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The working class, of course, is much
broader than those who are employed
at any one time. Relying only on
workforce figures obscures important
aspects of the broader working-class
life, including its reproduction.
Nevertheless, those in and out of
employment form the core of the
working class, once seen as a male
domain but today nearly half
composed of women. Furthermore,
both space and research limitations
dictate that this article will focus on
the employed and near-employed
sections of this global class. With
these caveats in mind, we look first at
the growth of the global working-class
labor force in the twenty-first century.

The contemporary driving forces
behind this dynamic have been the
uneven globalization of capitalism
generally with the simultaneous rise of
multinational corporations following
World War II; the falling rate of profit
that began in the late 1960s, drove
capital beyond its older boundaries,
and produced recurring crises; the
opening of the former bureaucratic
“Communist” economies to capitalism;
and more recently, the deepening of
global value chains (GVC). The last
mentioned have been developing for
some time but in the last couple of
decades have shaped economic
growth and change in many
developing economies by pulling the
formerly unpaid homework of
reproduction, petty commodity
production, and pre-existing domestic
supply chains into the sphere of the

value-producing chains of
multinational capital. This has
dislocated some industries and jobs in
the developed economies but has
mostly resulted in expansion into new
areas. So, for example, although the
share of world production in the
developed countries has fallen, both
the United States and the EU produce
more added value today than twenty
or thirty years ago.

Growth of the
Workforce

According to the International Labour
Organization (ILO), the world labor
force grew by 25 percent from 2000 to
2019. Those “employed” for an income
grew from 2.6 billion to 3.3 billion
over those first two decades of the
twenty-first century, also by 25
percent. Of those “employed” in ILO
terms, 53 percent were wage or salary
earners, up from 43 percent in 1996;
34 percent were considered “own-
account” workers, up from 31 percent
in 1996; 11 percent “contributing
family” workers, down from 23
percent in 1996; and 2 percent
employers, down from 3.4 percent in
that year. [1]

Obviously not even all of the non-
employers in this ILO count are
working class. Many are salaried
professionals or managers of various
sorts, others are small-business
owners, street vendors, and so on.

Here it is likely that about two-thirds,
or a little over 2 billion, of those
considered employed by the ILO are
working class. These working-class
employed workers are not just those in
the wage and salary sectors, however.
Many of those considered “own-
account” or self-employed workers, as
well as “contributing family” workers,
are in fact locked into the capital-labor
employment relationship via the
expanded and deepened domestic and
global value, or supply, chains that
have characterized capitalist growth
for some time. “Own-account” or self-
employed workers are often simply
misclassified by employers to dodge
taxes, benefits, and responsibility for
these workers. Women are far more
likely than men to be informally
employed.

This informality, however, is a legal
definition of workers outside of most
forms of state regulation of
employment. By this definition, most
workers in Marx’s time were
“informal.” As Ursula Huws puts it
concerning various forms of unpaid
labor of reproduction or of
“unproductive” (of surplus value)
individual service provision, “The
history of capitalism can be regarded
synoptically as the history of the
dynamic transformation of each of
these types of labor into another, with
(as Marx predicted) the overall effect
of driving a higher and higher
proportion of human labor into the
‘productive’ category where it is
disciplined by, and produces value for,
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capitalists.” [2]

Thus, the World Bank notes that
“homebased” workers, who are
disproportionately female, make up a
considerable proportion of the lower
end of global corporate value (supply)
chains. Furthermore, studies of the
impact of such supply chains show
that a huge involvement of “informal”-
sector workers classified as “own-
account” or “contributing family”
employees in South Asia, Africa, and
across the developing world are
commonly incorporated into GVCs. [3]

These corporate-dominated supply
chains don’t just connect developing
economies to multinational
corporations. They reconfigure the
local economy and workforce to
corporate needs. Even if the majority
of workers in a country are not
directly connected to a corporate
value chain, the levels of informality,
wages, pace of work, and gender
balance are set for most workers by
the dynamics and speed of the
multinationals’ “just-in-time” GVCs. As
Bhattacharya and Kesar point out, the
growth of capitalist manufacturing in
India has increased the informal
sector because it is cheaper to source
from formerly petty commodity
producers and to deal with household
workers, where the women provide
both (poorly) paid labor and the
unpaid labor of reproduction that
reduces the cost of each worker. Far
from being “pre-capitalist,” such
informal employment is a product of
universalizing capitalism. [4]

GVCs grew from about 45 percent of
world trade in the mid-1990s to almost
55 percent in 2008, before falling
somewhat to about half. [5] As a
result, the fastest growing sectors
have been those associated with the
infrastructure and operation of these
GVCs. According to ILO estimates,
employment in transportation and
communications grew by 83 percent,
and that in construction by 118
percent, in the first two decades of the
twenty-first century, faster than any
other major sectors. In terms of direct
employment, these sectors are
composed largely of male workers.
Nevertheless, an important result of
the growth of GVCs has been the rise
of women, from 40 percent of the
employed workforce in 2000 to almost

half (49 percent) in 2019, while in
manufacturing that depends on these
value chains, women increased from
41 percent to 44 percent by 2019. [6]

In addition, more and more workers
have also been drawn “inside the
knot” of capital’s social relations of
production, as Huws puts it, via the
growing commodification of both
public services and the previously
unpaid labor of social reproduction,
that is, via the capitalist organization
of services previously performed by
the state for wages or in the home or
community without pay.
Disproportionate numbers of these
workers are women, who compose
two-thirds of workers in education,
health care, and social services
globally. [7] An indication of this trend
is the rapid increase in “market
services,” from 20 percent of
employment in the ILO’s definition in
1991 to 31 percent in 2018. Another is
the decline of “public capital” and
assets as a share of national wealth in
all of the leading industrial countries
to less than 10 percent for most. [8]

When looking at the recomposition of
the working class in the developed
countries, it is common to point to the
rise of services and the decline of
goods production, assuming this
amounts to a diminution of the
working class. In fact, the line
between the two is largely an
obfuscation of how value is created by
the global working class in
contemporary capitalism. Service
production is also increasingly
dominated by giant corporations and
involved in GVCs, with its share of
value-added trade rising from 31
percent in 1980 to 43 percent by
2009. It is important to bear in mind
that goods production is essential to
the provision of services and vice
versa. There are no services
performed without “things” and there
are no goods produced without the
input of “services.” The labor involved
in both is meant to produce surplus
value. The use value of the commodity
it produces is secondary. While global
service sector employment has grown
by 61 percent in the first two decades
of the twenty-first century, the
international industrial workforce has
increased by 40 percent. [9] This
relative difference in growth is partly
due to the continuing rise of

productivity in global manufacturing
at a faster rate than the world
economy as a whole, rather than a
diminution of industrial output.

Indeed, even in this period of slower
growth, worldwide manufacturing
value added, far from disappearing,
grew by 123 percent in current
dollars, or about half that in real
terms, from 2000 to 2019. Overall,
contrary to the notion of a “post-
industrial” world, the manufacturing
workforce grew from 393 million in
2000 to 460 million in 2019, while the
industrial (manufacturing,
construction, and mining) workforce
grew from 536 million to 755 million
over this period. This does not include
workers in transportation,
communications, and utilities, who are
also essential to goods production and
composed an additional 226 million
workers by 2019, up from 116 million
two decades earlier. Together this
industrial “core” amounted to 41
percent of the world’s nonagricultural
workforce as of 2019. [10] In other
words, the industrial workers of the
world, to borrow a phrase, remain a
massive core of value production and
the working population. Their global
distribution, however, has changed.

Geographic
Dispersion and
Inequality

The growth of the world’s production
and, therefore, its working-class
workforce, however, was not evenly
spread across the globe. While the
developed countries still produce the
largest share of manufacturing value
added (MVA), the developing
countries have increased their share
from 18 percent in 1990 to about 40
percent in 2019, while that of the
industrialized nations fell from 79
percent to 55 percent over that
period. The EU share dropped from 33
percent of world MVA output in 1990
to 22 percent in 2018, while that of
Asia rose from 24 percent to 37
percent over that period. China alone
rose from about 5 percent of world
MVA output in 2000 to 20 percent in
2018. Recently, much of Asia’s
increased share of MVAwent just four
countries: China, India, Indonesia, and



the Republic of Korea. Employment
followed suit, with the industrialized
nations’ share of manufacturing jobs
dropping from 30 percent in 1991 to
18 percent in 2018. [11] In the twenty-
first century, the growth of “informal”
work, that of goods production, and
the growing role of women in both
have occurred primarily in the
developing world.

At the same time, economic, political,
and war-related dislocation and
dispossession have produced a
growing international migrant
population. The number of people
living outside their home country has
grown from 173,588,441 in 2000 to
271,642,105 by 2019, an increase of
57 percent. Most of these migrants
were of working age, and 48 percent,
almost half, were women. About 111
million were classified by the
International Organization for
Migration as migrant workers in 2017,
returning remittances to their
homeland of $689 billion in 2018. [12]
At least a half billion people receive
these remittances, contributing
significantly to the social reproduction
of the global working class and thus
lowering labor costs to international
capital. As Ferguson and McNally
have pointed out, missing the role of
migrant labor “loses sight of
international processes of
dispossession and primitive
accumulation, which, among other
things, generate global reserves of
labor-power whose cross-border
movements are at the heart of the
worldwide production and
reproduction of capital and labor.”
Thus, an additional 111 million
workers move in and out of the ILO’s
static figures on employment, and the
process of class formation,
particularly in important centers of
production like the United States,
Europe, and the Middle East. [13]

Capital as a whole has done extremely
well by the geographic changes,
technological advances,
reorganization of production and the
labor process, and even the crises of
the system as a whole. Overall, in
most developed and in developing
economies, whether real wages fell or
rose, the share of labor income in GDP
fell from the mid-1970s, with some ups
and downs, to 2019. Hence, that of
capital rose. As an indication of this,

the share of national income of the top
10 percent rose, while that of the
bottom 50 percent fell, in all the major
economies. [14] Poverty remains a
central feature of labor in developing
nations despite claims of its reduction
achieved largely by manipulating the
definition of poverty. Even in Europe,
once the pinnacle of the welfare state,
social-democratic theorist Wolfgang
Streeck notes, “What follows will
analyze the trajectory of European
social policy over the longue durée as
it has mutated from a projected
federal social-democratic welfare state
to a program for competitive
adjustments to global markets.” [15]
In short, the working class has lost out
everywhere.

Much of this increased inequality was
due to the relative decline of unions
and the subsequent wage stagnation
in the developed economies, the
continued increases in manufacturing
productivity across the world, and the
increasing incorporation of low-wage
formal and informal workers in
developing countries into the world’s
production systems. These trends have
contributed to increased rates of
exploitation everywhere. As political
economist Anwar Shaikh argues, “The
overall degree of income inequality
ultimately rests on the ratio of profits
to wages, that is on the division of
value added.” [16] Boosting this ratio
for capital were advanced methods for
the surveillance, measurement,
quantification, and standardization of
work that ultimately impact workers
everywhere.

Technology and
the Control of
Labor

For hundreds of millions of workers
across the globe, labor remains
primarily a draining physical effort
seemingly removed from the high tech
regime of automation and digital
management that has come to
intensify work. No matter where or
how a worker is employed, however,
their speed and effort are driven by
this digital measurement and direction
of work all along the vast “just-in-
time” corridors of capital that now
span the world.

What has changed most in the nature
of work in the last two decades is the
degree, penetration, and application
of digital technologies that monitor,
quantify, standardize, modularize,
track, and direct the work of
individuals and groups. [17] These
build on, but transcend, the efforts of
Taylorism and lean production to
quantify, fragment, standardize, and
thereby control individual and
collective labor, regardless of what
product or service it produces. The
digitalization of much work-related
technology means work can be
measured and broken down into
nanoseconds, as opposed to Taylor’s
minutes and seconds, and given a
precision absent from lean
production’s simple elimination of
“waste” via “management-by-stress.”
It also means that every aspect of
work becomes quantified.
Simplification via quantification
enables speed, and speed demands
quantification. Stress can be
measured but not emotion, the effects
of professional training, or the tacit
skills of all workers.

All of this applies to services already
transformed in the twentieth century
from domestic service and jobs
performed by local tradesmen or small
firms to corporate providers, then
reorganized along lean lines, and now
digitally driven—from call centers to
hotels to building maintenance.
Today’s digitally driven measurements
also apply to professional work in
fields such as health care and
education. Data is harvested from
workers and then used against them
in these fields as in a factory or
warehouse. So, teachers are measured
by student grades (allegedly the
teacher’s product) on standardized
tests based on “standardized
knowledge,” and they are forced to
“teach to test.” Meanwhile hospital
nurses can be tracked by GPS and
directed by algorithmic Clinical
Decision Support Systems that
recommend standard treatments. Or,
in both cases, they can be replaced by
less qualified and less costly workers
performing standardized tasks.
Because these are mostly women
workers performing “emotional labor,”
the emotional content of the job is
taken as an unacknowledged freebie
for capital—the unpaid aspect of labor
of social reproduction performed on



the job rather than in the home. [18]

Amazon is the most-cited exemplar of
digitally driven workers for good
reason. A recent study of an Amazon
fulfilment center in California
described the context in which
employees work: “In order to
choreograph the brutal ballet that
ensues once a consumer clicks ‘place
your order’ for next-day delivery on
Amazon Prime, the company leverages
its algorithmic and technical prowess
within its massive network of
communication and digital technology,
warehouse facilities, and machinery,
as it numerically ‘flexes’ its workforce
up and down in sync with fluctuating
consumer demand.” In identical
facilities across the globe, the work
itself is guided by scanners and hand-
held or wrist-mounted computers that
track, time, and guide workers to the
correct product. Workers are allowed
thirty minutes a shift of “off task”
time, that is, time when they are not in
motion. In addition, they are pushed
by Kiva robots who also pick
products. [19] It is the prototype of
work everywhere unless worker
resistance curbs it.

Another dimension to today’s
workplace technology is seldom
mentioned: Like the global workforce
itself, that in the Amazon warehouse is
multiracial and multinational. As the
international Black Lives Matter
upsurge of 2020 underlined, race and
racism, while particularly deeply
entrenched in the United States, are
worldwide and embedded since the
days of slavery and colonialism.
Racism under capitalism is not only a
means of dividing working-class
people but of imposing working-class
status on those racial or ethnic groups
whose “life chances” are limited by
racial or ethnic barriers. It is a force
in class formation. Hence African
Americans are disproportionately
working class and poor. While
capitalism may have inherited racism
from the era of slavery and colonial
conquest, it has nevertheless allocated
work and workers on unequal racial,
ethnic, gender, and national bases for
generations. [20] Like management
practices in general, the technology
that sorts out workers by occupation,
rank, skill, attitude, and so on bears
the marks of that heritage.

Artificial intelligence and algorithms
are programmed by human beings
raised in this historic context, who
more often than not possess many of
its age-old, often unconscious
assumptions while at the same time
using data necessarily based in the
past. As one analyst put it, “The past
is a very racist place. And we only
have data from the past to train
Artificial Intelligence.” [21] A
mathematician’s argument about the
racial outcomes of AI programs used
by police to “predict” high-crime areas
applies in every aspect of life: Racially
biased data “creates a pernicious
feedback loop” reinforcing racial
stereotypes and, hence, worker
allocation and racial “life
chances.” [22]

One of the more outrageous examples
is that of facial-recognition
technology, which is used by
employers and police departments and
which routinely fails to distinguish
dark complected individuals from one
another. [23] It is scarcely an accident
that most of the poorly paid,
overworked workers in that California
Amazon warehouse are Latinx or
black. Racism, after all, is one of
capital’s weapons of class struggle
now embedded in its technology. The
same applies to gender and sexism.
For example, the Clinical Support
Decision Systems imposed on nurses
are based on clinical studies that
“systematically excluded women and
minorities.” [24]

Labor and the
Control of the
Corridors of
Capital

The technology, employment patterns,
and flows of goods, services, and
capital that characterize domestic
production and shape the world of
labor, rest, in turn, on a deepening
international material infrastructure
for moving products and value
throughout of the world. These
material corridors of capital consist
mainly of familiar roads, rails,
shipping lanes, ports, pipelines,
airports, and traditional warehouses.
But they now include massive urban-

based logistics clusters of facilities
and labor, miles of fiber-optic cables
employed widely only since the late
1990s, data centers that are even
newer in application, and warehouses
reconfigured for movement rather
than storage and transformed by
technology. This mostly embedded
infrastructure is created by and
dependent on the labor of millions of
workers who build and maintain it. If
technology imposes controls, the
dependence of infrastructure on
continuous labor inputs provides
workers with their own potential
control—the ability to slow down or
stop capital’s relentless movement of
value and, hence, the process of
accumulation.

Marx saw transportation and
communications as part of value
production. [25] So, the tens of
millions of workers across the world in
these embedded repositories of fixed
constant capital, and in the trucks,
trains, ships, planes, cable stations,
and data centers that move
commodities, data, and finances
across this infrastructure, are
production workers as much as those
in factories or sites of service delivery.
They make the circuits of capital
function and provide much of the
speed at which those circuits turn
over. It is over and through these
paths of transportation and
communication that these circuits of
capital move with Marx’s familiar
formula, M-C-M’, being sequentially
and simultaneously repeated millions
of times a day. The speed at which this
happens determines the potential
profit. [26] And, of course, driven by
global competition, speed and “just-in-
time” delivery have become major
features of contemporary production
and logistics.

This is as true of those working in the
movement of data, information, and
money as those driving on a road,
steaming a container ship,
maintaining a pipeline, or working in a
factory, that is, all those workers who
are merging living labor power with
accumulated dead labor to produce
value. None of this infrastructure, nor
the capital equipment that runs over
and through it, comes to life without
the hand and mind of labor. Even the
most automated system requires
constant maintenance and repair. For



example, as of early 2020, Amazon’s
39 supposedly fully automated data
centers in the United States and
Ireland employed ten thousand
workers to keep them humming. [27]

What is called “the cloud” or
cyberspace is nothing more than an
extended material complex of fiber-
optic cables, data centers,
transmitters, and computers. As a
New York Times article argued,
“People think that data is in the cloud,
but it’s not. It’s in the ocean.”
Actually, it’s also on and under the
land as well as under the sea,
following paths originally laid in the
mid-nineteenth century for telegraph
cables. Today’s fiber-optic cables
carry 95 percent of internet traffic.
The whole connected material system
and its parts are highly vulnerable,
and breaks or disruptions are
frequent. [28]

The system is laid and repaired by
workers on cable ships, those in cable
stations around the world, workers
employed by national telecom
companies, and those in the
proliferating number of huge data
centers that, as James Bridle put it,
“generate vast amounts of waste heat,
and require corresponding quantities
of cooling, from acres of air
conditioning systems.” [29] All of
which, in turn, require human labor to
run. At every point in this seemingly
immaterial movement of data and
money there are workers of various
kinds and differing skills without
which there would be no motion.
There is no digitalization without
human manipulation.

In a period of relatively low levels of
capital investment, countless billions
have been poured into the extension
and deepening of this infrastructure.
Looking at a somewhat broader
measure of infrastructure, Price
Waterhouse Coopers estimates that
$1.7 trillion was invested by private
sources in infrastructure from 2010 to
2017, in a sector in which government
investment often plays the major
role. [30] New cables are laid
regularly, harbors and canals dug or
dredged, new cross-continental rails
embedded, more airports constructed,
and old ones expanded. [31] As large
as these new investments are, they
represent only the initial cost and

labor input. As Akhil Gupta argues
about the many new infrastructure
projects around the world, “As soon as
the project is completed, and officially
declared to be open, it starts being
repaired.” [32] That is, the “dead”
labor involved in infrastructure
requires the constant input of living
labor over its entire functioning “life.”

A major force of this infrastructure
expansion has been Chinese President
Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative,
launched in 2013. This has funded,
largely through loans, a network of
super highways, rail lines (three from
China to Europe), ports, and airports
that “spreads into the Pacific, the
Indian Ocean, and deep into Africa” as
well as the Middle East and Europe.
By 2015 China had set aside $890
billion to spend on 900 projects. [33]
By 2019, it was “focused on energy,
infrastructure, and transportation with
an overall potential investment
estimated at about $1.4 trillion—a
scale never before seen,” according to
analyst Daniel Yergin. [34] Such
ventures mean the employment of
huge numbers of workers across the
vast spaces of Central and South Asia,
the Middle East, and Africa, who bring
these projects to life and, through
collective action, can shut them down
as well.

An Era of
Rebellion: Class or
Multitude?

All of this has occurred in a period of
economic turbulence and recurring
crises, a climate crisis that can no
longer be ignored, and most recently
the COVID-19 pandemic. Each of
these has contributed, to one degree
or another, to a dramatic upsurge in
social activism, strike action, and
mass mobilization in opposition to the
status quo. Almost everywhere these
strikes, mass demonstrations, and
mobilizations have resulted from
economic change, dislocation, and
distress sometimes exacerbated by
war. But they have been political in
that they were mostly directed at
governments and the neoliberal
policies and accompanying corruption
that have inflicted pain on the majority
of people across the globe. The

international upsurge that began with
the Arab Spring 2011, and continued
and even accelerated during the
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, has been
far too massive to be described in
detail here. Rather, I will try to
analyze some of its major
characteristics and the role of the
working class in this general upsurge.

According to an analysis of “civil
unrest” in 2019 by the risk-assessment
firm Versisk Maplecroft, 47 countries,
or almost a quarter of all nations, saw
major civil disruptions in 2019 alone.
This count shows these protests
sweeping every region of the world
other than North America. [35]
However, it missed some important
actions in North America, including
several large strikes, the huge Black
Lives Matter upsurge, and the July
mass street mobilizations and strikes
in Puerto Rico. [36] Adding to this
“civil unrest” were new, highly visible
mass mobilizations and on-going
demonstrations in 2020 in Belarus,
Thailand, and Russia’s far east; mass
strikes in Indonesia; as well as the
Black Lives Matter upsurge across the
United States and much of the
world. [37]

Many of these mobilizations were
started by students or activists of
various class backgrounds, so the
question of just what role working-
class people and organizations played
in all of this “civil unrest” needs to be
addressed.

David McNally has analyzed “the
return of the mass strike” in
considerable detail. Looking at mass
strikes since the 2008 recession, he
writes in 2020,

Across the decade since the Great
Recession, we have witnessed a series
of enormous general strikes
(Guadeloupe and Martinique, India,
Brazil, South Africa, Colombia, Chile,
Algeria, Sudan, South Korea, France,
and many more) as well as strike
waves that have helped to topple
heads of state (Tunisia, Egypt, Puerto
Rico, Sudan, Lebanon, Algeria,
Iraq). [38]

In addition, there have been mass
strikes of various sizes around the
world, often linked to issues of social
reproduction, including the 2018-2019



teachers strikes in the United States.
As McNally emphasizes, the mass
strike has also been adopted by the
women’s movement, notably in the
International Women'’s Strikes that
swept 50 nations in 2017 and 2018 in
the name of the “feminism of the 99
percent.” Some mass strikes, he
reports, have occurred in the midst of
broader mobilizations in streets and
squares across the world, such as
those in Hong Kong, Chile, Thailand,
Ukraine, Lebanon, and Iraq. [39]

That working-class action has been at
the center of the upsurge can be seen
in a few general figures. The
European Trade Union Institute
calculates that between 2010 and
2018 there were 64 general strikes in
the European Union, almost half of
them in Greece. [40] More broadly,
the ILO, looking at just 56 countries,
estimates there were 44,000 work
stoppages between 2010 and 2019,
mostly in manufacturing. The ILO
author notes, however, that given data
limitations, the number of strikes
“could be far greater than
44,000.” [41] In China alone, the
China Labour Bulletin counted some
6,694 strikes between 2015 and 2017
in a wide variety of industries. Lu
Chunsen estimates 3,220 strikes by
manufacturing workers in China from
2011 to May 2019, despite the
precarious nature of work, the mass
internal migration to the cities, and
the government’s ban on strikes. [42]
Here we see a clear example of the
merging of informal migrant workers
with the formal workforce—and their
subsequent actions.

We know that unions played important
roles in many of the recent struggles,
even where middle-class leaders put
themselves in front of the masses. In
Belarus, for example, an interview on
the BBC with a union leader revealed
he was one of the top leaders of the
rebellion. Furthermore, participants
report that the demonstrations were
“expanding into a wider working-class
movement involving widespread
workplace mobilizations.” [43] In a
detailed analysis of the Arab Spring,
Anand Gopal notes that while
unionized workers played a key role of
most Arab rebellions, in the initial
stages of the Syrian upsurge the
fragmented working-class masses
came first from the shanty towns and

that “the movement’s rank and file
consisted of precarious, semi-
employed workers who simply did not
possess the structural power to
threaten the Syrian elite.” [44]

In other words, much of the mass base
of 2011 came from both the organized
working class and the informal
workers in most Arab countries, many
of whom, as we saw above, would
have been at one time or another
drawn into the GVC of multinational
capital working in the oil fields, on the
pipelines, on the Suez Canal, and in
the many ports of the Middle East and
North Africa. Gopal argues that their
very precariousness and informal
employment means they had little
power. Yet, in many developing
countries, such workers have
organized themselves in their
neighborhoods and through national
trade unions, informal workers’
associations, migrant worker
organizations, and cooperatives, as
well as in workplaces, to storm the
streets and squares as workers have
done for generations. [45]

The seemingly mixed-class appearance
of many of the mass strikers and
demonstrators was also a result of the
“proletarianization” of educated
people, such as teachers and nurses,
whose jobs had been standardized and
subjected to tighter management by
the processes described above, as well
as the descent of many educated
“millennials” into working-class jobs.
Here, the lines of class appear
blurred, but the social destiny of the
majority of this generation and the
next is clearly working class. Some of
these show up in strikes of “platform”
workers, or delivery and other
workers, newly discovered as
“essential” to social reproduction in
the context of the pandemic, which is
likely to accelerate this social
transformation.

