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The Break-Up


I broke up with capitalism around my junior year of college. Ever since, I’ve felt like the patient friend waiting for my bestie to see why she needs to break up with her toxic partner, too.

While socialism has captured mainstream attention in the US in the past decade or so, probably because of the popularity of Bernie Sanders and the Democratic Socialists of America, I didn’t arrive at my anti-capitalism through electoral politics. It was through studying Black history as an undergrad that I started to see how messed up our whole system really was. Reading about how slaveholders were willing to kidnap, brand, torture, and work their labor force to near-death—oh and create a system of white supremacy to maintain their profits that still thrives today—will do that to you.

I also soaked in the words of Black revolutionaries who spoke out against capitalism, including my godfather Charles Barron, a former member of the Black Panther Party. “We keep fighting the symptoms,” he is prone to say. “But capitalism is the disease.”

But it wasn’t until I was in grad school for social work, in the heart of the world’s financial capital, that I began to think seriously about other options I’d want to settle down with. It was 2008. Absolutely nothing major happened that year, besides, y’know, the fall of Wall Street. A core memory of Gen-Xers may be the fall of the Berlin Wall and the West celebrating the end of communism. But for a lot of millennials like me, the collapse of big banks—and its repercussions for the economy and for everyday working people—was our core memory, and it made many of us a bit more critical of the country’s capitalist relationship.

Those repercussions included me finishing my masters in a recession and with a crapload of student loans. I couldn’t find full-time work and had a series of odd jobs. One of those was a stint as an administrative assistant for an investment manager back home in Atlanta. My job largely consisted of fielding calls from investors who were demanding a return on their investments. Some even showed up at my job to find my boss. He was never around, they never got those returns, and he was eventually charged with fraud for running a Ponzi scheme. Definitely have some loving, long-lasting impressions of capitalists from that whole situation.

That same year, I had to haggle with a mortgage servicer that was using deceptive practices to squeeze my family of money. A few years before that, a different lender targeted us with a subprime loan, and they sold our mortgage to the servicer. Like, we didn’t even ask to be in this relationship! We were forced into it. The property values in our part of metro Atlanta took a nosedive, like lots of Black neighborhoods during the Great Recession. We were underwater and getting foreclosure notices even though we were making on-time payments. It took over a decade to recover—and that was mostly because a random pandemic that devastated the rest of the economy had people moving to warmer climates and rushing to buy homes in our neighborhood.

I didn’t spend most of my life witnessing any sort of “compassionate” capitalism. I saw a clusterf*ck.

The world was a hot mess, and I needed to make sense of what was going on. But the stuff I read frequently seemed to miss something. I disliked how some progressive books about economic injustice and corporate malfeasance were really, really good at identifying the problems, but then concluded with something lame like, “we just need better reforms.” Other books had Marxist theory down to a science, but you would never know from their narratives that there were tons of women and people of color who practiced and preached anti-capitalism, or just how much capitalism was built on slave labor and anti- Blackness. Or even how much socialism was central to the liberation movements of African, Asian, and Latin American countries fighting colonialism and imperialism. The foundational ideas of people like W. E. B. Du Bois, Kathleen Cleaver, Ella Baker, and Evo Morales are practically erased from so many visions of American socialism today.

Meanwhile, most of us outside academic and activist circles continue to think we’re the ones failing at life, and not that capitalism is fundamentally flawed. Like the toxic partner we can’t seem to leave, capitalism is still going strong and reeling us in with occasional gifts (here’s $15 an hour and casual Fridays, happy now??). But capitalists (we’ll get into who they are later) have been getting way more out of this relationship than the rest of us.

After you read the next ten chapters, I hope that you’ll be ready to break up and move the hell on from this monster, and that you can convince your friends and your boomer parents and your day-trading uncles to do the same.

For the first three chapters of the book, I lay the groundwork with basic definitions of capitalism and socialism and how they intersect with race. In the following chapters, I share more specifics of how capitalism Fs us over: from housing and healthcare to our jobs, student loans, and the whole concept of American democracy—and this minor aspect of our lives: the entire planet we live on. Especially in the final chapter, but throughout the entire book, we’ll talk about what we can do with all this information, how we can make life better for everyone we know and love, with insight from contemporary socialist luminaries.

This book isn’t just about making you angry and depressed by my enumerating of unsolvable problems. I mean, it will probably do that a little bit (sorry!!), but I hope it will also encourage you to join other people in a collective struggle to leave the sh*t world we inherited behind. Let capitalism be that ex who’s resigned to silently creep on your Instagram stories and rant about you to their friends while they watch you prosper with the new boo. [image: Image]





1 Capitali$m the Catfish


“This is a capitalist society.

It’s built on inequality and avarice.”

—Kathleen Cleaver

You remember the start of your friend’s relationship. It seemed like they were being love-bombed—completely bombarded with attention and promises of a fairytale future. But you decided to let it play out. Their bae was saying all the right things at the beginning, until little by little, you notice inconsistencies. Your friend keeps holding on to those empty promises, hoping to capture the flicker of contentment they felt at the beginning. But clearly there has been no delivery on those promises, and the whole thing blows up, full drama.

A few days—and supportive texts from you and emotional FaceTimes, also with you—later, you see the fighting couple posted up on the ’gram. “What’s understood doesn’t need to be explained,” they caption with one of those corny joint posts that shows up on the feeds of each of their followers. Back like they never left.

You’re three seconds away from cussing them out in the group chat. But instead, you just tell them you’ll be there for them regardless of their choices. Eventually they’ll see how doomed it is, on their own, right? Right??

The toxic partner in this sad tale isn’t the hot girl (or guy) covered with red flags. It’s capitalism.

[image: Image]

We’ve been told this is the only system that could possibly work for us. Maybe you heard that capitalism is never going away, it’s the only system we know, and we’ve had it for so long, like the significant other we should probably live without but can’t seem to leave. This is the system of prosperity and freedom!! And of course, we’re all a little bit of hustle and a stroke of luck away from being the next Jeff Bezos.

Perhaps you (or your friend) have gotten a few make-up gifts from the relationship. You might finally have a well-paid job with healthcare and a 401(k), you bought that expensive air fryer you’ve been eyeing, and your parents are feeling like that degree paid off, so maybe you and capitalism are soulmates after all.

But imagine that things could actually be better. Think about what you’ve probably had to endure to get to this point of the relationship. Maybe you have a job with super intense hours, or you work multiple jobs. It took years to pay off thousands of dollars (or hundreds of thousands of dollars) of debt to get that job. You’re tired and get more excited about dryer balls than clocking in.

But instead of being told that this relative lifelessness is how capitalism works, we’ve been convinced that we’re just not trying hard enough in the relationship. We need to hustle more, sacrifice more hours and more time, find more streams of income, and we’ll finally see how good our lives can be. You’re doing everything you can to make this relationship work. But I can assure you, it’s not you, it’s capitalism.

So it’s time to have an honest conversation about what capitalism is doing to us. For most of us, we have a one-sided, friends-with-(occasional)-benefits situation; not a life partner.

If you’re already reading this book, you might be the patient friend in the group chat trying to convince your homies, or your family, that we need to start branching out and looking for a better alternative. This book is a guide to help you out with this.

[image: Image]
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If you’re the one who needs convincing, this book is to help you avoid further heartbreak. A lot of us have seen what capitalism has done to people (and the planet!), and I just want us to do better. To understand why we should break up and move on, it’s important to get some background. You know how some friends turn into a CIA agent when they’re trying to get intel on someone before their first date? I’m going to be that friend for you, before you fully commit to capitalism. Spoiler alert: It’s catfishing you.


what is capitali$m?

The short answer is that capitalism is a system in which a comparatively small number of people profit off of the labor of many workers.

A capitalist is someone who hires these workers in order to profit primarily from their labor and who owns the resources workers use to produce goods and services for them, so that an individual worker does not have the power to independently produce anything or to control their working conditions. These resources could be land, raw material (say, cotton or oil), or technology.

That’s capitalism in a nutshell. The rest of this chapter (and the book) is dedicated to giving you the long answer, with examples from really smart people in different countries (and not just European ones!) who have assessed capitalism’s ruthless development. But given that the United States is peak capitalist and pretends that even basic things like free public healthcare are radical, we’re going to focus a lot on the US.



CAPITALI$MIS

Here’s how some socialists and other anti-capitalists of color in the United States characterize capitali$m:

[image: Image]
Kathleen Cleaver

“[Capitalism] needs a middle class to function smoothly. It doesn’t need equality. What it needs is inequality. It needs a certain number of people at the elite level, a certain number of people in the middle level, and the rest of the people scrambling and hoping they could get there, all following the same zealous commitment to making money.”



[image: Image]
Nick Estes

“In the current capitalist world that we live in there can be no ethical relationship that capitalism has to human beings and the non-human world. [C]apitalism will always invent new frontiers and new ways of privatizing life and we should never underestimate its cunning and its dynamic ability.”
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Dolores Huerta

“We’ve got to figure out a way to do away with this brutal capitalism that we have in the United States, where you have 10 percent of the wealthy owning most of the wealth.”



[image: Image]
Martin Luther King, Jr.

“I am convinced that capitalism has seen its best days in America, and not only in America, but in the entire world. It is a well-known fact that no social institution can survive when it has outlived its usefulness. This, capitalism has done. It has failed to meet the needs of the masses.”



This isn’t what we hear from capitalists, though. They sweet-talk us into believing it’s about prosperity! Mom-and-pop shops! And freedom! Of course the ones who benefit most from the relationship bombard us with this rhetoric. Meanwhile, they’re scamming us out of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of dollars across our lifetimes. Even when you finally see them for what they are, you’ve been sucked into the fake vision they created for you. You don’t want to believe it’s not real. The perfect catfish.

[image: Image]


capitali$m depends on inequality


Capitalists love to tell us about all the great things the system encourages: innovation, hustle, and wealth for hard workers. Putting aside the fact that government funding, not capitalism, has sparked much of America’s technology and creativity, focusing on these positive developments ignores the really, really bad reality on the ground.

For centuries, America’s capitalists have worked to structure society so that it most benefits them. For instance, they lobby for policies to make sure there are few limits on the wealth they can accumulate, from laws minimizing union power so workers can’t bargain for better benefits and wages, to trade deals that allow capitalists to seek cheaper labor in developing countries, to fighting against a $15 federal minimum wage. This results in a completely skewed distribution of the country’s wealth and income.

Despite all the “innovation” of capitalism, capitalists have somehow failed to evolve from their reliance on inequality. In fact, it just keeps getting worse. In the 1700s, when the US had an economy built on the labor of literal enslaved people who had no income, income inequality then was still not as bad as it is today. Mind. Blown.

Even if you look at the so-called golden age of American capitalism, from 1950 to 1970, history shows this was a rare window of relative prosperity, compared to the eras that preceded it and the decades since. And, hello: Black Americans and other people of color were catching hell in that “golden age”—economically and politically—so that “relative” is very relative.


Now what does capitalism look like for us in the United States today? As you might guess,

it sucks.

In 2021, there was about $136 trillion in wealth in America.

[image: Image]



Rich people just keep making more money…

[image: Image]



The top 1.0 percent of earners are now paid 160.3 percent more than they were in 1979. (Those in the top 0.1 percent had more than double that wage growth, up 345.2 percent since 1979. )

Meanwhile, wages for the bottom 90 percent only grew 26 percent in that time.



…and accumulating more wealth

[image: Image]



Wealth for half of America’s households has barely budged since 1989. Meanwhile, wealth for the top 1 percent has grown astronomically.


Okay, so who cares about inequality if capitalism let us afford smartphones and clothes and stuff?

Some capitalists and those who sympathize with them may argue that inequality like this is overstated. I mean, none of us want to go back to transatlantic slavery just because there was more income and wealth equality—or at least I, a Black person, do not want that. And more parity among different income and wealth brackets doesn’t necessarily mean people’s lives are better.

But that argument is silly, and it’s self-serving. I’m sure you’ve heard some bootlick—I mean very fine people who seem to think they’ll be the next Bill Gates say that Americans are better off than people in developing countries because more of us have smartphones! And flat-screen TVs!

Sure, let’s praise capitalists for selling us gadgets—clearly they’re doing it out of the goodness of their hearts!—but the point isn’t that things could be worse. It’s how much better our lives could be without this kind of system. As another socialist, Nathan J. Robinson, has argued in a really great essay, “You don’t measure against what is or what has been, you measure against what could be.”

This is especially true for things that really count, like affordable healthcare, housing, and the peace of mind of knowing that you don’t have to slave away at two or three jobs or take on mounds of student loan debt just for the chance of a nice quality of life.

[image: Image]

We shouldn’t allow the capitalistic narrative that things are better off than the past or better than in developing countries—which their own practices of imperialism and colonialism have been largely responsible for under-developing—to dictate what our possibilities are.

You know when you write walls of text to explain something to your significant other, and then they ignore all the valid things you bring up and dispute one little piece of your text? That’s what it’s like talking to capitalists. On top of wanting life to be better for most people, finding alternatives to capitalism is important because inequality is just wrong. So there’s that.

But lastly, it’s important to remember that the unequal prosperity enjoyed by the world’s top income earners isn’t happening in a vacuum. Often, they’re accumulating that wealth on the backs of real people whose very lives are being sacrificed so they can buy a second or third yacht, and the baby yacht that goes into that yacht. Or, y’know, they’re sacrificing actual children.

capitali$m has always been bad for workers. how bad? child slavery bad.

In England in the 1700s, machinery and the modern factory system had replaced land and rural agriculture as the primary sources of wealth. There was industrial production before this period, but advances in technology facilitated the growth of England’s manufacturing cities and subsequently the rise of capitalism.

These advances also created a demand for labor, and men, women, and children were all drawn in to work in factories. This created a new class of industrialists who owned the factories and wanted a class of low-wage laborers—the lower the wages, the more profits for the owners. As technology advanced rapidly, demand for skilled labor went down. With more workers vying for jobs, wages fell. And working conditions declined along with it.

As George Moses Price, a commissioner on the New York State Factory Investigation Commission, described industrialization in Europe:


The worker was drawn away from his peaceful cottage of the agricultural district, with his alternating work at the loom and in the fields, and was transplanted into the poisoned and foul air of the mill, with its whizzing machinery and maddening speed, which petrified his soul, and atrophied the organs of his body, and shortened his days by the cruel haste of the machinery.



And it got worse. With the pool of adult workers getting tapped out, capitalists decided to dip into the kiddie labor pool and recruit children to work for them. When it was hard to find children to work voluntarily, manufacturers bought and trafficked in kids to force them into factories “in a form not different from the methods of ancient and modern slave dealers.”


“Direct slavery is as much the pivot of our industrialism today as machinery, credit, etc. Without slavery no cotton; without cotton no modern industry. Slavery has given value to the colonies; the colonies have created world trade; world trade is the necessary condition of large-scale machine industry. . . . Slavery is therefore an economic category of the highest importance.”

— Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy, 1847

[image: Image]


Among these children “there was often no discrimination of sex, and disease, misery, and vice grew as in a hotbed of contagion. Those who tried to run away had irons riveted to their ankles with long links reaching up to the hips and were compelled to work and sleep in these chains. Many died and were buried secretly at night and many committed suicide,” Price noted. But capitalism and freedom, right?!

[image: Image]

Granted, capitalism has shifted away from some of its worst excesses, thanks to labor movements and public policies that forced it to evolve, including child labor laws, shorter work days, having weekends, and other reforms. But the principles of major companies are still generally the same: Make as much money as you can from other people’s labor, and if workers can barely afford rent and other necessities to live comfortably, who cares?

And those conditions were just in the context of an economy built on heavy industry and wage labor.

In the Americas we had our own horrendous system of plantation slavery, which fueled capitalist economies in both northern US cities and in Europe, which we’ll get into in Chapter 2. The class of plantation owners who exploited enslaved Black labor weren’t industrialists, they didn’t provide wages, and the unique challenges of city life and urban squalor—where European capitalists began to concentrate work—were not yet present in the American South. But this reliance on human misery to fuel wealth for an elite few was in full force on both sides of the Atlantic, like with generations of capitalists who followed.

Just think of these guys (because they’ve mostly, but not exclusively, been dudes) as the most obnoxious contestants on any reality dating show.


[image: Image]

John, 28

Occupation: Planter

Hobbies: Living in a big house and just some lighthearted slave roleplaying to keep my property—I mean love interests—in line
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John III, 42

Occupation: Private equity-fund managing partner

WEAKNESS: Investing a little time in a lot of people but not really valuing any of them. I’m just here for a good time, not a long time tbh.
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John Jr., 34

Occupation: Factory owner

Dislikes: Paying people a living wage

Likes: Threatening to move abroad because you’re too demanding and I have prospects all over the world who would be happy with the bare minimum [wage] I bring to the table.



[image: Image]

Jeighson, 25

Occupation: Social-media startup founder

What I love about my job: Secretly collecting all your information and cute little details about you in order to sell you stuff you don’t need. I promise I’m a normal human who is not stalking you.


are you bad and bougie, or bad and bourgeoisie?

So where do you fit into all of this right now? And why does it matter?


CLASS DISTINCTIONS 101

Once upon a time, two guys from Germany saw the world was shaping up with grotesque inequality between the classes. They also envisioned workers would eventually get fed up and start a revolution to overthrow capitalism. These two guys—Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels—published The Communist Manifesto in 1848 (and today you can see twenty-something dudes with mustaches reading it on public transportation all over the world). But their descriptions of different groups of people under capitalism are still used today. Here are the basics:

Proletariat: The working class. They form the majority of the population and work for wages. They do not own what they produce.

Petty Bourgeoisie: They fluctuate between the working class and the bourgeoisie. Marx and Engels predicted they would disappear, because capitalists would force them into the working class. Some aspire to be capitalists; others align with the working class.

Bourgeoisie: The capitalists. They hire and exploit the labor of the proletariat, the working class who work for wages. The bourgeoisie own whatever the working class produces as well as the tools, land, and factories that the proletariat uses to produce goods (i.e., the “means of production”). The profit from this labor is concentrated in the hands of just a few capitalists.


People like Marx and Engels, or Mao Tse-tung in China, or the Black Panthers in the United States—all of whom thought capitalism was fundamentally unfair and exploitative—wanted to know who could be allies in creating a new system.

To be clear, there is no bright-line rule about the number of workers you’d need to hire to make you a capitalist (aka a bourgeois) versus being someone in the petty bourgeoisie with a small, family-run business, or what the clear division is between the proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie.


American leftists may joke about which one-percenters would be saved in a class war (and by “American leftists,” I mean myself—and for the record, I’d save Beyoncé). But in the last century and a half, this was a practical problem millions of people had to contend with by engaging in armed conflict.

From Algeria to Kenya, to Vietnam and Chile, revolutionaries wanted to know who in the upper and middle classes they could recruit in their fight for independence from European and white American imperialism, capitalism, and colonialism. If you weren’t truly aligned with the working class and felt more tied to imperial, elite business interests—especially because you believed you might ascend to a higher class at some point—you could undermine the entire nation’s struggle for independence.


If you’re shopping for vegan desserts in Whole Foods, but you’re not the type of person who’d pay your workers as little as possible so you can afford to fly off into space, you might be “bougie” but you’re probably not Elon Musk–level corporate mob boss. Being a consumer doesn’t make you a capitalist.

But even if you are bougie and can afford nice (perhaps gluten-free) things, a look at the writings of really smart people who have critiqued capitalism shows that your status among the “petty bourgeoisie,” or middle class, isn’t necessarily fixed. You can technically be better off than the proletariat at one point in time but be one or two unfortunate circumstances—a bad year in sales, a medical emergency, or a home foreclosure—away from a challenging economic position. Capitalists don’t live in this kind of precarity; they help create it for others.
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Another way to think about it is this: How invested are you in capitalism? Basically, if there was a chance that another system, like socialism, was on the horizon, would you align with workers fighting for equality, or would you resist change because you’re committed to maintaining and accumulating more wealth and status within the old system? Do you want to become the toxic bae one day, or are you working toward a relationship where you and your partner—and everyone—can prosper?

If you struggle to see where you fit in here, or have apprehensions about losing the little stability you might have already worked so hard for, it’s understandable. The propaganda machine that treats capitalism like the prince in shining armor rescuing us from scary commie lefties stealing our freedom has been operating in full force all our lives.

Maybe, maybe, it’s time for a change. Looking at how capitalism has been built directly by creating and maintaining racial hierarchies reveals just one more reason to leave capitalism behind. [image: Image]





2 The Boy Is (Not) Mine


“Capitalism wants to divide us to dominate us and dominate us to rob us.”

—Evo Morales

Imagine being in a relationship with someone for years only to discover they had a whole secret life on racist message boards railing about white people getting replaced by people of color. You go through their search history and stuff like “January 6 meetups” pops up all over the results. It’s like you never even knew this person. And they have a Black best friend and everything; how could they possibly be a racist neo-Nazi nutcase?

Capitalism has been living this double life. It props up POC friends on commercials and billboards. Big corporations tweet out solidarity statements and roll out the ethnic-themed products for every holiday possible. Meanwhile, capitalists have used race to create an underclass of workers and to throw a wrench into working-class solidarity for generations. It’s not that they just love chaos. They love to profit and play us against our supposed differences, even if it leads to violence and animosity.

You think you know two-faced creeps from Tinder? Or that dude Brandy & Monica were fighting over in “That Boy Is Mine”? Well, meet American capitalists. The United States is a prime example of just how effective a player capitalism has been.


w. e. b. du bois shows us the receipts


Marx and Engels have influenced generations of leaders across the globe who have fought for independence from the dominant capitalist class. But scholars outside of Europe also realized the OG communist theories weren’t one-size-fits-all, especially given how integral racism was in creating and maintaining capitalism in other parts of the world. Things got especially messy when you tried to apply their solutions to America.

The racism these scholars were talking about wasn’t merely the kind that fuels your Uncle Larry on his rants about “the” Blacks and Mexicans at the Thanksgiving table. They were referring to laws and practices that have treated masses of people—Black people in particular—as too inferior to even be regarded as citizens and members of society, let alone part of the working class.

While racism in and of itself deserves attention, they knew that racism was interwoven with class antagonism.

Remember that friend with the Google-stalking skills who finds all the dirt on your latest crush, like, instantly and unsolicited? That’s W. E. B. Du Bois for capitalism. If you need to choose your fighter in the class war—and someone who fundamentally understands the challenges of racism in that war—he’s definitely a good one to start with, although we’ll meet more Class Warriors throughout the coming chapters.

Du Bois thought Marx and Engels had the right diagnosis for capitalism in Europe, but he showed that their analysis couldn’t be perfectly applied to the United States. He argued that it wasn’t only white capitalists who harmed Black workers by treating them as property and forcing them to toil on their land. The white proletariat harmed Black people, too.


class warrior

[image: Image]

W.E.B. Du Bois

Background: Preeminent American philosopher; first Black person to earn a PhD at Harvard University

Weapon: The seminal book, Black Reconstruction

WHAT HE SAID: “There is not at present the slightest indication that Marxian revolution based on a united class-conscious proletariat is anywhere on the American far horizon. Rather race antagonism and labor group rivalry is still undisturbed by world catastrophe.”


While some Black people were steadily escaping to freedom by moving north and the abolition movement was at a peak, millions of the European workers that Marx and Engels were working to radicalize were also moving to northern cities in America. Instead of sticking around to overthrow capitalism (or feudalism, in places where industrialization had not yet taken hold) back home in Europe, much of the white proletariat simply migrated to get the better wages handed down from a different set of elites in the US.

This group of migrants didn’t necessarily align with Black workers, who might otherwise have been their natural allies in northern factory cities like Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. On the contrary, some European workers were intent on maligning them, sometimes violently. The 1863 New York City race massacre was a prime example.


The 1863 New York City race massacre

At the beginning of the Civil War, Black people weren’t considered citizens and were technically ineligible to be drafted in war (though they served through other means). White working-class immigrants, however, could be drafted.

In New York, pro-slavery Democratic Party leaders warned that emancipation and the “nigger war” would lead to a flood of southern Blacks competing with white workers. As historian Leslie Harris notes, “in the midst of war-time economic distress, [the white working class] believed that their political leverage and economic status was rapidly declining as blacks appeared to be gaining power.”

To protest the draft, in July 1863 largely Irish immigrants in New York City attacked government buildings in what has become known as the Civil War Draft Riots. They then moved on to a Black orphanage, setting it on fire, before targeting symbols of Black mobility. The 233 children who were in the orphanage escaped and were spared, but other Black New Yorkers were not, including Black men who were subjected to torture, lynching, and murder across five days of mob violence. With this fierce public terror, including eleven lynchings of Black men, the riots forced hundreds of Black people out of New York City.

