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Bertolt Brecht the playwright appears to have overshadowed his other 
artistic identities nearly completely, though, in truth, Brecht wore more 
creative hats than most other artists of his time. He was a theatre-producer, 
essayist, critic, novelist, short-story writer, drama theorist and film-script 
writer. And, above all, he was a poet. Indeed, Brecht was a poet first and 
everything else after that – though it is easy to forget this, not least because he 
himself actively downplayed his poetic output. Years before his first play, Baal, 
was staged, the 19-year-old Brecht was writing such haunting lines as these:

Half-way along the road from night to morning
Naked and strewn in a rock-strewn glen

A chilly sky across it like an awning
You’ll find the heaven for disenchanted men . . .

Ever silence where great rocks are lying
The glow remains although the light has gone

Sullen souls, fed up with their own crying
Sit dreamless, dumb and very much alone.

And yet, though his poetic oeuvre comprises nearly one thousand items, 
only about 170 had found a place in the three collections Brecht had made 
himself. He seldom let go of an opportunity of making light of the whole 
business of writing poetry. “My poetry is laid so heavily to my account,” 
he somewhat dismissively said in response to a request in 1928 for a public 
reading of his poetry, “that for some time now the least rhyme has stuck in 
my craw”.

In fact, a large majority of Brecht’s poems were not published before his 
death, prompting the editors of the 1976 Methuen collection of his poetry to 
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remark that “more perhaps than any other major writer 
except Kafka, Brecht was content that the greater part of 
his achievement should remain unknown”.

But can the readers of his plays fail to see that Brecht’s 
language was that of a poet? Think of The Threepenny 
Opera, among Brecht’s most earthy—some may even 
say ribald—plays written, appropriately enough, in a 
rambunctious, racy idiom. The dainty Polly Peachum, 
daughter of Jonathan Jeremiah Peachum (who is very 
nearly the model of bourgeois respectability) stuns her 
parents by announcing her resolve to marry Mack the 
Knife, the London underworld’s uncrowned king. Polly 
has had many suitors—all of them well-heeled as well 
as well-groomed—and yet, she always said no.

But then one day, and that day was blue
Came someone who didn’t ask at all
And he went and hung his hat on the nail in my little attic
And what happened then I can’t quite recall.

And as he had got no money
And was not a nice chap
And his Sunday shirts, even, were not like snow
And as he had no idea of treating a girl with due respect
I could not tell him: No. . . .

Oh, the moon was shining clear and bright
Oh, the boat kept drifting downstream all that night
That was how it simply had to go.

This is top-drawer lyric poetry and the fact that 
Brecht manages to pull this off in the middle of a 
boisterous farce, where the principal characters are all 
equally hard-nosed men/women of the world, establishes 
the supreme self-assurance of his technique.

Many of Brecht’s early poems were composed 
as songs, at any rate as pieces to be read to the 
accompaniment of a musical instrument such as the 
guitar. Off and on he wrote what he called ‘Psalms’, 
evocative prose pieces that read like chants:

Evenings by the river in the dark heart of the bushes I 
see her face again sometimes, face of the woman I loved: 
my woman, who is dead now.

It was many years ago and at times I no longer know 
anything about her, once she was everything, but 
everything passes.

And she was in me like a little juniper on the Mongolian 
steppes, concave, with a pale yellow sky and great 
sadness. . . .

The 22-year-old Brecht puts on paper his last 
memories of his mother in a tender little haiku-like poem 
that could well be a song:

And when she was finished they laid her in earth
Flowers growing, butterflies juggling over her . . .
She, so light, barely pressed the earth down
How much pain it took to make her as light as that!

But he was equally capable of fashioning superbly 
lyrical poems which are not meant to be ‘performed’. 
One late night in the spring of 1922, when travelling 
back home in Augsburg from Berlin by train, Brecht 
jotted down some lines that were later to be chiselled 
into the magnificent ‘Of Poor B.B.’, which begins thus:

I, Bertolt Brecht, came out of the black forests.
My mother moved me into the cities

As I lay inside her. And the coldness of the forests
Will be inside me till my dying day.

A speeding train on a dark night must have seemed 
to the 24-year-old Brecht  the perfect symbol of Weimar 
Germany—tentative, transient, even unreal.

In the grey light before morning, the pine trees piss
And their vermin, the birds, raise their twitter and cheep.
At that hour in the city I drain my glass, then throw
The cigar butt away and worriedly go to sleep.

The coldness of the forest as much as the hardness 
of life in the ‘asphalt city’ has entered the soul of the 
Weimar generation, “an easy generation (that lives ) in 
houses held to be indestructible”. But the knowledge 
gnaws at its heart that

Of those cities will remain what passes through them, 
the wind!
The house makes glad the eater: he clears it out.
We know that we’re only tenants, provisional ones
And after us will come: nothing worth talking about.

Memorably, this scepticism merges with the moral 
ambivalence of nowhere land:

In the earthquakes to come, I very much hope
I shall keep my cigar alight, embittered or no.
I, Bertolt Brecht, carried off to the asphalt cities
From the black forests inside my mother long ago.

Brecht was on the Nazis’ hate list right from the 
mid-1920s and works like The Rise and Fall of the City 
of Mahagonny quite infuriated Hitler’s men. Right after 
Hitler’s rise to power, therefore, Brecht went into exile, 
moving restlessly over western and northern Europe, 
living in Denmark, Sweden and Finland before moving 
to the US in 1941 where he lived through the war years. 
He eventually returned to what by then had become 
East Germany and settled down in Berlin. The long 
years in exile produced poems of several different kinds, 
including such quatrains as:
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This, then, is all. It’s not enough, I know.
At least I’m still alive, as you may see.
I’m like the man who took a brick to show
How beautiful his house used once to be.

Or the tongue-in-cheek epigram written while in 
Los Angeles:

Every day, to earn my daily bread
I go to the market where lies are bought
Hopefully
I take up my place among the sellers.

In his poetry as much as in his plays, Brecht was in 
his element in irony, as witness this laconic account of 
a friendly Encounter with the poet Auden:

Lunching me, a kindly act
In an alehouse, still intact
He sat looming like a cloud
Over the beer-sodden crowd.

And kept harping with persistence
On the bare fact of existence
I.e, a theory built around it
Recently in France propounded.

Talking about irony and satire, though Brecht was 
an icon of the communist East German state and was 
awarded the Stalin Peace Prize in 1954 by the Soviet 
Union, he famously lampooned the authoritarian state 
in poems such as The Solution:

After the uprising of the 17th June
The Secretary of the Writers’ Union
Had leaflets distributed in the Stalinalle
Stating that the people
Had forfeited the confidence of the government
And could win it back only
By redoubled efforts. Would it not be easier
In that case for the government
To dissolve the people
And elect another?

And yet, even in his last few years when his dramatic 
output had thinned considerably and he kept returning 
to poetry, the dominant themes were not built around 
cynicism or hopelessness. He again wrote lyrical poetry, 
evocative, often wistful:

And I was old, and I was young at moments
Was old at daybreak, young when darkness came
And was a child recalling disappointments
And an old man forgetting his own name.

“Well after his death in 1956”, the editors of the 
excellent Methuen collection note, “Brecht the poet 

remained like an unsuspected time-bomb ticking away 
beneath the engine-room of world literature”. It may 
well have been so, but it had not been possible even 
for Bertolt Brecht to hold back from the world’s view  
his most consummate achievement as poet, the 
incomparable To Those Born Later, written in exile in 
Denmark:

Truly, I live in dark times!
The guileless word is folly. A smooth forehead
Suggests a hard heart. The man who laughs
Has simply not yet had
The terrible news.

What kind of times are these, when
To speak of trees is almost a crime
Because it implies silence about so many horrors?
That man there calmly crossing the street
Is already perhaps beyond the reach of his friends
Who are in need? . . .

I came to the cities in a time of disorder
When hunger reigned there.
I came among men in a time of revolt
And I revolted with them
So passed my time
Which on earth was granted me. . . .

You who will emerge from the flood
In which we have gone under
Remember
When you speak of our failings
The dark time too
Which you have escaped.

For we went, changing countries oftener than our shoes
Through the wars of the classes, despairing
When there was injustice only, and no resistance.

And yet we knew only too well
Even the hatred of meanness
Contorts our features.

Anger, even against injustice,
Makes our voice hoarse. Oh, we
Who wished to lay the foundation of kindness
Could not ourselves be kind.

But you, when at last it comes to pass
That man can help his fellow man,
Do not judge us
Too harshly.

(Anjan Basu is a literary critic, translator and 
commentator living in Bangalore.)
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Less than two decades into the 
twenty-first century, it is evident that 
capitalism has failed as a social system. 
The world is mired in economic 
stagnation, financialisation, and 
the most extreme inequality in 
human history,  accompanied 
by mass  unemployment  and 
underemployment, precariousness, 
poverty, hunger, wasted output and 
lives, and what at this point can 
only be called a planetary ecological 
“death spiral.” The digital revolution, 
the greatest technological advance of 
our time, has rapidly mutated from 
a promise of free communication 
and liberated production into new 
means of surveillance, control, 
and displacement of the working 
population. The institutions of 
liberal democracy are at the point 
of collapse, while fascism, the rear 
guard of the capitalist system, is 
again on the march, along with 
patriarchy, racism, imperialism and 
war.