What seems clear is that whether or
not students played an initiating role,
and middle-class professionals and
politicians co-opted leadership roles,
the mass base of most rebellions of the
last decade was working class in
composition, and that to a
considerable extent they employed the
traditional weapon of the mass strike.
This was the case whether or not they
were union members or held

permanent employment, much like the
masses Rosa Luxemburg analyzed in
the 1905 Russian Revolution, whose
strikes “display such a multiplicity of
the most varied forms of action.” [46]
This whole period has been an
example of working-class self-activity
with both economic and political
demands.

Yet, nowhere did the strikes or mass
mobilizations seek political power for
the workers themselves or a program
approaching socialism. Nowhere were
the working class or mixed classes in
transition organized for such goals. In
some cases, there did not appear to be
recognizable leaders. Yet, the
participants were organized in “a
multiplicity of the most varied forms of
action” and organizations, often
through networks enabled by social
media.

The difficulty in analyzing the
potential of this era of rebellion is
compounded by the uncertain impact
of the three crises of capitalism, and
in particular the effect of the
pandemic, on a variety of industries
and the GVCs. Such speculation is for
another article. The most useful
understanding of the potential of the
current upsurge is best described by
McNally, who writes, “The new strike
movements are harbingers of a period
of recomposition of militant working-
class cultures of resistance, the very
soil out of which socialist politics can
grow.” [47] Whether this
recomposition will help produce a
general working-class upsurge is
impossible to predict. But as United
Electrical Workers representative
Mark Meinster writes in Labor Notes,
“Working-class upsurges often happen
in the context of deep social changes
in society as a whole, such as abrupt
and widespread economic dislocation,
a profound loss of legitimacy by ruling
elites, or abnormal political
instability.” [48] That just about
describes the situation labor faces
across the world today.

Source Winter 2021 (New Politics
Vol. XVIII No. 2, Whole Number 70).
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Massive repression of the demonstration

against class and racist justice

30 January 2021, by Charles Hampton

Under these conditions, and in
consultation with them, the presence
of the families of the victims of
violence and police killings, as well as
many others, was no longer possible.
The risk was too great, so they would
not speak as initially planned. In this
respect, the authorities of the country,
at all levels, have succeeded in their
coup: once again closing the public
space to the families. If proof of the
fundamentally racist nature of the
police institution and the entire
political apparatus that supports it
was still needed, this is it. An abject

situation, where taking the life of a
son or daughter is not enough. It is
still necessary to deploy all the
repressive measures that the State
knows how to mobilize in order, in
practice, to try to force them into
silence and put them under house
arrest.

As soon as the rally began, the tension
was palpable. While an agreement had
been made with the police officers of
the city of Brussels who were
supervising the demonstration to
tolerate it for 45 minutes, the federal

reinforcements told us to leave the
place immediately, under the pretext
that the rally wa simply forbidden. We
were astonished that the different
police forces present were not on the
same wavelength.

During the whole time the speakers
were speaking, the police encircled
the square. Their presence was
massive and ostentatious. Its members
were in uniform, ready to intervene.
The first incidents were already taking
place: several young people were
being harshly controlled around the
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square, whose only “crime” was
clearly to be the undesirable racialized
people in the public space. In fact, the
information was confirmed that the
police are preventing people from
joining the gathering.

The gathering lasted the 45 minutes
allotted by the police, not one more.
As the time elapses, the forces of law
and order come closer, the circle
narrows. We had to leave the square
immediately. Most of the people
present moved away, others lingered
for a few moments, some of them to
respond to questions from reporters.
Suddenly, the turning point. Police
officers, this time with shields and
truncheons, arrived at full speed and
closed the road. The number of
policemen present exploded. They
were already shouting, charging,
pushing and stopping people in the
adjacent streets. Their aggressiveness
was simply amazing, almost
paralysing.

Very soon, down the square and
towards the Central Station, a face-to-
face confrontation took place between
the police and participants in the rally,
mainly young people, some of whom
had spoken bravely and brilliantly a
few minutes earlier. They were
surrounded, outnumbered by police
officers using dogs and tear gas on a
massive scale. In the ensuing chaos,
the police once again put one of them
in mortal danger: a law enforcement
vehicle accelerated sharply towards

the small crowd and hit a teenager,
who fell violently to the ground before
getting up and moving away.

A few minutes later, all these people
were kettled on the outskirts of the
Central Station. There were about fifty
of them. Some of them were on the
ground, immobilised, surrounded by
dozens and dozens of policemen,
under the constant threat of fire
engines. They were gradually being
evacuated in the police buses towards
the barracks. Very young, mostly non-
white, people.

In the end, in response to a gathering
of just over 150 people, gigantic
means were deployed, applied with
implacable force and unprecedented
violence: federal and police zone
reinforcements from almost all over
the country, motorbikes, horses,
vehicles by the dozen, six fire engines,
a helicopter. All those present could
confirm this: the police were solely
responsible for the disturbances that
took place in the afternoon. In its
statement, the police demonstrated
this when its spokesperson
acknowledged that “the demonstration
took place in a calm atmosphere”.
Indeed, until the police decided
otherwise and made more than a
hundred arrests in total.

Finally, on the way home, we learn
that a Rise for Climate action was held
at Place du Luxembourg, in a peaceful

atmosphere under the eye of a
negligible police presence. It is of
course good to see that these people
were able to hold their rally in such
conditions. But what a contrast with
what is happening a few hundred
metres away.

In this country, certain uses of
democratic freedoms are not
tolerated, certain messages are not
good to carry. Demanding truth and
justice for victims of police killings is
one of them. Demanding an end to
racism, sexism and the class character
of the police and justice also. To all
those people and political
organizations who condemn and
support the repression of such
gatherings, and say nothing about the
systematic and permanent inhuman
violence against oppressed social
categories: Stop speaking out on
democracy, freedom, equality or
human dignity forever, because these
are just empty words for you. You are
unworthy of them.

The police humiliate, mutilate, rape,
kill. When people unite to denounce it,
the police humiliate again, mutilate,
violate and threaten to kill. One day,
however, there will be more of us on
the street than they are. That day will
be a beautiful day.

25 January 2020
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An Unfinished Epoch of Revolution

29 January 2021, by Joseph Daher

A Long-Term
Revolutionary
Process

A revolution is generally understood
as a mass popular movement that aims
for radical change even if it fails to
achieve it. In the case of the MENA
uprisings in 2011, they have not won
radical material changes in the
economic structures of the region, but
have toppled family cliques from

power in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya,
Yemen, Algeria, and Sudan, among
others.

In other words, we witnessed forms of
limited political revolution rather than
social revolution, which would have
brought about more fundamental
changes in the neoliberal regime of
accumulation within capitalism, if not
the mode production itself. It is
important to grasp the limits of
political victories, because the
problems in the region are not just
political but are social products of its

particular form of capitalism.

Nonetheless, we witnessed the
mobilization of large numbers of
people demanding the overthrow of
despotic regimes in country after
country. This is one of the main
aspects of a revolution. As Russian
revolutionary Leon Trotsky wrote:

The most indubitable feature of a
revolution 1is the direct
interference of the masses in
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Some of the popular uprisings
achieved a situation close to dual
power. They organized an emergent
alternative state to challenge the
existing regime. One important
example of this was in Syria during
the early stages of the uprising when
activists established coordination
committees and local councils in
liberated areas.

These formed a potential alternative
to the Assad regime and Syrian
capitalism. But they never fully
developed. There were problems with
them, especially the
underrepresentation of women as well
as ethnic and religious minorities.
Nevertheless, these local organs of
self-rule formed at least for a while a
political alternative that could appeal
to large sections of the population.

Despite the defeat of the first wave of
uprisings in 2011, most horrifically in
Syria, the revolutionary process has
not come to an end. As the subsequent
decade of ongoing revolt has
underscored, the region is in the midst
of a long term revolutionary process.

The Roots of the
Revolutionary
Process

This process is rooted in the political
economy of Middle East and North
Africa. The region’s economic
development is blocked by its specific
mode of production, which is an
adventurous, speculative and

commercial capitalism characterized
by short term profit-seeking. As a
result, the region’s masses have a
confluence of economic and political
grievances that can only be overcome
by revolutionary change.

In this analysis, the uprisings in the
Middle East and North Africa not just
of the result of the global economic
crisis of 2008. Certainly, the Great
Recession helped trigger them, but
the region has deeper structural
problems compared to the rest of the
world system. This mode of capitalist
production is focused on extracting oil
and natural gas, underdeveloping
productive sectors, overdeveloping
services, and fuelling various forms of
speculative investment especially in
real estate.

Each country of course has its own
specificities. But all of them share
some broad characteristics:
patrimonial and neo-patrimonial states
rule over this economic structure. In
classic patrimonial states like Syria
and the Gulf monarchies, a family and
their clique preside over dictatorships,
enrich a state bourgeoisie, and engage
in crony privatization. In neo-
patrimonial states like Egypt, Tunisia
Algeria and Sudan, dictators oversee
states controlled by the military
apparatus. In both cases, nepotism
and corruption are rife.

Neoliberal policies and austerity
measures implemented over the last
few decades have exacerbated the
region’s authoritarian politics and
blocked economic development. The
regimes have cut public services,
removed subsidies to basic necessities
like food, and privatized state industry
often selling them to capitalists linked
to the centers of political power.

They have also opened their
economies to foreign direct
investment, developing the export and
service sector - especially tourism. At
the same time, the states have kept
taxes on both foreign and domestic
companies low and guaranteed them
cheap labor. The regimes’ repressive
apparatuses have served as a
“security agent” protecting the
interests of these companies and
cracking down on workers, peasants,
and the poor.

As a result, all the region’s countries
are characterized by extreme class
inequality, high rates of poverty, and
high unemployment, especially among
youth. Those with education and
valued skills leave their countries for
opportunities elsewhere.

And, in the case of the Gulf
monarchies, their economies rely on
temporary migrant workers who make
up the majority of the laboring
population and are deprived of
political and civil rights. In Kuwait,
Qatar, the UAE, and Oman, migrant
workers represent more than 80
percent of the workforce.

These realities contradict claims made
by the international financial
institutions and Western states,
especially the US, that neoliberal
reform would create a “middle class”
or capitalist class, which, with
imperial support for political reform,
would bring about democratization. In
fact, it has produced the opposite:
deepening neoliberal
authoritarianism.

These conditions generated increasing
struggle among workers and
oppressed people in the run-up to the
uprisings in 2011. It has been driven
from below by youth, workers, and
poor people desperate for political
freedom and economic equality.

Struggle and Hope
for Revolution

This is not to say that we should adopt
an economistic perspective, which
reduces everything to economic
conditions. There are of course many
other contributing factors. But the
socio-economic blockage combined
with the region’s dictatorial regimes
have made it impossible for the
masses of people to overcome
inequality and express their
grievances through institutional
processes.

These material conditions predisposed
the people to struggle. But those
conditions alone were not enough to
detonate the uprisings. As Trotsky
argued, popular classes turn to
revolutionary action when they see the
hope of transforming their society:



The hope and new ideas that sparked
the revolts in 2011 came from
witnessing millions of people in the
streets in Tunisia and Egypt
demanding the overthrow of their
rulers. But the inspiring struggles in
those two countries did not come out
of nowhere.

In the decade prior to the uprising,
significant workers’ struggle occurred
in Tunisia and Egypt. In Tunisia, the
Tunisian General Labor Union (UGTT)
played a leading role in opposition to
authoritarian regimes, despite the fact
that it had been seriously weakened
by a combination of repression,
privatization of public jobs, and
compromises by the union leadership
with the regime.

In Egypt, the country witnessed its
largest social movement since World
War II, with strikes and occupations
from different sectors of society. The
strikes in the factories of Mahala el
Kubra in 2008 testified to the strength
of the workers’ movement despite the
repression of the security forces.
These struggles progressively paved
the way for the establishment of
independent workers trade unions,
who played a decisive role in the
overthrow of Mubarak (although not
officially recognized) and the first
years of the uprising.

Thus, based on years of struggle, the
revolts in Tunisia and Egypt showed
how mass mobilization could topple
dictators. Their victories, if incomplete
in the case of Tunisia and temporary
in the case of Egypt, inspired the
region’s masses to rise up against
their own regimes.

MENA Revolts
Spark the Global
Resistance

The first decade of the new
millennium started with the launch of
the so-called “War on Terror” in 2001
and came to a close with the Great
Recession in 2008 and subsequent
global slump. The popular uprisings in
the Middle East and North African
region opened the next decade,
triggering resistance throughout the
world against the neoliberal order and
governments that enforce it.

The uprisings in the MENA region
overthrew the dictatorships of Ben Ali
in Tunisia, Hosni Mubarak in Egypt,
Muammar Khadafi in Libya, and Ali
Abdallah Saleh in Yemen, all of whom
had been ruling for decades. Without
a doubt, the greatest achievement of
the popular uprisings was to remind
the left that revolution in which
masses of people mobilize to remake
society is possible. This ABC of
revolutionary politics had been widely
abandoned among wide sections of the
left.

The MENA uprisings inspired revolts
throughout the world. A short list
includes the Indignados Movement in
Spain, Occupy in the United States,
uprisings against price hikes and
repression in Sub-Saharan African
states like Burkina Faso, and similar
struggles in many other countries.

The end of this decade of revolt
culminated with a second wave of the
revolutionary process in the MENA
region with uprisings erupting in
Sudan, Algeria, Lebanon, and Iraq.
Two new dictators—Omar al-Bashir in
Sudan and Abdelaziz Bouteflika in
Algeria—were overthrown after 30
years of rule, while the sectarian
neoliberal ruling classes in Lebanon
and Iraq were challenged.

This second wave occurred in the
midst of rising massive popular
mobilizations throughout the globe for
political and social rights and equality
from Hong Kong and Thailand to
Catalonia and Chile. Massive feminist
strikes and protests were also
organized to fight against reactionary

attacks women’s rights from Poland to
Argentina. In 2019 climate strikes
swept the world and the decade ended
with the Black Lives Matter uprising
that shook the political and racial
order in the US.

The international popular
mobilizations deepened the global
radicalization against the capitalist
system that exploits and oppresses
humanity and destroys the
environment all for profit. The
pandemic has only deepened
grievances around the globe and
called into question the legitimacy of
governments.

The Counter-
Revolutionary
Offensive

While the MENA revolts inspired
similar uprisings around the world,
they also triggered a counter-
revolutionary offensive from the
regimes, regional powers, and
imperialist states. Just like the Russian
Revolution in 1917, the uprisings
constituted a threat to the capitalist
order, especially because its energy
reserves power the global economy.

As David Harvey argues, “whoever
controls the Middle East controls the
global oil spigot and whoever controls
the oil spigot can control the global
economy, at least for the near future.”
The Gulf monarchies hold around
40-45 percent of the world’s oil
reserves and 20 percent of its gas.

The desire to ensure orderly flow of
those reserves explains why, after a
short period of confusion, state
powers carried out systematic
counter-revolutions. The region’s
regimes repressed protests, killed
massive numbers of people, and
arrested and jailed untold numbers
more. For example, the Syrian regime,
with the backing of Russia and Iran,
massacred hundreds of thousands and
laid waste to large parts of the
country.

The revolts also confronted another
counter-revolutionary force: Islamic
fundamentalist organizations. They
hoped to highjack the struggles in



order to impose their own form of
neoliberal authoritarian and theocratic
regime, contrary to the democratic
and egalitarian aspirations of the
people. The fundamentalists found
support from regional powers like the
Gulf states and Iran.

Various regional and imperialist
powers intervened in multiple and
diverse ways to back the counter-
revolutions. Powers besides the US
have increased room to do this
because of Washington’s relative
decline in power and influence in the
Middle East as a result of its failed
occupation of Iraq. Russia and China
to a lesser extent but above all Iran,
Saudi Arabia, UAE, Turkey, Qatar, and
Israel took advantage of this situation
to play a growing role in backing
counter-revolution.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar at
first militarily intervened in Bahrain
and launched a war against Yemen
with the support in both cases from
the United States. Iran and Russia
intervened in Syria. Iran and its proxy
forces in Iraq and Lebanon also
opposed the revolts in these countries
and did not hesitate to repress
protestors.

Turkey and its ally Qatar have
supported the Muslim Brotherhood
and other Islamic fundamentalist
movements in various countries.
Ankara has also intervened in Syrian
territory controlled by the PYD, the
Syrian branch of the PKK, in its
ongoing war against Kurdish self-
determination.

While that imperialist and regional
rivalries are evident, they don’t
preclude alliances across those
divisions. As Karl Marx noted,
capitalists and capitalist states are a
“band of warring brothers.” Thus, at
the same time that they find
themselves in competition to assert
geopolitical power and corner markets
for their corporations, they share class
interests, can reach agreements, and
often collaborate in repressing
popular uprisings.

The latest example of this is Qatar’s
reconciliation with Saudi Arabia and
the UAE, which could pave the way for
a rapprochement between Saudi
Arabia and Turkey. The Trump

administration also pushed them all to
throw Palestinians under the bus and
open official diplomatic relations with
Israel. Washington’s aim is to bolster
Israel, isolate the Palestinian struggle
for liberation, consolidate a regional
alliance opposed to Iran.

In securing this reconciliation, the US
struck two particularly reactionary
deals. First, Washington got Morocco
to normalize relations with Israel in
exchange for the US recognizing the
Rabat’s occupation of the Western
Sahara and its pledge of $3 billion of
investments for “financial and
technical support of private
investment projects.”

Second, the US forced Sudan’s new
government, in which the military
jointly rules with representatives of
the popular uprising, to pay for what
the old regime did. In exchange for
removal from Washington’s list of
state sponsors of terror, help in
repaying it $60 billion debt to the
World Bank, and $1 billion in aid,
Sudan agreed to repay the $335
million for bombings of African
embassies and to recognize Israel.

Neoliberal
Authoritarianism

Thus, the revolts continue to face
various counter-revolutionary forces
utterly opposed to any and all radical
democratic and socio-economic
change. They are not just committed
to restoring the status quo ante; they
aim to intensify authoritarianism,
repressive policies, and neoliberal
reforms.

In carrying this out, the regimes
backed by regional and imperial
powers have exacerbated all the
conditions that led to the uprisings.
They have used the cover of the
pandemic to escalate repression of
protest movements.

They imposed lockdowns on large
portions of the population, not to
protect the health of the working
classes, but to prevent them from
organizing and fighting for political
and social change. They threatened
people with fines for breaking the
curfews, targeted the media for

raising criticisms of their policies, and
arrested activists who questioned the
official reports about the virus.

They have also taken advantage of
global recession and collapse in oil
prices to implement previously even
deeper neoliberal reforms, reducing
the role of the state in the economy
and expanding the reach of the market
into previously untouched arena.
Several countries have adopted public-
private partnership (PPP) legislation
in order to expand the privatization of
public services and state
infrastructure.

In Saudi Arabia, PPPs have become a
fundamental element in the economic
and political strategy of the Vision
2030 promoted by Prince Mohammad
Bin Salman. They place private capital
at the center of the future Saudi
economy. The Financial Times
described the plans as “Saudi
Thatcherism.”

It has cut subsidies, eliminated the
cost-of-living allowance, and increased
in VAT from 5 to 15 percent. The
government plans to organize PPPs for
many government services, including
sectors such as education, housing,
and health. Meanwhile, the kingdom’s
sovereign wealth fund has invested
more than $8 billion since the start of
the pandemic in behemoths of the
global economy such as Boeing and
Facebook.

In a similar fashion, the Syrian regime
has accelerated its neoliberal policies.
It passed a PPP law in January 2016
that authorizes the private sector to
manage and develop state assets in all
sectors of the economy, with the
exception of oil. The regime has
imposed more austerity measures and
cut subsidies on essential products
from 20.2 per cent of GDP in 2011 to
4.9 per cent in 2019.

This neoliberal authoritarianism
further deepened social inequality.
Now, in the MENA region, the richest
1 percent and richest 10 percent of
the population take in, respectively,
30 percent and 64 percent of income,
while the bottom 50 percent of the
population only take in 9.4 percent.

In the region as a whole, the wealth of
its 37 billionaires was equivalent to



the poorest half of the adult
population. Furthermore, between
2010 and 2019, the number of wealthy
individuals with assets of $5 million or
more in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and
Morocco increased by 24 percent, and
their combined wealth increased by
13.27 percent, from $195.5 billion to
$221.5 billion.

In a report published in August 2020
by Oxfam, it was estimated that the
economic contraction caused by
pandemic and recession will throw an
additional 45 million people into
poverty throughout the region.
Conditions for refugees and migrant
workers, which was already very
difficult, have grown dramatically
worse and they have become the
target of racist scapegoating.

The imperialist powers have
collaborated with the regimes in this
neoliberal authoritarianism. Their
international financial institutions
have used debt, which has reached
astronomical proportions in Egypt,
Sudan, Tunisia, Lebanon, and Jordan,
to demand further structural
adjustment to their economies even as
they sink deeper into recession.

As a result, movement activists are
now raising the demand for debt
cancellation. Tunisia is an example.
The IMF’s Extended Fund Facility
imposed several austerity measures,
causing the depreciation of the
Tunisian dinar in 2017, and
consequent inflation has impoverished
the popular classes and sharply
increased unemployment levels.

The government’s foreign debt now
represents around two thirds of total
public debt in 2020 and is funds that
would otherwise go to public welfare
are now being diverted to service it.
Activists are now opposing debt
payment. So, while Tunisia has won
greater democracy, the socio-
economic conditions for the majority
have worsened.

Increasing numbers of Tunisians are
fleeing their country, not because of
political repression, but poverty. Five
times as many people left this year
than in 2019. They risk their lives
crossing the Mediterranean and if
they survive that, they face the EU’s
brutal border regime and racist

discrimination in European countries.
The region is thus again becoming a
powder keg of economic and political
grievances.

Challenges of the
Left: Building a
Political
Instrument for
Resistance

One of the key problems in the waves
of resistance to these conditions has
been the extreme weakness of the
radical left and organized working
class. These have been unable to
intervene as a central political force
among the popular classes and
participate in their self-organization to
achieve economic and political
demands.

In Egypt, there were initially large
economic struggles and growing
independent trade unions, but they
never cohered into a political vehicle
of sufficient size to articulate class
demands and organize on a mass
level. The only exceptions to this
situation were in Tunisia and Sudan.

In both countries the presence of mass
trade union organizations such as the
Tunisian UGTT and the Sudanese
Professional Association were key
elements in organizing successful
mass struggles. Women had also built
large feminist organizations that
continue to raise progressive demands
for their rights.

Of course, the struggles in both
countries have also hit the limits of
simple political change. The UGTT and
Sudanese Professional Association
played pivotal roles, but their
leadership has been tempted to seek
accommodation with the ruling elites
rather than radical socio-economic
change.

Nevertheless, Tunisia and Sudan’s
mass organizations remain the
exception in the region. Elsewhere,
workers and the oppressed did not
have such organizations in place,
making it difficult for the masses to
replace the regimes with a progressive
alternative. In the coming years, the

left must play a central role in the
construction and development of such
large alternative political
organizations.

The left also needs to develop a
political strategy that does just seek a
political revolution, but also a social
revolution in which the structures of
society and the mode of production
are radically changed. Indeed, the
only way to guarantee a political
revolution is to achieve a social one.

The left should not advocate stagist
strategy of first carrying out a cross-
class revolution for democracy and
delaying for an unspecified period of
time a complete social revolution. We
have seen the problems with that
strategy in countries like South Affica,
where Apartheid was dismantled, but
social and class inequalities have
grown worse.

As Daniel Bensaid argues,

Between the social and political
struggles there are neither
Chinese walls nor watertight
compartments. Politics arises and
is invented inside the social, in the
resistance to oppression, the
statement of new rights that
transform victims into active
subjects.

Socialists in these struggles must
champion the liberation of all the
oppressed, raising demands of
rights for women, religious
minorities, LGBT communities, and
oppressed racial and ethnic
groups. Failure to do so will
prevent the left from uniting the
working class for the radical
transformation of society.

The recent outbreak of protests in
Tunisia on the 10th anniversary of the
overthrow of dictator Ben Ali
demonstrates the anger of wide
sectors of the popular classes against
economic woes, social inequality,
unemployment, political corruption,
and a whole host of other problems.

Moreover, the new democratic
government has violently repressed
the protests and arrested more than



1000 people, including minors. It even
arrested individuals who had not
taken part in the demonstrations -
simply because they wrote Facebook
posts supporting the protest
movement.

This scenario points to the limits of
political revolution without social
revolution. It also underscores the
importance of the left developing an
independent class project aimed
advancing both democratization and
social transformation.

The point about the independence of
the left is key because one the
mistakes that the left has made
especially during the first wave of
revolt has been to align itself with one
of the two forces of counter-
revolution.

Some have collaborated with the
authoritarian regimes against the
Islamic fundamentalists with
disastrous results. That has resulted
only in the contraction of the
democratic space for workers and
oppressed people to organize for
liberation. The regimes remain the
first and foremost enemy of
revolutionary forces in the region.

At the same time, other sectors of the
left have allied with Islamic
fundamentalist organizations against
the state. The Islamic fundamentalists,
whether in or out of power, are
reactionaries; they target workers,
trade unions, and democratic
organizations, all while promoting
neoliberal economics and reactionary
social policies. They are also part of
the counter-revolution.

Instead of turning to either of these
two forces, the left must build an
independent, democratic, and
progressive front that seeks to
promote the self-organization of
workers and the oppressed. In this
project, it must be understood that
workers’ struggles alone will not,
however, be sufficient to unite the
masses.

Socialists in these struggles must
champion the liberation of all the
oppressed, raising demands of rights
for women, religious minorities, LGBT
communities, and oppressed racial
and ethnic groups. Failure to do so

will prevent the left from uniting the
working class for the radical
transformation of society.

The left must also cultivate a regional
and internationalist vision, something
currently lacking in much of the
world. The region’s left must build
networks of collaboration in building a
progressive alternative to the local,
regional, and imperial counter-
revolutionary forces.

The ruling classes of the region share
experiences and lessons with each
other to defend their authoritarian
neoliberal order. The left has to do the
same because the struggle is a
regional one. A defeat in one country
is a defeat for all, and victory in one
country is a victory for all.

