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Pandemic and
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Capitalism

This dossier is an attempt to address the pan-
demic, the crisis of capitalism, and the con-
juncture of insurrection borne out of it from
a perspective that rethinks Marxism. As the
infrastructural institutions of the capitalist
state crumble, having been cannibalized for
four decades by processes of neoliberalization,
extreme forms of economic
inequality and class injus-
tice, mapped onto and pro-
duced through lethal and
variegated racist formations
in the United States (but
no doubt coming to a the-
ater near you) have sparked
an accelerated decoloni-
zation sequence. Spear-
headed by black youth,
this sequence has swiftly
turned into a multiracial
insurrection against racist
police violence.. When we
were collecting proposals
for this dossier, the theme
was the pandemic and the
crisis of capitalism. It still is (and, from what it
looks, it will be for a long while), but it is now
also a conjuncture of insurrection and decoloni-
zation. This transformation of the conjuncture
and deepening of the crisis is reflected in almost
all the contributions as many have recalibrated,
in real time, their interventions to address the
unfolding complexity of the moment.

And indeed, this dossier is an experiment for us
here at Rethinking Marxism. First and foremost,
the time frame is very different from the slower
pace of quarterly academic journal publishing.
We announced the CFP in late Spring, the first
drafts of essays arrived on June 15, it was a quick
turnaround thanks to our referees, followed by
revisions, copyediting, design and layout and
now we are releasing it in early August—pos-
sibly too soon and already too late. Remaining
on this schedule itself was
one of the biggest chal-
lenges. But this pace has
allowed us to be in closer
proximity with the con-
juncture, speaking from
within it, staking positions
before the trajectory of the
sequence realizes. Second,
the discourse is intended
to be similar in tone to
our Remarx section: theo-
retical but not academic,
grounded in the concrete
real but not empiricist.
The length of the essays
are intentionally kept
around 4,500 words or
below, not only to make the work of producing
this dossier less onerous but also to expand the
readership. Third, this is a format that allows us
to produce an open-access supplement to our
quarterly journal published by Taylor & Francis.
As an experiment, we have chosen the dossier
format, one that is peer reviewed and profession-
ally copyedited, yet is not a part of the numbered
sequence of the journal. We intended it to be (at
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' See the legendary Pix-
ies’ postpunk anthem
“UMass” from their 1991
4AD album, Trompe Le
Monde.

least, initially) an e-book and designed it to be
read on the computer or tablet screen, with a
landscape layout.

One thing that amazed us in terms of the reac-
tion we received is the international nature of
the proposals and submissions. The selection
of international perspectives that we are able to
present to you here is a testament to the growing
international reach of Rethinking Marxism—a feat
that we are proud of, especially given our paro-
chial origins “in the sleepy West of the woody
East” that is the New England town of Amherst,
Massachusetts. In a way, this represents one of
the directions toward which Rethinking Marxism
would like to extend as we attempt to contrib-
ute to the decolonization process that is unfold-
ing in the United States from an internationalist
perspective.

We believe that only such an internationalist
perspective can account for the corruption of
imperialism, the highest stage of capitalism, and
can push for a comprehensive decolonization
not only in the racial formation of the United
States but also elsewhere across the world: in
every connected instance where multiple log-
ics of appropriation (whether taking the form
of primary accumulation or class exploitation
or unequal exchange) intersect with racialized,
gendered, and sexualized regimes of ordering
and extend ecological destruction.

I'm beginning to think these
things may oot in fact protect

and Serve US...
____—
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BOONE W. SHEAR: Kali, thanks for doing this
interview, and happy Father’s Day to you.

KALI AKUNO: Thank you, yeah.

SHEAR: When we first approached you about a
month ago to do this interview, we were inter-
ested in focusing on the pandemic as part of
the current conjuncture,
in the United States in
particular. A lot has hap-
pened since then. And
responses to both the
antiracist rebellion and
the pandemic made me
think of some short com-
mentary that you wrote in
summer of 2016 heading
into the presidential elec-
tion that I think maybe
can help bring some con-

text to where we are now:
Boone Shear

The US left must get
prepared to fight on
two fronts simultane-
ously from here on out. On the one hand,
we must get prepared to fight the advance
of an emergent white supremacy in its fas-
cist form, which might in fact be even more
virulent and violent if Trump doesn’t win.
And on the other hand we better get pre-
pared to fight the most aggressive and mali-
cious form of neo-liberal and neo-conserva-
tive governance Wall Street can buy, which

Kali Akuno

will be fiercely averse to any resistance from
the left.!

So I'm wondering if we might start by talking
a little bit about that two-front dynamic in this
current moment; how are these fronts function-
ing and what is the Left up against?

AKUNO: Yeah. Both of those tendencies are kick-
ing hard right now. The latter, the neoliberal
option, is much more subtle. It appears in the
form of Biden and the Dem-
ocratic Party—and it’s part
of the electoral apparatus.
It’s posing as both a friend
of the people, but also, you
have no other place to go. It’s
walking a fine line between
trying to hold a multiclass,
multiracial coalition intact
while recognizing that it
has some clear and obvious
weaknesses based on their
2016 performance. They
have to reconstitute, as they
call it, the Obama coalition
in order to have the faintest
chance of winning because
they not only have to win
the popular vote, just like they did in 2016, but
they also have to win the electoral college, and
that is not necessarily guaranteed. They may
overwhelmingly win the popular vote, just on
the basis of the domination of the two coastal
areas, but lose everything in between. In which
case the Republican Party would still be able to
retain the presidency.

Conjuncture of Insurrection

'K. Akuno, “Short Com-
mentary Reflections

on the 2016 RNC/DNC
and Electoral Politics,”
Navigating the Storm,
30 July 2016, http://
navigatingthestorm.
blogspot.com/2016/07/
short-commentary-re-
flections-on-2016.html.
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But here’s a clear dilemma that they’re posing
to the people. Up to this point, in the face of a
pandemic that has clearly brought out the con-
tradictions in their health-care approach—the
DNC’s health-care approach—they have funda-
mentally denied the aspiration and demand for
universal health care—given expression best by
Bernie’s campaign, but that’s been an issue that
he picked up from grassroots activists, really. So
in the midst of a pandemic in April and May, the
neoliberals stuck to their guns and said, “No,
we're not going to offer universal health care.” If
anything, Biden, their representative, has been
very much focused on saying we are going to fix
the Obamacare plan. But there is no way of sav-
ing it, particularly in the midst of close to 50 mil-
lion people newly unemployed. There’s no way
of salvaging it because people don’t have the
money to pay the premiums. And theyre auto-
matically not in the system because for most of
us, our health care is tied to our employment. So
you're unemployed, and you can’t pay. There’s no
way for the math that they set up to even cover
that.

But they’re sticking to their guns. It’s the market
or die. And you see the same logic playing out in
the face of the Floyd Rebellion and in what has
probably become the central demand, around
defunding the police. In the face of that popu-
lar demand, their core leadership says: “We're
not defunding the police in any form or fashion,
and in fact, we want to give them more money.”
This is the option which has been put clearly on
the table by Pelosi, by Biden, and by Clyburn—
remember the role that Clyburn played in the
elevation of Biden, in saving Biden, I should say.

And so they've made it clear that theyre not
going to bend on two core things that are at the
heart of what the vast majority of their constitu-
ency are objectively demanding and objectively
need. And if they don’t bend—which I dont
think in this period they really can—if they don’t
bend, then they’re still leaving the door open for
an extremely hobbled and extremely weakened
and increasingly more isolated Donald Trump,
representing a neofascist option—just acting
very openly and blatantly, now, the last couple
of months, and the last couple of weeks in par-
ticular. The neoliberals are giving him life and
breath because, with their approach and with a
program that anemic, it’s no guarantee that the
vast majority of folks who are considered the
kind of captured audience of the neoliberals
are going to turn out for a program that doesn’t
speak to any of the fundamental demands or
aspirations of the working class.

This is the pincer move that we are really in.
And it’s not just that these folks are entrenched,
or these sets of interests are entrenched. They
are very clear. They are much more clear than
the general population, unfortunately. They
are clear that the only way they’re going to con-
tinue on is through more austerity and more of
a squeeze on the working class. There really are
very few material options for a break from this
to happen unless everything is changed. So that
section of the ruling class is very clear: either
everything changes or fundamentally nothing
changes.

And they are not with the program of everything
changing, in no form or fashion. And that puts
them in this real weird bind, and this weird place

Conjuncture of Insurrection
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where they can only speak to what is in their
view the kind of amoral nature of the Trump
administration. And the best that they really
have to offer is, “We rule, more gently. We will
rule, more civilly.”

SHEAR: “We will be less openly vicious.”

AKUNO: Right! The program remains the same.
They’ve offered no alternative. And I think too
many people see through
that. So we really are at
a conjuncture where the
center cannot hold. I think
they’re going to do every-
thing they can between
now and November to pull
out all the stops to make
sure that they can get back
in office and try to sustain
not only the country but
the world economy as it
was pre-COVID-19. But
fundamentally there’s no
way to do that.

And that really leaves the
door open, both here and
internationally, for the fas-
cist option. And I'm not saying that just tongue
and cheek. If the neoliberals and what they rep-
resent are not able to really corral and contain—
particularly the energy that’s been unleashed
around the Floyd Rebellion—if they’re not able
to channel that in some very particular ways
which gets people off the streets, which tones
down the demands, which waters down the
expectations, then you could very well see a sce-

Biden, their representative, has
been very much focused on saying
we are going to fix the Obamacare
plan. But there is no way of saving
it, particularly in the midst of close
to 50 million people newly unem-
ployed. There’s no way of salvag-
ing it because people don’t have
the money to pay the premiums.
And they’'re automatically not in
the system because for most of us,
our health care is tied to our em-
ployment. So you're unemployed,
and you can’t pay. There’s no way
for the math that they set up to
even cover that.

nario in which Trump and the forces that are
allied with him are able—in the midst of contin-
ued unrest, or even an escalating unrest, which I
think is a real possibility and which would pro-
vide a legitimacy—to cancel the elections. And
to institute a program of law and order, which
he’s clearly invoked.

And in some respects they [liberals] have sug-
gested that they would sup-
port aspects of this as part
of a getting back to normal:
“This is all well and good,
we’ll make a few tweaks
here and there, but we got
to get the show back on the
road.” I mean, the Dem-
ocrats, particularly Pelosi
and Schumer, even more
so than Biden, have given
I think the greatest expres-
sion to this desire, if folks
really listen to what they’ve
been saying, as they’re try-
ing to push through con-
crete  relief  programs,
through the House and
Senate right now.

At the same time, we have had police forces all
throughout the country who, during the first two
weeks of the uprising, were kind of flat-footed. It
wasn’t clear whose orders to follow and who was
giving the orders. It wasn’t clear what they would
do. They were very much on the defensive rhe-
torically and positionally. But it seems since
Atlanta in particular, they've kind of regained
their footing. You started to see it, I think ini-

Conjuncture of Insurrection
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2“75-Year-Old Protester
Shoved to Ground

by Buffalo Police Has
Skull Fracture: Law-
yer,” CBC, 17 June
2020, https://www.
cbc.ca/news/canada/
hamilton/gugino-frac-
tured-skull-1.5615718.

3S. Cohen, “As Atlanta
Police Protest, Is ‘Blue
Flu’ the Next Pan-
demic?,” Forbes, 18
June 2020, https://
www.forbes.com/sites/
sethcohen/2020/06/18/
as-atlanta-police-
protest-is-blue-flu-
the-next-pandem-
ic/#20e80661638f.

4 “Fear Grows of Mod-
ern-Day Lynchings as
Five People of Color
Are Found Hanged,”
Democracy Now, 18

June 2020, https://
www.democracynow.
org/2020/6/18/headlines/
fear_grows_of_mod-
ern_day_lynchings_as_

six_people_of color_are_

found_hanged.

tially, in Buffalo where they pushed an elder to
the ground and cracked his skull,> and how the
first kind of concrete action was, “Hey, if we’re
going to be limited in the types of force we're
allowed to use, we're just going to step down
off of this unit.”” That was the first kind of clear
action, and it’s been cascading since then, these
kinds of symbolic actions.

Butit’s being met on the streets, increasingly, par-
ticularly in small towns, but also midsize towns.
You know, this open fascistic violence is occur-
ring, as we've seen. In the last two weeks, you
know we’ve seen the kind of autonomous-zones
experiments, the largest of which is the CHAZ,
the Capital Hill Autonomous Zone in Seattle.
But its outskirts have been raided the last two or
three weeks, by Proud Boys and other kinds of
neofascist forces. That’s also happened in Port-
land, and it’s also happened on a major scale in
Philly in defense of the Columbus statue and
other statues.

So it’s not just happening in the outskirts of soci-
ety or just in Trump country—that’s actually
not true. And we can’t prove it yet, but in fol-
lowing the right-wing rhetoric—which is some-
thing I have to study in my political context to
understand what the other side is thinking and
moving, given the current proximity of forces—
they’re speaking of this lynching that’s happen-
ing and folks being found hung, as an active
lynching campaign.* And there’'ve been some
things that have been stated at least on the radio
here, kind of instructions on how to go about
doing that and pursuing that.

So I see this as an active campaign. I see it as part

of the kind of right-wing ideology which has
been built up in particular since the 1980s. And
the level of just open reception of forces in Oak-
land, in New Mexico, in Phoenix, and in Seattle
where they’ve described the armed fascist vigi-
lantes, they’ve been heard and recorded in many
cases. Over the channels they’ve described them
as “friendlies.”

The counter rebellion is in motion now, and
I think it’s gaining steam. And it is my fear for
those of us on the left, to be honest with you,
that, in the euphoria of the moment, in seeing
the kind of major actions of the Floyd Rebellion
taking place now for three, almost four weeks
straight, that folks are being blinded by what
they want to see and are not seeing the counter-
motion, the counterinsurgency that is develop-
ing kind of underneath it or alongside it.

And then there’s the undecided middle, which
I think the vast majority of the working class in
this country really falls into. And I don’t think we
know quite yet what their appetite really is for
sustained action in the midst of both a pandemic
and in the midst of this uprising. It’s not quite
clear yet. This is not a 1968 moment; this is dif-
ferent. Trump has tried to invoke that. And what
makes it different is that a good portion of this
“middle,” I would say, are black petty-bourgeois
forces and other kinds of petty-bourgeois forces
that have arisen over the course of the last fifty
years, who very much feel that they are part of
the system and who have something to lose, both
in position and access, by a more militant hard-
left orientation emerging. So it’s not quite clear
where they’re going to bend and where they’re
going to break, and how long or how much of

Conjuncture of Insurrection
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this kind of program they’re willing to go with.

So the future is wide open. It’'s unknown. It is very
hard to kind of imagine where things are going
to go. But the one thing is clear: almost anything
can trigger events to go on in any kind of direc-
tion. And so we need to be mindful of that. Rel-
ative to the initial question, the fascist option is
clear. And I think also the neoliberal option is
clear. And I think the interplay between them in
the course of the next four
months to a year is really
going to define what the
future looks like, I think,
for many years to come.

White Supremacy and
Disposability

SHEAR: I want to make sure
that we further explore this
struggle between neolib-
erals and the Far Right,
and in particular what
this might mean for open-
ings for the Left. And I am
wondering if we can dig in
a bit towards understand- ¢
ing some of the forces

that are not only shaping political orientations
but are also implicated in the concrete violence
that’s being experienced, exacerbated, and fur-
ther exposed by the impacts and responses to
the pandemic as well as the Floyd Rebellion and
that, perhaps, are shifting consciousness and
relationships. The pandemic, for example, has
been talked about as a sort of great unveiling that
reveals the depths of inequality and oppression

The counter rebellion is in motion
now, and | think it's gaining steam.
And it is my fear for those of us
on the left, to be honest with
you, that, in the euphoria of the
moment, in seeing the kind of
major actions of the Floyd Rebel-
lion taking place now for three,
almost four weeks straight, that
folks are being blinded by what
they want to see and are not see-
ing the countermotion, the coun-
terinsurgency that is developing
kind of underneath it or alongside

in our system. Between the elite and the masses
but also within the working class itself.

Frontline and care workers, black communi-
ties, indigenous communities, Latinx commu-
nities, incarcerated folks, the elderly, poor peo-
ple and people without homes are much more at
risk then the general population, and seemingly
deemed more disposable.

For example, a study done by researchers at
Harvard that was recently
released  found  that
Among folks aged 25-34,
black people had a COVID
mortality rate 7.3 times as
high as whites. Among
folks aged 35-44, black
people had a COVID mor-
tality rate 9 times as high as
whites. And for those aged
45-54, black people had a
COVID mortality rate 6.9
times as high as whites.’

Similar inequities were
also seen for Latinx and
indigenous  populations,
who had COVID-19 death
rates that were 5 to 8 times as high as white folks

(for age groups 25-54).

How do you understand what has produced
these dramatically different unequal outcomes
by race? And what might be done to alter these
patterns of racialized violence?

AKUNO: At its roots, it’s the settler bargain. I
agree wholeheartedly that this is laying bare a

Conjuncture of Insurrection

> M. T. Bassett, ]. T.
Chen, and N. Krieger,
“The Unequal Toll of
COVID-19 Mortality
by Age in the United
States: Quantifying
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ities” (HCPDS Work-
ing Papers vol. 19, no.
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wp-content/uploads/
sites/1266/2020/06/20_
Bassett-Chen-Krieger_
COVID-19_plus_age_
working-paper_o612_
Vol-19_No-3_with-cover.
pdf.
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lot of the fundamental contradictions in this
society. That's what COVID-19, basically, laid
out. There’s something I think, which is per-
haps even more revealing, that can get at your
question. In the midst of the kind of the epicen-
ter of the pandemic in April where, by that time,
almost all the states had come to the conclusion
that they had to shut down. And at this time—
in relation to those who could work from home
and those that couldn't—white people were sig-
nificantly more likely to be able to work from
home than black people. Which meant that the
brunt of the unemployment went to black work-
ers, latino/a workers, indigenous workers. And
it speaks to clear fractures around who’s doing
what work and why in the society.

SHEAR: Who’s doing certain service work and
care work, particular occupations that were
thought of as low status and expendable and are
now being shown as, and rhetorically supported
as, being essential ...

AKUNO: Who'’s really doing that work? And who
was in a position to do that? Who couldn’t afford
to stay home, or by virtue of their occupation
couldn’t stay home because they were deemed
essential? And I think we really need to under-
stand those relations. It helps to understand not
only who got infected, who got sick, and who
died, but it also speaks to the very nature of,
and the lack of imagination of, the health-care
response.

And, again, it points to the very real limitations
of what the system was willing to do and was
willing to accept at that point in time. I think
everybody needs to be clear: the total response

from the beginning was about saving the capi-
talist system. Point blank. Period. From both
sides. And they were only going to bend enough
to keep that system afloat. And I would argue
that it was very clear from the beginning, in how
they rolled out those stimulus checks and who
they were rolling them out to, and the conditions
that they put on them, that all of the racial fac-
tors of how this society is structured was baked
into that very response. And then you saw it play
out, particularly amongst the Right, who were
saying, “We’re not going to give more of a stim-
ulus, particularly on the federal level, because it
incentivizes people to stay at home, because they
make more unemployment than they do making
hourly wages in their quote-unquote ‘essential
work.”

So if we want to peel this onion further, and
to get at both the response and people’s clear
understanding from the beginning of who this
was going to impact and why, I think we begin
to understand why there’s just no regard for
the consequences of reopening the economy,
because there’s just not only a chronic belief but
there are statistical facts and proven scientific
fact. If this population gets it, this is what’s going
to happen. If this population gets it, then this is
what’s going to happen. Using their language,
since “normal people” aren’t dying ... let’s go.
Let’s get back to work. Because these black folks,
these Puerto Ricans, and these Mexicans, and
Central Americans, you know, these Hondurans
and Nicaraguans and El Salvadorans who are in
our meat-packing factories, or are in auto plants,
or who are working in these fields—if they die,
fuck it. We can replace them. Let’s go. Let’s keep
it moving.
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If we want to peel this onion back, we can see it’s
not just, like, who is dying. We can see it’s a very
structured setup of who will die. That’s the piece
I'm getting at, the way in which this structure is
channeled very clearly: this is who’s going to suf-
fer from this, and we've calculated and surmised
that we're willing to accept that. And that’s not
just like the right-wing fanatics who are push-
ing that. Listen to Cuomo, he’s just as eager to
get the economy in New York going as Donald
Trump is. Cuomo may be using a bit more, you
know, sound medical rea-

is to shut the shit down and let it trace itself out.
That is a no brainer. That easily could have and
should have been done. Nobody really wanted
to do that. People want to talk about the contrast
between Trump and the Democrats, but we've
got to interrogate that further because, in some
fundamental respects, they really aren’t that dif-
ferent. We have to really tell the truth there, and
really point out what the alternative is. And if we
want something different, we have to be clear
about how much structural change actually has

to happen. Nowhere in

soning and actually work-
ing in some stages and
phases. But the imperative
to get everything going to
the point where we’re not
worried about eradicating
COVID, were just trying
to get it to a manageable
position—that’s always
what he’s been arguing.
Liberal leadership has put
him out as kind of a front
man, right, and help argue,
“This is the best humane

I think everybody needs to be clear:
the total response from the begin-
ning was about saving the capital-

ist system. Point blank. Period. From
both sides. And they were only going
to bend enough to keep that system
afloat. And | would argue that it was
very clear from the beginning, in how
they rolled out those stimulus checks
and who they were rolling them out
to, and the conditions that they put
on them, that all of the racial factors
of how this society is structured was
baked into that very response.

the past couple of months,
amidst these discussions
of talking about them as
“heroes,” nowhere are
there serious proposals to
raise the wages of these
“essential” workers. We are
not extending them over-
time pay or hazard pay.
Nowhere has that really
been offered. Its been
rhetorically stated, but
nowhere has it fundamen-

response, and this is how

the Democrats would do it.” It’s not about erad-
icating the disease; it’s about making it manage-
able. That’s always been the aim and objectives
on both sides to varying degrees.

And the other dimension to this response is
that everything has been geared towards find-
ing a cure. Now what does that mean? That
means were finding a way in which we can
profit off of the response to this particular pan-
demic. Because the clearest, easiest, proven way

tally been put out there by
either one of these forces
and the politics that they represent that they’re
going to make a fundamental change.

And so for me, what this fundamentally gets at,
it really speaks to what I've called the age of dis-
posability,* and we are starting right in the mid-
dle of it now in a way that’s plain to see. I think
if it wasn’t for the Floyd Rebellion, we would be
still very much in a deeper conversation about
this. Unfortunately, I think there’s some aspects
of what’s occurred in the last three or four weeks
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which has kind of pushed COVID-19 kind of
way back in the background. I'm kind of hold-
ing my breath because, it’s like, it’s not like this
wave ever stopped. If this is really like its cousin
the flu, we know it’s going to get worse as it gets
colder. So we are in for one hell of a ride.

And I know COVID-19 is not necessarily com-
pletely off a lot of folks’ minds, but it has been
interesting, some things I've had to point out to
some comrades. I've been doing work respond-
ing to extrajudicial terror from the police all of
my life, but there’s a way in which the move-
ment still has to do some groundwork to get
folks to understand these dynamics. We've lost
70,000 black folks to this pandemic, at least; we
didn’t have the same level of anger or systemic
response as we did to when Floyd got murdered.
And we have to figure out how to get people to
not just respond to the visceral but respond to
the structural. And that’s a major challenge we
still have ahead of us.

Hegemonic Struggle and War of Position

SHEAR: Despite these unveilings of violence over
the past few months, capital accumulation con-
tinues unabated. On Friday, it was reported that
another one-and-a-half million people filed for
unemployment that week for a total of 45 mil-
lion claims since the beginning of the pandemic,
and during this same time the total wealth of the
nation’s billionaires has increased by almost 600
billion. The owning class seems to be doing just
fine. One way to approach this challenge is by
thinking through it in terms of a Gramscian “war
of position.” And this follows from some of what
you have just described but even more so from a

recent essay that you wrote,” in which you dis-
cussed the potential openings for the Left: what
we are up against most immediately is a sort
of narrative or cultural struggle against Demo-
crats and liberals who stifle radical politics. We
can see this in the moves calling for defunding
the police rather than abolition, or the inability
to give any sort of serious thought to increasing
well-being of frontline workers that you were
describing earlier, or in ridiculous and awful
symbolic gestures like the congressional Demo-
crats kneeling for the cameras, donned in kente
cloth ...

AKUNO: [Laughing] That was a moment I will
forever be grateful that I got a chance to witness.
That was some of the most absurd shit I've ever
seen.

SHEAR: The architects and managers of the pris-
on-industrial complex!

AKUNO: Right! Like, this is bizarro world. I've
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lived to see bizarro world.

SHEAR: In addition to or as part of this struggle
of ideas that the Left must engage in, you were
earlier suggesting a kind of more fundamental
ontological situation, a kind of reliance on or
investment in the disposability of life that’s just
sort of baked into and our dominant reality. It
makes me want to think about the importance
of not just struggling over the ideas and contents
of what has been exposed in the dominant social
order but the importance of a politics that seeks
to rupture or work outside
the real in order to support
or create or expand other
possible modes of life—so
people cannot only think
and act critically within the
world as it is but begin to
actually imagine and prac-
tice how to be together dif-
ferently, as part of a shift in
reality or opening of reali-
ties.

I agree with you, it’s pretty

clear that liberals and progressives are win-
ning the cultural struggle over the Left, for
the moment. At the same time, it is still pretty
remarkable how public discourse has changed in
the past few weeks and then things like systemic
racism, racial capitalism, abolition, and even
defunding the police—these are all new narra-
tives and discourses to struggle over in the broad
public arena. And then things like mutual-aid
relationships and projects have exploded, some
movements have become quite militant, acts of
solidarity large and small are widespread. How

We've lost 70,000 black folks to
this pandemic, at least; we didn’t
have the same level of anger or
systemic response as we did to
when Floyd got murdered. And we
have to figure out how to get peo-
ple to not just respond to the vis-
ceral but respond to the structural.
And that's a major challenge we
still have ahead of us.

might the Left engage in a struggle that doesn’t
just create progressive reforms that shore up lib-
eralism and white supremacy but that begins to
work towards and assemble other ways of being
in the world? I am thinking here a bit in terms
of what you described as nonreformist reforms
in the first essay in Jackson Rising, practices and
policies that subvert the logic of the capital-
ist system, “up end its relations, and subvert its
strength ... [and] seek to create new logics, new
relations, and new imperatives.”® How to strug-
gle in and against the violence of patriarchal
racist capitalist moder-
nity and pull open and
expand more fundamental
ruptures or breaks so we
can reorient and organize
around life and relational-
ity and autonomy?

AKUNO: I think that there
is a path already in the
present, I really do. I've
been trying to look at what
already exists, particu-
larly since COVID-19, in the level of mutual-aid
response. We haven't seen that since the Great
Depression. It’s gotten hardly any attention. I
think even in the movement, it hasn’t received
adequate attention. And it’s a remarkable devel-
opment. To me it's demonstrated that there is
still something left of a deeper humanity in this
empire, a humanity that neoliberalism as a cul-
tural project has tried to do away with—this is
actually the most successful dimension of the
neoliberal project, but it hasn’t broken that down
completely. That’s a deeply encouraging sign.
And I think in some respects, mutual aid and
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care really are the bedrock on which we need to
be thinking about how we construct the alterna-
tives. I think that’s it. We’ve seen mutual aid play
out almost everywhere in kind of a spontaneous
motion—there’s been medics, there’s been food
pantries, and other care. And it’s set up every-
where quickly.

Now why am I saying this?
Because I think it speaks
to some of the work in
the movement, and I
think in particularly the
solidarity economy. And
it speaks to the success
of some of our advocacy,

MUTUALAID

out into a ten-point program. But we started out
with that mutual-aid piece, very deliberately
and on purpose, in order to say: “This is what’s
already objectively happening in the world.” We
can work on politicizing that and then linking
it with the work around food sovereignty that’s
already happening, been
emerging and deepening
in a lot of our communi-
ties over the past fifteen
or twenty years. And we
could then tie that into
all of the solidarity econ-
omy work and have this
all move in a concerted
political direction. The

. 1
even if we _dldnt neces: : cogg::;ﬂ,‘f?g&f,;@q et seeds of a new world are
sarily see it borne out COMMUNITY PRODUCTION «w‘vi then there, and that gives
as we wante.d to, bef'ore pEosf;';zEst“::uEs us not only the social
COVID-19, in practice. THE GENERAL STRIKE dimension of production
But beyond that fidVO- DEMOCR[::III-\ZLEP?\I'\EI ::owomv that will be needed in
cacy, now the practice of FREE THE LAND . a sustained conflict but

cooperation and care is
here on a level I think far
faster, wider, and deeper
than we imagined even
six months ago. It’s here
now. The question I think
is to what degree canitbe *

politicized, and to what ~ 2
end? '

www.cooperationjackson.org

I think other practices and structures have to be
coupled with it. Cooperation Jackson has been
putting out what we are calling a “Build and
Fight” program.?