To say that capitalism is a 
failed system is not, of course, to 
suggest that its breakdown and 
disintegration is imminent. It does, 
however, mean that it has passed 
from being a historically necessary 
and creative system at its inception 
to being a historically unnecessary 
and destructive one in the present 
century. Today, more than ever, 
the world is faced with the epochal 
choice between “the revolutionary 
reconstitution of society at large and 
the common ruin of the contending 
classes.”

Indications of this failure 
of capitalism are everywhere. 
Stagnation of investment punctuated 
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by bubbles of financial expansion, 
which then inevitably burst, now 
characterises the so-called free 
market. Soaring inequality in income 
and wealth has its counterpart in the 
declining material circumstances 
of a majority of the population. 
Real wages for most workers in the 
United States have barely budged 
in forty years despite steadily 
rising productivity. Work intensity 
has increased, while work and 
safety protections on the job have 
been systematically jettisoned. 
Unemployment data has become 
more and more meaningless 
due to a new institutionalised 
underemployment in the form of 
contract labor in the gig economy. 
Unions have been reduced to mere 
shadows of their former glory as 
capitalism has asserted totalitarian 
control over workplaces.

The capture of the surplus 
value produced by overexploited 
populations in the poorest regions 
of the world, via the global labour 
arbitrage instituted by multinational 
co rpora t ions ,  i s  l ead ing  to 
an unprecedented amassing of 
financial wealth at the center of 
the world economy and relative 
poverty in the periphery. Around 
$21 trillion of offshore funds are 
currently lodged in tax havens on 
islands mostly in the Caribbean, 
constituting “the fortified refuge 
of Big Finance.” Technologically 
driven monopolies resulting from the 
global communications revolution, 
together with the rise to dominance 
of Wall Street-based financial 
capital geared to speculative asset 
creation, have further contributed 

to the riches of today’s “1 percent.” 
Forty-two billionaires now enjoy 
as much wealth as half the world’s 
population, while the three richest 
men in the United States—Jeff 
Bezos, Bill Gates, and Warren 
Buffett—have more wealth than 
half the US population. In every 
region of the world, inequality 
has increased sharply in recent 
decades. The gap in per capita 
income and wealth between the 
richest and poorest nations, which 
has been the dominant trend for 
centuries, is rapidly widening once 
again. More than 60 percent of the 
world’s employed population, some 
two billion people, now work in 
the impoverished informal sector, 
forming a massive global proletariat. 
The global reserve army of labor 
is some 70 percent larger than the 
active labour army of formally 
employed workers.

Adequate health care, housing, 
education, and clean water and air 
are increasingly out of reach for large 
sections of the population, even in 
wealthy countries in North America 
and Europe, while transportation is 
becoming more difficult in the United 
States and many other countries 
due to irrationally high levels of 
dependency on the automobile 
and dis investment  in  public 
transportation. Urban structures are 
more and more characterised by 
gentrification and segregation, with 
cities becoming the playthings of 
the well-to-do while marginalised 
populations are shunted aside. About 
half a million people, most of them 
children, are homeless on any given 
night in the United States. New York 
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City is experiencing a major rat 
infestation, attributed to warming 
temperatures, mirroring trends 
around the world.

In the United States  and 
other high-income countries, life 
expectancy is in decline, with a 
remarkable resurgence of Victorian 
illnesses related to poverty and 
exploitation. In Britain, gout, 
scarlet fever, whooping cough, and 
even scurvy are now resurgent, 
along with tuberculosis. With 
inadequate enforcement of work 
health and safety regulations, black 
lung disease has returned with a 
vengeance in US coal country. 
Overuse of antibiotics, particularly 
by capitalist agribusiness, is leading 
to an antibiotic-resistance crisis, 
with the dangerous growth of 
superbugs generating increasing 
numbers of deaths, which by mid–
century could surpass annual cancer 
deaths, prompting the World Health 
Organisation to declare a “global 
health emergency.” 

More than two million people 
in the United States are behind 
bars, a higher rate of incarceration 
than any other country in the world, 
constituting a new Jim Crow. African 
Americans and Latinos make up 56 
percent of those incarcerated, while 
constituting only about 32 percent 
of the US population. Nearly 50 
percent of American adults, and 
a much higher percentage among 
African Americans and Native 
Americans, have an immediate 
family member who has spent or is 
currently spending time behind bars. 
Racial divides are now widening 
across the entire planet.

Violence against women and 
the expropriation of their unpaid 
labor, as well as the higher level of 
exploitation of their paid labor, are 
integral to the way in which power 

is organised in capitalist society—
and how it seeks to divide rather 
than unify the population. More 
than a third of women worldwide 
have experienced physical/sexual 
violence. Women’s bodies, in 
particular, are objectified, reified, 
and commodified as part of the 
normal workings of monopoly-
capitalist marketing.

The mass media–propaganda 
system, part of the larger corporate 
matrix, is now merging into a social 
media-based propaganda system 
that is more porous and seemingly 
anarchic, but more universal and 
more than ever favouring money and 
power. Utilising modern marketing 
and surveillance techniques, which 
now dominate all digital interactions, 
vested interests are able to tailor their 
messages, largely unchecked, to 
individuals and their social networks, 
creating concerns about “fake news” 
on all sides. Numerous business 
entities promising technological 
manipulation of voters in countries 
across the world have now surfaced, 
auctioning off their services to the 
highest bidders. The elimination 
of net neutrality in the United 
States means further concentration, 
centralisation, and control over 
the entire Internet by monopolistic 
service providers.

Elections are increasingly 
prey to unregulated “dark money” 
emanating from the coffers of 
corporations and the billionaire 
class. Although presenting itself as 
the world’s leading democracy, the 
United States, as Paul Baran and 
Paul Sweezy stated in Monopoly 
Capital in 1966, “is democratic in 
form and plutocratic in content.” In 
the Trump administration, following 
a long-established tradition, 72 
percent of those appointed to the 
cabinet have come from the higher 

corporate echelons, while others 
have been drawn from the military.

War, engineered by the United 
States and other major powers 
at the apex of the system, has 
become perpetual in strategic oil 
regions such as the Middle East, 
and threatens to escalate into a 
global thermonuclear exchange. 
During the Obama administration, 
the United States was engaged in 
wars/bombings in seven different 
countries—Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, 
Libya, Yemen, Somalia and Pakistan. 
Torture and assassinations have 
been reinstituted by Washington as 
acceptable instruments of war against 
those now innumerable individuals, 
group networks, and whole societies 
that are branded as terrorist. A new 
Cold War and nuclear arms race is 
in the making between the United 
States and Russia, while Washington 
is seeking to place road blocks to the 
continued rise of China. The Trump 
administration has created a new 
space force as a separate branch of 
the military in an attempt to ensure 
US dominance in the militarisation 
of space. 

Increasingly severe economic 
sanctions are being imposed by 
the United States on countries like 
Venezuela and Nicaragua, despite 
their democratic elections—or 
because of them. Trade and currency 
wars are being actively promoted 
by core states, while racist barriers 
against immigration continue to be 
erected in Europe and the United 
States as some 60 million refugees 
and internally displaced peoples 
flee devastated environments. 
Migrant populations worldwide 
have risen to 250 million, with those 
residing in high-income countries 
constituting more than 14 percent of 
the populations of those countries, 
up from less than 10 percent in 
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2000. Meanwhile, ruling circles and 
wealthy countries seek to wall off 
islands of power and privilege from 
the mass of humanity, who are to be 
left to their fate.

More than three-quarters of a 
billion people, over 10 percent of 
the world population, are chronically 
malnourished. Food stress in the 
United States keeps climbing, 
leading to the rapid growth of 
cheap dollar stores selling poor 
quality and toxic food. Around forty 
million Americans, representing one 
out of eight households, including 
nearly thirteen million children, are 
food insecure. Subsistence farmers 
are being pushed off their lands 
by agribusiness, private capital, 
and sovereign wealth funds in a 
global depeasantisation process that 
constitutes the greatest movement 
of  people  in  his tory.  Urban 
overcrowding and poverty across 
much of the globe is so severe that 
one can now reasonably refer to a 
“planet of slums.” Meanwhile, the 
world housing market is estimated 
to be worth up to $163 trillion (as 
compared to the value of gold mined 
over all recorded history, estimated 
at $7.5 trillion).

The Anthropocene epoch, first 
ushered in by the Great Acceleration 
of the world economy immediately 
after the Second World War, has 
generated enormous rifts in planetary 
boundaries, extending from climate 
change to ocean acidification, to 
the sixth extinction, to disruption of 
the global nitrogen and phosphorus 
cycles, to the loss of freshwater, 
to the disappearance of forests, 
to widespread toxic-chemical 
and radioactive pollution. It is 
now estimated that 60 percent of 
the world’s wildlife vertebrate 
population (including mammals, 
reptiles, amphibians, birds, and fish) 

have been wiped out since 1970, 
while the worldwide abundance of 
invertebrates has declined by 45 
percent in recent decades. 

If present climate-change trends 
continue, the “global carbon budget” 
associated with a 2°C increase in 
average global temperature will 
be broken in sixteen years (while 
a 1.5°C increase in global average 
temperature—staying beneath which 
is the key to long-term stabilisation 
of the climate—will be reached in 
a decade). Earth System scientists 
warn that the world is now perilously 
close to a Hothouse Earth, in which 
catastrophic climate change will 
be locked in and irreversible. The 
ecological, social, and economic 
costs to humanity of continuing to 
increase carbon emissions by 2.0 
percent a year as in recent decades 
(rising in 2018 by 2.7 percent—3.4 
percent in the United States), 
and failing to meet the minimal 
3.0 percent annual reductions in 
emissions currently needed to avoid 
a catastrophic destabilisation of the 
earth’s energy balance, are simply 
incalculable.