An article from the New-York Tribune on July 14, 1863, paints a haunting picture:


As if by preconcerted action an attack was made upon colored men and boys in every part of the city during the day. . . . A small colored boy, about 9 years old, was set upon and hunted at the corner of Broadway and Chambers street by the mob. He jumped on a two-horse wagon that was passing by, when stones and sticks were hurled at him from every quarter. . . . The Orphan Asylum was fired about 5 o’clock in the afternoon. The infuriated mob, eager for any outrage, were turned that way by the simple suggestion that the building was full of colored children. They clamored around the house like demons, filling the air with yells.




Sooo you can see, it was one thing to theorize about a unified working class. Putting the revolution into practice was another story.

And it wasn’t just everyday white workers—or European immigrants who were in the process of becoming “white” Americans—who harmed Black workers. White labor leaders’ attitudes toward Black workers and abolition ranged from apathetic to hostile.

Engels published a handy Q&A about communism in 1847, before he cowrote The Communist Manifesto with Marx. In it, he suggested that communists build international alliances, but as Du Bois laid out in Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880 (seriously, Du Bois had all the tea), Engels hardly mentioned slavery, glaringly omitting the potential allyship of four million workers, the estimated Black US population around that time. To be clear, Marx was a staunch advocate of abolition precisely because he saw it as a blow to capitalism. But white American labor leaders and the white left in Europe’s capitalist countries often didn’t follow suit.

In other cases, white Northerners explicitly prioritized white workers over enslaved Blacks. Horace Greeley—the New-York Tribune publisher who hired Karl Marx and put him on the map in American media—even said: “if I am less troubled concerning the slavery prevalent in Charleston or New Orleans, it is because I see so much slavery in New York which appears to claim my first efforts,” by which he meant, ahem, white people.

Some white labor leaders, like Hermann Kriege, even refused to support abolition because he thought it could make the conditions of his “white brothers” “infinitely worse.”

“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” —The Communist Manifesto

This was Marx and Engels’s call to action to bring the proletariat together to wrest power from the ownership class and distribute that power to workers. But with millions of members of the Black proletariat effectively excluded from the Northern industrial working-class and labor movements by its leaders and media, how many troops could actually be rallied to end capitalism?

Um, looking at where we are today: not enough.


being white is the new asset


Beyond showing how the white American labor movement deliberately excluded Black workers, Du Bois highlighted something else important about the intersection of race and class: whiteness had become its own material interest.

Race isn’t merely a color or a phenotype, but an asset. In the US, being white has made it easier to buy land (or receive it for free!!) and expand west, as provided by the Homestead Act of 1863. It has meant having higher wages in public-sector jobs, as Jim Crow era laws mandated. It has meant qualifying for federally backed home loans in the New Deal. Today, it means living in neighborhoods that—all else being equal—have higher home values merely because white people live there, amounting to $156 billion in cumulative losses for Black households. It means inheriting wealth from the previous generation’s homes and assets that were acquired in part thanks to those earlier racist policies, and that continue to appreciate today. And so white wealth continues to accumulate and far outpace Black wealth, and this shows no signs of stopping.
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To recap, racism—and specifically anti-Black racism—in the Industrial Revolution kept a unified working class from forming just as capitalism was becoming dominant in America. Still, Du Bois didn’t seem to argue that a united proletariat could exist in America in the future; he was just describing things as they were.

Remember in the iconic “The Boy Is Mine” video when Brandy and Monica finally decided to stop singing at each other through the wall (why were the walls that thin??) and confront their two-timing boyfriend?? Yeah, we need to do that.


[image: Image]

AS YOU’VE READ, northern white labor organizers were often reluctant to bring Black people into the fold of the labor movement, and some were downright racist. This in turn made a lot of Black workers skeptical about unionizing in the early 1900s. But in Chicago in the 1930s, a variety of forces allowed some workers of Chicago’s meatpacking companies to align together in a union and push back against the big bosses of the industry.

At the time, the big labor groups, the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations, had recently split up. The former was seen as hostile to Black people, but the CIO, a coalition of various unions, was influenced by left and communist organizers who stressed racial equality. The Packinghouse Workers’ Organizing Committee (PWOC), a group within the CIO, actively fought against racial discrimination in Chicago.

This explicit commitment to racial justice in Chicago won the trust of Black workers, who were often relegated to stockyards and had no opportunity for career advancement. The lack of upward mobility got worse during the Great Depression, as companies were quicker to fire Black people. This made the city’s Black meatpackers less trusting of their employers, and they became some of the most militant union members, a complete shift from just a decade prior.

As writer Paul Street noted, “[B]lacks in the stockyards would not have overcome their tendency to side with capital over labor without the formation of a union remarkable for the depth of its commitment to addressing black workers’ special concerns.”
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This included criticizing “the packers’ ‘lily white’ job ceiling, threaten[ing] to expel white union members who voice racist sentiments,” and instituting an early form of affirmative action—they won an agreement with one meatpacking company to hire Black workers based on their proportion to Chicago’s population.

Street recounts a passage from the Chicago Defender, the city’s Black paper and staunch critic of the city’s racist unions, which stated that:
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because the PWOC planted the seed of unity . . . Negroes walk freely and in safety. Any public place which refused them service would be quickly put out of business by a boycott of the white union members. On the very streets where danger once lurked for Negroes, colored men stop for long chats about baseball with Polish or Irish workers.
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If the Chicago meatpackers are any model for us today, it shows that even in one of the country’s most segregated cities, at a time when anti- Blackness was more entrenched than it is now, making an express commitment to antiracism didn’t necessarily put off white workers. Having a culture of unity, like PWOC did, genuine interracial alliances, and a shared class identity is always nice. Or at the very least, the union’s willingness to kick out racist members was enough of an incentive for white workers to stick with the union, lest they also part with the higher quality of life they were granted by being in it. Nothing like a little shame to get people to do the right thing! The kids may call this cancel culture, but the CIO found it to be a successful organizing tool.



the first n-word—no, not that one


Essentially since they arrived, Europeans relied on indigenous Americans, Africans, and white indentured servants to toil on land in the New World, but they eventually began to shift more to African labor. Their overreliance on Africans led to Western Europeans and settlers in the Americas creating an explicitly anti-Black racial hierarchy to maintain this vital source of labor. So yes, it was about money.

Enter the creation of the first N-word: the Negro. Europeans invented the term Negro as a catchall for Africans of various ethnic groups. This wasn’t merely an “idle exercise in racial and moral schemata,” scholar Cedric J. Robinson pointed out. Its specific purpose was to expand capitalism. This “fiction of a dumb beast of burden fit only for slavery . . . was closely associated with the economic, technical, and financial requirements of Western development from the sixteenth century on.” No longer were enslaved Africans Ibo, Yoruba, Mandingo, Fulani, Hausa, or the other myriad ethnicities from the west coast of Africa, where most enslaved people were captured. Those forced into the Transatlantic Slave Trade were lumped into a singular subhuman category and ripped of their historical contributions.
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— Cedric J. Robinson

Blacks came to signify a difference of species, an exploitable source of energy (labor power) both mindless to the organizational requirements of production and insensitive to the subhuman conditions of work.



MAKING UP WORDS = MAKING MONEY


Anti-Black racism became especially pernicious and widespread as abolition threatened to end this seemingly limitless source of enslaved Black labor, with the American government at every level espousing anti-Black myths to maintain its economic growth. This racism continued in America through the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as emancipated African Americans and Black migrants began to compete with white labor.

Europeans from a wide variety of disciplines got in on the anti-Black slander to fuel the engines of capitalism and colonialism, including some major heroes of European and American history. Even though they knew Africans weren’t that different from them, they invented an assortment of negative qualities to further their power and wealth . . . kinda like those people who neg you into dating them. Except the negging got us enslaved instead of just stuck on a bad date. Negging. Negro. Coincidence? I think not! (Actually, it definitely is.)


NEGGING THE NEGRO

Super cool, totally not racist quotes from famous European and American philosophers
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Francois-Marie Voltaire, 1765

“Their round eyes, squat noses, and invariable thick lips, the different configuration of their ears, their woolly heads, and the measure of their intellects, make a prodigious difference between them and other species of men.”
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Arthur de Gobineau, 1853

“The Negro, who is well suited to his climate, namely strong, fleshy, and agile. However because he is so amply supplied by his motherland, he is also lazy, indolent, and dawdling.”
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Immanuel Kant, 1777

“Thus, the European nations, owing to the brilliance of their scientific knowledge and the clear outlines of their civilization, are obviously in the full glare of day, while the negroes sleep in the darkness of ignorance, and the Chinese live in a half-light that gives them an incomplete, though powerful, social development. As for the Redskins, who are gradually disappearing from the earth, where can we find a more beautiful image of their fate than the setting sun?”
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Thomas Jefferson, 1781

“I advance it therefore as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind. It is not against experience to suppose, that different species of the same genus, or varieties of the same species, may possess different qualifications . . . This unfortunate difference of color, and perhaps of faculty, is a powerful obstacle to the emancipation of these people.”
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Georg Hegel, 1817

“The Negro represents natural man in all his wild and untamed nature. If you want to treat and understand him rightly, you must abstract all elements of respect and morality and sensitivity—there is nothing remotely humanized in the Negro character.”

“Negroes are to be regarded as a race of children who remain immersed in their state of uninterested naïveté. They are sold, and let themselves be sold, without any reflection on the rights or wrongs of the matter.”




This anti-Black shift devolved into an entire ideology of white supremacy that resulted in grotesque and inhumane laws and customs such as the Jim Crow laws of the twentieth century.

These were also intended to limit worker organizing or any possible rebellion across race lines.
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colonizers, the original scammers


Extracting cheap labor from a bunch of people and arbitrarily dividing them based on their appearance weren’t the only practices that helped build capitalism. Colonizing the New World—and then colonizing countries outside of the Americas—provided one of the main streams of capital for Western Europe’s industrialization.

As Great Britain, Belgium, and France shifted to industrial economies, they needed more natural resources to meet their increased capacity. So they had the brilliant idea to just occupy other places—Africa and Asia—to meet that need.

Industrialists compelled workers in African and Asian countries to extract natural resources cheaply (and for much lower wages than European workers would tolerate). These raw materials were then used to manufacture goods in factories that capitalists owned in Europe and other places.

Sometimes the finished products would be exported back to the same Asian and African workers who extracted them (at high costs, obviously), ensuring that industrial European countries continued to profit from Africa and Asia at every stage of production. This is the essence of colonialism, and it was an absolute racket.
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“The colonies have become the dumping ground, and colonial peoples the false recipients, of manufactured goods of the industrialists and capitalists of Great Britain, France, Belgium and other colonial powers who turn to the dependent territories which feed their industrial plants. This is colonialism in a nutshell.”

— Kwame Nkrumah, Towards Colonial Freedom, circa 1942
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Africa bore the brunt of this colonial capitalism. During the transatlantic slave trade, European contact with Africa was mostly limited to trading posts along the coasts. But explorers began to navigate the continent’s interior in the late 1800s, leading European leaders to realize there was money to be made on the continent, kickstarting the “Scramble for Africa” and leading to the Berlin Conference that divvied up the continent.

Before the conference, only 10 percent of Africa was colonized by Europeans. By the end of it, Europeans had made plans to colonize 90 percent of it.
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And can we just pause here. Because it wasn’t enough that Spain and Great Britain enriched themselves by colonizing the Americas and amassing wealth through sugar and textile production. It wasn’t enough that, for centuries, Europeans were already becoming wealthy by trading with Asia and Africa. It wasn’t enough that they profited from others’ land and labor. Greed propelled these colonial capitalists to earn “superprofits,” paying even lower wages to the people of color they colonized than to the workers in their home countries.

And this isn’t a fluke in the system, and the system surely isn’t a relic of the past. You see it today in our class structures and even in our love lives. Some people enter relationships and just want to benefit as much as possible, even if their partner is left high and dry, doing all the emotional labor and somehow feeling guilty or confused when nothing changes, when it’s still not enough for the jerk.

Today, capitalism compels the ownership class to continually amass more capital with less input and cheaper labor in order to remain competitive, just as the colonial powers of the past competed internationally for resources and workers to plunder. So what if it meant millions of people would come to be considered an inferior race, with lasting, devastating effects for a few centuries?

It’s hard to be surprised that the anti-Black racism Europeans and American settlers used to justify slavery in the 1700s spawned anti-Black racism for hundreds of years afterward. It’s also not surprising this racism led colonial capitalists to justify why Africans on the continent deserved drastically lower wages than their European counterparts. It just kept working for them. No brainer!


what’s it worth right now?


So what’s the point of all this? Why does it matter how capitalism started? Maybe it has finally changed (despite leaving a trail of heartbroken victims along the way)!

For one, history shows that we’ve never seen a capitalist system free of exploitation, whether it’s enslaving Africans; colonizing African, Asian, or indigenous American territories to take their natural resources; exploiting the labor of wage workers; or inventing racist myths to justify their practices and create divisions among the working class. So-called “late capitalism” isn’t some recent, dystopian reality. The system was built this way, from Day One.

The high standard of living that Europe’s capitalist countries began to enjoy didn’t arrive magically at their doorsteps. It was possible because of the exploitation of their colonies. And some activists, scholars, and economists like to focus on capitalist social democratic countries like Sweden or Norway as contemporary models for socialism. But this ignores their historic (and continued!!) exploitation of non-European countries that enables their current high standard of living. As W. E. B. Du Bois said: “the laboring class in western Europe and America was being bribed by high wages that came not so much out of the profits of the employers as out of the low wages of colored labor.”
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Colonialism simply became neocolonialism, which is now globalization. The image of capitalism may have changed since its origins, and it may be slightly more ethnically and racially diverse—making it more palatable to the masses and seemingly divorced from its ongoing violence—but the vast exploitation is still in place.


Capitalism won’t save us because that defies its fundamental logic. The goal of capitalism is to maximize profit, so there will always be a race to the bottom for wages—with a little hush money thrown our way sometimes (stock options! healthcare!) so we don’t revolt—but these are whispered sweet nothings. We’ll get into why in the next chapters.

Europe and the US are still using the cheap labor of the Global South today, occupying foreign countries, getting into wars to extract natural resources, and intervening in foreign governments to expand capitalist markets.


“The United States and its junior European partners are pursuing the same old policies with new means. The old colonial policies had left the colonized societies exploited, penetrated, and fragmented. The new form of empire building now masquerades under the most sophisticated brand of imperialist thinking—globalization!”

— Kema Irogbe, The Effects of Globalization in Latin America, Africa, and Asia



why can’t rainbow capitalism save us?


Some may argue that the system itself is fine, we just need more compassionate capitalists. Or people say we need to simply diversify the ranks of the capitalists in power. Throw some more women and people of color in boardrooms and give communities of color capital so they, too, can be capitalists. That sounds nice, right?

But some scholars say that the fundamental nature of capitalism wouldn’t even allow capitalism to be truly diverse. Economist Abram Harris presented that argument in his work “The Negro As Capitalist” in 1936, where he wrote:


As long as capitalism remains, it is reasonably certain that the main arteries of commerce, industry, credit and finance will be controlled by white capitalists. Under the circumstances, the great mass of black and white men will continue dependent upon these capitalists for their livelihood, and the small Negro business man and the small white capitalist will continue to subordinate to these larger finance and industrial interests.



Almost 90 years later, Harris’ predictions remain true. Despite all the exposure given to rich Black celebrities and athletes, just one Black person, Nigerian cement manufacturer Aliko Dagnote, appeared in the top 400 of Forbes’ world’s richest people in 2021. One!!

And although Black Americans romanticize Tulsa’s “Black Wall Street” and other centers of Black entrepreneurship that were separate from white communities in the 20th century, studies show entrepreneurship generally just expands the wealth gap because it’s most accessible to people who are already pretty well-off. Instead of lifting the average American into higher class ranks, it mostly lifts up those who already have access and resources.
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Without the starting point of having a ton of money to begin with, most people aren’t going to magically small-business their way into wealth and financial freedom. As Harris argued, “the independent black economy, whether it develops upon the basis of private profit or of cooperation, cannot be the means of achieving the Negro’s economic salvation.”

And even if the majority of Black people somehow happened upon piles of money and all decided to own a small business, and they all hired Black workers (practically a fantasy unless the federal government somehow gets a conscience and pays trillions of dollars in reparations), Marxists would say that changing the face of the petty bourgeoisie doesn’t change the fundamentally exploitative nature of the owner- worker relationship.

We’ve had 300 years of capitalism now, so why hasn’t the compassion dominated it yet? Why has the racial wealth gap only gotten larger, even worse than it was in the late 1960s at the tail end of the Jim Crow era? How much longer should we give capitalism a shot? Twenty years? Fifty? One hundred?

In the meantime, we have a dying planet, constant wars, mass hunger, poverty, and inequality, while the people who created and uphold these conditions continue to be enriched.

Capitalism basically created interracial animosity and now gets to be the dude with baddie R&B singers fighting with each other instead of challenging him, while he sits back and enjoys the drama.

So, are we going to dump that MFer already? [image: Image]





3 Art Freaks


“There was not a single liberation movement in Africa that was not fighting for socialism.”

—Assata Shakur

I know, I know. Easier said than done. You and your other half seemed like such a perfect match. You both like that random band that hardly anyone else knows about, and something about her Capricorn moon aligning with your Leo sun told you this was meant to be. But next thing you know, this intoxicating love interest has started telling you to hang out with your friends less. Those people aren’t good for you—they’re not even real friends—you start to realize under the influence of the romance. So you start mostly hanging out with your beau, who gets you. You notice little jealous tendencies, perhaps vaguely controlling behaviors, but that’s just love, isn’t it? Who else out there would care for you so much, love you so deeply, that they would act totally nuts and make up lies about people when they sense you might be giving literally anyone else the time of day??

This is how capitalism treats us. We’ve been convinced that our current system is the natural order of things based on pseudoscience about human behavior and the supposed fact that nothing else works. There’s no better option! Anything else will actually be more harmful to us, we’re told, no matter what abuses we endure under capitalism. And if it leaves some people in the dust, you can’t worry about that, right? Just stay in your own little bubble, follow the rules, and you’ll be okay.

We live in a world where money and resources are hoarded by a wealthy few. Yet we’re told that it’s under socialism that hard-working people will have their money seized to benefit lazy strangers. If there is one thing that amuses me most about capitalist propaganda, it is its ability to convince people that what we see capitalism doing isn’t actually what we see it doing.

While a few multinational companies control the media we consume, the music we listen to, and the food we eat, it’s socialism that supposedly lacks choice and freedom. It’s definitely giving the Plastics from Mean Girls, and capitalism is the Queen B!$$#.

Regina’s got Aaron Samuels—and practically everyone else, even the principal!—all wrapped up in her status and false promises. Meanwhile, the art freaks are super aware of the madness playing out, and they try to give you the intel, to show you there’s a way out of there, but they’re just treated like outcasts.

We hear so much about what socialism is through the myths purported by the rich Regina Georges of the world. This chapter is dedicated to uncovering how socialism really works, challenging the myths we might not even realize we’ve bought into. And yes, we need a whole chapter to do this, because leftists like to disagree on things and there’s not a simple answer.


this could be us, but we’re tripping over capitalism


We’ve been so busy chasing capitalism’s heart for, you know, the entire history of America, that we haven’t spent time getting know socialism. Socialism as a buzzword has become more popular and appealing in the last few years, but what is it, really?

The truth is, you’ll hear somewhat different definitions of socialism from different people. Throughout its history, there hasn’t been a consensus of what exactly it entails, and even Marx and Engels didn’t get into a lot of detail about what it should look like in practice.

Essentially, socialism means that workers own the means of production in society—including the factories, natural resources, technology, machinery, and other things necessary to produce our goods and services—and workers democratically decide how the profit from their own labor is distributed and how companies and organizations are run.

This contrasts with capitalism, as we know, where a much smaller ownership class (the bourgeoisie) primarily owns the means of production and the goods their workers produce, and a relatively small board of directors in these companies decide how profits are spent.

Black Panther Party leader Assata Shakur put it simply:
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“[A]nything that has any kind of value is made, mined, grown, produced, and processed by working people. So why shouldn’t working people collectively own that wealth? Why shouldn’t working people own and control their own resources? Capitalism meant that rich businessmen owned the wealth, while socialism meant that the people who made the wealth owned it.”

— Assata Shakur
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Another way of thinking about socialism is that it’s an experiment in workplace democracy, where everyday people have primary control over how their jobs—the places where they spend most of their lives—are run.

While conservatives and so-called moderates on both sides of the aisle paint socialism as a scary, radical alternative, even as fundamentally un-American, ideas from socialists have long been a part of mainstream American politics, more than we realize.

In one state, socialists and other leftists were the driving force behind America’s earliest investments in public infrastructure, popular progressive policies, and social programs that we still have today. And no, it wasn’t one of those “coastal elite” states that Republicans insist is poisoning the minds of children with, you know, books. In fact, this was all going down in their favorite region—America’s Heartland®.


wisconsin, land of the free


Before it was known for the Green Bay Packers, cheese, and a random T-Pain shout-out just so he could rhyme something with “mansion,” Wisconsin was home to the first and only socialist mayors of any major US city. This wasn’t by accident.

From academic to legislative halls, socialists and labor leaders exerted political influence throughout Wisconsin in the early 1900s. Their work became models for other states across the country and eventually impacted federal social policy.

A major figure in Wisconsin’s progressivism of the time was socialist economist John R. Commons. While the prominent “Chicago School” of economics, just one state south in Illinois, endorsed laissez-faire capitalism free of government intervention, Commons led the “Wisconsin School” that valued workers.

“Wisconsin School” economists wanted to eliminate unemployment, help workers secure competitive wages, and enact child labor laws. They also advocated for workplace democracy, where workers have more decision-making power at their jobs.

These ideas eventually inspired federal action, too. As writer Dan Kaufman notes, “The New Deal demonstrated the Wisconsin Idea on a national scale, introducing the first real social welfare system in the United States.”
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	First state with unemployment insurance

	→

	Each of the 50 states now administer unemployment insurance programs.




	First state with a workers’ compensation law

	→

	Every state (plus DC) has laws regulating workers’ compensation.




	First state to recognize the right to collective bargaining for public employees

	→

	
	Nearly 34% of public-sector workers are union members.

	That’s 5 times higher than private sector workers across the country.

	States with mandatory collective bargaining laws increase the wages of public sector workers by 6 percent.






	Wisconsin progressives like Wilbur Cohen and Arthur Alatmeyer served on a federal New Deal Committee

	→

	Cohen designed Medicare; Alatmeyer became the commissioner for social security, leading a committee to draft the Social Security Act.
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	For socialists in Wisconsin, 1910 was a year like no other:
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	Its most populous city, Milwaukee, gave America its first socialist mayor, Emil Seidel, who kinda got radicalized through woodcarving.

	More socialists were elected to the city council and county board than either Democrats or Republicans.

	Fourteen socialists were elected to the state legislature.

	They sent the first socialist to Congress, Victor Berger, who served in the House of Representatives for four terms.




While some self-proclaimed Wisconsin socialists, like Commons, sought to regulate and save capitalism by making it better for workers, others favored a full transition to state and municipal ownership of industry and the replacement of capitalism altogether.

To be clear, many socialists at the time (and today; seriously the argument is over a century old) argue that state ownership of industry is not socialism. Putting that lengthy debate aside, though, it is generally assumed that moving ownership away from the private capitalist class reduces their power to exploit labor and disadvantage workers.

In Milwaukee in the early 1900s, without a working-class revolution to wrest power and property away from multimillionaire business owners, socialists had to make do with progressive reforms, public infrastructure investments, and modest city ownership of some goods and services. Under Daniel Hoan, Milwaukee’s second and longest-running socialist mayor, who spent twenty-four years in office, the city owned a stone quarry, a street repair shop, and a street lighting distribution center. The Hoan administration also significantly invested in city parks, playgrounds, and social centers, doubling the park system from 960 acres in 1921 to 1,917 acres by 1934.

The socialist reign continued with Frank Zeidler, who served until 1960 as the last socialist mayor of any big American city. And imagine. All of this was in “Real America,” not some scary foreign country where rightwingers insist the word choice doesn’t exist (i.e., a place where they have good healthcare).

And just a bit further south, like Deep South, a group of Black Americans started a movement to develop their own model of socialism. I grew up in this movement.


ms jackson ( not the outkast hit )


The South is known for lots of things. Great food. Warm weather. The Florida Man.

What it’s not exactly known for are leftist, socialist politics. But during the Black Power movement, a group of Black people, whose families once migrated out of the South to places like Detroit and Chicago, decided to return to their roots.

