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COVID-19

By Frank Emspak

The COVID-19 virus shows the 
complete inability of the US 
health system to serve the 
majority of its citizens. The 

Trump administration’s responses 
have been tax cuts, interest rate 
cuts to help the stock market, and 
travel restrictions; we expect there 
will be bailouts for the airlines and 
other industries.

The Democratic Socialists of 
America (DSA) and all progressives 
who seek to support workers have 
a responsibility when it comes to 
fighting the COVID-19 virus: It is up 
to us to make the demands needed 
to actually serve all working peo-
ple. Progressives need to enunciate 
and fight for a plan to deal with the 
pandemic. One thing is clear: a tax 
break and a bail out of the cruise 
industry will not deal with the virus.

Many DSA members are deeply 
involved in various community or-
ganizing efforts and can raise key 
demands on behalf of all workers. 

Any successful plan must be based 
on fulfilling several criteria de-
signed to assure that all working 
people have access to needed ser-
vices. As we take these first steps, 
we also must provide the needed 
support to first responders. All 
medical personnel, public em-
ployees, firefighters and workers 
routinely in contact with the pub-
lic, such as flight attendants and 
airline pilots, need the supplies to 
protect themselves while they help 
others. Their unions are already in 
discussions with the employers to 
develop effective responses to the 
virus.

What are the criteria for a plan 
that could respond to the needs of 
working people?

1. Access to screening and 
treatment for every person in any 
given area. 

Access means the elimination 

of all barriers to screening and 
treatment whether financial, geo-
graphical or otherwise. One means 
of accomplishing such a project in 
our area is the re-establishment of 
the free Blue Bus health screening 
and treatment project. This project 
consisted of a blue bus, circulating 
through the community with ap-
propriate medical staff and equip-
ment on board to do screening and 
some initial treatment.

2. Maintenance of income. 

All employees who have been 
asked to stay at home must be 
guaranteed their income. A ma-
jority of employees do not have 
two weeks of paid sick leave. This 
is true for workers in all indus-
tries, but especially in food ser-
vice. A combination of existing 
unemployment compensation and 
new appropriations at the feder-
al and state level are a means of

A Health Emergency Demands 
Treatment, NOT Tax Breaks
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financing this.

3. Guarantee of employment. 

The employer will guarantee 
all workers asked to take a leave 
from their job that they will have 
employment upon their return. No 
negative remarks regarding such 
absences will be placed in any re-
cord of employment.

4. Maintenance of Services.

Many firms, especially firms 
in food service have no means to 
continue providing service if key 
employees are required to be ab-
sent. Therefore local government 
should establish a pool of trained 
workers who can replace key per-
sonnel for the duration. This group 
of workers could go from estab-
lishment to establishment based 
on need. (An example cashiers, line 
cooks, etc.). A similar system was 
employed during World War II to 
assure production in key industries. 
The US Employment service exists 
today. “The United States Employ-
ment Service (USES) is an agency 
of the federal government of the 
United States responsible for “as-
sisting coordination of the State 
public employment services in pro-
viding labor exchange and job find-
ing assistance to job seekers and 
employers” (Wikipedia)

5. Amnesty

There can be no barriers to 
testing and treatment of all people 
in the area if the pandemic is to be 
contained. There needs to be ex-
plicit guarantees provided by offi-
cials at ALL levels that the screen-
ing and treatment system will not 
be employed to entrap individuals. 
This is a public health issue as well 
as a political demand. It is impos-
sible to have an effective public 
health response if ten million peo-
ple with unclear or no citizenship 
status refrain from screening for 
fear of deportation. 

At one time or other programs 
have been implemented to fulfill 
each of the needs defined above.

Screening and Treatment: 
During the initial phases of the 
HIV-AIDs epidemic volunteer or-
ganizations led by gay and lesbi-
an activists put together health 
care outreach systems. Often 
they worked with local hospitals 
and organizations like Physicians 
for Social Responsibility. Togeth-
er they developed clinics roaming 
the target areas in a bus painted 
blue. They offered free screening, 
arranged for follow-ups and dis-
pensed medicine. Nothing prevents 
a community from initiating such a 
system, assuming there is the po-
litical leadership to do so.