Nevertheless, major energy 
corporations continue to lie about 
climate change, promoting and 
bankrolling climate denialism—
while admitt ing the truth in 
their internal documents. These 
corporat ions are working to 
accelerate the extraction and 
production of fossil fuels, including 
the dirtiest, most greenhouse 
gas-generating varieties, reaping 
enormous profits in the process. 
Capitalist countries across the board 
are putting the accumulation of 
wealth for a few above combating 
climate destabilisation, threatening 
the very future of humanity.

Capitalism is best understood as 
a competitive class-based mode of 

production and exchange geared to 
the accumulation of capital through 
the exploitation of workers’ labour 
power and the private appropriation 
of surplus value (value generated 
beyond the costs of the workers’ 
own reproduction). The mode of 
economic accounting intrinsic to 
capitalism designates as a value-
generating good or service anything 
that passes through the market 
and therefore produces income. 
It follows that the greater part 
of the social and environmental 
costs of production outside the 
market are excluded in this form of 
valuation and are treated as mere 
negative “externalities,” unrelated 
to the capitalist economy itself—
whether in terms of the shortening 
and degradation of human life 
or the destruction of the natural 
environment. 

We have now reached a point in 
the twenty-first century in which the 
externalities of this irrational system, 
such as the costs of war, the depletion 
of natural resources, the waste of 
human lives, and the disruption of 
the planetary environment, now far 
exceed any future economic benefits 
that capitalism offers to society 
as a whole. The accumulation of 
capital and the amassing of wealth 
are increasingly occurring at the 
expense of an irrevocable rift in the 
social and environmental conditions 
governing human life on earth.

How did these disastrous 
c o n d i t i o n s  c h a r a c t e r i s i n g 
capitalism worldwide develop? 
An understanding of the failure 
of capitalism, beginning in the 
twentieth century, requires a 
historical examination of the rise 
of neoliberalism, and how this 
has only served to increase the 
destructiveness of the system. Only 
then can we address the future of 
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humanity in the twenty-first century.

Neoliberalism and Capitalist 
Failure

Many of the symptoms of the 
failure of capitalism described 
above are well-known. Nevertheless, 
they are often attributed not to 
capitalism as a system, but simply to 
neoliberalism, viewed as a particular 
paradigm of capitalist development 
that can be replaced by another, 
better one. For many people on the 
left, the answer to neoliberalism 
or disaster capitalism is a return 
to welfare-state liberalism, market 
regulation, or some form of limited 
social democracy, and thus to a 
more rational capitalism. It is not 
the failure of capitalism itself that is 
perceived as the problem, but rather 
the failure of neoliberal capitalism.

In contrast, the socialist tradition 
understands neoliberalism as an 
inherent outgrowth of late capitalism, 
associated with the domination of 
monopoly-finance capital. A critical-
historical analysis of neoliberalism 
is therefore crucial both to grounding 
our understanding of capitalism 
today and uncovering the reason 
why all alternatives to neoliberalism 
and its capitalist absolutism are 
closed within the system itself.

The term neoliberalism had its 
origin in the early 1920s, in the 
socialist critique of the Austrian 
economist Ludwig von Mises’s 
(1881–1973) Nation, State, and 
Economy (1919) and Socialism: 
An Economic and Sociological 
Analysis (1922), both of which were 
written as virulent anti-socialist 
tracts. In these works, Mises, then 
employed by the Vienna Chamber 
of Commerce, equated socialism 
with “destructionism,” insisted 
that monopoly was consistent 
with capitalist free competition, 

defended unlimited inequality, and 
argued that consumers exercised 
“democracy”  t h rough  t he i r 
purchases, which were equivalent 
to ballots. He strongly condemned 
labour legislation, compulsory 
social insurance (or social security – 
provides protection against various 
economic risks, such as loss of 
income due to illness, retirement 
benefits, or unemployment), trade 
unions, unemployment insurance, 
nationalisation, taxation, and 
inflation as the enemies of his 
refurbished liberalism. 

In 1921, renowned Austrian 
socialist philosopher and politician 
Max Adler  coined the  term 
neoliberalism to designate Mises’s 
attempt to refurbish a fading liberal 
order through a new ideology of 
market fetishism. Subsequently, 
Mises’ neoliberalism was criticised 
by several other socialists. 

The 1930s, and later the post-
Second World War years in the West 
are known as the age of Keynes. The 
Great Depression years saw powerful 
working class movements, forcing 
the ruling classes to implement 
measures such as the New Deal. And 
then, after the Second World War, 
capitalist economies grew rapidly 
for a quarter-century—spurred on by 
increased state spending (particularly 
on the military in the context of the 
Cold War), the rebuilding of the 
war-torn European and Japanese 
economies, the expansion of the sales 
effort, waves of automobilisation in 
both the United States and Europe, 
and two major regional wars in 
Asia. Simultaneously, the West 
was faced with the threat of the 
alternative model represented by 
the Soviet Union, and the advent 
of strong unions as a result of the 
developments of the 1930s and 
’40s. Consequently, the West moved 

in the direction of Keynesianism, 
social democracy, and the welfare 
state. The net result was: from the 
1930s to 1960s, following the Great 
Depression and the Second World 
War, neoliberal ideology waned in 
the context of the deepening crisis 
of capitalism. 

Nevertheless, the tendency 
toward economic stagnation already 
exhibited in the 1930s remained 
as a structural flaw of the system, 
temporarily masked by the so-called 
Golden Age of rapid growth and 
increasing income for workers that 
immediately followed the Second 
World War. By the 1960s, the factors 
that led to the rapid growth of the 
economy in the 1950s began to 
wane, and the US economy began 
to slowdown once again, resulting 
in a structural crisis of the capitalist 
system in the mid–1970s. This 
marked the beginning of decades 
of economic stagnation and a long 
decline in the trend rate of growth in 
the advanced capitalist economies. 

To  m a i n t a i n  i t s  p r o f i t 
accumulation, the capitalist class 
now sought to reverse decades of 
modest working-class gains, thereby 
deciding to take an anti-Keynesian 
stance, designating  anything to the 
left of hardcore neoliberalism as 
socialist or totalitarian. There was 
a sharp turn toward austerity and 
economic restructuring, under the 
guise of monetarism and supply-
side economics. Simultaneously, a 
concerted effort to destroy unions 
by combined political, economic, 
and juridical means was carried out. 

Key to the reemergence of 
neoliberalism in the post-Second 
World period was the Mont Pèlerin 
Society, named after the Swiss spa 
where Mises, Hayek, Robbins, 
Milton Friedman, George Stigler, 
Raymond Aron, and others met 
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in 1947, to promote neoliberal 
economic and political ideas. 
However, the members of the Mont 
Pèlerin Society did not refer to 
themselves as neoliberals, probably 
because they remembered the 
devastating socialist critiques of 
neoliberal ideology in the 1920s, 
and referred to themselves as 
classical liberals; they stated that 
neoliberalism was not a separate 
political ideology but only an 
extension of classical liberalism and 
attributable to inherent features of 
human nature. In this way, as Michel 
Foucault (French philosopher) 
argued, it was converted into a kind 
of biopolitics.

Till the 1960s, figures like 
Mises, Hayek, Friedman, and James 
Buchanan remained on the margins, 
though heavily bankrolled by private 
foundations. But with the return of 
economic stagnation in the 1970s, 
neoliberal intellectuals were actively 
recruited at the apex of monopoly 
capital in order to provide the 
ideological basis to launch the 
corporate campaign to restructure 
the capitalist economy, deliberately 
targeting labour, the state, and 
the underdeveloped economies of 
the global South. By now, along 
with the Mont Pèlerin Society, 
the Department of Economics at 
the University of Chicago too had 
become the bastion of neoliberal 
ideology, as several leading believers 
in this ideology were teaching there. 

Central to neoliberal philosophy 
from the beginning was the defense 
of concentrated corporate capital 
and class dynasties, which were 
portrayed as representing free-market 
competition and entrepreneurship. 
The very virulence of neoliberal 
ant i -social ism meant  that  i t 
represented the drive to a complete 
market-privatisation of social life. 

In Margaret Thatcher’s London 
and Ronald Reagan’s Washington, 
figures like Hayek and Friedman 
became the symbols of the neoliberal 
era. The new so-called Nobel Prize 
in Economics, or the Sveriges 
Riksbank (Bank of Sweden) Prize 
in Economic Sciences in Memory 
of Alfred Nobel, established by 
the Bank of Sweden in 1969, 
was controlled from its inception 
by ultraconservative neoliberal 
economists. Seven members of the 
Mont Pèlerin Society, including 
Hayek, Friedman, Stigler, and 
Buchanan received the prize between 
1974 and 1992, while even mildly 
social-democratic economists were 
all but excluded.

Neoliberalism as an economic 
ideology was largely ineffectual 
in normal economic-policy terms, 
judged by its lack of success in 
promoting growth. But for big 
business, it was a huge success as 
the surplus capital in the hands of 
the corporate rich not only increased, 
but by virtue of financialisation, 
globalisation, and the revolution in 
digital technology, new forms of 
amassing wealth were created.

Financialisation—the relative 
shift of the economy from production 
to finance—opened up vast new 
avenues to speculation and wealth 
formation, relatively removed from 
capital investment in new productive 
capacity (that is, real capital 
accumulation). Globalisation meant 
not only new markets, but, more 
importantly—through the global 
labour arbitrage—the appropriation 
of huge economic surpluses from the 
overexploitation of low-wage labor 
in the periphery that ended up in the 
financial coffers of multinational 
corporations and wealthy individuals 
in the rich countries. 