The group formed the Republic of New Afrika in 1968, and they made Jackson, Mississippi, their headquarters, where one of their founders was eventually elected mayor in 2013: Chokwe Lumumba, Sr., a revolutionary Black socialist. To summarize about fifty years of history in half a page, it went a little something like this:

After being founded by Imari Obadele, Chokwe Lumumba, Sr., Robbie Williams, and Queen Mother Moore, the RNA establishes the following economic tenets:
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	Then Lumumba co-founded the Malcolm X Grassroots Movement with other RNA members and started chapters all over the country.

	MXGM organizes around people’s assemblies and the Jackson-Kush Plan (we have more on that! Keep reading!), leading to the election of Chokwe Lumumba, Sr. as Jackson’s mayor in 2013.



One of the minds behind this ongoing—yes, like right now!—socialist project known as the Jackson-Kush Plan (commonly referred to as the Jackson Plan) is Kali Akuno. As he wrote in 2017, the Jackson Plan envisions the Southern city with a solidarity economy consisting of “a network of cooperative and mutually reinforcing enterprises and institutions, specifically worker, consumer, and housing cooperatives, and community development credit unions.” Under the plan, activists in the movement would also work to build “sustainable, Green (re)development and Green economy networks and enterprises, starting with a Green housing initiative.”

Local government would also be seen as a way to provide public finance for community development and “to ensure there is adequate infrastructure to provide quality healthcare, accessible mass transportation, and decent, affordable public housing,” among other public necessities. The election of Chokwe Lumumba, Sr. was a huge step in using the public sector to create a more democratic, equitable, and healthy city. Lumumba’s untimely death within months of his administration’s start slowed that progress, but the seeds have been planted, in seemingly unlikely soil.

So socialists want all kinds of cool things for us, like equality. And also things that capitalists say they want, like freedom and democracy.

But being the jealous, controlling partner that it is, capitalism has convinced us that it’s the only system that can provide for us. Like, “I like invented her” style. This isn’t because we just intrinsically believe capitalism is the best. We’ve been played. A heavy, century-long stream of anti-communist and pro-capitalist propaganda and policy from a relatively small group of people actually worked. Who knew? I’m not saying we’re brainwashed but . . .
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Six-year-old Malaika, the New Afrikan Scout



more than mccarthyism

Socialism was never dominant in America, but it wasn’t unheard of, either. Socialists gained traction in city and state governments and labor movements particularly in the early 1900s, and not just in Wisconsin. Nearly a million Americans voted for third-party socialist candidate Eugene Debs in the 1912 presidential election (with Wisconsin mayor and socialist Emil Seidel serving as his VP running mate), and the Socialist Party of America was considered one of the largest socialist movements in the world in this era.

As socialism and communism grew to be a steady presence in the US, and Russia became a more dominant political force in the world, capitalist propaganda and anti-communist policy in the US federal government became more prominent, leading to the first Red Scare, from 1917–1920. Even before McCarthyism, which is more famous, America was riling up its red baiting. Just a couple highlights:

1886 Haymarket Affair: (love when history refers to something as an “affair.” This one could also be called a “murder.”): After a peaceful rally protesting labor conditions in Chicago, a bomb was thrown at police officers, leading to a violent confrontation. US newspapers attributed the violence to socialists and anarchists participating in the strike. Four anarchists were sentenced to death by hanging, even though it wasn’t proven that they were involved with the explosion. The final jury was entirely made up of white-collar business workers.

1917 Espionage Act and 1919 Sedition Act: This pair of Congressional laws paid special attention to socialists, and some sections of the Espionage Act were used to prohibit the distribution of leftist newspapers. Under the Sedition Act, those sympathetic to Russia’s Bolshevik revolution were prosecuted.


Around this time, the Justice Department conducted systematic raids on communist headquarters. Of course, capitalists got the sense that people were becoming more curious about leaving them behind, and elites had to get more controlling. Go America!

News media has consistently been a messy industry that lives for drama. Press coverage during the first Red Scare aligned with the pro-business agenda of the media owners. Regin Schmidt, in Red Scare: FBI and the Origins of Anticommunism in the United States, shows that before McCarthyism went full swing, most of the larger, influential newspapers, including the New York Times and the Washington Post, “spread right-wing political propaganda.”

That’s when they weren’t dramatizing left-wing activism. Coverage of World War I negotiations wasn’t getting the attention that the newspapers expected, so they sensationalized socialist activism for engagement, like content creators on TikTok who exaggerate how chaotic things are for clicks. Nothing new here!


Capitalists talked a lot of crap about their competition (obviously) so that we weren’t tempted to get back out there and choose better. Let’s look at some of the myths they created that still keep us in a chokehold.


myth 1—socialism is when no freedom

Capitalism has practically become a synonym for America at this point. And America means freedom. So, dusting off those high school logic games, capitalism must mean freedom, too, right? And what’s more American than the freedom to choose your own healthcare, where you go to school, the type of food you buy, and, the most coveted freedom of all, to face-mask or not to face-mask! This appeal to “freedom” has governed our discourse for decades.

Just take a look at some public feedback from Americans who invoked communism to decry innocuous federal regulations:
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Despite what these spirited commenters believe, communism and socialism are not, in fact, implemented to deny people’s freedom and independence. To the contrary, it is capitalism that has made masses of people dependent.

Associating freedom with capitalism is in the old bourgeoisie playbook. But the “freedom” that capitalists have historically advocated isn’t really about freedom for the average person. Freedom meant “free trade, free selling and buying,” to benefit capitalists, per The Communist Manifesto.

Even for people who want to produce a good or provide a service instead of working under someone, socialism isn’t about preventing them from doing so; for Marx and Engels, it was aimed at depriving them “of the power to subjugate the labour of other” people to produce those goods and services. So, no, Dylan Musk, under socialism you will not have the freedom to gain billions of dollars by paying people poverty wages to produce, like, the Fesla.

Socialists believe there are ways to have a society that produces the things we need without exploiting workers, and they’re not all coastal-elite, craft-brew-drinking hipsters. Which leads us to Myth 2.

myth 2—socialism is when bernie bros

I remember watching an American cable news show around the 2018 midterms, in which the panel of newscasters and experts could not wrap their heads around the idea that people outside of big cities like Los Angeles or New York City could want progressive policies.

Of course, socialism and progressive US policies aren’t necessarily equivalent, but many of the issues progressives fight for have come from socialist and left-wing labor movements, like fighting for free universal healthcare, free public education, and living wages that relieve you from working three jobs to survive. Real radical stuff here.

But if you listen to much of mainstream media, socialists are crunchy white dudes who congregate in Bushwick coffee shops and read Jacobin all day, when they’re not podcasting, obviously.

But speaking of freedom and “choice,” it’s not just capitalists and the petty bourgeoisie who just want the freedom to online gamble or whatever. Black people just a few generations back were deprived of the freedom to be fully human under a capitalist system. People of color in the Global South historically haven’t been able to control the destiny of their own countries. Many people throughout the world, even those without a succulent plant on their windowsill (I’m dragging myself here), see a socialist or communist economy as a necessary condition for liberation, from Ghana to Jamaica to Vietnam and Bolivia.

And of course, there were Black socialist groups in the sixties in the US, such as the Republic of New Afrika, the Black Panther Party, and the Revolutionary Action Movement, founded in Ohio in 1961. Then you had all sorts of Black American leaders and creatives who were independently and explicitly socialist, communist, or vocally anti-capitalist. They’re like the Mount Rushmore of Black politics, from Malcolm X and Martin Luther King to Ella Baker, Claudia Jones, and W. E. B. Du Bois (who you’ve already read about). There’s also Angela Davis, Kathleen Cleaver, Lorraine Hansberry, Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, Fred Hampton, Paul Robeson, Bayard Rustin, and A. Philip Randolph (more on the last two in chapter 4!).

To be fair, this whitewashing of socialist history isn’t totally surprising, on a practical level. As Chapter 2 touched on, white-led US labor movements (which were frequently influenced by socialists) were either apathetic or hostile to the concerns of Black Americans. And—shocker—some white socialist government leaders and organizations furthered racism, segregation, and eugenics (okay, that last one is a little bit of a shocker).

Despite the movement’s sketchy record, many people of color were drawn to fundamental socialist principles anyway and formed their own radical left movements. If capitalism is considered an intrinsically American or European system, people who experienced the repression of US and European powers naturally sought the opposite, sometimes drawing from their own historically communal traditions. For them, socialism was a reprieve, a way to be self-determining and to separate their identity from the Western, capitalist countries that oppressed them.


class warrior
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Assata Shakur

Background: A leader of the Black Panther Party who became a target of the US government for her support of the party’s revolutionary goals.

CHEAT CODE: Assata: An Autobiography

WHAT SHE SAID: “Revolutionaries in Africa understood . . . that even if they managed to get rid of the white colonialists, if they didn’t rid themselves of the capitalistic economic structure, the white colonialists would simply be replaced by Black neocolonialists.”


myth 3—socialism is when there is no house (or anything nice)

Capitalists want you to think theirs is the only system where you can have normal technology, personal property, or a decent house to live in. They’d have you think everyone under socialism is starving and in the Stone Age. Besides being deliberate misrepresentations, these myths—that socialists want everyone to struggle, own nothing, and apparently sew our own clothes—have legs for a reason. They likely came from a misreading of Marx and Engels.
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In The Communist Manifesto, the prolific duo called for the abolition of “bourgeoisie private property,” which has been shortened in popular discourse to simply “private property.” This has been misinterpreted to mean the abolition of any and everyone’s personal property. This, my friends, is the socialist-to-capitalist game of Telephone.

Marx and Engels even knew that people would confuse what they were advocating for (and they were right). We’ll get into the housing issue in Chapter 5. But before that, here’s what the duo actually said about private property: “We Communists have been reproached with the desire of abolishing the right of personally acquiring property as the fruit of a man’s own labour, which property is alleged to be the groundwork of all personal freedom, activity, and independence.

“Hard-won, self-acquired, self-earned property! Do you mean the property of the petty artisan and of the small peasant, a form of property that preceded the bourgeois form? There is no need to abolish that; the development of industry has to a great extent already destroyed it, and is still destroying it daily.”

Marx and Engels didn’t advocate for abolishing personal property; they saw capitalism as doing that all on its own.


will we keep leaving socialism on “read”?


Socialism has been sliding into our DMs, even while capitalism keeps trying to hack into our phones and block our blessings. And some of us are actually replying. Despite all of the propaganda in capitalism’s favor, more Americans are becoming critical of capitalism and receptive to its alternatives. In June 2021, an Axios/Momentive poll of American adults showed that favorable reactions to the term capitalism went way down since 2019 (wonder why, lol), while reactions to the word socialism became more positive.

And even though there are stereotypes of socialists being white, privileged “Bernie Bros,” Black people were largely driving its favorability, with Latinos right behind them. Socialism had positive connotations for 60 percent of Black Americans, 49 percent of Latinos, and 33 percent of white Americans. Black Americans were also least likely to have a positive reaction to the word capitalism. Young adults especially saw a steep drop in their positive views of capitalism.
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Yes, there are still questions about what socialism could really look like in twenty-first-century America, or how it will work in practice—valid questions that this book will continue to explore. But we can see, right now, how capitalism fails us today and has ever since it materialized nearly two centuries ago. We’ve been gaslighted over and over again into staying in this truly imbalanced relationship. But fortunately, some of us are exploring our options and dating around.

If you’re still holding out hope that capitalism will change, I hate to break it to you, but this is not a teen movie. While thinking you can go along and play the capitalist game, you’re more likely to abandon your old friends and become cold, shiny, hard plastic than you are to actually beat the system. And everybody hates the Plastics. [image: Image]





4 9 to 5


“We are socialists because we believe that work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the work and create the products and not for the profit of the bosses”

—Combahee River Collective

Listen, I know it’s hard out there. If you’re an aging millennial like me, this might sound familiar. You’ve committed to ditching the controlling, toxic players and have done everything you’re supposed to do to find a good partner. At the least, you think you’ve got the basics down and made yourself a catch. You went to school so you can be financially stable and independent and land a good job. You learned some life skills. You’ve been putting work in at the gym. You’re even seeing a therapist! You seriously glowed up after those awkward teen years. But after all that, you can barely get a text back.

I mean, your parents didn’t need to do all that and yet they checked off all the boxes before they were thirty—they probably got married, bought a home, had a kid or two, and lived independently in their twenties.

Just like you’ve tried to do the right things to make room in your life for a solid relationship, you did what you thought you had to do to find a fulfilling career. While previous generations may have been able to work at one company for most of their adult lives and then collect a pension, many of today’s young workers don’t have that option. Many of us went to college and maybe even grad school. Yet a lot of us must work more, either at multiple jobs or somewhere super demanding and soulless, to live well and to pay off student loan debt. (And by “living well,” I mean renting—or, gasp, owning—your own apartment, with a washer/dryer inside of that apartment.) If we don’t accomplish these things, we’re told we’re not hustling hard enough and that Beyoncé has the same twenty-four hours you do.
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You should feel accomplished with your 9-to-5, but then you also have to deal with an asshole boss, whom you fantasize about overthrowing with a scrappy band of overworked women. You might even drive the point home with a hit country-and-western song—it’s enough to drive you crazy if you let it!

This new reality for my generation, born in the past few decades—especially millennials and Gen Z—is not a happy accident. The reason things clicked more for your parents or grandparents is not because they’re just better at life. Capitalism just didn’t suck as hard when they were your age. Two major things have happened since the 1970s.


Trends in the Minimum Wage

Minimum Wage, in 2020 dollars and if it had kept pace with workers’ productivity
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First, our wages aren’t keeping up with the cost of important things—a house or childcare, for instance—and, second, even though American workers are producing even more goods and services, wages aren’t keeping up with that increased production.

Your parents or grandparents could buy a home by, like, age ten (after they trekked three miles in the snow to and from elementary school, etc.) because they were making way more compared to us. In 1974, the median annual income of $11,101 would be the same as $66,415 today. But in 2020, the median annual income was $34,612.

Both the minimum wage and average hourly wages have been stagnant since the 1970s.

Americans simply aren’t getting paid enough for what they do. But policymakers in the US have witnessed this dumpster fire of a situation and decided, “nah, this is fine.” After generations of courtship, the marriage between capitalists and business-friendly government leaders finally eroded the labor movement. Anti-Black racism may have helped lead them down the aisle.

all taking and no giving: corporate america’s increasing hostility toward labor

Big businesses in America, and the governments (both in the US and around the world) that appease them, have long been hostile to workers fighting for better working conditions and fair wages. As in, execute- labor-organizers kind of hostility.

The increasing gap between wages and productivity that came about in the 1970s is the result of legislative and policy choices; corporations finally started getting their way on a more systematic level, as union organizing and workers’ bargaining power in the private sector markedly declined.

In 1954, nearly 40 percent of non-farm/non-construction workers in the United States were in a union. But some things were happening in the 1960s and early 1970s that contributed to employers’ growing resistance to unions.
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	According to the Economic Policy Institute:
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	American companies were facing global competition and felt pressure to cut costs.

	Economic power shifted to banks and investment firms, so the banks’ and shareholders’ needs often took precedence over those of workers.

	Profits were falling for private businesses.




Employers also began to shift to automating more industrial work and hiring more temporary workers and subcontractors—to whom they had no responsibility to provide healthcare or other benefits—leaving workers without the traditional full-time workplaces in which to build unity and organize. (See why we need free public healthcare?!)

Plenty of federal legislation and policies endorsed conservative, pro-business measures before the sixties. But in that decade willing business allies—the Supreme Court and the National Labor Relations Board, along with Republican presidents Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Ronald Reagan—all got on the same page to support and amplify those laws. (We’ll get to sketchy campaign donations in a later chapter.) In turn, big businesses engaged in a variety of coercive union-busting activity and intimidation tactics against labor organizing. But according to some scholarship, American public policy might not have shifted so far to the right, toward hypercapitalism, without racism.

Labor activists saw the writing on the wall that led up to this period and weren’t taking these developments lightly.


Socialist Labor Activist Bayard Rustin Predicts the Future

Did you know that the full name of the 1963 March on Washington—where Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered his famous “I Have A Dream” speech—was “The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom”?

We remember King talking about Black kids and white kids and handholding because that’s what our history books focus on. I also remember (from the video footage, I wasn’t alive yet) King shouting out my hometown, Stone Mountain, Georgia (woop woop!) . . . but likely because it was known for being the birthplace of the modern Ku Klux Klan (womp womp).

But the march was orchestrated by a pair of socialist Black labor activists, Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph. The set of labor demands that Rustin announced in his speech that day are largely left out of mainstream accounts of the march. Among them he said:

Yes, back in 1963, Bayard Rustin was concerned about automation. At the time, there were industrial jobs that were vulnerable to technological advances—industrial jobs that, in some cities, Black men disproportionately occupied.

In addition, Rustin called for an increase in the national minimum wage and for a government body charged with fair employment practices that would support people of color (technically he said, “Black men and other minority men”; the movement still had a ways to go with gender equality, obviously) who faced ongoing employment discrimination. Spoiler alert: His demands were not met, and his predictions for how automation would affect poorer and Black citizens largely came true.

As a disclaimer, Rustin became more conservative in his later years, especially in his foreign policy views. But his work to center labor in the civil rights movement, while organizing one of the most renowned demonstrations in history, is a reminder that the civil rights struggle was often a class struggle.
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“We demand that every person in this nation, black or white, be given training and work with dignity to defeat unemployment and automation.”

— Bayard Rustin



Although companies certainly became more politically active in the 1960s and 70s, and took advantage of weaknesses in labor law, some argue that white backlash to apparent civil rights advancements is what catalyzed the exodus of the white working class to the Republican Party, empowering pro-business, conservative politicians to steadily gut workers’ power.

As sociologist G. William Domhoff argues, “the class conflict that went on in the 1960s at the legislative, regulatory, and factory levels . . . was rendered all the more volatile and difficult because white pushback against the integration of neighborhoods, schools, and workplaces was at the same time weakening the unions at the ballot box.”

Domhoff continues: “It is this defection by white trade unionists from the Democrats, not the alleged sudden organization of the corporate community, which explains the right turn in the United States on labor and many other issues.” Like capitalists who benefited from the anti-Black racism that grew salient during the abolitionist movement, capitalists in the 20th century were aided by backlash from white workers who opposed the calls for integration. The more things change the more things . . . you know the deal.

There is some good news, maybe (hopefully?!!). But before we get into that, let’s look at how capitalist practices (e.g., looking for cheap labor) and weaker labor laws passed at the urging of powerful capitalists, of course, have royally screwed us over at our jobs.
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barely getting by: minimum wage isn’t keeping up with the costs of goods and services

Even before the pandemic, there has been a long fight underway to increase the federal minimum wage, from $7.25 per hour to $15. The fact that we’ve even conceived of a wage that meets the bare minimum is due to capitalists, and it’s a concept that has existed for over a century.

Our guys Marx and Engels (as usual) were on the case. As they said in The Communist Manifesto, the minimum wage is meant to keep workers living a bare existence as just a worker who “lives to increase capital, and is allowed to live [as] far as the interest of the ruling class requires it.”

Basically, making people rely on wages that are measured to barely meet the needs of survival is bad, but given the option, capitalists will only provide the bare minimum so they can just get richer.

In the US, Congress created a national minimum wage under the Fair Labor Standards Act in 1938 to stabilize the economy after the Great Depression. It was never supposed to be the normal, average wage—it was supposed to lift people out of literal starvation. Over the years, instead of relenting and giving workers this bare minimum, many companies moved their production overseas for even cheaper labor, while other companies used their money and influence to rally up think tanks (like the Employment Policies Institute) and lobbyists (like the National Restaurant Association) to keep the federal government from raising it any higher. If all of this looks bad for the average American worker, just consider the racial disparities on top of that.

Black men have been hit harder by the decline in manufacturing, with one study showing that “[o]ne-third of the increase in wage inequality among black men is due to manufacturing decline” from 1960–2010.

Overall, the economic outlook for Black workers (and those who can’t find work) in formerly industrial cities in the Midwest that were once highly unionized is worse than anywhere else in the country.

The Price of Cheap Labor
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In 2021, China’s largest province had a minimum hourly wage of $2.31 USD, India had minimum wage of $0.28 USD, and Mexico had a minimum wage of $0.66 USD. Whereas, the minimum wage in the US was $7.25 (which is still insanely low and unlivable and is the same as what it was when I was in high school—and I’m an old millennial, okay.)
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The world’s billionaires made $5 trillion from 2021—2022 and the ten richest men in the world doubled their collective income. The growth in wealth has been so great over such a short period of time that “wealth concentration at the very top now surpasses the peak of the Gilded Age of the late 19th century,” Oxfam says.



Uber driver
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33 percent of work is temporary work or gigs that limit benefits but require the same hours as full employment.


From 2014–2018, the annual median income for Black Milwaukeeans, for instance, was worse than any other major city in the country, with Black households making just 42 percent of what white households made. That’s if they can even find work. In eleven major US cities from 2014–2018, at least 30 percent of Black men in their prime working years were jobless.


class warrior
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Asa Philip Randolph

Background: The “most influential Black trade unionist in American history” led the first collective bargaining agreement for Black workers of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (1937).

Weapon: Organizing prowess

WHAT HE SAID: “The combination of black and white workers will be a powerful lesson to the capitalists . . . This will prove that unions are not based upon race lines, but upon class lines . . . [and] convert a class of workers, which has been used by the capitalist class to defeat organized labor, into an ardent, class conscious, intelligent, militant group.”



covid capitalism


Now, all of this was brewing well before COVID came into the mix, which left millions of workers of color even more vulnerable. Meanwhile, corporate bosses and politicians guilted people into going back to work just weeks into the deadly pandemic, if they even allowed their workers to stay home in the first place. In New York City, which was initially ground zero for the pandemic in the US, COVID impacted workers of color especially hard.


75 percent of “essential workers” overall during the pandemic in NYC were Black, Latino, or Asian, including:


	80 percent of building cleaners

	77 percent of trucking, warehouse, and postal service workers

	74 percent of grocery store workers

	71 percent of transit workers

	70 percent of healthcare workers




But not long after, like the “Mission Accomplished” banner raised behind President George W. Bush in the middle of the Iraq War, the propaganda that Americans were winning the war on coronavirus was already in full effect. It was time to return to life as normal. Primarily, “life” in this usage meant “a job that you probably hate a little bit.”

And like a misguided general leading their troops into a war, some elected officials argued that it was our patriotic duty to labor in a disease-infested workplace. Meanwhile those elected officials were safely working from home, though occasionally breaking quarantine to have fancy super-spreader cocktail events.

These are the grand delusions of capitalism. Though, to be clear, the bosses aren’t deluded at all. They were hoping concerns about whether we lived or died would take a backseat to concerns about the economic health of rich investors.


exploring our options


Finally, here’s some good news: first, there has been a ton of labor organizing over the past few years, much of it sparked by the grotesque inequality we saw even more keenly during the pandemic. Secondly, there are now other ways we can reorganize our workplace that get at the heart of capitalist exploitation.

While corporate heads were busy engaging in wartimelike propaganda to rally employees against the threat of COVID-19, they didn’t notice that an impromptu class war was underway among the ranks of regular American workers.

During what became known as the “Great Resignation,” millions of people quit their jobs at record rates. From July–December 2021, over 4 million people quit their jobs each month, with food service and retail workers leading the charge. Fewer people felt compelled to stay in a crappy work relationship. At the same time, other workers were raising their standards and demanding more from the jobs they had. Cornell University identified 1,700 labor protests and strikes from March 2020–August 2022.

The pandemic highlighted how ruthless capitalists can be—and how great the power of workers can be when they decide they won’t just take it.

Labor movement energy has continued even as the pandemic slowed. There’s the early success of the Amazon Labor Union (more on that in Chapter 10!); nurses in New York who won pay raises after striking in early 2023, hundreds of Starbucks workers who have voted to unionize, and the 2022 California law for fast-food workers that enhances their power to bargain and negotiate for better wages (which only came to pass after a decade of worker organizing). All this activity has likely only made the labor movement more popular: American approval of labor unions was higher in 2022 than it’s been since 1965.


white-washing america’s workers


The rise of the current labor movement can be partly attributed to the broader recognition that the working class is not just a stereotype of blue-collar workers from yesteryear, i.e., some white, male factory worker in Michigan.

The whitewashing of the working class has irked me to no end, and I’ve talked about it at length in my reporting if you want more details and tirades. But it’s important to note here that this isn’t a new phenomenon.

Treating the “working class” or the working poor as synonymous with white people, and erasing Black people from our conception of who’s a worker—and therefore deserving of adequate economic policy—is a problem even W. E. B. Du Bois examined. He called out the media’s framing of Black people in particular after the Civil War. In Black Reconstruction in America, published in 1935, he wrote:
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“The newspapers specialized on news that flattered the poor whites and almost utterly ignored the Negro except in crime and ridicule. . . . The result of this was that the wages of both classes could be kept low, the whites fearing to be supplanted by Negro labor, the Negros always being threatened by the substitution of white labor.”

