
curity, and our economic well-being. It also
damages our communities with storms that
wreak havoc on our towns and cities and our
homes and schools. It puts our national secu-
rity at risk.

If the global temperature continues to in-
crease at the current rate and surpasses 1.5°C,
“the existential threat to life will not be limit-
ed to just ecological systems, but will extend
to human life as well.” The opening sections
of the Biden plan lay out a frightening litany
of facts on the devastating effects of climate
change.

By starting from the existential threat of cli-
mate change, the Biden plan defines climate
protection not just as one item on a long list
of desirable objectives, but as an existential
necessity.

To address the climate emergency, the Biden
plan promises to ensure that the U.S. “will
eliminate GHG emissions in the power sector
by 2035 and achieve a “100% clean energy
economy and net-zero emissions no later than
2050.” Tt is important to note that a “clean
energy economy” is sometimes defined to
include such technologies as nuclear energy

Wty










Z MAGAZINE

JANUARY 2021

and carbon capture and sequestration (CCS,
sometimes touted as “clean coal”). Likewise,
“net-zero emissions” can mean continued
GHG emissions that are compensated for by
the withdrawal of comparable quantities of
GHGs from the atmosphere. Biden’s 100%
target probably meets the requirements of the
Paris climate agreement but far less rapidly
than the targets proposed in the Green New
Deal resolution sponsored by Alexandria Oc-
asio-Cortez and Ed Markey.

The Biden plan describes the Green New
Deal as a “crucial framework for meeting the
climate challenges we face.” In particular it
holds that “our environment and our econo-
my are completely and totally connected.”
The Biden plan addresses fears that climate
policy will threaten jobs by emphasizing cli-
mate protection as a means for creating jobs
and “the new economy of the future.” The
response to climate change can create “more
than 10 million well-paying jobs.”

The Biden climate plan frame provides a
basis for demanding climate policy account-
ability. Whatever happens, advocates of work-
er-friendly climate protection can demand that
this existential threat be met, and can fight any
policies that fail to meet it.

Executive Action

he Biden plan pledges that on its first day

the Biden administration will sign a se-
ries of new executive orders to use the “full
authority of the executive branch” to signifi-
cantly reduce emissions. These will include:

* Methane pollution limits
» Federal procurement system to drive to-
ward 100% clean energy and zero-emis-

sions vehicles

* C(lean Air Act implementation and fuel
economy standards

* 100% new light and medium duty vehi-
cles electrified

* Advanced biofuels

» Appliance and building efficiency stan-
dards

* Consider greenhouse gas emissions in
federal infrastructure investment

* Require any federal permitting decision
to consider the effects of greenhouse gas
emissions and climate change

* Companies disclose climate risks and
greenhouse gas emissions in their oper-
ations and supply chains

» Conserve 30% of American’s lands and
waters by 2030

e Permanently protect Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge

* Ban new oil and gas permitting on pub-
lic lands and waters

* Modifying royalties to account for cli-
mate costs

These provide a specific set of day-one
promises for unilateral presidential action to
which the new president can and should be
held accountable. Taken together they could
make significant reductions in GHG emis-
sions, though their impact will depend on the
nitty-gritty details of the executive orders and
their execution.

Congressional Action

he prospects for Congressional action on
climate are very much up in the air, but
Biden’s proposals are at the least likely to
shape the debate. The Biden plan demands
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that the new Congress pass a three-part pro-
gram in its first year.

Enforcement: The first part is an “enforce-
ment mechanism” to achieve “legally-binding
emissions reductions.” This mechanism will
be based on the principles that “polluters must
bear the full cost of the carbon pollution they
are emitting” and that emissions reduction
must be “economy-wide” rather than affect-
ing “just a few sectors.”

The enforcement mechanism must achieve
net-zero emissions no later than 2050. The
mechanism must include milestone targets for
2025. Those targets are not spelled out and
will undoubtedly be an important subject of
conflict.

The nature of this “enforcement mecha-
nism” is also not spelled out. If it is to achieve
“legally-binding  emissions  reductions”
reaching net-zero by 2050, it must legally
require GHG emitters to reduce their collec-
tive emissions at the rate necessary to reach
that goal. Significantly, frequently proposed
mechanisms sometimes referred to as “mar-
ket-based,” such as cap-and-trade, carbon
taxes, and carbon offsets, are not mentioned,
though they are not explicitly excluded. The
plan touts the Obama Clean Power Plan and
a variety of its “green” regulatory and invest-
ment policies, and proposes many additional
regulatory and investment programs to reduce
GHG emissions.