Meanwhile, digital technology 

created the basis of a new globalised 
surveillance capitalism, buying 
and selling information on the 
population, primarily motivated 
by the sales effort, leading to the 
creation of enormous information-
technology monopolies.

Vast increases in inequality 
and wealth were justified as returns 
for innovation. In the new era 
of expropriation, all was up for 
grabs: education, health systems, 
transportation, housing, land, cities, 
prisons, insurance, pensions, food, 
entertainment. All exchanges in 
society were to be fully commodified, 
corporatised, and financialised, with 
the funds flowing into financial 
centers and feeding speculation on 
capital gains, leveraged by debt. 
Human communication was itself 
to be turned into a commodity. All 
in the name of a free-market society.

For the powers that be, this 
strategy was enormously successful. 
The financialisation process managed 
to counter economic-stagnation 
tendencies to some extent, but at 
the cost of periodic financial crises 
layered over the normal business 
cycle. Nevertheless, the amassing 
of wealth at the top continued 
to accelerate,  with f inancial 
crises themselves leading to even 
greater financial concentration and 
centralisation. 

The state too became subject to 
the financialisation policy, shifting 
its overall role to protecting the value 
of money. In the Great Financial 
Crisis of 2007–09, the big banks 
and corporations were almost all 
bailed out; the population was not. 
While this crisis, the worst faced by 
the capitalist world since the Great 
Depression of 1929–37, should have 
raised questions about the efficacy 
of neoliberalism, what has actually 
happened is its exact opposite—the 
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neoliberal ideology has become so 
strongly entrenched that the Great 
Financial Crisis only gave it further 
impetus!

A characteristic of this new era 
of financialised accumulation is that 
it is so far removed from the realities 
of production and use value that it 
has led to “a social and ecological 
planetary emergency.” This is most 
evident in the rapid destruction of 
the natural environment. Fossil fuels 
are entered as financial assets on the 
books of corporations, even when 
they exist only in the form of reserves 
buried in the ground. Trillions of 
dollars of Wall Street assets are 
thus tied up in fossil capital. This 
has made it doubly difficult to shift 
away from the extraction and use 
of fossil fuels to more sustainable 
alternatives, such as solar and wind 
power. No one owns the sun’s rays 
or the wind. Hence, there is less 
of a vested interest in these forms 
of energy. In today’s capitalism, 
more than ever before, current and 
potential future profits dictate all, at 
the expense of people and the planet. 
The human population stands by, 
seemingly helpless, watching the 
destruction of the climate and the loss 
of innumerable species, all imposed 
by the ostensibly overwhelming force 
of market society.

Neoliberal ism has always 
been directly opposed to strict 
laissez faire since it has invariably 
emphasised a strong, interventionist, 
and constructionist relation to the 
state, in the direct service of private 
capital and market authoritarianism. 
In the neoliberal view, the role of 
the state is not simply to protect 
property, as maintained by Smith, 
but extends to the active construction 
of the domination of the market 
over all aspects of life. This means 
refashioning the state and society on 

the model of the corporation or the 
market.

The state must not “correct the 
destructive effects of the market,” 
where these fall “on society” outside 
the market, but rather take advantage 
of these destructive effects to impose 
further measures that extend the 
reach and penetration of the market. 
The goal is to shackle the state to 
the monopolistic–competitive ends 
of capital, so as to limit any changes 
that would negatively affect the 
value of money. Hence, both fiscal 
and monetary policy are increasingly 
put out of reach of the government 
itself—in those cases where changes 
going against the vested interests 
are contemplated. Central banks 
have been transformed into largely 
autonomous branches of the state, 
in fact controlled by the banks. 
Treasury departments are shackled 
by debt ceilings. Regulatory agencies 
are captured by monopoly–finance 
capital and act, for the most part, in 
the direct interest of corporations 
outside governmental control.

Such an attempt to construct a so-
called self-regulating market society 
therefore requires constant state 
interventions on behalf of capital, 
undermining the very foundations of 
society and life itself. Neoliberalism 
thus extends the structural crisis 
of capitalism in its globalised 
monopoly–finance phase to all of 
society and makes it universal. The 
answer to every failing of capitalism 
is thus to turn the screw further—
with each failure opening up new 
areas of profitability for a few. The 
result of this irrational logic is not 
merely economic and ecological 
disaster, but the gradual demise of 
the liberal–democratic state itself. 
Neoliberalism thus points inevitably 
to market authoritarianism and even 
neofascism. In this respect, Donald 

Trump is no mere aberration.
As Mises openly declared in 

1927 in another work, Liberalism: 
“It cannot be denied that Fascism 
and similar movements [on the 
right] aiming at the establishment 
of dictatorships are full of the best 
intentions, and that their intervention, 
has, for the moment, saved European 
civilisation. The merit that Fascism 
has thereby won for itself will live 
on eternally in history.” Hayek, 
along with other  neol iberals 
such as Friedman and Buchanan, 
actively supported General Augusto 
Pinochet’s coup in Chile in 1973, 
overthrowing the democratically 
elected socialist government of 
Salvador Allende and imposing an 
economic shock doctrine on the 
population. Hayek, during a trip to 
Chile in 1978, personally warned 
Pinochet against a resurrection of 
“unlimited democracy.” During a 
second visit in 1981, he stated that “a 
dictatorship . . . may be more liberal 
in its policies than a democratic 
assembly.”

Neoliberalism, in short, is not a 
mere paradigm that can be dispensed 
with, but represents the absolutist 
tendencies of the system in the age of 
monopoly finance. In this new phase 
of monopoly capitalism, its survival 
can only be ensured for a time by the 
singular application of its economic 
logic to all of sociological existence. 
Reduced, however, to a pure Midas 
principle, capitalism is ending up by 
destroying everything in existence 
with which it comes into contact. 
But if capitalism has now failed, the 
question becomes: What next?

What Next?
In his magisterial The Age of 

Extremes: A History of the World 
1914–1991, the renowned socialist 
historian Eric Hobsbawm, viewing 
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the approach of the twenty-first 
century, indicated that there were 
reasons to be concerned that the 
new century might be even more 
threatening to humanity than the 
“age of extremes” that had preceded 
it, a century that had been punctuated 
by world wars, imperial conflicts, 
and economic depressions—and in 
which humanity was confronted for 
the first time with the possibility 
of its own self-annihilation. Yet, 
looking forward, he concluded, 
the new century (and millennium) 
offered even greater dangers.

“We live in a world,” Hobsbawm 
observed in 1994,

uprooted and transformed by 
the titanic economic and the techno-
scientific process of the development 
of capitalism . . . it cannot go on 
ad infinitum. The future cannot 
be a continuation of the past, and 
there are signs, both externally, 
and, as it were, internally, that we 
have reached a point of historic 
crisis. The forces generated by 
the techno-scientific economy are 
now great enough to destroy the 
environment, that is to say, the 
material foundations of human life. 
The structures of human societies 
themselves, including even some 
of the social foundations of the 
capitalist economy, are on the point 
of being destroyed by the erosion 
of what we have inherited from the 
human past. Our world risks both 
explosion and implosion. It must 
change. . . . If humanity is to have a 
recognisable future, it cannot be by 
prolonging the past or the present. If 
we try to build the third millennium 
on that basis, we shall fail. And the 
price of failure, that is to say, the 
alternative to a changed society, is 
darkness.

Hobsbawm left little doubt as 
to what the principal danger was at 

present, namely “the theological faith 
in an economy in which resources 
were allocated entirely by the totally 
unrestricted market, under conditions 
of unlimited competition,” carried 
out by ever more concentrated 
corporations. Chief among the 
dangers of such a system was the 
likelihood of “irreversible and 
catastrophic consequences for the 
natural environment of this planet, 
including the human race which is 
part of it.”

Hobsbawm’s position was 
roundly criticised at the time, even 
by many on the left, as overly 
“pessimistic” with regard to the 
course of capitalist development. 
Today, however, a quarter-century 
later, it is clear that he hit the 
mark, as the concerns that he 
voiced then are even more evident 
today. Nevertheless, there are still 
progressive intellectuals in the 
wealthy countries who hope that the 
pendulum will swing back again, 
leading to a more affirmative-style 
liberalism or social democracy. This 
sustains the belief that the failures 
of unregulated capitalism can be 
countered by a return to regulated 
capitalism, a new Keynesian age—
as if history had stood still.

This, however, denies the 
material reality that neoliberalism 
today is ingrained in capitalism 
itself, in the phase of monopoly–
financial capital. The earlier age 
of industrial–capital dominance, 
on which Keynesian economics 
was based, is now gone. Even 
if progressive or socialist or left 
parties come to power in these 
circumstances, and attempt to 
implement Keynesianism, they will 
invariably fall prey to the laws of 
motion of capitalism in this phase. 

So, the question arises, what 
next? Of course, the actual course of 

history can never be predicted. The 
only thing certain about historical 
change is the existence of the 
struggles that drive it forward and 
that guarantee its discontinuous 
character. Both implosions and 
explosions inevitably materialise, 
rendering the world for new 
generations different than that of 
the old. History points to numerous 
social systems that have reached 
the limits of their ability to adapt 
their social relations to allow for 
the rational and sustainable use 
of developing productive forces. 
Hence, the human past is dotted 
by periods of regression, followed 
by revolutionary accelerations that 
sweep all before them. 