— W. E. B. Du Bois
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The working class includes Black and Latino warehouse workers. Asian grocery store clerks. Women nurses. Rideshare drivers. Teachers, call-center employees, and domestic workers. Organizing a multiracial working class—and not just centering white workers—is the only foreseeable way to defeat the seemingly insurmountable challenges capitalists constantly throw at the labor movement.

To be sure, getting concessions from capitalists is not the end-goal of socialism. Replacing them is. But, in the meantime, people gotta eat. And like, it would be cool to live without constant struggle.

So what does an alternative to the capitalist workplace look like?

One option is the Worker Self-Directed Enterprise, a term coined by Richard Wolff, considered America’s most prominent Marxist economist.

In a WSDE, a “collective of workers that produces a surplus (i.e., a profit) gathers to collectively receive that surplus and distribute it. The surplus is never appropriated and distributed by others.” Basically, unlike your average corporation, you don’t have a small group of employers deciding how to spend the profit that employees produce. Furthermore, the bigwigs in the C-suites aren’t unilaterally making management decisions, like deciding to move a company out of town to places with weak labor laws. Instead, workers decide democratically how to manage the company.

I talked to him more about WSDEs and his vision for the ideal workplace. Just imagine that I was nodding my head furiously as he talked like it was Sunday service.
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IMAGINE A PLACE WHERE, Monday through Thursday, you come into work like you always have. And on Friday, you come to work, but you don’t do your normal thing. Friday is devoted to meetings, where you discuss the basic problems of your business. “Are some of our products not selling well? Are we getting sick on the job?” Whatever the basic issues are, you get together and you collectively decide what the problems are and what you’re gonna do about them.

If there are options, you choose democratically—one person, one vote. Every person now has two job descriptions. Whatever the particular activity you do, that’s one of your job descriptions. Here’s the other one: you have to be at those meetings on Friday, you have to learn about the problems this enterprise has.

You will be a leader, you’re going to be a decider, you’re going to be part of what runs this enterprise, because that’s as fundamental to this enterprise as your regular job was before. In those days, they said to you, “if you don’t do this particular task, we will fire you.”

Well, in the co-op world, you’re going to discover that each person has capabilities they didn’t know about, that each has new skills to learn and apply. Because if we can find things that you’re really good at, that you didn’t even know about or didn’t ever develop, then it becomes in the interest of the community to help you develop those skills, because you’ll be a happier, better contributor to that community. We want this job to be something you look forward to going to five days a week—not dreading it, not looking at the clock on the wall, waiting for when lunchtime comes.

We want a socialist workplace to be a place of learning, of creativity, of people developing and changing. In this vision, you don’t work in order to live. In a socialist community, we’re going to sustain you to live in any case. What we want is for you to be a creative, enthusiastic, interested person. And therefore, developing you is the best thing we can do for all of us. And that’s why the workplace is going to be a completely different experience from the horror you live through now.


What the workplace looks like under a socialist economy is, in part, what its workers decide it looks like, with the fundamental understanding (and some legal parameters) that they are all paid fairly for their labor and not merely paid what capitalists decide in their boardrooms. But Wolff, Akuno, and many other socialists cite Spain’s Mondragon federation of worker cooperatives as an example of how this works. It’s the seventh-largest corporation in Spain and has more than 100,000 workers. As Wolff shares, the Mondragon Corporation is a “family of about two hundred co-ops that are all under one corporate umbrella. They are all closet socialists. They’ll tell you ‘we try to avoid getting too much wrapped up in politics.’ But when they say that, they wink. If the workers are not happy with the supervisors, they have meetings, and they can decide whether to keep the supervisor or not. In other words, the supervisors don’t hire the workers; it’s the other way around.

“Managers aren’t paid more than six times what the lowest paid worker makes, unlike our current capitalist system in the US where the average gap between a CEO’s pay and the median worker is 670-to-1.”

As the late socialist activist Bruce A. Dixon describes in Jackson Rising:


When a Mondragon factory or store or other operation has to close because of unprofitability, Mondragon retrains and relocates those workers to other cooperative enterprises. . . . they’re about to offer their own MBA program, to guarantee that they get trained managers without the bloodsucking, predatory mindset taught and valued at most business schools. [image: Image]




can we find a whole new way to make a living?


It’s fair to wonder if a key feature of capitalism—owners employing wage labor and amassing more and more profits from them—can be largely replaced. And where this change is needed the most (in the US, given its vast income and wealth inequality), it is probably the most difficult to accomplish, politically. We couldn’t even agree to put on masks in a pandemic!

But I always think about how US abolitionists felt when our ancestors were still enslaved. Chattel slavery wasn’t just a physical or economic phenomenon. It was psychological. Capitalists and racists (not mutually exclusive) tried to convince the world that Black people weren’t even fully human and thus were not deserving of freedom. After a couple of centuries, it would have been easy for everyone to believe this was a scientific truth. But revolutionaries were born who refused to accept this mythology.

Americans also have to want a change. We can talk to our friends all day about the benefits of another relationship, or at least about leaving the one we’re currently in and frustrated with. But ultimately, we have to choose to actually walk away, into some uncertainty.

If we hold on stubbornly to the status quo because of some nominal benefits and treat capitalism as inevitable, it will be. But if we keep chipping away at capitalism’s myths, we can find freedom for future generations, and maybe even our own. In the (paraphrased) words of the great Dolly Parton, the tide can turn, and it can all roll our way. [image: Image]





5 Don’t Call Me on My Cellphone


“We believe that the government must provide, free of charge, for the people, health facilities that will not only treat our illnesses, most of which are a result of our oppression, but that will also develop preventative medical programs to guarantee our future survival.”

—Black Panther Party Program Platform, March 1972

Okay, we’re making progress. You left that abusive job and got a union position at a company that tries to share decision-making collectively and actually respect everyone’s time. You start getting over the past, being all healthy and going out more, running out of pages in your passport. And then BOOM. Your ex slides into your DMs. Again. It’s like they have an antenna that knows when you’ve gotten over them and gotten it together, and they whine about you going to places they think you don’t belong.

This is what all those ads decrying Medicare for All felt like during the 2020 election. They are the Drake in our lives, raising a fit because we’re trying to move on. We were bombarded with multimillion-dollar campaigns telling us that life couldn’t possibly be better with public healthcare—there would be no choice and no freedom!—precisely because so many people were finally so over America’s current for-profit healthcare system.
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Even while pundits have always framed Medicare for All as a radical idea, in the 2020 Democratic primary in South Carolina (a state widely known for its radical-left revolutionaries and Commies), more voters supported “replacing all private health insurance with a single government plan for everyone” than those who opposed it.


THE MATH ISN’T MATHING




	87% of Democrats support Medicare for All

	+

	41% of people have negative views of private insurance

	+

	A pandemic that leaves COVID-19 hospital patients with an average $50,000 medical bill

	=

	Absolutely nothing changes





The idea of free, government-funded healthcare is growing in popularity. But like with many of our social services, we can only have good things in limited ways or in temporary spurts, with the ever-looming threat that they will end. Probably like how Jimmy Brooks felt when his basketball dreams were dashed halfway into the season. (But maybe we can eventually get that good Dutch healthcare and piece it back together like Jimmy did in those later Degrassi seasons??)


universal health care and single-payer healthcare 101


Universal healthcare means that “all individuals and communities receive the health services they need without suffering financial hardship.”

Single-payer healthcare is one type of universal healthcare where “rather than multiple competing health insurance companies, a single public or quasi-public agency takes responsibility for financing healthcare for all residents,” so everyone has health insurance under one health insurance plan “and has access to necessary services—including doctors, hospitals, long-term care, prescription drugs, dentists and vision care.”
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Single-payer healthcare is often funded by taxes. Medicare in the United States—which 2020 presidential candidates Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren wanted to make universal via “Medicare for All”—is funded both by taxes and by additional funding authorized by Congress. The Medicare for All plan would have generated most of its revenue from increasing taxes paid by large employers.

We’re not lacking universal, free public healthcare in order to teach us all “personal responsibility.” The government’s reason for limiting our social safety net is often framed this way, as if we are children without self-control who need a gazillion-dollar hospital bill and a “choice” of insurers to be real adults (even though most people have no real choice—their employers likely offer one insurance provider and two or three plans, tops. Oh, and the unemployed are screwed, obviously).

The reality is that a lot of big companies with a vested interest in making money off our basic human need for healthcare have immense influence on government officials.

For brief moments during the coronavirus pandemic, we saw what a coordinated healthcare system that minimized costs could look like, with hospitalization waivers, free COVID tests, free vaccines, and subsidies for COBRA (a government-sponsored program that allows employees to continue health coverage for a limited time when they leave a job). The $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan (ARP) temporarily provided a lifeline for those on the edge of economic collapse. But as Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Chris Hedges noted:


[T]he ARP will not alter the structural inequities, either by raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour or imposing taxes and regulations on corporations or the billionaire class that saw its wealth increase by a staggering $1.1 trillion since the start of the pandemic.

The health system will remain privatized, meaning the insurance and pharmaceutical corporations will reap a windfall of tens of billions of dollars with the ARP, and this when they are already making record profits.




why we have for-profit healthcare


Fortunately for health insurance companies and their fat pockets, conservative politicians and elites in the US have stoked fears of desegregation and socialism to keep the rest of us from having a universal single-payer healthcare plan.

This didn’t just start in the past few decades, and it certainly didn’t start when young people starting “feeling the Bern.” It’s been this way since the first proposals for nationalized health insurance started to pop up, in the early 1900s.
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a (near) replica of an actual AMA brochure:


[image: Image]


Questions & Answers on

HEALTH INSURANCE

Compulsory or Voluntary


The people’s decision will determine the ultimate fate of Freedom and Truth in this Nation.

You May Be Next!


Q. Would socialized medicine lead to socialization of other phases of American life?

A. Lenin thought so. According to Lawrence Sullivan in his book The Case Against Socialized Medicine, the founder of international revolutionary Communism once proclaimed socialized medicine “the keystone of the arch of the Socialist State.”

Today, much of the world has launched out on that road. If the medical profession should be socialized because people need doctors, why not the milk industry? Certainly, more people need milk every day than need doctors.

On the same erroneous premise, why not the corner grocery? Adequate diet is the very basis of good health!

Why not nationalize lawyers, miners, businessmen, farmers? Germany did, Russia did. England is in the process.


Opposition to a national health plan went into high gear during the Cold War and continued beyond it, with prominent public figures fearmongering about it destroying the American way of life. Have you ever dated someone who condescendingly says they know what’s best for you, as if you can’t trust your own judgment? That’s been our history with single-payer healthcare.


very chill reactions from the right about rAdIcAl healthcare plans



“The democracy of our republic is threatened by the steady encroachment of socialistic, bureaucratic government. What began as an apparently innocent effort for comfort and happiness is becoming a destructive instrument of dictatorship.”

American Medical Association president Ernest Irons in 1950, basically equating President Harry Truman’s national healthcare plan to a Russian gulag or something.

“The welfare state . . . is that state of twilight in which the glow of democratic freedoms is fading beyond the horizon, leaving us to be swallowed in the blackness of socialism or worse.”

Senator Harry Byrd (D-VA), also being super dramatic about President Truman’s plan for national health insurance and other social programs, in 1952

“This program, I promise you, will pass just as surely as the sun will come up tomorrow; and behind it will come other federal programs that will invade every area of freedom as we have known it in this country. Until, one day, as Norman Thomas said, we will awake to find that we have socialism.”

Ronald Reagan—then an actor commissioned by the American Medical Association for a PR campaign—having a normal one describing the precursor to Medicare in 1961

“I will not endorse nor go with a nationalized [plan]—they used to say socialized medicine—that will guarantee only long lines, indifferent service, and very high taxes.”

George H. W. Bush making up things to the staff of the University Medical Center of Southern Nevada, in 1992


So basically, not that different from Republicans today—and certain cable news networks—screaming “SOCIALISM!!” every five minutes, as single-payer healthcare becomes more popular than ever. There’s a long legacy with this mess. And conveniently, none of these men even bother to say why socialism would be so bad for people’s health and well-being. (And btw the USSR was arguably not socialist—some would say it wasn’t even communist.)


the high price of insuring our health


Coincidentally (but not a coincidence at all), equating government-run national healthcare with an un-American, nuclear-armed threat aligned with the financial interests of private insurers.

As historian Christy Ford Chapin notes, companies belonging to the Health Insurance Association of America (HIAA), founded in 1956, exerted a lot of behind-the-scenes political pressure to build the private insurance company model, even though they knew it wouldn’t be the most effective system and could lead to rising medical costs.
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And rise they did. Data shows that health spending in the US has increased thirty-fold in the last four decades or, adjusting for inflation, from $1,848 per person in 1970 to $11,582 in 2019.

The technical term for this is: absolute clusterfuck.

In the US, we spend more on healthcare per capita than any other wealthy country by far, and it continues to grow over time.

[image: Image]

Okay, so the capitalists who run big insurance companies are pocketing a gang of money. So what? This is America, land of everything excellent. Our health must be the best in the world if it’s so expensive, right? Right????

Sorry friends, but our life expectancy isn’t even in the Top 25 of OECD nations (i.e., the world’s most developed countries that are in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development). The average man won’t live past the age of 74.2, which is the thirty-second best life expectancy for men out of forty-nine countries. Women’s life expectancy in the US is the thirty-fourth best, at 79.9 years.

Of the world’s most developed nations, only three countries fare worse in infant mortality rates.

And our for-profit, insurance-based system isn’t incentivizing more doctors to practice either. Among OECD countries, the US has one of the lowest numbers of practicing physicians per 1,000 people (2.6 physicians), giving us the thirteenth worst rate out of sixteen countries.


Why Are We Swiping Right on This?
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Despite all this, we keep swiping right on America’s healthcare system.

If you’ve read each chapter of this book thus far, you may already have a clue what I’m about to say next. If this is the state of our health in general, it is not looking pretty when you take race into account.

race, class, and . . . eugenics?? oh my.

Because capitalists and other elites transformed race into something biological and immutable, racism has affected practically every aspect of our lives, including our health.

So even if we had a government-funded, single-payer healthcare system—which we absolutely need and should fight for—it wouldn’t undo the centuries of racist practices and policies that facilitated poor health outcomes for a significant number of people of color and some white people (i.e., poor whites who were conceptualized as being a separate, pauper “race”).

These are policies that have led to more white Americans living in areas of concentrated affluence, while Blacks and Latinos are more likely to live in areas of concentrated poverty where there is more exposure to harmful toxins and pollutants.

In its 2003 report Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Healthcare, the National Academies’ Institute of Medicine “reviewed more than 100 studies and concluded that bias, prejudice, and stereotyping contributed to widespread differences in healthcare by race and ethnicity.” Fifteen years later, a 2018 study found that “Black, American Indian and Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander patients continued to receive poorer care than White patients on 40 percent of the quality measures included, with little to no improvement from decades past.”

In the same way we arrived at capitalism through both a series of policies and brute force, today’s disparities in people’s health don’t exist by happenstance. This sad state of affairs largely came from a set of beliefs of a wealthy, powerful minority, and they turned those beliefs into professional practices and public policy—and some of those beliefs are f&*%($! BONKERS. (For the baby leftists that might be reading this, the censored word is “totally.”)
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We haven’t quite been stuck in the same cycle of racism and capitalism that led to these health outcomes, since explicit racists are considered extremists nowadays. But there is a definite race/class evolution that got us here.

Those health disparities are used to justify why capitalists and the state shouldn’t care about the working class’s health problems anyway.

Southern physician Samuel Cartwright is one of those elites who made up BS to justify Black people’s enslavement. In 1851, writing in a New Orleans medical journal, he invented illnesses “peculiar to negroes.” One was drapetomania, a disease he claimed caused enslaved Africans to flee from captivity. As the New England Journal of Medicine noted, Cartwright argued that it could be prevented by keeping Black people in submission and could be cured by whippings. Cartwright also “discovered” dysaesthesia aethiopica, “a ‘disease’ in Black people characterized by reduced intellectual ability, laziness, and partial insensitivity of the skin.”

This has repercussions to this day. In a 2016 study of racial attitudes, “half of White medical students and residents held unfounded beliefs about intrinsic biologic differences between Black people and White people. These false beliefs were associated with assessments of Black patients’ pain as being less severe than that of White patients and with less appropriate treatment decisions for Black patients.”

In his book on scientific racism, The Legacy of Malthus, reporter Allan Chase observed that scientific racism was simply concerned with maximizing profits and minimizing the taxation of those profits.

He also dropped this dime about how scientific racism came about when religion was being used less frequently to blame people for their problems:


Scientific racism did not, obviously, invent the reluctance to pay living wages and taxes for the promotion of the general welfare of an entire nation’s people. It did, however, appear at a critical turn in history when the classic scriptural excuses for greed, selfishness, and poverty were fast losing their traditional credibility . . . [so scientific racism] became the rationale in the rapidly industrializing nations of Europe and, shortly, North America.



Now ain’t that some s--t.

Heading into the turn of the century, there was also a growing belief in eugenics, a pseudoscientific movement that sought to breed the perfect race (i.e., white, Anglo-Saxon). White medical professionals and policy makers used similar arguments as those from the Industrial Revolution, expressing apathy or even disdain at the prospect of improving health outcomes of Black Americans and poor whites.

As historian Karen Kruse Thomas shows, the president of the American Medical Association’s North Carolina chapter, Hubert Haywood, went so far as to argue that Black people and poor whites were biologically inferior and more susceptible to disease, so national health insurance that included those groups would be a waste of money.

And it gets worse.



	HAYWOOD ARGUED THAT:




	Black people simply existing would have an “adverse effect on the white race,” he noted in a 1941 speech, because Black blood would filter into the white population.
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	Empathy and adequate social services for Black Americans intervened with nature’s plan: the extinction of the Black race.
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	So keeping Black people healthy was both futile and dangerous.
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Overall, in the South, as Thomas documents, “white doctors viewed socialized medicine as a threat to two of their most cherished ideals: segregation and physician autonomy.”

The AMA, of which many of these doctors were a part, influenced conservative policy makers and facilitated a defeat of President Truman’s national health insurance plan.

Clearly, untangling ourselves from the messy, atrocious web of racist lies, anti-socialist propaganda, and corporate influence on our healthcare will take a lot of work. Like, probably a revolution. But you’re only five chapters in so maybe you’re not ready for all that. So I’ll just say we need to radically transform the system, because this. is. not. working.


so how do we get the health care we need?


With Medicare for All, we had a ready-made bill to create another model, but for now it’s still just on paper. But we’ve seen how other systems—that rely much less on for-profit insurers—work in real life. Take Spain’s National Health System. It’ll make you swoon.
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HOW IT WORKS IN SPAIN:


	Universal, single-payer system guaranteed as a constitutional right and financed through taxes. About 99.1 percent of the population is covered, and 15 percent purchase additional private health insurance.

	Almost all covered services are free, except dental care is mostly out of pocket, and prescription drugs use a co-payment system.

	The Spanish government creates laws and regulations to keep pharmaceutical companies in check so they don’t charge absurd prices, making them one of the most highly regulated industries in the country.

	Patients can choose their primary care physician (which is called a general practitioner in Europe) and their nurse.




Okay, so the government handles their healthcare. But don’t people have to wait in absurdly long lines to be treated? Are they even that healthy?

Contrary to George H. W. Bush’s warning about “socialized medicine” in the 1990s, unmet medical care needs relating to cost, distance, or waiting times were reported by only 0.2 percent of Spain’s population in 2019, well below the EU average of 1.7 percent. And in 2019 (before COVID-19), Spanish life expectancy of eighty-four years was one of the highest among high-income countries in the world (and was five years longer than that of the US, which was at this same time 78.8).

The big problem in the US, though, isn’t envisioning another system. As I said, we’ve been discussing these alternatives for a literal century. It’s political will, that’s the problem. Our elected officials just can’t get out of the insurance companies’ beds, even if the people are back out in the field. But there’s also this pretty big issue of people not electing representatives who will push for policy like Medicare for All, even if they say they want it. I asked Nina Turner—the former Ohio state senator and chair of Bernie Sanders’s PAC, Our Revolution—how to get around that.

“It really is going to take a grassroots organizing effort to go into communities and help them to see the vision that it can actually happen,” she says. Yes, reader, that good ol’ organizing we hear so much about. But it’s one of the few tools leftists have to combat the huge propaganda machine we know capitalists have at their disposal.

Turner speaks to that point: “I think the neoliberal class has done a very good job of convincing the people in this country to not suspend their disbelief and make them think that they don’t deserve better than what they’re getting,” she shares. “And so we got to fight those messages.”

That organizing is already happening, so it’s not like you have to pop up at a stranger’s house unannounced. “For example,” Turner notes, “National Nurses United has been advocating for universal healthcare for a very long time.” From personal experience, I can verify that they have organizing calls, texting campaigns (that I’ve received *plenty of times*) and demonstrations to advocate for Medicare for All.

And while the federal government is necessary to institute single-payer healthcare on the national level, there are also state-level Medicare for All policies and campaigns in the works that people can fight for, including a Medicare for All law in California. Turner adds:


“Once one state does it, [it increases] the likelihood that other states will follow suit, [but] it goes back to the type of people that you elect. There’s no guarantee that just because a majority of the people want something that we get it. We the people have to make elected officials do these things. And if they don’t, we have to let them know that there’s going to be a consequence for not adhering to our will.”



Not to be all bootstrappy in a book on socialism, but we really do have some responsibility in getting the kind of relationship we want. We always hear about communication and expressing our needs with our partners. Well, we’ve got to take it a step further and stand by our dealbreakers when it comes to who we put in power to represent us. And if our representatives are being noncommittal on single-payer healthcare, it’s up to us to move on.

Just imagine what could happen when we do leave for better options.

Access to a quality physician wouldn’t depend on where we live or how much money we make. We might be more vigilant about seeking treatment before we get really ill because we wouldn’t be afraid of the hospital bill. People wouldn’t fall into debt and bankruptcy just to take care of themselves.

And beyond health outcomes, maybe we could actually save up and take time off from work to explore other interests and hobbies because we wouldn’t be afraid of losing our healthcare to do that. (As I write this, I’m in fact walking around without healthcare, because it was practically impossible to finish this book and keep my full-time job that gave me health insurance.)

Given America’s history of racism, better health is also not limited to a state-funded healthcare plan. It requires a fundamentally different economic system and an investment in Black people and other Americans who have faced an intergenerational avalanche of racist practices and policies coming from a government and society that cared very little if they lived or died.

Capitalism and racism have been working together to keep us sick and straggly. We’ve been stuck with them for so long we think this is just how we’re supposed to look and feel. When we periodically look in the mirror and realize something is wrong, they magically hit up our phone line and play the same ol’ song, probably one from a Toronto rapper, about how we don’t need nobody else.

If anything, let’s advocate for socialism so we can continue our glow-up and send these greedy capitalists straight to voicemail. [image: Image]





6 Keeping Up with the Joneses


“Witnessing the horrible poverty here and the millions of people who have no work, food, or home . . . in this country of scumbag millionaires, who greedily grab everything, has profoundly shocked us.”

—Frida Kahlo

In the world of love—not that I’m such a genius at it—mixed signals suck (that whole back and forth with Nia Long and Larenz Tate in Love Jones, anyone?) Yeah, yeah, mixed signals mean “no.” But we’re human after all and like to believe we can wish something into existence. We’re craving a loving relationship, and we want this person to be The One. If we just change one thing up, or maybe just stick around a little longer, then maybe something can grow out of this rollercoaster situationship.

This is what homeownership feels like in the United States.

There are some good things about it. Some bad things about it. Ultimately, getting everyone to own a home isn’t a socialist solution to our housing crisis. However, we should all have the option to afford to live where and how we want.

And, unlike the myths you may have heard, owning property doesn’t make you a capitalist. As we discussed in Chapter 3, Marx and Engels weren’t referring to the average person’s home (for those who can afford one) when they talked about abolishing private property. The main issue they had was bourgeois property, i.e., capitalists owning factories, land, and other property used to exploit other people’s labor.

Though, as Engels argued, being a homeowner might suck if you ever needed to strike and protest your work conditions, since you might be less likely to go on strike and confront your capitalist bosses. After investing in a home, who wants to risk losing an income and not being able to afford your mortgage? (And I would argue that having a 30,000-square-foot mansion, however you earned it, isn’t a particularly good thing.)
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	Okay this is cool

	Oh no, abort mission!




	Buying a home can provide financial stability for a lot of people, and can serve as built-in rent stabilization, as someone on Twitter told me (shout out to @PontiousPilate). This is fair, seeing how landlords can raise your rent each year, but with a fixed-rate mortgage your monthly payment is locked in.