And, you know, as fate would have it, it’s broken

52 A PROGRAM FOR THE ,
RADICAL TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIETY

5

F the democratic, not only
production, but distri-
bution of the goods and
resources that are then
produced through the
{ food sovereignty efforts,
. . through the commu-
~ nity production, through

the cooperative piece,

and with—the mutual aid is already there:
you're laying a material foundation to be able to
express a different politics. If we’re able to polit-
icize this and then organize it to reach 40 or 50
or 60 million people, if we do that, we can take
the best practices of the Unemployed Councils

coope! at[ﬁnja;:lgsug@gmail.com
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work, and, you know, there are people out there
talking about a Poor People’s Army. And if we
can do that, we have it. Like, we could objectively
have it, and have it working in such a way that
it is building the alternative outside of the state,
outside the established capitalist market. And
then it might be able to build enough strength
to make a real go at it, a real challenge to not just
make demands on the state, which are set up in
a way in which we’re asking the businesses and
the managers to implement some things on our
behalf, but are really chipping away and build-
ing direct governance and control.

We have that ability to get us there.

I think it is going to take some hard and uncom-
fortable politics. And this is where a battle of
ideas is really important. I do think it’s not a dis-
juncture to say that we got to conquer this funda-
mental reality of disposability head on. Because
that’s only going to increase, particularly as—
as the capitalist market economy continues to
worsen. And we know now already that a good
chunk of jobs are never coming back. You know,
most of them are “bullshit jobs”—to use that
phrase—anyway. They are never coming back.

I think we have a basic recipe to do something
profoundly different, but it is going to take some
serious struggles with a lot of the liberal forces
who want to channel things back into a position
where they can manage and supervise as part
of this rush to get things back to normal. So, for
example, it’s going to be hard having a real con-
versation between the defund the police folks and
the abolish the police folks. The folks that want to
push the defund the police are going to push for

a “practical” solution and say, “Hey, this is the
best that we can do given the limitations.” But
that’s going to be a real question, and so they’ll
have the phrasing, and they already do, that the
“abolitionists are impractical. They are intransi-
gent and they are impractical.” If we fall in and
cave to that narrative and are unable to win over
a critical component of the defund side, then
that radical alternative will be halted, stunted,
and I would argue repressed.

SHEAR: And then you’ll have a situation where
so many people are going to not be interested
or energized in following a kind of middle-of-
the-road liberal or progressive platform, and the
Right gains momentum.

AKUNO: Right. What the liberals are offering is
not gonna work.

This is the first part of an interview that will appear
in Vol. 33, No. 1 of Rethinking Marxism.

Kali Akuno is a cofounder and codirector of Coopera-
tion Jackson, a revolutionary project that is building
a solidarity economy in Jackson, Mississipi. Akuno is
coeditor of Jackson Rising: The Struggle for Eco-
nomic Democracy and Black Self-Determina-
tion in Jackson, MS.

Boone W. Shear works in and from the Anthropol-
ogy Department at the University of Massachusetts
Ambherst. His activities coalesce around critical inves-
tigations of and resistance to capitalism and efforts to
imagine and organize around hidden, suppressed, or
unrealized ways of being in the world.
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" Occupy and the Sand-
ers movement in the
United States; Syriza
in Greece; Podemos in
Spain; Corbyn in the
UK; and, in a global-or-
der context, the Arab
Spring.

I borrow the expression
from Soboul (1980).

The great recession that the “financial” collapse
of 2008 set off did not lead to any successful
transformative reform of capitalism. While it led
to enough pain to crack the bourgeois aspira-
tional appeal and to create openings for socialist
politics,’ those politics nowhere broke through
the hegemony of the capitalist order. The chal-
lenge that COVID-19
and the uprising against
police brutalities, working
together, currently repre-
sent for the reproduction
of that hegemony may be
of a different order. They
have arguably precipitated
a general crisis of civil and
political society poten-
tially more dangerous to
bourgeois and capitalist
hegemony than any typi-
cal economic crisis, even a
protracted one, would by
itself be able to generate.
The popular sentiment
they have spawned is per-
haps best captured by the expression “the right
to existence,” typical of the rallying cries with
which the popular masses have historically sus-
tained revolutionary moments.

Coming out of a confluence of predictable
sparks and within the time of dangerous politi-
cal impasse (teetering, at the edge of landscapes
of inequality and insecurity, between savagery
and despair) in which the neoliberal regime

Antonio Callari

of accumulation finds itself in relation to the
Trump presidency, the crisis has emerged as an
existential threat. The Black Lives Matter move-
ment has highlighted the existential terror of a
racist policing apparatus, which is easily visible
at work over diverse racial and ethnic territories;
not coincidentally, clear similarities have been
popularly recognized between that terror and the
terror that COVID-19 (in both its conditions and
effects) has differentially imposed along lines of
class and gender (but also of
age and sexuality). The con-
densation of varied forms
and modes of inequality
and injustice into the sys-
temic existential threat felt
by some—and sympathized
with by many—is what gen-
erates the revolutionary
potential of the moment.
Since the 1950s, the politi-
cal landscape has decreas-
ingly taken the form of tra-
ditional class struggles and
increasingly the form of
social-movement (citizen-
ship) struggles engaged in
what could be called a dia-
lectic of separation and solidarity. This conden-
sation that we are witnessing, into a recognized
condition of systemic terror, has now created the
most intense moment of potential revolutionary
transcendence of that dialectic since the 1960s.
Understood in these terms (of admittedly Hege-
lian flavor), the revolutionary potential of the
moment has perhaps emerged most clearly in
the United States. It has, however, remarkable
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global resonances that are poised to feed into a
great chorus of anger and despair, with global
revolutionary potential, following the prospec-
tive states of widening and deepening poverty,
including famine, across the world. Whether
this potential is realized (in varied intensities
and national and global configurations) will
depend on if and how the “right to existence”
will come to assert itself over the right (i.e., the
logic) of capital.

Revolutionary prospects emerge more clearly
if we consider that we are now in the midst and
not at the end of a long duré
of crisis and struggles. The
life-threatening conditions
the capitalist regime of
accumulation has created
are not likely to be ade-
quately addressed in any
timely manner. On the one
side, capitalist ruling cir-
cles, if not as ideologically
and socially and politically
secure as they were prior to 2008, are far from
being dethroned, and they will work to limit
whatever reforms that will have to be made to
types and terms of reform unlikely to eliminate
the patterns of insecurity and exclusion that
have brought civil society to this latest boiling
point. On the other side, even if the intensity of
underlying terror-inducing conditions were to
be attenuated, the sense of need for a revolu-
tionary transformation of society and economy
is likely to be reenergized by the depth and dif-
ferential impact of the great global ecological
crisis already visible on the horizon. Certainly,
we have long shed an episteme of historical

Revolutionary prospects emerge
more clearly if we consider that
we are now in the midst and not
at the end of a long duré of crisis
and struggles. The life-threatening
conditions the capitalist regime of
accumulation has created are not
likely to be adequately addressed
in any timely manner.

inevitability. But, given these long duré prospects,
we can still say with confidence that our crisis
period (2008 to 2030—40, depending on the erup-
tion date of the climatic crisis) does place the
bourgeois-capitalist mode of humanity on the
chess board, reasonably anticipating that a need
for an epochal transformation will impress itself
on the consciousness of humanity with increas-
ing clarity through the crisis.

The specific question for this essay is how Marx-
ism can see itself as a force for such an epochal
transformation, through the evolution of this
crisis. Together, COVID-
19 and the explosion of
pent-up anger at mur-
derous police brutality
have gashed through the
bourgeois dermis deeply
enough that all but the
most recalcitrant of the rul-
ing circles have acknowl-
edged the systemic nature
of the precarity of life for at
least some, even linking it to general sensitivities
about “inequality” that the great recession had
already begun to generate. Of course, by itself,
this acknowledgement will not lead to radi-
cally transformative policies, and possibly not
even any reformist policies with teeth: the rul-
ing circles have long practiced the art of chang-
ing some surface relationships, when the times
require it, so as to forestall fundamental change.?
But, as we also know, the ruling classes do not
get to determine the course of history on their
own. The longer the insecurities of life perdure,
and the greater the resulting increase of affective
(anger, despair, mistrust, etc.) balances, the more
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the likelihood that popular forces, in whatever
combinations of organized and spontaneous
actions into which they coalesce through the
long duré of the crisis, will push beyond the limits
of the existing social formation—revolutionary
consciousnesses are always baked by the heat of
repeated moments of crisis and instability. What
kind of history (i.e., transformations, more or
less radical) is produced by crises has always and
everywhere been a conjunctural result of varied
economic-and-cultural conditions and political
interventions. Marxism has always seen itself as
a force (along a spectrum ranging from the real
to the aspirational) for shaping these conditions
and interventions toward socio-communism. So
I now turn to how we might see Marxism play-
ing a role in this long duré crisis of our time.

Marx himself worked toward such an interven-
tion in his time, moving to strengthen a political
force capable of effecting an epochal transfor-
mation. His intellectual biography may therefore
hold some still useful guideposts as we consider
a Marxist intervention in our times of crisis.

Marx never produced a thorough analysis of the
political: his contribution was thorough, analyt-
ically; powerfully suggestive, ideologically; but
only fragmentary, politically. But rather than
diminishing the importance of “the political” for
Marx, this absence of a thorough analysis on his
part has a positive value for us, serving as a sign
of the undecidability of the political: it is the space
of a “real” (in the Lacanian sense) to which the
legacy of Marxism must forever return, never to
resolve it. That is, the terms of the political can-

not be analytically defined (given finite parame-
ters) if the “real™ is to have its effects (i.e., keep-
ing alive the possibility of a traversal from a
crisis-ridden mode of existence to a new mode

of being).

For Marx, the “real” agents who could cut
through the veneer of bourgeois moral, juridi-
cal, and economic forms were “workers.” I will
turn later to a particular aspect of the power-
ful analytical framework through which Marx
(and others after him) conceptualized the role of
labor in the processes of capitalist surplus-value
production while conceptualizing workers as
agents of revolution. Here, two meta-analyti-
cal observations seem specifically valuable for
reflecting on the relationship of Marxism to the
crisis of these our times.

The first observation is that Marx—and this is
well known—came to the centrality of workers
before analytically producing it. He came to it from
his (and Engels’s) observations of “worker” strug-
gles (both artisans and waged workers, Lyon silk
producers and Silesian workers, each in their
own precarity). The analysis of the relations
and processes of surplus-value production and
distribution remains powerful and indeed con-
stitutive of Marxism. But it is important to take
some distance from that analysis, its compelling
force notwithstanding, in order to remember
another equally constitutive element of Marx-
ism: namely, the primacy of activity (activism)
over the concept; a primacy we know by the term
“materialism” (in whatever version, dialectical
or aleatory, we might use the term); a primacy
reaffirmed, time and again at moments of social-
ist revolution, in the history of Marxism.
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¢ After Marx’s (1964)
“break” from the
humanism of the Eco-
nomic and Philosophic
Manuscripts of 1844.

The second observation isthat Marx made agents
of historical transformation of workers by virtue
of their function as representatives of humanity.
I do not mean to suggest any kind of return to a
Marxism as Humanism here, certainly not in the
terms in which that formation has come to be
criticized (a Marxism grounded in any abstract,
ideological/philosophical concept of humanity;
e.g., Althusser 1970). The function of workers as
representatives of humanity is what Marx and
Engels (1998) produced in
the 1848 Manifesto,® where
they formulated workers as
agents of an epochal trans-
formation on the basis of
the dialectical contradic-
tion of their condition of
absolute dispossession in a
regime that had cultur-
ally and juridically boxed
humanity into property
relations—a formulation
that, nota bene, Marx never
found necessary to dispute
or even qualify in his later
writings. Why, we may ask,
did the beyond-human-
ism Marx so link the working class to the fate
of humanity? The answer to this question is
not that he slipped back into the 1844 zone. It is
rather that he and Engels needed this formula-
tion in order to enact a concept of epochal strug-
gle that they had already, even if only broadly,
presented in the post-“break” German Ideology of
1846: namely, that modes of production change
through the political leadership of a class capa-
ble of ideologically/philosophically position-

Since the 1970s, with the weak-
ening of labor movements and
socialist movements connected

to them, bourgeois interests and
inclinations have pursued the accu-
mulation of capital effectively—
though not, of course, without
stresses and contradictions—and
have overcome forms of resistance
relatively easily with prophylac-
tic and policing actions at both the
national and international levels.

ing itself culturally as a better representative of
the interests of humanity as a whole (Marx and
Engels 1970).

Now, we know that for about a century the nar-
rative of worker agency was incredibly power-
ful as a condition for resistance to and trans-
gression against capitalism. But we are also
cognizant that the terms this narrative set up
for resisting capitalism and creating socialism
became problematic in the twentieth century:
in the West, as capitalism
moved both to colonize the
consciousness of swaths
of the working classes and
to normalize—extending
antecedents Polanyi (2001)
had presciently outlined
in the 1940s—a biopolit-
ical management of the
conditions (upstream) and
stresses (downstream) of
the processes of capitalist
accumulation; in the area
of “really existing social-
ism”—the USSR and its
Eastern European satel-
lites, but also socialist formations elsewhere—
as socialist instincts and hopes were replaced
by social forms that, designed to “manage” the
economic logic Marx had described in Capital,
ended up instead mostly reproducing it; and
elsewhere, too, as old forms of dependency were
reproduced and new ones created through con-
tinuing savage global processes of primitive and
capitalist accumulation.

Since the 1970s, with the weakening of labor
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movements and socialist movements connected
to them, bourgeois interests and inclinations
have pursued the accumulation of capital effec-
tively—though not, of course, without stresses
and contradictions—and have overcome forms
of resistance relatively easily with prophylactic
and policing actions at both the national and
international levels. Even when announced
under a banner of socialism, the resistance has,
in the West, often only arced back to capitalist
welfare-state forms of governance. The birth of
a more radical socialist project—local worker
cooperatives in articulation with other forms of
cooperatives, experiments in social ecology and
anarcho-communalism, forms of mutual aid and
solidarity economies, experiments in planning
from below as well as revisiting the potential for
planning from above in the age of artificial intel-
ligence—seems to me to be still in an embryonic
form—still in need, that is, of the synergistic mat-
uration necessary to eventuate the birth of a new
epoch.

And we? Since the 1970s, we have been trying to
understand, not so much the nature and logic of
the more or less brutal processes of disposses-
sion and accumulation we have witnessed, for
the broad outlines of that nature and that logic
were already familiar to Marxist theory, but
more so how to harness more effective forms of
resistance to and transcendence of these pro-
cesses.

Might the long duré crisis of these our times not
contain within it (evidence of) the elements for
such more effective forms of resistance and for
a maturation of the embryonic state of a new
grand socialist project? If so, how might a Marx-

ist practice of theory help visualize and concret-
ize those elements?

Here, recall the two elements of historical mate-
rialism I introduced above: namely, the idea of
the primacy of activity over the concept and the
idea that the contention for political leadership
in matters of epochal transformation requires
ideas standing for the interests of humanity. In
line with these two elements, we can ask whether
the activism that our long duré crisis is energizing
might be forming ideas that have the potential of
expressing the force of humanity (ie., activist
masses as representatives of humanity) to break
through the limits of capitalist value relations
and propel us into a new mode of life.”

Our crisis presents itself immediately as a set of
violations of a right to existence. Transgressing
ideologically accepted norms of justice and gen-
erating mass popular movements of anger and
protest, the crisis thus presents itself as a failure
of the biopolitical conditions of life under the
aegis of professed bourgeois rights: even estab-
lishment media figures are asking whether the
promises of equality can be kept, whether the
skepticism of the masses and their embrace of
street power might be not only understandable
but also necessary. It would certainly be prob-
lematic to overestimate the revolutionary poten-
tial of the moment’s demand for the right to
existence: even if the demand raises questions
about capitalism, we know the strength of the
bourgeois project to contain popular aspirations
within certain juridical and cultural boundaries
(e.g., equality of opportunities). But it would be
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equally problematic to underestimate the revo-
lutionary potential of the moment.

The transformative potential of the crisis is
clearly visible in the widening popular under-
standing of the systemic ways in which the
inequalities of capitalism undermine the right
to existence of “some” (a violation of the ideo-
logically powerful promise of an “all”) and in the
resultant requests for systemic change encompass-
ing all realms of life, including class or class-prox-
imate dimension of the economy. It is true that this
moment thus situates itself
primarily in the arena of
social movements and cit-
izenship-rights struggles
rather than in the arena of
the traditional class strug-
gle, and that the struggle
remains open to maneu-
vers of absorption within
the bourgeois imagination
(equal opportunity, per-
sonal responsibility, etc).
But, as we know, worker
struggles have themselves
not been immune to bour-
geois strategies of absorption. It is also the case,
and this is the crucial point to consider, that the
very evolution of capitalism (from a formation
in which the rule of capital imposed itself imme-
diately at the point of production to a formation
in which the rule of the bourgeoisie came to take
the form of a state managing the biopolitical
conditions of the processes of capital accumula-
tion) has, for a long time now, worked to diffuse
the operation of the class struggle from points of
production to spheres of citizenship. Citizenship

ducers.

Yet the conceptual value appara-
tus through which the workings of
capitalism are laid out remains—
even in the nonessentialist philo-
sophical framework in which Res-
nick and Wolff have embedded
it—marked by (and thus cannot
but carry the traces of) the histor-
ical conditions of the property or
propertylessness of Capital’s fully
juridically enabled commodity pro-

struggles can thus now be seen more directly
as forms of the class struggle against the rule
of capital than they could earlier (e.g., Brown
2015). Taking many forms, more radical in some
cases (e.g., Italian operaismo, radical feminism,
black Marxism) and less so in others (liberal
versions of feminism and civil rights), this dif-
fusion of struggles has arguably become a defin-
ing characteristic of bourgeois societies (capital-
ist social formations) after World War II. Even
in their character as social-movement struggles,
the struggles of our day
can thus be understood as
struggles at the front line
of an always latent epochal
confrontation between cap-
italism and socialism and,
thus, as containing within
them the elements of the
class struggle understood
in terms of such a confron-
tation (which is how Marx
understood it to the end of
his life).

Only history will answer if

the struggles for the right
to existence that we are now witnessing will be
contained within or be able to transgress the
limits of the bourgeois order. But history is made
on the ground. How might Marxism see itself as
a part of this history making? How might it pro-
duce a unity from the powerful energy and per-
sonality of the current struggles, even in their
social-movement form, both with the healthy
parts of the socialist vision it has crucially sus-
tained historically and with the newly embry-
onic (see above) form of a grand socialist proj-
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ect? Can Marxism’s analytic apparatus speak to
the current struggles for the right to existence
on their own terms, giving them its own energies
while drawing from theirs in the process of forg-
ing a common (socialist) struggle against forms
of injustice and inhumanity?

I want to argue that, if Marxism can be a force
in unity with the activists of the day, it will not
be via any explanation of what class is or how
class works, which rests on analytical categories
that were appropriate for the period of indus-
trial capitalism, when struggles were carried out
at the point of production. It will not be via any
designation of the forms of identity and struggle
(gender, race, sexuality, and environment, pri-
marily, but others too) around which the social
movements are organized as “conditions” of the
class process that it continues to conceptualize in
terms appropriate to workers’ struggles around
surplus-value production: the rhetoric of “condi-
tions” continues to make gender and race (and
other) practices and identities secondary and to
devalue their socialist revolutionary potential. If
Marxism can be a force in the struggles of the
current (long duré) crisis, this will have to instead
be via the development of an analytical frame-
work that, even as it coalesces around processes
of surplus value, speaks directly and organically
(and not only methodologically) to the identities
and struggles of social movements—much as it
spoke directly and organically to the identities
and struggles of “workers” during the time of
industrial capitalism. This revision of its analyti-
cal apparatus, then, is what Marxism has to produce
today. In producing this revision, it would only
be doing what Marx did close to two centuries
ago in the face of the processes and struggles of

the capitalism of his times, or what other Marx-
ists did a century ago (e.g., Hilferding on finance
capital, or Lenin on the schema of reproduction)
in the face of the (different) processes and strug-
gles they were seeing in their times.

The analytical framework Marx (1977) himself
produced was that of Capital’s volume 1 (volumes
2 and 3 bear the imprints of developments and
movements after Marx). There Marx laid out the
logic of commodity relations and extended this
logicinto processes of surplus value, and he then,
in the section on primitive accumulation, traced
out the historical conditions whereby workers—
agents who, although they could juridically func-
tion as independent producers/buyers/sellers
of commodities—had become actually dispos-
sessed and reduced to mere sellers of “labor
power.”® In Capital, then, both analytically and
historically, the question of exploitation became
(as was the question of socialism to become) a
matter of the ownership (or lack thereof) of the
means of production. It is true that the theoreti-
cal apparatus of Capital has been, in some ways,
qualified and extended considerably; Resnick
and Wolff (1987) in particular have made a pow-
erful case for separating the question of surplus
value from the question of ownership (and from
other questions as well, such as the question
of power). Yet the conceptual value apparatus
through which the workings of capitalism are
laid out remains—even in the nonessentialist
philosophical framework in which Resnick and
Wolff have embedded it—marked by (and thus
cannot but carry the traces of) the historical
conditions of the property or propertylessness
of Capital’s fully juridically enabled commodity
producers.
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Capital’s analyses are

possible without the
presumption of full

and unimpeded jurid-
ical property rights of
commodity buyers and

sellers.
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Can this conceptual apparatus—which all by
itself, and in the terms in which it was first devel-
oped, served the struggle for socialism so well
during the times of industrial capitalism—can
it serve the struggle for socialism just as well
in the period of the biopolitical rule of capital?
The answer is that it does not. And I think that
it cannot without revisions deeper than the ones

included elements that either limited the jurid-
ical “value” claims of some producers (as in the
case of women’s work) or negated these claims
altogether (as in the case of the work of slaves).
Along with changing the historical narrative
of the formation of capitalism, this work has
enriched the historiography of related aspects
of capitalism.® It has consequently enriched
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9 E.g., the analysis of

the

influence of slave-labor
practices on the shaping
of capitalist labor prac-

our vision of socialism (beyond the idea of a
planned economy and toward weaving forms of

already introduced to date.

Intellectuals associated
with the social movements
that have been at the fore-
front of activism have done
much work to expand the
conceptual horizon framing
the operation of capitalism
beyond that of agents jurid-
ically constituted as com-
modity owners (buyers and
sellers). Both within leftist
feminism (e.g., Silvia Fed-
erici 2014) and black Marx-

It is thus only when and if it recon-
ceptualizes its analytical apparatus
to embed constitutively its value
categories in processes of repres-
sion or foreclosures of rights and
identities (as opposed to simply
applying its given categories to the
cases of such identities) that Marx-
ism will be able to enter into dia-
logue with the movements that
are today at the forefront of the
struggle for epochal transforma-
tions and work to shape a common

solidarity and community
economies into the quilt
of socialism—e.g., Gor-
don Nembhard 2014) and
thus also our understand-
ing of the social forces and
human drives on which to
draw in reenergizing that
vision of socialism (e.g.,
Davis 1983; Kelley 1996).

But, while the work of
reconfiguring  historical
conditions of primitive
accumulation in a way

ism (e.g., Cedric Robinson
2000), much work has been
done to rethink the histor-
ical conditions of primitive accumulation as not
only the conditions of property and property-
lessness of juridically constituted commodity
producers but also, and more broadly and deeply,
as conditions for inclusion in or exclusion from
the very realm of juridical ownership in itself. We
thus now understand better that, while the pro-
cess of primitive accumulation worked to cleave
the right of the product of labor from juridically
free but actually dispossessed producers, it also

socialist vision.

that can link Marxism to
social-movement forms of
struggle in the age of biopolitics has thus been
done (a gift of the social movements to Marxism),
the work of reconfiguring the character of value
relations along those same lines has, I think,
lagged (Marxism, that is, has not yet returned
the gift). It is indeed a great advance over tradi-
tional Marxism that the analyses of processes of
surplus extraction and distributions have been
extended to include sites (both class and non-
class) other than sites of capitalist surplus-value
production and distribution. But, to the degree

tices (Roediger 2017).
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" By virtue of patriarchy
or race, or in relation to
the status of “land” as
an object of possession
that pertains to the form
of foreclosure partic-
ular to native popula-
tions in settler societ-
ies, as discussed in, e.g.,
Coulthard (2014).

that these analyses have only applied the tra-
ditional conceptualization of “value” as labor
time, as inherited from traditional Marxism,
they reproduce, in the epistemic subtext that
sustains them, the conception of industrial capi-
talism and of the class struggle (with only agents
inscribed in the juridical norms of property and
propertylessness) that Marx produced for the
activist workers of his times. As we have seen,
this epistemic subtext excludes from the imagi-
nation of historical agency those who were, and
continue to be, precluded™ from a full recogni-
tion of their juridical rights in the regime(s) of
the bourgeoisie.

It is thus only when and if it reconceptualizes
its analytical apparatus to embed constitutively
its value categories in processes of repression or
foreclosures of rights and identities (as opposed
to simply applying its given categories to the
cases of such identities) that Marxism will be
able to enter into dialogue with the movements
that are today at the forefront of the struggle for
epochal transformations and work to shape a
common socialist vision. Can Marxism perform
the reconceptualization that the form of strug-
gle in the age of the biopolitical rule of capital
requires? If what is true for “mankind” (namely,
that it presents itself only with problems it can
solve) is also true for Marxism, then this is a task
Marxism can (and must) solve.

I conclude by suggesting a hypothesis about
how Marxism can restructure its discourse
on value so as to be able to contribute to the
right-to-existence struggle that social move-
ments have been waging, insofar as they can
be struggles for socialism: by using the concep-

tual apparatus of Lacanian analysis” in order
to rethink the value processes of capitalism in
terms that map the repressions and foreclosures
of some as elements in constitution of (and not
simply conditions of) the regime of the idea of
value with which the bourgeoisie has played its
cards in history. That mapping could serve not
only to enrich the critical analysis of the rhetoric
of value but also to reset the terms of econom-
ic-theory analyses of money-value-price rela-
tions. The outcome will be a deontologizing of
labor values, a rejection of the universal ratio-
nality that bourgeois thought assigned to its cal-
culation of value, and an understanding of the
constitution of the regime of value, including
its quantitative accounting, as a condensation
of the conditions of repression and foreclosure
through which capitalism was born and works,
as well as of the conditions of exploitation at the
point of production that capitalism set up and
works to enforce and reproduce. Then it would
be possible to visualize (and be energized by) a
condensation of social movements and socialist
struggles. For the right to existence.

Hic Rhodus, hic salta!

Antonio Callari is an economist at Franklin and Mar-
shall College. He has written on Marxian economics
and on intellectual history as it pertains to econom-
ics, Marxism, and critical social theory. He has also
engaged, practically and theoretically, in community
activism on issues of poverty and economic justice.
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" Adopting it where
appropriate, as has been
done in, e.g., Madra and
Ozselguk (2005) and
Tomsi¢ (2015), but also
transforming it where
necessary—much as
Marx did with the appa-
ratus of classical politi-
cal economy.
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' A quote found on one
of many posters featur-
ing Angela Davis.

You have to act as if it were possible to radically transform the
world. And you have to do it all the time.
Angela Davis'

Angela Davis recently said of the year 1968 (I am
recalling from memory), “We thought the revo-
lution was going to happen at any time. We really
did. We were sure of it.”
This was during a plenary
session, “A World on Fire:
Remembering 1968 and
Looking to the Future,” at
the 2019 National Women’s
Studies Association Con-
ference. The other pan-
elists, Rabab Abdulhadi,
Bernardine Dohrn, Ericka
Huggins, and Madonna
Thunder Hawk, all smiled
and nodded in agreement.
Remembering where I
was in 1968, I smiled and
nodded as well.

I was a member of the

counterculture back in those days, living in the
mountains of New Mexico, cooking on a wood
stove, and getting water from a well. Being a
young, relatively privileged white woman, the
revolution that I foresaw may have been some-
what different. We envisioned a world where the
United States did not wage war on small coun-
tries like Vietnam or Cuba and where racism
was but an ugly memory. We believed in a world
of primitive communism, eschewing everything

Drucilla K. Barker

“plastic” and celebrating everything that was
“natural.” This revolution was something we
believed in, and like the black women activists
on the panel in 2019, I had been sure that it was
just around the corner.

We were right that things were going to change,
but we were so wrong about what that change
would be. Instead of peace and love and an
end to militarism and racism, what eventually
emerged was the onslaught
of neoliberalism, increased
militarization and racism,
and a backlash against
much of what the wom-
ens movement and the
civil rights movement had
accomplished.?

Today we are at another
conjuncture: a deadly pan-
demic with no end in sight
hasbroughtinto sharp focus
a fragile and globalized
economy, a frayed or non-
existent social safety net for
the vast majority of people,
and a deep, worldwide eco-
nomic recession. This has
been accompanied by what feels like an expo-
nential increase in violence against women and
people of color all over the world.? Is now finally
the time for a revolution? What sort of revolu-
tion will it be? Is revolution even the right con-
cept? Perhaps Arundhati Roy’s (2020) descrip-
tion is more apt. She writes that the pandemic
has opened a portal between this world and the
next. It is one that we can walk through while
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2This did not happen
overnight; it is the con-
juncture of profound
changes in the world
economy, including ris-
ing oil prices, the Third
‘World debt crisis, and
the collapse of the Bret-
ton Woods agreements,
which have enabled
neoliberals to roll back
progressive gains and
gut social protections.