Could such a revolutionary 
acceleration of history, though on an 
incomparably greater scale, happen 
in the twenty-first century? 

As a direct result of capitalist 
social relations, the material 
challenges now facing humanity 
are greater than anything ever 
seen before ,  point ing to  an 
accumulation of catastrophe along 
with the accumulation of capital. 
Hundreds of millions of people 
under these circumstances are 
already being drawn into struggles 
with the system, creating the basis 
of a new worldwide movement 
toward socialism. Yes, the working 
people can indeed change the world, 
but they can only do so through 
a unifying struggle by workers  
and peoples aimed at genuine 
socialism.

It may be objected that socialism 
has been tried and has failed and hence 
no longer exists as an alternative. 
However, like the earliest attempts 
at capitalism in the Italian city-states 
of the late Middle Ages, which 
were not strong enough to survive 
amongst the feudal societies that 



JANATA, May 26, 2019 11

surrounded them, the failure of the 
first experiments at socialism presage 
nothing but its eventual rebirth in 
a new, more revolutionary, more 
universal form, which examines and 
learns from the failures. Even in 
failure, socialism has this advantage 
over capitalism: it is motivated by 
the demand for “freedom in general,” 
rooted in substantive equality and 
sustainable human development—
reflecting precisely those collective 
social relations, borne of historical 
necessity and the unending struggle 
for human freedom, crucial to human 
survival in our time.

It is capitalism’s undermining of 
the very basis of human existence 
that will eventually compel the 
world’s workers and peoples to seek 
new roads forward. An inclusive 
movement toward socialism in this 
century will open up the possibility 
of qualitative new developments 
that the anarchy of the capitalist-
market society with its monopolistic 
competition, extreme inequality, and 
institutionalised greed cannot possibly 
offer. It introduces the prospect of 
long-term democratic planning at all 
levels of society, allowing decisions 
to be made and distributions to 
occur outside the logic of the cash 
nexus. Socialism, in its most radical 
form, is about substantive equality, 
community solidarity, and ecological 
sustainability; it is aimed at the 
unification—not simply division—of 
labour.

Once  su s t a inab l e  human 
development, rooted not in exchange 
values, but in use values and genuine 
human needs, comes to define 
historical advance, the future, which 
now seems closed, will open up in a 
myriad ways, allowing for entirely 
new, more qualitative, and collective 
forms of development. This can be 
seen in the kinds of needed practical 

measures that could be taken up, but 
which are completely excluded under 
the present mode of production. It is 
not physical impossibility, or lack 
of economic surplus, that stands in 
the way of the satisfaction of basic 
needs—clean air and water, food, 
clothing, housing, education, health 
care, transportation, and useful 
work—for all. It is not the shortage 
of technological know-how or of 
material means that prevents the 
necessary ecological conversion to 
more sustainable forms of energy. 
All of this is within our reach, but 
requires pursuing a logic that runs 
counter to that of capitalism.

The very waste and excess of 
today’s monopoly–finance capitalism, 
together with the development of new 
means of communication that allow 
for greater human coordination, 

planning, and democratic action than 
ever before, suggest that there are 
countless paths forward to a world 
of substantive equality and ecological 
sustainability once the world is freed 
from the fetters of capital.

The mainsprings of human 
action throughout history lie in the 
drive for human freedom and the 
struggle to master our relation to the 
world. The first of these ultimately 
demands equality and community; 
the second, human development and 
sustainability. It is on these struggles 
for collective advancement that we 
must ultimately rely if humanity is 
to have a future at all.

(John Bellamy Foster is professor 
of sociology at the  University of 
Oregon and editor of the American 
socialist magazine, Monthly Review.)

Bob Dylan once said, “Let us not 
talk falsely now, the hour is getting 
late.” February 23rd, 2019, was 
the day that Juan Guaidó, the self-
proclaimed President of Venezuela, 
had “authorised” “humanitarian 
aid” to enter Venezuela, an attempt 
to force the Maduro government, 
and thus the Venezuelan people, to 
their knees. There is great urgency 
as an ever-increasing escalation of 
violence is being perpetuated by 
those who would destroy Venezuela, 
including several  a t tacks on 
Venezuela’s electrical grid over the 
last few weeks. But let me be clear: 
the Venezuelan poor are resilient, 
and any change will be on their 
terms. Most importantly, Venezuelan 

Defiant Resistance: The Venezuelan Crises 
and the Possibility of Another World

Jeremiah Gaster

politics is collective, and there is 
a deep form of solidarity across 
communities along with an abiding 
interest in building a different form 
of politics. In short, if one does not 
unearth this collective politics, one 
cannot understand what is happening 
in Venezuela.

While in Venezuela doing field 
work in July 2018, in conversations 
with many Venezuelans, I noted the 
consistent insistence that Venezuela 
must be respected.

A primary feature of Venezuelan 
life is that politics is not only 
discussed but is everywhere, and 
as such, many Venezuelans could 
teach graduate courses in political 
science. This is well exemplified 
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in a recent news item on the Real 
News Network in which a woman 
on the street, clutching a well-worn 
copy of the constitution, says to the 
interviewer, “If Juan Guaidó needs 
a constant reminder” she “will be 
happy with her fellow citizens to 
read him the constitution every 
day”. That a factor of everyday life 
is the importance of the Venezuelan 
constitution is not to be discounted 
and helps us understand something 
essential: the gravity of politics for 
Venezuelans. Another core aspect 
of this is the ease with which poor 
Venezuelans viscerally, expressly, 
and collectively are directly involved 
with politics. It was not always thus.

Pacted Political System
Early in the twentieth century, 

oil was found in Venezuela. Soon 
Venezuela’s elites became capitalist, 
rich beyond imagination, and they 
also grew concerned that they faced 
too much disruption from rural and 
urban crowds who had a tendency 
toward fomenting strikes and other 
political upheavals. In 1958, three 
political parties implemented a 
pacted political system wherein in 
one election, Action Democratic 
would win, and in the next election, 
the Social Christians would win, 
and so on. While the third party 
quickly disappeared, this pact, 
which continued for several decades 
against the threat of communist 
organising and against the poor, 
eventually joined by the Catholic 
Church, business leaders, and even 
unions.

In the 1970s, following a 
successful  decade of  pacted 
democracy, flush with oil monies, 
the Venezuelan state started a few 
social welfare programs. While some 
Venezuelans began to experience a 
measure of relief, poverty persisted. 

Then in the early 1980s, the state 
shut off the small flow of oil money 
to the poor, and thus, poverty in 
Venezuela grew to 62 per cent, and 
extreme poverty grew to 30 per cent.

In 1989, in the wake of re-
electing Carlos Andres Perez 
as president, Venezuelans were 
hopeful. However, in the week 
after his inauguration, Venezuelans 
learned Perez intended to integrate 
the state even closer with global 
capital, pushing further austerity. In 
response, on February 27, 1989, a 
series of bus and food riots started 
that lasted almost a week. This revolt 
throughout Venezuela by the poor 
against the state and society was 
called the Caracazo ( the explosion 
of Caracas). In its attempt to quell 
the revolt, the state killed upwards 
of 2000 people. Nevertheless, since 
the Caracazo, the state and elites 
found themselves unable to govern 
Venezuela as before.

Rather than the elites governing 
Venezuela, the poor, those who 
were starving, those informally 
working, other workers including 
the underemployed or unemployed, 
f a rmers ,  Af ro -Venezue lans , 
Indigenous Venezuelans,  the 
differently abled, LGBTQ, youth, 
seniors, women working in their 
homes caring for their children, 
women working outside the home 
and then keeping house, people 
forgotten by politics of exclusion, 
came down from the barrios (means 
neighbourhoods, especially the 
slums of urban cities), changing 
Venezuela. Consider that for the 
next decade the average number 
of protests grew to over 1000 per 
year, an increase from the pre-1989 
average of 200, signifying that all-
across Venezuela there were at least 
two protests every day during this 
period. In 1992, a Colonel in the 

Venezuelan army, Hugo Chávez 
Frías, led an attempt to end the state’s 
continued repression, and when this 
failed, he took responsibility for 
it. Chávez, born poor, being Afro-
Indigenous, recognised that the 
marginalised had to be the major 
force in any political project geared 
toward their particular and specific 
needs.

The Revolution, Cemented
After serving some time in jail, 

Chávez ran for president in the 1998 
elections. His win did not start the 
revolution, but rather, cemented it. 
While still an uphill battle, even 
with Chávez at the helm, the state 
itself was restructured to support 
communities. This restructuring 
was unthinkable just prior to his 
election. Turning it into something 
quite unthinkable to us here in 
Canada. In him, the poor found a 
friend, a teacher, a comrade. Now 
without him, a common phrase is 
that “Chávez is a seed in all,” and 
this keeps them fighting.

Many benef i ts  cont inued 
to accrue to those from whom 
Venezuela’s wealth had once been 
robbed, including huge advances 
in access to healthcare, education, 
and a general well-being for all 
Venezuelans, especially the poor. 
Pursuant to Nicolás Maduro’s 
second election, twenty years since 
Chávez’s first, unlike in many 
other states around the world that 
impose austerity and neoliberally 
reorganise state services, there 
remains in Venezuela the sense 
that the state must provide for its 
citizens. Significantly, the current 
economic and political crises under 
such intense misinformation and 
international scrutiny are not the 
result of Venezuelan state policies. 
While some monetary inflation is 
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an indirect result of state policies, 
the crises are a direct result of 
speculation and inflation sparked 
by Venezuelan capitalists and the 
horrific interventions, meted out 
by some nations, including Canada 
and the USA, such as sanctions and 
blockades.