	Homeownership as a source of asset building also requires a for-profit market that tends to discriminate against non-homeowners and deepen inequality and individualism. Like how your mom’s next-door neighbor Sue (it would be a Sue) went to the zoning meeting to rant against building affordable housing or approving a bus stop nearby because they lower property values? That kind of individualism.




	Home ownership creates intergenerational wealth for many Americans, including the working class.

	Explicitly racist housing policies and business practices have made homeownership much less valuable for many people of color, if it’s attainable at all, given how property values have grown exponentially without much increase in wages. We have actual lawyers (me) who can’t comfortably afford a decent condo in their home city (like mine) because the market is doing market things and investors are jacking up prices (I’m not crying, you’re crying).




	For many southern Blacks especially, after generations of sharecropping and being forced into deplorable housing conditions, owning land and a home could offer independence and necessary comfort and security in a hostile, anti-Black world.

	Black homeowners are still displaced and housing insecure, after a long history of racial terror, discrimination, wealth extraction, eminent domain policies, and neoliberal deregulation that has forced many of us out of our homes and communities. Y’know, just super casual stuff that the right wing totally wants us to learn about in public school and neighbor Sue is absolutely not trying to ban from the curriculum.





In the twenty-first century, rent has gotten out of hand and many people probably would like the stability and potential affordability of homeownership. Whatever you think about Marx’s argument, we also know that a profit- driven real estate market incentivizes a focus on large returns and treats homes as any other investment—a way to grow wealth, not just to live safely and securely. This leads to all sorts of social and economic problems.

Because of that, and the fact that owning a home isn’t the key to racial equality that many might believe it to be, I have conflicting feelings about the push for homeownership under capitalism—especially in the US. Like any messy relationship, my status with home buying is: It’s complicated.

On top of these pros and cons of contemporary homeownership, we’re living in a settler-colonial state in the first place, benefiting from stolen indigenous land based on Western ideals of property rights. I promise I won’t lead you down the rabbit hole of Anglo property law principles. But there are other possibilities for housing and our relationship with land and property, beyond the limited framework—either insecure tenancy or the speculative, for-profit housing market—that we’ve been offered.

Housing should be a human right, but in our current capitalist society, it’s treated as a commodity, and millions of people currently face eviction in the richest country in the world.

So what’s the moral of the story here? Everything sucks a little . . . for now. The world that I personally would like to live in offers options: you can access public housing that’s super affordable, you can own a home if that’s your thing (but without the expectation that you can amass immense wealth from it that would hurt a lot of other people), or you can rent some other form of affordable housing on land that’s managed and owned communally.

And here’s some good news: these examples exist in real life. We may not be destined to be serfs on an oligarch’s land after all!!
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	Vienna, Singapore




	PUBLIC HOUSING




	
STRUCTURE:

Government agencies fund the construction and maintenance of public housing units. Units may be rented or, in some places, owned through a long-term leasehold system.





	BENEFITS:


	Federal government is large enough to pay for the massive investment needed to serve millions of families.

	Maintains housing affordability

	Mitigates homelessness







	
CHALLENGES:


	Securing the land to develop public housing could be detrimental to some communities due to “slum clearance.”

	Little political will in the US from either Democrats or Republicans to invest in existing public housing or construct new units. (We know Congress hates to do literally anything.)

	Stereotypes and stigma about public housing among voters would likely deter their construction. Because NIMBYism.
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	Vermont, California, Massachusetts




	COMMUNITY LAND TRUSTS




	
STRUCTURE:

Land is owned by a nonprofit, and its board decides how the land is developed. If housing is constructed, the nonprofit allows residents to enter a 99-year lease. Residents own their home, similar to a state-run leasing system. If a resident chooses to sell, the selling price must remain affordable.




	BENEFITS:


	Can preserve affordability and mitigate displacement

	Decisions about the management of the land are done collectively, and the board includes residents.

	Targeted to low-and-moderate income families who may otherwise be unable to find secure housing in the rental market







	
CHALLENGES:


	Some of the more intangible benefits, like the sense of community, are not guaranteed

	The legal infrastructure to create them on a large scale isn’t fully developed in many states

	Land in larger cities may be cost-prohibitive for nonprofits.
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	New York City




	LIMITED EQUITY HOUSING COOPERATIVES




	
STRUCTURE:

Residents each own a share in the stock of their cooperative and pay a monthly membership fee to cover common expenses such as maintenance and reserves. Residents can vote on how the building is managed and governed.




	BENEFITS:


	Intended to preserve affordability, as there are income limits to qualify for membership and reselling is restricted.







	
CHALLENGES:


	Can vote to privatize, allowing individuals to eventually put their home on the private real estate market, which could eliminate affordability.*
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* NOTE: But there are some deterrents to privatization. In 2021, for the Mitchell- Lama co-op program, New York State passed a law that requires that 80 percent of residents vote on opting out of the program to privatize their development. If a vote to opt out fails, it places a five-year moratorium on a new vote.


brb, moving to singapore


While none of the previous examples are orthodox socialist solutions per se, they are examples of helpful reforms that exist in capitalist countries that can even the playing field. In Singapore, over 80 percent of its residents live in public housing flats. While the flats are developed and managed by the government, 90 percent of public housing residents own their home through a ninety-nine-year leasehold system. They can renovate, rent, and sell their flat and can keep the profits of any transactions, though there are rules to prevent investors from buying up the housing stock purely to flip it and earn a profit (like a five-year occupancy requirement). I don’t know about you, but I’d take this any day over haggling with either a mortgage company or my landlord, who wants to hike my monthly rent up by $500 in one year because a Whole Foods is getting built down the block.

Unlike Federal Housing Administration loans and other government financing programs in the US, in Singapore the state-subsidized housing doesn’t become private property that can be owned indefinitely. After ninety-nine years, the leaseholders must relinquish their property to the state to be leased to another family, and the government provides other housing for elders who may outlive the lease term.

Singapore’s long-term leases are also intended to maintain affordability. “Buyers would need to use less than a quarter of their monthly household income to pay for the mortgage installment of their first flat, a figure lower than the international benchmarks for affordable housing,” according to Singapore’s Housing and Development Board.

If you don’t think these public, government-regulated options can work for us in the United States—we’re a bigger country, you say, and like, so libertarian—then just look at our for-profit housing market and tell me you don’t want to at least try.


fatal attraction—our addiction to property ownership is a killer!


As most of us have realized by one look at apartment listings (or when trying to buy a home), median wages since 1997 have grown way more slowly than rents and the cost of buying a home.

Remember that in Singapore you can own a home by paying less than 25 percent of your income on a mortgage through the government’s long-term lease system. In the US, many tenants pay much more than that just to rent, largely because property owners are encouraged to get as much value out of their land as possible and most of us aren’t getting paid enough.
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Clearly, a main theme of this book is “things are costing more and we’re getting paid less!!!” Being paid less affects so many of the ways in which we live, including where and how we live. But, of course, capitalists’ profits are growing just fine.

[image: Image]

If you want to stir up your class rage a little more, I can tell you that “super-luxury” home sales have surged over the past few years, growing 35 percent from 2020 to 2021. “Super-luxury” is not that $3-million dream house you’ve had on your vision board for the past five years that has long since been snatched up. We’re talking homes that sold for over $50 million.

In 2021, Jonathan Miller, CEO of appraising firm Miller Samuel, told Bloomberg, “Since 2014, there’s been the establishment of a new class of property,” referring to homes sold at $100 million or more. “Initially, it seemed comical or whimsical; these numbers we were seeing came across as a flash in the pan. But now we’re in our seventh year of it.”

Meanwhile, homelessness in the US has increased every year since 2016, and the rate of eviction filings is higher than in any other country studied by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Marxists talk about carving up mansions and housing the homeless in them . . . and that isn’t sounding so bad, right about now.

With housing considered as an investment, instead of primarily as a means of shelter, investor buyers are snatching up homes everywhere. As data firm CoreLogic reported, investors made 27 percent of all single- family home purchases from January through September 2021, in the middle of the pandemic. This was up from about 16 percent at the same time in 2019. Who wants to bet activist and author Naomi Klein is penning her next chapter on disaster capitalism in real estate?

Investors are, of course, focusing on low-priced homes, hurting the chances of younger generations looking to make their first purchase. As the New York Times reported, as of May 2021, 93 percent of homes purchased by corporations were bought for under $300,000.

This trend has hit some predominantly Black neighborhoods especially hard. According to a Washington Post analysis of 2021 data in forty major metropolitan areas, “30 percent of home sales in majority Black neighborhoods were to investors, compared with 12 percent in other Zip codes.” In my hometown of metro Atlanta—in Black communities where I attended church, tutored, celebrated Black college homecomings, and grew into adulthood—investors are snatching up homes like bandits. They’re not there to pour economic activity and life into the community, like most homeowners. Their focus is to profit, either through house flips or luring in renters.

Along with Charlotte, Atlanta ranked first in the country for investor- purchased homes during 2020–21. In numerous zip codes where the population is majority Black, investors made up more than 50 percent of the buyers in 2021.

Homeownership is depicted as a racial equalizer. But how can America bill homeownership as the path to parity when it remains inaccessible for so many people? The Black homeownership rate has reverted to where it was before the Civil Rights Act of 1968 (i.e., the Fair Housing Act) was signed into law. Fifty-five years later, white Americans continue to be the disproportionate beneficiaries of the housing market.
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The racial homeownership gap isn’t improving for millennials, either. According to a 2021 report from Apartment List, “White millennials maintain a homeownership rate that is substantially higher than non-white groups, and only barely lower than previous generations” of white families. God only knows what Gen Z is inheriting.

With rent becoming more unaffordable, cities are also seeing more people become unhoused.

There is endless literature on American housing policy that explains how we arrived at these racial disparities. Meanwhile, experiments in privatization and subsidizing developers have yet to create real affordability for most people. From New Deal housing programs that focused on uplifting white Americans from poverty into the middle class, to racial covenants, redlining, and subprime lending, there’s a policy hit for every decade!


HOUSING [image: Image]



	
	Peak

	Weeks on Chart




	
Public Housing for the Win . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Just Kidding Because We Segregate This, Too

	1

	4,576




	Moving to the Burb . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

The Highways feat. the White Flights

	1

	3,484




	Cutting Through Your Hood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

The Feds feat. the Highways

	2

	3,484




	Burbs for Me and Not for Thee . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Racial Covenant

	3

	5,044




	The Red Line . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

THOLC and Lender

	2

	4,420




	Clear It Up . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Robert Moses

	4

	4,056




	Defunding Everything . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Not the Police

	1

	3,000




	Privatize . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

DJ Private Equity (feat. HUD and the Neoliberals)

	1

	2,080




	Equal Access . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Haha, It’s Really Subprime Lending

	3

	936






A common takeaway from historical accounts of racial and wealth inequality is that policymakers should just increase access to the private homeownership market. Not just to provide housing security, but to mitigate the racial wealth gap. But as researchers at the Samuel DuBois Cook Center on Social Equity point out:


[T]he idea that homeownership creates wealth simply may put the relationship backward. Rather than homeownership creating wealth, having family wealth in the first place leads to homeownership, particularly high equity homeownership. . . . [B]lacks have minimal initial wealth to invest in homes or pass down to their children to assist with down payments, [and] without sufficient wealth in the first place, households have limited means to invest in homeownership. Wealth, after all, begets more wealth.



For renters and buyers, housing policy at all levels of government focuses on simply increasing supply because the “free market” (which we have never actually had in America, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise!) leaves everything to supply and demand. When there is less money to be made renting to poor, low-income, and working-class people, what is a developer’s incentive to increase supply for them? The government supplies some monetary incentives (like low-income-housing tax credits), but they clearly are not enough to keep masses of renters housed affordably and comfortably.

Policymakers also tend to ignore the fact that plenty of vacant houses are just sitting around. Don’t worry, it’s not because all these houses are abandoned. Some people just need to have their city house and their country house, oh, and their summer house and their winter house, too. And we can’t forget some of the money-laundering high-rises, the Tinder Swindlers of real estate. These superwealthy homeowners can’t fathom being taxed more for this luxury (nor can the industry that is built around their business).

Fundamentally, housing is a mess for millions of people because capitalist logic is a mess. And this logic just happens to align quite well with . . . (drum roll, please) . . . the Vicious Cycle of Why We Don’t Have Nice Things. And so we have a fundamentally discriminatory system that encourages people to do whatever they can to keep their home value high (even if it means more discrimination), locking out a lot of other people from owning a home either because of race, class, or both.

Clearly we have our work cut out for us.

Solving the housing problem is tricky, and I won’t even pretend I can answer it all in this chapter. For starters, unlike the workplace, where there are often clear class differences between multimillionaire or billionaire owners and their workers, you don’t have to be anywhere close to a capitalist boss to be a homeowner. Because of that, homeowners are not an acute minority. Over the past decade, they’ve been about 65 percent of the US population, and they have fundamental interests that compete with renters.

Renters want to maintain affordability and housing security. Homeowners (and those who may have owner-occupied rentals) want the value of their homes and land to appreciate and to have the ability to evict tenants if they fail to pay rent.

We socialists are always looking to find common ground and solidarity.


finding love in a hopeless place


The super high-level answer to finding solutions for this complicated situation is that with a socialist alternative to capitalism, our underlying housing problems in the US—of millions of people facing low, stagnant wages and being unable to afford to live where and how they want—might no longer exist.

And under socialism, people could actually have the choice and freedom to live in whatever kind of home they want. Y’know, the things capitalists say we already have.

[image: Image]


Moms 4 Housing

Another way some people have addressed the issue is through straight-up resistance. In 2019, a group of women in Oakland, known as Moms 4 Housing, occupied a vacant house owned by corporate landlord Wedgewood Properties. The women were all unhoused mothers who were both protesting a serious issue and meeting a personal, practical need. Think of them like Rosa Parks for the twenty-first century. Yes, they were resistant about moving because they didn’t have their own home, but they were also very intentional about making a larger point while being super relatable (I mean, moms! Who can be mad at moms??).

“This is a new face of homelessness, people that are working more than one job to hold it down,” shared a Moms 4 Housing founder Sameerah Karim in a 2019 video interview. “[People] that are educated. That are in the process of getting their education. And it’s no crime on our part. The crime is a society where we even have to be homeless.”

Another homeless mother in the organization, Dominque Walker, was saddled with student loan debt. Confronted with an increasingly costly city, she struggled to find a permanent home and eventually found Karim. They banded together after finding out that Oakland was full of vacant homes and chose a house in West Oakland to occupy.

After their months-long protest gained national attention, Wedgewood was pressured to sell the home to a community land trust, OakCLT. OakCLT in turn rehabilitated the home, which Moms 4 Housing is now operating as transitional housing for other mothers and their children.

This local, DIY resistance invokes the spirit of another Oakland-born group: the Black Panther Party. Both organized around very personal, tangible problems in their community. The Panthers, for instance, got started in 1967 by helping kids cross the street to school after the city was slow to install a stoplight. And these grassroots movements can grow to address larger, systemic problems.

For Moms 4 Housing, this has been the vast commodification of housing. “Before we found each other, we felt alone in this struggle,” their website reads. “We are coming together with the ultimate goal of reclaiming housing for the community from speculators and profiteers.”

With this relatively small, but impactful, act of resistance, the women have already helped some families find stability and safety and encouraged a much bigger conversation around alternatives to our capitalist housing model, well beyond Oakland’s borders. A mass movement of occupying vacant homes may not be the most practical, but never discount the effectiveness of just embarrassing these capitalists.

Figuring out how to scale up these local solutions to major enduring problems—without resorting to abstraction (“we just need a revolution!!!”)—takes work.


Getting American capitalists (and people who think they’re capitalists) to agree on anything that seems to marginally challenge the free market system—even just by giving people an option for an alternative—is a tall order. That’s how absurd capitalism is here.

And let’s be real. It’s a bit daunting for a lot of us regular working people in the US, too. The thought of not owning a single-family house goes against what we’ve been taught our whole lives: that buying our own home is the American dream. I mean, millennials grew up on MTV Cribs, dreaming of Mariah Carey’s Tribeca penthouse, and yet so many of us can’t afford anything of our own. Of course we want to be able to give tours of our house and tell a stranger “this is where the magic happens.”

Cooperatives and public housing come with hefty political challenges in the US and they’re not perfect alternatives, which I’ve pointed out. Shoot, window-house-shopping on Zillow has become a hobby of mine, because I know homeownership can have its benefits.

But I’m also aware that private homeownership is not a panacea for community-wide social problems. It’s a way, potentially, of having a reprieve from them. And as discussed, sometimes it reproduces and perpetuates those problems.

If we’re going to be in a relationship with an economic system, does it have to be one that gives us such mixed results? Like with the image of mom-and-pop shops so often evoked to present capitalism as the ideal choice for hard-working, regular families instead of scary socialism (while multinational corporations laugh their way to the bank), we’ve been sold a particular version of the American housing dream. But the reality is less of a nineties rom-com with the perfect meet-cute and fairytale ending, and, again, more like the ups and downs of Nina and Darius in Love Jones. Fortunately, we don’t need their grand gestures (at the last minute of the movie I might add!) to solve our housing crisis. We just need a steady commitment to try the many options that have worked in America in the past, and those that have been working outside of the US today. It doesn’t have to be complicated, but it sure is “urgent like a motherf---er”! [image: Image]





7 Capitalism’s Twilight


“Show me a capitalist, and I’ll show you a bloodsucker”

—Malcolm X

Energy vampires suck. In some relationships, we give and give, and the other person just wants to take and take from us. And if we ask for anything back, and they oblige occasionally, it’s like they’re doing us a huge favor. And of course they’ll hold it over our heads forever.

In hypercapitalist USA, we give so much of our time and energy to our jobs. Meanwhile in the last several decades, our jobs have largely skirted any responsibility to pay us accordingly, while they suck the life out of us. Instead of stepping up, our government often looks the other way, and when we ask for support we get lectured about personal responsibility. Sometimes, if we’re lucky, government leaders will reluctantly give us two crumbs to piece together (remember the COVID relief check drama from both parties?) or they make our lives even worse. But we’re supposed to feel sooo grateful for those two crumbs.

So much of the cost of a basic social safety net—like affordable higher education and healthcare—are passed along to workers and consumers. And because we simply can’t afford it, a lot of Americans are shouldering debt for those important things. And since these things are pretty necessary, a whole industry of lending has ballooned to guarantee that they’ll profit from our desperation.

Welcome to the blood-sucking world of consumer finance, where big businesses (and elected officials in some cases) have forced millions of us into indebtedness, from student loans and credit cards to payday lending and the criminal legal system. Yes, even our “justice” system has been caught up in the debt wave.


Why Are We Swiping Right on These Lending Bloodsuckers?
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STUDENT LOAN VAMPIRE

ABOUT ME


	I will be with you forevvverrr. Can’t get rid of me baby!

	My love for you will just grow and grow.

	I just have a lot of interest in you okay? I may stalk you and hound you for money, no matter where you move.
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JAIL VAMPIRE

ABOUT ME


	I have a thing for men of color. It’s not a fetish, I promise . . . it’s just a preference.

	If you can’t pay me back, you’ll barely see the light of day.
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CREDIT CARD VAMPIRE

ABOUT ME


	I’ll be with you wherever you turn looking for commitment. Yeah, I know we just met.

	I’ll charge a lot for you to be with me. It’s kind of criminal actually.

	You make one little mistake and I’ll hold it against you for a really really long time.
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PAYDAY LOAN VAMPIRE

ABOUT ME


	I know your main chick isn’t giving you what you deserve, so I’ll help you out . . . but it’ll cost ya.

	You can hit me up last minute when you’re in a pinch, but of course I’ll charge a premium. I know my worth!

	I’m kind of low-key, so I get away with a lot.





On top of wages that don’t keep up with the cost of living, the increasing influence of the financial industry—in Congress, and in almost every aspect of our lives—has led to us having the most household debt ever in the United States.

It’s easy to solely blame borrowers for making bad decisions. After all, your good ol’ Uncle Larry was a “responsible adult” who went to a school he could afford, paid off his entire $7,000 college debt, and he would be livid if a president wiped out all the debt for other people (especially the colored ones).

With society’s hyperfocus on borrowers, it seems like people largely ignore those who profit handsomely from our indebtedness.

This debt issue is not just about education. There’s a whole crew of lending bloodsuckers trying to match with us. Swipe left!


not another teen debtor


Let’s take a closer look at student loans. The way these vampires have crept into our lives—sometimes before we are legal adults—is scaryyy. Here are some horrifying numbers:


	Student loan debt is the second-highest category of personal debt after housing debt, totaling $1.59 trillion in the first quarter of 2022.

	The amount of student loan debt in the US is higher than the total wealth held by the entire bottom 50 percent of US households in 2018 ($1.54 trillion). Let that sink in a minute.

	Between 1995 and 2017, the balance of outstanding federal student loan debt increased more than sevenfold, from $187 billion to $1.4 trillion (in 2017 dollars).

	College education costs rose 103 percent since 1987. Median household income increased 14 percent.

	Race and gender make a difference too. Women hold nearly two-thirds of all student loan debt. Black men and women borrow more money to finance their undergraduate education than anyone else, and these numbers don’t even include students who don’t borrow any money at all.




something is not right. (this, specifically, is not right.)


You’ve probably heard more about the hypothetical elite college students who will allegedly benefit from student loan cancellation than you have about the web of companies (and our own government agencies) profiting from our debt. Poor (okay maybe not poor) Yale grad Christine who spent summers in Nantucket and probably never needed a loan in her life is catching more heat than private companies like Maximus (the largest student loan company in the world), and other servicers who collect the money we borrow from the feds.

Literally as I type this, I’m staring down a pile of letters from companies still trying to take my money, under the guise of helping me pay off or postpone paying off my debt. One from the finance company SoFi has writing on the envelope saying it will give me a WHOLE $100 if I refinance my student loans with them. These lenders are everywhere.

How did it get so bad?

I spoke to Raúl Carrillo—a debt expert and deputy director of Yale Law School’s Law and Political Economy Project—to find some answers. We’re about to get into it.


Questions & Answers on
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with Raúl Carrillo



Q: What do you see is the problem with focusing the blame on students for student loan debt?

A: Higher education doesn’t need to be a debt issue at all. California had public colleges that were free. Up until the 1960s, CUNY [City University of New York, New York City’s public college system] had a relatively free system. The complicating factor here often became race and the idea that certain ideologies were being reproduced in colleges. That was Reagan’s whole deal, you know, “they’re training hippies and Black Panthers at Berkeley, so shut it down.”

So conservatives make this an issue of “desserts,” and liberals keep it as an issue of individual merit; both exclude the possibility of treating education for what it is: something that would benefit us all and is necessary for the reproduction of society.

Q: It’s interesting you bring up the race issue, because I hear from elders, “I went to CUNY, and I paid like $2 a month.” So you’re talking about this propaganda and policy against truly making college super accessible. Yet, now it’s almost a requirement to take out a loan to afford most good schools and it’s sold as the key to success for young people of color. Do you think there’s any correlation, given that this was happening at the same time?

A: I’m not going to speak for all people of color. But I know that in my community, certainly, it is absolutely held up that way as the thing that everybody needs to do. For this older generation, education became this narrative that if we have enough of those peak people, people with the right sort of papers, then things would be better for everybody.

And many community leaders stopped organizing, which won the rights for education in the first place. It has almost replaced the idea that we would fight for public goods in that way, at least that’s how I think it’s operating. We have this system where people in particular communities still believe that they have to [have an expensive degree] to get by, much less to build wealth, and that’s an environment for exploitation. And that’s when we get for-profit colleges taking it to the next level, and the debt just gets worse and worse. And that goes for public and private debt.

Q. So going into more of the logistics of how this works: Who actually owns our student loan debt?

A. It depends on what kind of a loan you have. For most of us, it is on the books of the Department of Education, which is to say, the federal government that prints the damn money in the first place. Nothing is hinging on your monthly payments. The Department of Education is not going to go insolvent. It is not a thing that is going to happen.

Yet they have this sort of revenue mindset, and that they have to be cost effective, even though they’re loans and not expenses. It’s a whole ecosystem of profiteering.

The government doesn’t have to do things this way. But in the neoliberal era, this is the submerged state, right? It’s behind all these private-sector companies. When you’re talking about a debt to the government, you’re essentially saying that certain people should have a tax or a penalty for coming up when the federal government doesn’t even really need that money.

Q: So that leads me to my next question. Is it really that hard to forgive?

A. It is not. The executive authority is certainly there. My friend Luke Carian, who essentially wrote the core idea that [Elizabeth] Warren is using, proposes that we have a whole higher education system overhaul. It could be a more streamlined financing system, it could also just be grant-based rather than loan-based. In Australia, [the government] provides grants, and then they may or may not collect based on your income in the end, but it’s not a creditor-debtor relationship. And it’s not punitive.