The region’s left must develop
collaborative relationships with
progressive forces internationally. No
socialist solution can be found in one
country or in one region, particularly
one like the Middle East and North
Africa, which, because of its strategic
energy reserves, has been a
battleground for regional and
imperialist powers.

New explosions of popular anger are
to be expected because the root
causes of the uprisings not only
remain but have in fact multiplied and
intensified. However, these conditions
do not necessarily directly translate
into political opportunities,
particularly for countries that have
suffered wars and a suffering deep
economic crisis. But struggle lies
ahead.

The left must participate in the
construction of united fronts against
autocracy, exploitation, and
oppression, and at the same time build
a political alternative among the
popular classes. These are the tasks
not just of the left in the MENA
region, but throughout the world.

Conclusion

The MENA revolutionary process is an
integral part of the global popular
resistance against the crisis-ridden
neoliberal capitalist order. But it has a
particular radicalism born of its
particular form of capitalism that has

opened a long-term revolutionary
epoch. Against Orientalist claims of
Arab or Islamic exceptionalism, the
region’s masses are struggling for the
same demands for which people
throughout the world are struggling,
including as democracy, social justice,
equality, and secularism. But to win
requires not just a change in
government, but both political and
social revolutions.

There is no simple path in this
revolutionary process. To win will
require building a left that can
navigate complex and dynamic
combinations of political and economic
struggles. As Lenin declared decades
ago:

To imagine that social revolution is
conceivable without
revolutionary outbursts by a
section of the petty bourgeoisie
with all its prejudices, without a
movement of the politically non-
conscious proletarian and semi-
proletarian masses against
oppression by the landowners, the
church, and the monarchy, against
national oppression, etc.-to
imagine all this is to repudiate
social revolution. So, one army
lines up in one place and says, “We
are for socialism”, and another,
somewhere else and says, “We are
for imperialism”, and that will be a
social revolution!... Whoever
expects a “pure” social revolution
will never live to see it. Such a
person pays lip-service to
revolution without understanding
what revolution is.

The role of left and progressives is
crystal clear: build an inclusive social
and democratic alternative in the
struggle. The MENA region remains in
the midst of a long-term revolutionary
process that has - and will - include
both revolution and counter-
revolution.

There have already been terrible
defeats, but also partial victories. But
neither has brought the process to an
end. This is only beginning...
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Western Sahara: A forgotten war

28 January 2021, by Patrick Scott

Morocco, ruled by an autocratic
monarchy, clearly wanted to further
ingratiate itself in imperialist eyes
through its recognition of Israel and
consolidate support for its occupation
of Western Sahara. this could
ultimately backfire on the Moroccan
regime. The national oppression of the
Sahrawi people was much less known
internationally than that of the Kurds
or Palestinians for example. But now
the agreement with Israel has put
Morocco and Western Sahara firmly
under the spotlight.

The declaration of position by the
Trump administration was not really a
change at all. In practice US
imperialism has always supported
Morocco in Western Sahara. The new
position is unlikely to be reversed by
the incoming Biden administration,
though we may get some mealy-
mouthed platitudes about the need for
a ‘peaceful’ resolution to the conflict.

And It is not just the United States, in
practise all western imperialist powers
have supported Moroccan control over
Western Sahara, if not openly then
tacitly. A clear example is shown by
the relations the EU has with
Morocco. In 2016, in recognising it as
an illegally occupied territory the
European Court of Justice ruled that
Western Sahara could not be covered
by existing trade agreements between
the EU and Morocco without the
freely given consent of its people.

Nevertheless, shortly after in 2017 the
EU foreign minister Federica
Mogherini stated that the EU’s trade
agreements with Morocco would not
be affected by the 2016 ruling. This
was further emphasised by a later
trade agreement between the EU and
Morocco covering fisheries allowing
the importation into the EU of fish
caught in Western Saharan waters.

So today the EU allows the
importation of fish and possibly other

products from Western Sahara in
violation of a legal ruling by its own
court! [1] Brexit Britain is no better,
Britain signed a post Brexit trade deal
with Morocco on broadly the same
terms as the EU’s trade deals in 2019
which came into force once Britain left
the single market. This agreement did
not exclude imported goods from
Western Sahara so by default they
were included. But other than a
statement signed by a small though
influential number of NGO directors
and trade union leaders it attracted
little publicity at the time. [2]

Origins

Originally a Spanish colony, the
origins of the conflict go back to the
1970s. In 1973, Polisario was formed
to fight for the liberation of Western
Sahara and in 1975 it started a
guerrilla war against the Spanish
occupation. In 1974, the previous
year, the Portuguese dictatorship had
fallen; a major reason being because it
was fighting wars against national
liberation movements in Angola and
Mozambique that it could not win.

No doubt mindful of what had
happened in neighbouring Portugal,
Franco’s fascist dictatorship in Spain
found itself in a political conundrum.
Spain could not risk getting sucked
into a colonial war in Western Sahara
but equally it could not withdraw and
allow Polisario to claim victory. The
only solution for Spain was to
withdraw from Western Sahara but let
other powers occupy the territory to
replace its role as national oppressor.

Accordingly, in 1975 only a few days
before Franco died, Spain signed the
so-called Madrid accords with
Morocco and Mauritania, giving the
northern two thirds of Western Sahara
to Morocco and the southern third to
Mauritania. In any event the war
continued and in 1979 Mauritania

signed a ceasefire with Polisario and
withdrew from the southern part of
Western Sahara, whereby Morocco
immediately occupied the area and
claimed sovereignty over all Western
Sahara! In 1976 Polisario declared the
formation of the Sahrawi Arab
Democratic Republic (SADR). Today
the SADR controls about 20% of
Western Sahara in the eastern part of
the territory and internationally is
recognised as the only legitimate
government of Western Sahara by 40
states, mainly in Africa; it is also a
member of the African Union.

Western Sahara today is Africa’s last
colony, though not ruled directly by an
imperialist power Morocco acts as the
regional proxy in Western Sahara for
the imperialist system as whole. At the
time of the invasion in 1975 many
Sahrawi people fled or were driven
from their homes to become refugees
in either neighbouring countries such
as Algeria or the liberated territories
in the east controlled by Polisario.
They were replaced by migrants from
Morocco so today the Sahrawi people
are probably a minority in Morocco
controlled Western Sahara, in other
words the Sahrawi have become the
Palestinians of North Africa.

Critical

The current situation in Western
Sahara is critical. In 1991 the UN
brokered a truce between Morocco
and Polisario pending the holding of a
referendum which never happened
and is never likely to happen,
nevertheless this uneasy truce held for
29 years. But this came to an end in
November 2020 with military clashes
between Morocco and Polisario. [3] It
is very probably no accident that these
clashes happened at more or less the
same time as Morocco reached its
agreement with Israel. Morocco very
probably provoked the clashes as a
pretext to prepare a future offensive
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to take control of the territory in
Western Sahara that remain under the
control of Polisario and the SADR.

International support for the Sahrawi
people is imperative given the serious
possibility of a new war in Western
Sahara. In Britain though there have
been some positive developments in
this regard. In the wake of recent
events a joint statement on Palestine
and Western Sahara has been
endorsed by the Western Sahara
Campaign UK, Palestine Solidarity
Campaign, and four national trade
unions, GMB, NEU, Unison, and
Unite. [4] This statement needs to be
publicised and endorsed by more
labour movement organisations.

But we need to go further. In Britain,

Europe, and internationally we should
build support for the Sahrawi people
around the following demands. First,
no to trade deals with Morocco and
yes to trade embargos until Morocco
has completely and unconditionally
withdrawn from Western Sahara.
Second; for recognition of the Sahrawi
Arab Democratic Republic as the only
legitimate government of Western
Sahara.
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Watch “"New report: The EU
ignores its own court on conflict
trade”.

[2] Global Justice Now, 23 January
2020 “Statement on human rights
concerns about rollover of UK-
Morocco trade deal”.

[3] Statement by Anticapitalistas,
Spanish state, 19 November 2020
“Faced with the war escalation:
with the Saharawi people, for their
right of self-determination and the
end of the occupation”.

[4] Palestine Solidarity Campaign,
18 December 2020 “Statement on
Palestine and Western Sahara”.

Mass protests calling for Navalny’s release
on 23 January, set to continue

27 January 2021, by Ilya Budraitskis

On the eve of the rally, after his
arrest, Navalny’s campaign team
presented a video about Vladimir
Putin’s secret palace, which cost
about 100 billion roubles (about $13
million) and was astonishingly opulent
and senseless. Against a backdrop of
economic stagnation, rising inflation,
and unemployment, the story of this
palace resonated enormously (over 90
million views on Youtube at the
moment) not only as an example of
corruption, but also as a
demonstration of colossal social
inequality in modern Russia. Unlike
the previous Navalny investigations in
which high-ranking bureaucrats and
oligarchs close to power have been
the heroes, this time it is the
authoritarian leader himself whose
sustained popularity has until recently
provided the legitimacy of the regime.
Not surprisingly, the publication of the
film and the call to go out into the
streets provoked a panicked reaction
from the authorities: “preventive”
talks were held at every school and
university, informing students that
their participation in the protests
would lead to “problems”, and all TV
channels explained that the palace did

not really belong to Putin, who
preferred an ascetic way of life.

In addition, on the eve of the rally, all
of Navalny’s key activists were
arrested on various pretexts. The
effect of these actions by the
authorities was just the opposite: the
January 23rd protest surpassed in
number of participants all the
opposition rallies of the last decade.
The main qualitative change, however,
was the geographical expansion of the
protest: thousands of people took to
the streets in major regional centres
such as Vladivostok, Irkutsk, Samara,
Kazan, and many others. Despite the
fact that the Kremlin media constantly
tried to portray the protest mainly as
the entertainment of irresponsible
teenagers influenced by social media,
in reality the majority of the
participants were young working
people, aged 20-40. The turnout of
thousands of people in the Russian
regions (the protests were held in
approximately 120 cities across the
country) showed that this time the
opposition protests were able to
attract a new audience that had never
participated in rallies before.

The protest in St. Petersburg,
previously seen as more politically
passive than Moscow, was
unexpectedly massive: here about
thirty thousand people marched down
the city’s main street, Nevsky
Prospect, and then occupied the
famous Senate Square. In Moscow,
about 40 thousand protesters came
out and faced aggressive actions from
the authorities - during the day, there
were several open clashes with the
police in the city centre, resulting in
the detention of about 1300 people.

This new quality of the protest, the
inclusion of an increasingly broad
strata outside the traditional liberal
opposition, also provides more
opportunities for leftist forces to
participate. Thus, the Russian
Socialist Movement with its slogans
and materials took part in the rallies
in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and
Yekaterinburg, and in Izhevsk it
practically led the column of
protesters.

After last Saturday’s rallies, Navalny’s
headquarters announced that they
would now hold rallies every week.
While it is hard to say how much such
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a call will contribute to the growth of
the protest movement, it is already

clear - after 23 January it has already
moved to a qualitatively new level.

The People’s Fight Continues

26 January 2021, by Hanna Perekhoda

There are thousands of audio and
video recordings of electoral fraud,
showing the rewriting of results, the
substitution of one ballot box for
another, and multiple instances of
pressure on voters, observers, and
election officials. According to
journalists and social scientists, based
on admittedly partial data, Svetlana
Tsikhanovskaya, the opposition
candidate, actually won the
presidential election. Regardless of
the figures put forward, which can
vary considerably from one study to
another, all observations agree that
the totals for the two candidates were
much closer than announced by the
Belarusian Central Election
Commission.

Hundreds of thousands of people took
to the streets on election night to
contest the results, which they
considered a massive fraud. The
rallies continued for days, regularly
bringing out 100,000 to 300,000
people in Minsk alone, becoming the
largest demonstrations in the history
of the nation of eight million people.
The protests quickly spread across the
country. For four months now, Belarus
has been shaken by an enormous
popular protest movement.

What Explains the
Unprecedented
Mass Movement?

Despite the peaceful character of the
movement, from the first day this
summer it has been violently
repressed by the riot police. The proof
of the unjustified violence can be seen
in the deliberate arrests of passersby,
minors, and the elderly. A great many
of those arrested have become sick in
the crowded cells, without access to
food or potable water. Prisoners who
have been released have told how they
were subjected to humiliation and to

torture in the detention centers. There
are allegations that penal authorities
raped both women and men. The
completely disproportionate police
violence against the peaceful
demonstrators and the mass arrests
and torture to which the detainees
were subjected fueled the
mobilization, drawing in people who
until recently considered themselves
apolitical or even loyal to the regime.

Another issue adding to popular anger
is the ineffective handling of the
COVID-19 pandemic by Belarusian
authorities. Like Donald Trump and
Jair Bolsonaro, Alexander Lukashenko
was long in denial about the dangers
of this disease, calling it a simple flu.
In the midst of a pandemic, the
president advised Belarusians to wash
their hands with vodka, go to the
sauna, and drink alcohol to “poison
the virus.” Lukashenko went so far as
to openly deny the virus’s very
existence, stating that he didn’t see it
“flying around here.” The government
decided to go on with celebrations,
football and hockey matches, and
other public events including the usual
May 9 military parade, which annually
celebrates the victory of the Soviet
Union over Nazism.

On the one hand, such an
irresponsible attitude on the part of
the president has greatly contributed
to his loss of credibility among the
population. On the other hand, the
authorities’ denial of the pandemic
and their refusal to introduce public
health measures have led the
inhabitants of Belarus to build
horizontal ties of solidarity that later
proved very useful to the protest
movement. Besides these immediate
causes leading Belarusians to
challenge the regime, other, less
explicit reasons deserve to be
analyzed. The creeping deterioration
in the standard of living could indeed
be considered one of the main factors
inspiring such widespread popular
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discontent.

Despite the stereotypes that can be
found in popular consciousness and
sometimes even among leftist
activists, Belarus is by no means a
socialist country. Elected in 1994 after
the fall of the Soviet Union,
Lukashenko effectively put a stop to
mass privatization. This partial return
to state management of the economy
proved popular among the
Belarusians, who had witnessed the
sad examples of the neighboring post-
Soviet countries’ economies being
ruined by the return of capitalism.

To this day, Belarus continues to
preserve certain attributes of the
Soviet socialist system, in large part
thanks to sizeable subsidies from
Russia. These Russian “donations”
represent roughly a quarter of the
Belarusian gross domestic product.
Russia is seen as the main investor
and also virtually the only market of
the Belarusian economy. Ninety
percent of Belarus’s production,
especially in the agricultural sector, is
exported to Russia. In addition, the
country benefits from a big discount
on the price of Russian hydrocarbons:
Moscow allows Minsk to refine crude
bought at low cost and to re-export it
to Europe at market price. Russian
gas is also sold to its neighbor at
friendly prices. Thanks to this support
from the Russian “big brother,”
Lukashenko could indeed “buy” social
peace in his country. In return, Putin
demanded full economic and
geopolitical loyalty from Belarus.

We should remember, however, that
Moscow itself is in a very delicate
economic and political situation,
especially since its military
intervention in Ukraine in 2014 and
the sanctions by Western countries
that followed. Russia no longer has the
same means to help its most loyal
brother-country. To continue to
benefit from Russian aid, Lukashenko
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resorted to blackmail, threatening
Moscow with rapprochement with the
West. This tension hardly helped to
improve relations between Russia and
the Belarusian regime.

The Belarusian economy, whose
stability depends very much on its
eastern neighbor, has been
threatened. The Belarusian authorities
thought to remedy this situation by
introducing numerous austerity
measures and by reducing social
rights. Thus, we were witnessing the
undermining of the very foundations
of the Lukashenko regime. Until 2020,
some sort of unspoken contract
regulated relations between the
government and the
people—Belarusians were prepared to
tolerate the absence of democratic
freedoms in exchange for modest
social security. Alexander Lukashenko,
now incapable of fulfilling these
obligations as the guarantor of
economic stability, began gradually to
lose his political legitimacy. A feeling
of deep discontent slowly spread to
large sectors of the population, both in
the towns and in the countryside.

In short, large-scale electoral fraud
and the refusal of Alexander
Lukashenko to leave the presidency
have led hundreds of thousands of
people to take to the streets. Police
brutality further fuels the
mobilization, drawing into it masses of
previously apolitical people. The
mismanagement of the COVID-19
pandemic is also reinforcing popular
anger. The impoverishment of the
population coupled with the
reinforcement of state violence also
seems to contribute to the justification
of the current revolt in the eyes of
Belarusians.

Actors, Demands,
and the Variety of
Struggles

Egotistical and well known for his
macho attitudes, Lukashenko
obviously didn’t take seriously the
presidential candidacy of Svetlana
Tsikhanovskaya, a homemaker who
ran for office in place of her husband,
a blogger who had been imprisoned
for his criticism of the government.

Without any previous political or
public experience, she nevertheless
became the symbol of this movement.

It’s no secret that Lukashenko had
systematically jailed rivals or driven
them into exile. Since all potential
presidential candidates were excluded
from the Belarusian political sphere,
they were never able to participate in
the elections and make themselves
known. As for Tsikhanovskaya, she
publicly declared that her main
promise was, once elected, to leave
her post and to quickly organize free
and transparent elections where all
candidates can run. Her candidacy
was therefore seen, by herself and by
her supporters, as a means of carrying
out the necessary measures for a
democratic transition of power in this
country, after a quarter century of
sclerotic authoritarianism. Having
thus publicly denied her own political
ambitions, the candidate was able to
gain wide support from a population
wary of institutional politics. The crisis
of confidence and mistrust of
institutional elites is a general political
trend, but it can take different forms.
In Belarus it has found its expression
in massive support for a female
candidate whose lack of political
experience is perceived as her main
advantage and the main guarantee of
her political “honesty.”

The protests have not so far been
accompanied by a precise political and
economic program. Tsikhanovskaya
sympathizers unite around a few
simple demands: the release of
political prisoners, the departure of
Lukashenko, and the organization of
new elections. The Belarusian political
opposition, which has established
itself as speaking for the whole
movement, is made up of a small
number of relatively well-known, but
politically inexperienced,
personalities. In their demands and
their positions, they appear even less
radical than the “ordinary” protesters.
Few in number, they have become
targets of repression, and thus they
are unable to fully assume their role
as leaders of the popular movement.
Threatened by the Belarusian KGB the
day after the election, Tsikhanovskaya
took refuge in Lithuania. All the other
members of the Opposition
Coordinating Council presidium are in
prison or forced exile. Therefore, the

organized political opposition cannot
play a significant role on the ground.

It should also be remembered that the
opposition presidential campaign was
led by three women. Two of them,
Svetlana Tsikhanovskaya and Veronika
Tsepkalo are married to previously
excluded presidential candidates. The
third, Maria Kolesnikova is the ex-
campaign manager of another
candidate, himself in exile.

As already mentioned, the president
seemed not to take seriously the
candidacy of a woman. According to
Lukashenko, Tsikhanovskaya,
Tsepkalo, and Kolesnikova were just
“three poor girls who understood
nothing.” During the campaign, he
made several statements about a
woman’s inability to rule the country.
According to Lukashenko, the
Belarusian constitution “is not made
for a woman,” while society “is not
ready to vote for a woman.” But in
2020 that paternalistic and macho
image cultivated by the president
since 1994 finally backfired. Women,
especially young people, saw it as an
attack on their dignity.

Women are quite visible in the
movement, including in the street
protests. All-female protests often take
place. Their main demand is to put an
end to police violence. Photos of
women of all ages, dressed in white,
waving flowers, and holding hands,
were published on the front pages of
international media. The “Belarusian
Woman” thus became the symbol of
the movement as a whole.

Yet it would be a mistake to think of
this unprecedented female activism as
the equivalent of the feminist
movement as we often imagine it in
the West. The marches that bring
together thousands of women do not
put forward especially feminist
demands. This mobilization remains
largely within the framework of the
post-Soviet imagination, which
attributes to the sexes particular
“essential” characteristics. In this
sense, women as “mothers” are seen
as naturally protective and as
endowed with the role of calming and
supporting their men: friends, sons,
husbands, fathers, and so on.
Moreover, the demonstrators use the
women’s symbolic status by putting



them in front of the protests during
clashes with the police. It seems that
the Belarusian police don’t allow
themselves to beat up women as
violently as men. Such a strategy plays
on sexist stereotypes that women
reclaim in their favor. In any case,
such participation of women in the
social movement is a valuable
experience of self-organization and
collective action. It could certainly
contribute to some awareness among
women of their interests and strength.

The protest movement seemed to take
a decisive turn with the announcement
of a general strike on 11 August.
Large numbers of workers in industry,
transport, commerce, and information
technology joined the protesters.
Doctors, retirees, teachers, and
college and high school students are
also at the forefront of this movement.
The announced general strike,
however, is still struggling to become
a reality, despite an attempt to
relaunch it on October 26. Production
came to a complete halt only in a few
factories.

After Putin’s public support,
Lukashenko regained his self-
confidence and launched a
counterattack. Police were placed at
the entrances of disloyal factories to
intimidate the workers. The arrests of
the leaders of strike committees and
of trade unionists discouraged the
undecided. And these are not just
simple arrests. Many detainees have
reported being beaten and tortured.
Since August, at least ten people have
been murdered by the police,
including in custody.

The fear of layoffs is real. Dozens of
workers have already become victims
of “preventive” dismissals. In addition,
workers are entitled to fixed-term
employment contracts, which allow
management to dismiss employees
without any compensation but which
do not allow employees to resign
voluntarily since unemployment in
Belarus is punishable by law.

We must also take into account the
arsenal of sanctions at the disposal of
factory management. Belarus has
developed a whole system of control
that makes a worker directly
dependent on his or her workplace.
Workers depend on social security

that they can only get through their
employers (this concerns housing,
loans, vacation, and other items).
Thus, material advantages can be
obtained only by full subordination
and loyalty. In a word, this
organization of labor combines the
worst of the Soviet and capitalist
systems.

There is also the fear, among workers
in state-owned enterprises in
particular, of massive privatizations
that would mean job losses if the pro-
European and neoliberal opposition
came to power. Such a prospect could
also lead to the loss of the Russian
market and the privatization of state
enterprises, which represent a large
majority of workplaces in the country.

Despite everything, this strike attempt
constitutes an unprecedented event
for Belarus, where during the last 25
years the Lukashenko regime has
meticulously destroyed any
mechanism of self-organization from
below. The Belarusian left is working
to introduce slogans with socio-
economic content and to help workers
defend their interests, while
opposition leaders seem to be quite
removed from working-class life.
Made up above all of the intelligentsia,
the hard core of the Belarusian
opposition lacks experience,
determination, and above all a critical
perspective vis-a-vis the liberal
discourse dominating the political and
ideological field of post-Soviet
countries. Its inability to forge links
with the structures of workers’ self-
organization, to take into account the
interests of the employees, and to
articulate demands for social justice
are major obstacles to the success of
the Belarusian protest movement.

However, the fact that the workers
have not yet formulated their own
economic demands and confine
themselves to supporting democratic
slogans cannot be explained only by
the influence of the liberal discourse
of the opposition. As Volodymyr
Artiukh and Denys Gorbach have
pointed out, in the Belarus system of
state capitalism, the economic
exploiter is at the same time a state
bureaucrat, which means that social
demands cannot be separated from
democratic slogans. [1] Primarily, the
workers see and feel the political

violence of this bureaucratic class.
The violence of economic exploitation
remains in the shadow of the extreme
physical violence of the regime that
kills people with police batons right
out on the streets of their cities.

At this stage, the very experience of
uniting and confronting the authorities
is essential for Belarusian workers.
They must overcome the atomization
and gain organizational experience.
Those left activists who look upon the
Belarusian protests with contempt
must remember that class
consciousness appears as a result of
collective action, not the other way
around.

International
Context and the
Role of Russia

Despite the strike and such massive
and protracted demonstrations,
Lukashenko still manages to stay in
power. One of the main reasons for his
regime’s longevity is certainly the
explicit support from Russia. Vladimir
Putin has even declared that he would
be ready to send forces to Belarus to
maintain order if the protests escalate
there. But why would Russia be
interested in supporting an autocrat
who has already lost all political
legitimacy both in Belarusian eyes and
internationally?

The reflex, in Moscow, is to come to
the aid of its neighbor mainly for fear
of the domino effect. More than
anything, the Russian president fears
that popular protest will spread to his
country, where his popularity is
currently declining. Putin may decide
to support Lukashenko, this time in
exchange for his complete
subordination. However, even if
Lukashenko managed to stay in power
thanks to Russian intervention, his
raison d’étre—his model of political
blackmail and economic
bargaining—could no longer survive.

It would also be strange if the
Kremlin’s support for Lukashenko
didn’t provoke anti-Russian
sentiments among Belarusians.
Indeed, the question “for or against
Russia” has been until now almost



absent from the discourse of the
protesters. People perceived the need
for a change of power in Belarus
simply as an internal affair of the
country. Opposition spokespersons
explicitly limit themselves to one
demand: the removal of the president
and the organization of free and fair
elections. In each of her interventions,
Svetlana Tsikhanovskaya does
everything possible to ensure that the
movement does not appear to be anti-
Russian. Yet in the event of Russian
interference, the ongoing conflict
between the government and
Belarusian society would surely turn
into a serious geopolitical crisis.

Moscow could also seek a “soft”
solution, putting pressure on
Lukashenko to convince him to leave
his post by guaranteeing him personal
security and a quiet retreat to a dacha
somewhere in Russia. The post of
Belarusian president would then be
handed off to a person of confidence,
loyal to Moscow. However, such a
strategy involves a potential risk.
Should Putin choose that option, he

would unwittingly admit that mass
mobilizations can, sooner or later,
remove an autocratic president. In the
current situation, when the Russian
population has been demonstrating for
months in Khabarovsk, openly defying
Putin’s power, this becomes an
extremely dangerous message.

International
Solidarity with a
People in Struggle

The working class is the only force
capable of resolving the question of
power in the critical situation through
which Belarus is currently passing.
The self-organization of the workers
has proven time and again to be the
best way to challenge an authoritarian
regime and ensure the success of the
mass popular movement. This revolt of
the Belarusian people is legitimate
and deserves our full support. In
Europe and throughout the world it is
our duty to support the democratic

slogans of the demonstrators and
strikers and to show solidarity with
the Belarusian left that is struggling to
put forward demands with a social
content.