On one hand, free or low-income 
housing, universal healthcare, 
public and universal education 
(including the distribution of free 
tablets or computers to all children), 
subsidised gas, the provision of 
basic food stuffs to all who need 
it—the Venezuelan state’s social 
programs remain sturdy despite 
the manufactured economic and 
political crises of 2019. When I was 
there in July 2018, because the cost 
to print urban public transit tickets 
in Caracas was more expensive than 
the government was willing to make 
the price, public transit was free. Of 
course, Maduro remains accused of 
“buying votes” via these programs.

The beneficiary of current 
Venezuelan government policies 
continues to be the poor themselves. 
Significantly,  what has been 
Venezuela’s strength even more 
than the social welfare policies 
themselves, as revolutionary as they 
are in this current world of austerity, 
is the fact of community control 
of this revolution, for they control 
the process. Through Chavismo, 
many communities have arranged 
themselves into organisations as 
community councils, misiones, and 
various other forms of assemblies. 
The government is involved, 
e.g., the government mandates 
that a community council is to be 
constituted of two hundred families 
(less in rural and Indigenous areas), 
must meet quorum, etc., and then 
the government provides funds 
to the community organisation 

based on the mandates to provide 
various social services and to 
foster community production. The 
government provides support, but 
these organisations are run by the 
communities themselves, and they 
have done so for the past two 
decades. Presently, tens of thousands 
of such community organisations 
exist throughout all of Venezuela.

There has also been exponential 
growth in communes throughout 
Venezuela. In areas where several 
community councils intersect 
(thousands of members in the cities, 
less in the rural areas), further 
entrenchment  of  community 
organisations has been fostered. 
Communes that intersect have 
begun to institute communal cities 
of 20,000 members each. These 
institutional structures, and the 
communities’ protagonism and 
cooperation forming them, reveal the 
depth of the change during the last 
two decades in Venezuela.

One thing is clear: in all of these 
social endeavors the revolution is 
constituted through the multiple 
tendencies of Chavismo, and it 
is only through the masses in 
their work against all forms of 
domination that the revolutionary 
state exists. Notably, Chavismo 
is a consciously socialist-feminist 
practice throughout all of Venezuela. 
Many communities that before 
were denied their dignity, have 
collectively altered their country 
based on principles of social equity 
and egalitarianism. Changes have 
been happening here that have rarely 
happened at any point in human 
history.

To be certain, Venezuela as a 
country remains capitalist, colonial, 
racist, machista, and embedded in 
imperialism’s world; the state is a state 
with all of its corresponding dangers. 

Significantly, the Venezuelan state 
is not the site of counter-revolution. 
Even though it is a residual capitalist 
state, against which the masses 
constantly battle for their gains, it 
is not the state who wars against 
the masses; rather in Venezuela, the 
state is with the masses’ revolution. 
Although new elites have emerged, 
and problematise the revolution, 
the revolution is neither the state 
nor the new elites, and for sure, it 
is not the old elites. Rather, even 
though in any society in which 
they exist they are the fulcrum, it 
is the poor’s gravitonic pull which 
explains politics in Venezuela, 
and in Venezuela the poor have 
begun the slow and long process of 
ending these residual conditions of 
inhumanity.

Elites Try for a Comeback
No longer rulers of Venezuela, 

the old elites after Chávez’s death 
in 2013 and with the subsequent 
fall of oil prices, saw an opportunity 
to reassert themselves, attempting 
to construct a perfect storm by 
increasing their economic war 
against their fellow citizens. 
Excluded from their “natural place” 
at the top of state and society, 
the elites remain frustrated; they 
have been ineffectual against the 
masses. World leaders as “diverse” 
as Trudeau, Harper, Martin, and 
Chrétien; Bush, Obama, and Trump; 
and many others of Latin America 
and the European Union have also 
long hated the revolution.

There are many reasons for the 
imperial desire to end the Bolivarian 
revolution, including wanting to 
suppress the control and involvement 
exercised by the Venezuelan people 
over themselves. The fact that 
Venezuela is rich in natural resources 
such as petroleum, natural gas, gold, 
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bauxite, iron ore, and diamonds 
just adds to the frustration with 
the revolution. These “leaders” 
have contributed to the economic 
war with ever increasing sanctions 
(especially since early 2015) and 
blockades of imported essentials 
such as medicine, food, and other 
goods—a war that has had quite a 
violent outcome against a sovereign 
people.

Presently, high inflation is a 
serious problem in Venezuela, but 
significantly, neither production nor 
distribution are under government 
nor specifically community control. 
Private ownership and the imperial 
blockades strangle the Venezuelan 
economy, “making it scream” (As 
Nixon and Kissinger conspired to do 
in the Chilean economy against the 
experiment of socialist-democracy 
in the early 1970s in Chile). An 
example of how Venezuelans resist 
this problem can be seen in the 
growth over the last decade of urban 
cultivation, and in their return to the 
land to produce what they need.

Loyalty to the revolution is 
evidenced in the outcomes of the 
last several elections. In both 2014 
and in 2016–2017, the opposition 
held increasingly violent protests. 
In the December 2015 election, 
the National Assembly (AN, 167 
seats total) was completely flipped 
in favour of the opposition, which 
won 109 seats and received almost 
8 million votes in contrast to the 
Chavista parties who received 
almost 6 million votes, winning 
only 55 seats.

In response to the increasing 
violence on July 30, 2017, following 
constitutional procedure, a new 
constituent assembly (National 
Constituent Assembly, ANC) was 
elected with more than eight million 
votes. The ANC, plenipotentiary 

by definition, has more than 
500 seats for both regional and 
sectoral representatives. Despite the 
opposition’s call for a boycott of the 
elections, the eight million who did 
vote is a tangible and meaningful 
voter expression. The day after the 
ANC vote, all violent protests ceased 
until 2019’s return to violence. 
This shows the value of the ANC 
as two years of social peace was 
wrought even though the brutality 
of the economic war remained. The 
persistent violence of the opposition 
to the revolution is clear, and the 
rejection of such violence by the 
majority of Venezuelan society is 
also obvious.

Since the 2017 elections of the 
ANC, three more Chavista electoral 
gains have been made, winning the 
majority of governorships (October 
2017) and city councillorships 
(December 2018), flipping many 
opposition strongholds. Maduro 
also had a substantial May 2018 
presidential win with more than six 
million votes and a hefty four million 
lead over the closest rival. These 
considerable votes are not negated, 
even with the opposition’s attempted 
boycott of the election.

The 2015 NA is old news with 
new NA elections long scheduled for 
next year. The NA itself is a remnant 
of old state formations contained 
within a contradictory process, and 
Venezuelans know this. The poor 
are waging a war on both capitalism 
and the capitalist state in the name 
of a communal state, and they know 
that it is only through the current 
Maduro / Chavista government that 
they can achieve their victory. While 
reserving their right to tell him how 
things should be done, Maduro 
remains their president.

Manifestly Venezuela’s elites 
have been increasingly isolated 

in Venezuela, especially since 
Chávez’s first election in 1998. In 
2019, presuming to have the right 
to stop the Bolivarian experiment, 
the elites started a new initiative 
aimed at ending the Maduro 
government, and so bringing an 
end to the revolution. Beyond the 
opposition’s base, and its reliance 
on the obvious Trojan horse of US 
and Canadian “humanitarian aid,” 
the early 2019 gambit of Guaidó’s 
“presidency” has not culminated in 
the desired end. Neither sparking 
violence in the streets, nor in the 
claim of the “abandonment” of 
Maduro’s presidency, Guaidó’s 
coup has failed at the time of writing 
(the second week of April). This 
failure is due to the absence of the 
masses of Venezuela, who remain 
the core of any substantial change 
in Venezuela. Tensions remain high 
as the opposition claims the right 
to “invite” invasion to secure their 
power, but this only reveals their 
very illegitimacy.

The  government ,  hav ing 
consistently renounced violence, has 
always been open to direct talks with 
the opposition, if they too renounced 
violence. However, the elites are 
reluctant, for they know that without 
violence they are unlikely to prevail. 
The elites know that for the majority 
of Venezuelans, the opposition is 
worthless and the elites themselves 
are superfluous.

Concluding Thoughts
So, what can we do? Despite an 

inhumane blockade enacted over 
the past four years, Venezuelan 
poor continue to receive greater 
benefits from their government than 
Canadians, for example, have ever 
received from ours. Consequently, 
if what Venezuelans participate in is 
democracy, then what the rest of the 
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world has is not. In short, the poor 
in Venezuela are the government. 
Thus, to support Venezuela is to 
fight for a better world, one wherein 
the poor are the government too. 
Fighting back against neoliberal 
restructuring of Canada, resisting 
the continued formation of the 
“common-sense” of austerity, 
resisting all of the accompanying 
horrors of early twenty-first century 
capitalist imperialist states is how 
we can support Venezuela.

As stated at the outset of this 
article, in Venezuela, it is oft repeated 
that “Venezuela must be respected.” 
This phrase is the basis for the 
fact that Venezuelans resist rather 
than simply folding in the face of 
aggressions by the opposition and 
other countries. Venezuelans have 
taken to heart the lessons of Chile 
1973, and both the military and 
the Venezuelan people will defend 
themselves if attacked. It is also 
clear that there is much that we 
can learn from them. Nevertheless, 
the positive in Venezuela is still 
exceptional ,  and Venezuelan 
resistance to neoliberalism is 
ever more an example to us all. 
In conclusion, whilst undergoing 
many challenges, Venezuela remains 
the place where human possibilities 
have been flourishing, and this 
expression of direct democracy will 
be protected by Venezuelans and 
must be respected.