But the government could cancel [student debt] now, pretty much indiscriminately, and it would have a progressive impact. We know that people in particular situations are forced to carry more debt, and the racial and demographic factors for that break down pretty much exactly as you’d expect them to. Thirty thousand dollars means the world to a working-class person.

Q: What are some socialist solutions to this problem? Other than, you know, ending capitalism tomorrow. What kind of reforms would be socialist reforms in the interim?

A. We have to get after the education system itself and the way it’s set up financially. As long as the whole thing runs on localized property taxes [meaning wealthy neighborhoods have better public school funding], we have a huge problem. And the courts aren’t going to let us relitigate that. So it’s got to be through organizing. I don’t think we get there any other way, and it probably starts at municipal, county, school district levels. But that’s where socialism popped up in the United States originally anyway, right? [image: Image]


While state governments used to invest in higher education, they’ve now passed that responsibility on to private companies who lend us the money. It’s how neoliberal capitalism works in general: fundamental goods and services that the government should or could provide—affordable housing, education, healthcare, and utilities, for instance—are passed off to the private sector, which is more focused on their market share and motivated by profits than on providing quality, affordable services. Meanwhile, we get government cuts (i.e., austerity measures) to those services, and advocates have to lobby constantly to keep them off the chopping block.

This is super evident with higher education: there is a direct relationship between what states had historically been investing in public higher education and what public college and grad students owe to lenders. According to research, “If states had continued to support public higher education at the rate they had in 1980, they would have invested at least an additional $500 billion in their university systems. This amount is ‘roughly equal to the outstanding student debt now held by those who enrolled in public colleges and universities.’”


oh my god we’re back (here) again?


Let’s talk about ABS. No, not the abs you want popping for your summer body (which is whatever body you happen to have in the summer, okay?). I mean Asset-Backed Securities.

An asset-backed security is a type of investment that makes money from some underlying asset-generating money. There’s been a market for student loan asset-backed securities (SLABS) for a couple decades now. SLABS are investments based on revenue that comes from us paying back our student loans with interest. Our student loans get packaged into a security and student loan lenders sell these SLABS to buyers on Wall Street. If this sounds familiar, it’s because Wall Street and lenders did similar finagling before the 2008 financial crisis, with home mortgages. And luckily the movie The Big Short actually kind of explained how it worked.

As with home loans in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, there should be a lot more scrutiny on the greed of schools and lending institutions that push these products and the investors who profit from them.

As Raúl Carrillo reported in Rolling Stone, “Lenders, servicers, collectors and investors prosper while students suffer because schools increasingly rely on private tuition rather than public funding.” Which means more borrowing to afford that tuition. That SoFi Super Bowl stadium won’t pay for itself!


Basically, a lot of people in the private sector are getting rich off students and graduates. For financial companies involved, their investment is low risk (because again, it all goes back to the government in the end), but they get high rewards—they can charge any interest rate they want, while federal law keeps debtors on the hook for their loans even if they go bankrupt.



the debt is everywhere


Americans are relying on debt for other basic needs outside of education, using consumer credit cards and payday lending to close the gap between our stagnant wages and our rising cost of living. Because payday lending is particularly egregious, let’s focus on this horrific bloodsucker. We could call payday loans the “James” (see Cam Gigandet’s character in Twilight) of capitalist structures.



	Payday loans are “short-term high-interest cash loans made against borrowers’ paychecks.” And when I say high, I mean higher than Colorado on 4/20.

	Payday lenders charge about $15 in fees for every $100 they lend over a two-week period. This would convert to an APR of 391%.

	Compare this to the average APR for credit cards, which was 16.45% in 2021.




Payday lenders are the biggest users and, unsurprisingly, Black people disproportionately rely on them. Like the subprime mortgages that were targeted to people of color (even to higher income households), payday lending is what some researchers call a form of predatory inclusion. Certain people, primarily Blacks and Latinos, are excluded from conventional credit markets but targeted for really, really shitty ones that have high interest rates. This “inclusion” (real hard air quotes here) builds on historical and contemporary racial exclusion.

As researcher Raphael Charron-Chenier found, “In 2016, nearly half of the households who used payday loans were nonwhite (47 percent), and black households in particular were 2.5 times more likely than white households to have used a payday loan.”

You know how the right wing uses phrases like “right to work” when talking about laws that actually lower labor protections for workers? The narrative around “inclusion and access” often means predatory loan terms for Blacks and Latinos, from housing to education. It begs the question, what exactly are we “accessing”?


As big a problem as debt has become, it’s just a part of an even larger capitalist phenomenon: the financialization of the US economy.

What’s financialization? It just means that the financial sector—banks, lenders, hedge funds, the stock market, and other institutions that make transactions in financial products such as checking and savings accounts, investments, loans, and insurance, to name only a few—are taking up a larger share of the economy, as compared to industries like manufacturing, for example. These are the entities who benefit from all of this debt we’re carrying.

This increased hoarding of wealth and political power obviously flows to the wealthiest people. So our economy overall is becoming less connected to everyday workers who produce real things or serve the average person. Meanwhile, incomes and wealth are distributed more and more to shareholders and finance professionals.



carceral credit


The criminal legal system is another lending vampire—and not even the hot, sparkly kind—but the energy sucking isn’t just coming from the private sector. It’s mostly facilitated by the government.

From the time someone gets arrested and goes to jail, to when they may be convicted of a crime and face time in prison, to when they are released, they’re on the hook to pay someone money. On top of that, the work hours lost while in jail and the inability to pay for existing obligations—rent or a mortgage, for instance—while being locked up puts people further behind financially.

Advocates, like those behind Debt Collective, call this carceral debt. As organizer Manny Galindo says, carceral debt consists of “all forms of debt either created or worsened by an individual’s involvement in the criminal legal system, from initial booking all the way to the end of reentry.”
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A key part of the debt problem starts with being jailed. Most people in jail have not been convicted of any crime. When people are arrested, in most places the only way they can be released from jail before their trial is if they pay a court-determined amount of money (bail), unless they’re suspected of something really bad and bail isn’t even offered. For felonies, the median bail amount is about $10,000. If you show up to all your court appearances, that bail money you pay the court gets refunded to you.

But wait, is that Uncle Larry whispering in your ear that most of us aren’t criminals, so that’s not our concern? Well, remember, people who go to jail haven’t been found guilty of a crime. And it’s not like police officers target certain communities and certain races of men who “fit the description” and lock them up arbitrarily or anything, right?

So anyway, most of us don’t have $10,000 lying around to pay the court. That’s where commercial bail bonds come in. Mind you, the US is one of only two countries in the world where a commercial bail system even exists. Look at us being exceptional again!



	In 1990, by some estimates, 23 percent of people released before trial used a commercial bail bond. In 2009, that figure more than doubled to 49 percent.

	In 2019, about $15 billion in bail bonds were underwritten.

	The industry—backed by a small network of insurers—is estimated to collect as much as $2.4 billion in profit annually.




The racial implications of this are daunting, and not just for the Black and Latino men who are disproportionately burdened by the monetary bail system. This financial burden falls heavily on low-income women, since they’re often the people relied on to bail out male arrestees. As public defender Chanta Parker has said, “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been told to call the woman in the family. The mother, the grandmother, the girlfriend, the wife, the sister . . . to try and see if they could get the bail together. Probably 90 percent of the time, I was given the name of a woman to call.”

Like any other corporate lobby (which we’ll get into in Chapters 8 and 9), the companies behind bail bonds have been working furiously to keep lining their pockets. It’s an industry that “maximizes profits at the expense of safety and justice,” and they fight hard to stay relevant.

While other industrial countries have much lower rates of incarceration, and you may barely notice a police presence on a day-to-day basis, American racism and capitalism have completely warped our mindset. We’ve practically become immune to overpolicing and substantial incarceration. We’ve been convinced that these are necessary parts of our society. The racist criminalizing of Blacks and Latinos lines the pockets of big businesses, the financial underinvestment in many communities of color and ongoing wealth and income gaps make some kinds of crime more likely, and the rabid fearmongering around crime waves (especially during election seasons) fuels conservative, largely white voters to keep the system going. Meanwhile, policing and incarceration harms a lot of white people, too. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Unlike students hounded by debt or workers who lose jobs, there’s even more backlash against advocating for those who are incarcerated, because of the moralizing around crime. People with criminal records, regardless of the crime or conviction, get written off as undeserving of a second chance or even a chance to earn a basic livelihood.

Life is getting sucked out of so many of us, but the real villains just keep getting away with it. I probably speak for a lot of socialists when I say we feel like Regina Hall in Scary Movie. We’re just out here yelling obnoxiously at the screen to warn people about the killer around the corner, but they keep walking right into the death trap.

If this all seems grotesque and dire and hopeless, well you’d be right about the first two. But some socialists aren’t just yelling into the void while the horror unfolds; they’ve put their boots on the ground to organize.

With more people becoming indebted to capitalist bloodsuckers than ever before—and with the number of unionized workers shrinking— nonprofits like Debt Collective have found a new opportunity to empower working-class people by unifying those of us who are in debt. Debt Collective is a debtor’s union, where members pay a small amount in monthly dues, and these dues are used to help the union abolish and renegotiate debt, give members tools to dispute their own debts, and fight for broader policies to abolish debt on a larger scale.

Socialist Astra Taylor, a cofounder of the Debt Collective, had just finished preparing some student loan debtors for press appearances when we spoke on a late spring day in 2022. The union organized for months to demand that President Biden return to his campaign promise and abolish $10,000 of student loans for borrowers; he ultimately announced widespread debt cancellation a few months later. Debt Collective also organized debt strikes that preceded the Department of Education’s abolition of over $10 billion in debt for students who enrolled in ITT and Corinthian, two private, for-profit schools that had been charged with unethical practices.


[image: Image]

“How can we reframe debt from an issue of isolation and shame to a platform for collective action and political mobilization?”

— Astra Taylor


In conjunction with organizing work, they examined the president’s legal authority and found that debt cancellation was within Biden’s power. Then they put pressure on his administration to use it.

[image: Image]

“Because of centuries-long war on workers, not everyone who is fully employed will get a chance to join a labor union,” Taylor says. She sees a debtor’s union as a “productive supplement,” not a replacement of existing labor organizing, since the workplace is ultimately where the fight against capitalism and toward a socialist economy plays out. “You’re robbed first by your boss, and then you’re robbed by the creditor, who you’re forced to engage with because you’re underpaid. They’re all connected to the deeper way our economy is structured.” Taylor also offers some broader socialist solutions to the debt crisis. In addition to the abolition of unjust debts, she also agrees with Raúl Carrillo that education should be free and open to all. The “democratization of public goods is where we need to go. People shouldn’t have to individually debt-finance the essentials of life.”

“As socialists, we also need to think about finance more,” she adds. “Obviously we want to strengthen labor unions. We would ultimately like to see some sort of workplace democracy and to shift the mode of production. But we also need to shift the modes of financing.”

Taylor continues: “A capitalist economy is one in which markets dominate. There could still be markets for some things in a socialist society. But we don’t need intermediaries that are profiting off our every exchange. And banking and finance right now are totally captured by private interests. So I think there’s a lot to be said for making that infrastructure public.”

Some socialists and progressives have been pushing the idea of postal banking for our everyday bank needs. Instead of paying large fees at check cashing places or facing exorbitant rates with payday lenders (both of which Taylor urges should be abolished) people with less access to traditional banks could go to the post office for financial services at lower rates. About a decade ago, our own US Postal Service published a white paper describing just how they could do it.

USPS already provides money orders (I’ve used them!), and when they published the report in 2014, they had about a 70 percent market share in the money order market. From 1911–1967, USPS also had a Postal Savings System that had billions of dollars in savings deposits. Since USPS is located all over the country, including low-income neighborhoods, it’s already accessible to most people.

As an example of how they could keep people out of predatory transactions, USPS has proposed a “Postal Loan” program to provide small personal loans. Their research found that they could provide a $375 loan with only $48 in fees, versus the $520 in fees for the average payday loan. That’s essentially an APR of 28 percent at the post office, versus 391 percent from a payday lender.

Granted, the USPS wasn’t heralding postal banking as any kind of anticapitalist model—it was largely proposed as a revenue generator. And of course they use the liberal messaging about “inclusion” for low-income households to show how postal banking can supplement our existing system. But it’s a forward step, and it’s roundly criticized by the banking industry and villainized by the right, so you know it’s moving in the right direction.

Of course, under socialism the goal is for people’s basic needs, which are frequently funded by credit cards and other loans, to already be met without the need to borrow money. Getting there—and making sure people aren’t drowning in debt in the interim—will require ample strategizing and organizing. Joining a nonprofit that’s already doing the work is one way to help.

In addition to Debt Collective, there’s the New Economy Project. It’s pushing for the city government in NYC to create its own public bank that isn’t driven by a profit motive (which leads to those ridiculous interest rates that have us shackled like freaking debt slaves). Some groups, like the Modern Money Network, organize people to think differently about our economy and banking systems, as ways to “mobilize resources in support of the common good.” MMN is full of lefty scholars who challenge traditional economics scholarship in the US that places primacy on the abstract “market.”

“The real thorny, interesting questions are about strategy and tactics, and how do we actually build power in the here and now to even make people’s lives marginally better,” Taylor tells me, rhetorically. “I’ve just been on the phone with people for the last three days who were crushed by debt, suicidal. I don’t think we need to have things be worse to suddenly be enlightened to have a revolution. No, we have to give people breathing room so we can survive and fight.”

With more breathing room, more of us may be more inclined to fight, too. And it can have a real impact. As Taylor says, “when workers get organized and have power, debtors get organized and have power. Our strike, which began with fifteen people, grew to a few hundred. We just won six f&*king billion dollars of debt cancellation for 560,000 people,” she says, referring to debt cancellation for students of the for-profit Corinthian College that the group successfully advocated for. “And that was because we built a union, where people took this step of radical economic disobedience.”

Despite what the movies tell us, we don’t have to live on the proverbial edge, in a relationship with a sparkly, blood-sucking vampire who’s very likely draining the life out of us—or definitely wants to—no matter how alluring their offer might appear. If the system allows predators to draw us into these traps, they will; it’s in their nature.

But as in literally all rom-coms, there’s always the hot friend disguised in a baggy graphic tee who’s an actual good person just waiting for us to see the light. And we know how vampires hate the light. [image: Image]





8 Our Hearts Should Go On


“Inherent in capitalism and essential to its existence are abundance and scarcity, growth and natural resource depletion”

—Carolyn Merchant

As we’ve learned, some people are perfectly fine watching you suffer while they reap the rewards of a relationship. When the (fictional) Titanic sank, Rose damn sure knew Jack could fit on that piece of wood she was floating on. The rich socialite splayed out in her lil’ gown and watched the man she supposedly loved freeze to death instead of sharing her space. The Roses of the real world—wealthy, industrial countries—have been doing this to our Earth’s natural resources since capitalism first emerged . . . and now they watch the world sink into the ocean. Literally.

Since capitalism’s early development, we’ve been burning fossil fuels. The world, surprise, surprise, has been heating up faster and faster since the Industrial Revolution. Obviously, having a market of alternative energy isn’t inherently socialist (Elon Musk, hello). But fossil fuel capitalism is the engine behind our climate catastrophe. It is fossil fuel capitalism that is preventing us from averting said catastrophe, and the damage is expensive as hell, if the whole *dooming little kids to a lifetime of health issues* isn’t enough.

Around the globe, due to greenhouse gas emissions from fossil fuels, a hotter planet has led to extreme weather events like droughts, hurricanes, and heat waves. With drier conditions, “fires and floods are becoming more commonplace . . . sea levels are also rising, placing many low-lying communities, populous coastal cities and island states in jeopardy,” the book The Climate Crisis: South African and Global Democratic Eco-Socialist Alternatives points out.

And like communities of color in the US who face the brunt of environmental injustice and the effects of fossil fuel capitalism, developing countries of the global South (mostly African and island states) are “most vulnerable to climate change but have contributed little to its genesis,” wrote a team of researchers in 2016.

Scientists agree that our global temperature shouldn’t be any higher than 1.5°C above what it was before industrialization. But we’re on track to surpass that, and just a half degree above this 1.5°C increase in temperature will change things substantially, with more heat-related deaths and more diseases.

And there are other costs of burning fossil fuels. According to some research, air pollution causes 50,000 deaths and $445 billion in economic damage annually in the US alone. The US can save $3.5 trillion and avoid 400,000 deaths from air pollution by 2050 by switching to cleaner energy.


“To prevent further ecological destruction and have a chance to reduce the now decades-long climate chaos, capitalism has to go.”

— The Routledge Handbook on Ecosocialism


The urgency of human-made climate change often leads us to focus on the fossil fuel industry, but the real issue is just capitalism, because it’s also harming the planet in other ways. “Much of the historical and ongoing damage from capitalism, like species extinctions, world deforestation, lead contamination, and radioactive waste, is either entirely irreversible or irreversible relative to multiple human lifespans,” warn the editors of The Routledge Handbook on Ecosocialism. THIS IS FINE!!

But none of this is groundbreaking information if you’ve turned on a TV at all in the last twenty years. It’s often just too depressing to think about because we feel like we don’t have any control over the state of the world, other than buying those goofy paper straws hoping they save a turtle. Or we boycott having kids, as if debt didn’t already delay parenthood enough. And really, it’s not that most of us reading this need to be convinced of anything. We’re being held hostage by a tiny minority of fossil fuel capitalists, the banks that invest in them, and the politicians who benefit from downplaying climate change. The key, then, is what do we do about it?

There is a glimmer of hope. But before we get to that, let’s take a close look at the lengths to which these capitalists and their cronies go so that they can maintain their power and profits while the planet burns. Instead of resignation and disappointment, maybe it’ll light a fire under our a$$ (too soon?) to fight back.


pretty little liars


It’s not a good look for fossil fuel companies to continue denying climate change. Instead, big oil and gas companies have engaged in PR campaigns touting their commitment to clean energy (aka “greenwashing”) on one hand while reportedly doing relatively little to shift their business strategies toward alternative energy. Remember how Cal, Rose’s grimy rich fiancé in Titanic, lied and said that he would save Jack from a sinking ship? It wouldn’t be effective for Cal to be antagonistic, so he played nice to get what he wanted. And that’s how these companies play in our faces about our planet. They make us expect one thing, but the reality is quite another.

[image: Image]


THE MATH ISN’T MATHING




	More innovation & technology

	+

	Cleaner energy

	=

	More oil refineries and pipelines ???




	. . . but that’s an equation that the industry and the politicians in their pockets seem to think people will believe.





In a study of major oil companies from 2009–2020—including Shell, Chevron, ExxonMobil, and BP—three researchers concluded that “the transition to clean energy business models is not occurring, since the magnitude of investments and actions does not match discourse. Until actions and investment behavior are brought into alignment with discourse, accusations of greenwashing appear well-founded.”

Besides direct industry practices, fossil fuel companies are hiding behind lobbies that do the dirty work of averting any real transition to clean energy.

In early 2022, Mike Sommers, the former chief of staff for former Speaker of the House John Boehner, pinned a graphic to the top of his Twitter page. Titled “Taking Climate Action,” it included several bullet points about how the government and industry can address the risks of climate change, including “accelerate technology and innovation” and “advance cleaner fuels.”

Just below that tweet was a link to an interview with Sommers on Fox Business, where he emphatically stressed the need for “more refineries, more pipelines” and “more investment in the oil and gas sector in the United States. . . .We need to incentivize as much production as possible because that’s the way we’re going to get prices down for American consumers as much as possible,” he told the anchor.

Amid a year of increased gas prices, inflation, and a war in Ukraine, Sommers homed in on a message that would keep his industry happy: Drill, baby, drill. Yes, while touting “climate action,” he encouraged an increasing amount of oil and gas production.

Sommers was getting paid handsomely for this cognitive dissonance. After his time as Speaker Boehner’s chief of staff, Sommers landed a job as president and CEO of the American Petroleum Institute (API), a lobby that represents US natural gas and oil production interests. According to the lobby’s latest available 990 IRS return, in 2019 Sommers earned a hefty $3,000,000 in compensation from API.

API formed in 1919 to represent the oil industry after World War I, when petroleum needed to be deployed quickly to the armed forces. It now includes about 600 member organizations in oil and natural gas. Its origin story is replete with lofty rhetoric about its dominance in the US, asserting that “the industry is changing our country’s narrative and altering its trajectory in historic terms.” Yeah, our coastal cities being underwater would be historic all right.

The industry claims it can coexist with effective climate action, but API and other trade groups have been busy rigging the system (pun intended) to keep alternative energy industries from actually existing. And like the private healthcare sector, oil and gas lobbies have couched their business interests in hollow conservative tropes about so-called “choice” and “freedom.”

This is what we call MONEY IN POLITICS.

The industry spent a crap-ton of money trying to convince the public that this was the only way. In a 2020 Facebook ad blitz, twenty-five advertisers produced 25,147 ads for the industry, according to data studied by the nonprofit watchdog InfluenceMap.

This ad campaign came just after then-presidential candidate Joe Biden unveiled his plan to increase clean energy. “This indicates the industry is now using social media to directly reach a vast audience and influence public opinions on climate change and the energy mix,” InfluenceMap stated. Russian bots, but make them good ol’ American oil barons.

Among the ads were conservative, patriotic messages like “Don’t let radicals destroy our way of life!” (courtesy of New Mexico Oil & Gas) and a more sober message, “shutting down local oil and gas production would force us to increase reliance on unstable foreign oil,” sponsored by Californians for Energy Independence, a nonprofit that’s actually a coalition of various oil trade groups.


In just the beginning of 2021, the oil and gas industry and their trade associations spent over $55 million on lobbying, and much of this went to politicians. Public Citizen analyzed campaign finance data and found that the 29 members of Congress (all Republicans) who denounced the Biden administration’s pause on new leases of public land and water for oil and gas drilling “received a combined $13.4 million over their careers from oil and gas interests.”


Of course, politicians on both sides of the aisle have long been playing footsie with the big oil and gas (and sometimes coal) companies, using the rhetoric of energy independence from spooky foreigners to protect fossil fuel companies. Despite all the evidence presented before them from climate scientists, we’re told there’s nothing to worry about. Sounds like your average gaslighter.

When you hear this, chances are you’re being gaslighted:
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It also doesn’t help that some unions in the oil and gas trades, whose workers are disproportionately white and male, have rejected laws that regulate the industry. In 2021, for example, a California union opposed a state law that would have prevented oil drilling near schools and communities (which tend to be Black and Latino), citing job losses.

And where would we be without the capitalists who run the world’s largest banks and state-run financial institutions getting their grubby hands in all of this? According to the report Banking on Climate Chaos 2022, the world’s sixty largest banks spent $4.6 trillion on fossil fuel investments since the 2015 Paris climate agreement. In 2021 alone, they spent about $742 billion to finance fossil fuels.

“Even in a year where net-zero commitments were all the rage,” the 2022 report states, “the financial sector continued its business-as-usual driving of climate chaos. Fossil fuel financing plateaued last year, amid a lagging recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic—yet at levels still higher than in 2016, the first year after the Paris Agreement was adopted.”

Plus, despite the rhetoric of lobbyists like Mike Sommers, who have used high gas prices to call for increasing oil production in the United States, “the US can’t drill its way to lower gasoline prices,” environmental groups have warned. Since the US is fully integrated into the global market, an increase in crude prices globally means prices also increase here. It doesn’t matter what percentage of the oil comes from within our own borders. As a coalition of environmental advocates urged, “[t]he answer to high gasoline prices is not to triple-down on a failed system,” but rather a “separation of oil and state.”

Neoliberal reform that keeps polluters from being directly regulated from the government also doesn’t cut it. As Rhiana Gunn-Wright, the coarchitect of the Green New Deal, said:


“Neoliberalism has ensured less regulation and more power for markets . . . [this] reinforces racial disparities such as Black-white wealth gaps, housing and school segregation, and, most acutely for frontline communities, disproportionate exposure to air pollution and other environmental harms.”


While it feels like we’re just biding time on a sinking ship, a group of socialists have been working to avoid a catastrophic glacier. Beyond weaning the world from fossil fuel extraction, they want to get us out of the grip of a capitalist system that has plundered the planet for generations.


open the door . . . to ecosocialism


Ecosocialism envisions a world where meeting everyone’s basic needs is more important than corporations’ profits, production of goods and services are democratically owned and managed, and those goods and services are produced with a “commitment to a safe climate.”

There are some steps we can achieve before we get to this.
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[image: Image] The US military emits more greenhouse gases than entire countries (e.g., Denmark). The Department of Defense alone accounts for nearly 80 percent of the federal government’s fuel consumption.