The plan says it will “hold polluters ac-
countable.” “Allowing corporations to con-
tinue to pollute—affecting the health and
safety of both their workers and surrounding
communities—without consequences perpet-
uates an egregious abuse of power.” Biden
will direct his EPA and Justice Department to
“pursue these cases to the fullest extent per-
mitted by law and, when needed, seek addi-
tional legislation as needed to hold corporate
executives personally accountable—includ-
ing jail time where merited.” (The Obama

Clean Power Plan provided standards for total
emissions reductions within a state, but not
for individual or corporate polluters.) Such
legal accountability for GHG emissions could
be a powerful means of climate protection. It
is not stated on whom legal requirements will
be enforced and how required reductions will
be determined.

Investment in research: The Biden plan will
invest $400 billion over ten years in “clean
energy research and innovation.” It will estab-
lish ARPA-C, an Advanced Research Projects
Agency focused on climate. Its research agen-
da will represent an “all the above” approach
that includes many environmentally-sound
strategies like carbon-neutral buildings and
half-a-million electric vehicle charging sta-
tions but also many more questionable ones
like nuclear reactors and carbon capture and
storage. (The looming struggle over these
techniques will be discussed in the next com-
mentary.) The research agenda includes:

» grid-scale storage

* small modular nuclear reactors

* zero net energy buildings

» using renewables to produce carbon-free
hydrogen

* decarbonizing industrial heat

» carbon-neutral construction materials

* decarbonizing the food and agriculture
sector

» leveraging agriculture to remove carbon
dioxide from the air and store it in the
ground

e new, sustainable fuels for aircraft

Deployment: First-year legislation will pro-
vide incentives for the rapid “deployment” of
clean energy technology innovations across
the economy, “especially in communities
most impacted by climate change.” Every in-
frastructure investment that receives federal
funding “should reduce climate pollution” as
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much as possible. How such reductions will
be evaluated and enforced is not spelled out.

The plan proposes to reduce the carbon
footprint of the U.S. building stock 50% by
2035. It will fund states and cities to adopt
strict building codes and train builders and
inspectors. It will make housing for low-in-
come communities more efficient; provide
incentives for “deep retrofits”; and encourage
“denser, more affordable housing near public
transit.”

The plan proposes “empowering local com-
munities to develop transportation solutions,”
including such options as transit, dedicated
bicycle and pedestrian thoroughfares, and
first- and last-mile connections. It will modify
local transportation funding to increase flexi-
bility for state and local governments. It will
restore incentives for electric vehicles and es-
tablish 500,000 new public charging outlets
by the end of 2030. It will fund expansion and
modernization of passenger and freight rail
systems.

The plan will invest in “climate-friendly
farming” such as methane digesters and con-
servation programs for cover crops and oth-
er practices “aimed at restoring the soil and
building soil carbon.”

The plan proposes a national strategy to de-
velop a low-carbon manufacturing sector in
every state. It will connect research univer-
sities, community colleges, incubators and
accelerators, manufacturing institutes and
employers, unions, and state and local gov-
ernments. It will provide tax credits and sub-
sidies for businesses to “upgrade equipment
and processes, invest in expanded or new
factories, and deploy low-carbon technolo-
gies.” These credits and subsidies will only be
available as long as “all stakeholders are part
of the process of determining a bottom-line
win for jobs, workers, clean energy, and long-
term community investment.” The details of
that process are not spelled out. No plans de-

scribe “deployment” of the more questionable
technologies included in the research agenda,
such as nuclear reactors and carbon capture
and storage.

While the Biden plan is not as comprehen-
sive as that proposed in the Democratic pri-
maries by Jay Inslee or as radical as Bernie
Sanders’ plan, it has the potential to make
very substantial reductions in GHG emissions
while creating substantial numbers of climate
jobs and a more equal society. Its frequent
vagueness, however, also leaves open possi-
bilities for inadequate GHG reductions and
harmful policies. VA

The Publication of Origin for this article is Labor
Network for Sustainability.

Jeremy Brecher is a writer, historian, and activ-
ist who is the author of more than a dozen books
on labor and social movements. His book Strike!
was described by Prof. Richard Flacks, UC Santa
Barbara, as “the single most important book about
the history of the American labor movement pub-
lished in our time.” His book Building Bridges: The
Emerging Grassroots Coalition of Labor and Com-
munity was described by Richard L. Trumka, then
president of the United Mine Workers and now
president of the AFL-CIO, as “a very helpful guide
to the kind of coalition building unions will need in
the struggles that lie ahead.”
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