(Jeremiah Gaster is both a political 
theorist and a comparativist. He 
writes for Socialist Project, a Toronto 
based organisation that promotes 
socialist thought and action.)

I  a m  w r i t i n g  y o u  f r o m 
Montpellier, France, where I am a 
participant–observer in the Yellow 
Vest (Gilets jaunes) movement, 
which is still going strong after 
six months, despite a dearth of 
information in the international 
media.

But why should you take the 
time to learn more about the Yellow 
Vests? The answer is that France 
has for more than two centuries 
been the classic model for social 
innovation, and this unique, original 
social movement has enormous 
international significance. The 
Yellow Vests have already succeeded 
in shattering the capitalist myth of 
‘representative democracy’ in the 
age of neoliberalism. Their uprising 
has unmasked the lies and violence 
of republican government, as well 
as the duplicity of representative 
institutions like political parties, 
bureaucratic unions, and the 
mainstream media.

Moreover, the Yellow Vests 
represent the first time in history that 
a spontaneous, self-organised social 
movement has ever held out for half 
a year in spite of repression, while 
retaining its autonomy, resisting 
cooptation, bureaucratisation and 
sectarian splits. All the while, 
standing up to full-scale government 
repression and targeted propaganda, 
it poses a real, human alternative to 
the dehumanisation of society under 
the rule of the capitalist ‘market’.

A Different Kind of Uprising
Six months ago, on November 

17, 2018, Yellow Vests burst ‘out of 

The Yellow Vests of France:  
Six Months of Struggle

Richard Greeman

nowhere’, with autonomous local 
units springing up all over France 
like mushrooms, demonstrating on 
traffic circles (roundabouts) and 
toll-gates, marching every Saturday 
in cities, including Paris. But unlike 
all previous revolts, it was not Paris-
centered. The humid November 
soil from which these mushrooms 
sprouted was the near-universal 
frustration of French people at the 
abject failure of the Confédération 
générale du travail (CGT) and 
other unions to effectively oppose 
Macron’s steam-roller imposition 
last Spring of his historic Thatcherite 
‘reforms’: an inflexible neoliberal 
program of cutt ing benefits , 
workplace rights, and privatising 
or cutting public services, while 
eliminating the so-called Wealth Tax 
designed to benefit the poor.

The immediate cause of this 
spontaneous mass uprising was 
to protest an unfair tax on fuel 
(fiscal justice), but the Yellow 
Vests’ demands quickly expanded 
to include restoration of public 
services (transport, hospitals, 
schools, higher wages, retirement 
benefits, healthcare for the poor, 
peasant agriculture, media free of 
billionaire and government control, 
and, most remarkably, participatory 
democracy. Despite their disruptive 
tactics, the Yellow Vests were, from 
the first, wildly popular with average 
French people (73 per cent approval), 
and they are still more popular than 
the Macron government after six 
months of exhausting, dangerous 
occupations of public space, violent 
weekly protests, and slanderous 
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propaganda against them.
Tired of being lied to, cheated, 

manipulated, and despised, the 
Yellow Vests instinctively from 
the beginning rejected being 
instrumentalised by the corrupt 
‘representative’ institutions of 
capitalist democracy—including 
political parties, union bureaucracies, 
and the media (monopolised by 
billionaires and subsidised by 
the government). Jealous of their 
autonomy, a concept which radical 
intellectuals have been exploring for 
years, the Yellow Vest movement 
eschewed ‘leaders’ and spokespeople 
even among their own ranks, and are 
even now very gradually learning to 
federate themselves and negotiate 
convergence with other social 
movements.

Macron’s Repressive Response
Right from the start ,  the 

Yellow Vests’ basically non-violent 
unauthorised gatherings were met 
by massive police repression—
teargas, flashballs, beatings, 10,000 
arrests, immediate drum-head 
trials, and stiff sentences for minor 
infractions. The Macron government 
just passed a new “anti-vandalism” 
law making it virtually impossible 
to demonstrate legally. Macron’s 
orthodox neoliberal French Republic 
has arguably become as repressive 
of domestic opposition as the right-
wing ‘populist’ regimes in Poland, 
Hungary, and Turkey.

Macron’s violent repression of 
political opposition is responsible for 
at least two deaths, 23 demonstrators 
blinded in one eye, and thousands 
seriously wounded. It has been 
condemned by the UN and the 
European Union. But Macron has 
never acknowledged these injuries, 
which are rarely shown in the 
media. The TV news concentrates on 

sensational images of the violence 
(to property) of the Black Block 
vandals at the fringes of Yellow 
Vest demonstrations, never on 
the human victims of systematic 
government violence. A popular 
slogan proclaimed in Magic Marker 
on a demonstrator’s Yellow Vest 
reads: “Wake up! Turn off your TV! 
Join us!”

Since the Yellow Vests have 
no recognised spokespersons, 
government propaganda, abetted 
by the media, has had a free hand 
to dehumanise them in order to 
justify treating them inhumanly. 
Macron, from the height of his 
monarchical presidency, at first 
pretended to ignore their uprising, 
then attempted to buy them off with 
crumbs (a very few crumbs, which 
were rejected) and then denounced 
them as “a hate-filled mob.” (N.B. In 
real life the Yellow Vests are largely 
low-income middle-aged folks 
with families from the provinces 
whose trademark is friendliness 
and improvised barbecues.) Yet 
for Macron and the media they 
constitute a hard-core conspiracy 
of “40,000 militants of the extreme 
right and the extreme left” often 
characterised as “anti-Semites” who 
threaten the Republic.

Small wonder that, subjected to 
increasing violence and continuous 
slander, the numbers of Yellow Vests 
willing to go out into the streets to 
protest every week has diminished 
over 27 weeks. But they are still out 
there, and their favorite chant goes: 
“Here we are! Here we are! What 
if Macron doesn’t like it? Here we 
are!” (On est là! Même si Macron ne 
veut pas, On est là!)

Finally, Support from Other 
Groups

Fortunately, in the past few 

weeks the League for the Rights of 
Man and other such humanitarian 
groups have at last turned out 
to protest police brutality, while 
committees of artists and academics 
have signed petitions in support 
of the Yellow Vests’ struggle for 
democratic rights, condemning 
the government and media. At 
the same time, Yellow Vests are 
more and more converging with 
Ecologists (“End of the Month/End 
of the World/Same Enemy/Same 
Struggle”) and feminists (who play 
a major role in the movement).

Workers have also played an 
important role, many of them active 
as opponents of the bureaucracy 
in their unions. Red CGT stickers 
on Yellow Vests are now frequent 
sights at demos. Philippe Martinez, 
the General Secretary of the CGT, 
who has heretofore been sarcastic 
and negative about the Yellow Vests, 
has now been forced to admit that the 
cause of their rise was the failure of 
the unions, “a reflection of all the 
union deserts”. He was referring to 
“small and medium size businesses, 
retired people, poverty people, 
jobless people, and lots of women” 
(the demographic of the Yellow 
Vests) that the unions have ignored.

The Yellow Vests are still here, 
in the fray, holding the breach open. 
The crisis in France is far from over. 
If and when the other oppressed 
and angry groups in France—
the organised workers, ecologists, 
North African immigrants, students 
s t ruggl ing against  Macron’s 
educational ‘reforms’—also turn 
off their TVs and go down into 
the streets, things could change 
radically. The Yellow Vests’ avowed 
goal is to bring France to a grinding 
halt and impose change from below.

What if they succeed? We know 
what the ‘success’ of structured 
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parties like Syriza in Greece and 
Podemos in Spain led to. Maybe a 
horizontal federation of autonomous 
base-groups attempting to re-invent 
democracy could do better.

P.S. Latest news: the CGT 
just held its convention and voted 
unanimously for “convergence” 

with the Yellow Vests, something 
our group in Montpellier has been 
working toward for months. On 
May 18th, for the first time, we are 
meeting with the other Yellow Vest 
groups in our region. “On ne lâche 
rien!” (Nothing escapes us, we don’t 
give in).

(Richard Greeman is a socialist 
scholar long active in human 
rights, anti-war, anti-nuclear, 
environmental and labor struggles 
in the US, Latin America, France, 
and Russia.)

As he nears his sixth month in 
office, Mexican President Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador (popularly 
known as AMLO) travels around 
the nation holding public events 
to report on his social policies and 
asking citizens for help in removing 
the vices of the old regime from the 
State.

AMLO exhibi ts  a  unique 
leadership in this enormous country, 
which he knows from end to end, and 
where he managed to organise a great 
national coalition around himself. He 
is one of the few presidents with the 
ability to speak and reply for hours, 
without assistants or teleprompters, 
on countless aspects of the country’s 
public life. He is the author of 17 
books, has a political career of over 
three decades and is an unparalleled 
personality in Mexico today.

After running for the presidency 
three times and finally defeating 
the electoral fraud apparatus of the 
PRI – PAN, Andrés Manuel (as he 
is affectionately called by those 
who have followed him for years) 
proposes to achieve the fourth 
historical transformation of Mexico, 
an ambitious goal that has led to 
him being labelled “arrogant” and 
“messianic”.

In order to defeat a hostile 

How is Mexico’s Fourth Transformation Progressing?