Conservatives like to hop on that part about curbing consumerism to threaten you with sCarY SoCiAlistS who want to snatch burgers and SUVs out of your hands. Of course, getting a new SHEIN wardrobe every season just to look cute for the ’gram is not in line with ecosocialism. Still, we can’t just recycle, reduce, reuse, and personal-responsibility our way toward averting disaster. As scientist Michael Mann said, “focusing on individual choices around air travel and beef consumption heightens the risk of losing sight of the gorilla in the room: civilization’s reliance on fossil fuels for energy and transport overall, which accounts for roughly two-thirds of global carbon emissions.”

It’s like rich dudes on the Titanic getting mad at the poor people in third class for using an ounce of fuel to turn the lights on in their rooms, while they’re the ones directing the ship to sail faster toward disaster.

Ecosocialists, meanwhile, are ignoring the capitalists’ orders. Ecosocialism is set apart from regular-degular socialism to reflect “a new understanding of capitalism as a system based not only on exploitation but also on destruction—the massive destruction of the conditions for life on the planet.” As activist Michael Löwy points out, the socialism that developed in the twentieth century, like social democracy and Soviet-style communism, was, “at best, inattentive to the human impact on the environment and, at worst, outright dismissive.”


[image: Image] So far, we’ve been looking at really big global problems, which can make just thinking about climate change overwhelming. So I sat down with political science professor Thea Riofrancos to hear how she’s fought for ecosocialism at a super local level. Not to be dramatic, but I was so inspired by our conversation I wanted to cry. Okay I probably did cry.



A Whole
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with Thea Riofrancos



Q: People have these dire ideas about how the Earth is just ending and there’s nothing we can do. What have you found is effective to encourage them?

A: There’s just been such an evisceration of working-class political agency in the US by the destruction of unions and repression of the Black Power movement, and it’s really laid the groundwork for people being demobilized and disconnected from politics.

I think it’s critical for movements that want to reach a mass scale to focus on reaching ordinary people. Basically all of my activist work on these topics has been through the Democratic Socialists of America. My start was in local energy democracy work. Our goal was to actually have a public takeover of the privately owned monopoly utility company, National Grid. We had this ambitious goal that is the fullest sense of ecosocialism, this idea of public ownership in the energy sector.

We also had short-term goals. One was to really engage in popular education of National Grid’s role in Rhode Island’s energy sector. We would go out and canvass, set up tables at community events. When there were specific opportunities to really engage people in the policy process, we would turn out people to public hearings. We actually had influence, along with other groups that we were in coalition with, in reducing one of their proposed rate hikes.

Q: How do ecosocialists envision the labor movement divorcing itself from fossil fuel capitalism and embracing alternative energy as a potential engine for jobs, especially when there are a number of workers in unionized labor employed by the oil industry?

A: I don’t want to downplay that that is a really challenging topic. There are parts of the labor movement, or labor movement leadership, especially, that have been hostile to certain climate or renewable energy legislation or regulation because it would have a material impact on those industries. Those workers depend on those industries in the short term for their paycheck. That dependency, that vulnerability of those workers, is what also allows bosses to exploit those fears.

Ideally, labor union leadership in those sectors would be thinking more long term, like “what is gonna guarantee security?” What guarantees security for those workers is not tying them more to jobs in what hopefully is a dying fossil fuel industry. It’s thinking about economic security that goes beyond fossil fuels.

I think that looks like fighting for a job guarantee, fighting for an actual just transition, and not just the rhetoric around retraining, but making sure there’s real money on the table, that their members are going to be guaranteed their same wages and benefits as they transition to other parts of the energy sector that aren’t tied to fossil fuels.

We need concrete campaigns for more legislation broadly, like the PRO Act [Protecting the Right to Organize Act of 2021], that would improve the bargaining power and material security of workers.

But to pivot, when we think about the working class more broadly, who is it? It’s women, it’s people of color, it’s the service industry, it’s health workers, it’s education workers. And I think that the story changes a little bit in terms of organizing and engagement, and winning workers over to a kind of Green New Deal vision. lt’s different when you’re doing outreach to a nurse—their job does not depend on the continuity of fossil fuels. And in fact, nurses and other health-care workers see the negative public health impacts of pollution all the time. They also tend to be more progressive. Their unions, in some cases, have made very progressive statements about climate change and about the Green New Deal.

The working class is complex, it’s heterogenous, it’s diverse, and there are different strategies for different types of workers in terms of building a working-class movement for climate justice.

Q: In an ecosocialist America, when you look outside, what do you envision?

A: For me, ecosocialism feels like more leisure time. That might not at all be the first thing that comes to mind when someone thinks the word socialism, but we’re overworked and for the most part producing things that make a profit for capitalists that cause environmental harm. Whether we’re talking about fast fashion or fast food, we produce these things as a society that are harmful to all of us.

The less we work, and the more we can shorten the working week and make sure that people don’t have to work multiple jobs just to get by, the better things are for the environment. Working more as a society creates more emissions. We need energy to power all of that production.

A key part of socialism is having more time with family, friends, community; to spend outside in nature; or to spend in a library reading a book. There are all these activities that are not harmful for the environment that humans love doing, whether it’s going to the theater, riding a bike, hanging out with our friends, cooking a great meal together, these are things that don’t have a big environmental impact that are very rewarding and gratifying and that build community, which is important.
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A second thing is having more forms of public recreation. Whether we’re talking about bikes, or truly public and accessible beaches, or we’re talking about national parks, hiking. It doesn’t all have to be in nature. I’m including libraries in this or even thinking about our schools as being places where communities gather, having these public places that are free to everybody, to access and enjoy and that are oftentimes carbon neutral. They’re places where you are communing with others, communing [with] nature, building relationships. You are not producing things that that need to be thrown out once they’re done.

It’s about creating a society in which we can democratically choose what we do and we are not constantly being harmed by pollution from fossil capitalism. And, again, we have that material security to live a different type of life than many Americans are subjected to. [image: Image]


Like we’ve discussed in other chapters, many progressive policies proposed in the US—from single-payer healthcare to student debt cancellation—are popular. Who doesn’t want more leisure time? How many of us really want to spend forty hours or more a week literally fueling capitalism? The key is getting enough of us together to do something about it.

“We have to organize a strong independent base,” socialist activist Kali Akuno, who we met in Chapter 3, told Jacobin in 2019. “Without that this epic issue will be held hostage to forces seeking to maintain the capitalist system as is, whether it be the Democratic or Republican variety of this worldview and its articulated interests. And we have to build this base to advance two strategies at once.”

Getting a mass movement in the US to advocate specifically for ecosocialism will take some time. But we can take some baby steps to save ourselves before we get to the “freeze in the middle of the ocean and fight over lifeboats” part of the timeline.

Akuno and his colleague Joshua Dedmond, an activist born and raised in Jackson, Mississippi, are encouraging people in that Southern city to just look out for each other through mutual aid and cooperative economics. “There needs to be folks helping each other,” Joshua Dedmond tells me. “These are immediate things that make folks ready to understand their placement in power and understand their placement in governance.”

Dedmond and I spoke about a month after the Jackson water crisis made national news. The predominantly Black city was suffering from a lack of investment in its water infrastructure. The lack of clean running water was declared a national emergency. “It’s really important that we showed up the way we did with the water crisis,” Dedmond shares. Cooperation Jackson, a group Akuno cofounded, helped distribute water throughout the city to those who couldn’t access it. “[We] meet people’s immediate needs and then follow up with the high-level stuff, and [we] give them pieces and real strategic, thought-out political education. Be consistent and people will come around.”

Cooperation Jackson aims to emulate the way that, in the 1970s, the Black Panthers provided services and met material needs of Black people in Oakland and mobilized them to act. The organization’s goal is to form sustainable cooperatives that would serve Jackson residents, including with solar insulation/green retrofitting and waste management/recycling.


the earth should go on and on


Scientists have been trying to sound the alarm for generations. They have shown us convincingly that our world is burning up. They’ve spotted the glacier a long time ago, but lots of rich, powerful people want to see the Titanic continue its course, and some of them, like Cal, will lie about trying to save us. As long as there’s money to be made, they’ll keep trying to make it. But ecosocialists aren’t trying to move up to a higher deck on a sinking ship and cosplay—and have flings with—the wealthy; they want us to steer ourselves toward the safety of a habitable planet.

A bunch of other nerds can write all the books, policy briefs, and news reports they want (me. I am nerds) stressing the urgency of this moment. But as with every other inch of progress we’ve managed in this world, mass movements are necessary. If capitalists and politicians are hogging up life rafts after sinking the ship, we will have to act to save ourselves. [image: Image]





9 Strings Attached


“The capitalists often boast that their constitutions guarantee the rights of the individual, democratic liberties, and the interests of all citizens. But in reality, only the bourgeoisie enjoy the rights recorded in these constitutions.”

—Ho Chi Minh

Big money in politics has become a huge, expensive problem. Like mixing money and romance, it usually doesn’t end well. We saw it with the early healthcare debates and then with fossil fuel capitalism. The US talks a good game about democracy and the fundamental rights of voters, but even that is barely holding on. We have politicians backed by tons of cash who use cutesy phrases such as “choice,” “freedom,” “pro-life” and, y’know, “citizens united,” to hide the fact that we’re getting screwed, and not in a good way.

Wealthy political donors are like all those “benevolent” rich kids in romcoms: they’re doing the hapless, innocent kid a favor out of the goodness of their hearts, giving them a makeover and setting them up to be popular. But there are always strings attached—a law passed here, a tax break there—and in some cases the intentions might even be cruel.


cruel intentions


“Train for extreme violence,” a Parler user wrote on the social media network in late November 2020. “I hope the day never comes but at least I know I’m ready to defend. Don’t be helpless. Train as if your families safety depends on it. It’s our ultimate responsibility as men. #getready #apocalypse #civilwar #dontbeavictim #dontbeasheep #freedomfighters.”

The post was accompanied by a picture of a man, presumably the post’s author, posed in front of a Christmas tree and armed with an automatic rifle and a tactical vest with a bunch of other gun stuff.

This dire warning I saw wasn’t a response to some imminent military invasion. It was a reaction to President Biden winning the 2020 election. Thousands of similar messages proliferated on Parler under the hashtag #CivilWar the same month Biden’s victory was announced, with some more explicit pronouncements of “death to Democrats” and just casual photos of nooses peppering the network.

Social networks like Parler (which got off the ground thanks to Rebekah Mercer, the rich daughter of a hedge fund owner) weren’t the only catalysts for the January 6 insurrection—it was billionaire donor money, too. Talk about rich kids with cruel intentions. Take Richard Uihlein—the cofounder of the Wisconsin-based Uline shipping supplies company—and his wife, Elizabeth, who have been quietly arming the right with an influx of cash in support of right-wing politicians and causes.

Among the groups that organized the “March to Save America” that stormed the Capitol were the Tea Party Patriots, which received $4.3 million in donations from the Ed Uihlein Family Foundation (a foundation named after Richard Uihlein’s father) between 2016 and 2020. This group posted this announcement on the event’s website:


On January 6, 2021, millions of Americans will descend upon Washington DC to let the establishment know we will fight back against this fraudulent election.

Take a stand with President Trump and the #StopTheSteal coalition and be at The Ellipse (President’s Park) at 7am. The fate of our nation depends on it.


Though the January 6 insurrection was an extreme example, it was merely the outgrowth of long-standing practices in American politics: conservative politicians tap into the fears of the right (and increasingly of the far right), capitalists support those politicians, and we get public policy that benefits capitalists at the expense of the working class of all races. Why just focus on foreign interference in our elections when we have oligarchs like this right here at home?

And the web of their influence is about as messy as a Shonda Rhimes drama. While Richard Uihlein’s family foundation funded fringe groups, his company’s PAC (i.e., Political Action Committee—more on these beasts later) was the largest donor to Club for Growth Action in 2022, as it has been for the past four Congressional election cycles.

Club for Growth Action is “dedicated to a single mission: defeating big-government politicians and replacing them with pro-growth, limited government conservatives,” according to its literal mission statement. In Republican-speak, that means pro-growth for the already wealthy and maximum government involvement to keep it that way.

This has funded the successful election campaigns of some of the most despicable Republican senators you can imagine.

It’s one thing if all this money being thrown around ultimately served low-income Americans and the working class, y’know the whole trickle- down BS we’ve heard for decades. Instead—while lining their pockets with even fatter tax breaks and subsidies and curbing regulations on their riches—capitalist megadonors are enabling the erosion of public safety, infringing on reproductive rights, bulldozing the labor movement, and upending voting rights. They’re fueling racial resentment, right-wing violence, and anti-LGBT bigotry. Even public K-12 schools are being threatened by billionaires who influence our politics.

[image: Image]


the yassification of public education


Joining Richard Uihlein as a top donor to Club for Growth is billionaire Jeff Yass (ugh, nooo), an options trader with a $12 billion net worth. His company, Susquehanna Trading Partners, has been Club for Growth’s second-highest funder, after Uline, since 2018.

Instead of focusing almost exclusively on Republican beneficiaries, however, Yass has also contributed to a smattering of Democrats in federal elections and to conservative Democrats in his home state of Pennsylvania. In that state, money has gone toward school privatization campaigns and opposing candidates who support teachers’ unions—but it doesn’t appear to come from Yass directly. It gets donated through his Students First PAC. With such an inspiring name, you’d never know that Yass, Pennsylvania’s richest person, cofounded the PAC with two other Wall Street traders.

Yass has also directed money to the Commonwealth Children’s Choice Fund, which had nearly $20 million in cash by the end of 2021. My review of its campaign finance report in 2021 shows that Yass’s Students First PAC gave $12 million to the Children’s Choice Fund that year. Our good friend Dick Uihlein contributed another $4.25 million. I guess it would be weird if they called it the “billionaires’ choice fund,” but it’s pretty obvious who’s choosing things here.

Like the Students First PAC, Commonwealth Children’s Choice Fund is geared toward school privatization, and it directs money to Republicans in the Pennsylvania state legislature. Among them is Scott Martin, who sponsored a bill in 2021 proposing “the largest transfer of taxpayer dollars out of public schools” in the state’s history.

So why does this matter?

As author Jim Freeman shared in the Oct. 2022 issue of Current Affairs magazine, capitalists “can take a $650 billion business, or $650 billion industry, which is the public school industry, and transfer it from public to private hands. So when they do that they can profit directly. They can profit indirectly by controlling the agenda by using curriculum to better support their goals, which we’ve seen extensively in recent years.”
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In his book Rich Because of Racism, Freeman outlines the various ways the rich fatten their piggy banks through privatization. This includes “investing in real estate and leasing space to charter schools,” “providing cleaning, food preparation, student transportation, security, accounting, legal, and consulting services to charter and private schools,” and “producing the standardized tests that drive the school privatization agenda,” among many other profit generators.

But most wouldn’t view school privatization as racist—even if it may harm Black and brown kids the most—because capitalists often present charter schools as the antidote to public schools that leave children of color behind. For instance, in June 2022, the home page for the Commonwealth Children’s Choice Fund had photos of just five people prominently featured, and three of these were Black kids. Every single sentence in their description had the word “opportunity” in it, as if the homepage was concocted in an AI social-justice word generator.

The attack on public K-12 schools is yet another example of the Vicious Cycle of Why We Don’t Have Nice Things, with a bonus of pretending to be a universal good for young Black students.

Billionaire charter school proponents are like those serial monogamists who keep getting into relationships instead of working on themselves. They constantly find unwitting partners who are lured by their false promises, such as campaign ads that assure people that “small- government” politicians are their best choice and privatization is a big upgrade. Exploiting racist fears behind the scenes has long been key in keeping up the charade.


the yassification of public education


In the fall of 1988, the National Security PAC seized on an opportunity to sink the presidential campaign of Massachusetts governor and Democratic presidential nominee Michael Dukakis. Led by political consultant Floyd G. Brown and a handful of other conservatives who supported George H. W. Bush’s campaign, NSPAC produced an ad linking Dukakis to a convicted murderer named Willie Horton.

In the ad, a picture of Horton—a Black man—flashed on screen. Horton committed a crime while he had a temporary “weekend pass” from a Massachusetts prison. NSPAC implied that the violence was due to Dukakis being soft on crime. The ad would symbolize the willingness of Republicans to unethically (and often misleadingly) stoke racial fears to win votes. Media from other conservative PACs followed, with similar messaging, leading up to the 1988 general election. The narrative stuck, and it worked.

Bush won the presidency. That year, Brown created a nonprofit called Citizens United. Citizens United went on to rake in millions of dollars, using this money to promote conservative media that has made a habit of fudging the truth to rile up the conservative base’s fears.

Yes, one of the same men behind the infamous 1988 Willie Horton ad also eased the path for a minority of monied interests to pour billions of dollars into campaigns decades later, thwarting popular policies that could benefit most Americans for years to come.
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BACKGROUND: Citizens United, a 501(c)(4) nonprofit corporation, funded a documentary against Hillary Clinton around the 2008 presidential elections. But federal law prohibited them from releasing it because it was funded by money Citizens United made in their regular course of business (i.e., from their “treasury”) and was going to be released very close to an election; making it clear it was a form of illegal “electioneering.” Citizens United lost their case in lower courts and ultimately appealed to the Supreme Court.
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WHAT SCOTUS DECIDED: The court found in favor of Citizens United, deciding that these kinds of restrictions on corporations (which legally include nonprofits like Citizens United) violate the constitutional right to free speech, and upending over a hundred years of legal precedent prohibiting corporations from using their treasury for federal elections.
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THE RESULT: Since Citizens United, large sums of money, notably from dark money groups, are increasingly pouring into campaigns, and a smaller number of rich bros (and some rich chicks) are contributing a larger share of campaign contributions. As NYU’s Brennan Center for Justice tells us, “thanks to the Supreme Court’s jurisprudence, a tiny sliver of Americans now wield more power than at any time since Watergate, while many of the rest seem to be disengaging from politics.”


In 2012, 37 individual donors gave at least $2 million EACH to elections. By 2016, that number jumped to 110.

The 2016 election cycle cost just under $6.5 billion
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To summarize, this is what money in politics looks like, and we haven’t even touched on dark money or Super PACS yet. You’re in for a real treat!
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WTF Is Dark Money?


	Money that is routed through nonprofits that aren’t legally required to disclose their donors.

	The top groups behind dark money donations largely support conservative campaigns.

	$750 million in dark money went to the 2020 election. Nearly a quarter billion was for ads alone. This compares to only $1 million in 2006.
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Super PACS cannot donate directly to federal candidates, but they can accept and spend unlimited amounts of money on their behalf for independent expenditures, like TV ads.

In 2020, according to campaign-finance tracking organization OpenSecrets, the top ten organizations and employees funding super PACs spent nearly $1 billion in the 2020 election cycle alone.
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After lavishing political hopefuls with Pretty Woman-esque shopping sprees and fancy dates (okay, really just donations and some lobster dinners), of course capitalists want something in return. And for corporations that don’t spend big bucks financing politicians and campaigns directly, they always have lobbying.


table for two


Companies are spending big bucks making sure that they have a seat at the legislative table and can get laws passed in their favor.
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In 2022, $3.77 BILLION was spent lobbying Congress, with companies and trade organizations (like the National Association of Realtors) shelling out the most money to persuade the federal government to pass laws in their favor.
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As the American Economic Liberties Project reported, lobbying can work. Big corporations who lobby tend to have a higher return on equity and a higher market share than those who don’t. On top of that, despite benefiting from our federal government, many major corporations aren’t spreading the wealth by paying federal corporate income taxes that could go toward the public good.


In 2020, the nonprofit organization Public Citizen concluded that:


	The fifty-five largest corporations that paid no federal corporate income tax in 2020 collectively spent nearly $408 million on lobbying Congress.

	Given the federal corporate tax rate, they would have owed the federal government $8.5 billion without congressional tax breaks.

	Nearly all of these companies also benefited from tax giveaways from the feds, amounting to another $3.5 billion in tax rebates.

	So that’s a total of $12 billion taxes avoided (or evaded) by these 55 companies!!




Okay, so major corporations are corporation-ing. Does this necessarily make our society undemocratic? What if the policies these companies lobby for don’t really diverge from the interests of the average middle-class American? Some people argue that the general population gets the policies they want at least half of the time, so we’re overstating the role of corporate influence on American democracy.

To be fair, while the sums of money being thrown around are large, their total impact on our federal policy is hard to measure, given that our capitalist American society was inherently structured around benefiting elites anyway, from the very beginning.

As I discussed in Chapter 4, the increasing influence of corporations on our politics and the decline of labor unions in the late 1960s and 70s substantially changed the life of workers in America for generations to come. As political scientist Lee Drutman observes, “rather than seeing government as a threat, [corporations] started looking to government as a potential source of profits and assistance.” This is the essence of neoliberal capitalism.

So instead of thinking about lobbying as a precursor to corporate influence in politics, perhaps it’s more helpful to think of lobbying as another outgrowth of already concentrated wealth and power—just one more institution that keeps churning the engine.

At best corporations are spending a ton of money that could go to much more useful things. Remember how that “Desperate Housewife” and Aunt Becky spent thousands of dollars to bribe their kids’ way into the University of Southern California? Maybe it only slightly increased their kids’ chances of admission, but the poors among us watching the drama from the sidelines pretty much agreed it was a huge waste of money and that rigging the system is patently unfair. Not to mention the fact that top schools already favor the wealthy and connected.

In the best-case scenario, where lobbying is only somewhat effective for the average corporation, it’s pretty damn awful that really rich people (and corporations) have money like this to gamble with—always with the goal of making yet more money—while so much of the country is just trying to survive.

The theme here, as stated in Chapter 1, is that things may be relatively okay for a lot of us, but life could probably be much better with another system—a system where we prioritize the needs of people around us over what generates the most money for a few suits. We could have a system where the wealthy donor class and corporations aren’t wastefully throwing cash around just for some measure of political influence—or even the illusion of influence, or their own ego trip. We could have an election process that doesn’t capitalize on division, acrimony, and the unceasing culture wars prompted by elites’ conservative allies in the capital.

Like, sure, you can fall for someone who accepted a bet just to date you. But what if you found someone who liked you as the nerdy, goofy person you’ve always been? We don’t need capitalists who come up with manipulative schemes and hide the fine print (even if they eventually profess their love and leave us with a vintage car). We just want a real democracy.


cutting the strings


Well-known US socialists and organizations, like Bernie Sanders and the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), have called for mandatory public financing to get big money out of politics. The DSA also urges the overturning of two Supreme Court cases: Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission (we parsed that legalese above) and Buckley v. Valeo, which also made it easier for big money donors to influence elections.

Through a public campaign-finance system, the government would match small donations. The ultimate goal is to engage everyday people in the election process and thus encourage them to help finance campaigns. For instance, starting in 2021, New York City’s program allows any NYC resident to contribute $10 to a local campaign. The city program matches it eightfold, so that it’s actually worth $90 to a candidate’s campaign. As the NYC Campaign Finance Board puts it, this “empowers more candidates to run for office, even without access to wealth; ones who join can build viable, competitive campaigns for office by relying on support from their neighbors.”

While NYC’s matching program has spending limits in place, limits on campaign spending at the federal level are currently unconstitutional, thanks to the Supreme Court’s recent decisions. Still, there are federal proposals for public campaign finance that promote a matching program, so that lesser-known candidates (*cough cough* scrappy socialists who can gin up grassroots donations maybe??) can have a shot.

And guess what: There is such an established program for presidential elections already, and most qualifying candidates participated in it from 1976–2004. The key step now is to actually fund it fully, after years of inadequate funding.

There have also been legislative proposals for the same kind of federal matching program for Congressional races that would offer 600 percent matching funds for smaller contributions and encourage more grassroots, less billionaire-backed campaigns. In the meantime, voters can also apply some pressure by supporting candidates that don’t take corporate PAC money and refusing to back those that do.

In the same way a majority of capitalists narrow-mindedly focus on maximizing profit regardless of the horrible conditions their workers may face, far too many focus on profit to the detriment of our entire society. It doesn’t matter if made-up culture wars engender more violence and division. It doesn’t matter if children get slaughtered in mass shootings just by going to school. It doesn’t matter if we fail to have a political system that reflects a lot of our policy preferences and if voices of the marginalized get muted. If these capitalists can maintain wealth and power, nothing else truly matters for them.

We keep hoping corporate politicians and their wealthy friends will give this country some dramatic makeover. And we keep voting for them, thinking that our lives will magically turn around and afford us a seat at the rich, cool kids’ table. But way too many US politicians are stringing us along. There are, however, a few people—as you’ll see in the next (and final!) chapter—who have been working to finally cut those ties.





10 Flip the Script


“It’s not just the coin. It’s ‘the kwan.’ It means love, respect, community . . . and the dollars too. The package.”

— Rod Tidwell, Jerry Maguire

Guy meets girl. Girl falls in love. Guy is a jerk. But by the end of this lopsided love story, she somehow convinces him that he, too, is madly in love, even though basically nothing about his character has changed.