3 This violence manifests
itself in different ways
depending on specific
geographic locations,
cultural landscapes, and
political regimes. For
example, in the United
States it is the cruel
economic exploitation,
cultural oppression,

and wanton murder and
imprisonment of black
people; in India it is in
the brutal treatment of
migrants, Muslims, and
Dalits; in Kashmir it is
the cruel repression of
indigenous Kashmiris;
in Israel it is in the
murderous apartheid
regime being imposed
on Palestinians; while in
Brazil it is the ecological
destruction of habitats
that support indigenous
peoples and in neolib-
eral policies that choke
the life out of Brazil’s
poorest classes. These
are only a few examples
among many.

28



A RETHINKING
MARXISM
Dossier

Pandemic and
the Crisis of
Capitalism

“dragging the carcasses of prejudice and hatred,”
oritis one that we can walk through with little or
no baggage, “ready to imagine another world.”
To realize on the other side of the portal a world
freed from the carcasses of prejudice and hatred
requires that we put social reproduction at the
center.

Social Reproduction

As longtime readers of Rethinking Marxism
undoubtedly know, social reproduction refers
to the reproduction of people and, in addition
to biological reproduction, consists of the many
quotidian activities—cooking, cleaning, child-
care, eldercare, and care for the community and
the environment—that provide the necessary
foundation for human life and labor. It is com-
prised of both affective and material labor and
is often performed without pay. As Nancy Fraser
(2016) explains, it is indispensable to society, and
without it there could be no culture, no econ-
omy, and no political organization. A society that
systematically undermines social reproduction
cannot endure for long.

The relationship between social reproduc-
tion and production is dialectical: just as social
reproduction is essential to production, produc-
tion is likewise necessary for social reproduc-
tion. This is to state the obvious. It is interesting,
though, that under a capitalist economic system,
they stand in contradiction to one another. Fra-
ser (2016) articulates it in this way: social repro-
duction is a condition of possibility for sustained
capital accumulation while, at the same time,
capitalism’s orientation to unlimited accumu-
lation destabilizes the same processes of social

reproduction upon which it relies. Similarly,
Tithi Bhattacharya (2020) points out that despite
its dependence on social reproduction, which
she calls life making, capitalists are reluctant to
spend any portion of their profits on processes
that sustain and maintain life. This at least par-
tially explains why care work is devalued or
unpaid and why institutions such as schools and
hospitals are privatized or underfunded.

This contradiction can be historically traced in
the West to the violent transition from feudalism
to capitalism in Europe, when women were con-
fined to the supposedly noneconomic domestic
sphere and the work they did there was deval-
ued, even though the reproduction of the labor
force, both generationally and daily, was essen-
tial to capitalism. This devaluation, along with
notions that women had a natural proclivity for
such work, reduced wages and added to capi-
talist profits (Federici 2004). This also entailed
a sex/gender system in which women were sub-
ordinate to men. The contradiction so described
becomes crisis when capital’s drive to expanded
accumulation becomes unmoored from its
social bases. In these cases, the logic of produc-
tion overrides that of social reproduction, which
destabilizes the very processes on which cap-
ital depends. In “destroying its own conditions
of possibility, capital’s accumulation dynamic
effectively eats its own tail” (Fraser 2016, 103).

Today is one of those times.

Fraser (2016) rightly points out that this contra-
diction manifests in different ways depending
on the historically specific form of capitalist
accumulation, and thus it is resolved in differ-
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ent ways. In the United States, the doctrine of
separate spheres was the mechanism during the
liberal capitalism of the nineteenth century; the
family wage was seen as the solution during the
postwar era of state-managed capitalism; while
the two-earner family has been the answer during
the present era of financialized neoliberal cap-
italism. While all three of these resolutions
allowed capitalist accumulation to continue,
they required a society stratified by class, gen-
der, geography, and race. During the liberal era,
elite white women could retain their roles as the
“angel in the house” only because of the labor
done by racially marked women and men in
the factories and on the sugar and cotton plan-
tations in the New World.
In the postwar era of man-
aged capitalism, the fam-
ily wage was intended to
support the breadwinner/
caretaker model of the
family; however, in prac-
tice it applied only to the white male “aristocracy
of labor.”

Most recently, the two-earner family regime
in the Global North has been sustained by the
recruitment of women into the labor force, the
relocation of manufacturing to the low-wage
regions of the world, and the disinvestment in
social-welfare programs by both the state and
the corporate sector. To this let me add that,
as women have entered the paid labor force,
they have done so on a highly unequal footing.
Those who are relatively affluent are able to use
some of their income to purchase the domes-
tic services no longer produced in the home,
and these services are provided mainly by poor

To realize on the other side of
the portal a world freed from the
carcasses of prejudice and hatred
requires that we put social repro-
duction at the center.

women from minority, working-class, or immi-
grant backgrounds. Moreover, the availability of
relatively cheap food, clothing, and other com-
modities necessary to sustain this latter group
of workers can be attributed in no small part to
the feminized labor force working in the Global
South export-production factories (Barker and
Kuiper 2014).

The two-earner regime is also characterized by
financialization and debt. Debt is the tool by
which global financial institutions are able to
pressure states to slash social spending. Ade-
quate nutrition, education, healthcare, and infra-
structure take a back seat to the interests of the
financial class. Debt is also
a disciplinary mechanism
that functions to maintain
a relatively docile and com-
pliantlabor force (Lazzarato
2011). With the shift in man-
ufacturing from the Global
North to the Global South,
and with the subsequent replacement of union-
ized industrial employment with low-waged,
precarious, service work, real wages have fallen
and many people have relied on consumer credit
to maintain their standard of living (Barker,
Bergeron, and Feiner, forthcoming). Thus, when
the pandemic struck, it struck a world already in
crisis, a world in which the conditions necessary
to maintain life had become increasingly precar-
ious, and this precarity proved conducive to the
way the crisis was subsequently handled (per-
haps mishandled is a better word).*
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4 The scale of precar-
ity ranges from the gig
economy in the industri-
alized world to the refu-
gee camps and intern-

ment centers on the

borders of Europe and
the United States. This
short essay focuses on
the industrialized world
and on the United States

in particular.
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A Different Sort of Crisis

The crisis of social reproduction that the pan-
demic has wrought is different from previous
crises because the usual resolutions cannot work
as they once did. They cannot work because
stopping a highly contagious disease requires,
among other things, isolating those who are con-
tagious from the rest of the population. This is
not graduate-level epidemiology; it is something
that people have understood at least since the
Black Death devastated Europe. But here is the
rub: due to the fact that potentially contagious
people may remain symptom free for up to four-
teen days, the scale of isolation required has had
a devastating effect on capitalist accumulation.
It really does come down to a tradeoff between
profits and human life. As Alessandra Mezzadri
(2020) puts it, in order to stop the pandemic, we
need to undermine its economic base. Capital-
ists are not able to socialize economic losses by
shifting them onto workers, the state, or both, in
the way they did in response to the 2008 finan-
cial crisis. Today, with thousands of factories
shut entirely and the production of most nones-
sential goods and services halted in many coun-
tries, capital cannot turn this into a labor cri-
sis. As a matter of principle, it would be better
if both employers and workers would withdraw
from the market and stay at home.

David Ruccio (2020) voices similar sentiments
in his insightful commentary on the statisti-
cal calculation of the U.S. unemployment rate
and Trump’s ham-fisted defense of its appar-
ent decrease. Why, Ruccio asks, should we be
celebrating this when the pandemic is still far
from over? Instead, workers should be paid to

stay home rather than being forced to choose
between selling their ability to work and receiv-
ing unemployment benefits that are inadequate
at best, or unavailable at worst. This is not some-
thing to be applauded.

Indeed. Although the “stay at home” message is,
at the end of the day, the best solution to stop-
ping the pandemic, it is not feasible for everyone
in our currently globalized, industrialized econ-
omy. Our livelihoods and our abilities to main-
tain life depend on supply chains remaining
open, farmers growing and harvesting our food,
retail outlets offering that food for sale, facto-
ries manufacturing our medicines and medical
equipment, and health-care workers providing
much-needed services.

The workers involved in these activities are
essential workers: they are the ones whose labor
makes both production and social reproduction
possible. My fear is that, rather than a solution
that recognizes, valorizes, and properly rewards
these workers, we are going back to a de facto
forced-labor regime. Many people, especially
those in the “gig” economy with already high
debt burdens, are being forced to work under
risky and potentially fatal conditions. People
with already high levels of consumer debt and lit-
tle savings (numerous studies have documented
this) are left with little or no bargaining power or
room to resist. Capitalism has never been known
for its benevolent attitude toward the health and
safety of labor. Things haven’t changed.

Here I am thinking of the workers in potentially
harmful situations ranging from the custodians
and health-care workers in hospitals and med-
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ical centers, to grocery store clerks, to Amazon
warehouse workers, to migrant workers harvest-
ing our fruits and vegetables, to those working
in the meatpacking plants. What we are seeing
is not extra care and extra cash remuneration for
these people but rather a callous disregard for
their personal health and safety. Profits trump
people. Pun intended.

Caring for children is another key part of social
reproduction. Who is minding the children? The
old solution of commodified and outsourced
care isn’t working. The solution for that portion
of the population fortu-
nate enough to work from
home is that parents and
guardians must take up the
slack, all the while hold-
ing down a full-time job.
We know that this work is
falling disproportionately
on women, and that has
its own set of problems.
What the effects will be
on the children from such
enforced isolation is outside my area of exper-
tise, but I suspect it won’t be good. For the essen-
tial workers, however, the stay-at-home solution
is not feasible. Although some childcare centers
are open and some funds (largely inadequate)
have been allocated by the federal government
to help offset the costs to families, the solution
for many is a matter of informal arrangements
relying on families and friends. Childcare pro-
visions in the United States were insufficient
before the pandemic, and things are even worse
now.

The solution for that portion of
the population fortunate enough
to work from home is that parents
and guardians must take up the
slack, all the while holding down a
full-time job. Childcare provisions
in the United States were insuf-
ficient before the pandemic, and
things are even worse now.

Here let me reiterate that, although the privi-
leged few are able to greatly minimize the risk
of infection, they do not entirely escape its con-
sequences. If those who are fortunate enough
to be able to work from home happen to have
children, they must become full-time caretakers,
playmates, and teachers. Again, this is a huge
burden that falls disproportionately on wom-
en’s shoulders. A burden that is even heavier on
single-parent households. While this conflation
of paid work with reproductive work is a private
problem now, it will become over time a social
problem. Children need other children, and
parents need a break. Nei-
ther of these are forthcom-
ing now.

Navigating the Portal

So where do we go from
here? We know how to fight
the pandemic: social iso-
lation when possible, con-
tact tracing, masking, and
increased testing. Many
countries have slowed
down the pace of the virus, and New Zealand
has nearly eliminated it entirely. In the United
States, however, the numbers go up on a daily
basis, and the stark divide between those enti-
tled to life and those whose lives are treated as
disposable remains entrenched. As has been the
case in previous capitalist regimes, one part of
the population is able to remain relatively safe
and comfortable while another part bears the
risks and hardships.

Nowhere is this put into stark relief more than
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5 Sadly, this phenome-
non is not confined only
to the United States but
is also found in coun-
tries like Germany.

¢ It is questionable
whether he actually had
the authority to do so,
but nonetheless, this
authority is what he
claimed (Hemel 2020).

in the Trump administration’s executive order
to reopen meatpacking plants in the Midwest.
Meatpacking and meat-processing plants are
among the riskiest places for COVID-19 trans-
mission. Workers are crowded together and
must communicate amid the deafening drum of
industrial machinery (Bromage 2020).> When
the meatpacking plants began to close in March
as a result of a disturbing rise in COVID-19 cases,
the result was a shortage of beef, pork, and
chicken. Trump responded by issuing an exec-
utive order declaring them essential services
and effectively requiring them to reopen, and
the executives at the top were only too happy to
comply.® They, after all, are not the ones risk-
ing their lives on the plant floors. That risk fell
on the workers: poor black and brown people,
migrants both documented and undocumented,
and people with felony convictions with few
employment opportunities. Of course, workers
resist, but they have little leverage.

Consider, for example, the House of Raeford
chicken-processing plant in South Carolina,
one of the Southern states where the number of
COVID-19 cases is surging. It is also a state that
is home to a large number of meatpacking and
meat-processing plants, especially chicken and
turkey, important anchors of the state’s farm
economy. On 7 May it was reported that twelve
workers from the House of Raeford plant had
been fired after protesting for better pay and
working conditions. Mind you, they did not
walk off the job; they simply marched on the
sidewalk outside the factory carrying placards
and signs. In the words of one worker (quoted in
Bland 2020), “Our health conditions are not ade-
quate ... There’s no spacing. It’s not sanitary and

we’re overworked and underpaid.” The compa-
ny’s only response was to say that they had not
been promised hazard pay. At that point in time,
there were no confirmed cases of COVID-19. The
company did, however, issue face masks and
plexiglass barriers, and it encouraged workers
to social distance “when possible”’—something
that is impossible when working on the line.
Later, on I June, it was reported that, despite the
measures taken, cases of COVID-19 were begin-
ning to be discovered among these workers
(Fretwell 2020).

According to Sarah Rich of the Southern Pov-
erty Law Center, the only effective solution is to
keep workers on the line further apart, which
will slow down the line and decrease the num-
ber of chickens processed (Fretwell 2020). Thus
far, this has not been done. Nor has the possibil-
ity even been entertained. Even more troubling
was the governor’s only comment on the situa-
tion, which was to say that the House of Raeford
was a fine corporate citizen and doing all that
it could do. No, governor, they are not doing all
that they can do. Far from it. Now, let me men-
tion here, that this plant is not located in a rural,
less densely populated part of the state; quite
the contrary, it is two miles from the state capitol
building, which is adjacent to the University of
South Carolina and three miles from my house.
At the time that I am writing this (it may change
of course), the University is planning on open-
ing for the fall semester and plans to welcome
around 30,000 students back in mid-August.
The lives of the workers at the House of Raeford
plant are not radically separate from the lives of
these students, nor from the rest of us living in
this area. When they become infected, we poten-
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7This is an estimate. In
the latest reported data,
the campus had a total
enrollment of 35,364 stu-
dents, including grad-
uate and professional
students. President Rob-
ert Caslen has publicly
stated that he expects
total enrollments to be
down anywhere from 10
to 15 percent in the fall
2020 semester (“South
Carolina at a Glance”
2020).
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tially become infected as well. As I said above,
it’s not Ph.D.-level epidemiology.

For me this sums up in a nutshell the impor-
tance of replacing “me” thinking with “us”
thinking. We know that the old blood-soaked
and well-trodden neoliberal approach will lead
to an exponential increase in death and suffer-
ing. This is a story as old as capitalism. Forcing
people to go back to work under clearly peril-
ous conditions without genuinely adequate pro-
tection will only spread the contagion, leading
to more shutdowns. This is generally presented
as a choice between fighting the pandemic and
opening the economy. It is a
false dichotomy. The econ-
omy cannot reopen with-
out adequate measures to
control the pandemic. The
health of people and the
health of the economy are

not separate. .
ronmentalist.

Conclusion: From Me to
Us; From the Few to the Many

On a political level, sometimes, things feel over-
whelming. But on a personal level, it’s simple.
Wear the damn mask, and practice social dis-
tancing. Our health and well-being depend
on the health and well-being of others. Sadly,
despite the surge in cases, both social and print
media (and not only that from the American
South) are filled with narratives of individual
choice, constitutional liberties, and completely
unscientific and ill-informed speculations on
the medical dangers of masks. It has been well
established that when I wear a mask, it protects

Today, our task as activists, artists,
and intellectuals must be to envi-
sion, and thus participate in, the
creation of a world on the other
side of the portal, a world that is
antiracist, antisexist, and proenvi-

you. When you wear a mask, it protects me. It
is a simple matter of reciprocity and the recog-
nition that we do not exist as isolated individu-
als but rather as interdependent members of a
social collective. Why are the principles of rec-
iprocity and mutual care, which are the basis
of other social formations, seemingly so absent
in the globalized postindustrial society of the
United States? What can we do to center those
principles here and now?

Wanda Vrasti (2015), writing in the aftermath of
the 2008 financial crisis, suggested that we were
witnessing a failure of imagination. That is, a
failure to imagine an alter-
native to the widespread
belief that, despite evi-
dence to the contrary, cap-
italist market relations are
the best, the most rational,
way of organizing society.
However, people today
are questioning that belief
and are eager for alterna-
tives. Vrasti argues that, in order to combat the
isolation and fractures imposed by capitalism
and to create sustainable cultures of resistance,
it is necessary to put social reproduction at the
center, realizing that social reproduction and
production are not radically separate. I would
also add that such a culture must necessarily be
antiracist and pro-environmental as well.® The
Movement for Black Lives (M4BL) and its off-
shoot, Black Lives Matter, is an excellent exam-
ple. In describing themselves, the M4BL states
that they center the experiences and leadership
of the most marginalized black people, includ-
ing those who are trans, queer, women, femmes,
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8 Internationally, we
know that there are com-
munities today in which
the principles of neo-
liberalism are neither
hegemonic nor ascen-
dant. The Zapatistas in
Mexico and movements
around Buen Vivir in
Latin America and Eco-
Ubuntu in South Africa
are just three examples.
They have in common

a desire to decolonize
their communities and
organize economies not
around the quest for
capitalist accumulation
but around the need

for adequate provision-
ing and an equitable
distribution of income,
wealth, and opportunity
(Barker, Bergeron, and
Feiner, forthcoming).
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the currently and formerly incarcerated, immi-
grants, disabled, working class, and poor. One of
their goals is the creation of a multiracial coali-
tion that will “develop a collective strategy and
shared practice” that, in addition to including
the voices of the above, will include “climate jus-
tice, feminist, anti-war/anti-imperialist, and eco-
nomic justice forces” (Movement for Black Lives
2020).

Today, our task as activists, artists, and intellec-
tuals must be to envision, and thus participate
in, the creation of a world on the other side of
the portal, a world that is antiracist, antisexist,
and pro-environmentalist. Moreover, interven-
tions at this conjuncture must not only ade-
quately account for the structural and intersect-
ing aspects of capitalism, racism, and sexism but
must also reach out to people on an affective
level as well. This requires the work not only of
scholars, policy makers, and activists but also of
artists of all stripes and persuasions. And most
of all, it requires that those who are privileged
by virtue of our skin color, education, and other
markers of social capital actually make the effort
to listen and valorize the voices of people on the
margins. [tis only in this way that we can hope to
realize the vision articulated by Tithi Bhattacha-
rya (2020): “That life and life-making become
the basis of social organization, to the flourish-
ing of the many rather than the prosperity of the
few.”

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to
Suzanne Bergeron and Maliha Safri for their insight-
ful comments on earlier drafts.

Drucilla K. Barker is professor in the Department
of Anthropology and the Women’s & Gender Stud-
ies Program at the University of South Carolina.
She is a Marxist feminist political economist whose
research interests include globalization, feminist
political economy, feminist epistemology, and eco-
nomic anthropology.
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Renaissance Dreams

The Black Death is a natural benchmark for the
COVID-19 pandemic, the basic point being that
after the catastrophe, each place will undergo
reconstruction on its own terms, which is why
remembering the Black Death offers relief
(“This was not as bad”) and also hope (“Things
will be OK”). Things will
not simply go back to nor-
mal, of course, but the
new normal will be in any
case an updated version
of what we left behind. In
this account, agency is not
lost, just awkwardly quar-
antined for a little bit. Light
awaits us at the end of the
tunnel. However, there is a
counterpoint of reference:
the pandemic that deci-
mated the Americas in the
aftermath of the arrival of
Spanish conquistadores.
As we know, things did not
go back to normal at all.
All major pre-Hispanic cities were devastated,
paving the road to an overseas kingdom whose
power seemed more apt for dealing with such
ravaging diseases.

Of course, the COVID-19 pandemic is far from
being as devastating as either the Black Death or
the European plagues brought to the Americas,
yet the antipodal sequels of such extreme cases
can help us make sense of the current politi-

Ramon 1. Centeno

cal reverberations. The most serious pandemic
since the Spanish Flu a hundred years ago,
COVID-19 has sparked the biggest international
crisis since World War II. Facing the new corona-
virus and its disruptive implications, China has
outperformed the United States, making liberal
democracy less glamorous in a collision where
the future of world hegemony is at stake. Is it a
shot of renaissance or a conquista that awaits us?

The Spanish arrival in
Mesoamerica in the 15108
found a variegated collec-
tion of city-states, the most
prominent of which was
Mexico-Tenochtitlan—
that is, the atlépet] (polity)
of Tenochtitlan, located on
the island of Mexico in Lake
Texcoco. A hegemonic force
on the road to building an
empire, the Mexica ruled
along with their neighbor-
ing junior partners of Tex-
coco and Tlacopan through
the confederacy known
as the Triple Alliance, the
Aztecs. Otherwise a tale of
imperial consolidation, such a path was abruptly
interrupted by the expedition of Hernan Cortés,
the Spanish conquistador. He met polities
resentful of Aztec power, and these managed to
draw the Spaniards to their side. In this context,
the archenemy of the Aztecs, the confederacy of
Tlaxcala, became the military mastermind of a
liberation war, co-led by the Spaniard adventur-
ers, that besieged Mexico-Tenochtitlan.
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The war did not have a winner yet when the
smallpox carried by a Spanish soldier unleashed
a furious virgin-soil epidemic, as deadly as the
one that had already swept the Caribbean. “The
Mexica warriors were greatly weakened by it,”
according toasurviving noble of Mexico-Tenoch-
titlan in an account to Friar de Sahagtiin. Among
the dead was Cuitlahuac, the Mexica leader that
had been preparing a counterattack. A Spanish
soldier elaborated in a letter to Charles V:

The pestilence of measles and smallpox
was so severe and cruel that more than
one-fourth of the Indian people in all the
land died—and this loss had the effect of
hastening the end of the fighting because
there died a great quantity of men and
warriors and many lords and captains and
valiant men against whom we would have
had to fight and deal with as enemies, and
miraculously Our Lord killed them and
removed them from before us. (Vazquez de

Tapia 1953)

The epidemic crippled all sides of the war, except
for the Spanish. The small military force led by
Cortés thus acquired unexpected leverage and
further mystical prestige in the middle of dark-
ness. How were they immune to cocoliztli, the
plague? Thrown into irreversible preeminence,
the Spanish rise to power unraveled in the “New
World” the greatest mass conversion to any reli-
gion of the millennium. A wave of Marian appa-
ritions, the most famous of which was of course
that of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City,
soon sprouted all over the land that had become
known as New Spain. One apparition claimed,
speaking in Nahuatl to a working-class man,

that she was the mother of all afflicted inhabi-
tants of the land and that, as such,

I will listen to your weeping, your sad-
ness, to settle, to remedy all your differ-
ent needs, your miseries, your suffering ...
Listen, put it into your heart, my youngest
and dearest son, that what frightens you,
what afflicts you is nothing. Do not let your
face, your heart, be disturbed. Do not fear
this sickness [cocoliztli] nor any other sick-
ness which afflicts, which overwhelms. Am
I not here, I, who am your mother? Are
you not under my shadow and protection?
(Le6n-Portilla 2000, 103, 133)

In contrast, the Black Death two centuries ear-
lier precipitated the Renaissance in Europe.
There, the survivors embarked on a linear
sequence of processing loss in which the work
of mourning ultimately led to a reconnection
with life and new possibilities for love. This pro-
pelled a momentous reevaluation: if God had
not impeded so much death, then mankind was
lonelier than imagined, yet humans still had
each other. The reconnection with classic Greek
culture was in this sense an affirmation of life
on earth over the afterlife of heaven. Art started
switching its focus from the sacred to the pro-
fane, from God to human.

In the Americas, processing loss flowed through
a cultural switch in which mourners sought
solace in the religion of the outsiders immune to
the cataclysm. Far from a reinvention of the Old
World as in the Renaissance, the Conquista was
the collapse of another “Old World”—which is
the true meaning of the “discovery” of the “New
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World.” Contrary to the aftermath of the Black
Death, epidemics in the Americas aroused sub-
servience rather than emancipation. The loss,
a cosmocide, was never really overcome and
henceforth imbued the indigenous question
with a spirit of melancholy—proof of an incom-
plete mourning—that lasts to this day.

Farewell to American Redemption

Trump’s scrapping of the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship and his protectionist reform of the North
American Free Trade Agreement must be con-
trasted with Xi Jingping’s (2017b) speech in
Davos: “We must remain
committed to develop-
ing global free trade and
investment, promote trade
and investment liberal-
ization and facilitation
through opening-up and
say no to protectionism.
Pursuing  protectionism
is like locking oneself in
a dark room. While wind
and rain may be kept outside, that dark room will
also block light and air.” This ironic role reversal
in which the head of the Chinese Communist
Party defends the liberal global order from the
illiberal course of its architect, the United States,
illustrates the current situation. Not so long ago,
in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union,
the Pax Americana revived its original pre-Cold
War vision of “a liberal-capitalist order of free
trade stretching around the world, in which the
United States would automatically—by virtue
of its economic power and example—hold first
place” (Anderson 2015, 151). In more recent times,

tionary plague?

With the fall of communism, the
ultimate revolutionary threat, why
would capitalism still care about
democracy? Why would contem-
porary Tocquevilles need to mas-
ter democratic vaccines after three
decades of the end of the revolu-

however, the economic dynamism of China has
challenged the “harmony” between the general
and the particular—that is, “The general inter-
ests of capital secured by the national suprem-
acy of the United States.” As Anderson reck-
ons, U.S. supremacy “is no longer the automatic
capstone of the civilization of capital” (153). The
main distinguishing feature of U.S. foreign pol-
icy since World War I, the coalition of isolation-
ist and interventionist impulses, has been held
together by threads: what can now ensure that
the costs of American foreign policy will report
internal benefits that, in turn, will reinforce U.S.
hegemony?

If American primacy is no
longer the natural result of
a liberal world order spon-
sored by Washington, the
only way to keep the privi-
leged position of the United
States is to alter such an
order to produce the same
outcome. Trump’s reaction
to this picture has been clear: the costs of U.S.
world ambitions are too high for an economy in
distress. If South Korea and Japan want U.S. mil-
itary presence in their countries to deter China
and North Korea, they will have to pay for it. If
Europeans want U.S. military presence to deter
Russia, they will need to give more money to
NATO and stop expecting that Washington fixes
everything. As Trump (quoted in Blake 2016) said
to Hilary Clinton: “We cannot be the policemen
of the world. We cannot protect countries all
over the world where they’re not paying us what
we need.” In this, however, Trump was only tak-
ing to a logical conclusion the “anti-free-rider
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"By “democracy” the

French aristocrat under-

stood both a movement
and a political regime.

He despised the former
as a plebeian threat and
praised (reluctantly) the

latter as a response inso-
far as it was elite shaped.

campaign” put forth by Obama (quoted in Gold-
berg 2016): “We don’t have to always be the ones
who are up front.” It will not thereafter be easy
to restore America’s prestige among its allies east
and west of Eurasia.

Pushed by the economic imperatives brought
about by the global financial crisis of 2008, the
illiberal turn of U.S. imperialism has marked the
end of a postwar cycle. This outcome, however, is
intertwined with the concurrent end of an older
cycle that connects the French Revolution with
the fall of the Soviet Union. The defeat of revolu-
tionary politics was of such depth that it caused
anthropological damage that Traverso (2016) has
defined as the “collapse of utopian expectations.”
This fact, universally acknowledged as a defeat
of the Left—notably, by the liberal celebration of
the “end of history”—has ironically encouraged
the deterioration of liberal democracy, the main
political shield created against revolution.

It will never be sufficiently remembered that lib-
eralism admitted democratic features only as a
reluctant adaptation to the pandemic of revolu-
tionary furor sparked by the French Revolution.
Tocqueville thus raised two rhetorical ques-
tions: “Do we really think that after destroying
feudalism and vanquishing kings, democracy
will retreat before the bourgeois and the rich?
Will it stop now that it has grown so strong and
its opponents so weak?” Forced to deal with the
“frightening spectacle” of a world infected with
the Jacobin virus, liberals like Tocqueville urged
elites “to educate democracy,” the “main task” of
the time.'

With the fall of communism, the ultimate revo-

lutionary threat, why would capitalism still care
about democracy? Why would contemporary
Tocquevilles need to master democratic vaccines
after three decades of the end of the revolution-
ary plague? Indeed, the case for preemptive care
is not as seductive as the heroic rescue of a world
on the verge of apocalypse. No wonder “the end
of history” as a demoliberal paradise on earth,
the last utopia, was a short-lived one. The impe-
rialist celebration would sooner rather than later
end in dilettantism. The last euphoric outburst
was in Iraq, the last war in which U.S. imperi-
alism attempted to win over the “minds and
hearts” of an invaded country, as Bush Jr. said,
to demoliberal regime change. Clinton had the
Yugoslav wars while Bush’s father had the ear-
lier Iraq War, which to his dismay remained an
unfinished mission that the son would eagerly
resume and complete. In contrast, the Obama
years signaled a retreat from democracy promo-
tion a l'américaine. Needless to say, the military
apparatus did not contract, but the project “to
remake the world in the American image”—as
Anderson (2015, 24) sums up the spirit of Ameri-
can grand strategy—had lost appeal, which was
manifest in Obama’s détente toward Cuba and
Iran.