More than ever, the organized popular
classes in Belarus must take the
initiative in favor of political and social
change in order to prevent the
frustration of this genuinely popular
movement by forces opposed to their
interests, whether pro-Russian or pro-
Western. It is absolutely necessary to
oppose any foreign interference in
Belarusian affairs, whether from
Moscow or other countries.
Belarusians have the right to decide
their future for themselves!

Source New Politics.

Footnotes

[1] Volodymyr Artiukh & Denys
Gorbach, “Workers’ Struggles in
Ukraine and Belarus,” Rosa
Luxemburg Stiftung, 11/4/20.

‘We’re witnessing a fundamental political

realignment’

25 January 2021, by Ben Hillier, Mike Davis

The House has voted to impeach
Donald Trump for “incitement of
insurrection”. What do you make
of the choice to impeach on this
ground?

We need to be very careful in
analysing this. “Insurrection” and
“coup” are hyperbole: there was no
plan to seize power on 6 January. On
the other hand, there may have been a
plot to capture or even kill members of
the Senate and the House, particularly
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Nancy
Pelosi. So “riot with deadly intent” is
the most accurate term, and we now
know that certain Republicans in the
House helped organise the invasion.

In one survey a few years ago,
researchers were stunned by the large
number of Trump voters who believed
that political violence, even the

overthrow of what they considered
unlawful government, to be totally
justified. And we now have polls
showing that 70 percent of
Republicans still strongly back Trump.

A majority of Republicans in the
House, moreover, voted against
certifying the election. These Trump
diehards now constitute a de facto
third party. Since Trump thinks only of
revenge, there is little chance of
reconciling this group with the
majority of Republicans in the Senate
who voted in favour of accepting
Biden’s election. The Republican Party
is splitting in two even if both wings
retain the same brand name. The
Trump movement indeed has become
a genuinely neo-fascist force
organised around the myth of the
“stolen election” and tacitly condoning
political violence. Their rage has

become even more incandescent after
Facebook and Twitter closed down
Trump’s accounts.

On the other hand, what happened in
Washington was also a liberation of
sorts for many Republicans on the
other side of the certification debate.
The Trump cult has stifled the
ambitions of younger conservative
senators such as Ben Sasse
(Nebraska) and Tom Cotton
(Arkansas). Now a space has been
cleared for them to run in the
presidential primaries in 2024. Intra-
party polarisation has also
emboldened Republican hawks like
congresswoman Liz Cheney, daughter
of George W. Bush’s former vice
president, who hate Trump’s coddling
of Russian President Putin and blame
him for undermining American
hegemony.
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This “post-Trump” wing has been
given courage by an extraordinary
revolt of the party’s traditional
business donors against the president.
I must confess to astonishment when,
on 6 January, the National Association
of Manufacturers (NAM), representing
the entire spectrum of older industries
large and small, called on Mike Pence
to invoke the 25th Amendment to
depose Trump. For 125 years, NAM
has been virtually identical with the
Republican Party, so this was a real
earthquake, as was the declaration by
the Koch network, the superpower
coalition of donors on the right, that it
would re-evaluate contributions in
light of the Capitol riots.

But we shouldn’t leap to the
conclusion that post-Trumpism is a
rebirth of “moderate Republicanism”.
It is not. The break is with Trump
authoritarianism, not with most of his
far-right domestic policies. It remains
to be seen whether the hard Christian
right, which has anointed Trump as
the hand of Jesus, will also divide. In
any event, we're witnessing a
fundamental political realignment
occurring in real time.

The new administration will be
inaugurated on 20 January. Can
you say something about what Joe
Biden and the ruling class hope to
get out of the next four years of
Democratic rule?

His cabinet and advisory appointments
are almost entirely Obama regime
veterans, and especially members of
his vice-presidential staff.
Progressives have been scorned, with
one notable exception: the nomination
of Deb Haaland (a Democrat from
New Mexico) as the first Native
American cabinet member
(Department of the Interior).

His promise to be “the most pro-
labour president in history” coexists
uncomfortably with his heavy support
from Wall Street, Silicon Valley and
Hollywood. One of his chief goals,
moreover, is the restoration of the
North Atlantic alliance, not only as
barrier to Russian ambitions, but as a
vehicle for synchronising stimulus
packages and maintaining the stability
of big finance. Domestically, most of
his vaunted “green energy” revolution,
if adopted, will subsidise private

industry, not expand the public sector.

We should recall how he won the
nomination after having lost so many
primaries to Bernie Sanders. During
the South Carolina primary, there was
an incredible rallying to his side of the
entire Democratic establishment, the
other defeated candidates and the
traditional Black leadership in the
south. The implicit slogan was “stop
Sanders at all cost”.

After Bernie conceded defeat, his
campaign and Biden’s agreed to form
a series of working committees to
negotiate the content of the
Democratic platform. To the horror of
millions, in the healthcare group, the
Sandernistas conceded universal
health care — they decided not to
make it a make-or-break issue in the
election and accepted instead Biden's
far weaker modification of
Obamacare, which would still keep
private insurance companies at the
centre of medical provision. This was a
huge defeat at a time of the greatest
medical crisis since the Spanish flu.

Given the way the impeachment is
being carried out — the daily
valorisation of and rallying around
the sacred institutions of US
democracy — is it a distraction for
progressives whose tasks soon will
be to challenge many of the
policies of the incoming
administration?

We need to challenge the cant about
the Constitution. I personally consider
nothing more obnoxious than the
unctuous reverence for the
Constitution on the part of the
Democrats. If you look at it
historically, at the beginning of the
twentieth century, Woodrow Wilson
was a fierce critic of the Constitution.
Both Republican progressives and the
Socialist Party at the time regarded
the Constitution as an obstacle and
nothing holy.

But it shows how completely the
Democratic leadership has bought in
to this almost biblical reverence of a
document created by slave owners and
wealthy merchants to control demands
for democracy and to stabilise slavery
in the south. And anointing with holy
water the Constitution also precludes
the fundamental structural reforms

that must take place, starting with the
abolition of the Electoral College.

So the establishment is just gloating
over itself and instrumentalising the
events of 6 January to its advantage.
This also creates more leverage for
the new administration, which is a
restoration of the status quo ante —
the Obama personnel and regime. It
gives them more leverage to try to
punish and control the progressive
wing of the party.

However, the two Democrats who
publicly have been the least
enthusiastic about impeachment are
the president-elect himself and Bernie
Sanders. Biden still drinks the Kool-
Aid and subscribes to the myth of
bipartisanship in Congress, of a
moderate centre in American politics.
It’s just like Obama’s quest to bring us
all together and make us nicer and
more decent people. It’s a real
delusion, but clearly one he believes
in. Bernie Sanders will probably vote
to convict Trump, but he’s been very
clear that working-class America has
to be, always, the major issue in the
foreground, has to be the highest
priority.

Having said that, the greatest crime of
the Trump administration is not what
happened on 6 January. It’s the fact
that from the late spring onward, the
administration has been sabotaging
and undermining the public health
response to the pandemic. Its hands
are bloodstained and responsible for
the deaths of at least half of the
almost 400,000 people who have died.
We should be demanding an
independent commission to
investigate all this, but also to indict
those responsible. I doubt this has any
purchase in Congress. But, if
necessary, it should be conducted
independently by medical experts and
above all give voice to rank-and-file
workers. It would be hideous to allow
Trump and his administration to
escape any kind of real punishment for
the fact that their policies have
become the active vector of the
coronavirus infections.

Obama gave amnesty, informally, to
the Bush administration for its war
crimes and use of torture and then
turned around and extended the same
kind of informal amnesty to the



bankers who brought the American
economy down. Biden’s instinct is to
not punish the Trump administration
— although he may modify this to
some degree because of the pressure
that he’s under.

The trick for progressives is to
demand punishment and criminal
indictment, but at the same time not
allow the Biden administration or the
Democratic leadership in the House
and Senate to turn impeachment and
so on into a distraction.

I think it’s entirely possible for
progressives to demand the sternest
punishment for the Trump
administration, but at the same time
point out the need for fundamental
structural reform. The American
constitutional political system is
completely undemocratic in certain
aspects. The Senate, for example, was
designed primarily as a check on the
tendencies and movements towards
democracy in the early republic. Even
if reform is difficult or ultimately
impossible to accomplish, it’s
necessary to change the discourse and
to put these hallowed institutions in a
realistic light.

Thinking more broadly about the
situation in the US in 2021, what
do you think are the most
consequential “known knowns”
and “known unknowns”? What do
you think are the most important
issues facing the US left?

The conditions in this country are
extreme for low-wage workers in
general and the working class as a
whole. They're living under depression
conditions. And it’s doubtful that the
Biden administration will be able to do
anything dramatic about that, at least
in the short term.

The great priority must be struggles to
organise workplaces and defend
workers, to organise in the
communities around life and death
issues like rent control and medical
coverage and to build effective
national protest movements after the
bitter experience of last year — of
seeing the pandemic response
annexed by the Trumpites, allowing
the far right to mount the only
effective protest movement that
occurred, rather than a broad

progressive coalition fighting for
workplace safety and supporting the
healthcare and essential workers.
Never has the progressive camp, or
more explicitly the American left, had
greater tasks and responsibilities
placed on it than it has for the
forthcoming year.

Among the known unknowns is the
cold war with China, of which
Australia is the front line. Biden ran
on Trump positions about China.
Remember this was one of the
centrepieces of the second Obama
administration — the pivot from the
Middle East to South-East Asia and
the South China Sea, and the attempt
to create a more activist and militant
alliance against China. This is
extraordinarily dangerous. I think
progressives should do everything
they can to support the rights of
Uyghurs and democracy in China. But
a cold war is an extraordinarily
dangerous situation.

Another known unknown is the ability
to restore, within the OECD bloc, a
stabilising level of economic growth. I
tend to be extremely sceptical about
that possibility. Clearly, in the United
States, the private sector cannot any
longer create a stable supply of well-
paid, meaningful jobs to compensate
for the job losses that have occurred
so far in the pandemic, but especially
for what all the mainstream
economists are telling us will be job
losses due to the application of
artificial intelligence to every sector of
the economy. What that means is that
the public sector has to be the engine
that drives employment and keeps up
the level of domestic demand — but
public sector employment, particularly
in the English-speaking countries, has
been savagely cut over the last
generation.

Another known unknown will be
whether the labour uprising and
resurgence, which is the central hope
of the left, will occur. Right now, the
most progressive unions are ones like
the National Nurses United and some
of the public sector unions. But other
sections of the union movement that
historically have been decisive power
centres have been enormously
weakened by job automation and job
export, but also by corruption. The
United Auto Workers, once the most

powerful single union in the country,
which set the pace for national labour
negotiations, was eviscerated a few
years ago by immense corruption and
crisis inside the leadership. The
American union movement has very
activist and committed sectors, but it
also suffers from a great amount of
internal decay.

Then there’s climate change and the
environmental crisis. In places like
Australia and California, what we're
seeing in the phenomena of annual or
biannual mega-fires is an immense
biological transition. Forests are dying
and not being replaced. Fire is
creating irreversible changes in the
landscape. Drought is ravaging some
of the most important irrigated
agricultural systems in Europe. Food
security is as precarious as it has been
in a generation and will grow even
more so. This is the background crisis
to everything else. And certainly here
in California, like you in Australia, we
have a heightened sense of this. I live
in San Diego, but I grew up in the
rural East County. And almost half of
the East County has been burnt in the
last sixteen or seventeen years.
California’s iconic landscapes in some
cases are disappearing. It's no longer
a matter of an episodic disaster; it’s a
continuing catastrophe that grow
bigger and bigger every year.

You shouldn’t ask me these questions
because, you know, I'm always
characterised as a prophet of disaster
(laughs). I probably have too many
bad scenarios. I ultimately believe that
global capitalism can’t create
meaningful social roles for humanity,
that it cannot decarbonise the planet,
that it cannot prevent nuclear wars,
that it cannot provide food security. I
don’t think another golden age of
capital is possible, certainly not
globally.

And China’s ability to step in and take
the place of America, as it did after
the 2008 financial crisis, engage in
vast public spending campaigns that
increase demands for products and
help a large part of the world escape
the economic crisis — well it’s an open
bet on China’s capacity to do this, but
I'm extremely doubtful that a new
market-based world order will emerge
to bring us back to anything that
represents prosperity.



Rather, the opposite seems to be
happening, with, even in the rich
countries, enormous numbers of
people, particularly young people,
reduced to the most marginal
economic roles, without any forward
motion or ability to escape the
purgatory of casualised and
contingent labour or, for that matter,
the housing crisis that threatens to
put hundreds of thousands of people
out on the streets.

On the other hand, the United States
differs from Western Europe in one
important aspect. Okay, we've seen
the growth of far-right authoritarian
movements which had success in
areas of Western and Central Europe

among formerly left-wing blue-collar
workers. But in this country, the most
astonishing thing, I think, is not so
much the rise of Trump and far-right
populism. It’s that among people
under 30, every poll shows that a
majority looks more favourably on
socialism, whatever that means to
them, than on capitalism. And it’s that
so many of them, hundreds of
thousands of them, have been active
in campaigns from the Occupy
movement to Black Lives Matter and
SO on.

One of the principal concerns of
progressives right now is how to
sustain that activism, how to prevent
it from being demobilised. Much of the
future rests on the ability of the left to

do that. There’s been no other country
— certainly no European country, or
Australia, New Zealand or Canada —
that has seen such a powerful
resurgence of the left, or one that is so
solidly, generationally specific and
anchored. And of course, youth of
colour, the coming plurality of the
American population, played a central
role in this — particularly the Black
women who built Black Lives Matter.
After Sanders’ concession, you faced
the possibility that tens of thousands
of young people who had been active
in his campaign would just become
pessimistic and disorganised, when
instead their activism was recycled by
BLM. We must conserve and nurture
activism above all.

The Dutch Government’s Benefits Scandal Is
Rooted in Stigma Against Welfare Recipients

24 January 2021, by Kevyn Levie

At least 26,000 families on the verge
of bankruptcy, in more debt than they
could repay in their entire lives.
Countless people losing their homes,
jobs, or partners. And one parent
committing suicide after they were
ordered to repay tens of thousands of
euros. These were the effects of an
extremely strict anti-fraud policy
carried out by the Dutch tax
administration for years — sparking a
scandal over which the government
led by Mark Rutte resigned last
Friday.

The scandal was gradually uncovered
by investigative journalists from early
2019 onward, and it revolves around
fraud investigations into recipients of
childcare allowances. In the
Netherlands, parents who both work,
as well as single parents, are eligible
for a state contribution toward the
costs of day care. For those with low
incomes, this can add up to 90 percent
of the actual costs. These
contributions are often directly
transferred to childcare providers, but
parents are responsible for them —
and have to pay back thousands of
euros per year if the tax
administration decides the allowance

was wrongfully paid out.

That is what thousands of low-income
families were forced to deal with: the
tax administration wrongfully
reclaimed their benefits retroactively,
often from multiple years, thus
pushing them deep into debt and
triggering endless personal problems.
Sometimes this was due to minor
errors: a missing signature or one
missing 200-euro payment would be
considered fraud, and would lead to
parents having to pay back the entire
amount of benefits received for the
entire year.

In other cases, unjustified fraud
investigations into childcare providers
led to all parents who happened to use
these daycare centers being
considered fraudsters. Other families
were singled out by automated “risk
selection” systems to then be
wrongfully hunted down, forced to pay
back large amounts and denied any
future applications. Appeals were
systematically delayed or ignored
altogether. Internal documents show
that those responsible were aware
that innocent people would be
targeted but considered this collateral

damage.

Institutional racism was a systemic
part of these practices. The large
majority of people affected were of
bicultural origin. Investigations were
initiated based on criteria such as
double nationality or even a foreign-
sounding last name; practices
repeatedly condemned by the Data
Protection Authority. In one instance,
all benefit recipients of Ghanaian
origin were systematically vetted. In
email correspondence, civil servants
referred to minority groups as
“zwartjes” (“darkies”). This aspect of
the affair remains grossly
underinvestigated.

Political
Consequences

Following media revelations on the
fallout of this fraud policy, a
parliamentary investigation committee
was formed. It presented its report,
titled “Unprecedented injustice,” in
December. It concluded that the tax
administration “grossly violated rule-
of-law principles” and that affected
parents “didn’t stand a chance for
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years.” It further concluded that the
responsible cabinet members had
been long aware of the issues; and
that pleas from whistleblowers to
quickly help parents with their ever-
growing debt problems were
repeatedly ignored.

Renske Leijten, a Socialist (SP)
member of the committee who played
a key role in putting the affair on the
agenda, recognized the role class
difference played in the lack of
attention for the predicament these
families were in. She explained in an
interview with newspaper Trouw that:

After weeks of deliberation on the
committee’s conclusions, the entire
Dutch cabinet — formed by four
center-right parties, the largest of
which is Prime Minister Rutte’s free-
market VVD — formally resigned last
Friday. They will continue to govern in
a caretaker capacity until a new
government is formed after March’s
national elections, and the prime
minister will remain his party’s
figurehead in the upcoming election
campaign. One responsible cabinet
member, Eric Wiebes, resigned
immediately; Lodewijk Asscher, the
responsible minister at the time and
current party leader of the social
democrats (PvdA), has withdrawn
from the elections.

The scandal has sent shock waves
through the Dutch political landscape
and initiated a range of measures to
prevent something like this happening
again: a reform of the childcare
benefits system, anti-discrimination
training for tax administration
employees, more transparency on how
the government arrives at decisions,
and at least 30,000 euros
compensation per affected family.
Debate on further measures continues
in parliament this week.

The Social-Liberal Consensus

However, this affair is just a magnified
example of what has gradually become
part of the social-liberal consensus in
Dutch politics: access to government
support should be limited as much as
possible, and people that receive any
kind of benefits are not to be trusted.
Only last month, a woman on welfare
was ordered to pay back 7,000 euros
because her mother occasionally
shopped for groceries for her; the law

left no option for the court to decide
on a lower fine. In many
municipalities, it is standing practice
to stake out homes and count
someone’s toothbrushes to establish if
they’re really living alone and entitled
to the benefits they receive.

Discovered benefit fraud in the
Netherlands amounts to
approximately 120 to 150 million
euros per year. In contrast, the lost
tax revenue from VAT fraud is
estimated at 4 billion euros, and total
estimated tax evasion is around 22
billion euros. Of these, benefit fraud
gets completely excessive attention in
media and politics, which contributes
to disproportionate outrage among the
public: over half of the population
believes the most important task of
the ministry of social affairs should be
to curb benefits abuse. This dynamic
makes politicians across the spectrum
feel the need to appear tough: the day
care allowance fraud policy spiraled
out of control under a social-
democratic minister, and a 2013 law
mandating automatic high fines for
any mistake benefit recipients make —
regardless of whether there was

malicious intent — was even
supported by the Greens
(GroenLinks).

Ideologically motivated budget cuts in
the past two decades have further
reinforced the idea that government
support — whether it’s unemployment
benefits or rent support — is a favor,
not a right. Discourse on people
receiving benefits is riddled with
phrases like “having to give back to
society” and “stimulating them to
work,” as if people enjoy being
unemployed. Access to amenities like
social housing is limited to an ever-
smaller group, to erode public support
for them and make future cuts easier.
And mainstream politicians readily
amplify racist sentiments about
citizens with a migrant background
depending on or defrauding
government support programs.

These were the circumstances that
made the childcare allowance scandal
possible. If benefit recipients are
considered profiteers, treating them
all as potential fraudsters becomes
legitimate. If politicians incessantly
call for a tougher approach to fraud,
innocent citizens losing their homes

because of a wrongful fraud
investigation becomes collateral
damage. And if a government doesn’t
consider racism within its institutions
— examples of which abound — a real
problem, citizens will continue to be
wrongfully singled out based on their
last name.

March’s Vote

The collapse of the Dutch government
occurs against the backdrop of an
unprecedented pandemic that resulted
in unparalleled government injections
into the economy. One of the effects of
the crisis was that the number of
people on government benefits
increased sharply: about 150,000
people became unemployed, and as
many as one-third of all the employed
were indirectly supported by
government subsidies to prevent
layoffs.

However, so far, this doesn’t seem to
have had a significant effect on
attitudes toward those who depend on
government support. The support for
left-wing versus right-wing parties in
polls has been stable. A report by the
Netherlands Institute for Social
Research suggests that a long-term
effect could be seen among young
adults: growing up in a crisis like the
present one tends to lead to people
being more in favor of redistribution
and government intervention later in
life. But the report concludes that if
the pandemic has any effect on
economic solidarity among the
population at large, it is likely to be
temporary.

For now, opinion polls indicate that
the current largest party, the right-
wing VVD, will remain the largest
after the March 17 elections. The VVD
has been in government for ten years
— in different constellations,
governing with the social-democratic
PvdA one time and the extreme-right
PVV the other — but all the scandals
these respective governments have
faced have never stuck to this party,
or to its leader and prime minister,
Rutte. Indeed, only 6 percent of VVD
voters think that Rutte should
withdraw as the party’s political
leader because of the childcare
scandal. General support for him has
only increased since the start of the



pandemic.

Among both center-left and center-
right voters, there is anger and
dissatisfaction about the scandal. But
the Left parties may be in too weak a
position to keep the issue on the
agenda in the run-up to the elections;
let alone posit a credible, solidary
alternative to the doctrine that
resulted in the near-bankruptcy of at
least 26,000 families. The social-
democratic PvdA eternally oscillates
between crafting neoliberal policy
when in government and
rediscovering their ideals when in

opposition, and the party bears a large
share of the responsibility for this
affair. The Socialist Party (SP), on the
other hand, persists in a course of
cultural conservatism that alienates
both activists and potential voters.

If the elections aren’t postponed
because of the pandemic, debate on
many issues is likely to be drowned
out by discussion on how to combat
coronavirus. Parties may also use this
strategically: the government sparking
a public debate on the need for a
curfew last week, just days before

resigning, may well have been a move
to deflect attention from the childcare
allowance scandal. It therefore
remains to be seen if the affair will
play a significant role in the election
campaign. And regardless of what
government is formed after the
elections, mistrust of benefit
recipients and institutional racism are
likely to remain deeply entrenched in
government and in Dutch political
culture for some time.

23 January 2021
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If Joe Biden Moves Left, You Can Thank the

Left

23 January 2021, by Liza Featherstone

Joe Biden, to put it mildly, is an
unlikely standard-bearer for a
transformative policy agenda. He is
deeply implicated in much of what is
wrong with America and the world
today: cheerfully working with
segregationists in the 1970s,
becoming an architect of crime
legislation that led to mass
incarceration, and a champion of the
war in Iraq, which has killed hundreds
of thousands of Iraqi civilians as well
as thousands of American soldiers.
You can read about this depressingly
conservative public figure in my
Jacobin colleague Branko Marcetic’s
fine book about Biden, Yesterday’s
Man (Verso, 2020).

It’s worth asking, then, why, given this
history, does Biden’s incoming agenda
so far seem surprisingly decent? Some
of it is explained by the damage done
to our critical faculties over the last
four years; admittedly, his
predecessor, an aspiring dictator
beloved by fascists around the globe,
set a low bar. But that’s not the whole
story.

Yesterday, his first day in office, Biden
signed a raft of executive orders.
Some of these were actions that any
Democrat would have taken but are
still worth noting as they're crucial to
human survival: he signed a mask

mandate covering all federal
properties, rejoined the Paris
Agreement and the World Health
Organization, and restored the
capacity of the federal government to
address the pandemic in a coordinated
fashion.

He also stopped Trump’s anti-
intellectual 1776 Commission and put
the “Dreamers” back on a path to
permanent citizenship. Other
executive orders represent a welcome
step away from the Trump
administration’s barbaric and bigoted
assault on the international working
class, but might have taken longer or
been overlooked in a different political
moment: ending the “Muslim ban”
(travel restrictions from certain
Muslim majority countries), restarting
visa applications from those countries,
moving to reunite families separated
at the border, adding protections
against racial discrimination, stopping
border wall construction, and counting
noncitizens in the Census again.

Yet some of Biden’s executive orders
— even on this first day — went
further, embodying a more decisive
departure from Dbipartisan
Reaganomics than we might have
expected. He stopped the Keystone
Pipeline, revoked oil and gas permits
in all national wildlife monuments,

extended eviction and foreclosure
moratoriums, paused student loan
payments, and froze Trump’s
environmentally destructive last-
minute regulatory actions.

His announced legislative agenda, too,
departs from the austerity that many
of us would have expected from him a
year ago. Any Democrat — we hope —
would reject the anti-scientific macho
buffoonery surrounding Trump’s
pandemic response and attempt at
least a half-assed economic stimulus
to address the recession.

But Biden is proposing to spend real
money on those urgent crises. He is
asking Congress for $1.9 trillion, to
get everyone vaccinated as quickly as
possible, fund relief for struggling
American households, help schools
reopen safely, help state governments
meet vital public needs, and increase
the minimum wage to $15. He has
appointed Janet Yellen to the
Treasury, not some venture capitalist
deficit hawk. Biden has indicated a
willingness to tax the rich. He says he
wants to expand access to health care.

Biden has also put unprecedented
emphasis on climate change, even in
the midst of other crises most voters
might find more urgent, appointing a
team of climate experts to his White
House staff, and setting a goal to
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decarbonize the electricity system in
fifteen years, surprising both the fossil
fuel industry and the climate activists.

Biden’s plans are not the same as
Bernie Sanders’s social democratic
agenda. He isn’t pushing for Medicare
for All, the full Green New Deal, or
free college. Sanders would be calling
for canceling rent and student debt —
the latter for good. Yet in a twist
unimaginable one year ago, Joe Biden
is, for the moment, looking like a good
liberal.