We keep thinking we can win over the hotshot, womanizing (or manizing) capitalist. But in real life capitalists have whispered sweet nothings in our ears for over a century, playing a cat and mouse game that often ends in heartbreak. It’s probably clear by now why we should move on from love interests who woo us with passionate speeches about how we complete them (a speech that just so happens to come only after we’re ready to break up). But getting the strength to actually move on is another story.

The best part of a breakup is your revenge era. You’ve been on a lil’ fitness challenge. You have a better idea of what you want and don’t want in a relationship. If you’re really grown and mature, you’ve thought about the internal work necessary to do better the next go-round. Your whole aura is different. But it is work. So help me help you.

We met class warriors, revolutionary leaders, and activists who have all worked hard to create permanent solutions to the problems capitalism has created. Now we have to be our own fighters to get the glow up we all deserve.

Whether you’re inclined to run for office, support co-ops and mutual aid programs where you live, or organize your coworkers, there are plenty of paths to take to chip away at capitalism’s excesses and, eventually, hopefully transform the system altogether. We can all flip the tired, heartbreaking script. Thankfully, there are plenty of real-life sources of creative inspiration all around us.


fight the power


New York City Council Member Charles Barron was fielding calls from campaign staffers when we met on a warm day in East New York, a working-class Brooklyn neighborhood. After over twenty years of serving in state and local government, socialist and former Black Panther Barron’s focus now was to lift up a new generation of Black radical politicians.

The Juneteenth holiday on which we spoke fell on Father’s Day, and he’s like the protective dad who grills his daughter’s potential suitors before they get out the door on a first date. When millionaire developers and big box stores come knocking aggressively at the doors of politicians in an attempt to court them, Barron is an intimidating presence in the room—he makes them prove their worth. Often, they can’t.

A real estate team that spent months trying to get city approval to build a massive mixed-use development in Harlem certainly couldn’t get Barron’s approval. As he excitedly recounted how the project was defeated, the drum he has been drumming for decades was loud and clear: socialists need state power.

Developers behind the One45 project wanted to erect a pair of towers in Harlem, one twenty-seven stories tall and another thirty-one stories, on 145th Street on the west side of the New York neighborhood. They included a new headquarters for Al Sharpton’s nonprofit in the plans, a carrot dangled to get community buy-in, and they got the support of the Council Speaker. Despite touting its affordability, developers of the project planned to price 80 percent of the housing units at the market rate. Even “affordable” housing subsidized by the government is not necessarily truly affordable for residents of the neighborhood. Local governments use a metric based on the area median income, or AMI. In New York City, that number is calculated by taking the median income of all five boroughs. So incomes of wealthier communities in the Upper East Side, for instance, are mixed in with low-income families in Harlem and the Bronx. The One45 project would have brought mostly market rate housing to a predominantly Black neighborhood where the income is below the city’s median, while its average rent has soared to absurd levels.
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“Power is the ability to make others respect the decisions you’re making. And power is the ability for you to access resources for the betterment of your people. That’s power.”

— Charles Barron


“Go to your community board, I’m sure they’ll be against it,” Barron told the district’s Council member Kristin Richardson Jordan. Then, he advised her, “tell the developers that you have an alternative plan. You’ll do 17 stories, and 80 percent of the units have to be 30–50 percent of the AMI.” This would keep the building at a roughly similar height to others nearby, and make it affordable to local residents, keeping further gentrification at bay.

In New York City, land use decisions typically defer to the Council member whose district would be impacted. Basically, Council members have the juice.

Jordan asked Barron to join a video call with developers when she presented the counterproposal. The developer immediately balked.

“Are you serious?” he scoffed at Jordan. “I don’t even know how you can come up with something like that.”

A large painting of Huey Newton flanks Council Member Barron as he recalls the meeting to me a few weeks later. He hasn’t strayed far from the confrontational style the Panthers honed during the sixties. “Who the hell you think you talking to?” Barron had shot back. “You better not say a damn word for the rest of the meeting.” The developer remained quiet as they continued.

Two weeks later, the developers backed out. The project was dead, and residents celebrated the fact that a megaproject that would only usher in expensive, market-rate housing for upper-income families could be successfully challenged.

“You beat Speaker Adams, Al Sharpton, and a multibillionaire developer,” Barron told Jordan after the win. “You beat them! Power. That’s power.”

Power for progressives and socialists in just this one district means hundreds of families may have a better chance of affording a roof over their heads, in a city where capitalist greed has grossly inflated the rental market. Barron envisions using local electoral politics—and the resources of city government—for reforms that can ease the harms of capitalism. But his real goal is for everyday people to come together to replace our whole capitalist system with a socialist one, and he thinks state power and using municipal budgets can help us get there.

Government money is public money, and socialists can run for office to be stewards of that funding so that it truly serves the public instead of capitalists and their cronies. “We can’t vote our way to freedom. The real power is in the masses. But their consciousness has to be raised up,” he says. “We need millions engaged in collective action, other than just reacting to social issues that are plaguing our community.” But he’s aware that people won’t be motivated by theoretical conversations.
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Flip the Script: Charles Barron’s Capitalism Breakup Guide


	☐ Elect socialists to city and state legislatures, where land use and budget decisions are made.

	☐ Invest public money in social programs and anti-capitalist projects, like community land trusts and worker cooperatives.

	☐ Develop more democratic political bodies, such as people’s assemblies, at a community level, so elected officials aren’t making all the decisions.

	☐ Show people their basic needs can be met with socialist reforms and the benefits of interacting with each other more communally through collective projects—like worker co-ops and CLTs. They will be then more inclined to support socialism and organize collectively against capitalism at a broader level.




“How do we implement concrete programs?” he asks rhetorically. “Power. None of this happens without power. Power is the ability to act. Power is the ability to make decisions in your best interest. Power is the ability to make others respect the decisions you’re making. And power is the ability for you to access resources for the betterment of your people. That’s power.”

Fittingly, Barron cofounded a grassroots political organization called Operation P.O.W.E.R. (“People Organizing and Working for Empowerment and Respect”) to create a pipeline for developing anti-capitalist Black elected officials and to build a base for socialist economic and political projects. Barron sees local budgets, like that of the City Council for New York City, as a tool for jumpstarting anti-capitalist programs. Community land trusts are just one example.

“Let’s say that people support a community land trust out here in East New York. And we have one because of public funding,” he notes.

With CLTs, people work together to decide how land is used, and they’re required to keep housing affordable for residents who lease their home through a CLT. Like the Worker Self-Directed Enterprises Richard Wolff envisions that we discussed in Chapter 4, everyday people in CLTs—instead of a minority of people driven by profits or market share—make decisions, democratically. And if people who control our land—or jobs or healthcare or higher education—aren’t primarily motivated by money, the community would likely benefit overall. “Once you start doing that from the bottom up and you show that it can work,” Barron shares, “you can win people over ideologically. If you start on that kind of micro level, you can get people into the mindset that it’s about collectivism and not individualism.” Basically, you can start to untangle and discredit all the gaslighting and sweet talk we’ve heard in the past.

With the way the federal government moves (like, not at all) and how much the wealthy and big corporations have influence over it, seeing substantial progress through the presidency or Congress is a tall order. There was a glimmer of possibility recently, with the ascendence of Bernie Sanders and the popularity of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. But getting over the hump to sway hundreds of millions of people on a national level to commit to a socialist (and not get fearmongered out of it) could take some time, at least for presidential races.

A strategy to win state and local seats of power (like those on city councils, education boards, mayoralties, and state legislatures) for socialists could increase the likelihood that things actually get done. Preserving affordable housing, or using local money to fund community land trusts, Worker Self-Directed Enterprises, and cooperative banks, for instance, are just a few of those things.


flip the script: getting started


This whole book brought up big problems and big ideas. So where do we actually start? I’ve rounded up some US-based lefty organizations, people, and resources I’ve become familiar with in my own activist work. Whether you can support their offline organizing, learn from their online reading groups, or (unless Elon burns Twitter to the ground by the time you read this) read their really fire tweets for explanations of things, there’s a place for you to get started. You don’t have to leap into the socialism dating pool. You can dip a toe in. Put yourself out there!

Since this a post-pandemic book, of course you get a handy QR code with this list, and many more ways to get the socialist hookup, online:
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horrible bosses


In the beginning of March 2020, something drew Christian Smalls to watch the news every day. “I was alarmed, but no one else was really serious about it,” he tells me. “It” was a virus that would make New York City, where he had worked at Amazon’s JFK8 warehouse, a deadly COVID-19 hotspot. His job didn’t make him immune from the virus’s spread.

“I started seeing everybody one by one become sick. One worker vomited at the station. Now you know the virus is definitely in the building. And they’re trying to sugarcoat it by saying this is only one case,” he says of company representatives. “I’m noticing several people just missing.”

During a meeting later that month, he tells me, Amazon employees advised him not to tell anyone what he observed at the fulfillment center. That didn’t sit right with him. “That was the last straw for me. I pretty much left that day and never came back as a supervisor.”

For the rest of the week, Chris sat in the cafeteria, organizing his colleagues off the clock. That organizing led to a protest, where he called on the company to shut down the warehouse and allow workers to stay home, safe from the ravages of the mostly unknown disease.

He then expanded his activism beyond the warehouse, staging protests throughout New York City and bringing attention to the fundamental unfairness of seeing everyday workers face unsafe work conditions in a pandemic while Amazon rolled in record profits.

Chris’s activism drew the attention of executives at the company. “He’s not smart, or articulate,” wrote Amazon’s general counsel, David Zapolsky, in notes from a leadership meeting. “[A]nd to the extent the press wants to focus on us versus him, we will be in a much stronger PR position than simply explaining for the umpteenth time how we’re trying to protect workers.”

Chris wasn’t an organizer by trade. His plan was to simply move up the ranks at work. He regularly commuted from Newark, New Jersey, to the Staten Island warehouse, carpooling with a coworker. During his first year working for the company, at a different warehouse, he didn’t have a car, and it could take him up to three hours to travel.

Despite not having a college degree, he was a hard worker. He was promoted in 2015, within a year of starting at Amazon, advancing from a process assistant to a supervisory role. “It took me three years to realize Amazon’s toxic culture. I was really praised my first year because I was really dedicated and pro-Amazon. They were selling me a dream the whole time.”

Terminated from his job after Amazon said he was violating the company’s COVID-19 safety protocols, Chris had time to commit full-time to organizing. He started an organization, the Congress of Essential Workers, to speak up for workers like him. “The capitalist economy of the US is built off the backs of a class of underpaid people who are degraded to wage laborers and valued only for what they produce, not for their intrinsic value as humans,” its website reads. “We want to change this.”

When Chris and I spoke in March 2021, a year after his first protest, it was clear he was thinking beyond the walls of JFK8. “We are the wealthy ones, if we really understood our power and our wealth. The workers are the ones who hold the value. Jeff Bezos don’t come to the warehouse and pack these packages—it’s us. If we stopped [working] for one day . . . and had a general strike, can you imagine the riptide that would go through this country? That will shake up every billionaire in this country—actually, all over the world.”

While he drew the ire of top Amazon executives, Smalls attracted workers outside of the company who realized the potential to formally unionize one of the world’s largest retailers. For years, Amazon notoriously had held outsized power, burning through workers without any need to make their work lives better. A union could change that, allowing workers to negotiate collectively for better wages, hours, and benefits.

It seemed like a pipe dream. Amazon had, from the beginning, successfully thwarted attempts to unionize with extremely aggressive tactics. But Smalls, and the growing collection of workers who joined him, would try anyway.

One of them was Cassio Mendoza. Cassio worked the night shift as a stower at JFK8. He’s also a socialist. As Cassio began to organize with Christian to form Amazon’s first union, he was careful not to rally his colleagues around his ideology. If people want to organize, he tells me, “first and foremost, be a really good worker who works hard to earn the respect of your coworkers.” He adds: “[If] you seem like a lazy worker who doesn’t really care about their job, other workers won’t respect you, especially ones who ideologically don’t agree with socialism, or communism or anything like that.”

The scrappy crew of workers Chris led formally began the Amazon Labor Union, naming him president, sidestepping traditional union drive efforts and racking up wins along the way. They posted videos that went viral on TikTok. They helped coworkers who were in a financial pinch. “[G]o out of your way to do whatever you can to try to make people’s lives easier—if you can help someone get their job back, or if you can help them with something going on at home, or things like mutual aid, raising money for people. It depends on the situation, but just contribute whatever skills you have to make the movement stronger,” Cassio shares. Their tireless work paid off. On April 1, 2022, JFK8 became the first Amazon warehouse in the world to win an election to unionize. Additional steps would remain for them to officially become a union, including becoming legally certified by the National Labor Relations Board, an effort that Amazon expectedly challenged. But on that spring day in 2022—about two years after an employee with no organizing experience simply decided he was fed up—Chris, Cassio, and their colleagues could celebrate making history.
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Flip the Script: Amazon Labor Union Organizer Cassio Mendoza on Organizing Your Coworkers


	☐ If you’re trying to unionize (especially at a huge company with large sums of money available to defeat your efforts), help your coworkers outside of the job. Fundraise for them or assist them in other ways that will help if they’re going through something at home.

	☐ There’s no need to preach about being socialist. Instead, talk to them about specific financial struggles and needs. “You can’t organize people through ideology,” Cassio says. “You have to organize them based on the material needs that they have. So we would never talk about socialism. We would just talk about like, a living wage for all the workers or having our own organization deal with the fight for changes.”

	☐ Work hard and earn your coworkers’ respect. If you’re only there to unionize, other workers will be turned off.



All this stuff means actually getting offline, touching some grass, and talking IRL to the people you work with, fellow lefties!


Chris wasn’t armed with years of activism experience or Marxist theory. He just had grit and built connections. It helped make him a labor leader, but you don’t even have to do all that. You can be a labor supporter. There have been hundreds of strikes over the past few years; working-class people are standing up to their capitalist bosses. Some of them have a strike fund, a pool of money workers tap into so they can protest their jobs (the only livelihood most people have) on the picket line and not be completely broke while doing so.

Even if you don’t work in a traditional job that has a union or could organize, you can contribute to those funds for your friends’ unions or the unions of companies whose goods you rely on. Show solidarity with other workers. The AFL-CIO has a whole list of them. Support a union if you do have one. If your job needs one because wages are crap and people are disenchanted, encourage your outspoken, hardworking friend to lead unionizing efforts.

Take inspo from one of the most influential organizers of the twentieth century, who cofounded a union with Cesar Chavez, and the Agricultural Workers Association, organizing strikes against capitalist landowners on behalf of farm workers. In 1966, Dolores Huerta was the first person in the US to negotiate a successful contract between farm workers and an agricultural company.


class warrior
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Dolores Huerta

Background: New Mexico–born, California-bred labor leader

Weapon: Negotiation and inspiration

ORIGIN STORY: Huerta started off as a schoolteacher, but she realized, “I couldn’t tolerate seeing kids come to class hungry and needing shoes. I thought I could do more by organizing farm workers than by trying to teach their hungry children.”



choose your fighter


As much as capitalism is about power, it’s also about everyday people. An elite group of überwealthy business owners and political leaders have come together to maintain systems that enrich them. Like Frederick Douglass said, “these bad boys aren’t going to just ride their yachts into the sunset.” Okay, he really said that “Power concedes nothing without a demand.” But same same. Bourgeoisie millionaires and billionaires are comfortable and rich as hell; you think they’ll give that up easily? So it’s up to us to choose ourselves as our own class warriors and work with each other in the struggle.

The goal isn’t a struggle for struggle’s sake, but to make sure all of us can live comfortable lives. Sure, money is important. Despite what capitalists say (conveniently), we socialists want people to be financially comfortable, even your whack Uncle Larry. But there’s also more to the world. Like, y’know, wanting that world to actually exist for the foreseeable future.

Socialists don’t think that comfort should be exclusive to a minority and lorded over the rest of us, like some treasured reward in a twisted game that’s impossible to win. Besides, what good is money if you’re burnt out and unhappy, and a ton of other people you know are too? Like Cuba Gooding Jr.’s character Rod Tidwell told Jerry Maguire in . . . Jerry Maguire, “It’s not just the coin. It’s ‘the kwan.’ It means love, respect, community . . . and the dollars too.” That’s the balance Rod wanted in his life. And Jerry also wanted that kind of balance in his relationships with his clients (after all, that’s what jumpstarts the whole movie).

I think about all the ups and downs my friends have gone through in dating (by “friends” I also mean me), but ultimately things ended up turning out how they wanted it. The relationships they have with their “forever person” may not be perfect. There are still challenges and quirks to work out and the occasional group-chat venting session. But I’m sure none of them want to go back to the wishy-washy, noncommittal, and downright toxic exes they had before. It’s almost always scary moving on, but a lot of times it’s worth it.

Socialism may not complete us and sweep us away in some whirlwind romance. But it may give us the comfort we haven’t felt since capitalism forcefully weaseled its way into our lives. We owe it to ourselves, and future generations who are hoping for a habitable planet, to at least step out and give some other prospects a chance. [image: Image]
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Bail bond companies charge a nonrefundable fee
(usually about 10-15 percent of the bail amount).
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You may have to sign a contract with the bond company allowing the

company to take something significant of yours (your house, for instance)
if you don’t make your court appearances. That’s your collateral.
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If you don’t show up for trial, the bail company will pay the court
the full bail and then can take what you put up for collateral.
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ABOUT ME: [ want you to live fast
and die young.

LIKES: 1. Going Dutch. Except when
it comes to healthcare. 2. Being the
worst but somehow convincing you
I'm the prize.

WEAKNESSES: 1. [ might rack up
bills and stick you with them. 2. I
might ghost on you if you have a
condition I can’t deal with. 3. I'll
never really believe you deserve me.
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Yeahhh, my business model

Lpledge 1o use;fewer fossil still depends on fossil fuels.

fuels or transition to alternative
energy companies altogether.

I might show insignificant or
opaque spending on clean energy

Ilove to pepper annual reports with based on financial analysis.

terms like “low-carbon” and “transition.”

I say that the real culprits are alter-
native energy companies taking away
jobs from communities of color!

Watch me acknowledge the issue
of environmental injustice!
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- 1912

Teddy Roosevelt

Party platform.

:*** Around WWI, 1914-1918

US government commissioned

Pl‘:_}”selsh it articles denouncing German
e socialist insurance as
SRR OF part of their anti-German
Progressive

war propaganda, leading
government health insurance
to appear “anti-American.”

1915
American Association of Labor Legislation
drafts model bill for insurance that covers
the services of physicians, nurses, and
hospitals, as well as sick pay, maternity
benefits, and a death benefit for funeral

expenses. Workers, employers, and the
state would share the costs. Multimillion-
dollar commercial life insurance industry
opposes the bill and it dies.

HE'ALTHC'ARIE

ceecscrrsesecsnsncasecses 1940519505

1940s

National Medical
Association, an
organization of Black
medical professionals,
frames healthcare as
a human right and
supports national
healthcare proposals,
in direct opposition to
the American Medical
Association, which
continues to argue
against national health
insurance program.

Harry Truman introduces a
national health insurance
program and links healthcare
with civil rights. The American
Medical Association—which
excluded Black members—calls
national health insurance
un-American, because “states’

rights.

” Southern Democrats

2010

The most significant
healthcare reform we've
gotten this century has
been the Affordable Care
Act, which President
Barack Obama signed into
law in March 2010. Despite
conservative attempts

to frame it as “socialized
medicine,” ACA was mostly
about regulating the
private health insurance
market and requiring

that most Americans get
covered.

1961-1965

President John F. Kennedy
makes Medicare for the
elderly a legislative priority.
It ultimately passed in

1965 during the Johnson
administration, against
conservative opposition,
and is still in place (and
hugely popular) today.

raise alarms that it would
desegregate the medical
profession and usher in
socialism. Just see the
next two pages.
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Hey babe I have to work my
part-time job after my full-
time job to make payments
on this iPhone and help my
dying grandmother with

her hospital bills because
she couldn’t really save for
retirement and emergencies.

Sorry I can’t make it tonight.

Oh but you can

afford an iPhone?
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OF WHY WE DON'T
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We get policies that suck and  Busine ss friendly politicians
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Racism helps those
politicians get elected.

(which can be applied to nearly
every issue discussed in this book)
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“In all that the people can individually do
as well for themselves, government ought
not to interfere.” — ABRAHAM LINCOLN






ops/images/f0037-01.jpg
THE SCRANMBLE POR APRICA

1870s 1881 1882 1884 1884-5
%

Europeans France Great Britain Germany Western European
explore colonizes colonizes takes control countries realize
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Conference to decide
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Developers and banks want as
much wealth as possible.
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Our government at every level pushes for
homeownership...and racist laws that restrict
Black people from being homeowners.
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Our housing market relies
on property values rising.
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White homeowners get told Black
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Values go up, affordability goes down,
and the racial wealth gap persists.
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‘We must have energy INDEPENDENCE!

Uhh, no matter how much we “drill
baby drill,” experts say that the US’s
ability to rely on domestic oil and gas
is unlikely to happen

Alternative energy kills jobs.

Except, the oil and gas industry has
been consistently cutting jobs, while the
Green New Deal has a transition plan to
keep them.

These environmental regulations
infringe on our FREEDOM

Now they’re just talking sh*!
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Club for Growth Uline, Inc's PAC

(CFG) formed by billionaire

Richard Uihlein, is the
CFG's super PAC

top funder of CFG
#1 donor in various From among one or
election cycles more of these senators,
to senators: we got proposals to:
Ted Cruz,R-TX 1) Eliminate the federal
Ron Johnson, R-WI minimum wage altogether.
Let those pure, sweet
loshFadey;R:MO markets decide!
Rand Paul, R-KY

2) CutMedicare and
Rick Scott, R-FL Social Security.
David Perdue, R-GA 3) Allow people to carry

around guns with no permit...
and offer the usual tHoUgHts
aNd pRaYeRs when the

inevitable happens.
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We all look at the budget together
and vote for equal wage increase
A __4
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- -

= =

| decide what to pay all my employees
after | buy my cat a new yacht.
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A CYCLE
&) OF HOW WE CAN
HAVE NICE THINGS

ADOPT: renewable
energy sources

00 =

RESIST: that really CREATE: green jobs that can reduce
tempting SHEIN racial inequality + more sustainable
shopping spree public transit + nationalized (or

municipalized) public utilities
> BT /
((c (&(‘k @/

ORGANIZE: for environmental justice
and ecosocialism + to protect workers
and hold corporations accountable

= a greener planet where we can
probably prevent impending doom
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THE VICIOUS EVOLUTION OF WHY
WE DON'T HAVE NICE THINGS

Elites come up with “scientific” racism
to justify economic exploitation and
the enslavement of Black people.

Racist propaganda characterizes poverty
and its related diseases as hereditary.

Growing wealth/wage inequality
leads to actual worse health outcomes
for Black and Latino people.
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r/stopsocialism

iluvUSA — | Commies in my Car

Proud Patriot 111 #12075548 - 09/13/97 10:27 PM

This is America, not Communist Russia. We are supposed to have achoice in

- : matters like this.... | demand this opportunity. This is absolute, pure, and blatant
osts: 46!

Loc:CA discrimination!’

FordFan - | Commies Hate my Car
#15145633-01/08/03 434 PM

ihaveacar

[This] is atactic used by those in socialist and communist countries we as
americans have God given unalienable rights to the pursuit of love life liberty and
Posts: 7642 happiness and as an american, if an suv makes me happy then i will use the rights

Loc: TX
that so many have died to defend.?

Commies in my Casino

bigamblir
#197075707-06/29/07 7:38 AM

cuinvegas baby

This bill should be thrown in the trash where it belongs. This is supposed to be a

“free society” and a “democracy”... seems to me like it is becoming more & more

E°5'5:o1'1_|773 like a socialist republic or a dictatorship instead, which is very disappointing.
oc:

1A California resident writing to the National Highway and Traffic Safety Administration in 1997 who wanted the freedom
to not have an airbagin her car.

2Someone whose SUV really makes them happy. But a 2003 federal proposal for fuel economy requirements was making
them really sad.

3|n 2007, this commenter really hated an online gambling regulation.
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RENU BORNE
INRTHERUS.

(2017)

48 percent of renter households in the U.S. are considered
rent burdened. That means they pay more than 30 percent
of their household income on rent. It's even worse for
lower-income renters, where the rent burden is:

N

for low- for very low- for extremely
income renters income renters low-income renters





ops/images/f0013-01.jpg





ops/images/f0086-01.jpg
How about
Medicare for All?
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A group of about
32,000 people
gave over $2.3
billion (35% of

the total)

Among those donors were
a group of under 200 people.
JUST 200 PEOPLE gave
almost $1 billion combined.
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