Claudio Fabian Guevara

media that is a strong supporter of 
the traditional corrupt elites who 
had been in power for decades 
before finally being defeated in 
the Presidential elections held last 
year, one of the first steps taken 
by AMLO was to organise long 
morning press conferences, where 
he is accompanied by specialists, 
secretaries and ministers who report 
on the what has been happening 
in each area of  governance. 
Thus, he achieved a direct line 
o f  communica t ion ,  w i thou t 
intermediaries, with millions of 
people.

This strategy was deepened 
with his tours around the country, 
and organising face-to-face mass 
meetings with citizens. In these 
public interactions, the Mexican 
president speaks colloquially 
and intimately, accompanied by 
members of his cabinet, about 
how the transformation process is 
progressing. He provides figures 
and data on the social welfare 
programs launched. He justifies 
how these expenses are financed 
with the money previously used for 
corruption. And he preaches moral 
principles with historical themes 
as a backdrop to these policies. He 
also tells anecdotes of the waste and 

greed of the previous regime.
These mass meetings are turning 

out to be a huge success, with people 
participating in them in very large 
numbers. The local municipal and 
state authorities also participate 
in these meetings, in which the 
programmes and works undertaken 
by the federal government and funds 
allocated for them are announced. 
The whistles and shouts of the 
people, especially when they see an 
official with an unsavoury reputation 
in the President’s entourage, add a 
condiment of colour and spontaneity 
to the meeting. The political ironies 
and puns of the main speaker 
complete the show.

Andrés  Manue l ’s  pub l i c 
meetings are, like his morning press 
conference and many other elements 
of his government, a communication 
policy of great originality. What is 
AMLO’s central message in this 
campaign? What is he saying to the 
people during the first six months of 
his government?

Here is a summary of the main 
points he conveys in his public 
pronouncements:

1) The first priority is to pacify 
the country: Mexico’s statistics 
of violence, especially after the 
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launch of Felipe Calderón’s war 
on drugs, show that the country is 
suffering from a real internal war. 
AMLO proposes to stop it along 
three axes: i) Giving attention to 
young people by providing them 
scholarships, full employment and 
opportunities to study, in order to 
move them away from the mafia. ii) 
The legalisation of drugs to weaken 
the power of criminal cartels, as 
well as the decriminalisation of 
drug users. iii) Greater availability 
of personnel for internal security. To 
this end, the constitution has been 
modified to allow the creation of the 
National Guard, by which the Army 
and Navy participate in internal 
security operations. This gesture 
earned him harsh criticism from the 
Zapatistas, who accuse AMLO of 
having deployed more troops than 
any previous government.

2) Austerity, by example: The 
PRI presidential staff had thousands 
of staff employed for its security. 
AMLO has transferred them to 
internal security and now they 
take care of the people. Cuts have 
been made in the salaries of the 
public employees getting very high 
salaries, and the lowest salaries have 
been raised. A law has been passed 
capping the highest salaries. No one 
can earn more than the president, 
whose salary is a modest 108,000 
pesos a month, equivalent to about 
5600 dollars. The million-dollar 
pensions for former presidents 
have been eliminated. The former 
President Peña Nieto’s expensive 
presidential plane in California was 
put up for sale. “Let’s see if Trump 
will cheer him up,” AMLO ironically 
says, “because even Trump doesn’t 
have a plane like that.” As a part of 
his policy of austerity, the president 
now travels with his entourage 

by land, sometimes in four-hour 
trips, because he deactivated the 
air fleet which was grossly misused 
by the ruling elite: “They went by 
helicopter to play golf.”

3) Fighting corruption and 
promoting social programs, hand 
in hand: The Mexican president 
claims to have severed corruption 
“from the head”. As part of the fight 
against corruption, the government 
claims that huachicoleo (organised 
theft of gasoline from the state oil 
company Pemex) has been reduced 
by 95%. The savings generated by 
eliminating corrupt practices and 
cutting down wasteful government 
expenditure are being used to 
finance social welfare programs. 
The government has launched a mix 
of scholarship programs for students 
and pensions for the elderly, the 
disabled, some of universal scope 
and others sectoral. These funds have 
also been used to finance programs 
such as interest-free loans for small 
and medium-sized entrepreneurs and 
merchants.

According to the Welfare 
Census, the benefits reach 24 million 
people. The government’s strategy 
is to make them available to the 
people without intermediaries, or 
by directly depositing the money 
in people’s accounts. The problem: 
only around 40% of Mexicans have 
bank accounts.

4) Moralising public life with 
traditional values: There is a strong 
component of traditional values 
and principles in the messages of 
President Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador. They are open and broadly 
inclusive messages, most of them 
about traditional values, which 
would suggest an attempt to balance 
a wide range of currents of opinion. 

There is an insistent moral message 
against the greed that underpinned 
the open pillage of the nation’s 
public coffers and wealth: “Those 
sick of corruption must be cured. 
To defeat corruption, it must be 
stigmatised. Before it was a merit, 
an act of audacity, a prototype. . . . 
Now we have to change that.”

He has also made many bold 
and innovative pronouncements, 
such launching a debate for the 
legalisation of drugs, and has also 
explicitly rejected agro-toxins and 
transgenics.

On June 1, 2019, AMLO will 
complete six months in office. In 
his public agenda there is much 
more: the Mayan Train megaproject, 
reversing of  the energy and 
education reforms sanctioned by the 
previous government, a proposal to 
combat illegal immigration through 
development plans and economic 
integration with the neighbouring 
nations. He also has to wage a 
political battle against the old elites 
displaced from power who promote 
a battery of criticisms and negative 
propaganda through their control 
of the media. The Zapatistas also 
oppose him—they have fiercely 
opposed his Mayan Train project 
and consider his policies to be a 
revamped and deceitful version 
of the neoliberal development 
model that was implemented by the 
previous governments.

On the other hand, the Mexican 
President has also generated 
considerable hope among the 
citizenry. He also the support of a 
formidable number of intellectuals 
and first-rate political cadres, apart 
from the apparatus of his Morena 
party (a heterogeneous grouping of 
his own party leaders and recycled 
leaders of the former governing 
party)..



JANATA, May 26, 2019 19

Youth Strike Once Again Globally

Julia Conley

People in more than 100 
countries are expected to take part 
in well over 1,000 strikes on Friday, 
May 24 to demand climate action 
from their governments. 

Two months after what was 
reportedly the largest international 
climate demonstration ever, young 
people around the world are expected 
to make history again on Friday with 
a second global climate strike. 

S i x t e e n - y e a r - o l d  G r e t a 
Thunberg, who began the global 
movement in which students around 
the world have walked out of their 
classrooms on a weekly basis since 
last fall to demand climate action, 
reported Tuesday that at least 1,351 
separate strikes are now scheduled 
to take place all over the world on 
Friday.

Climate justice advocates plan 
to walk out of their schools and 
workplaces on every continent on 
the globe and in more than 100 
countries.

Two strikes are planned in 
Antarctica, according to a map on 
the #FridaysForFuture website; 
countries including Afghanistan, 
Namibia, and Uzbekistan are each 
planning at least one strike, while 
hundreds of rallies have been 
planned across Germany, France, 
the US, and several other countries.

On March 15, an estimated 1.6 
million people demonstrated in 123 
countries. The number of planned 
protests for Friday surpassed the 
1,325 which took place two months 
ago.

350.org called on supporters to 
stand with the students leading the 
global call for an end to fossil fuel 
extraction in order to keep global 
warming under 1.5 degrees Celsius.

Thunberg held the first climate 
strike last fall, holding a one-
person protest outside Swedish 
Parliament and demanding that her 
elected officials begin a shift toward 
renewable energy sources to help 
stem the warming of the globe.

Young  peop le  who  have 
organised their own protests in recent 
months argue that they will still be 
relatively young in 2030, the year 
that the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) warns the 
climate crisis will be irreversible 
unless world leaders take action now 
to stop the carbon emissions which 
are rapidly warming the planet.

While government officials who 
refuse to act now may not have many 
more decades left on the planet, 
youth organisers argue, young 
people will face the consequences 
of that inaction.

In recent weeks, grassroots 

climate protests have successfully 
pressured some government leaders 
into officially recognising the climate 
crisis and pledging to take action. 
Lawmakers in England, Ireland, 
Scotland, and Wales officially 
declared a climate emergency in the 
wake of mass protests by the global 
movement Extinction Rebellion in 
April. And the head of the European 
Commission pledged in February to 
spend a quarter of the EU's budget 
on combating the climate crisis 
beginning in 2021, under pressure 
from Thunberg.

"Activism works. So act," 
Thunberg tweeted this week, sharing 
a video featuring young people who 
plan to walk out of their schools on 
Friday.

(Jon Queally is managing editor 
for Common Dreams and Julia 
Conley is a journalist who writes for 
Common Dreams, an independent 
non-profit newscenter based in the 
USA.)

AMLO travels around Mexico 
pushing an elephant. It is a peaceful, 
gradual, and law-abiding process that 
seeks to pacify a country ravaged by 
mafia pacts and internecine wars, 
modernise an inefficient and corrupt 
state, and maintain peace with its 

arrogant northern neighbour. Will 
he succeed?

Note by Editors: On May 20, 
2019, AMLO announced that his 
government is going to end the 
tax breaks of billions of dollars 
given to the large corporations by 

his predecessor, saying that it was 
equivalent to theft by gangsters. 

(Claudio Fabian Guevara is 
an Argentinian journalist and 
researcher.)
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