Maintenance of Income pro-
grams are already in place. It is 
called unemployment insurance. 
Currently many are inadequate re-
placing only a fraction of the lost 
income; some have waiting pe-
riods. Both shortcomings can be 
addressed almost immediately. 
During natural disasters, governors 
have ordered changes in the sys-
tem to eliminate waiting periods — 
this was the case in Massachusetts 
with the Blizzard of 1978. Congress 
could also immediately increase the 
funds available to states to finance 
the system so that it pays out 100% 
of the wages to any worker laid off 
or told to take time off due to the 
virus. The unemployment compen-
sation system is already in place. It 
is a political challenge that must be 
overcome if we are to move for-
ward.

There is no need to create a bu-
reaucracy to fulfill a pledge of an 
employment guarantee: make the 
employers responsible. Employers 
are always asking for less gov-
ernment intervention — now they 
can have it. Unions, civic leaders, 
church groups, workers’ centers, 
and state departments of labor 
can make sure employers follow 
through with this obligation.

Maintaining Services. Publicly 
financed training programs exist 
throughout the country. The United 
States Employment Service is still 
in business. There are other pro-
gressive, often union-run employ-
ment agencies. These can be mo-
bilized to organize and train a pool 
of workers who can replace those 
on leave. If we could figure out how 
to do this in World War II, certainly 
we can do it again.

Amnesty. No one is going to 
go to a hospital or be screened if 
they believe that deportation and/
or family separation will be the re-
sult of behaving in a responsible 
manner. The virus is a public health 
emergency. No group of people can 
be excluded from service or the 
whole idea of virus containment 
will be rendered useless. Encour-
aging people with questionable cit-
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-izenship status to participate is an 
absolute necessity — and not sim-
ply for public health reasons. If the 
illness spreads widely, agricultural 
production will collapse in states 
like Wisconsin, which depend on 
an agricultural labor force, many 
of whom may have questionable 
status.

This of course is a political 
question and forces all of us who 
want to deal with this epidemic to 
face the fact that to overcome the 
virus it is necessary to overcome 
the xenophobia, racism and short 
sightedness of the current immi-
gration policies.

COVID-19 raises other signifi-
cant issues as well. Over the years 
the public health infrastructure of 
this country has been hollowed  
out.[1] Spending on public health 
remains three percent below what 
it was in 2009. The Wall Street 
Journal estimates that there are 
59,000 fewer local public health 
workers now than ten years ago. In 
various states such as Washington 
and Kentucky health centers may 
be forced to close because of lack 
of funding.

Provision of screening has 
also put into the spotlight the to-
tal unavailability of services. Three 
months after the virus was identi-
fied, the much-vaunted private in-
surance driven healthcare system 
in the US has not been able to pro-
vide the level of screening needed 
to even diagnose the extent of the 
virus. In the second week of March, 
restrictive rules by the federal 
government are still impeding the 
availability of screening. Hospitals 
have declined to test for the virus 
citing restrictive rules emanating 
from the Centers for Disease Con-
trol.

If have insurance, the New York 
Times made another point:[2] most 
plans have deductibles. Those de-
ductibles are generally not fulfilled 
this early in the year, so that one 
could be on the hook for the cost 
of your screening.

Other countries that have or-
dered massive quarantines or 

shutdowns have focused their at-
tention on providing care and treat-
ment. They are not worried about a 
huge drop in personal income and 
the destitution of families.[3] Euro-
pean countries have “safety nets” 
in place guaranteeing income to 
those out sick. While the plans vary 
in the details, all are designed to 
prevent a recession as a result of 
income loss due to the virus.

Industry bailouts, small business 
loans and a meager cut in payroll 
tax may be good campaign ideas, 
but they do nothing to address 
the immediate need for the provi-
sion of a robust and free medical 
response to this emergency. They 
do not meet the minimum needs of 
working people for job and income 
security. It will be up to us to raise 
these issues and push demands 

for all working people. Z

[1] Wall Street Journal  “Health 
Agencies Are Stretched Thin” 
Tuesday March 10, 2020 page A-5

[2] New York Times, “Corona-
virus Highlights the Pitfalls of De-
ductibles” Tuesday March 10, Busi-
ness section page  10.