Trump has left behind the aim of redeeming the
world. Instead of Bush Jr.’s baroque nurturing
of a democratic Iraq open to foreign investment
after invasion, Trump’s revisionism leans toward
a minimalist approach: “We should have taken
the oil.” This demoliberal insouciance fueled
by revolutionary recession means that world
elites have less incentives to admit/develop dem-
ocratic features. Take Russia, whose capitalist
restoration left behind any serious democratic
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claims and formed the first of the “new author-
itarianisms”: a new outbreak of oligarchic rule
freed from the need to cook up democratic deli-
cacies for the people.

Given this constellation, it is easier to see why
China poses a threat to Pax Americana. If the
road to prosperity can bypass democratic tran-
sition, why bother following the American
example? If political success must put up with
one-sided U.S. protectionism, why should any-
one celebrate American leadership? If anything,
COVID-19 has accelerated these previous trends.

Catalysis in the Battle of
COVID-19

“Only when the tide goes
out do you discover who’s
been swimming naked,”
the American oligarch
Warren Buffet once said,
as if prophesying how the
United States would pop
up in the buff. It was still
early in 2020, in the begin-
ning of the COVID-19 pandemic, when Trump
assured he had it “totally under control” after
offering “tremendous help”—CDC pandemic
help—for China: “We’ve got tremendous exper-
tise” (Peters 2020; Chiacu and Shalal 2020). Xi
Jingping, for his part, refused the offer even as
closed doors ringed the alarms and he convened
the Communist Party’s top leadership, reason-
ing that the new coronavirus was “a major test
of China’s system and capacity for governance”
(Wee 2020). At that point, U.S. Commerce Secre-
tary Wilbur Ross was already rejoicing at Amer-

ing of infection.

Within the next two months, how-
ever, textbook American hubris
turned into perplexity in front of a
dramatic inversion of roles. China
was now delivering sanitary assis-
tance to the rest of the world
while the United States dealt with
internal political dislocation in the
midst of the out-of-control spread-

ica’s triumph over China in the trade war: “I
don’t want to talk about a victory lap over a very
unfortunate, very malignant disease,” he said,
but “the fact is, it does give business yet another
thing to consider ... I think it will help to acceler-
ate the return of jobs to North America” (Camp-
bell 2020).

Within the next two months, however, textbook
American hubris turned into perplexity in front
of a dramatic inversion of roles. China was now
delivering sanitary assistance to the rest of the
world while the United States dealt with internal
political dislocation in the
midst of the out-of-control
spreading of infection. The
grand-strategy establish-
ment went from foresee-
ing “cataclysmic change”
in China to calling Xi Jing-
ping “a forceful and trium-
phant leader on the world
stage” (e.g., Pei 2020; Yan-
zhong 2020). In a candid
yet melancholic appraisal,
Richard Haass (2020), president of the Council
on Foreign Relations, grasped what was at stake:
“COVID-19 will not so much change the basic
direction of world history as accelerate it.” Being
accelerated was nothing less than a “Post-Amer-
ican World” where The Land of the Free had lost
its Hollywoodian glamour:

Long before COVID-19 ravaged the earth,
there had already been a precipitous
decline in the appeal of the American
model. Thanks to persistent political grid-
lock, gun violence, the mismanagement
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that led to the 2008 global financial cri-
sis, the opioid epidemic, and more, what
America represented grew increasingly
unattractive to many. The federal govern-
ment’s slow, incoherent, and all too often
ineffective response to the pandemic will
reinforce the already widespread view that
the United States has lost its way. (Haass
2020)

In the meantime, to be sure, Haass supposed
that “not China or anyone else, has both the
desire and the ability to fill the void the United
States has created.”

When the pandemic hit Europe, ZiZek (2020)
rushed to predict the fall of capitalism, while
Han (2020) glimpsed just the opposite: its rein-
forcement. The irony is that both were wrong/
right as each one referred to his own “capital-
ism,” Zizek sensing the decay of Anglo-Euro-
pean capitalism and Han grasping Asian capital-
ism’s rise. Indeed, the West dawdled in the first
worldwide turmoil of the century. It is not that
authoritarian regimes can take “draconian” mea-
sures that more democratic regimes cannot, as
proved by the flawless responses of South Korea,
Taiwan, and Hong Kong. But only China was in
the position (and had the desire) to capitalize on
the amusing disarray emanating from Washing-
ton, D.C.

Just in April, the United States lost 20.5 million
jobs, increasing its unemployment rate to (at
least) 14.7 percent—devastation unseen since the
Great Depression (Schwartz, Casselman, and
Koeze 2020). Over the next month, amid grow-
ing criticism from his neglectful initial response

and under the looming threat of “permanent
damage” to the U.S. economy if the lockdown
continued, Trump used China as a scapegoat,
blaming its “incompetence” for causing “this
mass Worldwide killing.” By then, Trump had
just accused the World Health Organization, in
a public letter, of an “alarming lack of indepen-
dence” from China and demanded an investi-
gation of that country’s initial response, threat-
ening to permanently cut off all funds to the
organization for “so clearly not serving Ameri-
ca’s interests.”” Released in response to a $2 bil-
lion donation from China to the WHO to com-
bat the coronavirus, this letter made crystal clear
who induced by consent and who by coercion.
Before the end of May, Trump had cut U.S. ties
with the WHO.

China, of course, could boast superiority over
the West. Official Chinese media conceded that
some “experts made some misjudgments at the
early stage of the outbreak,” yet “China was
right in almost every step it took starting from
the Wuhan lockdown.” In contrast, “President
Donald Trump really doesn’t seem to be taking
people’s lives seriously,” and the United States
overall “has done very poorly in its fight against
the epidemic.” As a result, “The US has become
more frenzied than ever before,” especially
against China (Hu 20204, 2020b).

In the fall of 2017, Xi Jingping (2017a) told the
delegates to the 19th Congress of the Commu-
nist Party, gathered in Beijing’s Great Hall of the
People, that China’s one-party system—a system
of “socialism with Chinese characteristics”—
offered an option for “countries and nations
who want to speed up their development while
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preserving their independence.” Far from good
old Comintern proletarian internationalism,
from which the Chinese revolution originated,
the soft-power policy of leading by example is
a recalibration of the “pacific coexistence” (with
capitalist forces) doctrine of the Soviet Union.
However, for the Soviets such an attitude was a
defensive and nationalist one compounded, in
the last decades, by economic decline. While
also nationalist, the Chinese approach is asser-
tive in that it seeks to translate current eco-
nomic ascendancy into a duplet of building
“world-class” armed forces by the mid-twenty-
first century to underpin
the foreign-policy goal of
“preserving world peace
and promoting common
development.”

If ambiguous, China’s
international prominence
has already filled vacuums
left by traditional West-
ern powers. In a meaning-
ful episode at the outset of the pandemic, after
being denied aid by the European Union, Ser-
bia’s president Aleksandar Vucic (quoted in Vuk-
sanovic 2020) complained that “European soli-
darity does not exist,” calling it “a fairy tale on
paper.” Accordingly, he concluded that “the only
country that can help us is China.” A few days
later, Vucic welcomed an airplane from China
carrying medical devices, security equipment,
and Chinese medical experts.

Other states, however, fear getting caught in a
U.S.-China crossfire, such as the Asian middle
powers who “do not want to be forced to choose

Far from good old Comintern pro-
letarian internationalism, from
which the Chinese revolution orig-
inated, the soft-power policy of
leading by example is a recalibra-
tion of the “pacific coexistence”
(with capitalist forces) doctrine of
the Soviet Union.

between the two,” as expressed by Lee Hsien
Loong (2020), prime minister of Singapore.
Overall, Pax Americana has lost predictability,
which has led thinkers of U.S. hegemony to diag-
nose “the end of grand strategy” and prescribe
“policy made on a case-by-case basis” (Drezner,
Krebs, and Schweller 2020). Long-term imperial
planning is growing moot.

Hegemony with Chinese Characteristics

Unlike others in Europe, the Inquisition in Spain
took on a totalitarian character that burgeoned
after the conquest of Granada in 1492 and the
ensuing forced conversion
to Catholicism or expulsion
of large Muslim and Jew-
ish minorities (Saxonberg
2019). The new state arising
from the unification of the
kingdoms of Aragon and
Castile resorted to Catho-
lic intransigence as a tool to
homogenize the embryonic
Spanish nation. Opposed to
the Protestant Reformation—the epitome of the
Renaissance—Inquisition Spain both paved the
way to the Counter-Reformation and sponsored
it. The regime that landed on the shores of the
Americas and embarked upon Hispanicizing it
was no apostle of the Renaissance but its antith-
esis.

One of the casualties was Tlaxcala, hitherto
a remarkable exception in the Mesoameri-
can political record. While sharing the same
Nahua language and culture of the Mexica, the
Tlaxcaltecas bypassed the monarchic path and
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developed arepublic instead (Fargher et al. 2011).
In his report to Charles V, Cortés (1866, 68) lik-
ened their form of government to that of “Venice
and Geneve or Pisa, as there is no over-all ruler.”
From the beginning, however, Cortés (and those
who later succeeded him) compelled his repub-
lican ally to adopt some type of monarchic (if
indigenous) rule (Fargher, Blanton, and Heredia
Espinoza 2010). In this sense, when the Spanish
forces rose to irreversible overall
preeminence after the cocoliztli,

of Hungary and the Philippines, whose emer-
gency powers seem anything but short-lived.?
This atmosphere explains anxious interventions
such as those of Amartya Sen (2020a, 2020b) that
implore India to remain true to democracy and
resist the temptation of imitating Chinese-style
“governance.”

Beside losing its democratic appeal, Pax Ameri-
cana is also losing its liberal drive.
The United States is resenting the

Tlaxcala could not resist a regime
change in tune with (and subordi-
nated to) the Spanish Crown, and
hence a republican experiment
was cut short.

As for today, no renaissance is
breaking through the COVID-
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rise of powers other than itself
within the bounds of the order
it built and in which it was sup-
posed to thrive like no one else.
Like an angry child, Trump has
already exited some elements of
such an order—such as the WHO,
UNESCO, and UNHRC—and has

19 pandemic either. Inquisition
Spain was counter to reformation
just like China was counter to pro-
letarian democratization due to its
Stalinist roots that paved the way
back to capitalism. Although Zhou
Enlai had a point when he found
it too early to assess the implica-
tions of the French Revolution,
today it is not too late to accept
that no “French” reverberations are currently
at work. Hitting in the middle of a postutopian
impasse, the pandemic has struck world elites
with the rise of a nondemocratic, non-Western
power. In other words, China’s achievement has
demonstrative effects that have cornered the
old mantra of liberal democracy being the best
possible of regimes. In this context, it is no sur-
prise the dictatorial path taken by the presidents
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withdrawn from further commit-
ments such as the TPP or the Paris
Agreement on climate change.
The paradox is striking: the main
capitalist state is growing disen-
chanted of a liberal international
order whose staunchest advocate
today is a state led by the Commu-
~ | nist Party.

The success of China in the world
economy, for its part, bears witness to the fanta-
sies of liberal ideology, for China’s ascent would
have been impossible save for a communist rev-
olution and centralized economic planning. In
this sense, China’s rise can be read as a glorious
defeat of twentieth-century revolutions. While
the Soviet Union fell altogether, China is liv-
ing proof of the potential of socialist transitions.

3 The recession of
democratization has
many faces and is not
new. I mentioned the
Russian case earlier, but
since the regression of
the Arab Spring into an
authoritarian renewal in
the Middle East, other
democracies have fallen
in the Third World, such
as Nicaragua and Vene-
zuela in Latin America.
Of course, many others
have deteriorated with-
out collapsing. Again,
the COVID-19 pandemic
has intensified previous
trends.
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The pragmatic introduction of market-socialist
features in the late 1970s—having already been
in play in Yugoslavia—showed that postcapi-
talist economics had room for experimentation
beyond the dogmatic Stalinist-style microman-
agement. However, the lack of (workers’) democ-
racy bent that trial-and-error path into the inter-
ests of a top bureaucracy that could benefit from
it, and that contained the seeds of a new bour-
geoisie. In this other sense, it is a no-brainer that
China is no agent of world

every corner.

Of course, it goes without saying, neither is
China subjugating the United States nor is it an
outsider to our constellation, in contrast to the
relation of Spain with the Mesoamerican world.
Notwithstanding, in both cases a pandemic put
a world under the grip of an oppressive after-
math. As this essay earlier detailed, the extreme
devastation of the sixteenth-century plagues in
the Americas conditioned an extreme outcome:
the rise of a foreign totali-

revolution.

Just like Spain five hun-
dred years ago in Meso-
america, China today has
emerged as the polity wor-
thy of praise and emulation
in the COVID-19 pandemic.
The Chinese, moreover,
can claim merits unlike
the Spanish conquistadores,
who were just immuno-
logically lucky. This drama
has unfolded as the world

The extreme devastation of the
sixteenth-century plagues in the
Americas conditioned an extreme
outcome: the rise of a foreign
totalitarian empire. Likewise, in
today’s world, the relative rise of
China eased by a less destructive
pandemic is not negligible. The
U.S.-China standoff has put demo-
cratic impetus (even more) on the
defensive, both by disbelief flow-
ing from the West and by counter-
example from the East.

tarian empire. Likewise, in
today’s world, the relative
rise of China eased by a
less destructive pandemic
is not negligible. The U.S.-
China standoff has put
democratic impetus (even
more) on the defensive,
both by disbelief flow-
ing from the West and by
counterexample from the
East.

has witnessed the paraly-
sis and self-ridicule of the
White House in front of the same threat. In
today’s predicament, not only is U.S. suprem-
acy vis-a-vis China’s at stake but so also is the
long-term appeal of liberal democracy. Postto-
talitarian China is succeeding at showcasing
itself not only as a serious global player but as
a model polity. Moreover, China’s victory in “the
battle of COVID-19” has taken on an overnight
global character, unlike the vicissitudes of Euro-
peans throughout the Americas, whose script of
sword-disease-religion took centuries to reach

Fortitude

Rather than crying the increasing bourgeois
belittlement of democracy, we should retrace
what our age means by “democracy” in order
to avoid getting caught on the same side—just
differing in degree, not kind. By giving a blow
to European monarchies, the French Revolu-
tion unleashed the rise of another form of gov-
ernment, the republic. In Machiavelli’s seminal
framework, the republic conflated oligarchy and
democracy, in the classic Greek sense. That today
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4 Karatani (2003, 183) has
ventured: “If universal
suffrage by secret ballot,
namely, parliamentary
democracy, is the dicta-
torship of the bourgeoi-
sie, the introduction

of a lottery should be
deemed the dictatorship
of the proletariat.” Here
I am sympathetic with
Zizek (2006, 57) in his
celebration of Karatani’s
“heroic risk in proposing
a crazy-sounding defi-
nition.”

we equate republic to only one of the terms, the
latter, can be read as the success of the bourgeoi-
sie in making us believe that there is democracy
at play. In fact, what we today call democracy
corresponds to what the ancient Greeks called
oligarchy, government by the rich. Elections,
which in our times epitomize democratic rule,
were seen rather differently by Aristotle (1984,
1988; translation modified), who made the com-
mon-sense observation (for his age) that “it is
held to be democratic for offices to be chosen by
lot, oligarchic to have them elected.” The former
was deemed democratic due to the confidence
that the poor can govern, while the latter was oli-
garchic, for only the rich would have the means
to prevail in elections.*

In his recommendations for avoiding revolu-
tions, Aristotle warned oligarchies “to be very
careful with the poor” and urged them to make
the poor feel included in government: “And it is
advantageous both in a democracy and in an oli-
garchy to assign equality or precedence to those
who participate least in the regime—in democ-
racy, to the rich, in oligarchy, to the poor—in
all other respects other than the authoritative
offices in the regime” (Aristotle 1984, 1988; trans-
lation modified). Translated to the age of capital-
ism, if the proletariat is given a choice between
politicians of the bourgeoisie, is that really a
choice? However, as Anderson (1976, 55) insisted
in his classic work on the subject, rather than a
mere aggiornamento, the reality of such a choice
has profound effects “because the masses typi-
cally consent to this State in the belief that they
exercise government over it.” How can this pro-
pensity not exist when the framework—that
is, a set of liberties—that enables the choice is

a conquest of the masses? So far, the dilemma
remains: either the masses move forward or any
advances will be lost, as long warned by calls for
“the independence of the workers,” or else they
will “be reduced once more to a mere append-
age of official bourgeois democracy” (Marx and
Engels 2006).>

For Aristotle, oligarchies that strived to include
the poor were “moderate,” whereas those that
did not were “extreme.” In that sense, the rise
of capitalism saw the demise of (feudal) monar-
chies at the hands of extreme (bourgeois) oligar-
chies that moderated afterward, as attested by
the gradual extension of the right to vote. Today,
however, that pinch of democracy in modern oli-
garchies—that is, our contemporary bourgeois
or liberal democracy—is losing appeal. With the
threat of revolutions that might bring the pro-
letariat to power having subsided since 1990, is
there any reason to feel exhorted by Aristotelian
prescriptions?

At the heart of contemporary politics, the Left
vacuum very much explains the world’s elites
having a disregard for preserving, let alone
enriching, their democratic credentials, such
as with romantic claims that prettify a situation
in which “democracy” is a junior partner to oli-
garchic rule. To be sure, democracy is rather
distinct: it is what the revolutionary Left once
called the dictatorship of the proletariat—such
is the political void in today’s constellation. Back
to square one, radicals must decide whether to
remain melancholic or face reconstruction.

Ramoén 1. Centeno is an associate professor at the
University of Sonora, Mexico. His political analysis
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> They added: “Instead of
lowering themselves to
the level of an applaud-
ing chorus, the work-

ers, and above all the
League, must work for
the creation of an inde-
pendent organization

of the workers’ party”
(Marx and Engels 2006).
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focuses on the contemporary contours and challenges
of the radical Left, especially in the Americas.
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The Rocket’s Red Glare

Bob and Doug rocket off on the SpaceX,
T-minus 3:30.

Shot not fired,

going not once but twice,

after hours

of not going anywhere.

Departure delayed.

The whole world watching.

Badass white woman astronaut crying
tears of envy

for breaths not taken

in vacuum. In space, time extends life
into eternity, human becoming vehicle becoming
light, approaching futurity.

Where even are they? Gods.

Rocket breathes oxygen in space

while humans—Tony, Breonna, George—

breathe their last on the pave.

T-minus 38, T-minus 26, T-minus 42 years.

Shots fired

not just once or twice, but twenty times,

months before 8 minutes and 46 seconds

of not going anywhere.

Injustice in delay.

The whole world watching.

Badass Black women crying

tears in community

for breaths not taken

in air. In the protests ensuing, the rocket’s red glare
blasts off Black Lives Matter into the utopic futurity
of right now.

Who even are they? Gods.

State edifices collapse,
crumble, returning to earth,
just as Dragon returns to Earth:
full of ease, grace, just

detach,

let it go.

Rockets jet off the earth,
aflight. Here I come:

God, an American, a modicum,
progress achieved.

Heroes leave this world behind.
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Abolition Repetition

Abolition is a repetition
of contradictions. From slavery

to segregation to policing, the opposition
between Black resistance and Black oppression

ever-present, ever-evolving.

Imprisoned,

cotton-picked of old

now radically transmuted
into victorious secretly pink
girlshorts—a scream,

‘SLEEP IN LATE’

branded on rear. Two whole
cents for waging labor hourly,
blurring the lines

between capitalism and slavery,
skipping feudalism entirely,
problematizing linearity

in our theories of history.

‘O0O0: Objects, yes, Latourian
objects ACT!

Subjective objects objectify,
agentic objects modify,

up-end, transform,

objects enact radical agency...
etcetera, etcetera.’

(Subtext: ‘Black bodies do not.”)

Black oppression is a repetition
of iron chains

becoming iron bars

becoming iron laws

becoming iron wares,

Black oppression gone

viral, gaseous, pervasive, in the air

we breathe—or can't.

Conjuncture of Insurrection

Five years behind steel bars
for the wrong school district,
Tanya McDowell.

Eight steel bullets in a body
because how dare you,
Breonna Taylor.

‘Form is content!” ‘“Techniques matter!’

(Subtext: ‘Black bodies are not; Black bodies do not.’)
Foucauldian, Adornian post-isms fly

in the face of Black lived experience

and the constancy of white supremacy.

From metal to vapor,

to mediation from immediacy—

or so goes the fantasy

of linearity,

where, now = lynchings + governmentality.

Abolition gifts a repetition

that ain’t half-bad—after all,

radical revolutions always-already
extrapolate half-lives into eternity

in the Eighteenth Brumaire:

“Bourgeois revolutions ... storm from success to success ...
but they are short lived ...

Proletarian revolutions, on the other hand ...
criticize themselves constantly,

interrupt themselves continually ...

come back to the apparently

accomplished in order to begin it afresh ...
Until the situation has been created ...

and the conditions themselves cry out:

Here is Rhodes!™

(‘Take it from me.”)

K. Marx, The Eighteenth
Brumaire of Louis Bona-
parte, in The Marx-Engels
Reader, ed. R. C. Tucker
(New York: WW. Norton,
1978), 595, 24.

Abolition is a repetition

of contradictions reemerging,
ready for resolution.
Abolition gifts a repetition,
bringing back,

bringing Black Revolution.
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Trailer

On an icy morning,

a trailer truck arrives,
bearing gifts. My groceries!
Finally.

I have been waiting

so long for this.

Through

walled-in and walled-up sanitary storage containers,
a naked-handed, naked-faced

frontline worker deftly sifts,

fetish in the chain to my commodities.

Interminable waiting,

then,

bags and bags and bags of

pandemic paranoia.

“You should ask for masks and gloves,”
ever the helpful comrade, I said.

“I have the gloves,” mumble,

“don’t sign the receipt—germs,” he said,
waving goodbye.

Three hundred dollars per person for groceries
and the freezer won't close.

Three hundred pounds per capita homeland GDP
but the trailer wouldn’t open.

Las hielera en el borde
llena hasta el borde.
El frigo, muy friyo,

“I can’t breathe” —Eric Garner.

“I can’t breathe” —Pham Ti Tra My,
I was not meant for this,

not meant for cold storage

not meant for having papers

not meant for making ends meet
not meant for stacking upright

not meant for defecation

not meant for European Union

Conjuncture of Insurrection

The icebox at the border
fills to the brim.

39 dead bodies
in a trailer free-zone.

From Vietnam to the UK,
immigrants nearly made it.
Abandoned by God.

The driver forgot them,
waving goodbye,

blood on his hands.

Blood in their pants,
tomatoes of cans.

“I can’t breathe” —George Floyd.

“l am sorry, Mom,”

I was

not meant for safe passage

not meant for crossing borders
not meant for making mincemeat
not meant for seeing daylight

not meant for asphyxiation

not meant to be forgotten.

Walled-out and walled-up in a refrigerated trailer,

stranded, laid to waste,

thirty-nine backline workers perished,
chained to the fetish of our commodities.

Interminable waiting,
then,

bags and bags and bags of
xenophobic paranoia.
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Hope in the Face of Optimism

Optimistic futurity with its racist overtones
defers Black and Brown liberation endlessly.
Racial liberation?

Sure, next revolution.

No, next revolution.

Ok, definitely,

the very next revolution.

Pessimistic presence says, no—

here and now, no more waiting.

Pessimists count the breaths until they run out,
pessimists count the chokeholds—then and now—
still state sanctioned.

Where optimism effuses the transmutation of form,
pessimism stresses the constancy of content.

Optimistic utopists wait:

for contradictions to

(un)furl, (un)ravel,
(un)discombobulate, accelerate.

It’s all forthcoming,

it’s not for nothing,

all the Black people dying.

Take heart, it’s a process,

we're joining dots, making progress
toward racially liberatory socialism,
both Black-utopian and scientific.

See that production go

up in Black fumes?

That’s how you know

it’s time.

See all that gun manufacture?
After the revolution,

all those factories recylically craft
ecosustainable toys for healing
the souls of Black children—
shell-shocked from genocide,
coked up from solitary,

choked up from brutality.

But chill, no worries,

utopia’s round the block,

dystopia’s nearly run its clock,

the only way it could have been!
Crack open a cold one

and absolve me of responsibility

for bad-faith, -analysis, -consciousness, all.
Bro. Sis. Folx.

So glad we took the time to.

Get all that production

fired up in the air planet on the brink
and, oh yeah, decolonization,

that’s a special issue—

it’s a process, dude, longue durée.

I bet,

in the year 6000,
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VINCENT LYON-CALLO: When I first sat in your
class focused on many Marxisms, more than
three decades ago, and began to see the rich tap-
estry of Marxist scholarship, I could not imagine
we would be here today so many years later dis-
cussing a global pandemic. What an interesting
time this has become and
what a privilege it is to talk
with you again today.

Let’s start off with an easy
question: On your Eco-
nomic Update on June 8th,
2020, (Wolff 2020c¢) you
discuss a very practical
question: Why is it that the
U.S., with 5 percent of the
world’s population, has
30 percent of the world’s
deaths from COVID-19
thus far, and what might
be the Socialist alterna-
tive? This leads to other
questions, such as: How
can that be, despite the fact
that the U.S. also is one of the world’s wealthiest
countries? Why is it that so many Americans are
getting so sick and dying? Might it have some-
thing to do with the vast inequalities that existed
in the U.S. prior to COVID-19 even arriving?

RICHARD WOLFF: As with all good questions,
there are many factors that play in. You might
even say that it is complexly overdetermined

Richard Wolff

Vincent Lyon-Callo

that we have 5 percent of the people of the world
and 30 percent of the deaths from corona. So let
me go through just some of them. Absolutely,
the inequality in this country means that, yes, we
are one of the wealthiest countries in the world,
but what has to be added is that we are one of
the most unequal, in terms of the distribution
of wealth and income, of the so-called industri-
alized nations. That inequality condemns large
numbers of people, almost all of whom live
at the low end of the eco-
nomic pyramid. They have
bad diets, they have over-
crowded housing, they have
inadequate health care,
and they often have unsafe
working conditions. We all
know what the story is, so
it should not be surprising
that even though the United
States is rich, its extreme
inequality makes the poor
very vulnerable to any dis-
ease, particularly one that
passes through infection.

But I would actually like to
focus on a different kind of
explanation, which will apply not only to the
United States but also to other countries who
have had bad experiences with this virus. I am
thinking of Italy. Here is the argument that I
would like to advance. What do you need to do?
What two things that are crucial? To prepare
your population for a dangerous virus and to
manage the virus once it enters your community.
So how do you prepare? You prepare by having
on hand, in adequate numbers and adequately
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stockpiled, all the necessary equipment. That is
what preparation means. So you have produced,
stockpiled, and distributed ventilators, masks,
gloves, ICU units in hospitals, beds, and trained
personnel. You do not have to be a trained epi-
demiologist to know that dangerous viruses
have been with the human race from day one.
A horrible one in 1918 killed 700,000 people in
the United States. In recent years, we have had
SARS and Ebola and a dozen others which are
well-known and well documented. There is no
excuse for not being prepared. The cost of such
a preparation is a small fraction of the amount of
wealth we have already lost in the United States
from not being prepared. There is no efficiency
argument. Indeed, any efficiency argument
would go the other way. So, then, why? Well, the
answer is capitalism.

It is not profitable for companies to produce a
mask or a bed or a glove. To produce these things,
to store them in some warehouse, let alone to
stockpile them all over the country, waiting who
knows how many months for the next virus to
show up, is not profitable. The risk is enormous.
You are just not going to do it as a capitalist. You
can find more profitable, less risky investments
elsewhere. How do we know that? Because that
is what they did. They did not make the stuff,
and we were not prepared.

In that situation, you could have the government
come in and say the following: “Private capital-
ism stinks at being prepared for viruses; it is an
unreliable engine for preparation, so we the gov-
ernment will be the offsetter; we will take on the
risk and we will take on the expense because
private capitalism is a failure here and we must

compensate.” You would buy all the supplies
and the test kits you might need for a disease
that enters our country, and you would have it
available. You would take the necessary steps at
the government’s expense.

Why did the government of the United States
not do that? The answer is that it has long ago
been captured by an ideology that runs roughly
as follows: If it is not privately profitable to do
something, then it should not be done. So the
government of the United States did not do
what it could have done. Through the failure
of the private sector and the complicit failure of
the public sector, we were not prepared. That’s
three-quarters of the answer to why we have suf-
fered so badly from coronavirus.

Let me drive the point home one more step.
Might there be an example I could point to
where the government of the United States did
do exactly what I just said? The answer is yes.
The military. It is not profitable to make a missile
or arocket and store it. So the government comes
in and buys all that stuff as fast as it comes off the
assembly line and pays to store it and distributes
it and trains the people to use it. The rationale
is national security. But the notion of national
security for health reasons doesn’t work. That
leads me to the final part of this. Why doesn't it?
Why hasn’t the medical-industrial complex—
the four industries which monopolize the med-
ical industry in this country; doctors, hospitals,
medical insurance companies, and the drug and
device makers—why haven't they been smart
enough to develop an ideology that says the gov-
ernment should come in? The answer is obvi-
ous. If you brought the government in to make
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us secure for a future, well, then why aren’t you
bringing the government in to make us secure
right now with Medicaid for all or a single payer
or any of the other plans? That’s too ideolog-
ically dangerous for them. So they can’t do for
themselves what they enviously watch the mil-
itary-industrial complex do brilliantly for itself.