This long-endangered species tends to
flourish when its habitat includes two
historical conditions at once: dire
crises and robust social movements.
Without the Great Depression and
World War II, Franklin D. Roosevelt
probably might now be remembered
mostly as a well-spoken WASP with an
unusually socially conscious and
unconventional wife.

Can you imagine Joe Biden without the
devastating COVID-19 pandemic, the
recession, this summer’s massive
street uprisings against racist police
brutality, or Bernie Sanders’s two

presidential campaigns and their
sequelae (the emergence of new
democratic socialist politicians like
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Cori Bush,
and Jamaal Bowman, the new
prominence of social democratic
priorities like health care and housing,
and the growth in organized left
activism)?

Of course, you can! We’'re all too
familiar with that Joe Biden.

The best strategy for the Left is not to
ignore the emergence of this new
Biden, nor to insist that the old one
has gone away for good. Instead, we
should claim credit for the good
liberal now visiting the White House
and create the conditions to ensure
that he does everything he says, and
much more. This is especially true on
climate, an issue where there is so
little time to waste, and so much
potential for action.

We on the Left always seem more
intelligent and realistic to our
comrades when we roll our eyes and
dismiss the possibility of extracting
anything from the national Democrats,
when we ignore the nuances and just

call our opponents neoliberals as if
nothing unusual is happening. But we
need to acknowledge the Left's
victories and dramatic global crises
that have produced the present
incarnation of Biden.

To give up on pressuring this
administration would be a mistake; we
need to demand that Biden keep his
promises, while also explaining why
our world needs more than good
liberalism. We also need to guard
against the greatest danger of good
liberalism: if history is any guide, a
Biden foreign policy could be viciously
anti-socialist and murderously
interventionist.

Above all, we need to build socialist,
left, and worker power from the
ground up, focusing on local and state
government and on our workplaces.
That’s the only way we can ensure
that future generations will be able to
expect better than Joe Biden, liberal
edition. We cannot allow this
complicated and chaotic moment to go
to waste.

Source Jacobin.

Navalny’s Return and Left Strategy

22 January 2021, by Ilya Budraitskis, llya Matveev, Kirill Medvedev, LeftEast

Ilya Budraitskis, Moscow-based
historian, political writer, and co-
author of the Political Diary
podcast.

Alexei Navalny’s arrest at Moscow’s
Sheremetyevo airport on January 17,
minutes after his return to Russia, was
not only the expected, but also the
only possible reaction of the Russian
authorities. At the beginning of this
year, after the summer Constitutional
amendments opened up the possibility
of Putin’s unlimited personal power,
his regime had clearly entered a new
phase: a virtually open dictatorship,
based not on passive support from
below but on repressive power. In this
new configuration, there is no place
either for the marginalized liberal
opposition or for the systemic ”
managed democracy” parties, which
have kept United Russia’s absolute

monopoly in check and have created
limited opportunities for expressing
electoral discontent. The attempted
assassination of Navalny by the
Russian security apparatus last August
fits perfectly into this picture. From
the perspective of the authorities, the
main threat posed by Navalny is the
tactic of “smart voting”- the
accumulation of all the protest votes
by the candidate who stands the best
chance of defeating United Russia’s
nominees. In a situation where
support for the ruling party is rapidly
declining (currently it is no more than
30%), the “smart voting” threatens the
approved scenario for the
parliamentary elections scheduled for
September of this year and, in the
long run, the triumphant re-election of
Putin himself to a new term.

Navalny’s bold and precise populist

strategy is in fact aimed at creating a
protest coalition, with an important
place reserved for the representatives
of the system parties (above all, the
Communists), who will refuse to play
by the Kremlin’s rules and are able to
conduct lively and offensive electoral
campaigns. A key element of this
strategy is Navalny’s rhetoric, in
which the issues of poverty and social
inequality have taken the place of
liberal-democratic values. The high-
profile anti-corruption investigations
that have earned him popularity have
an emotional impact on a huge
audience (for example, his latest film
about Putin’s palace, costing 100
billion roubles, was viewed over 50
million times by Friday), since they
directly indicate the extreme
stratification of Russian society. In an
environment of openly falsified
elections and unprecedented police
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pressure, electoral protest can only
have an effect if it is supported by a
mass non-parliamentary street
movement. And only such a movement
can determine Navalny’s personal fate
today — if hundreds of thousands
across the country do not stand up for
his immediate release in the coming
weeks, he will surely face a long
prison term.

In my view, participating in such a
movement — with our own program
and demands — is today the only
chance for the Russian left. Moreover,
it is the left that can most coherently
express the sentiments that are
increasingly pushing people to active
protest: social inequality, the
degradation of the social sphere
(especially health care, which became
dramatically apparent during the
pandemic), police violence, and the
absence of basic democratic
(especially labor) rights.

Ilya Matveev, a researcher and
lecturer in political economy based
in St. Petersburg and co-author of
the Political Diary podcast

At first, Navalny’s decision to return
to Russia was bewildering. What did
he expect to happen? The state had
clearly decided to put him behind
bars, disregarding international
pressure (in any case, after the highly
publicized assassination attempt, the
reputation of the Russian authorities
could hardly get any worse). In prison,
Navalny could claim the moral high
ground, but he could not be an
effective communicator of anti-
corruption investigations and political
campaigns (his most important
activity). Navalny’s decision seemed
almost irrational, a stubborn show of
defiance. However, very soon it
became clear that there was an
element of political calculation to this.
Once Navalny was arrested, his team
released a new investigative video. It
was one of a kind - Navalny’s first big
investigation targeting Putin directly.
The video was destined to attract a
huge audience. Navalny’s calculation
was to provoke an immediate and
severe political crisis - both with his
own arrest and with the new explosive
investigation. This crisis would have a
street dimension - on Saturday 23
January, Russian cities will witness
unsanctioned rallies - and an electoral

dimension.

2021 is in fact the year of
parliamentary elections in Russia.
Russia has a mixed electoral system -
one half of the parliament is elected
on proportional basis, another half in
single-member districts. While
elections are tightly controlled and
falsifications have reached an
unprecedented level during the vote
on constitutional amendments in 2020,
parliamentary elections could still
pose a problem for the regime. Party
list voting faces the problem of deep
unpopularity of United Russia, a ruling
party. And in single-member districts,
the regime faces the so-called ‘smart
voting’, Navalny’s highly advanced
tactical voting scheme. A political
crisis triggered by Navalny’s arrest
and his new anti-Putin video hits both
targets - lowers the vote for United
Russia even further and promotes
‘smart voting’ in SMDs. It could be a
heavy blow for the regime, especially
combined with street protests. In
short, Navalny’s return to Russia was
a calculated gamble. The ball is now in
the court of the ordinary members of
the opposition.

A few words on the new video itself. It
does not present a lot of new facts -
Putin’s personal palace first appeared
in the news in 2010. Nor is it
significant simply because it is a direct
challenge to Putin. What is striking
about the video is that it creates a
consistent narrative. In this story,
Putin’s defining characteristic is his
absurd, comical lust for material
wealth. According to Navalny, Putin
has always been guided by this lust
alone. He wanted things when he was
a KGB agent in Germany, he wanted
things in Anatoly Sobchak’s
administration in St Petersburg in the
1990s, he wanted things while moving
to Moscow and eventually becoming
president and he still wants things,
even after building a $1,5 billion
palace with the seal of the Romanov
dynasty at the entrance. In my
opinion, this is not an accurate
description of Putin’s mindset or
motivation. Nor can the Russian
regime be reduced to this caricature.
Nevertheless, Putin’s decisions in
recent years (starting with his return
to the presidency in 2012 all the way
to canceling term limits for himself in
2020) made such a depiction of his life

and work inevitable. For this one-
dimensional account of his life, Putin
has no one to blame but himself.

Kirill Medvedev, activist of the
Russian Socialist Movement,
musician from the Arkady Kots
Band, editor of Zanovo-media

With his return, Navalny has taken an
important step towards a new
understanding of politics in Russia and
a new round of politicization.
Previously, there had been a fairly
clear “division of labor” in protest:
activists take risks motivated by a
certain idealistic civic impulse while
politicians pursue their own, often
purely selfish, interests. Navalny has
drawn this line, showing that politics
can and should be valiant and
technological at the same time.
Importantly, in the new videos, he
continues to develop the image of
Putin not as a politician, but as a
corrupt functionary who, having
gained enormous power through
shady arrangements, continues to act
in the same old manner of a rogue
post-Soviet official with ties to the
FSB.

But the more convincingly Navalny
works with the theme of corruption
and the ostentatious consumption of
top officials, the more the limits of this
rhetoric are exposed in a country like
Russia, exhausted by inequality and
permeated by class contradictions.
Now the situation looks like this:
Navalny is showing us the palaces of
the rulers, playing with the fire of
class resentment, while at the same
time (together with his comrades-in-
arms) promising businesses complete
freedom in the Beautiful Russia of the
Future. They say that the problem is
not the palaces and gigantic fortunes
per se, but where they come from. But
of course, with the further
development of this populist line, it
will no longer be easy to separate the
corrupt “friends of Putin” from those
whom Navalny calls “honest
businessmen,” but whose fortunes are
just as huge, and similarly generated
by illegal schemes from the 1990s and
2000s and, of course, by over-
exploitation of workers. All of this
opens up great opportunities for leftist
politics, which, with an equally skillful
combination of valor and rationality,
could produce a far more powerful



wave of discontent and a far more
coherent program of change than

Navalny’s eclectic populism.

22 January 2021
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Towards a Year of Crisis and Uncertainty

21 January 2021, by Dan La Botz

The recent events have created
uncertainty, and many now crave
stability, so is there at this moment a
place for the left in national politics?

President Biden will face a nation in
deep crisis. In the background looms
the climate crisis: 2020 was the
hottest year on record. The pandemic
continues to ravage the nation. We
now have 400,000 dead and people
are dying at a rate of nearly 4,000 per
day, overwhelming hospitals in many
states. Public health measures have
closed businesses, putting 27 million
people out of work while many others
face reduced wages. Surveys show
that about 13% of Americans, or 27.4
million people, sometimes or often do
not have enough to eat. Some 18
million Americans have been unable to
pay their mortgage or rent and about
six million believe they face eviction.
And week after week, police continue
to kill black men and women in
situations that do not justify violence.

We should add to these issues, the
enormity of the political crisis of
Trumpism and its spawn. Trump won
74 million votes and most of those
people believe he won the election and
should be the president. Some 147
Republican Representatives and 8
Senators voted not to recognize
Biden’s victory and most state

Republican officials support Trump.
Among Trump supporters, are tens of
thousands of racist, white
supremacists, groups such as the Oath
Keepers, the Three Percenters, the
Proud Boys, and the Boogaloo Boys.
All want to overthrow the government
and the latter calls for a new civil war.
We are entering a period with great
potential for volatility and violence.

Biden and his Vice President Kamala
Harris, the first female person of color
to hold executive office, promise to
address the pandemic, the climate
crisis, the economic depression, and
the country’s racial justice issues.
Biden has said that in his first 100
days, the government will vaccinate
100 million Americans, while also
pressing for all to adopt masking and
social distancing. With the Democrats
having very narrow majorities in the
House and Senate, Biden is putting
forward a $1.9 trillion “American
Rescues Plan,” with $1 trillion in
direct aid to people, $440 billion for
business, and billions more to rebuild
the economy. Upon taking his new
post, Biden will also issue executive
orders to overturn policies of the
Trump administration regarding the
environment, immigration, health
care, abortion, race relations and civil
rights, gay rights, military spending
and foreign aid. But there will also be
pressure on Biden, because of the

insurrection, to pass a new domestic
terrorism law, a possibility that
justifiably worries the left.

Given the current political
atmosphere, it’s difficult to predict
what will happen in the coming year.
Biden, a neoliberal and political
moderate, has chosen a cabinet made
up largely of people who served in the
Obama administration where he was
vice-president. Biden’s is a
government of the Democratic Party
establishment, long accustomed to
serving the financial and corporate
power elite. The left will be pushing
him to create a single-payer health
insurance system, to end carbon fuels,
and to crack down police violence. The
Democratic Socialist of America has
launched a national tax-the-rich
campaign. But will the left be seen as
jeopardizing the desire for a period of
stability after the insurrection? Will
Black Lives Mater demonstrations
seem too extreme? Or might the depth
of the crisis combined with pressure
from the left push Biden—as Franklin
D. Roosevelt was pushed in the
1930s—to adopt more far-reaching
progressive economic and social
policies?

19 January 2021

Source New Politics.

After the Pandemic Subsides, We May See a

Third Wave of the Arab Spring

20 January 2021, by Ashley Smith, Gilbert Achcar

In this interview, Gilbert Achcar
speaking to Ashley Smith for Truthout
assesses the results of the uprisings so
far and prospects for the new waves of

revolutionary struggle.

Ashley Smith: During this
anniversary of the Arab Spring,

many mainstream commentators
have expressed a very pessimistic
view of the uprisings’ results.
What’'s your assessment?
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Gilbert Achcar: I think that it’s
misleading to treat the revolts as if
they were events that have passed and
we were just marking their historical
anniversary. It is more accurate to see
the region as going through a long-
term revolutionary process.

Looking at it this way is not wishful
thinking. It is stating a fact. The first
wave hit in Tunisia in December 2010
and spread throughout the region.
Since then, we have been through a
second wave — a second Arab Spring,
as it has been called by the media —
that started in December 2018.

The first wave engulfed six countries
— after Tunisia: Egypt, Yemen, Libya,
Bahrain and Syria; the second wave
engulfed another four: Sudan, Algeria,
Lebanon and Iraq. So, until now, 10 of
the 20 countries in the region have
experienced uprisings; countries that
together are home to most of the
region’s population, making the
significance of the revolts even
greater.

True, the second wave has been frozen
to a certain degree by COVID-19. But
the pandemic will not bring an end to
the revolts. On the contrary, it is
making the conditions that produced
the uprisings even worse.

The recession it triggered has led to a
massive drop in oil prices,
undermining the region’s economy,
deepening inequalities and
destabilizing politics. Once we get
through the pandemic, we will see yet
another wave of uprisings sooner or
later.

The region is experiencing an ongoing
revolutionary process. One can be
pessimistic about the results so far;
the revolutions have not won, and two
countries — Syria and Yemen — have
been enduring devastating civil wars.
But on the other hand, the people’s
determination to fight is grounds for
optimism.

Most people do not look back on failed
revolts with regret. A recent poll
found that majorities in Algeria, Iraq,
Egypt, Sudan and Tunisia do not
regret the uprisings.

In sum, we should expect further
waves of revolution and

counterrevolution. That is
characteristic of long-term
revolutionary processes.

We have seen a wave of revolts
throughout the world since the 2008
global recession. But none so radical
as those in the Middle East. Why?

At the global level, neoliberalism has
entered a crisis since that recession.
In general, most protests since then
have demanded changes in
government’s neoliberal policies or
even a change of government, but few
have aimed at overthrowing the whole
power system.

But that’s exactly what most
movements in Arabic-speaking
countries have tried to do since 2011.
“The people want to overthrow the
regime” has been the central slogan of
the region’s uprisings. It demonstrates
the difference between the general
crisis of neoliberalism and the specific
structural crisis in the Middle East
and North Africa.

Neoliberalism is a set of policies, a
certain mode of regulation — or
deregulation as it were — within
capitalism. It can be changed through
elections or replacement of
governments without overthrowing
the system.

In the Arab region, by contrast, the
people realize that they need to
overthrow the power system in order
to improve their social conditions. All
the region’s states are nepotistic.
Some are patrimonial states, owned by
families, like the monarchies of Bashar
al-Assad’s Syria. Others are neo-
patrimonial states; among them, three
— Sudan, Algeria and Egypt — are
ruled by the military.

In most of the Middle East and North
Africa, you cannot vote politicians out
of office. Most of these states extract a
sizable portion of their income from oil
and gas and other rent sources.
Washington and London have long
been bolstering despotic oil
monarchies to ensure continuous
privileged access to their riches.

However, the regional state system
thus created combined with the
neoliberal turn to produce a structural
developmental blockage. That

specificity explains the long-term
revolutionary process that began in
2011. The people will continue to
struggle to overthrow the political,
social and economic system. Either
they will win, or the region will keep
facing calamitous times.

AS: What classes and social groups
have joined the revolts?

GA: In the absence of reliable data,
how you answer this depends on your
diagnosis of the structural crisis and
what will solve it. The international
financial institutions (IFIs) — the IMF
and World Bank — agree that there is
a deep social and economic crisis. [1]

But they argue that it isn’t because of
their neoliberal recipes, but rather
that these policies were not
implemented as radically as they
wanted them to be. For decades, they
have pressured all the regimes to cut
social expenditure, privatize state-
owned companies, deregulate markets
and open up to the world economy.

They thus try to portray the uprisings
as revolts of the “middle class” for
more neoliberalism. They pretend that
the middle class will bring in a fully
neoliberal economy along with “good
governance,” their codeword for

democracy and the rule of law.

But this is fully at odds with reality. It
is in Egypt under Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi’s brutal dictatorship that the IFIs
have achieved the most radical
implementation of their recipes in the
region. That fact exposes the claim
that neoliberalism goes hand in hand
with liberal democracy as a pure
myth.

Of course, some people of middle-class
background did join the revolts. But
the vast majority in the streets and
squares belonged to middle- and low-
income urban layers, working class
and unemployed.

Take Tunisia, for example. It was not
the country’s “middle class” that
toppled the dictatorship. It was a huge
popular movement led by the Arab
region’s largest, independent workers’
unions federation.

Egypt is another example. There,
unlike Tunisia, official unions were
entirely controlled by government.



But, outside those official structures,
the country has a very combative
working class.

Workers played a major role in
February 2011. When the government
called on people to resume “business
as usual,” hundreds of thousands of
them went out on strike, playing a
decisive role in the ousting of the
president.

We find the same pattern in other
countries. Bahrain’s workers’
federation played a key role in the
first stage of the uprising in 2011. In
Yemen, too, the working class along
with the youth were at the heart of
that country’s initial uprising.

The second wave in 2019 has involved
the same social classes. In Sudan, the
Sudanese Professionals Association
(SPA), which includes low-income
categories, such as schoolteachers
and journalists, played a pivotal role
and ended up encompassing newly
formed workers’ unions.

They were joined by a grassroots
movement, the “resistance
committees.” These are based in
neighborhoods and mobilize tens of
thousands of young people, mainly
students, low-income workers and
unemployed.

”

AS: Is there a key difference
between the first and second
waves?

GA: In the first wave, there was one
revolutionary movement confronted
with two counterrevolutionary forces.
One, of course, was the existing
regimes, which tried to suppress the
uprisings.

The other was in the opposition:
Islamic fundamentalists in the
mainstream form of the Muslim
Brotherhood, let alone the extremist
far right type of al-Qaeda and ISIS
[also known as Daesh]. Nowhere did
Islamic fundamentalists initiate the
struggle; they jumped on the
bandwagon.

In Egypt, the Brotherhood’s aim was
to hijack the protests, take advantage
of the democratic opening, and take
over the state. Their program, which
combines neoliberalism with religious
authoritarianism and sexism, offers no

solution to the country’s real
problems. It can only make them
worse.

Their rule in both Egypt and Tunisia
quickly squandered the amount of
support they had gathered in both
countries in the initial post-uprising
phase due to being the most powerful
opposition force. As for the extremists,
ISIS’s rule of parts of Iraq and Syria
was so brutal, highly oppressive and
reactionary, that it quickly undercut
whatever popular support it may have
had for sectarian reasons and became
widely seen as repulsive.

The popular movements in the second
wave have learned the lessons of the
first. Islamic fundamentalists could
not even join them this time.

In Sudan, the movement confronted a
state that was based on the alliance
between military and fundamentalists.
In Algeria, mainstream Islamic
fundamentalists had collaborated with
the military-controlled regime. In Iraq
and Lebanon, sectarian
fundamentalist forces are the main
pillars of government conveying
foreign domination by Iran.

Thus, the movement in the second
wave firmly opposed the Islamic
fundamentalists as
counterrevolutionary forces. And they
haven’t nurtured any illusions in the
military, especially after the
experience of al-Sisi’s tyrannical reign
in Egypt.

AS: What role did imperial powers
like the U.S. and Russia play in the
counterrevolution?

GA: We must bear in mind that the
first wave started at the lowest point
of U.S. hegemony in the region since
the first U.S.-led Gulf War. This
hegemony peaked in 1991, when
Washington’s main adversary, the
Soviet Union, collapsed. George H.W.
Bush took advantage of that to assert
control over the region through war
on Iraq.

Washington rallied all the region’s
states to its side or neutralized them.
It even got Assad’s Syria, formerly
Moscow’s ally, to join its war against
Iraq. After the war, the U.S. boxed in
Iran and Iraq with sanctions and co-

opted the Palestine Liberation
Organization through the Oslo-
Washington Accords with Israel.

The second Bush squandered this
hegemonic position with the
occupation of Iraq, which turned into
a disaster: for the Iraqis first, but also
for the U.S. That emboldened
Washington’s international and
regional challengers, especially
Vladimir Putin’s Russia, and Iran.

While Obama was overseeing U.S.
troops’ withdrawal from Iraq in 2011,
U.S. hegemony in the region had
reached its nadir. That, of course, was
the very same year the first wave of
uprisings hit, threatening the entire
established order in the region.

Washington had little leverage to
shape events on the ground. Its
weakness was displayed best in Libya:
it provided air power but excluded any
prospect of boots on the ground.
NATO'’s intervention ended in another
fiasco with the country fully escaping
Western control after the fall of
Muammar al-Qaddafi.

This made the Obama administration
even more reluctant to intervene in
Syria — until ISIS spilled over from
there into Iraq. It deployed very
limited forces on the ground, relying
upon local forces in the war against
ISIS, including left-wing Kurdish
forces in Syria. Obama’s initial
reluctance to act in Syria left an
opening for Iran, followed by Russia,
to intervene massively on behalf of the
Assad regime.

Now, Russia has extended its
intervention to Libya. It is working
there with [Egypt’s] al-Sisi and the
United Arab Emirates in providing
support to a would-be dictator backed
by remnants of the old regime.

Part of the left failed to grasp the
relative decline of U.S. global
hegemony and the rise of rival
imperialisms. They are caught in a
time warp, mistakenly believing that
things are still the same as during the
Cold War.

Of course, the U.S. is still the world’s
dominant imperialist power. However,
present-day Russia is plainly a rival
imperialist power, even more



reactionary in several respects. And
there are regional rival hegemonic
powers, such as the Saudi Kingdom
and Iran, both of which are deeply
reactionary.

AS: What is the state of the second
wave and where do you expect
other uprisings to occur in the
coming years?

GA: Second wave movements have
been frozen by the pandemic, as I said
earlier. The regimes took advantage of
it to ban protests, and people
themselves have been reluctant to join
actions out of fear for their own
safety.

And yet, at the same time, the
pandemic and recession have
worsened conditions throughout the
region and increased anger and
frustration. Some events can also
enrage people to a point when they
overcome their caution and hit the
streets, as happened in the U.S. with
Black Lives Matter.

There’s still a very long way to go in
this long-term revolutionary process.
The good news is that people are
learning what they’re up against and
drawing lessons from both defeats and
victories.

For example, the explosion in
Lebanon’s port last August has set off
a new round of protests in the
country, albeit on a smaller scale. For
now, though, the pandemic has put an
effective hold on the uprisings in
general, but larger ones will come
when it subsides.

It is difficult to tell which country in
the region will be next. Every single
one is a tinderbox, and any spark
could light the fire.

In Egypt, the rate of poverty even by
official statistics has dramatically
increased over the last few years
under al-Sisi. In Algeria, the
movement is merely on hold, and will
resume in some form or another. The
present president, elected with
ridiculously low participation, is
widely perceived as illegitimate.

Morocco is another powder keg.

Jordan had a popular revolt in 2018
that brought down a government. The
struggle in Iraq is ongoing. Sudan’s
revolutionary process is far from over.
It is in a transition period with tense
coexistence between the popular
movement and the military.

Even the Saudi Kingdom is not
immune from these dynamics. The two
countries that are the least likely to
see uprisings are the most artificial —
the Emirate of Qatar and the United
Arab Emirates, where only 10 percent
of the people enjoy the privilege of
citizenship. The rest have much less
rights than migrant workers in
Western countries.

AS: What are the movements
fighting for? And what kind of
organizations are needed to win?

GA: The people are fighting for their
livelihood, democracy and social
justice. To achieve these goals, a
radical change in the social and
political nature of the region’s states
and economic system is indispensable.

The popular movements need to bring
down the corrupt and despotic
regimes and replace them with truly
democratic ones. Only then will they
be able to implement egalitarian social
and economic policies.

This requires a high degree of
organization and political
determination. The region’s rulers and
their states are very brutal and willing
to go to extremes to remain in power.

Just look at Syria. The ruling family
destroyed much of the country,
massacred hundreds of thousands of
its people, and drove millions into
exile just to preserve its rule.

To defeat such regimes requires
effective organization. The new
generation of revolutionaries are wary
of the old forms of top-down
centralism and charismatic leadership.

As a result, most of the struggles since
2011 have been characterized by a
key role of horizontal grassroot
structures and the absence of
charismatic leaders.

But everyone has realized that you
need organization to be effective. In
Sudan, the “resistance committees,”
while refusing to set up a central
body, practice a high degree of
political and organizational
coordination, in part through social
media.

Some of the neighborhood committees
in the capital play a vanguard role.
The committees act in tandem with
the SPA, the equivalent of a trade-
unions’ federation. These forces lead
the struggle together, but they are not
a traditional party-like organization.

The movement cannot go forward,
much less succeed, without at least
such a level of organization. A
revolution cannot win just through
social media. The claim that the

uprisings were a “Facebook
Revolution” was always an
exaggeration.

Sudan has shown the way forward. Of
the 10 countries where you have had
major uprisings until now, their
movement is the best organized. And
people in the region are learning from
them.

There’s still a very long way to go in
this long-term revolutionary process.
The good news is that people are
learning what they’re up against and
drawing lessons from both defeats and
victories.

Therefore, there is hope. Without such
hope, with nothing but “pessimism of
the intellect,” there can be no
“optimism of the will,” as in the
famous phrase from the Italian
revolutionary Antonio Gramsci.