[3] New York Times;  “Social 
Safety Net in Europe Eases Quar-
antine’s Toll” Tuesday March 10th, 
Business Section page B-6

On Stolen 
Land

By Brian Ward

A couple years ago I went to 
a pro-choice rally outside 
the capitol. The well-mean-
ing leaders of the protest 

did a land acknowledgement. They 
said something along the lines of, 
“we need to remember that we are 
on Native American land that was 
stolen. Now let’s have a moment of 
silence.” 

I cringed and wanted to scream, 
so many things went through my 
head: 

“Just do a quick Google search 
to know that we are on Ho-
Chunk Land, not ‘Native Amer-
ican.’” 

“Native Americans are not 
monolithic.” 

“This is just sheer laziness and 
is detrimental to the Indigenous 
community.”

“Native Americans are not all 
dead.”

I contrast this experience with 
a meeting that People’s Green New 
Deal Madison recently held called, 
“Green New Deal to the Red Deal: 
The Fight for Native Liberation” 
featuring the Lakota activist and 
author, Nick Estes. Tara Tindall, ed-
ucator and citizen of the Ho-Chunk 
Nation of Wisconsin, also spoke and 
gave a land acknowledgement with 
details about Ho-Chunk history of 
Madison, known as Teejope by the 
Ho-Chunk since time immemorial. 

These two examples are at dif-
ferent ends of the spectrum and 
show how a land acknowledgement 

Beyond Land
Acknowledgements
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can be misused and cause more 
harm than good. 

We have seen the rise of Indig-
enous struggle all around Turtle 
Island (North America) from the 
Idle No More Movement to Stand-
ing Rock to the current fight by the 
Wet’suwet’en Nation in northern 
British Columbia. Land acknowl-
edgements have become an easy 
and popular tool to show solidarity. 
A land acknowledgement is usually 
stated at the beginning of a gath-
ering and identifies the Indigenous 
Nation’s land you are currently oc-
cupying. You mostly see this in ac-
tivist and academic circles in set-
tler-colonial states such as Canada 
and the United States. 

Land acknowledgements took 
center stage at the Oscars when 
Māori (Indigenous to New Zealand) 
director Taika Waititi won best 
adapted screenplay for Jojo Rab-
bit. Later in the night, when Waititi 
was presenting an award, he gave 
a land acknowledgement--a first in 
Oscar history.  

What does this look like in 
Madison and Wisconsin?

Madison tends to tout itself as 
a welcoming city, however Madison 
is just now starting to deal with 
their erasure of Indigenous people. 
The Ho-Chunk, formerly called the 
Winnebego by white settlers, were 
forcefully removed from Teejope. 
Wisconsin’s first territorial gover-

nor Henry Dodge addressed the 
territorial legislature in 1840 about 
the removal of the Ho-Chunk. He 
said:

I am advised by the Command-
ing General of the United States 
troops, charged with the re-
moval of the Winnebago Indi-
ans, that, should any of them 
remain in the country east of 
the Mississippi, the dragoons 
will be detached to collect them 
and form an escort for their re-
moval from this Territory...The 
removal of the Winnebagoes 
will enable our enterprising 
citizens to extend their settle-
ments to a desirable and in-
teresting country north of the 
Wisconsin river...The settlers on 
the public lands in the Territory 
form the best safeguard for the 
defence of our extended fron-
tier from the encroachments of 
the Indians.[1]

The removal, which was explic-
itly in the interest of the settlers, 
forced many Ho-Chunk throughout 
the 1830s to Iowa, then Minnesota, 
then South Dakota, and finally to 
Nebraska where many Ho-Chunk 
still live today as the Winnebago 
Tribe of Nebraska. Many resist-
ed removal and many more came 
back to their country and today are 
the Ho-Chunk Nation of Wiscon-
sin based in Black River Falls with 
a community center in Madison 

called Teejope Hocira. 
The Ho-Chunk in collaboration 

with UW-Madison just recently 
started to grapple with the bloody 
history of the land we live on today. 
A plaque has been placed at Bas-
com Hill stating:

The University of Wiscon-
sin-Madison occupies ances-
tral Ho-Chunk land, a place 
their nation has called Teejop 
since time immemorial. In an 
1832 treaty, the Ho-Chunk were 
forced to cede this territory. 
Decades of ethnic cleansing 
followed when both the fed-
eral and state government re-
peatedly, but unsuccessfully, 
sought to forcibly remove the 
Ho-Chunk from Wisconsin. This 
history of colonization informs 
our shared future of collabo-
ration and innovation. Today, 
UW-Madison respects the in-
herent sovereignty of the Ho-
Chunk Nation, along with the 
eleven other First Nations of 
Wisconsin.

This is contrasted with a sign 
also on Bascom Hill that boosts 
Wisconsin’s colonial history read-
ing: 

At the end of the nineteenth 
century, one of the most pop-
ular classes at the University 
of Wisconsin was Frederick 
Jackson Turner’s course on 
the American frontier. In those 
lectures, Turner shared beliefs 
about our nation’s history that 
would help define what it means 
to be an American. His “Frontier 
Thesis” traced strains of Amer-
ican self-reliance and individ-
ualism to the hard experience 
of colonizing the rugged West. 
Turner’s argument became one 
of the most influential ideas 
about the American experience 
ever posed in a classroom.

This second sign does not hold 
back from calling western expan-
sion what it is: colonialism. The 
sign uses the word “rugged” as a 
dog whistle, standing in for the im-
plication that Indigenous nations 
were uncivilized, or that Indigenous 
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people were savages, or that Indig-
enous nations didn’t manage the 
land, all of which is untrue. 

When you walk through the 
campus and throughout the four-
lakes region you quickly find out 
that there are effigy mounds ev-
erywhere and we are walking in 
a cemetery every day. This is a 
history that Madisonians need to 
confront and that isn’t exclusive to 
Madison but exists throughout all 
of Wisconsin.  

In northern Wisconsin the Ojib-
we fought hard in the 1980s to 
ensure that the states would fol-
low various treaties that the Ojib-
we made with the United States in 
1836, 1837, 1842 and 1854. These 
treaties ceded land to the U.S. but 
ensured the right to hunt, fish and 
gather on the lands they ceded. 

After the courts confirmed 
Ojibwe off-reservation hunting 
and fishing rights in 1983, battles 
between settlers and the Ojibwe 
played out at fish landings. Ojibwe 
people, especially those from the 
Lac du Flambeau Ojibwe Nation, 
would perform ceremonies before 
they went out onto lakes to spear-
fish for Walleye. White protesters 
called this unfair special treatment 
and started groups like Stop Treaty 
Abuse Wisconsin. One of the most 
popular slogans of the white pro-
testers was “Save a Walleye, Spear 
an Indian.”[2] Today, the Ojibwe 
manage themselves through the 
Great Lake Indian Fish and Wildlife 
Commision (GLIFWC) and experi-
ence less white hostility than in the 
past (though there is still tension).

In another piece of history, the 
Menominee Nation of Wiscon-
sin was terminated by the feder-
al government in 1954, meaning 
their nationhood and reservation 
were eliminated. The Menominee, 
through their grassroots organi-
zation Determination of Rights and 
Unity for Menominee Stockholders 
(DRUMS), fought hard for and won 
the restoration of their reservation 
and nationhood status in 1973.  

The Way Forward

Knowing the history of the 12 
Indigenous Nations in Wisconsin 
(one is not federally recognized) is 

critical to our fight today. 

Land acknowledgements should 
not be a substitute for solidari-
ty and action around Indigenous 
rights. Today we see a rise in re-
sistance in Indigenous communi-
ties merging with a call for a Green 
New Deal, that hopes to transform 
our economy from fossil fuels to 
sustainable energy.

The organization The Red Na-
tion has also put forward a Red 
Deal, an effort to compliment the 
Green New Deal while centering In-
digenous liberation.  