Then there is the failure to manage it. Once you
blow the preparation. Once you have awareness
that you are going to suffer, youre going to lose
a lot of people, you're going to have millions of
people get sick. Then the political apparatus
kicks in. Whoever is in power has to minimize
the damage or the party
or the leader will suffer
because it is on their watch
when everyone gets sick.
So you need a government
that doesn't want to test
people because it doesn’t
want public awareness. We
have, if my numbers are
correct, less than 5 percent
of people who have been
tested. That means we don’t even know where
the disease is, who has it, who is symptomatic,
who is not symptomatic. All of the key questions,
we don’t have an answer ... We also have 20 to 30
million people who are unemployed and could
be given the training to test people. We have all
the people who can be the testers, and we can
test everybody in a week. What's the issue? It’s a
total mismanagement, but not because we can't.
Obviously, we could test everyone. We are a rich
country, we have the people, and we could pro-
duce the equipment. This has become a political
football. The Democrats are going to blame the

If you brought the government

in to make us secure for a future,
well, then why aren’t you bring-
ing the government in to make us
secure right now with Medicaid for
all or a single payer or any of the
other plans? That's too ideological-
ly dangerous for them.

Republicans. The Republicans have to pretend
there is no issue, they are going to get everyone
back to work, we’re going to get everything back
to normal. Normal is the only hope they have
to make this horrible collapse, both healthwise
and employmentwise, go away. For me, those are
the key variables coming together to make the
American experience so, so awful.

Last point: Last week there was a Time magazine
article prepared by two physicians in the United
States. The article was wonderful because it
begins by saying that, here in the United States,
the disease has infected 340 people per mil-
lion. In China it was 5 peo-
ple per million. No matter
what the fudging of num-
bers—on both sides—
may have been, with these
orders of magnitude, there
is no excuse. The rest of
the Time magazine article
was about the utter failure
of the United States. Not
just in relation to China,
but they list about twenty other countries, all of
whom have way better numbers than the United
States. Those include Australia, New Zealand,
South Korea, not just Vietnam and Cuba, who
have very good numbers. My last point is that,
even in a capitalist country, if you have a culture
that says the government isn’t some kind of fun-
damental evil, the way it is in our culture—South
Korea has that. The government is revered. The
government is given—from your and my per-
spective—too much respect. But, whenever the
government has a historically developed author-
ity and respect in a country, it can come in and

Conjuncture of Insurrection

56



A RETHINKING
MARXISM
Dossier

Pandemic and
the Crisis of
Capitalism

make the compensation for capitalism’s failure.
That was so missing in the United States. That’s
why England is so bad. And, ironically, it is why
Italy was so bad. Italy used to have a left-wing
orientation; they are going through a period of
neoliberal kind of hegemony in reaction to the
old Communist Party. So you could explain
them, too, as the government was lost in that fog
of neoliberal, laissez-faire nonsense that made
them unable to step in, in a timely way. Which,
by the way, in Italy they deeply regret.

LYON-CALLO: Italy, though, has eventually low-

ered their rates much more than the U.S.

WOLFF: Right, right. That is because they have
that culture. And the left wing, which wants the
government in there because of the old notions
of Socialism, they attacked the right wing on just
the point 'm making, and so the right wing was
badly hurt. That’s partly why Italy’s politics are
not as right wing as they could have been. Their
mismanagement of COVID-19 brought back the
leftist culture, and that is one of the reasons why
youre seeing the right-wing government come
down like a ton of bricks suddenly. Because
they’re in danger politically of the consequence
of COVID-19. That may happen to Trump here,
too. We'll have to see.

LYON-CALLO: The other component of this is
the economic. We have massive unemployment
in the United States. But, with social distanc-
ing being a public health requirement, was not
massive unemployment necessary as so many
businesses needed to close temporarily? Or is
mass unemployment from COVID-19 better
understood as failure of capitalism itself, as you

argued recently (Wolff 2020d)? Might it be that
massive inequality and economic precarity are
not inevitable? Has there not been very differ-
ent experiences in other spaces, such as Cuba or
even in Italy, as you discussed on a recent broad-
cast about Marcora Law (Wolff 2020a)? Are there
lessons that people in the U.S. might learn from
looking at the experiences in those places?

WOLFF: Well, I think the answer is to compare
capitalist countries. At the beginning of the coro-
navirus in mid-March, unemployment in Ger-
many was 5 percent and unemployment here
was listed officially at something like 4 percent.
Today, ten or eleven weeks later, unemployment
in the United States, depending upon how you
count, is 16 to 20 percent, maybe more. In Ger-
many it went from 5 percent to 6 percent. So how
do you explain the quadrupling of unemploy-
ment in the United States and a mere 20 per-
cent increase in Germany? I could use France—
the numbers are roughly the same as Germany.
I could even use England, whose numbers are
closer to Germany and France than to the United
States.

What'’s going on? You can’t do in those countries
what you can do here. It’s kind of an extension of
what we just said about Italy. The power of the
labor unions in France, Germany, and England
and the power of the Left is such that, had you
tried to throw a quarter of your labor force out
of work like we did here, you would have seen
street protests that would make what we’ve seen
in the past two weeks look like a picnic. Those
governments would have fallen. The countries
would have come to a complete halt. It was out
of the question. It was so out of the question that
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even conservative turds like Boris Johnson or
Angela Merkel or Emmanuel Macron could not
even imagine it. They did not propose it. Instead,
they went to the businesses and said, “It’s a col-
lapse; people cannot come to work. It’s a supply
shock of the most profound sort. We're going to
have the worst recession or depression in prob-
ably half a century, if not an entire century. So
here’s the deal. We will bail you out, we will print
money, but on this condition: part of the money
we give you will be used to pay a minimum of
seventy percent of the regular salary and wages
of your labor force; you can
fire nobody, and you guar-
antee the job will be here,
however long this lasts.”
That’s what they did. The
United States did not do
that. So the interesting
question for me is, what
the hell is going on here?
Again, the state is powerful
in Germany, France, and
England. It’s never gone to
the point of a type of reli-
gious fundamentalist notion that somehow the
government is bad, an idea pushed by the [U.S.]
governmental officials to pander to the private
sector’s desire to have the government fund
them and never compete with them. They tried
to achieve that in Europe, but they couldn’t pull
it off. That’s why there is the difference.

The experience of the 1930s in this country
is peculiarly absent today. We have a level of
unemployment like then. We have a desper-
ate situation like then. Why are we not doing
what we did then? For example, between 1934

The experience of the 1930s in this
country is peculiarly absent today.
We have a level of unemployment
like then. We have a desperate a
situation like then. Why are we
not doing what we did then? For
example, between 1934 and 1941,
roughly fifteen million people
were hired by the United States
federal government.

and 1941, roughly fifteen million people were
hired by the United States federal government.
Why are we not doing that now? Why are we not
training and hiring some of them to become tes-
ters so we know where our disease is? Why not
assign some of them to do all of that infrastruc-
ture rebuilding that everyone agrees needs to be
done? Why are you paying, for example, an extra
$600 per week unemployment benefit to have
them do nothing? Why don’t you pay them even
an extra $800 to do something? Build a park,
do the things that were done in the 1930s. Why
not have another WPA, do
some cultural work around
the country? Lord knows
we need it. It would be
spectacularly success-
ful program. Let’s remem-
ber when Roosevelt did
that, he got reelected three
times. He taxed the rich
and made these programs
for the unemployed. And
the brain-dead Biden—
and I dont mean that
because he’s old—but the brain-dead Biden,
Clinton, Cuomo, it doesn’t even occur to them.
They don't admit the difference between the
United States and Germany. They pretend that
there is no such difference. The media follows
suit and doesn’t talk about it. Every time [ am on
radio or television, I tell people about the expe-
rience in Germany. You should see the faces of
the questioners. They look at me like a puppy
that just got caught doing something it shouldn’t
on the rug. Come on. It’s an amazing testimony.
As my buddy Steve Resnick would have said,
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it’s another case of the power of ideology. What
it is, what you can see or not see, even in your
immediate environment. It's amazing. And don’t
get me started on the silence of the AFL-CIO.
It’s beyond words. It’s a silence that’s beyond any
noise they could make.

LYON-CALLO: But could organization be emerg-
ing that might aid in moving beyond liberal or
neoliberal reform and towards systemic changes?
Do you see signs today that possibilities of mov-
ing beyond liberal reform and towards the nec-
essary systemic changes to build alternatives to
capitalism that are emerging—perhaps in Black
Lives Matters, the Sanders campaign, national
Poor People’s Campaign, Cooperation Jackson,
or the reception to your own work and the reac-
tion to discussing democratizing the workplace?
Is it possible that these movements can begin to
organize together to create those possibilities for
people to see?

WOLFF: I have never been a pessimist. Maybe
I'm guilty of some degree of wishful think-
ing, but maybe that’s a necessary part of being
involved in social change. You have to believe
in the possibility, and maybe you see signs of
it. But let me start very personally. We are now
coming up on 200,000 YouTube followers for
Democracy at Work. I have 100,000 Twitter fol-
lowers. By the way, I don’t do that by myself. I
have a team of people working with me. I never
did radio or television in my life. For most of my
career teaching at UMass, or before that Yale,
I would get an invitation to go on a show and
speak maybe once every two to three months—I
think that was more than most of my colleagues
got, because I was always politically active.

So starting in 2010—so0 it’s now ten years old—
everything changed. The crash of 2008 changed
this country in very fundamental ways. I think
we're still watching the ripples. Even as we enter
a worse crisis, we're still engaged with the ripple
effects of the 2008 crisis. Clearly, Occupy Wall
Street was one result. Clearly, the 2016 Bernie
Sanders campaign was another result. And I'm
a result. My life changed from being the profes-
sor you knew at UMass to being a public-intel-
lectual, activist type of person. Youre the third
interview I've done today, and I will have more
this afternoon. And that’s my normal day. That
has nothing to do with me. It has to do with the
audience that creates the demand for what I do,
for what I deliver. Imagine you're the type of per-
son who whistles the same jingle all your life
so the people close to you get annoyed after a
while: we’ve heard that jingle forever, just stop
whistling. And then, one day, everyone gathers
around and pleads and begs with you to sing
the jingle. You say, “But I thought you hated
that jingle,” and they reply, “Yeah, but the world
has changed.” That’s me. I'm not saying what I
didn’t say before. I've been a critic of capitalism
for most of my adult life. Just to give you an idea.
Next month, you may see a long article in the
magazine Hustler, about Socialism, which they
asked me to write for them. I only give you that
as an example because youre going to find my
article between lots of images of naked women.
And why did I do it? Because that’s an audience I
can’t reach normally, for better or worse. It turns
out that Larry Flynt, who owns that thing, fol-
lows my work, and he likes it. That’s all over the
United States now, often in situations you would
never dream of. And I think they get it; they get
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that something has radically altered. The view-
point is not that things have changed; the view-
point is becoming darker. It’s becoming: every-
thing is falling apart. You get it on the right, you
get it on the left, you get it even in the middle
now. Somewhere an awtful lot of people under-
stand that we are falling apart as a society. Hav-
ing to choose between Trump or Biden is proof
that we're falling apart. So I am very hopeful.

LYON-CALLO: One last question. Trump voiced
early on that we’re at war against the virus and
we all need to be together in this war. There
was even talk for a moment of enacting uni-
versal basic income for the
duration of the crisis. Of
course, that did not happen.
“We’re all in this together”
in the war against the virus
became, “You have individ-
ual responsibility to act to
stay well individually.” As
you pointed out in the June
1st Economic Update, perhaps the sickest version
of this is the advice to homeless people on what
they individually need to do to keep themselves
well (Wolff 2020Db).

This rhetorical shift was accompanied by a mas-
sive economic stimulus package without any
commitment of support for all—not even a com-
mitment to having a potential vaccine being
available to all. As we know, the government’s
intervention has helped certain segments of the
stock market to flourish, such that billionaires’
wealth increased by $282 billion in just twen-
ty-three days during the initial weeks of the
lockdowns while working Americans became

I have never been a pessimist.
Maybe I'm guilty of some degree
of wishful thinking, but maybe
that’s a necessary part of being
involved in social change. You
have to believe in the possibility,
and maybe you see signs of it.

even more economically and emotionally inse-
cure. More recently, the uprisings in the streets
around racism and police violence again indi-
cate that we are far from all in it together in the
U.s.

You have talked about the class war today in
the U.S. We have had decades of embracing pri-
vatization, deregulation, automation, and the
promotion of the free market in the quest for
growth, efficiency, and so-called freedom and
individual responsibilities. Both major political
parties have embraced one version or another,
and that has produced a massive transfer of
wealth to the wealthiest.
As you write, capitalism
is certainly currently in
crisis (Wolff 2020e). One
can just look at the esca-
lating debt, the number
of people and businesses
not paying rents or loans,
or the opioid and mental
health crises to see this.

I would suggest that there has also been a war on
black males for the last several decades, some-
times referred to as the war on drugs. Others
suggest that the U.S. has been at war against cul-
tural pluralism, indigenous peoples, people of
color, and any organized Left for centuries. On
the June 1, 2020, issue of Economic Update, you
highlighted a Federal Reserve report about how
40 percent of Americans making under $40,000
lost their jobs in a recent six-week period. The
mass unemployment is largely impacting
poorer, already economically precarious people.
In your discussion with Cornell West, you also
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mention how women and black and brown peo-
ple have been hurt more than males and white
people in general from COVID-19 (Wolff 2020b).
We know that people who are older or have
some preexisting conditions are most likely to
die from COVID-19, but there is also much evi-
dence that Native Americans and working-class
black and Latinx people are more likely to die
from this virus. And as the work of public-health
scholars like David Williams (2020) has shown,
there is increasing evidence demonstrating links
between the stresses of living everyday with
racial and class inequality and the vast health
disparities in the United States. It is not individ-
ual behaviors but structures of violence produc-
ing the disparate economic and health outcomes
from COVID-19.

Is there a way that we can think through the lens
of overdetermination and antiessentialist analy-
ses to consider that what is important is class and
race and more? Do you have thoughts on how to
balance these multiple entry points for our anal-
yses of class and race and other factors? Can that
help us to help young people who are angry and
disillusioned to imagine possible other worlds?
Can such an analysis help us to both analyze
the current coronavirus moment and to think
through how to actually build alliances, work
together, and live in this world together?

WOLFF: I don’t have really anything to add to that
conversation except what appeared to me early
on when Steve and I were first trying to work
these things out and what occurred to us then. I
haven't really made much progress beyond it. It
always struck me that the logic of overdetermi-
nation, the rejection of an essentialism, means

that those of us who are more interested in the
class dimension than others, for whatever pecu-
liar reasons of our history—I wasn’t born this
way. The influences in my life made me focus
on class. I am not saying it’s good or bad; that’s
just who I am. But it’s always been clear to me
that the conditions of existence of any particular
class structure—for example, the capitalist class
structure that I am opposed to includes certain
kinds of cultural constructs, one of which is race,
the notion that people can be divided into some
sort of different groups based on pigments in
your skin. I understand that those kinds of cul-
tural formations, like religions, are part of the
conditions of existence. They are part of what
makes capitalism exist and survive and repro-
duce over time. I think I can show how racism
against people with darker skin has played that
role for a long time in supporting and sustaining
capitalism. So, therefore, racism is my enemy. I
have to change these racialized notions. I have
to problematize the concept of race. I have to
explain to people that it is not a given, that there
is nothing about us as human beings that sug-
gests we ought to be classified in a significant
way around the pigment in our skin.

So my enemy is racism, and now I discover
something. I discover that there are other peo-
ple like me who have a different history. They
were brought up in such a way that the issue that
most interested them was racial discrimination
or racism. And that’s what their focus is, but they
get it, like I do, maybe with the theory of overde-
termination, or maybe they just do this without
self-consciousness. But they come to the con-
clusion that capitalism, a particular class struc-
ture, reinforces the racism that they want to get
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rid of. We now can make a deal. 'm gonna help
you fight racism and you’re gonna help me fight
capitalism so that we get a different system that
neither needs nor allows racism or the class sys-
tem of the exploitation of one person by another.
We make a deal. I help you and you help me.
Nobody is subordinating anybody. Nobody is
claiming that their entry point is the right one.
This is a coalition or an alliance built on the
understanding that the kind of economic system
we have needs racism and will be weakened if
we can defeat racism, and the kind of racism we
have will be at least weakened if we can defeat
capitalism. No guaran-
tees. Nobody has to believe
that, if we got rid of rac-
ism, that capitalism would
be gone, or vice-versa. It’s
a deal. And the deal has to
be honored, and the deal
has to be worked through
periodically. And I say the
same thing to feminists on
that issue or ecologists on
that issue. We've got a deal to make. And if we
make the deal, we will help each other in terms
of our goals, but we will also build the organiza-
tion without which none of us are going to real-
ize our goals.

That’s the deal. And, you know, I've offered it
many times. And I would say that most of the
time they do not accept it. I realize that’s part
of my problem; that’s part of our problem. We
live in a culture that is very deeply committed to
essentialism. I used to make a joke. Steve and I
used to make a joke that we have a harder time
with our left-wing audiences getting across over-

One of the reasons that pushing
overdetermination is valuable is
that—I think, | hope—is that it
trickles down into this gut-level
question of how we build orga-
nizations that are powerful by
drawing in people whose primary
interests are different, but are not
afraid of that difference.

determination than getting across the notion of
class as the production and distribution of sur-
plus rather than the government. They can more
easily take this new concept of class than they
can take overdetermination. It’s bizarre and has
been surprising to us, but it’s been true. One of
the reasons that pushing overdetermination is
valuable is that—I think, I hope—is that it trick-
les down into this gut-level question of how we
build organizations that are powerful by draw-
ing in people whose primary interests are differ-
ent, but are not afraid of that difference.

For example, one of the
reasons why I like Kali
Akuno is that he gets that.
His primary issue is Afri-
can American people and
organizing them and work-
ing in an African American
majority city like Jackson,
but he understands that I
need him and he needs me.
We get it.

LYON-CALLO: And then we can build coalitions
and alliances to work on the many aspects of our
collective struggles.

WOLFF: Absolutely. There’s no option.

LYON-CALLO: If our goal isn’t to be right and
that our interest is the essential or primary one.

WOLFF: Right. We've got to get rid of that. That’s
a killer. And, by the way, that’s often the opening
wedge for any disruptive people. Whether they’re
there by accident or they are there because they
are working for some government agency. That’s
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the wedge to destroy coalitions. It’s been a very
big burden on us on the left that we have to get
out from under.

LYON-CALLO: Even with my work on home-
lessness, I've seen that. It happens when people
want to focus on one aspect as the determining
factor. Not as one of many possible entry points
that we need to build alliances to work on but
as the determining factor, as though all the rest
does not matter. It makes alliances impossible.

WOLFF: That’s right. How do we teach people
that you can have your entry point, you can have
what’s most important to you. That’s not a prob-
lem. It’s how you deal with people who disagree
with you. How do you disagree on entry points
but work together still?

LYON-CALLO: That’s the challenge with these
times of living with the coronavirus. There are so
many areas of impact and possible entry points
for acting, but one of them is that there is this
profound sense of despair and hopelessness
among so many people.

WOLFF: And, of course, having to stay at home
due to the virus only makes all of that worse. You
are even more isolated. Which, of course, makes
the necessary alliances even more difficult.

LYON-CALLO: Of course. Interesting and chal-
lenging times. Thank you so much for talking
with me today.

This is the first part of an interview that will appear
in Vol. 32, No. 4 of Rethinking Marxism.

Richard D. Wolff is the host of Economic Update,
retired professor of economics from the University
of Massachusetts Amherst, visiting professor at the
New School, and a member of the Brecht Forum. The
author of many books and articles on class analysis
and Marxisms, he is one of the founders of Rethink-
ing Marxism and served for decades on the editorial
board of the journal.

Vin Lyon-Callo is a father, husband, board-of-ed-
ucation member, and professor of anthropology
and sociology at Western Michigan University. He
has published widely on homelessness and activ-
ist research methodologies. He has been a long-term
editorial board member and is currently coeditor of
Rethinking Marxism.
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' As long as capital-

ism remains the driv-
ing force of American
power, liberal Demo-
crats will always-already
choose a Christian lib-
eral over a socialist Jew.
Marx (2009) knew this
better than anyone, and
“On The Jewish Question”
serves as his purloined
letter to the United
States. See Derrida

(1987).

Come on, man. Oh, oh.

I cannot breathe. I cannot breathe.
They’ll kill me. They’ll kill me.

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.
—George Floyd (R.I.P.)

Beautiful black bodies

Drowning in sorrow

From America’s sin

—*“Jesus and the Black Body,” Linda Wiggins-Chavis

In Cold Blood

The murder of George
Floyd shall be recorded
in history as the first post-
modern lynching pub-
licly perpetrated by the
administration of Donald
J. Trump. The context of
this pandemic has moved
from the horrific rising
death toll laboriously
tracked by the Center for
Disease Control to the sin-
gle languishing body of a
beautiful black man. The
only justice that can possibly redeem the con-
science of America is to turn the racial murder of
George Floyd into the electoral assassination of
Donald J. Trump. This is a possibility only, one
that has to be politically actualized. The trag-
edy is that, instead of being replaced by a righ-
teous man, Trump might be replaced by another
senile white man, thanks to the liberal demo-
crats.' Like life itself, we will have experienced

Alex Betancourt

the world during the last four years first as trag-
edy and then as farce.” Justice is the tallest of all
orders, and to exact it means cutting off a pound
of flesh from America’s body politic, with the
blood included. James Baldwin’s (1963) epigraph
to his The Fire Next Time, a book that includes
his “My Dungeon Shook,” reaches today’s black
youth as a message in a bottle: “God gave Noah
the rainbow sign, / No more water, the fire next
time!” Donald J. Trump and liberal democrats,
as well as the MAGA nation,
have been feeling the heat
of this country’s racial fire.
Since liberal democrats
refused to feel Sanders’s
“Bern,” now seems to be the
right time for a proper one.

The injustice of George
Floyd’s murder has the
depth and severity of a
Greek tragedy. We shall
be kept waiting for Trump
to gouge out his eyes, and
Christian America will
have to wait for his redemp-
tion for as long as a theater
audience will have to wait
for Godot’s arrival. Justice, like democracy, is a
fugitive experience that has to be wrested from
power rather than asked of “polite society.”> The
most difficult and despairing thing to grasp is
that the president, like Arendt’s Eichmann, is
not an evil man but rather a banal one. However,
we must not confuse banality with ordinariness
since Trump’s banality has grave consequences.
Wiggins’s profoundly moving poem rings true
for everyone in this country. It breaks my heart
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2 Slavoj Zizek (2009)
identifies the first decade
of the twenty-first cen-
tury as following this
logic, with 9/11 as tragedy
and the 2008 financial
collapse as farce.

3 For the idea of “fugitive
democracy,” see Wolin
(2016).
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4 The global and all-en-
compassing character
of the pandemic means
that its effects are being
felt by every single per-
son on this planet. The
COVID-19 catastrophe is
a proper universal Hege-
lian phenomenon. This
means that it has also
affected Trump. For an
excellent political read-
ing of the pandemic see
Vazquez-Arroyo (2020).

every time I think of those eight long minutes
thatit took for the police to murder George Floyd.
Differently from Wiggins’s beautiful verses,
rather than drowned, Floyd was chocked with
malicious intent. It is malice that makes murder
a capital crime, not sinfulness. The cry for jus-
tice by Black America could be heard loudly in
George Floyd’s dying breath as he called out for
his mama. This cry may leave liberals heartbro-
ken, but liberalism cannot
assuage America’s guilty
conscience. That can
only be accomplished by
socialism and participa-
tory democracy.

Mis-encounters

This essay is an attempt
to explain the ideological
character of Trump’s pres-
idency, his mishandling
of the global pandemic,
and the recent insurrec-
tion against racial injus-
tice.# My argument may
prove somewhat difficult
to hear for many progres-
sives. Even when we take into consideration the
incredible catastrophe that Donald J. Trump’s
presidency has caused, I argue that the problem
has a proper ideological basis. This thesis means
that, in order to comprehend the political reality
of Trump, we have to take Marx at his theoret-
ical word. Taking Marx seriously, and rethink-
ing Marxism for our times, means that we
have to begin by discarding the idea that seeks
to explain Trump’s actions as those of an evil

Donald J. Trump is a calculating
and insatiable power-hungry man.
There is nothing he is unwilling

to do to get what he wants. He is
the perfect capitalist, the incarna-
tion of an idea. This is part of the
reason his followers are enthralled
with him and his persona. Their
infatuation is the political result of
reified consciousness. By reified
consciousness, | mean that Trump’s
supporters do not perceive a moral
world that requires an ideological
justification for the president’s bla-
tant political perversities.

man. The pathologizing of Trump is a symptom
of the ideological bases of social analysis, not
a political explanation for Trump’s decisions.
The characterization and constant derision of
the president’s ridiculous behavior produces
an epistemological breach that has ideology at
its base. The liberal world doesn’t understand
Trump. This has to be the biggest irony in history,
given that no other president has been under as
heavy scrutiny as Trump
has been. The misrecogni-
tion suffered by Trump is a
properly Marxist ideologi-
cal problem. The reason no
one seems to understand
Trump is the same reason
why many socialists don’t
seem to understand him,
either. That is, they dont
get what Marx really meant
by “ideology.” To put it sim-
ply, Trump’s mind works
the same way that a Fidel-
ity Investment commercial
works. It doesn’t matter if
the stock market is collaps-
ing and everybody is watch-
ing it collapse; as far as they are concerned, there
is no better time for an investment! We must not
forget that in the mid-9os, catastrophe bonds
emerged (CAT bonds), which means the mone-
tization of disaster. This is the true nature of ide-
ology as Marx theorized it.’

Let’s start with some of the material conditions
of existence of the president. Donald J. Trump is
a calculating and insatiable power-hungry man.
There is nothing he is unwilling to do to get what
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> Marxist interpretation
is a properly socialist
enterprise, and ideol-
ogy doesn’t work alone.
To have a comprehen-
sive view of Donald J.
Trump, we also need

to look at commodity
fetishism and reified
consciousness. Once
this triad is put together,
we can see the dialec-
tic at work. I am going
to focus on ideology in
this essay. A subsequent
piece will tackle the
other two.
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he wants. He is the perfect capitalist, the incarna-
tion of an idea. This is part of the reason his fol-
lowers are enthralled with him and his persona.
Their infatuation is the political result of reified
consciousness. By reified consciousness, I mean
that Trump’s supporters do not perceive a moral
world that requires an ideological justification
for the president’s blatant political perversities.
The fact is that Trump has objectively achieved
everything he has set out to do in life. As far as
he is concerned, he is the most successful man
in the American twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies. The problem is that liberals have a hard
time acknowledging this simple fact. Trump
is all he claims to be: an all-around successful
man. More importantly, Trump’s racist, xeno-
phobic, misogynist comments and insinuations
are cheap tricks made to order. They are hav-
ing and will have severe consequences for this
country. However, they are not his guiding prin-
ciples. Trump becomes a racist whenever racism
favors him politically. We must not forget that,
when it suited him, Trump was pro-choice and
immigrant friendly. This is because Trump has
no “guiding principles” in the common moral
sense of the word. Actually, he has no policies;
he simply has an agenda that may seem cynical
but isn’t. Whenever his agenda overlaps with the
GOP’s, he is happy to oblige all of their policies.

There are no secrets about Trump’s agenda,
either. That’s the other reality that seems to baffle
liberals. Trump has always been very open and
clear about what he cares about. Liberals don’t
understand him because they cannot conceive a
way to be honest about themselves. This is their
cynicism, not Trump’s. Hence, they think: how
could Trump, who is a morally corrupt individ-

ual, be honest about his ambitions? Trump must
be lying; he did not mean it when he said years
ago that after he made all the money he could as
a businessman he would become the president
of the United States. Liberals cannot take Trump
at his word simply because they do not want to
be taken at their own. If liberals were to be taken
at their word, we would have to ask them what
happened to closing Guantanamo, fighting pov-
erty, passing meaningful immigration reform,
properly funding Social Security and the Post
Office, and expanding Medicare. We would also
have to ask what happened to passing legisla-
tion to end colonialism in Puerto Rico, the U.S.
Virgin Islands, Guam, American Samoa, and
the Northern Mariana Islands. Moreover, what
happened to every other progressive promise
liberals have been making since the foundation
of the republic? Liberals have turned their eyes
away from the severity of the racial and class
problem in the United States for decades. Politi-
cal liberalism’s soup de jour is to pose as politics
(Reed Jr. 2001).

Ideology Critique

Since economic success is the ultimate moral
virtue for capitalism, success is one of the stron-
gest ideological goals in American society. This
is why Trump can’t comprehend the liberal news
media’s war against him. They loved him for
years; what the hell happened? Donald Trump
wants people to like him because successful
men are likeable. He sees how his political base
loves him, so it follows that others should love
him, too. Therefore, as far as he is concerned, the
liberal news media has to be “fake news.” This
is particularly true because they loved him for
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¢ An excellent discussion
regarding the liberal
matrix within which the
disagreement between
Trump and liberal dem-
ocrats takes place can
be found in Madra and
Ozsel¢uk (2019), who
show that the opposi-
tion between neoliberal
global cosmopolitan-
ism and neomercantil-
ist nationalist populism
is a false dichotomy.
Moreover, the historical
nature that makes it a
form of government is
expressed as a transi-
tioning form of domi-
nation in the corporati-
zation of the sovereign
nation-state. At the end
of the day, it’s the politi-
cal economy of domina-
tion that characterizes a
capitalist regime.