This interview has been lightly edited
for clarity.

Source: Truthout.

Footnotes

[1] Reuters, 19 October 2020
“COVID-19 may inflict a decade of
economic pain to Mideast, Central
Asia, IMF says”.
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Why the Dutch Socialist Party Is in Crisis

19 January 2021, by Alex de Jong

The Dutch Socialist Party (SP) was
long one of the success stories of the
European left. Having started out as a
Maoist group in the 1970s, it made its
breakthrough into national politics in
the 1990s, even as Communist parties
collapsed and social democracy
embraced neoliberalism across the
continent. [1]

Around the turn of the millennium, the
SP opened up to social movements
and established itself as a reference
point for left-wing activists. Its
membership grew rapidly, and by the
late 2000s, it had 50,000 members —
twice as many as 10 years before. In
2006, it won over 16 per cent of the
vote.

Yet despite the SP’s past successes,
today its prospects do not look good.
With the Netherlands set for a general
election in March, the SP is divided,
and uncertain on how to reverse its
recent decline.

Declining Appeal

The mood among many SP activists is
pessimistic. Membership has declined
by 18,000 in the last ten years, and
the party’s support in national
elections has fallen below 10 percent.
Only four months before March’s
elections, the SP leadership cut off
support to the party’s youth-wing,
ROOD, accusing it of being infiltrated
by communist radicals and breaking
party rules. This was preceded by
expulsions of a number of activists
who were accused of being members
of the Marxist Forum and/or
Communist Platform, two groups
active inside the SP that the
leadership labelled “rival” political
parties. [2]

Dissent against such measures is
widespread — and at the congress
where the SP adopted its program for
the coming elections, over a third of
the party voiced its opposition to these
steps. This conflict between the
leadership and ROOD deepened
existing disagreements over

assessments of the SP’s downward
trajectory over recent years, how it
can recover, and what its priorities
should be.

In this sense, the SP faces questions
similar to those faced by other parties
to the Left of social democracy, such
as what alliances and compromises
can benefit socialist politics in the
long term — and in what conditions a
socialist party can assume a role in
government. In this case, the conflict
between ROOD and the party
leadership escalated when the youth
organization published a statement
declaring its opposition to the SP
entering a governing coalition with
the Right.

Given the large number of parties
represented in parliament, Dutch
administrations traditionally consist of
coalitions of multiple different parties
that together form a majority. The
current SP leadership has declared
that it is willing to consider coalitions
with right-wing parties in hypothetical
future governments, including with
prime minister Mark Rutte’s secular,
free-market VVD. The SP has already
joined the VVD in local-level
executives and recently broke with the
other left-wing parties to support a
controversial environmental law
proposed by the administration.

Understanding what is happening
inside the SP can be difficult. The
party has a notoriously top-down
structure, partly inherited from its
Maoist days, and factions and
organized currents are banned.
Moreover, as the party’s involvement
in executives and city councils grew
alongside its own apparatus, full-
timers that often double as elected
representatives and staffers
increasingly concentrated information
and decision-making in their own
hands. The lack of a party-wide debate
or involvement of the rank and file
mean that party policies can be
decided by small, informal groups.

The party’s position on participating in
a government coalition is an example

of this. A recent motion holding that
there a should be a debate in the SP
over this issue was rejected with the
argument that it was “too early” for
such a discussion. But shortly after
this, the leadership changed its
position without discussion, as it
moved from opposing a coalition with
the VVD to accepting it as a
possibility.

Elections and
Social Movements

The recent disappointments have
produced what we can broadly outline
as two different groups among SP
leaders.

One insists on presenting the party as
a reliable partner in government for
forces to its right. As part of this
approach, the SP already some years
ago entered local-level executives
such as in Amsterdam, where it joined
with parties of the Right in a coalition
excluding the Labour Party. Another
group of SP leaders, though not
opposed in principle to such
coalitions, nonetheless insist on a
more activist profile for the party and
adopt a more traditional socialist
rhetoric.

The disagreement between such
“coalitionists” and “activists” is
essentially a matter of how the SP
should present itself to voters; as a
“responsible” party fit for government
and operating within the constraints
of establishment politics, or as a party
of dedicated, oppositional activists.

The most prominent “coalitionist” is
Lilian Marijnissen, the chair of the
party’s parliamentary caucus. She is
the daughter of Jan Marijnissen, the
long-time party leader under whose
leadership the SP became a national
force. An important representative of
the “activist” approach was Ron
Meyer, the party’s former
chairperson. Meyer, who was
previously a trade-union organizer,
left his position in the party after the
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failure of its European election
campaign in 2019.

But despite their differences, both
groups are focused on elections as the
way out of the SP’s predicament.
Building independent social
movements as goals in themselves or
as part of a long-term strategy are not
part of the vision of either group.

In fact, many SP activists feel that the
party’s current orientation is isolating
it from social movements. This has
become especially pronounced in
regard to mobilizations around racism
and climate change. The SP was
always weak on the issue of anti-
racism, seeing it as a side issue, but
its ignoring of anti-racism has become
more and more obvious as the issue
has grown in importance in Dutch
politics.

The Dutch far-right has grown
dramatically, feeding and encouraging
Islamophobia and other forms of
racism. [3] In response, the country
saw significant anti-racist
mobilizations and increased political
debate around racism. But the SP
plays little to no role in such
developments. In educational
materials the SP counterposes what it
calls “race struggle” to “class
struggle.” Significant protests that
attracted many young people have
also taken place around the issue of
climate change, but here as well the
party remained aloof. Participation is
left largely to decisions of local
chapters, and to ROOD.

For many, concerns over racism and
climate change are the beginning of a
broader politicization — but joining
the current SP would not appear to
them as a logical option.

When the SP stands apart from such
mobilizations, this is not for lack of
means. Rather this is a strategy,
motivated by the prioritizing of
electoral results and a calculation of
what the party leadership thinks will
bring in most votes. Anti-racism and
climate-change measures are assumed
to be too “controversial” among
(potential) SP voters.

Former SP councillor Mahmut Erciyas
describes this strategy as trying to
“combine progressive social-economic

policies with cultural conservatism.”
Party members complain that
marketing agencies and public
relations experts have had more of a
say in determining this course than
rank-and-file activists. When members
succeeded in having anti-racism
declared a priority at a recent party
congress, this had little practical
follow-up.

Erciyas was for years a councilor in
the city of Oss, one of the SP’s
bastions, and the city where Lilian and
Jan Marijnissen started their political
careers. Oss is a typical SP
stronghold: a medium-sized city in the
formerly Catholic south of the country,
with a predominately white population
and without a strong left-wing
tradition.

Dissatisfaction over the current
political orientation of the SP is
especially strong in the larger, more
racially diverse cities, such as in
Rotterdam (the country’s second
largest) and Amsterdam.

“The current political orientation of
the SP is a dead-end, it does not
connect with the diverse reality of the
working class, especially as it exists in
the larger cities,” says Erciyas.

Other SP activists criticize the
orientation of the leadership in similar
terms, saying it is trying to address a
caricatured, outdated version of what
is only one segment of the working
class. With proposals such as
requiring working permits for people
from other European Union countries,
the SP is “repeating the mistakes we
made towards Turkish and Moroccan
labor migrants,” says Ercias. “We are
attempting to keep Polish workers out,
instead of strongly supporting them in
their struggle for a better life.”

Among trade unionists, the SP is,
along the Labour Party, one of the
most popular parties, but here as well
the party is not a strong, organized
force. The SP dissolved its shop-floor
structures years ago.

According to Gus Ootjers, one of the
expelled SP members, the party
passes up an opportunity to organize
working-class supporters. “There are
plenty of SP members who are also
active trade-unionists, but the party-

leadership does not want to develop a
trade-union strategy. The party is not
involved in developments and
discussions in the trade-union
movement, and then complains its
orientation is too right-wing.”

A Failing Strategy

The prioritizing of electoral results
and avoiding controversial questions
means the party seems not to have a
clear stance on central political issues.
The SP’s attempts build a political
profile through its own campaigns,
such as around health care, have not
been as successful as hoped and were
folded into electoral work. [4] Already
in 2006, programmatic points of the
SP that were considered to be “deal-
breakers” for possible government
participation, such as republicanism
and NATO membership, were removed
from the party’s election programs.
The recent expulsions are a further
step to integrate the SP into
establishment politics.

One issue on which the SP does take a
clearly different position concerns the
European Union. The SP warns of a
“European superstate” and demands
the return of a Dutch national
currency. Yet it has no alternative
vision for international left-wing
cooperation and attention to
international developments is limited.
The SP never joined the European Left
Party, including forces like Germany’s
Die Linke. Rather, the SP leadership
emphasizes the Dutch nation-state as
its political framework.

In this vein, ahead of 2019’s European
elections the SP attempted to appeal
to, in the words of its former
European Parliament member Erik
Meijer, “the angry outsiders;” people
who would otherwise abstain or vote
for Geert Wilders’s far-right, anti-EU
PVV. But its attempts to mobilize anti-
EU sentiments were not successful
and it lost the two seats in the
European Parliament it had held since
2004.

Support for the bid to present the SP
as a potential coalition partner by
toning down its demands comes, in
part, from members who have
participated in local and regional
executives in recent years. But such
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pressure also comes from ordinary
voters and members. This only logical,
since the SP does not present any
long-term goals other than seeking
good election results and joining
executives with the capitalist parties.

It remains unlikely that the SP will
actually join a government coalition
after March’s elections. Rather, the
leadership’s emphasis on its
willingness to do so is based more on
the assumption that such rhetoric is
needed to come across as an
acceptable choice.

Decisions such as declaring the SP is
willing to cooperate with the
traditional enemy of the Left, the VVD,
or abstaining from social movements
and treating activism as an electoral
campaign tool, flow from the party’s
electoral orientation. This has led to
dissatisfaction and frustration among
its activists. In the last decade,
membership declined by more than a
third, and the recent conflicts led to
more resignations of angry and
disappointed members.

Changed Terrain

Even on its own narrowly electoral
terms, the SP’s strategy is not
working. And the difficulties it faces
go deeper than what can be solved by
a successful election campaign or
public relations experts. The political
climate has grown more
conservative [5] mishandling the
COVID epidemic, current prime
minister Rutte remains very popular.

There are also other changes to which
the party should respond. The coming
post-pandemic economic crisis will
lead to new rounds of austerity while
trade-union membership is declining
strongly. The most important trade-
union federation FNV lost seven per
cent of its members in 2019. Of all EU
countries, Netherlands has one of the
highest percentages of workers in
precarious conditions. But the unions
are failing to attract young, precarious
workers.

Yet even while the weight of the trade
unions has declined, new social
movements have arisen around racism
and ecology, and people of color have
become more politically organized in
response to racism and the far-right.
The SP’s avoidance of important social
mobilizations, its rigid structure and
hostility to open debate leave it
unappealing to newly politicizing
activists. Inside the party, critical
members fear the SP will lose
connection to younger activists. The
fight with ROOD is a dramatic
illustration of that risk.

In the past, the SP’s successes
provided legitimacy to the leadership.
But as its fortunes have waned,
dissatisfaction and opposition have
only risen. Some are considering
voting in March for the new anti-racist
party Bijl (“together” in Dutch
pronunciation) which also has a
strongly leftist economic program.
Radicals in the SP are arguing that
despite everything, people should
remain in the party and attempt to
change its course.

ROOD is continuing its activities,
while demanding that the party-
leadership restores the links with the
youth organization. Party members
have started a campaign for financial
aid to ROOD and also call for the links
between the organizations to be
restored.

Radicals in the SP plead for an
orientation that prioritizes opposition
in and outside of parliament, and an
independent agenda. For this, active
involvement in social movements, and
the formulation of political positions
that incorporate the issues of the
movements and working-class
demands are needed.

This can only be successful if the SP
works along and with other forces. In
recent years, the SP has become, in
the words of one activist, “a problem-
solving party,” focused on responding
to political issues but lacking in
alternatives of its own and a long-term
vision. But considering the limited
visibility of socialist ideas in the
Netherlands, ideological struggle over

what society should look like is
urgently necessary.

The Netherlands is no exception to the
global pattern, whereby eruptions of
anger lead to mobilizations which may
then dissipate with little trace. This
poses the need to build what Alan
Sears has called new “infrastructures
of dissent,” “the amalgam of spaces,
networks and institutions in which
activists develop their capacities to
push back against the capitalist
austerity consensus and the narrow
frame of official politics.” Rather than
trying to appeal to a supposedly
existing constituency (which as
election results are showing is
limited), the party needs try to win
people over to a different vision.

It is clear that if the SP persists in its
current course, further isolation and
decline are unavoidable. Forcing
changes in orientation will be a
difficult struggle. Considering the
structural weakness of the Left, there
is no guarantee of success.

18 January 2021

Source Jacobin.
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Bolsonaro is breaking the country: 200,000
dead, unemployment and poverty

18 January 2021, by Esquerda Online

What is being broken are the lives of
Brazilians. Brazil surpassed the tragic
figure of 200,000 deaths from
Covid-19 on 7 January. The number of
cases is increasing in most of the
country and there are more than 1,200
deaths per day. Nevertheless,
Bolsonaro continues to campaign
against the vaccine and does not
present an effective vaccination plan,
even though more than fifty countries
have already begun vaccinating their
population.

Historical social debt has worsened
during the pandemic. The number of
people living in great poverty has
increased, a tragedy that will increase
with the end of emergency aid,
received by 48 million people (on 27
January 2021, with a possible
extension until March 2021). The
government has been able to restrict
access to the PCB [Beneficio de
Prestacao Continuada - for people
over 65 who do not have a pension
and for people with disabilities; to be
obtained, the person’s income must be
less than a quarter of the minimum
wage, which is 230 euros!).
Unemployment has increased to 14.6
per cent of the working population
and 30 per cent of the workforce is
under-employed, i.e. they work fewer
hours than they would like. Excluding
rent, 66.3 per cent of families were in
debt as of December 2020. Life is
more difficult, especially for Blacks
and people of colour, women, LGBTQ]I,
and workers in the North and North
East.

Three measures to
save lives and
prevent extreme
poverty for
workers

Brazil is bankrupt for the vast majority
of its population. And this is not due to
a lack of resources, but to the choices

and decisions of this government. Jair
Bolsonaro is breaking the country and
people’s lives, while saving the profits
of the banks and big business by
transferring our resources and those
of the state (which is the policy of
Economy Minister Paulo Guedes).
There is another, alternative way to
avoid this type of bankruptcy.

1 - Ensure vaccination now, free
and for everyone, by the SUS
(Universal Health Service)

Immunization is the only measure that
will protect lives and boost the
economy. Brazil is now among the last
countries in the world to do this, and
it seems that the government couldn’t
care less. At the same time, health
entrepreneurs are taking the
opportunity to try to offer a paid
vaccine, thus ensuring that people’s
income decides who will live or die.

2 - Ensure emergency aid for the
population until the end of
vaccination

It is absurd to stop emergency aid. In
December, 36 per cent of beneficiary
families had aid as their only source of
income. This measure will throw
millions of people into poverty.

3 - Prohibition of redundancies
during the pandemic period and
hiring of the unemployed through
a plan of public works

The measures of the government and
the National Congress have abolished
rights, but have not guaranteed
employment and income. It is possible
to make progress in the fight against
unemployment and at the same time
to undertake the work that the
country needs to develop its economy,
as well as the fight against Covid-19.

Life before profit

Large companies and banks have
received all kinds of aid. The result is

that, even during the pandemic, the
small group of billionaires managed to
get richer: they increased their profits
by 34 per cent. They did not "break."
To save the lives of tens of thousands
of people and prevent millions from
being thrown into poverty, it is
necessary to attack the profits of those
living on the top floor. To do this, we
must implement:

1) Removing the spending cap
(Teto de Gastos, adopted in 2016
under president Michel Temer) in
order to free up resources for
investments in health, employment
and social assistance

The law that freezes public spending
is criminal. If it had been in place
longer, the SUS would have been even
further dismantled and we would have
lost more lives as a result of the
pandemic. As a result of this cap, the
government’s discretionary spending
in 2021 could decrease by R$67.8
billion, which analysts say could lead
to what they call a shutdown, a
general paralysis of public services,
due to lack of resources. Jair
Bolsonaro and Rodrigo Maia
(President of the Chamber of Deputies
since July 2016, member of the
Democrats) do not disagree on
maintaining the spending cap and still
want to promote administrative
reform, designating civil servants as
the enemy.

2) Taxing large fortunes and
bankers

Several countries, such as Argentina,
Spain and Bolivia, have created laws
and taxes on wealth and profits to
finance the fight against the
pandemic. In Brazil, where the richest
one per cent of the country accounts
for 28.3 per cent of total income,
nothing is happening. According to
Unafisco (the Association of National
Tax Auditors], the government could
raise up to 59.79 billion reais, with a
change in the tax system, on profits
and dividends. But Bolsonaro prefers
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to keep the income tax scale intact, by
taxing those who earn only 2,000 reais
per month (about 300 euros).

(3) Use some of the dollar reserves

According to the Citizen’s Debt Audit
(Auditoria Cidada da Divida), Brazil
has 1,836 billion reais of foreign
exchange reserves. This "mattress" is
used to protect against attacks aimed
at lowering the value of the currency,
thus financing the action of
speculators and market interest rates,
while millions of Brazilians suffer from
hunger.

4) Suspend the payment of interest
on public debt to major creditors

Interest and amortization of public
debt consumed 38.3 per cent of
federal spending in 2019, compared
with 4.6 per cent for health care. In
2020, in August, this haemorrhage
reached 45.7 per cent. Every day,
according to the Citizen’s Audit, the
country spends 4.4 billion reais,
without the debt coming to an end. We
need to stop payments to bankers and
big vulture funds so that the money
can be used for emergency social

needs.

Bolsonaro out
now!

Bolsonaro will not adopt any of these
measures. His government combines
ongoing attacks on democracy with
the implementation of an economic
programme to dismantle the state.
While he threatens not to
acknowledge a possible defeat in the
2022 elections, he pursues a radical
programme of counter-reforms and
privatizations. His government does
not care about the pandemic and even
takes the opportunity to pass
deregulation in the agricultural field
and the forest code, in conjunction
with Congress.

In order for the country not to "break"
for good and for us not to reach
300,000 deaths (considering only the
official figures, notoriously
underestimated), it is necessary to
remove Bolsonaro from power.
"Bolsonaro out!" is urgent. The
government has already given every

proof that it does not respect laws and
attacks people’s lives. His comment on
the assault by Trumpists on Capitol
Hill in the United States shows that he
is willing to resort to violence if he
does not win the next election. We
cannot wait until 2022. We must
demand that Rodrigo Maia
immediately open impeachment
proceedings, based on the popular
demand, filed in August, signed by
hundreds of entities and ignored by
him, as well as by his accomplices.

Left-wing parties, trade unions, social
and anti-oppression movements
should unite to demand: free
vaccination of all those already
affiliated with the SUS, an emergency
income and a guarantee of
employment. It is a question of
articulating these demands with
"Bolsonaro out!" and with actions of
solidarity. It is necessary to make
2021 a year of resistance and unitary
action, on the streets - while
respecting health standards - against
this genocidal government.

9 January 2021

Original source: Esquerda Online.

The 2019 Uprising Produces an Electoral
Opening Toward the Left

17 January 2021, by José A. Laguarta Ramirez

The vote is historic because it
represents a major shift in Puerto
Rico’s party system and a
breakthrough for the independence
movement, the political left, and social
movements. These changes, in turn,
are the direct product of the popular
uprising that unseated then-Governor
Ricardo Rosselld during the summer
of 2019. Rosselld was forced out of
office after two weeks of intense and
massive street protests sparked by the
publication of the text of an encrypted
conversation between the governor
and his all-male inner circle, in which
participants mocked those killed by
hurricanes Irma and Maria (which
devastated the territory in 2017) and
made violent sexist and homophobic
remarks about political rivals and

other public figures.

The main way in which the shift is
manifested is the unprecedentedly
high level of support for the third- and
fourth-placing Citizen’s Victory
Movement (MVC) and the Puerto
Rican Independence Party (PIP), both
of which publicly supported the 2019
street protests against Rosselld. In the
2020 election, MVC and PIP received
14.2 percent and 13.7 percent of the
vote, respectively, according to the
official first count, for a combined
weight of 27.9 percent. [1] The
election also reflects record-shattering
low levels of turnout (52.8 percent of
registered voters, which translates to
approximately a third of all eligible
voters), reflecting historical levels of
disenchantment with the colony’s

political system. Fear of COVID-19, a
complicated vote-by-mail system, and
a disastrous primary process earlier
this year also contributed, of course,
but as I argue below, the three-
decade-long tendency of declining
participation is clear.

Nonetheless, the combined MVC/PIP
result represents a major shift in
Puerto Rico’s party system, which was
reliably de facto “bipartisan” for all of
the second half of the twentieth
century. The significance of this is
heightened by the fact that both
parties’ candidates for governor,
MVC’s Alexandra Lugaro and PIP’s
Juan Dalmau, openly support
independence for Puerto Rico, which
has historically not been favored by
the Puerto Rican electorate since at
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least 1952, when the current
“Commonwealth” constitution came
into effect. While neither candidate
made independence a central focus of
their campaign, neither attempted to
hide or deny their personal
preference.

Breaking the
Status Barrier

Puerto Rico’s party system was
centered on the political “status issue”
throughout the second half of the
twentieth century (previously, some
parties expressed “status” affiliations,
but these often fluctuated). In 1968,
the electoral hegemony of the pro-
Commonwealth-status-quo Popular
Democratic Party (PPD) came to an
end, and it began to alternate power
with the pro-statehood New
Progressive Party (PNP). Both PPD
and PNP have included members of
the U.S. Democratic and Republican
parties, which hold primaries in
Puerto Rico for nominating purposes
but have not typically been considered
relevant by most of the population.

Marginalized during periods of
economic expansion linked to the
ideology of U.S. colonialism, the PIP
played third wheel as the electoral
outlet for the historically persecuted
pro-independence movement. A
handful of fourth parties or
independent candidates (usually
splinters from one of the three main
parties) also occasionally participated.
Full independence from the United
States as an eventual goal remains a
central aspect of PIP’s identity. With
its candidate receiving nearly 170,000
votes (the most in its history), in 2020
the PIP quintupled its 2016
performance. Founded in 1946, this is
only the third time the party has
surpassed 100,000 votes, and the first
surpassing of 6 percent of the vote
since 1956 (when it received 86,636
votes, 12.4 percent of the total voters
in that election). [2] The feat is even
more significant if we take into
account that PIP was the only sector
to grow significantly during this
election.

In contrast, MVC does not make status
part of its platform at all, hoping to
attract support from all “options.”

Instead, it has proposed
decolonization through a
constitutional convention, in which
supporters would be free to support
convention candidates favoring
different alternatives. Lugaro edged
out PIP’s Dalmau as the third-placing
candidate, but actually lost about 250
votes in comparison to her own
independent run in 2016 (or about
5,700, if fellow MVC member Rafael
Bernabe’s votes are taken into
account—he was then running for
governor on the slate of another minor
party).

The Plebiscite
Farce

The reason PIP and MVC results are
more significant than the “yes” vote
for statehood is that this plebiscite is
actually the third one in the last eight
years, all manufactured to produce a
statehood “win.” In the 2012
plebiscite, for example, when two
additional named options were given
(“free association” and
independence—but not the non-
sovereign Commonwealth status quo,
which many still support), statehood
received 61.2 percent of “valid” votes.
However, nearly half a million ballots
were deposited blank in protest, which
together with the results for the other
two non-statehood options would have
added up to 54.7 percent of the total
vote. In 2017, statehood received 97.2
percent of the vote, with only 22.9
percent participation (even lower than
expected in the middle of a
nonelection year). This time around,
“yes” received 52.3 percent of the
vote, once again amidst abysmally low
turnout.

These repeated charades are
desperate attempts by the corrupt
governing New Progressive Party
(PNP) to cling to relevance by using
the mirage of statehood to mobilize
supporters. The U.S. Congress,
however, which has the last word on
anything that happens in the colony,
has never committed to supporting
any such outcome, and the tenor of
U.S. politics in recent years suggests
that it won’t do so in the foreseeable
future. While Senate Democrats
recently waved the specter of Puerto
Rican statehood at Republicans, as

retribution for the nomination of Amy
Coney Barrett to the Supreme Court,
it now seems uncertain at best
(pending the two run-off elections in
Georgia) that Democrats will retake
the Senate. In any case, after 122
years of false promises by Democrats
and Republicans alike, most Puerto
Ricans are generally unimpressed by
the prospect of being blatantly used as
a bargaining chip yet again.

Medium-term
Precedents

In 2008, the gubernatorial electoral
landscape began to change with the
appearance of non-status-oriented
parties and independent candidates,
which nevertheless did not garner a
significant portion of the vote until
2016. In that election, Lugaro (then
running as an independent) and
independent candidate Manuel Cidre
together generated 16.8 percent of
the vote. In 2020, in addition to PPD,
PNP, PIP, and MVC, a fifth party, the
Dignity Project (PD) of Christian
fundamentalists received nearly 7
percent of the vote. A sixth candidate,
the independent Eliezer Molina,
received less than 1 percent.
Together, Molina and PD candidate
César Vazquez received scarcely
3,200 votes more than Cidre did in
2016.

Mainstream pundits have attempted to
subtract from the moment’s
significance by emphasizing Dalmau’s
supposed distancing from the party’s
traditional focus on independence.
The numbers indisputably reflect that
the PIP received the support of voters
who traditionally vote for the pro-
statehood PNP and voters who usually
back the pro-status-quo PPD. The
reality, however, is that Dalmau never
disavowed either his party nor its
message, and this is not the first time
a PIP candidate has attempted to
appeal to voters beyond the party’s
base by emphasizing other aspects of
the party platform (for example, in
1996, PIP candidate David Noriega
ran a far less status-centric campaign,
receiving 75,305 votes or 3.8 percent
of the total votes in that election).