7On race and politics,
see Reed (2020) and
Reed Jr. (1999).

a very long time before he came to ruin their
financial political dinner.®

Another thing Trump has been very clear
about is that he wants to get away with what-
ever he wants to do. Who the hell doesn’t want
that? He’s been doing it for over seventy years
with impressive results. Not once has this man
ever been arrested. Hence, it’s perfectly under-
standable for him to be dis-
concerted at all the com-

antitheoretical streak has always been a mark of
left-wing infantile activism, although with differ-
ent intensities. We should remember that in the
debate related in Marx’s (2009) “On The Jewish
Question,” Bauer wanted political emancipation
while Marx wanted human emancipation. This
is the fundamental difference between a pro-
gressive liberal (or a “woke” socialist focused on
identity politics) and a Marxist. As Slavoj Zizek

(quoted in Aqgeel 2020,

plaining. A Marxist look at
Trump doesn’t focus on his
character flaws, impropri-
eties, personal malfeasance,
or ethics. A Marxist look
explains Trump’s ideology
rather than complain about
it. This is part of what Marx
meant when he said that
philosophers had inter-
preted the world when the
point was to change it. Marx
wasn’t scorning philosophy
as such; he was sneering at
alienated philosophy—that
is, philosophy performed
as an ideology. In contem-
porary parlance, Marx was

Since economic success is the ulti-
mate moral virtue for capitalism,
success is one of the strongest
ideological goals in American soci-
ety. This is why Trump can’t com-
prehend the liberal news media’s
war against him. They loved him
for years; what the hell happened?
Donald Trump wants people to like
him because successful men are
likeable. He sees how his political
base loves him, so it follows that
others should love him, too. There-
fore, as far as he is concerned, the
liberal news media has to be “fake
news."”

4) has aptly pointed out,
“Those in power today
love identity politics. It
means each of us will cul-
tivate their cultural iden-
tity and nobody will be
excluded from the global
market multicultural-
ism perfectly fits global
capitalism.”

Liberal and progressive
news media keep insist-
ing on covering Trump’s
moral flaws, as if that
were politically meaning-
ful. Socialists should stop
judging Trump’s moral
character, especially since

saying that liberalism as philosophy was useless
because rather than helping to explain the world
and uncover its perversities, it rationalizes the
world through commodification. The idea that
Marx was anti philosophy is, properly speaking,
liberal propaganda. The fact that this propa-
ganda has taken hold of the “woke” generation
in contemporary socialist activism only speaks
to the ideological strength of liberalism.” This

it has been proven that it’s politically ineffective
to do so. Trump has to be dealt with politically,
not morally or ethically, and especially not psy-
chologically. That is a game of which Trump is a
grand master, if only for the simple reason that
he pays no mind to anything that doesn’t follow
his worldview. Liberals simply cannot deal with
this, particularly the news media.
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There are many recent examples of this ideolog-
ical shortsightedness. Two prominent writings
will suffice. First, let’s take Ronald Brownstein’s
(2020) article for the Atlantic. Brownstein’s anal-
ysis shares several traits with other progressive
media. Most saliently, he thinks the political out-
come of this pandemic is Trump losing the elec-
tion in November. At the time of his piece, the
forecast was more wishful thinking than politi-
cal reality. Even right now, with the intensifica-
tion of social protests throughout the country,
Trump still has a good chance of winning if only
because his opposition is senile and laughable
in a way that Trump isn’t. Walter Shapiro’s (2020)
recent piece for the New Republic suffers from the
same ailment. According to Shapiro, Trump has
been able to get away with his many lies “either
because they are too inconsequential or because
they would require too much effort to disprove.
Voters, for example, would have to know some-
thing about the events in Salem, Massachusetts,
in 1692, or the more recent history of McCarthy-
ismto be able todebunk Trump, the Martyr, every
time he wails that he is a victim of a historical
‘witch hunt.”” This is pure ideology talking, even
now when Trump’s lies are anything but incon-
sequential. Here, Shapiro absolutely reveals the
nature of progressive liberalism. Assuming that
the extraordinary effort that requires disproving
Trump has to come from voters (one guesses that
Bernstein and Shapiro would hope they were
not being called to task as journalists), Shapiro’s
statement presupposes that Trump supporters
don’t know that he is a compulsive liar, as Brown-
stein also hints at in his article. However, every-
body in the entire world knows that Trump is a
compulsive liar! There is no American “Matrix”

in which Republicans took the “blue pill” and
are somehow blissfully ignorant about the qual-
ities of their president. The fact that everybody
knows the truth but this knowledge has no polit-
ical effect is what makes it an ideological prob-
lem of liberalism! The important political ques-
tion is to ask why, in spite of this and many other
well-known things, dozens of millions of Amer-
icans still support him. Thinking that somehow
Republicans suffer from the biggest case of col-
lective false consciousness recorded in history
would be silly. One can only say that if this kind
of thinking is what constitutes the liberal dem-
ocrats’ strategy for November, Trump’s chances
for reelection are much better than what liberal
democrats may think.

Nonetheless, Shapiro makes a point worth con-
sidering, regarding the effect of the failed oper-
ationalization of the federal-aid package. He
thinks the troubles with aid distribution will
have a strong impact on American voters. This is
also the central argument in Brownstein’s piece
for the Atlantic. He concludes by saying that “a
divergence in the economic recovery of urban
and nonurban areas—coming after a compa-
rable split in their experience with the disease
itself—could put Trump in a difficult position.”
However, this is something for which Trump
may be able to avert responsibility, as he will try
to do with racial injustice and police brutality.
Even Shapiro has to admit that “not all problems
with the stimulus payments are Trump’s fault.”
Shapiro’s closing argument suffers from the
same ailment as his first. Presumably, in Novem-
ber “collective amnesia and sensory overload can
no longer be his escape route.” Trump does not
escape political punishment because people for-
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get how awful he is but does so because his base
doesn’t care about his moral failings. Moral fail-
ings are easily remediable things for Christians;
all you have to do is ask for forgiveness. God com-
mands them to give you a second chance. This is
something that Republicans learned a long time
ago. However, Republicans do care about many
other things not easily forgivable, and the federal
package will be one among others. The question
will be whether the failures of the administra-
tion will be carried by Trump or whether, as he
has done so many times
before, he’ll be able to dis-
place responsibility for the
death toll to civil servants
who preceded him or to
his advisors for betray-
ing the American people.
Trump’s prospects on this
score are very good, for the
simple reason that much
of the disaster with dis-
tributing federal monies
have to do with the gigan-
tic bureaucracy that is the

ago.
federal system.

He will have a harder time explaining the thou-
sands of deaths American families are suffering.
And if Trump loses, it will probably be because
of the depth and gravity of state-sponsored mur-
ders. However, even the social unrest taking
place in the Unites States right now is a political
momentum that has to be harnessed and given
social direction and political purpose. Unfor-
tunately, as of today, the only leader that could
have given this country what it desperately needs
(justice) was voted off of this November’s ballot.

Trump does not escape political
punishment because people for-
get how awful he is but does so
because his base doesn’t care
about his moral failings. Moral fail-
ings are easily remediable things
for Christians; all you have to do

is ask for forgiveness. God com-
mands them to give you a sec-
ond chance. This is something that
Republicans learned a long time

Les Enfant Terribles!

On that last note, another ideological phenom-
enon we are witnessing is the liberal chastising
of young socialist democrats for being socialists!
This is something that Osita Nwanevu (2020),
writing for the New Republic, had the good sense
to point out: “The notion that an organization
set on abolishing capitalism would have other-
wise had a meaningful place inside the tent of
the Biden campaign is entirely too silly to merit
an earnest response.” Nwanevu was responding
to a tweet by Tablet’s Yair
Rosenberg, who argues that
Bernie lost “in part because
some on the left prioritize
self-righteous  symbolism
over political power and
influence.” This is another
significant ideological mis-
recognition from liber-
als regarding the political
nature of socialism. Rosen-
berg, like many liberal dem-
ocrats, believes that social-
ists scoff self-righteously
at Washington’s political
power and influence. However, the very point of
socialist democracy is to destroy the structure of
that political power and influence, not partake
in its perpetuation. Chastising socialists for not
supporting Joe Biden is like chastising Roman
Catholics for not supporting abortion, or chas-
tising Jews for not adoring Jesus. The latter is not
only antisemitic, it goes against Jews’ core politi-
cal principles and beliefs!

This maybe a good opportunity to point out a few
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“small” differences between liberal democrats
and socialists. While liberals march and pro-
test, socialists organize and unionize. While lib-
erals defend free speech and freedom of assem-
bly, socialists speak up and assemble. While
liberals vote for the status quo, socialists run
to beat it. It’s time for liberal democrats to real-
ize that the other “small” narcissistic difference
socialists insist on is that they are not capitalists,
while liberals are. The latter difference has got-
ten particularly lost for people of my generation
and for baby boomers: basically, progressives
in their forties to liberals in their late sixties. A
whole class of progressives is having some kind
of sadistic jouissance chastising socialist demo-
crats for not endorsing Joe Biden. And now we
are supposed to believe that a senile, rich white
man is going to bring racial justice to the United
States of America. Please!

A sociologically impressionistic glance at the
type of people who are going for the “endorse-
ment package” that Biden has offered young
socialists looks exactly like me, only about a
decade or so older. They are middle-class, edu-
cated defined-benefit pension holders with good
health coverage. Many also had an affair with
socialism in their youth but seem to have come
to their political senses and know exactly the
mistakes that young socialists are making. They
have become well-intentioned liberal democrats
and abortion-supporting free-speech activists.
This is all good, but the problem is not a ques-
tion of the narcissism of small differences. The
problem is the huge political gap that exists
between socialism and liberalism as worldviews,
or Weltanschauung, as the Germans call it.

Understanding the difference between one worl-
dview and the other is not rocket science. Liber-
alism is about the centrality and priority of the
individual bearer of rights. Socialism feels the
same way but is about society, not just individ-
uals. Today, the battle between them has been
taken to a different stage. The litany of liberal
complaints goes something like this: “The pri-
maries are over, Trump is the enemy, and all our
forces must come together to defeat him. You
gave a wonderful fight; you built a movement
that will, in time, develop into a larger move-
ment for (liberal) justice; but the most import-
ant political goal right now is to defeat Donald
Trump, because as Bernie himself has estab-
lished, Trump is the worst thing that has hap-
pened in American political history. So, now,
grow up, take the defeat like a man, stop com-
plaining about what you cannot get, because
this is not some Freudian game of instant grat-
ification.” Something along these lines captures
the essence of progressive liberal chastising, as
exemplified by the open letter in the Nation.?

The only problem is that every single argument
supporting the endorsement of Biden is either
politically misguided or simply wrong on its
own merits: “We shouldn’t be blithe about the
claims of the ‘old’ New Left. These are intelligent
and solidary comrades who fought valiantly
for this country and our cause. It is both polit-
ically unwise and immature to be contemptu-
ous of their concerns. The fact that today they
are wrong, politically speaking, should have no
bearing on the debt socialists today owe those of
yesterday.” But the idea among progressives that
young socialists’ radicalism is going to hurt the
Democratic Party is ill-conceived. Young socialist
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democrats are not the radical wing of anything.
They just want a piece of the twentieth-century
dreamworld that we had (Buck-Morss 2000),
even if it's the piece in which our hopes and
political expectations went to die. The postmod-
ern logic of late capitalism is what has destroyed
the twenty-first century for our youth (Jameson
1984). They were never allowed to share in my
generations twentieth-century dreamworld.
Where we had unions, they have professional
service contracts; where we
have pension plans, they
have goi(k)s that go bust
with the market; where
we have tenure, they have
flexi-time; where we had
the GI Bill, they have crush-
ing student debt; where we
had single-parent incomes,
they have multiple low-pay-
ing jobs. They have a rea-
sonable and just platform
everyone should support.

But that is not the way pol-
itics is played in this coun-
try. To suggest that young
socialists are destroying
democracy’s prospects by refusing to support
Biden is not only an insult to their political
struggle but to history itself, to what real suffer-
ing and commitment looks like. If Biden can’t
defeat Trump, tough luck. The country is going
to be in for another bumpy ride, but please do
not go around blaming socialists like you have
no responsibility for Trump making it to the
White House in the first place.

To suggest that young social-

ists are destroying democracy’s
prospects by refusing to support
Biden is not only an insult to their
political struggle but to history
itself, to what real suffering and
commitment looks like. If Biden
can’t defeat Trump, tough luck.
The country is going to be in for
another bumpy ride, but please
do not go around blaming social-
ists like you have no responsibility
for Trump making it to the White
House in the first place.

Conclusion

That said, there are some lessons that social-
ists do need to learn from Trump. The first one
is that you cannot be dismissive of religion, and
much less of religious people’s concerns. Hiding
behind the veil of ignorance to what matters to
people has been political liberalism’s solution for
avoiding this conflict. John Rawls (1993) termed
this an “overlapping consensus on a political
conception of justice.” But
while the Judeo-Christian
tradition has a lot to say
about redeeming the poor
and a lot more to teach
about punishing the rich,
the whole liberal defense
of the separation of state
and church has mostly
served to guarantee the
interests of only the most
retrograde sector of Chris-
tianity.

A second lesson has to
do with socialists being
self-righteous from time
to time simply because
they are right. Contrary to those who think that
socialism is just a college phase for young kids,
socialism is all that socialists have, because the
other option went to hell. And that is where the
democratic part of the Democratic Socialists
of America comes in. Socialist democrats have
the best proposals in the world right now about
work, health, economy, environment, immigra-
tion, electoral reform, and many other funda-
mental issues like faith and racial justice. But
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the problem for socialists is not about having
the best political platform, since that doesn’t
win elections in this country. The problem is
how to sell this platform. On this score, social-
ists can learn much more from horrible Donald
J. Trump than from progressive liberals. How’s
that for irony!

I would like to thank my friends and colleagues
for their insightful criticism and excellent editorial
advice: Hiram Meléndez, Javier Colén, Armando
Cruz, Gabriel De La Luz, Yahya Madra, Kenan Ker-
cel and Antonio Vizquez.

Alex Betancourt is a dues-paying member of the
Democratic Socialists of America who invites readers
to join (https://www.dsausa.orqg). He teaches politics
at the Universidad de Puerto Rico.
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'In Massachusetts, bail
clerks personally receive
a $40 fee for each bail
they process at a jail.

St. Patrick’s Day at the House of Corrections,
17 March 2020

4:30 p.m.: The door to the visitor's entrance
waiting room is already locked.. A sign on the
door reads: “As of Monday, March 16th, 2020,
all inmate visits will pause for the next 60 days
or until the COVID-19 threat passes.”

| knock and a correctional officer (C.0.) opens
the door: “You here for bail?”

“Yep, I'm with the Bail
Fund.” He lets me in.
Another  volunteer is
already inside waiting with
cash to post bail for five peo-
ple today. Two family mem-
bers of people we are there
to bail out are waiting with
the volunteer, each person
sitting in one of the mod-
ular chairs bolted to the
ground, with several seats
left empty between them.
We're waiting for a roll-up
metal door on a small
window to open, where
the bail clerk will appear.
They’ll take our money and
sign the paperwork that allows someone to be
released.' None of us are wearing face masks.
We take turns applying hand sanitizer at var-
ious intervals from a wall-mounted dispenser.
The latest news suggests this helps.

The waiting room is normally buzzing—qgirl-
friends, wives, parents, children waiting to see

Justin Helepololei

their family members, people adding money
to someone’s commissary account through the
electronic kiosk (which takes its own fee). The
people in the room are almost always majority
black and Latinx (especially Puerto Rican), with
white lawyers passing through and occasion-
ally some white family members.

Today, the linoleum-floored, fluorescently lit
room is empty except for the C.O. and the
group of us waiting to post bail.

n”

“l heard they had corona here,” one of the
women says, not really looking at anyone. All
the visitors’ chairs face the same direction and
can't turn. The C.O. is sit-
ting at a high desk, facing
toward us and the door.

“Naw. Someone was Sus-
pected, but he got released.
| don’t think he had it,” the
C.O. replies.

The woman pauses, then
continues. "l think it's about
population control.” The
C.0. says, “Mmm-hmm,”
but doesn’t elaborate.

A delivery driver arrives,
and the C.O. gets up to
let him in. The C.O. brings
the food back to his desk.
He picks up the phone and tells someone on
the other side that the food is here. Two more
C.0.s come out from the jail through “the bub-
ble,” the set of locked doors to the outside,
which is controlled by other C.O.s behind a
tinted glass window.

As they sort out whose food is whose, one of
them remarks: “Cleaning crew was here when
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| got here. Did you hear what happened? Two
cadets had fevers. Sent them home and they
cleaned everything.” The C.O.s nod, divvy up
the food, and the two go back through to the
jail.

More people start arriving to post bail for
someone, two women and a group with two
adults and one child. The bail clerk finally
arrives and opens the divider separating her
window from the waiting room. She starts tak-
ing our money and processing the paperwork
for the five people we are there to get out.
Everyone we're bailing out either has a bail of
$500, or lower, or the family members are cov-
ering the rest and we’re contributing $500 to
help. Some have been incarcerated for months
only because they couldn’t afford a $200 bail.

The clerk lets us know that the courts are
closed at least until April and that, when they
open, it's the defendant’s responsibility to find
out when their case has been rescheduled to.
“It's gonna be a madhouse.” One of the fam-
ily members comments that she has just seen
on the news that inmates from jails in New
York were being released. The C.O. responds,
“Yeah, that shit ain't happening here.”

We're still waiting at 6:45 p.m. The C.O. tells us
he’s annoyed. He won't get time to take a walk
and get coffee before his next shift. He says
he’'ll call the sergeant to see what's holding
up the release. “What they doin’, takin’ baby
steps? Fuckin’ moonwalkin’?” Eventually they
release the people we're waiting for. | intro-
duce myself to the three people I'll be driving
home. | dodge a handshake and offer to bump
forearms instead, apologizing that things have
changed out here with the virus and all.

| drop off a young black man and a young

Puerto Rican man to their homes in Spring-
field and then drive the third, a younger white
man, to the rural town of Monson. | wish them
all luck with their cases and that they and their

families stay healthy.

COVID-19 and the Prison-Industrial
Complex

Early into the COVID-19 pandemic, lawyers,
activists, and families of people incarcerated in
Massachusetts (as in many other places) began
to voice concerns about the extremely high risk
that people inside prisons, jails, and detention
centers would face, of both contracting the virus
and dying from it.

Prisons, jails, and detention centers are prone
to disease transmission under normal circum-
stances. By design, people are forced to share
close living spaces, phones, tables, exercise
equipment, showers, toilets, and more. Social
distancing is physically impossible. People who
are incarcerated are also mostly poor and work-
ing class. They are disproportionately black,
Latinx, indigenous, and other people of color
and are more likely to have health conditions
like asthma that put them at even higher risk of
infection and death from COVID-19. Prisons and
jails tend to have very limited medical resources,
at best, and shockingly neglectful or abusive
medical staff, at worst. Sheriffs and wardens
are extremely reluctant to transfer incarcerated
individuals to outside hospitals (see Andrews
2017; Schwartzapfel 2018; Coll 2019).

Not only do prisons and jails pose a threat to the
people within them but they also risk becom-
ing epicenters of disease transmission, espe-
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cially as staff come and go each day, bringing
the virus in with them and back out—the same
reason schools and businesses have been closed.
This occurred early on in Chicago when the
Cook County Jail became the country’s biggest
“hotspot” for COVID-19 transmission in April
2020 (Williams and Ivory 2020).

Activists raised all these concerns. Across states
as politically disparate as Washington, Ohio,
Alabama, California, and New York and even
within the Federal Bureau of Prisons, officials
under pressure from civil-rights organizations
and community groups initiated early releases
to rapidly decrease the number of people incar-
cerated (and to decrease their liability to care
for them; see Kindy, Brown, and Bennett 2020).
In Massachusetts, there were no mass releases.
A trickle of early releases began only after the
ACLU, the Committee for Public Counsel Ser-
vices, and Prisoners’ Legal Services filed an
emergency petition, demanding that the Mas-
sachusetts Supreme Judicial Court act to release
as many prisoners as possible from prisons and
jails in the state. The court ruled that it would
initiate a process for lower courts to review indi-
vidual cases of incarcerated people awaiting trial
and make some categories presumed eligible for
release. The ruling did not impact people who
were already sentenced, even if they were close
to the end of their sentence or especially vulner-
able because of age or illness.

In western Massachusetts, the sheriffs who oper-
ate the jails and the district attorneys in charge
of prosecutions that put people in jail spoke out
against the ruling and against the efforts of activ-
ists to decrease the number of people locked up.

The central reason they have given for opposing
release is their concern for the well-being of pris-
oners after incarceration, specifically the lack of
housing and the lack of access to addiction treat-
ment and recovery programming. They care
too much, the sheriffs argue, to release prison-
ers from their custody—despite the heightened
risks of contracting and dying from COVID-19
(See Johnson 2020; Cahillane 2020).

It would be reasonable to question how genuine
these sheriffs’ feelings of care are for the peo-
ple they incarcerate. As formerly incarcerated
activists and organizers have pointed out, there
is never adequate support for people return-
ing from incarceration, and this problem long
predates the COVID-19 era. Most activists and
many people who have been incarcerated would
insist that the sheriffs have only their own eco-
nomic and political self-interest in mind, that
if they release people, they might risk receiving
less funding. If they genuinely cared about the
well-being of people in their jails, activists argue,
they would be fighting for more resources and
more support for people to access after leaving
their jails, not fighting to keep people inside
them.

While it is entirely legitimate to remain skep-
tical of the intentions of the carceral system, I
argue that the refusal of sheriffs in Massachu-
setts to release people under COVID-19 is con-
sistent with a type of care, but one that is ulti-
mately infantilizing and dehumanizing and that
highlights the need for prison abolition as well
as the dangers of reform. At the base of the sher-
iffs’ refusal to rapidly decarcerate as other states
have done is a paternalistic mode of care based
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on an assertion that the people they incarcerate
are better off under their supervision than out-
side of it. This paternalism—deeply grounded
in white supremacy, misogyny, homophobia,
transphobia, and ableism—has been at the core
of incarceration in Massachusetts since its colo-
nial Puritan founding. State officials have long
prided themselves on progressive, reform-ori-
ented, and rehabilitative models of jailing.

In Massachusetts, sheriffs are elected officials
who make their case to voters to be able to stay
in power. And in western Massachusetts, sher-
iffts who champion more
interventions and more
rehabilitative ~ program-
ming—job training and
certification, high-school
equivalency and higher
education, counseling and
therapy, addiction treat-
ment, parenting-skills
classes, meditation, reen-
try support, and even per-
maculture—get elected; all these programs and
more are currently running or have been run in
western Massachusetts jails, to the extent that
at least one sheriff has referred to his jail as a
“locked treatment facility” (quoted in Becker
2019a). How well supported or how accessible
or effective any of these programs are is highly
dubious, especially within the coercive context
of the jail, but the existence of these programs,
and the emphasis placed on treatment and reha-
bilitation, determines where funding comes
from and what it goes to. Programming is used
by sheriffs, state officials, and private and non-
profit partners to present jails as necessary and

reform.

The refusal of sheriffs in Massa-
chusetts to release people under
COVID-19 is consistent with a type
of care, but one that is ultimately
infantilizing and dehumanizing and
that highlights the need for prison
abolition as well as the dangers of

positive institutions within the community.

In some contrast with the open white suprem-
acy of Southern convict leasing and planta-
tions-turned-prisons (Lichtenstein 1996), and
also with the massive warehouses of surplus
humanity in California and other Western states
(Gilmore 2007), the “progressive” jails of New
England employ a domesticating form of vanilla
power, no less grounded in racism but couched
within a framework of paternalistic care and
rehabilitation. In Massachusetts, only a small
percentage of people incarcerated at state pris-
ons work within the state’s
Massachusetts Correctional
Industries, producing fur-
niture, clothing, and other
products mostly for other
state agencies. At the county
level, a minority of incar-
cerated people have jobs
within the jails. Some in
minimum-security or prere-
lease units do “community
service” for as little as one dollar a day. For most
people incarcerated in the state, days are marked
by boredom and by programming. Exploitation
in this context is focused less on extracting free
labor and more on subjecting incarcerated peo-
ple to programming for which prisons, jails, and
private, state, and nonprofit contractors receive
funding and continue to employ themselves.

One example is the use of Section 35: involuntary
confinement for individuals considered at risk of
harming themselves or others because of addic-
tion. Judges, petitioned by family members, doc-
tors, or law enforcement, can order someone
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to be arrested and brought into jail for manda-
tory drug-addiction treatment even if they have
committed no crime. The sheriff of Hampden
County in western Massachusetts, Nick Cocchi,
has dedicated a unit of the jail to this program,
with the support of local law enforcement and
state legislators. In various press releases and
interviews, former Section 35 detainees as well
as their families have spoken in praise of the
program. For these families, the dire shortage
of space in nonprofit and private addiction-re-
covery programs means that the jail is their only
option for readily accessi-
ble treatment (see Becker
2019b). This should not
be the case, but in many
communities like those of
western  Massachusetts,
jails are the largest source
of behavioral-health and
addiction treatment. In
these contexts, care and
the violence of incarcera-
tion are not separable; as
others have argued, care
that comes from patriarchal white-supremacist
institutions can itself be a form of violence.

In the context of forensic nursing, anthropolo-
gist Sameena Mulla (2014) argues that the “vic-
tim-patients” who seek medical assistance after
sexual assault often experience additional vio-
lence during the enactment of care by health-
care workers. This violence occurs without any
individual nurse’s conscious intention. It is an
outcome of a dehumanizing process in a setting
that centers the forensic priorities of the state
and the institutional and professional norms

Only the abolition of that sys-
tem—through decarceration and
through defunding prisons and

the police—can create the space
needed for scaling up forms of care
and responses to harm that are not
paternalistic and that do not cen-
ter the state or exist to benefit the
industries that make up the pris-
on-industrial complex.

of the healthcare industry rather than the per-
son seeking medical help. In the name of care,
forensic nursing may retraumatize “victim-pa-
tients” in the process of collecting evidence. But
this is in the context of the hospital. In the con-
text of even the most “progressive” jails, care in
the form of rehabilitation and sobriety is used to
justify other forms of dehumanization: severing
ties between incarcerated people and their par-
ents, children, and communities; isolating indi-
viduals from each other; subjecting them to the
routine humiliation of strip searches and depri-
vation of bodily autonomy
and privacy; and, in this
current moment, exposing
them to heightened risk
of contracting and dying
from COVID-19.

Asking for a more caring
criminal-justice system in
this context means asking
for more carceral inter-
vention, more exposure to
death for the sake of rele-
gitimizing the political economy of incarcera-
tion. Only the abolition of that system—through
decarceration and through defunding prisons
and the police—can create the space needed
for scaling up forms of care and responses to
harm that are not paternalistic and that do not
center the state or exist to benefit the industries
that make up the prison-industrial complex.
Interventions can look like the following: train-
ing community members in the mediation and
de-escalation of conflict, building communi-
ty-accountability processes to support those who
have been harmed and those who have done
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harm, and ensuring access to safe housing for
people in crisis. These liberatory forms of collec-
tive care and transformative justice are already
being imagined—and practiced!—in communi-
ties and in pockets of autonomous organizing,
often building on preexisting practices and rela-
tionships that have long been neglected or tar-
geted by the police and prison system.?

Groups like the Bay Area Transformative Justice
Collective in California, Safe OUTside the Sys-
tem Collective in New York City, and Pa’lante
Restorative Justice in Holyoke, Massachusetts,
have been exploring and practicing transfor-
mative justice for years. Movement thinkers
and organizers like Mariame Kaba, Shira Has-
san, Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, and
Mia Mingus have theorized, popularized, and
helped facilitate the formation of new transfor-
mative-justice projects around the country and
the world.

These ideas are not new, but they have gained
new life. A wave of mobilizations for decarcer-
ation and prison abolition began in response to
COVID-19 and the neglect of prisoners and other
populations made vulnerable by capitalism and
the state. By June, that wave has grown exponen-
tially, articulating with community organizing
and mass protests, across the country and the
world, that have demanded the defunding and
abolition of police in response to the police mur-
ders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Tony
McDade and the ongoing killings of black peo-
ple in the United States. Building on decades of
work by black women scholars like Ruth Wil-
son Gilmore, Angela Davis, Keeanga-Yamahtta
Taylor, and Michelle Alexander, on-the-ground

community organizations like Black Visions
Collective and Reclaim the Block in Minneap-
olis—organizations working toward decarcera-
tion, defunding, and abolition—are leading the
way toward envisioning and building communi-
ties of care, without prisons or police.

Decarcerate Car Rally, 6 June 2020

2:30 p.m.: Some of us from Decarcerate West-
ern Mass have started arriving at the parking
lot of the AMF Chicopee Lanes bowling alley.
Referred to here as A., the partner of a person
incarcerated in the Hampden County Jail and
House of Corrections (known as the Ludlow
Jail) had proposed the idea of a car rally out-
side the jail to protest jail conditions. The jail,
the main “men’s” facility, had been placed on
lockdown: prisoners were unable to shower,
access educational or therapeutic programs,
make calls to family members, or access medi-
cal care. Building on that idea, we decided to
include the regional “women’s” jail.

Two longtime community organizers from
Springfield, Massachusetts, pull up in their own
cars and say hi from behind face masks. They
start decorating their cars with messages to
"#FreeThemAll,” "Abolish Prisons,” and “Hold
Corrupt Police Accountable.” More cars start
arriving, first a dozen or so, and then the park-
ing lot starts to fill. Some drivers stay in their
cars; others get out, greeting each other at a
distance and drawing on their cars with wash-
able markers or taping signs demanding med-
ical care and phone calls for prisoners to their
windows. Some black and Latinx protesters
are present. Most of the people are young and
white, either arriving individually or in twos or
threes. There are a couple families, some peo-
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ple with babies. Some immunocompromised
activists, who've messaged us ahead of time
that they're excited to be able to attend the
protest, wave from within their cars.

A reporter arrives, and organizers direct the
reporter to talk to A. so she can share her fam-
ily’s experience, the demands that have been
shared in a letter signed by people incarcer-
ated at the jail, and the reasons why we’ve all
assembled. A local activist lawyer arrives to
check in with us. Police officers from the Chi-
copee Police Department tell us, unsolicited,
that they and the Ludlow Police Department
are going to "accompany” us “to keep us
safe.” A formerly incarcerated organizer and
her family arrive. A volunteer with Western
Massachusetts Community Mutual Aid arrives
with a carload of donated bagels and greens
that she offers to all the protestors to take
home.

By 3:10, we decide to start the program. Sev-
eral organizers from Decarcerate Western
Mass speak on a megaphone borrowed from
the local workers’ center and address the more
than sixty carloads of people spaced out across
the lot, and A. shares her family’s experience
again and the demands of prisoners in the
county jail. Other organizers discuss logistics,
legal risks, and support resources. A Decarcer-
ate Western Mass organizer offers up painted
cardboard butterflies for people to attach to
or hold from their cars. We disperse to our cars,
and the lead cars make their way to the edge
of the parking lot, with everyone else slowly
lining up behind them.

The line of cars winds its way through the
residential suburbs of Chicopee and Ludlow,
toward the jail. Most of the people incarcer-
ated there are black and Latinx, and most

are from the nearby cities of Springfield and
Holyoke, but the jail is located far down a
rural road, behind an office park. As we get
within sight of the jail, we start honking, mak-
ing noise to let people inside know that we're
thinking of them and to let the sheriff and his
staff know that we're paying attention. The
sheriff's department has blocked the entrance
to the jail parking lot with a tactical mobile
response unit, and dozens of administrative
staff and officers stand outside the jail, staring
us down. Our cars slowly drive down a road
alongside the jail, make a U-turn, and drive
back again, honking. An older white sheriff's
department official in slacks and a dress shirt
steps out toward each car, trying to hand us
what looks like an informational sheet, but
each driver declines.

Eventually, the line makes it back to the bowl-
ing alley, where we park again and regroup.
Formerly incarcerated and now an organizer
with Massachusetts Against Solitary Con-
finement, C. arrives and addresses the crowd
about the importance of supporting incarcer-
ated women, who are often forgotten by both
the system and social movements. We hop into
our cars and head out again, this time to drive
and make noise outside the regional women'’s
jail in a different part of Chicopee. Once more,
the road into the jail is blocked by the sher-
iff's department, but we pass by as close as we
can and honk before dispersing. At 7:00 p.m.,
Decarcerate Western Mass organizers host a
zoom call to debrief the action and discuss the
Phone Zap action that has also begun—three
days’ worth of calling into the sheriff's office,
district attorney’s office, and local legislators’
offices in order to uplift the demands of peo-
ple inside the prisons.

Conjuncture of Insurrection

81



By the first day of the Phone Zap, the sheriff's
department has already stopped answering
the phone. A new voicemail message states
that, due to the high volume of calls from the
Decarcerate Western Mass action, callers were
asked to leave a message and someone from
the department would respond ...

Justin Allen Keoki Helepololei is an abolitionist and
activist anthropologist based in Holyoke, Massa-
chusetts, on traditional Pocumtuc and Nipmuc land.
Justin is a trainer with the UMass Alliance for Com-
munity Transformation, a member of Neighbor 2
Neighbor Holyoke, and helps coordinate Great Falls
Books Through Bars and Decarcerate Western Mas-
sachusetts.
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I began this series of photographs at the onset of
the coronavirus in March 2020. A sense of over-
whelming loneliness and isolation arose out of
the necessity to remain distanced from almost
everyone and everything. This densely popu-
lated area of cultures, face-to-face education, and
all aspects of progress came to a halt. Social dis-
tancing, social isolation,
loneliness, and self-quar-
antine all have become
the primary means of
combating the invisible
disease and not so invisi-
ble pandemic. The weeks
and months that followed
began to change the land-
scape of what was familiar.
Yet what did remain was
the urban environment
dominated by buildings,
cement, and occasional
greenery.

As economic growth has
ceased, alternate means
of caring for and maintaining an urban environ-
ment have surfaced. Relying on our individual
models and the existing programs of action that
surround us has been challenged. Public pol-
icies addressing the needs of global health as
well as economic and climate issues have taken
the forefront.

The feeling of sameness, of maintaining a cer-
tain homeostasis, was apparent as I went from

Glenda F. Hydler

building to building, feeling the isolation, the
solitude. The photographs are all somewhat
the same and possess similar qualities. It is an
unavoidable collision and conflict that exists in
the way we see and what we feel. There is the
self that is concealed and the self that adapts
to the environment. Yet, what remains is the
sense of vastness—the blue sky with enormous
clouds. There is a larger world, a universe that is
out of our control. The urban landscape main-
tains a certain grit in con-
tract with nature, a larger
force ... a virus that is in the
air ... which we are slowly
dismantling and eradicat-
ing.

Glenda F. Hydler is a contem-
porary photographer/painter
and book artist who lives and
works in Brooklyn, New York
(https://hydler.wixsite.com/
art-pandemic and https://glen-
dafhydler.com). As a graduate
of the School of Visual Arts,
she went on to study English
Literature at California State
University at Northridge and
later obtained her master’s degree in painting from
City University of New York. Hydler’s artist books
(135 one-of—a-kind books) have been acquired by the
Schlesinger Library, Harvard University, as well
as by the National Museum of Women in the Arts,
Washington, D.C.
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The post-COVID scenario has shown that the
development path India has traversed can like-
wise create cities that can be what B. R. Ambed-
kar called a “republic of humiliation”; the expe-
rience of exploitation, oppression, violence,
indignity, and exclusion is not the exclusive
prerogative of the “village republic.” While the
post-COVID effects can in
no way be restricted to the
“migrant workers,” and
neither can the “working
class” be reduced to them,
our focus remains largely
on migrant workers for
reasons that are not of
either their or our choice
but of history.

India’s “working class”—
thelarge mass of “perform-
ers of surplus labor” in
both organized and unor-
ganized sectors, in for-
mal and informal units—
are either waiting outside
locked factory and construction premises, work-
houses, shops, and warehouses or have already
been thrown out of jobs, mercilessly, or are tak-
ing a long walk—exceeding at times 2,000 kilo-
meters—back to their homes. They are walking
away from the unimaginable cruelty of Indian
cities that could not host them for the sixty days
of complete lockdown—cities that house a large
mass of “appropriators of surplus”—and back to

Anjan Chakrabarti
& Anup Dhar

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

their rural homes or forest societies. As the sur-
plus appropriators turned away from the plight
of the surplus performers during lockdown, the
surplus performers have turned toward their
rural homes.

They are walking away from marginal loca-
tions within the circuits of global capital—from
being a low-paid delivery worker for Amazon,
open to hire and fire—to what we call the world
of the third—to the world
of diverse agricultural and
informal class processes in
rural and small-town India
and the gathering/rearing
processes in forest societ-
ies (Chakrabarti and Dhar,
2009). They are walking
away from class and non-
class locations around the
household and residen-
tial  complexes—domes-
tic workers, street vendors,
and so on—that procreate
outside the circuits of global
capital in the urban world
of the third. This is hence
not just a story of “migra-
tion” and “reverse migration”; this is a story of
unlivable desire (and of betrayal during the lock-
down): the unrealizable desire to be inside the
circuits of global capital met by a forced return
to existences outside those circuits. This is hence
a moment of both despair and hope: despair
within the circuits of global capital in COVID
times and the impossible hope of being outside,
post-COVID.
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Ajay Gudavarthy (2020) shows how 38.4 per-
cent of the so-called migrant workers who were
returning to rural India were OBCs (Other Back-
ward Classes, a collective term used to classify
castes that are educationally or socially disad-
vantaged). The rest of the migrants are largely
constituted by the Dalits (Scheduled Castes),
indigenous people (Scheduled Tribes), and
Muslims. The condition of the working class in
India is thus tied in a mutually constitutive rela-
tion with the condition

of the working castes in India’s ‘working class'—the large
India, which begs a care- mass of ‘performers of surplus

ful, grounded introspec- labor’ in both organized and unor-
tion of their overdeter- ganized sectors, in formal and
mined relationship (Singh  jnformal units—are either waiting
outside locked factory and con-
The working-class sub- Struction premises, workhouses,
ject in India has—as shops, and warehouses, or have
if—had two faces. One been already thrown out of jobs,
directed toward the cir- mercilessly, or are taking a long
cuits of global capital. The  yyalk—exceeding at times 2000
other directed back home. km—back to their homes.

and Rawat 2020).

For decades, the income/

employment lure and glitter of “free” life in cit-
ies had drawn many to take jobs—even if inse-
cure—at the peripheries of the circuits of global
capital, as mere performers of surplus labor or as
condition providers of such organizations of sur-
plus (broadly, the “employee population” (Wolff
2012)). The apathy of the cities has now turned
what looked to be the repository of hope into a
register of despair and betrayal. The rural sub-
ject who was in the process of becoming urban
is now returning back to the space that has been
traditionally designated as backward, as lack-
ing in development, as lagging behind, as third

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

world-ish. This, however, is paradoxically that
space consisting not only of regional variations
in land ownership but is also where non-exploit-
ative organizations of surplus—independent,
communist, and non-exploitative communitic,
say, in an individual or family farm—coexist
alongside relations of exploitation—including
global capitalist farms—made up of the nexus of
class and nonclass positions occupied by surplus
appropriators-landlords-traders-moneylenders.
In spite of an increase in
food-grain production that
made India self-sufficient in
food, the agricultural sector
does suffer from insufficient
income growth, producing
the much commented upon
rural/farmer distress. The
latter has happened, with
regional variations, due to
the overdetermination of
multiple processes, some of
which we highlight: through
the state-capital nexus, con-
ditions of agricultural pro-
cesses were systematically decimated; land was
rendered barren, land fertility and its capacity
to retain moisture reduced through the intro-
duction of hybrid or high-yielding seeds, fer-
tilizers, pesticides, herbicides and so on; where
through deforestation and the resultant deple-
tion of water tables and the cordoning off of for-
ests by the Indian state, a crisis in rural world-of-
the-third spaces was systematically engendered;
all of which contributed to a breakdown of the
conditions of existence within the world of the
third and the resultant uprooting, leading to the
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long-drawn process of migration. Nevertheless,
it is to this complex rural space that they are now
returning. Given this historical conjuncture, we
turn our focus to a particular (by no means the
only) issue: can a postcapitalist reconstruction of
this space now happen? Can it become the seed
for a future, given that the hope of a life inside
the circuits of global capital now looks a distant
dream, at least in the immediate future?

We build our response on three interrelated
hypotheses: one, the economy is a complex and
overdetermined ensemble of class processes—
both capitalist and noncapitalist (the noncapi-
talist processes in turn could be exploitative and
nonexploitative) as well as between-class pro-
cesses and nonclass processes; two, the work-
ing class is embedded in an economy that is
decentered and disaggregated in terms of pro-
cesses of performance of surplus, appropriation,
distribution, and receipt; third, such processes
and the relations they produce are sites of anti-
capitalist resistance to surplus appropriation
by nonperformers and of postcapitalist recon-
struction toward nonexploitative futurities. We
arrive at three conclusions: (a) India’s dominant
economic form, “capitalist development” (“as
we knew it”), is facing its worst crisis; (b) leftist
politics—driven by progressivism, modernism,
and industrialism (at times urbanism)—needs
serious rethinking; and (c) ecological sensitiv-
ity, decentralized small industries, intermediate
technologies, and world-of-the-third Marxism
in both rural and urban spaces could character-
ize a possible future.

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

Desire: The Future of a Pre-COVID Illusion

The substance of India’s economic transition is
marked by the movement of the originary mul-
tiplicity of class processes—constituted in turn
by diverse modes of distribution of the surplus
and other nonclass political, cultural, and nat-
ural processes (such as COVID)—toward cap-
italocentric and Orientalist directions. Such a
direction has remained, a priori, unquestioned
in state policy even as its emphasis has shifted
from being driven by “state capitalism” in the
1950s—80s (the centrality of state capitalist enter-
prises for capital accumulation and central-
ized planning for allocation of resources to the
“poor”) to being driven in the post-1990s period
by “neoliberal globalization” (the centrality of
global private capitalism and local-global mar-
kets) (Chakrabarti, Dhar, and Dasgupta 2015).
The pre-COVID economic formation (1990-
2020) was marked by the twin centricities of
globally generated surplus-value processes and
the global commodity chain connecting local-lo-
cal to global-global markets through the local-
global conduits crystallized by a global order.
The expanding circuits of global capital con-
nect capitalist and noncapitalist class processes
(along with attendant nonclass processes) to the
hub of global capitalist enterprises (industrial,
agricultural, technological, financial, merchant,
etc.). India had thus moved from the erstwhile
centricity of state capital during the “planning
period” to a globally dispersed private mode of
performance, appropriation, and distribution of
surplus. The circuits or interconnected matrix
of global capital was, however, not all encom-
passing: there was an outside that was not con-
nected to the circuits of global capital and to
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local-global markets. Such an outside (noncap-
italist as well as capitalist)—materialized across
urban and rural India and designated world of
the third—is constitutive of exploitative, non-
exploitative, and self-appropriative modes of
performance, appropriation, and nonclass pro-
cesses that contain, among other things, oppres-
sive (even within communities) and nonoppres-
sive apparatuses. No a priori value—good, bad,

ugly—can hence be attributed to the rural world
of the third to which the

migrants are returning. It This is hence not just a story of
is just that a large mass of “mjgration” and “reverse migra-
India’s working class is per-  tjon™; this is a story of unlivable
desire; the unrealizable desire to
be inside the circuits of global
capital (and the betrayal during
lockdown) and the forced return
to existences outside the circuits
to an outside in their rural OF global capital. This is hence
homeland—where ~ they @ moment of both despair and

haps walking away from
an insecure subject posi-
tion (working essentially as
casual and daily laborers)
within the circuits of global
capital and walking instead

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

development onto ancient and existing injustice
within world of the third. Crucial to the presenc-
ing of the world of the third as homogenously
underdeveloped are the foreclosure of class as
processes of surplus labor and the foreground-
ing of a logic of transition: precapitalist to cap-
italist, rural to urban, third world to the circuits
of global capital. The expansion of the circuits
of global capital continued unabated through a
triadic process: (a) primitive accumulation and
the consequent elimina-
tion of indispensable con-
ditions of existence within
world of the third; (b)
“inclusive development”
in the form of the distri-
bution of “social surplus”
for “social needs”; and
(c) discursive crypting of
noncapitalist, nonexploit-
ative, or self-appropriative
life forms within world of

once had and will now hope. Despair within the circuits of the third, thus making life

again occupy multiple class global capital in Covid times and

and nonclass positions, the the impossible hope of being-out-
collective reconstruction of  sjde post-Covid.

which in nonexploitative
and just directions could offer a future.

However, developmentalism in India works
through a foregrounding of the world of the
third as third world and noncapitalist processes
as precapitalist, thus presencing what had been
marked as differance as the lacking/lagging other
of the developed. The rural is also seen as that
which is not yet urban/modern. Capitalocen-
tric Orientalism, as Amie Césaire (2010) argues,
was the grafting of the modern abuse of under-

within world of the third
look increasingly nonsus-
tainable and, by default,
making life in the circuits
of global capital look lucrative and seductive,
thus directing the graph of desire toward the cir-
cuits of global capital. However, even as rural
subjects were beginning to move toward cities,
a vast number of them (designated “migrant
laborers”) neither sold off nor abandoned their
land and assets nor cut the umbilical cord with
their communities. They planted one foot in the
city and the other in their village or small town.
It was, however, not just rural destitution that
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brought them to the cities. There was also desire
to be inside the circuits of global capital. There
was likewise a longing for “home,” too. The
rural-informal subject was thus split, ambiva-
lent.

Despite India having entered into a momentary
recession in 2019, with income and job losses,
extreme income/wealth inequality, and a farmer
income/debt crisis, India’s pre-COVID transition
to neoliberal globalization was presented by its
economic apologists as a resounding success
in terms of sustainable

income growth and pov- |n a matter of days, the workers
erty reduction, and hence  raglized that the city would be
hospitable to them as long as they
The same pre-COVID Were a living machine of variable
phase also witnessed the capital supplementing the dead
decimation machine of constant capital. They
of trade unions and the wvere also considered dangerous by
decline of the Left. Except  virtue of being potential carriers of
in a few states, the erst-  the virus (for, in their living condi-
while Lefts “organic intel- - tiong jn the cities, physical distanc-
ing is unimaginable).

as irreversible.

large-scale

lectuals” in villages and in
small towns gradually lost
touch with the “masses.” It was the right wing
that connected to rural and small-town life in
an organic, culturally rooted way, through reli-
gious leaders, school teachers, and social work-
ers. Capitalism in this phase has itself been and
is currently in deep crisis and, some argue, in
permanent decay (the COVID period has turned
this decline into a disaster). However, the cri-
sis of capitalism and the rise of the Right were
coterminous in India.

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

Despair: The Inhospitality of the COVID
Period

Setting aside empirical details and perversions
of political machinations that usually follow
such an event, we flag two fundamental effects of
COVID that are integrated into the above-men-
tioned growing economic instability in India.
Together they have induced a structural earth-
quake that has ripped apart the old economic
“normal” and have turned India’s recessionary
economy into a full-scale depression (the first
in postindependent India).
It would not be too out of
place to remind ourselves
that among the five reces-
sionary periods, two have
been induced by agricul-
tural shock (1958, 1966), two
by energy shock (1973, 1980),
and the present one by a
pandemic-induced shock
largely passing through the
industrial sector.

First is the collapse of global
capitalism. The capitalist production, distribu-
tion, and consumption chain linked through
local-global markets have literally fallen apart,
at least for the last few months. However, even
amid this, the effects of erstwhile income and
wealth inequality continue to be consolidated as
the capitalists and their coterie do everything to
protect their interests. As the top income bracket
insulated themselves somewhat from the pan-
demic by using their savings and protecting
their assets, the working-class/caste inside the
circuits of global capital found themselves with
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three options: those who still had a job worked
from home via internet access (except for the
“essential” service providers); those who lost
employment faced wage cuts; and others sat at
home with the anxiety-prone prospect of los-
ing employment (many among the last two are
“migrant workers”). This recasting of India’s
working class within the circuits of global cap-
ital complements the equally distressing sce-
nario in the surrounding world-of-the-third in
cities and industrial hubs.

Second s the collapse of the development model,
signified by perhaps the largest “reverse migra-
tion” in the annals of human history. We have,
however, rewritten reverse migration in India
in class terms as a turning away from the hub
of global capitalist class processes in cities and
a turning toward a diverse class space in rural
India—Dboth exploitative and nonexploitative.
In spatial terms, these are employees with(in) the
circuits of global capital, especially at its mar-
gins or populating the world-of-the-third spaces
in urban centers as both surplus performers and
self-appropriators. Faced with the breakdown
of conditions of existence in erstwhile rural
spaces, their decade-long journey from rural to
urban India has been hailed as the success of
India’s development model. They had formed
the underbelly of the organization of surplus,
particularly the exploitative, which drove the
juggernaut of India’s capitalist development that
mainstream economics had analyzed in terms
of market principles, optimization, capital accu-
mulation, inclusion projects, people’s aspiration,
and so on. Nowhere was there any mention of
exploitation or of the deep-seated role of prim-
itive accumulation in experiences leading to
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migration.

Faced with the pandemic, the Indian state
announced a total lockdown, thereby freezing
not only the circuits of global capital but also
bringing it to crisis with the class processes
within the urban world of the third economy
as well. In a matter of days, the workers realized
that the city would only be hospitable to them as
long as they were a living machine of variable cap-
ital supplementing the dead machine of constant
capital. They were also considered dangerous by
virtue of being potential carriers of the virus (for,
in their living conditions in the cities, physical or
social distancing is unimaginable).

Faced with four hours’ notice before a total lock-
down (contrast this with how people traveling
in international flights were treated) that froze
transport (including railways, the most import-
ant mode of transportation for the working class,
and also interstate buses) along with their jobs,
income, and ability to sustain their reproduc-
tion of life (such as by paying rent), the millions
of the makers of modern India walking with their
family members, travelling in cycles and trucks
for days and weeks, with hundreds perishing on
the way, will remain one of the haunting images
of economic, social, humanitarian, and health
disaster in India. When the authorities relented
after nearly one and a half months of lockdown,
regional governments secretly supported by
business lobbies (e.g., in construction), which
are particularly dependent on these surplus per-
formers, tried to stop the trains so as to spatially
enslave them, but to no avail. The journey has
perhaps become irreversible. While the dead
machine of constant capital remained, the living
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machine of variable capital moved on. It is not
that the scenario in the rural and small towns
of India is brimming with prospects of digni-
fied livelihoods following the decade-long pro-
cess of its submission to capitalist development,
which has broken its back, but it seems that the
little land, assets, and support system that they
may have retained is considered enough to out-
weigh their present collective suffering from the
rampant exploitation and indignity of standing
in a long queue for hours
to get a bowl of food from
government  functionar-
ies. The development the-
ories (Basu 1997; Eswaran
and Kotwal 1994) of struc-
tural transition—a la Lew-
is-Ranis-Fei-Harris-Todaro
models—from rural/agri-
culture to urban/industrial
economy, from informal to
formal, all those categori-
cal divisions with abstract,
imbued values ascribed to
their relations (the former
being inferior to the latter)
have literally been blown
away by this “long march” of urban employees
back to the rural world of the third. It is as if the
Indian economy—as we knew it—has collapsed.
The formal economic history written by the lit-
erary class has literally been crossed out by the
peoples’ history. Quite paradoxically, Indian
agriculture, relatively unscathed from the effects
of the post-COVID meltdown that till now has
been essentially an urban phenomenon, has
emerged with a good harvest as the only saving

third.

The development theories of struc-
tural transition—a la Lewis-Ranis-
Fei-Harris-Todaro models—from
rural/agriculture to urban/indus-
trial economy, from informal to
formal, all those categorical divi-
sions with abstract, imbued val-
ues ascribed to their relations (the
former being inferior to the latter)
have literally been blown away by
this “long march” of urban employ-
ees back to the rural world of the
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grace.

The Indian government, after two months of
lockdown, decided to put in place a corona stim-
ulus package, perhaps to mitigate the rising
anger of the migrants, of additional Rs 40,000
crore ($3.08 billion) for the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA)." To what extent this rescue pack-
age, depending upon when and how it will be
released, will mitigate the vast income and
employment problem in
the now even bigger world
of the third is another
question. In fact, there are
now calls in some quarters
to expand MGNREGA to
the urban poor.

Along with a good harvest,
what perhaps saved the
Indian working popula-
tion in general from mass
hunger, and perhaps what
saved the Indian state by
extension, was the five-
decade-long  social-sur-
plus-distribution program for India’s food secu-
rity, which included building a huge buffer stock
through minimum support price and a public
distribution system (PDS) for mainly food items
through fair price shops or otherwise. This was
something that the mainstream economists,
barring a few, have consistently opposed and/or
diluted on grounds of efficiency and market dis-
tortions by first arguing in favor of shifting PDS
from universal to a targeted system (which did
happen in the 1990s) and then attempting to get

"MGNREGA was a
contribution from the
Congress-party-led alli-
ance of the first United
Progressive Alliance gov-
ernment (2004—9) that
included a substantial
presence of leftist parties
(MacAuslan 2008). Crit-
icizing this program for
its corruption and leak-
age, the present govern-
ment led by the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP)
after it came to power in
2014 had been trying to
demote the program and
perhaps gradually pre-
pare the ground for its
disappearance, until the
pandemic struck. See
“Modi Tears into UPA
Claims on MNREGA,
RTI,” Hindu, 21 May 2016,
https://www.thehindu.
com/news/national/
modi-tears-into-upa-
claims-on-mnrega-rti/
article5887687.ece.
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> See Basu (2020) and
“Government’s Eco-
nomic Package Only 1%
of GDP, Say Analysts,”
Times of India, 20 May
2020, https://timesof-
india.indiatimes.com/
business/india-business/
govts-eco-package-on-
ly-1-of-gdp-say-analysts/
articleshow/75837840.
cms.

rid of it in the last decade. The counterfactual to
the so-called inefficient PDS that prevented cat-
astrophic fallout is what would have happened,
especially for the lower-income and now unem-
ployed working masses, if it had not been in
place. The experience of the COVID period not
only delivers historical proof of the absurdity
of such efficiency logic in public policy but also
demonstrates its criminal complicity and that of
the theories that promote it in facilitating pos-
sible mass starvation, famine, and destitution,
which would otherwise
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corporate sector and rating agencies doubting
its tangible impact toward inducing recovery.

The qualitative content of the present set of
reforms reflects an attempt in the continuation of
supply-side policies of liberalizing and privatiz-
ing in favor of global capital (both Indian and for-
eign, particularly from the United States, Japan,
and South Korea) and deepening the presence
and widening the reach of local-global markets
through a reworked geopolitical alliance that

sidelines China. The pres-

have transpired in India.
It is also a good reminder
that the Left is who led
the “food movement” as
a radical perspective on
people’s needs before and
after independence, com-
bined with the food cri-
sis of the 1960s that com-
pelled the Indian state to
introduce a gradual pol-
icy change in favor of food
security and PDS.

Rather, [India] is trying to recom-
pose its structure to compete with
and take over the place of China as
the world’s major global supplier
of manufacturing and information
relation service products and in the
process also achieve its strategic
interest of isolating and weaken-
ing China in geopolitical terms; to
this end, it has revised its FDI pol-
icy in April 2020 to prevent auto-
matic investment and takeover by
Chinese firms without government

ent collapse of global capi-
talism and doctrine of free
trade on a world scale (as
the WTO would demand
and the World Bank/IMF
has hitherto asserted) does
not mean that India has
given up on global capital;
the Hindu nationalist asser-
tion does not imply eco-
nomic nationalism in the
traditional sense that we
used to see in the planning
period. Rather, India is try-

The rescue package (offi- approval.

cially called the Atman-

irbhar Bharat Abhiyan economic package) had
two angles: qualitative and quantitative. Its quan-
titative form to the announced 20 lakh crore was
said to be 10 percent of GDP and was on intro-
spection found to be mostly in the form of prom-
ised loans and moratoriums to be granted by the
government, with approximately 1 percent of
GDP reserved as extra fiscal stimulus, includ-
ing for MGNREGA.? What effect it will have is
already being debated, with even many in the

ing to recompose its struc-

ture to compete with and
take over the place of China as the world’s major
global supplier of manufacturing and informa-
tion-related service products and, in the process,
also achieve its strategic interest of isolating and
weakening China in geopolitical terms; to this
end, it has revised its foreign direct investment
policy in April 2020 to prevent automatic invest-
ment and takeover by Chinese firms without
government approval. The present nationalist
objective of becoming a global political power
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by following a discretionary rather than the erst-
while rule-based policy is thus intrinsically tied
with the aspirations of becoming a global eco-
nomic superpower—all, however, at the expense
of the working class.

What qualitative change has India to offer to
global capitalists as an incentive? For one, it
seeks to demolish India’s existing labor laws in
a way that labor will become literally the “wage
slave” of capitalists. Three aspects pertaining
to labor process are crucial for the labor-capi-
tal relation, which historically has been a func-
tion of class struggle: (a) the working day, (b) the
workplace/technology, and (c) wage determina-
tion. The reform seeks to demolish the existing
situation in favor of handing complete control of
these over to the capitalists—making the work-
ing day elastic (absolute surplus-value produc-
tion), adopting whatever technology and capi-
tal-labor ratio (relative surplus-value production
process), and fixing whatever wage they wish
(even if it is driven below the necessary labor
equivalent, deepening the precarity of the work-
ing class). Suspension of all rights is akin to the
abolishment of trade-union activities and inter-
ference in the profit drive of capitalists. The his-
torical retreat of the Left is now to be turned into
a rout of the working class.

The other aspects of this package are the large-
scale privatization and sell-off of government
property and enterprises to global capital, the
further commercialization and corporatization
of agriculture, and giving permission for private
capitalist investment in hitherto restricted areas,
such as in defense and public utilities, includ-
ing the railways. The regulations regarding envi-

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

ronmental and other clearances, especially for
raw-material extraction, are being wiped off at
one go, and their ownership is being privatized;
access for easy loans is encouraged, especially
for the medium, small, and micro enterprises
(MSMEs) needed to reshape competitive hubs
(through outsourcing and subcontracting) that
the recast circuits of global capital under a new
world order will like to coalesce into.