MVC'’s success is also significant, less
because of Lugaro’s result in the



governor’s race (which, as noted,
reflected a slight decline from her
earlier performance as an
independent candidate) than because
of the results of its legislative and
local candidates. MVC elected two at-
large representatives and two at-large
senators, as well as members to the
municipal assemblies of numerous
towns. It also nearly elected the mayor
of the politically crucial capital city of
San Juan (the MVC candidate, Manuel
Natal, came in second by a scant
2,300 votes—another first for a non-
PNP or PPD candidate) and a
representative from San Juan’s third
district. [3] PIP, as usual, elected one
at-large senator and one at-large
representative and numerous
municipal assembly members.

Together with reelected independent
Senator José Vargas Vidot (a health
care activist once considered left-
leaning, but who has proven
inconsistent on many issues) and the
at-large senator and at-large
representative elected by the
“socially” (but not necessarily
“fiscally”) conservative PD, there will
be nine non-PPD or PNP legislators,
the first time there are more than two
or three in a very long time. However,
only the six MVC and PIP legislators
are considered reliably leftist or left-
leaning.

The Left Reborn?

Many thus consider the success of PIP
and MVC as a triumph for the newly
electorally-significant Puerto Rican
left. It is the first time since the
original Socialist Party of the late
1920s and early 1930s (many of whose
top leaders were actually pro-
statehood and which self-destructed
through a highly uneven “coalition”
with the local Republican Party of the
sugar planter elite) that some version
of the political left is able to mobilize
nearly a third of the electorate on its
own.

Like the social-democratic PIP
(initially a traditional Latin American
“social Christian” party that declared
itself in favor of “democratic
socialism” and joined the Second
International in the 1970s), MVC is a
left-leaning party that emerged as an
alliance between various groups and

individuals seeking to “overcome” the
traditional status deadlock. Among
these, in addition to Lugaro’s
campaign, it’s worth highlighting
former members of the short-lived
Working People’s Party (PPT), which
ran candidates in 2012 and 2016 (with
candidate Bernabe receiving 1 percent
or less in the gubernatorial races).
PPT was an electoral incursion
spearheaded by a Puerto Rican
Trotskyist organization now known as
Socialist Democracy (Democracia
Socialista, DS). The other major
factions within MVC are the Sovereign
Union Movement, the Pro-sovereignty
Network (former members of yet
another defunct minor party), and the
labor union Sindicato Puertorriqueio
de Trabajadores (SPT), a local affiliate
of the stateside Service Employees
International Union (SEIU).

Both Liugaro and the SPT/SEIU have
been criticized by other sectors of the
left for either personal involvement in
suspect privatization deals (in the case
of Lugaro, who now claims her
position on privatization has evolved)
or opposing the 2008 teachers strike
and attempting to raid the teachers
union’s bargaining unit (in the case of
SEIU). [4] However, DS members have
long insisted a tactical alliance with
sectors receptive to critiques of
neoliberalism is the only way to make
inroads into the electoral field in order
to amplify the DS anti-capitalist
message. [5]

Whether this theory holds is yet to be
seen, and many are rightly skeptical.
However, the MVC’s results can be
seen as at least a partial and delicate
victory for another reason: It brings
bona fide active participants of the
social-movement left to the legislature
for the first time since at least the
1970s. In addition to Bernabe, who is
an openly socialist supporter of many
progressive causes, and longtime
feminist advocate Ana Irma Rivera
(both elected to the Senate), newly
elected Representative Mariana
Nogales is a prominent movement
lawyer and radical feminist.

Underlying

Tectonic Shifts

Most importantly, both PIP’s and
MVC’s electoral successes can be
traced directly to the uprising that
unseated then-Governor Rosselld. That
event was preceded by several years
of combative anti-austerity protests,
most markedly on each May 1, in the
wake of the island’s debt crisis and
the appointment of an unelected
“fiscal control board” (the Junta, as it
is locally known) by the U.S. Congress
in 2016 to ensure the colony’s
crippling, odious debt is paid off.
Those protests, in turn, built on
decades of mobilizations and strikes
by teachers, university students, and
communities threatened by
displacement and environmental
damage, stretching back—at least in
its contemporary incarnation—to the
successful 1999-2003 struggle to force
the U.S. Navy out of the island
municipality of Vieques.

Both PIP and MVC actively supported
protests against Rosselld, and their
rank-and-file members participated in
them to a greater or lesser extent.
Both parties also developed campaign
platforms opposing not just PNP and
PPD corruption but also against
neoliberal privatization and austerity
policies and the presence of the Junta.
Like Representative-elect Nogales, the
narrowly defeated candidates for San
Juan’s third district and mayoralty are
also vocal critics of the Junta and
products of Puerto Rico’s combative
student and feminist movements.

Whether or not these electoral
incursions will lead to demobilization,
as is often the case, is an open
question. However, the large anti-
Junta movement that was at the
epicenter of the 2019 Uprising has so
far remained stubbornly independent.
Even some vocal leftist critics of MVC
leadership see the election results as a
product of the uprising, reflecting new
opportunities for the anti-capitalist
and anti-colonial movement to expand
in both qualitative and quantitative
terms. [6]

In my assessment, striking the right
balance between institutional
participation and street mobilizations
will be crucial in the next few years.
However, and more importantly, at



least for now the electoral result
confirms and inscribes the popular
victory onto the larger political
landscape in a way that is strikingly
different from the recent past and
which will make it very hard for
traditional politicians to deny,
minimize, or reverse in the
foreseeable future.

To understand the magnitude of this
change, it is important to consider
recent history. For instance, in the
1970s, the PIP and a now defunct,
openly Marxist, pro-independence
Puerto Rican Socialist Party (PSP)
competed for scarce votes. Starting in
1980, some PSP leaders eventually
opted for a highly uneven, unspoken
“alliance” with “pro-Puerto Rican”
sectors of the PPD in order to “stop”
the advance of the pro-statehood
movement. Whether it was this tactic
that stopped statehood is debatable.
What is certain is that it resulted in
four decades of the dilution of the pro-
independence vote through the
phenomenon locally known as
melonismo (adherents of this Puerto
Rican variant of lesser-evilism are
popularly known as melones, or
“watermelons”: green on the outside,
red on the inside, in reference to the
PIP and PPD’s party colors), whereby
thousands of pro-independence or
independence-leaning voters
supported the PPD.

This did not happen in 2020. As even
the mainstream pundits insist, the
opposite may now be true, with
thousands of pro-status-quo and even
pro-statehood voters turning to pro-
independence and left-leaning
candidates to represent them. [7] To
visualize this, one need only consider
the collapse in the vote totals of both
PNP (from 655,626 or 41.76 percent
to 406,830 or 32.9 percent) and PPD
(from 610,956 or 38.92 percent to
389,896 or 31.6 percent). It seems
melonismo is dead, at least for now, as
a dominant tendency.

These results suggest there is now a
possibility, for the first time since the
1970s, of forging a left-leaning bloc
that can aspire not just to represent
electorally, but to lead politically (that
is, not just institutionally, but seeking
“intellectual and moral” leadership or
hegemony in Gramsci’s sense), in
which the pro-independence left can

participate on its own terms. MVC and
PIP leaders have suggested their
newly elected officials will seek to
collaborate with each other, and many
are hoping for some sort of electoral
front or alliance heading into the 2024
elections.

The True “Winner”

What neither MVC nor PIP (nor their
fellow travelers and critics further to
the left) must forget is that the true
“winner” of this election is electoral
abstention. Participation by registered
voters shrank for the eighth
consecutive time since the historical
high point of 1992 (83.9 percent), to
an all-time low of 52.8 percent, a
number that shrinks even further if we
consider the vote total as a percentage
of all eligible voters. (Continuing
reductions in population size since
2004, as a result of outward migration
caused by economic contractions and
the impact of two major hurricanes,
must also be taken into account).

The deposed Roselld entered his four-
year term with the support of 41.8
percent of voters, the weakest
mandate of any Puerto Rican governor
since the first gubernatorial election
in 1948. The newly elected Pedro
Pierluisi (who has served as the
Junta’s attorney and is mockingly
known as “Pedro the Brief” after being
illegally appointed Rosselld’s
successor and removed by the
Supreme Court) will come to govern
with only 32.9 percent of voters’
support.

In addition, it is likely that neither
PNP nor PPD will fully control either
legislative chamber when the counting
and recounting is done, with a
staggering five independent or minor-
party senators, and four independent
or minor-party representatives, all but
ensuring the already weak Pierluisi
(widely perceived as a Junta shill) will
be a lame-duck governor for the
entirety of his term—if he is not
ousted by protests before his term
ends. This also means the PPD will
have to play to the left if it hopes to
have any chance of co-opting MVC/PIP
growth, which the left can easily
outflank by taking the lead in
proposing social-justice legislation
supported by pressure from “street”

mobilization. MVC’s left faction thus
seems, for now, to have an upper hand
in preventing its right flank from
sliding back toward or into the PPD
and PNP. Indeed, MVC’s pro-
statehood candidate for resident
commissioner, largely considered its
most conservative public figure, has
already announced she is leaving the

party.

The left is therefore in a unique
historical position to grow
quantitatively by nurturing
disaffection among the 1.2 million
registered voters who did not
participate (and even more eligible
voters who didn’t even bother to
register), and qualitatively by
strengthening its ties to social
movements. At the same time, it
should not make the mistake of
assuming that all 1.2 million
abstaining registered voters will lean
left or support disruptive protests. The
challenge is to make use of the
opportunity to build counter-
hegemony by continuing to echo the
demands of key, strategically
positioned, disaffected sectors without
seeking to control them (specifically
workers, women, LGBTQ+ youth, and
environmentally threatened
communities), while providing political
content to both conventional and
disruptive mobilizations.

Beyond MVC and PIP lies a significant
extra-parliamentary left, which
includes organizations like the
Feminist Collective Under
Construction, the Socialist Workers’
Movement, the anti-control-board
Promises Are Over Campaign, several
rank and file labor unions, and dozens
of mutual aid groups along with
hundreds of unaffiliated young people.
Its potential role in keeping the
electoral left in check from the
inherently demobilizing pull of the
colonial capitalist regime’s institutions
is enormous. All the same, the more
combative sectors must not lose sight
of the political character of these
struggles, which will continue to
oscillate rapidly between Gramsci’s
“war of position” and “war of
maneuver.”

Mutual patience on all parts, respect
for tactical diversity (and each other’s
spheres of action or “lanes”), a long
view toward shared goals, and an



understanding that not all goals will
be shared were all decisive to the
outcome of the 2019 Uprising. They
will continue to be the key to the
qualitative and quantitative growth of
the Puerto Rican left. If a solid leftist
electoral front can be built while
maintaining the pressure of street
mobilization on a much weakened
colonial capitalist regime, a true sea
change is not just possible but within
reach.

Source Winter 2021 (New Politics Vol.
XVIII No. 2, Whole Number 70) New
Politics.

Footnotes

[1] All 2020 election results are

taken from the official Puerto Rico
State Elections Commission 2020
election results website.

[2] Official pre-2020 election
results are available here.

[3] In Puerto Rico, a portion of
representatives and senators are
elected at-large from party lists
based on total number of votes,
and another portion represent
winner-take-all electoral districts.

[4] The stateside SEIU’s attempt to
raid the bargaining unit of the
Federation of Teachers of Puerto
Rico (FMPR) in the aftermath of
the 2008 teachers strike (as a
result of which, the FMPR was
decertified as the representative of

Puerto Rico’s teachers, numbering
40,000 at the time) is documented
in Steve Early, The Civil Wars in
U.S. Labor: Birth of a New
Workers’ Movement or Death
Throes of the Old? (Haymarket
Books, 2011). The SEIU-affiliated
SPT, which represents other
employees of Puerto Rico’s public
school system, joined other
business unions that refused to
support that strike against an
incumbent PPD government (for
example, see here).

[5] For a sample of this ongoing
debate, see here, here, here, here,
here, here, and here.

[6] See, for example, here.

[7] See, for example, here.

The Return of Democracy and an Uncertain

Future

16 January 2021, by Bret Gustafson

Evo Morales, despite his critics, had
managed 14 years of economic
stability and prosperity. He did so
through a pragmatic rapprochement
with capital—especially the natural
gas industry and domestic business
interests, in particular the agro-
industrial elites. Frugal management
of foreign reserves earned from gas
exports and a generous dose of public
spending had allowed for a bank full of
dollars, a stable exchange rate,
economic growth, and poverty
reduction. To be sure, corruption
cases were common, as they have long
been in Bolivia. Critics also pointed to
Evo’s contradictions. He spoke of
Mother Earth while pushing for more
mining and gas drilling. He touted
Indigenous revitalization while
running roughshod over Indigenous
organizations opposed to certain state
development projects. And he
embodied a hyper-masculine mode of
politics amidst a rising crisis of
violence against women and refusals
to move forward on issues of abortion
rights and sexual equality. Evo and the
MAS had managed to maintain
hegemony by offering concessions to

agro-industry as well, putting the
brakes on land reform and limiting
Indigenous autonomy projects to a
handful of municipal restructurings.
Yet all of this was countered by
relative economic well-being and a
deep layer of grassroots support,
strong in all parts of the country.

There was, as well, widespread
discontent. This was to be expected
from sectors of the far right, strongest
in the eastern Bolivian city of Santa
Cruz. Even though banking,
construction, and big ag had done well
over 14 years, the end of the gas boom
was near and agro-industry, in
particular, was looking at serious
challenges. They want more
genetically modified seeds, more land,
more tax breaks, more subsidies (in
the form of cheap fuel and state
loans), and more protection from
peasant organizing. Already shaped by
deep racism against Andean peoples,
their opposition to Evo
Morales—despite the overtures to
their elites—was intense. Even before
the October 2019 vote, this opposition
had declared its intent, with echoes of

Trump, to declare fraud if Evo was
elected.

In the more moderate sectors of the
urban middle classes, and even among
many in the Bolivian left, there was
also exhaustion with Evo Morales.
Morales had deepened the country’s
dependence on natural resource
extraction and used those revenues to
expand a patronage-based political
system that was increasingly seen as
decadent and degraded. Despite much
ideological enthusiasm in the early
years of the MAS (an enthusiasm still
voiced by many leftists who live
outside of Bolivia), it was increasingly
clear to many that there was very little
left of the revolutionary core of the
MAS project. The concessions to big
business and, of late, a series of legal
measures that approved new GMO
seeds and incentivized clearing of new
agrarian lands in the east suggested
that Evo was as much in support of big
capital as of any revolutionary agenda.
And finally, Evo’s maneuvers to
change the constitution and allow
himself a third term rubbed many the
wrong way, reminding Bolivians of
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their intense distrust of dictators and
those who want to perpetuate
themselves in office. Many of these
moderates also opposed Evo’s
candidacy and were deeply suspicious
of the electoral process itself.

The events that followed the 2019 vote
are still being debated. Some say
there was fraud and no coup. Others
(including myself) say that evidence
for widespread fraud is thin, while the
appearance of a coup is practically
undeniable. At any rate, with
thousands of people in the streets and
the military suggesting he step down,
Morales left the country. What
followed was a year-long interim
government characterized by
corruption, brutality, and
incompetence in the face of COVID-19.
Perhaps for these reasons, much of
Bolivia apparently changed their
minds when they went back to the
polls a year later and sent the MAS
back into office with a near historic
turn out and an overwhelming
majority for Luis Arce.

What happens next is the main
challenge. The new president and vice
president reflect the power of the
MAS to build coalitions but also hint at
its internal schisms and
contradictions. Arce, an economist
who does not self-identify as
Indigenous, is associated with the
technocratic side of the MAS coalition.
David Choquehuanca, the vice
president, is Aymara and is highly
respected as a leading intellectual of
Indigenous thought, including its
critiques of rampant extractivism and
Western-style patriarchy and power.
At their inauguration ceremony on
November 8, Arce’s speech was
focused on economic recovery.
Choquehuanca’s included an
admonition (not so veiled) against
continued abuse of power, the
politicization of justice, and colonialist
patriarchy. This does not suggest any
deep division, as Arce has also
embraced indigeneity and its key
symbols, and Choquehuanca, clearly
on the left, said that “power, like the
economy, has to be redistributed.”
Nonetheless, some parts of the MAS
coalition who identify more closely
with the Indigenous position thought
Choquehuanca should have been the
president. Nonetheless, Evo Morales
himself is said to have pushed Arce

forward, hoping to appeal to the urban
middle classes by positioning a
“white” Bolivian at the top of the
ticket. Whether that explains the
electoral victory or not, the
combination is for the moment
creating positive reactions.
Acquaintances who were increasingly
disillusioned with Morales have
expressed some hope that Arce and
Choquehuanca can avoid falling into
the seductions of power. Whether
Choquehuanca’s thoughtful critiques
of the old way of doing politics can
carry weight remains to be seen. He
himself was somewhat marginalized
during the latter years of the Morales
government, having been unwilling to
fall in line with some of Evo’s more
egregious errors.

At any rate, the future will be
challenging. President Luis Arce, who
had been the minister of economy for
most of Evo’s 14 years in office,
confronts lower natural gas prices and
thus shrinking revenues to the state.
Arce, like Evo, will have to balance
often-conflicting demands from
different sectors of society in a context
of intense polarization. Right up to the
inauguration date, the right-wing
extremists of Santa Cruz were
mobilized again. Despite all evidence
to the contrary, they were saying the
election was fraudulent. While there
may have been some reason to suspect
fraud when the MAS was running the
elections last time, this time it is
laughable. Salvador Romero, one-time
employee of the U.S. government
National Endowment for Democracy,
was in charge of the process. The
coup government oversaw it. And the
MAS still won by a landslide. The
extremist minorities of the east, much
like the gun-toting Trump supporters
of the United States, clearly do not
believe in democracy at all. With
young muscle-bound men in baseball
hats and ski masks, they have blocked
streets, and many, including those of
the evangelical Christian right, are
literally praying for a military coup.
On November 3, the unelected civic
chamber of Santa Cruz, called the
“civic committee,” petitioned the
constitutional court to suspend the
inauguration of Luis Arce and
demanded an audit of the electoral
process (basically a recount). Not
without some humor, the judges have
granted the civic committee a hearing,

but scheduled it for November 10, two
days after the presidency changed
hands.

Evo Morales himself may also be a
complicating factor. On November 9,
the day after the swearing-in of Arce
and Choquehuanca, he triumphantly
walked across the Argentina-Bolivia
border into the far southern part of
Bolivia. Greeted by euphoric crowds,
he thanked Argentina’s president and
fellow left-leaning traveler for having
saved his life. He planned a two-day
caravan to return to the Chapare, his
home region in central Bolivia.
Publicly, he has pledged to stay out of
Arce’s way. Yet as the undeniable
historic leader of the MAS—and now
the president of the MAS party
organization—he will surely play an
influential role, perhaps more
privately than publicly. Many
doubtless support this possibility,
though some fear that Evo’s urge to
return to power may somehow derail
the Arce-Choquehuanca government.
Many former high officials associated
with Evo, such as his cabinet
members, are being held at arm’s
length by the new government. Critics
and sympathizers alike increasingly
fretted about the so-called “invited”
ones or the “infiltrators”*—figures
who had no deep MAS loyalty or
history but who had been given posts
by Evo in order to curry political
support. Some of these figures, such
as former Minister of Government
Juan Ramoén Quintana, are seen as
being among those who had pushed
Evo and the MAS away from the more
Indigenous orientation. Despite all of
these internal politics—and despite his
own less than ideologically-pure
personal and political style—Morales
is still a national and international
icon of the left and the Pink Tide. As
with Alvaro Garcia Linera, the former
vice president who has stayed largely
out of public view since their return to
Bolivia, Morales may also play a role
articulating connections with
movements elsewhere. For example,
during his return to Bolivia he met
with Indigenous and labor
organizations from Ecuador and
Argentina. With Argentina and
Venezuela still standing leftward,
Chile having just voted to dump a
Pinochet-era constitution, Peru in
upheaval, and elections coming soon
in Ecuador and in two more years in



Brazil, we may see a new Pink Tide or
at least a “Pink Flow” returning after
its ebb.

The main question remains as to
whether Arce will try to challenge the
power of capital given that Evo had
largely made amends with it. For the
moment, it is unlikely. This is partly
because of the risks of political and
economic instability. The reactionary
forces, largely backed by the banking,
insurance, and agricultural capitalists
of eastern Bolivia, tried to use the
spurious fraud claims to counter the
overwhelming mandate of the MAS
and Luis Arce with a show of regional
power. The country has entered into
an economic recession for the first
time in 14 years. Arce says it may take
two years to return to positive growth.
Although the left and the
environmentalists would like to see a
turn away from extractive industries
and the destructive power of big ag,
Arce may find himself supporting both
of these in a bid to get the economy
going again. At this writing, he has

just visited the Amazonian department
of Beni and promised to invest in
expanding cattle ranching and
agriculture—both deemed problematic
by more environmentally-minded
observers. Arce, who is more of a
Keynesian than a socialist, is unlikely
to shift the government radically
leftward or to embark on an
ecologically radical rethinking of
extractivism. While Keynesianism is
better than neoliberalism, whether the
engagement with capital can maintain
the redistributive orientation of the
state remains an open question.

A lot will depend on whether and how
the working class and rural social
movements regroup and reorganize.
Before Evo, the movements were
militant and at least relatively
politically autonomous. During the 14
years of the MAS, many leaders
became state officials and the
movements were often absorbed into
patron-client relations with the state.
Those who showed loyalty were

rewarded. Those who criticized the
MAS were excluded. Recovering some
autonomy is crucial to influencing
political change. Now with state
largesse in retreat, we may see a
reconfiguration of Bolivia’s historic
movements that sets the stage for a
return to a more progressive process
of change. For the moment, the
serene, serious, and patient exercise
of the democratic process on October
18, 2020, showed the country’s
commitment to the idea of a nation
and state—and a form of politics—that
is meant to meet the needs of its
people. Against the minority sectors
voicing racism and exclusionary talk,
there is a collective moral
consciousness that by-and-large
bristles at state violence, military
intervention, and injustice. Wherever
one stands on Evo Morales, and
despite the challenges ahead, it is
clear that at least for the moment,
Bolivians continue to challenge
capitalism and its orthodoxies.

Source New Politics.

First as tragedy, then as farce? AUR and the
long shadow of fascism in Romania

15 January 2021, by Raul Carstocea

A new political formation, the Alliance
for the Union of Romanians (Alianta
pentru Unirea Romanilor), whose
acronym, AUR, means ‘gold’ in
Romanian, won 9.07% of the votes for
the Chamber of Deputies and 9.17% of
the votes for the Senate, becoming the
fourth largest party in the current
Parliament. Their success is all the
more remarkable since the party was
established only one year ago, on 1
December 2019 - the symbolically
chosen national day of Romania that
harks back to 1918 and is known as
the ‘Great Union Day’. In this respect,
the party recalls the electoral fortunes
of the far right Alternative for
Germany (AfD), which barely missed
meeting the 5% threshold for entering
the Bundestag some six months after
its establishment in 2013, and had its
first electoral successes in state
(Saxony, Thuringia, Brandenburg) and
European Parliament elections in

2014. [1] There is thus a case to be
made for reading this electoral result
within the overall framework of the
evolution of right-wing ‘populism’ - a
term that has been however rendered
almost meaningless by overuse and
that glosses over significant
differences within the political
spectrum it covers - in Europe and
elsewhere, and that case has indeed
been made. There are, however, also
good reasons for looking more closely
at the Romanian specificities of this
instantiation of the contemporary
European far right and its links with
interwar Romanian fascism, and it is
here that my contribution can
hopefully be of some help.

Unlike the seemingly more benign
‘populism’ (something that is in itself
problematic), the association made
immediately by commenters on AUR’s
electoral success was with ‘fascism’,

and specifically the native form it took
in interwar Romania, with the ‘Legion
of the Archangel Michael’ / ‘Iron
Guard’. Experts on the topic were
interviewed, offering valuable insights
about the role of the Romanian
Orthodox Church (Biserica Ortodoxa
Romand, BOR) in accounting for this
result, pointing at continuities with
the national-communism of Nicolae
Ceausescu’s regime (mistakenly, in my
opinion), while others offered valuable
class-based analyses that however
ignored the specificities of interwar
Romanian fascism or its legacies in
post-socialist Romania. A
characteristically clear analysis by one
of the most prominent experts on the
legionary movement, Roland Clark,
was both the most direct and the most
worrying, asking ‘Is fascism returning
to Romania?’ and hinting toward a
positive answer, inflected however by
awareness of the different conditions
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of the 21st century and the
importance of contemporary
influences, from Donald Trump to
Viktor Orban, in accounting for AUR'’s
strategies. [2] My own take on the
matter follows along similar lines, with
a much more straightforward ‘yes’
answer to Roland’s question, and one
that factors in one of the important
structural similarities between
interwar and present-day Romania,
i.e. the absence of a credible,
organised, electorally-powerful left as
a driver of class-based, rather than
national- / religious-based politics.

The first thing to note is the novelty of
AUR in Romania’s post-socialist
political landscape. The very useful
distinction made by Michael Shafir
between parties of ‘radical continuity’
and ‘radical return’ within the
spectrum of right-wing politics in
post-1989 Eastern Europe is an
important one here. [3] The former
continued the nationalism of the
socialist era, with ‘continuity’ clearly
visible at the level of the elites
(Corneliu Vadim Tudor, Adrian
Paunescu, etc.) in the Romanian case;
whereas the latter denounced
communism in toto and harked back
to interwar-era models, often related
to the fascist ‘Legion of the Archangel
Michael’. It was the former parties, of
‘radical continuity’, that were
prominent in Romanian politics in the
1990s, at a time when Romania was
being singled out not for the absence
of the radical right, as it has been
during the last decade, but for its
virulence. In contrast, until three
weeks ago, despite the number of such
organisations (from the 1990s
Movement for Romania - Miscarea
Pentru Romania - through the ‘All for
the Country’ Party - Partidul Totul
Pentru Tara - that took over the exact
name of the Legion’s political party
organisation to the extra-
parliamentary New Right - Noua
Dreapta) and their radicalism, they
remained confined to the political
fringe, with no credible bid for
electoral representation.