It is another matter that the intended sup-
ply-side revival does not address the demand-
side collapse that has followed the monumental
loss of income and employment under the con-
dition of mounting economic and health uncer-
tainty. The question remains as to how the com-
bination of a low-wage regime and a collapsing
global economy will lead to any sustainable eco-
nomic revival. This revival package bypasses the
questions of income generation, standard of liv-
ing, and the working conditions of laborers. It
subsumes these under the full dictatorial power
of (global) capital and hopes that investors will
rush in with capital to reap future profits and
investment, producing in turn future growth and
employment. The present episode is, hence, not
about class struggle within an enterprise but is a
full-scale war against the working class in India;
the story of migrants is only the tip of the ice-
berg.

It is ironic that India’s prime minister, in contex-
tualizing this package, made a Gandhian-style
appeal to atma-nirbharta (roughly translated as
“self-reliance”). This is not, at least until now, a
return to Nehru’s idea of self-dependence, which
meant state-led capitalist development through
centralized planning and an insulated econ-

113



A RETHINKING
MARXISM

Dossier

Pandemic and
the Crisis of
Capitalism

omy. It has instead two components: The first
is to become the center of global private capital
through Make in India, as part of a new geopo-
litical order. The second is essentially directed
at the erstwhile outside of the circuits of global
capital—the world-of-the-third subjects whose
numbers have now swelled even more as they
have either been thrown out of work or have
marched away from the circuits of global capi-
tal and the urban world of the third. Despite the
promise of additional MGNREGA funding, it is
clear that world-of-the-
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the class war in favor of reviving global capital is
pitted against the philosophy of social needs. In
its idealized core, the appeal for an atma-nirbhar
Bharat (self-reliant India) must be understood in
the context of the possibility of an impending
folding-up of the flow of social surplus that has
been put in place over the last five decades. Its
invocation represents an attempt at rearticulat-
ing and remapping the meaning of social needs
through an age-old appeal to world-of-the-third
subjects to stop depending upon the Indian

state as far as possible and

third subjects, in both the
rural and urban areas, fac-
ing income and employ-
ment  decline/collapse,
are directly in line to be
cut off from even receiv-
ing the extant social sur-
plus from state-funded
projects of  “inclusive
development.” The dras-
tic COVID period decline
in produced surplus value
means that this class effect

World-of-the-third spaces and their
“reconstruction”—Tagore called it
punar-nirmaan—in nonexploitative
and self-appropriative directions
have hitherto remained outside the
orbit of Marxian struggles in India.
The “enlightened” Left has har-
bored a secret contempt for rural,
forest, and indigenous societies as
precapitalist, feudal, underdevel-
oped, backward, superstitious, and
colonized by false consciousness.

ride through the depres-
sion period and beyond
on their own (by taking
advantage of schemes such
as the cheaper loan facili-
ties offered to MSMEs and
the poor, such as the urban
hawkers). Nevertheless, the
contradiction within the
class-need space can possi-
bly represent one pathway
in which collective oppo-
sition to an ongoing pro-

is bound to have a devel-

opment effect on funds

for social needs. The resource crunch that the
present, already fiscally stressed, government
faces from a collapse in tax collection as the cir-
cuits of global capital have disintegrated cannot
but generate a drastic decline in the social-sur-
plus distribution for erstwhile social needs; this
fiscal stress is to be further aggravated by the
financial pressure of a looming military face-
off with China. Not only are effects of class and
needs inalienably connected, it is also true that

cess of rearticulating and

remapping social needs—
in terms of commodities (food), nutrition, health
and education—can be sought in a new political
imagination.

Hope: World-of-the-Third Marxism

There is, however, amidst the ruin, a real oppor-
tunity for the future to be reclaimed, provided
the political lessons from the defeat are learned.
The seed of hope perhaps lies in turning away
from—as we would like to reiterate—unexam-
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ined progressivism, modernism, industrialism
(even urbanism), and—paradoxically—the logic
of more (more production, more income, more
power); in turning instead to rebuilding habit-
able rural and forest societies (read nonexploit-
ative registers in world-of-the-third spaces);
in struggling over wages, working hours, and
social security within the circuits of global cap-
ital in both urban and rural areas, in attempts
to reshape these spaces through nonexploit-
ative organizational forms; and in struggles over
people’s social needs and claims to social sur-
plus. This would mean a rewriting of the rural/
urban divide, or of the rural-to-urban telos as
the ambivalent interface between the circuits
of global capital and the world of the third—in
both rural and urban spaces.

World-of-the-third spaces and their “reconstruc-
tion”—Tagore (2011) called it punar-nirmaan—in
nonexploitative and self-appropriative direc-
tions have hitherto remained outside the orbit
of Marxian struggles in India. The “enlightened”
Left has harbored a secret contempt for rural,
forest, and indigenous societies as precapital-
ist, feudal, underdeveloped, backward, super-
stitious, and colonized by false consciousness;
additionally, “brown Orientalism” and capita-
locentrism have created a blindness to class as
process of surplus labor, as has complicity in the
hegemonic representation of world-of-the-third
subjects as third-world-ish. The world-of-the-
third subjects were thus seen only in the wait-
ing room of history, waiting to be assimilated into
the higher stage: capitalism—as if world-of-the-
third subjects could only be a part of history; as
if they couldn’t create history.
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The Left’s opposition to capitalist develop-
ment—in terms of trade-union struggle against
capital and primitive accumulation and struggle
for more state investment, less market involve-
ment, minimum support prices, and so on—
has generally remained trapped because of the
unacknowledged capitalocentric Orientalism in
the very hegemonic formation the Left sought to
oppose. We are not suggesting that these move-
ments have been ill directed (and perhaps they
will become even more important in the future),
but questions regarding their political language,
means, and objectives need to be revisited. This
is especially important when there is no guaran-
tee that the crisis in the lives of the Indian work-
ing class will necessarily be accompanied by its
challenge to the hegemonic order.

Let us end with migration. Migration is not a
movement from rural to urban, nor is the move-
ment from urban to rural reverse migration. It is,
in class terms, a movement from and between
diverse subject/class positions, across the
rural-urban divide. In the urban areas, migrants
had become mere employees in urban worksta-
tions, while the rural world-of-the-third space
now holds more possibilities—including non-
exploitative ones. For example, in areas where
indigenous people (or OBCs or Dalits) own land,
a farmer could be both the performer and the
appropriator of surplus (i.e., in a self-appropri-
ative class process). In other rural areas, highly
commercialized exploitative farming, including
capitalist ones with wage labor, are prevalent.
This complexity of the rural world of the third
thus provides an opening, and hope as well. The
return of the urban working class to its rural
home, of course, has happened in a moment of
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extreme distress. However, the return is not just
a return to the rural. It is also, in class terms,
a return to a form of life in which the landed
masses can at least be both performers and
appropriators of surplus, actually and poten-
tially. Isit time for what Tagore and Gandhi called
rural reconstruction? Could this be the beginning
of the creation of habitable world-of-the-third
spaces—in both rural and urban sites? Rethink-
ing urban world-of-the-third sites is equally
important because, in loop with the rural, many
of the migrants will perhaps once again go back
to the cities to look for income and employment;
the only difference is that they now will have a
new experience of who they are and would per-
haps have no illusion regarding where they are
migrating to. Nonmigrant workers, too, urban
and rural, having a different set of experiences
of what the breakdown of the utopia of capital-
ist development means for them may reach sim-
ilar conclusions. There is hope that the combi-
nation of these experiences also engenders an
independent evaluation and audit of life within
the world of the third—in class terms and also in
terms of power and meaning.

Tragically, the world of the third has never had
an independent audit. It has either been pres-
enced as precapital, as a prior stage of capital,
as dependent on capital for redemption, or as a
“local”/“community” romanticized as a homoge-
nous good. Can the world of the third become a
site for class and need-based struggles, as well as
nonclass struggles (Dhar and Chakrabarti 2019)?
Can the Left field be reenvisaged as a struggle
both within the circuits of global capital and
outside it? Can we put to overdetermination
anticapitalist (sangharsh) critique and postcapi-
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talist (nirmaan) praxis?
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The past months, many pieces have been writ-
ten about the relevance of Michel Foucault’s
writings during the coronavirus pandemic, often
reduced to vague historical analogies. They var-
iously apply Foucault’s (1975) descriptions of the
plague in Discipline and Punish and his reflec-
tions on biopolitics to the current condition. As
interesting as these his-
torical comparisons could
be for academics, most
challenges we face today
are not really addressed
by knowing that the cur-
rent pandemic is not only
dangerous or complex
but also “biopolitical.” Is
there really nothing more
to Foucault’s relevance
than mere historical anal-
ogies? By the 2000s, some
Italian political philoso-
phers—such as Antonio
Negri (Hardt and Negri
2000), Paolo Virno (2004),
and Maurizio Lazzarato
(1996)—had already updated Foucault’s ideas for
the twenty-first century by linking biopolitics to
the politics of labor. They argued that contem-
porary capitalism had shifted to a post-Fordist
mode of production based on “immaterial” or
“biopolitical” production in which life itself has
become the motor of production. Many workers
in Western countries today do not laboriously
produce commodities at the assembly line but

Stijn De Cauwer
& Tim Christiaens

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

sell their creativity and social skills in the ser-
vice sector. What makes life human—our capac-
ity to speak, socialize, create—has been cap-
tured within the capitalist accumulation cycle.
According to these Italian neo-Marxists, produc-
tion becomes biopolitical when human life itself
becomes a profit source. They thereby move the
focus of class struggle from the traditional work-
ing class to the vibrant multitude of knowledge
workers and emotional laborers that populate
today’s labor market. For
these theorists, this multi-
tude constitutes the revolu-
tionary subject of this age.

However, Angela McRobbie
(2020) has recently stressed
the very material under-
belly of one such service
sector, the fashion indus-
try. The fashion industry’s
glamorous facade of cre-
ative young designers and
social-networking influenc-
ers has a hidden underside
of warehouse workers and
couriers who are under-
paid by Zalando and other
“click and collect” companies. She argues that
algorithmically managed warehouses entail a
drastic change in labor practices that seriously
disempowers workers in these sectors. By spec-
ifying the meaning of the concept of biopolitics
in the context of the pandemic, we would like to
emphasize that post-Fordist immaterial labor
always went together with deskilled, precarious
labor—a fact that has remained underexposed
in many theories of post-Fordism but that the
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current pandemic has made clearer than ever. As
Achille Mbembe (2020) has recently suggested,
the biopolitics of the current pandemic enacts “a
vicious partitioning of the globe” in which some
lives are valued more than others. Many of the
knowledge workers described in the texts of the-
orists of post-Fordism sit at home teleworking
while so-called essential workers risk their lives
caring for the sick, delivering goods, or packag-
ing food. The pandemic, in other words, exposes
a series of divisions within the multitude that
complicate its capacity to resist.

Many of the knowledge workers
described in the texts of theorists
of post-Fordism sit at home tele-
while investigating the Working while so-called essen-
history of public-health tial workers risk their lives caring
policies. He argues that, for the sick, delivering goods, or
modernity, packaging food. The pandemic, in
governments have increas-  other words, exposes a series of

Foucault (2003) introduces
his concept of biopolitics

throughout
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especially productive workforce. Endemics were
a problem because they “sapped the popula-
tion’s strength, shortened the work week, wasted
energy, and cost money, both because they led to
a fall in production and because treating them
was expensive” (244).

It is rightly noted in this context that Foucault
somewhat neglected the role of class inequal-
ity in his studies. In his best-selling Returning
to Reims, Foucault-biographer Didier Eribon
(2013, 241) explains the lack of class analysis in
Foucault’s work by arguing
that, in order to acknowl-
edge other forms of oppres-
sion and struggle (such as
sexual, gendered, and racial
oppression), Foucault had
to wrest himself away from
the Marxism that domi-
nated French intellectual
life in the 1960s and 1970s,

ll‘lgly concerned them- divisions within the multitude that which was only focused on

selves with managing the  complicate its capacity to resist.

health of their popula-

tions. While sporadic epi-

demics were already a problem in the Middle
Ages, Foucault argues that only since the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries have govern-
ments regarded disease as a permanent factor
requiring a consistent public-health policy. He
writes that biopolitics is not so much concerned
with temporary epidemics, but with “endemics”:
that is, with the ways illness affects a population
in a systematic and lasting way (243). The point
of public-health measures was obviously not to
have people idly sit at home in perfect health but
to produce and maintain a healthy, docile, and

the struggle for the work-
ing class. However, Eribon
avows that this led to a neglect of class oppres-
sion altogether. Similarly, various Foucault-in-
spired scholars have taken up the task to study
the role of racism and colonialism in greater
detail than Foucault had done. Mbembe (2013,
167), for example, argues that many of the most
brutal events of the twentieth century were
made possible by decades of colonial and racist
dehumanization intertwined with class oppres-
sion: “This development was aided in part by
the racist stereotypes and the flourishing of a
class-based racism that, in translating the social
conflicts of the industrial world in racist terms,
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ended up comparing the working classes and
‘stateless people’ of the industrial world to the
‘savages’ of the colonial world.” That the pres-
ent division between people who can safely
stay at home during a pandemic and the peo-
ple who have to do unpleasant and risky work
reproduces class, racial, gendered, and colonial
forms of inequality goes without saying. Biopoli-
tics segments the population into various groups
and targets these groups with different policies
to increase the health and productivity of the
population as a whole.

Daniele Lorenzini (2020) is hence correct to have
more recently described biopolitics as a politics
of differential vulnerability: “Far from being a
politics that erases social and racial inequali-
ties by reminding us of our common belong-
ing to the same biological species, it is a politics
that structurally relies on the establishment of
hierarchies in the value of lives, producing vul-
nerability as means of governing people.” The
population is not a single homogenous totality
but an internally fractured collective differen-
tially subjected to various dangers and policies.
Depending on one’s contribution to the popula-
tion’s productivity, one receives a different treat-
ment. Foucault (2003, 241; emphasis ours) hence
succinctly defines the modern configuration of
governmental power as “the right to make live
and to let die.” Biopolitics implies that certain
groups are structurally more exposed to health
risks, exploitation, poverty, and generally unfa-
vorable living conditions in order to safeguard
the health of another part of the population.

We know by now that COVID-19 does not make
everybody equally vulnerable but that various
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groups of people are much more exposed to
the virus’s lethal or financially devastating con-
sequences—f{rom people in Brazilian favelas to
everybody without adequate health insurance
in the United States. We also know that for a
part of the population to stay at home, do tele-
work, and minimize their risk of exposure to
the virus, other people have to keep on working,
harder than before, forced to risk their health.
Still others lose their jobs and face unemploy-
ment because the sectors they work in are closed
down. A Foucauldian intervention would thus
not stop at saying that we live in “biopolitical
times” but should examine the political condi-
tions that make a specific unequal distribution
of living conditions “acceptable” and should
describe these conditions in all their diversified
forms and ramifications.

Since the 1990s, Italian neo-Marxist thinkers
have taken up the notion of biopolitics to the-
orize their experiences with labor struggles in
Italy throughout the 1960s and ’70s. They started
from the workerist thesis of Mario Tronti’s 1966
Workers and Capital, that labor power always
precedes and exceeds the capitalist mode of
production in which it is integrated. As living
labor, workers are always capable of much more
than what is required of them in the capitalist
mode of production, but to survive they must
commodify their living labor and sell it as labor
power at exploitative rates to the capitalist. Due
to their weaker bargaining position, they must
accept wages lower than the value they actually
produce. For Tronti (2019, 155) this means that
the workers’ subjectivity is split between two
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antagonistically opposing sides: “Labor-power
is not, therefore, just potential labor but also
potential capital.” As living labor, labor power is
the human potential to produce use values, but,
as part of the capitalist accumulation process,
labor power is nothing but a cog subsumed in
a labor process beyond its control. Capital inte-
grates labor power into its operations to gener-
ate even more capital: “Workers enter into capi-
tal, are reduced to a part of capital, as a working
class. Capital now has its enemy within” (138).
Workers are, in other words,
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ism,” but the term has caused a lot of confusion.
Post-Fordism is often described as a shift from
the production of material goods to an age of
“Immaterial labor.” In the Fordist factory, work-
ers produced standardized material commodi-
ties through monotonous labor at the assembly
line. But this kind of labor moved to low-produc-
tivity-cost countries while the Western economy
increasingly specialized in the provision of ser-
vices and intangible goods. The commodities
produced are no longer standardized material

goods like cars or refrig-

simultaneously capital and That the present division between  crators but  immaterial

noncapital, and from this people who can safely stay at
contradiction arises their home during a pandemic and the
resistance to capitalisms people who have to do unpleas-
attempt to integrate them ant and risky work reproduces

and intangible goods like
information, affects, and
knowledge. The bulk of
the Western workforce

into the production process.  c|ass, racial, gendered, and colonial no longer consists of a

Working-class politics, from  forms of inequality goes without
saying. Biopolitics segments the
population into various groups and
targets these groups with different
policies to increase the health and
productivity of the population as a

Tronti’s point of view, is not
an effect of capitalist domi-
nation but is an integral ele-
ment of the system. Work-
ers are always already in
struggle with capital, from
the very moment they sell Whole.

their labor power on the market. They oppose,
“within and against capital” (dentro e contro il
capitale), their own reduction to labor power
serviceable to interests beyond their control.

However, Tronti wrote his magnum opus during
the heydays of large-scale industrial production
and the Fordist social factory, and this model
ran out of steam by the end of the 1970s, forc-
ing workerists to rethink their evaluation of con-
temporary capitalism. This rethought mode of
production is usually designated as “post-Ford-

traditional working class
employed in large-scale
industry but of teachers,
nurses, scientists, thera-
pists, consultants, and so
on. The very skills that
make up the daily lives
of people, such as social
skills, tastes, affects, opinions, creative and intel-
lectual capacities, are now the main driver of
capital accumulation. The production process
itself is also far less rigid. As Virno (2004, 62)
writes, “The tasks of a worker or of a clerk no lon-
ger involve the completion of a single particular
assignment, but the changing and intensifying
of social cooperation ... a conspicuous portion of
individual work consists of developing, refining,
and intensifying cooperation itself.” Workers
are expected to flexibly and creatively cooper-
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ate with each other and their clients to produce
immaterial goods. An airline flight attendant
must not mindlessly perform the same operation
over and over but must “connect” with each cli-
ent in a singular fashion. A nurse, likewise, must
not merely cure a patient but also must employ
soft skills to learn more about the patient’s med-
ical history. Instead of executing centrally pre-
determined production targets, workers are left
free to use their personal “virtuosity”—in Vir-
no’s vocabulary—in whatever way they see fit to
cultivate social cooperation.

Hardt and Negri (2000,
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post-Fordist regime. Human life itself as an
incessant entanglement of social cooperation—
or, “the multitude” in the Italian vernacular—is
integrated into the process of capital accumula-
tion. The political antagonism Tronti discerned
in the commodification of living labor thus also
becomes much more pronounced. And if life
itself is commodified, then the struggle between
living labor and capital is also diffused through-
out the multitude, making human life directly
political. If corporate profits depend on workers’
affective and social skills, then also the realms
where those skills are cultivated become directly

political. In this way, the

30) name the post-Ford- A Foucaultian intervention would (a5 siruggle  spreads
ist mode of production thus not stop at saying that we live from the workspace to the

“biopolitical production.” i shigpolitical times,” but should
examine the political conditions
that make a specific unequal distri- ital not only by struggling
bution of living conditions ‘accept-
able’ and should describe these
movements in large-scale <onditions in all their diversified
industrial production, the forms and ramifications.

Whereas the capture of
living labor studied by
Tronti only regarded the
integration of workers’
physical and mechanical

post-Fordist capture of life

goes much deeper into workers’ social relations
and personal inventiveness. The subsumption of
labor under capital goes much further, spanning
the entire network of social cooperation among
human beings. An airline company, for instance,
not only captures its stewards’ physical labor
into its operations but also their emotions, their
social skills, their smiles. The hospital does not
need nurses to merely perform standard, robotic
operations but profits from their inventiveness
and social skills. What makes us human, the
capacity to be creative and engage with other
people, becomes a direct source of profit in the

home and everyday life.
Workers can oppose cap-

for their rights at the job
but also by reclaiming the
spaces post-Fordism has
rendered serviceable to
capital accumulation. For
Italian neo-Marxists, biopolitics is thus not pri-
marily the government of populations but the
struggle of life itself against its integration into
the post-Fordist production process. Globalized
capital paradoxically contains and produces
the potential for resistance, which is now every-
where: “Resistances are no longer marginal but
active in the center of a society that opens up in
networks” (25).

The Italian thesis of biopolitical production
emphasizes the possibilities for a politics of life
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but hardly connects to Foucault’s original insight
about differential vulnerability and the segmen-
tation of the population. This shift becomes
relevant once we note just how one-sided the
immaterial-labor thesis really is. While Ital-
ian neo-Marxists frequently present the move
to post-Fordism as a clear-cut shift from indus-
trial mass production to a postindustrial econ-
omy based on immaterial labor, with industrial
factories in low-productivity-cost countries, the
reality is far more complex. The immaterial-la-
bor thesis neglects the precarious and deskilled
jobs post-Fordism has also generated in West-
ern countries: warehouse workers, Deliveroo
couriers, truckers, and so on. Script reading in a
call center, for instance, might be directly com-
municative, but it can hardly be called “virtuo-
sic”; on paper, nurses might be expected to chat
with their patients, but in reality, their work is
so closely monitored that they simply lack the
time for such courtesies; warehouse workers in
Amazon’s fulfilment centers have not escaped
factory disciplining at all but run from one aisle
to another following a machine’s commands.
Clearly, though theories of post-Fordism have
been very successful in describing the rise of
high-skill, virtuosic jobs in the Western service
sector, they have mostly ignored the simultane-
ous proliferation of deskilled jobs in, for exam-
ple, the transportation sector, call centers, and
distribution chains.

Hardt and Negri (2000, 292) briefly acknowl-
edge this effect briefly in Empire, discerning “a
corresponding growth of low-value and low-
skill routine symbol manipulation, such as data
entry and word processing,” but they only give
a detailed account of contemporary “digital Tay-
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lorism” in their 2017 book Assembly, and even
here their analysis is limited to just three pages
(Hardt and Negri 2017, 131-3).

To find out how the multitude has become
divided between high-skill immaterial laborers
and deskilled workers subjected to digital Tay-
lorism, it is helpful to look at business literature
since the 1990s. This literature advises corpo-
rations to distinguish between their “core com-
petences” and “non-essential activities” (Weil
2014). To guarantee their attractiveness to finan-
cial investors, corporations purportedly have to
decide what their main contribution to the econ-
omy is and outsource the rest to subsidiary com-
panies. Apple, for instance, is at its core a brand
that markets high-quality tech products, so man-
ufacturing those products, cleaning office spaces,
or delivering the goods to local franchises are all
nonessential to Apple’s business model. That
is why one of the most profitable corporations
today employs only 137,000 workers worldwide.
Those workers predominantly perform imma-
terial labor, but they are only the tip of the ice-
berg in Apple’s entire production chain. While
Apple employs many people in marketing and
brand management, subsidiary branches like
Foxconn handle “nonessential” matters like pro-
duction, maintenance, and repairs. Corpora-
tions focus on their core competences in imma-
terial labor and subsequently set up contracts
with a series of subsidiaries for the rest. Those
subsidiaries subsequently hire the minimum
number of deskilled workers needed to meet
contractual standards. Given that the workers
are now employed by a myriad of smaller com-
panies, their political bargaining power is scat-
tered. They possess fewer labor protections and

123



A RETHINKING Pandemic and
MARXISM the Crisis of

Dossier  Capitalism Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

lower wages, and parent companies carry less
responsibility for their subsidiaries’ scandals.
Sometimes the extreme working conditions in
a company like Foxconn reach Western media
and damage the parent company’s public image,
but usually these scandals pass by unnoticed.

In Western countries, as well, nonstandard
employment contracts have spread through
outsourcing. Cleaning, transportation, or
menial data management are subcontracted
to minor subsidiary firms

center of the post-Fordist economy puts serious
pressure on the multitude’s capacity for collective
resistance. Capital still integrates workers into
the process of capital accumulation but with-
out the social cooperation that made the mul-
titude capable of resisting and overcoming its
subsumption. Workers in an Amazon fulfilment
center are hired and fired by an algorithm that
tracks their productivity in real time; Uber driv-
ers spend most of their days alone in their cars;

Airbnb hosts never meet,

that, thanks to their small
size, avoid standard labor
laws. These companies
can hire and fire almost at
a moment’s notice and go
bankrupt without making
a sound. The platform com-
panies McRobbie describes
have especially perfected
this strategy. Airbnb owns
no real estate, Uber does
not employ a single driver,
Deliveroo workers have to
bring their own bicycles to

These are not circumstances condu-
cive to collective working-class pol-
itics. The competitive and imper-
sonal working conditions of a labor
process run by algorithms make it
difficult to organize collective-la-
bor struggles; the formation of
unions is often explicitly discour-
aged, and collective bargaining for
better working conditions is made
near impossible. The coronavirus
pandemic has made the dangers of
the gig economy crystal clear.

except maybe online.
These are not circum-
stances conducive to col-
lective working-class pol-
itics. The competitive and
impersonal working con-
ditions of a labor process
run by algorithms make
it difficult to organize col-
lective-labor  struggles;
the formation of unions
is often explicitly discour-
aged, and collective bar-
gaining for better working
conditions is made near

the job. Platform compa-

nies effectively render each

individual worker into its own one-person sub-
sidiary company. Investments (renting a deliv-
ery van), financial risks (not meeting your daily
quota), health risks (not being able to work due
to illness and stress), and constant availability
(zero-hour contracts) are subsequently the bur-
den of the individual worker. Workers compete
with each other for gigs while the platform allots
tasks through an opaque and unaccountable
algorithm. The rise of such a gig economy at the

impossible.

The coronavirus pandemic has made the dan-
gers of the gig economy crystal clear. Now that
many countries are in various stages of lock-
down and are encouraging people to work from
home, populations have become increasingly
dependent on companies like Deliveroo and
Amazon for their subsistence. Amazon has espe-
cially shown its pivotal position in the coronavi-
rus economy, with double-digit growth in share
prices combined with relentless pushback on
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workers’ resistance. While Amazon itself focuses
on managing its internet platform, it uses largely
self-employed independent contractors to actu-
ally deliver goods to people’s homes. Its “core
competence” is managing and promoting its
platform as a reliable and convenient online
marketplace. Other, “nonessential” matters like
delivery can be outsourced to subsidiaries. In its
fulfilment centers, Amazon’s algorithms set the
work pace and automatically fire those who can-
not keep up with the accelerated rhythm. This
makes it easy for Amazon to manage its work-
force: the company estab-
lishes or suspends con-
tracts in line with market

demand without having to €Xtra-exhausting shifts, delivering
consult workers or respect Packages and working in distribu-
labor regulations. When tion warehouses, exposing them-

For the past few months, this seg-
ment of the workforce has worked or even the care sector—

Regimes of Labor under Pandemic

called, in a leaked memo, a “not smart or articu-
late” worker (Blest 2020). Amazon’s core business
lies in self-promotion in the media, so it invests
in immaterial labor to manage its public image
while underinvesting in the deskilled labor that
performs the actual material work of sorting and
transporting packages.

Amazon is obviously not the only corporation
in this position. The immaterial labor described
by Italian neo-Marxists has always depended on
deskilled, outsourced, and digitized labor. The
same could hence be said
about Deliveroo, Zalando,

traditionally a source of
middle-class jobs.

The knowledge workers

a worker gets unlawfully selves to the virus and other health ¢ immaterial labor are
fired, Amazon can blame risks in doing so. This reality shows thus just one side of the
a glitch in the algorithm. yyjth painful clarity that the further post-Fordist coin. On the
During the pandemic, this away one works from the “core” of other side are the masses of

has allowed companies
like Amazon to massively
increase profits. Amazon
now has a quasi monop-
oly on the distribution of goods, and it does not
have to share profits with its workers. To the
contrary, workers’ resistance is met with quick
dismissal, as has become evident with the case
of Chris Smalls, a packager at a New York ful-
filment center who was fired after organizing a
protest against the insufficient safety measures
at Amazon’s warehouses during the pandemic.
While workers were exposed to infection, Ama-
zon’s board of directors was more concerned
with winning the PR battle against what they

immaterial labor, the more dispos-
able one’s life becomes.

deskilled workers hired by
subsidiary companies or
stuck in parasubordinate
self-employment. For the
past few months, this segment of the workforce
has worked extra-exhausting shifts, deliver-
ing packages and working in distribution ware-
houses, exposing themselves to the virus and
other health risks in doing so. This reality shows
with painful clarity that the further away one
works from the “core” of immaterial labor, the
more disposable one’s life becomes. The busi-
ness models of companies like Amazon depend
on the brand management conducted in their
headquarters rather than on the factory-like
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precarious labor of its warehouse and delivery
workers. The latter can, in case of illness or resis-
tance, easily be replaced with other, healthier,
more compliant workers. Especially when, due
to the pandemic, many workers in other sectors
are losing their jobs, distribution companies like
Amazon can count on a postindustrial reserve
army to undermine workers’ struggles against
exploitative and dangerous working conditions.

Italian neo-Marxists would thus have done well
to connect their analysis of post-Fordism to Fou-
cault’s original insight of biopolitics as a politics
of differential vulnerability. The multitude they
announced as the new political subject of the
post-Fordist era is in fact riven with divisions and
segmentations that upset some of its capacities
for resistance and expose those workers deemed
disposable to poverty and possibly a premature
death. Not only does the post-Fordist busi