Despite their many similarities in
terms of nationalism and xenophobia,
important differences also stand out,
evident for example in their respective
attitudes to Romanian history. For the
‘radical continuity’ parties, the
historical reference point, and

someone whose rehabilitation they
incessantly sought, was Ion
Antonescu: authoritarian dictator of
wartime Romania, anti-Semite,
genocidaire and the person ultimately
responsible for perpetrating the
Holocaust in Romania; but,
importantly, not a fascist. Their
attitude to the communist regime was
also much more ambivalent, as too
straightforward a rejection would
have raised questions about their own
leadership’s affiliations with the
former regime. For the ‘radical return’
parties and movements, the role
models were and are the members of
the armed anti-communist resistance
and the so-called ‘martyrs’ and ‘prison
saints’ who had been victims of
repression under the former socialist
regime, both groups overwhelmingly
dominated by former members of the
legionary movement. [4] Eventually,
the legionary leadership, much of
which was assassinated or executed
under King Carol II's dictatorship, was
also exalted as ‘martyrs’ for the
national cause.

In turn, the socialist regime was
condemned in unequivocal terms, as a
foreign imposition and an unnatural
hiatus in the history of the nation, as
anti-communism became (and remains
with AUR) one of the core principles in
the ideology of such groups. The
difference is telling: for parties like
PRM the historical references pointed
to the state and its representatives, be
they Antonescu or (more quietly)
Ceausescu; for neo-legionary groups,
they are to an anti-establishment
movement engaged in (occasionally
armed) resistance and violent action
against the state, be it the partial and
fragile interwar Romanian democracy
or the post-war socialist regime.

This brings me to an important
clarification regarding fascism. I
subscribe to the current consensus in
academic studies of historical and neo-
fascism that is inspired by Roger
Griffin’s definition of fascism as “a
genus of political ideology whose
mythic core in its various
permutations is a palingenetic form of
populist ultra-nationalism”. [5]
Understood along these lines, the
palingenetic element that promises a
rebirth or regeneration of the nation
from an alleged present state of
decadence and the populist appeal to

‘the masses’ are key to understanding
fascism as a revolutionary ideology
and form of politics. This allows us to
distinguish fascist movements and
regimes from conservative
authoritarian ones - Antonescu never
sought popularity and aimed to
preserve the Romanian state, not to
radically transform it - and to see
them as the right-wing revolutionary
counterpart to the socialist challenge
of the liberal-capitalist hegemony. A
revolution from the right, denouncing
the materialism of the left and
elevating ‘culture’ above economic
concerns; these are the terms
according to which fascism should be
understood. It is also why it may
appear relatively meaningless and
incoherent when approached from a
strict materialist perspective: fascists’
ideas about the economy, their notions
of a ‘third way’ between capitalism
and socialism, always fuzzy and poorly
articulated, combining a
condemnation of plutocracy with
guarantees for private property, were
always and still are less important
than culture to the fascists
themselves. It is also why they can
easily gain the upper hand in matters
of ‘identity politics’, always their
preferred terrain, dismissing the
economic inequalities that underpin it.
Yet the intended outcome of the
fascist project, in the interwar period
as today, is not the preservation of the
status quo, but its complete overhaul -
the evidence from the cases where
fascists did come to power providing
ample evidence of this.

With these considerations in mind, we
should be genuinely worried about the
claims of one of AUR’s co-presidents,
George Simion, to represent an anti-
establishment movement against “a
rotten system” and to be “a form of
revolution”. Lest anyone has any
doubts as to the specific form AUR’s
revolution might take, the webpage of
Rost magazine, managed by AUR’s
other co-president, Claudiu Tarziu,
clarifies this in explicit palingenetic
terms, self-identifying as “a magazine
for national and Christian
resurrection”. The most recent article
penned by Tarziu on the Rost
webpage, at the end of the electoral
campaign on 4 December 2020, is
significantly entitled “the signal of the
conservative revolution”. With
statements such as these, we witness
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the return of a palingenetic,
revolutionary type of ultra-nationalism
to the Romanian parliament for the
first time since the interwar period.
And if George Simion might be a
relative novelty in Romanian politics,
with his background in nationalist
football ultras groups rather than
political parties, Claudiu Tarziu is
extremely well-known in neo-legionary
forums and among researchers of the
legionary movement as someone with
a long career promoting the legionary
movement in Romanian public space.
Tarziu was also prominent in the 2018
campaign of the ‘Coalition for the
Family’, an association of NGOs with
direct links to AUR, for a failed
referendum that sought to make gay
marriage unconstitutional (despite it
being already illegal under current
Romanian legislation). The third
member of the triumvirate making up
AUR'’s leadership is the philosopher
Sorin Lavric, notorious for his
legionary sympathies, as well as for
his extreme misogyny and racism. In
an interview accounting for his
reference to the Roma minority as “a
social scourge”, the writer clarified
that “the inclination of the Roma
ethnicity toward this type of crimes”
(stealing, begging, and prostitution) is
“well known and proven statistically”,
thus reproducing one of the most
common racist stereotypes about the
Roma in Romania.

Considering the backgrounds of the
three leaders of AUR, the party
programme and doctrine comes as no
surprise. Founded on the four pillars
of “family, fatherland, faith, and
freedom”, its doctrine identifies the
party as conservative (although
conservatives are historically not
known for their revolutionary
propensities), in favour of a “Europe of
Nations” (a staple of historical fascism
and the contemporary European far
right), and “adamantly opposed to the
colonisation of Europe with foreign
populations” - a notion that would not
be out of place in the manifestos of
extreme right terrorists like Anders
Breivik or Brenton Tarrant.
Importantly, this is also aligned with
the rhetoric of far-right parties in
power in the region of Central and
Eastern Europe, like Fidesz in
Hungary or PiS in Poland, with regard
to migration. While the latter is
explicitly identified by the AUR

leadership as a similar party and a
model to emulate to a certain extent,
the anti-Hungarian nationalism of
AUR precludes any positive references
to Viktor Orban or Fidesz.
Interestingly when it comes to the
language of AUR’s programme, the
opposition to ‘colonisation’ and the
references to Article 3 of the current
(and also of the first, 1866) Romanian
Constitution that prohibits the
colonisation of Romanian territory is
another element that was missing
from Romanian party-political
programmes since the legionary
interwar rhetoric of “Jewish
colonisation”. While the party is pro-
European, its notion of ‘Europe’ is
grounded in its “classical values” and
three main “cultural paradigms (Greek
philosophy, Roman law, and
Christianity)”, once again pointing at
the exclusion of non-Christian groups
- although there are no explicit
references to Muslims, Jews, or other
religious groups in the party
programme. However, an updated,
21st century version of anti-Semitism
- via references to government
representatives on George Soros’
payroll - is promoted by AUR party
members on social media. A wholesale
denunciation of the entire political
class reminiscent of the legionary
movement is doubled by strong
opposition to “any form of
contemporary Marxism”, with
“camouflaged forms of the neo-
Marxist scourge” including “political
correctness, gender ideology,
egalitarianism, or multiculturalism”.

The ideological similarities to interwar
Romanian fascism - adapted to a 21st
century context, as neo-fascist
organisations are wont to do since
uniforms have gotten out of fashion -
are, however, only part of the story.
The success the legionary movement
in the interwar period had in growing
from a group of five nationalist
students to the third largest party in
Romania in the 1937 general elections
owed at least as much to its
mobilisation strategies. Here as well
there are important parallels with
AUR. First off, the extra-parliamentary
origins of its leadership and the fact
they were not previously associated
with other political parties lend
credibility to their wholesale dismissal
of the political establishment, just like
the Legion consistently claimed to not

be engaged in politics (all evidence,
such as their parliamentary
representation, to the contrary). The
“ideological war whose conclusion will
be the removal of the current political
class” that Sorin Lavric promises is
not just an electoral tactic, however,
because its distinct style staking a
claim to a form of anti-political politics
(animated by “the recovery of the
mystic sense of being Christian” for
both Lavric and the legionaries) is a
constitutive feature of fascism.
Second, AUR prides itself on its
different style of electoral
propaganda, its grassroots
engagement with the electorate,
online and offline, on foot, through
personal communication, “at one
marketplace after another”, despite
the restrictions in place during the
pandemic. In 1931, a police report
accounted for the first legionary
electoral successes with the “intense
and permanent propaganda carried
out in the villages by Corneliu Zelea
Codreanu [the Legion’s leader] and his
devoted cohorts”. It emphasised that
legionaries knew how to engage the
peasants, “how to reach their souls,
enquiring about all their needs, taking
the time to sit around a boiling pot of
soup or polenta”, and saw in this
strategy the “superiority” of legionary
propaganda. Third, both AUR and the
legionary movement emphasise(d)
action, “deeds” as the legionaries
called them, over words, whether this
involves in AUR’s case protest
meetings, national unionist marches
(from Alba Iulia, the symbolic site of
the 1918 Union, to Chisindu, the
capital of the Republic of Moldova),
violent clashes with members of the
Hungarian minority over the memory
politics of a First World War cemetery,
or fundraising projects for building
houses or a hospital. All of these recall
(as they surely do for AUR leaders like
Tarziu or Lavric, who know their
legionary history) the winter marches
on foot of the legionaries, their
resilience in overcoming restrictions
to their activity and even police
brutality (which George Simion also
mentions), the endless instances of
legionary violence against members of
the Jewish minority, or their famous
voluntary work camps building and
repairing roads, churches, student
dormitories and, yes, even a
hospital. [6]
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Whether intentional (which seems
more plausible given the familiarity of
AUR’s leadership with legionary
electoral propaganda) or coincidental,
in both cases such actions were and
are used to further delegitimise the
entire political class, dismissed as
corrupt and either committed to
personal gain or prone to foreign
influence. This contrast is then
employed to further emphasise the
‘uniqueness’ of the respective
organisations as representative of the
‘national interest’ and their
constituting the sole alternative to the
‘politics as usual’ of the other parties.
In his first speech in Parliament,
Simion instigated Romanians to a ‘tax
strike’, encouraging them to refuse to
pay their taxes, since these will be
misused by the government anyway.
This direct contact with the electorate,
unmediated by political institutions, is
skilfully ‘performed’ in the videos
posted on social media by George
Simion - in one such example, tagged
“my Christmas present to the
Romanians” and posted on 24
December, he announced that he will
be donating 90% of his
parliamentarian salary to different
civic causes. The performance is
carefully staged, set against the
background of dramatic music and
featuring Simion slowly approaching
the camera down an aisle in the
Chamber of Deputies, while
addressing his electorate directly and
staring intensely into the camera in a
sense of establishing ‘eye contact’
with the audience. Viewers familiar
with legionary propaganda may be
excused for having an odd feeling of
déja vu. Moreover, many AUR
members are wearing the traditional
peasant ‘national’ costume in
Parliament and at public meetings, as
the interwar legionaries also did.

In one of the EU’s fastest growing
economies that is also consistently
flagged as among the worst countries
in the EU with regard to income
inequality and where the Romanian
officials’ denial of the extent of
poverty and discrimination against the
extremely poor, especially the Roma
was noted by the UN Special
Rapporteur on extreme poverty and
human rights, a party that is
adamantly opposed to any form of
egalitarianism as ‘neo-Marxist’ is bad
news indeed. [7] It also begs the

question why such a party would be
appealing to such a significant
segment of the electorate. And here
the absence of a credible left-wing
alternative comes prominently to the
fore, whether we are thinking about
the popularity of the legionary
movement in the interwar period or
the recent electoral results. While the
most stable political party in post-
socialist Romania is the Social-
Democratic Party (Partidul Social-
Democrat, PSD), winner of the recent
elections as well, its left-wing
credentials leave a lot to be desired.
For one, its involvement in the
aforementioned 2018 referendum on
gay marriage saw it enter an alliance
with the ‘Coalition for the Family’, its
instigators. [8] Incidentally, while
some commenters have related AUR’s
success to the ongoing pandemic and
its firm opposition to the measures
implemented to contain the spread of
the virus, as well as to the very low
electoral turnout (33.3%), I remain
sceptical of such explanations. [9] The
reason for this is my anticipation in
2018, on the occasion of the
referendum, that an organisation that
can muster 3 million signatures to
support a referendum on changing the
constitutional definition of marriage
will soon have parliamentary
representation.

Returning to the PSD, its economic
policies might have been more
redistributive than those of the other
parties, but that hardly put a dent in
the neoliberal consensus in a country
where social welfare measures
consistently fail to prevent extreme
poverty, including its racialised
version affecting Roma communities.
Absent any notion of international
class solidarity and drawing instead
on the same nationalism and
association with the church that is the
bread and butter of AUR, its
continuing fortunes at the polls
probably have more to do with having
established (and to some extent
continued) an early presence in the
1990s in the rural areas completely
ignored by the other mainstream
parties, which tend exclusively to the
urban, educated middle class. This
electoral advantage may soon vanish if
AUR continues targeting that
electorate. The attempt to propose a
new type of left-wing party more
attuned to issues of class than PSD

ever was, Demos, failed to attract
virtually any electorate beyond its
initial core of highly-educated,
overwhelmingly urban, and often
diasporic members, with its
supporters clearly unable to cross the
online/offline barrier.

The situation appears similar to the
one in the interwar period, when the
popularity of the ‘revolution from the
right’ can be explained by its filling in
the void of a mass left-wing party that
would have represented the
overwhelmingly poor majority of the
population. With the communist party
banned as ‘anti-national’ and the tiny
social-democrats subject to extensive
censorship and state control, a
political system heavily tilted to the
right produced its fascist challengers
on the same side of the political
spectrum, provided they were able to
speak the language of the peasantry
(over 80% of the population back
then) in ways that the mainstream
parties were not. So why does
widespread poverty fail to lead to
more mobilisation along class lines? In
my view this is primarily because of a
failure to understand inequality and
poverty along the lines of class in
Romania, with social antagonism
coded instead along nationalist, anti-
Semitic lines (in the interwar period),
or according to a narrative pitching
the ‘deserving poor’ against the more
unfortunate recipients of social
benefits, the reviled “socially-assisted”
(asistati social) today. Regarding the
latter, the production of this
lumpenproletariat and the resulting
undermining of class solidarity has
become a virtual political consensus in
post-socialist Romania and has
successfully convinced the poor that
the cause of their misery is to be
found with the extremely poor rather
than with the exploitative nature of
capitalism and Romania’s dependent
position in the global economy. Add to
this the racism that associates all
Roma with the “socially-assisted” and
much of this underclass with the Roma
(recall Lavric’s ‘defence’ mentioned
earlier), and there is ample room for a
nationalist and racist coding of class
antagonism. Interestingly, shifting the
scale of analysis from a national to a
European one, as I have done in a
recent blog post, allows interpreting
the entire Romanian diaspora as a
disaffected and abused proletariat,
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particularly given its demonstrated
expendability in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic. [10] I argued
there that, in the context of the
pandemic, “the red line that connects
the stories of precarious Romanian
asparagus-pickers in Germany and
vulnerable Roma communities in
Romania is one of marginality and
exclusion, of expendable lives and
convenient scapegoats, where race
and class are mutually imbricated and
played out on different scales, from
the local, through the regional, to the
global”.Absent a politics of solidarity
that takes stock of these intersections,
we should not be too surprised if
parties like AUR are able to capitalise
on the precarious Romanian diaspora,
all the while driving a nationalist
wedge between it and other
vulnerable groups. Indeed, AUR'’s
share of the diaspora vote was more
than double its overall result, with
over 23% of the votes.

Anti-communism was in the interwar
period and still is in present-day
Romania a hegemonic discourse that
further delegitimises mobilisation
along class lines. With the collapse of
socialist regimes and the proclaimed
end of ‘grand narratives’, an anti-
communist rhetoric heavily laced with
anti-Semitism and Russophobia
became prominent not just in Romania
but across the region of Central,
Eastern, and South-Eastern
Europe. [11] Its Romanian
instantiation saw the return of the
once-persecuted legionaries into
public memory, not as members of a
fascist movement, but as anti-
communist heroes and victims of
persecution. With national institutions
dedicated to “the investigation of
communist crimes and the memory of
the Romanian exile” (with much of the
latter of legionary inspiration) and the
uncritical republication of the works of
interwar luminaries of Romanian
culture who had been members or
sympathisers of the legionary
movement (e.g. Nae Ionescu, Mircea
Eliade, Constantin Noica, Emil
Cioran), very good conditions were
created for the ‘return’ of the
legionary version of Romanian ultra-
nationalism after 1989. After all, the
legionaries’ was the most explicitly
virulent version of anti-communism to
draw on in Romanian history, and
their victimhood at the hands of the

socialist regime was all too real - and
amply mediatised through TV
documentary series such as “The
Memorial of Suffering” (Memorialul
Durerii), which ran on prime time
television between 1991 and 1996,
and intermittently until 2004 (with
numerous re-runs). Roland Clark is
right that the general public in
Romania has but vague notions of the
legionary movement - but when they
do, I found, it is much more often fond
images of ‘the boys’ carrying out
voluntary work and building things
than of political assassinations or the
gruesome January 1941 pogrom, - but
I would argue that its memory was
refreshed through the commemoration
of victimhood under socialism. I would
disagree with him on the risks
involved in resurrecting the legacy of
Romanian interwar fascism though.
AUR does indeed dissociate itself from
the historical legionary movement -
because it has to, as doing otherwise
would be illegal under Law 217/2015.
But the reactions to that law and to
the inclusion of the Legion in the
category of fascist movements whose
positive commemoration is banned,
about which I have written elsewhere,
show that those risks are minimal
indeed, short of an explicit
commitment to ‘finish what they
started’.

Allegations of collusion between
legionaries and communists in
socialist Romania should be put to
rest, as there is very little historical
evidence to support them, far less
than was the case for example in
neighbouring Hungary with members
of the Arrow Cross. The nationalism of
Ceausescu’s regime took over
elements of Romanian nationalism
that were indeed indebted to the
fascist, anti-Semitic version espoused
by the legionaries. This indeed speaks
volumes of the long shadow cast by
interwar Romanian fascism, even on a
regime which rightfully saw them as
its sworn enemies. It does not
however indicate any hybridisation
between the two, let alone suggest
that “legionaries were the strongest
allies of the former communist
regime”, as Madalin Hodor seems to
believe. The national-communism of
Ceausescu’s regime steered clear of
direct legionary influences, preferring
to rehabilitate radical right figures
such as Octavian Goga or military

dictators such as Ion Antonescu, just
as neo-legionaries in post-socialist
Romania (and AUR) are steering way
clear of Ceausescu’s nationalism.
What we are witnessing with AUR is
unprecedented in post-socialist
Romanian politics and represents a
‘return’ of sorts precisely because of
this distinction, which consequently
cannot be emphasised enough. As a
historian I am not into predictions,
and it remains to be seen if this return
will turn out to be the contemporary
farce to the interwar legionary
tragedy. Signs of AUR members of
parliament being ridiculed are already
here and this does not bode well for a
party that, in typical legionary style,
takes itself far too seriously and is
prone to a rhetoric of “traitors” and
“ideological wars”. Nor does sleeping
in Parliament during its first session
and claiming to have been in the
“vishuddha chakra position that
activates special mental connections”
sit well with the unwavering
commitment to the “national and
Christian resurrection” of Romania.
Signs of the farce might be there, but
the dangers posed by AUR making
further inroads into the electorate and
benefitting from the attention
associated with its presence in
parliament are all too real.

As I was contemplating the differences
between the interwar period and the
present day with regard to a class-
based politics in Romania for this blog
post, I wondered if the legacy of the
socialist regime did not itself,
paradoxically, contribute to a
disavowal of ‘class’ as a meaningful
form of identity and mobilisation. After
all, in a regime that referred to all of
its citizens as (triumphant)
proletarians, was class struggle not
over and decisively won? And if this
was the real existing socialist
equivalent of John Prescott and Tony
Blair’s “we are all middle class now”
slogan behind New Labour in a
capitalist society that (only) values the
middle class, should we be surprised
that it is difficult to resurrect (pun
intended) class struggle as a call for
political action in a post-socialist
one? [12] Yet if the story of the defeat
of fascism and of the central role
played by socialism in its demise
teaches us any lesson, it is that we
surely have to keep trying.
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in U.S. history, despite the fact that
Bernie Sanders’ insurgent candidacy
showed that there was a vibrant
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and his team have shown nothing but
contempt towards the Left. Instead,
they have doubled down on bland
centrism. With the possible exception
of Green New Deal-supporting Deb
Haaland at Interior, every cabinet pick
has been a safe establishment choice.

Granted, having competent
administrators in charge may be a
step up from the assemblage of yes-
men and wreckers we saw under
Trump. But that should not obscure
the fact that Biden’s “back to normal”
means a return to corporate-
connected technocratic austerity at
home paired with efforts to reassert
U.S. global domination (AKA
“leadership”) abroad. Many problems
that pre-dated Trump, like growing
inequality, a broken healthcare
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system, a broken immigration system,
racist policing, weakened unions, etc.
will persist under Biden. There may be
more headway on COVID and climate
change, but well short of what’s
required. Polling may show strong
support for broad progressive policies
like paid family leave, student debt
forgiveness, Medicare for All, and
more, but even with Democrats in
control of the presidency and both
houses of Congress after the January 5
runoff elections in Georgia, such
policies are unlikely to see the light of
day.

The one concession to recent
movements for social justice is Biden'’s
greater commitment to racial and
gender diversity in his cabinet. It is
likely that he will honor his
commitment to assemble “the most
diverse Cabinet anyone in American
history has ever announced.” [2] But
this is a commitment grounded in a
narrow politics of representation,
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aimed primarily at putting more
female, Black, and Brown faces in
charge of advancing the same tired,
centrist Democratic policies that will
do little to improve the lives of actual
women, Black, and Brown people.
Biden’s diverse cabinet is packed with
Wall Street bankers, corporate board
members, lobbyists, consultants, even
torture apologists. [3]

Over on the Republican side, Trump’s
refusal to concede defeat has created
even more chaos within the party.
While nobody in party leadership
actually believes that Trump won,
least of all Trump himself, he is using
the “stolen election” fiction as a
loyalty test for elected officials, who
must show their support for the
outgoing president by denying
reality. [4]

While some in the party justified their
delegitimization of the November 3
election results as a harmless way of
humoring the president, the January 6
insurrection at the U.S. Capitol shows
how mistaken this was. [5] Defending
Trump’s unhinged claims of election
fraud and malfeasance gave oxygen to
an alternate, fact-free universe where
QAnon conspiracy theorists, 4Chan
trolls, neo-Confederates, paramilitary
groups like the Proud Boys, and
outright neo-Nazis could come
together to form the ghastly white
supremacist mob that stormed the
Capitol. [6]

Meanwhile, Trump’s election fraud
narrative is serving as a massive grift
to siphon more money from his
base—$207.5 million since Election
Day. [7]Although some within the
party may want to leave Trump
behind, there is nobody obviously
positioned to seize the reins.

The result is a party frozen in place,
unable to move beyond Trump but
unsure of what it would do even if it
could. Trump did enact some cruel
and grotesque policies by executive
order, and Senate leader Mitch

McConnell has been effective in
helping Trump pack the courts with
right-wing ideologues. But their sole
legislative achievement has been the
2017 tax cuts. This is symptomatic of a
party that has lost the vision and élan
it showed from the 1980s through the
2000s. The once hegemonic
conservative narrative of small
government, personal responsibility,
and prosperity rings hollow in the
aftermath of two financial crises,
massive job losses, wage stagnation,
and the accompanying trauma of
instability, illness, and addiction that
have literally led to declining life
expectancy for large swaths of the
U.S. population. [8] In its place,
Republicans can only offer naked cash
grabs for their wealthy donors,
combined with nationalism, racism,
and xenophobia for their base, and
voter suppression for their opponents.

Taken together, the situation amounts
to a crisis of political representation.
On the left, Democratic Party elites
can ignore or toss aside movement
demands in a way that their forebears
in the 1960s and 70s could not. On the
right, corporate elites may enjoy tax
cut windfalls, but at the expense of
trade, immigration, and foreign policy
that work against many of their
interests. [9] And while Trump’s
rhetoric about “bringing jobs back”
mixed with healthy doses of white
nationalism, =xenophobia, and
conspiracy theories may provide a
salve for his base, neither he nor his
party are capable of delivering policies
that might actually address their
material grievances. [10]

More broadly, neither party is capable
of articulating a positive political
vision that could form the basis of a
new hegemonic coalition, along the
lines of postwar Keynesianism or the
conservative neoliberalism of more
recent decades. Partially this is
because traditional organizational
vehicles for articulating such a vision
are absent. Even as corporate
economic consolidation proceeds

apace, capital remains politically
fragmented, incapable of positioning
itself as acting in anything
approximating a “general interest.”

On the left, the election showed that
unions are still capable of shaping
politics, particularly with UNITE
HERE’s efforts in driving up
Democratic votes in Arizona and
Pennsylvania. [11] But with current
union density barely above 10 percent,
they are considerably weakened from
their postwar heyday, and their
broader social influence diminished.
Meanwhile, much of the left
ecosystem consists either of staff-
driven NGOs with no genuine
membership to speak of, or periodic
outbursts of “leaderless” protest that
either dissipate or themselves become
absorbed into staff-driven NGOs.

When writing about such periods of
political paralysis, it is common among
Left writers to reference Gramsci’s
quote about how “[t]he crisis consists
precisely in the fact that the old is
dying and the new cannot be born; in
this interregnum a great variety of
morbid symptoms appear.” While the
quote is certainly relevant to today,
the temptation is to view the
interregnum as a passing phase, an
unstable situation that must somehow
resolve itself. But what often gets lost
is that unstable interregnums can last
a long time. The status quo can keep
muddling through. Nothing
guarantees a particular resolution to
the crisis.

To the extent a resolution is possible,
it will not be due to vague concepts
like the current “balance of class
forces” or “requirements of capital.”
Rather, it will be the outcome of
concrete political struggles that shape
the balance of class forces and
articulate the needs of the parties
involved.
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