There are current struggles 
in the midwest against Enbridge 
pipelines that go through Ojibwe 
land. Line 3 has been at the cen-
ter of this resistance as Enbridge 
is rerouting and making upgrades 
to the pipeline in order to carry tar 
sands from Alberta all the way to 
Superior, Wisconsin. 

In addition Enbridge wants to 
make upgrades to the Line 5 proj-
ect. Line 5 currently goes through 
the Bad River Ojibwe Reservation in 
northern Wisconsin. However the 
Bad River Ojibwe have voted not to 
renew easements on this pipeline 
because of the damage it will do 
to sacred wild rice lakes and wa-
tersheds for the area, echoing the 
slogan from Standing Rock, “water 
is life.” 

This could quickly raise the 
question of whether Line 66, which 
goes through occupied Ho-Chunk 
land and comes very close to Madi-
son, would be upgraded to carry tar 
sands to major cities like Chicago. 

Native struggles against the 
climate crisis that invoke Indige-
nous land rights are a lynchpin in 
fighting the extractive industry. 
Pipelines and extraction are the 
new faces of the same problem of 
settler-colonialism and capitalist 
expansion. What is different this 
time around is the development of 
multi-racial organizations like the 
Cowboy-Indian Alliance that was 
formed to fight the Keystone XL 
pipeline and the Black Hills Alliance 
that fought uranium mining in the 
Black Hills of South Dakota in the 
1980s. The Cowboy-Indian Alliance 

and the Black Hills Alliance put 
treaty rights at the center of their 
struggle. These examples may be 
exceptions, but show that non-In-
digenous workers must see that 
they have more in common with 
Indigenous treaty rights than they 
do with the fossil fuel industry that 
seeks to make this planet uninhab-
itable. 

Understanding and educating 
yourself about the brutality of set-
tler-colonialism and that we live 
on stolen land is the first step to 
addressing the issue. That spark 
may very well come from hearing 
a land acknowledgement. However, 
the next step is building a multi-
racial solidarity-based grassroots 
movement like the examples above 
that combines the social power of 
Indigenous peoples and workers. 
With that type of power we can 
win a People’s Green New Deal in 
Madison and throughout this coun-

try. Z

[1] Martin Case, The Relentless 
Business of Treaties: How Indige-
nous Land became U.S. Property, 
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 
2018, p 124 

[2] Larry Nesper, The Walleye 
Wars: The Struggle for Ojibwe 
Spearfishing and Treaty Rights, 
University of Nebraska Press, 2002. 
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Food Sovereignty: More 
Than Just a Farmer’s Market
By Mary E. Croy

Family Farm Defenders, a Mad-
ison-based organization, has 
brought to North America the 
concept of Food Sovereignty, 

an idea pioneered in Latin America 
by Via Campesina, an international 
peasant farmer movement. They 
have been organizing for decades 
as an alternative to neoliberal ag-
ricultural policy. While neoliberals 
emphasize “food security,” their 
policies do not promote food secu-
rity, but rather, international trade 
and exploitation of people, animals 
and the natural world. Via Camp-
esina developed seven principles 
that center food sovereignty in 
local communities and emphasize 
the rights of our most vulnerable 
citizens.

1. Food, a Human Right

We all need it to survive. With 
the idea of Food as a Human Right, 
Via Campesina acknowledges this 
fact. Yet even in the richest coun-
try in the world, we find neighbors 
who struggle to put nutritious food 
on the table. It’s important to sup-
port efforts such as food pantries, 

The Beacon, and other social ser-
vice networks, which serve thou-
sands of people in Dane County 
every month. 

Other programs, such as Food-
Share Wisconsin, which provides 
food assistance, are in constant 
danger of being curtailed. As of 
this January, FoodShare Wiscon-
sin served over 20,000 low income 
people in Dane County. And even in 
the midst of the COVID-19 crisis, 
the Trump Administration is work-
ing to cut SNAP (AKA food stamp) 
benefits for our poorest citizens.

When we regard food as a hu-
man right, we must re-examine our 
system of agriculture and delivery. 
Why are there food deserts and 
how can we eliminate this prob-
lem? Are there ways to promote 
consumption of healthy food? How 
can we show solidarity with the 
poor? 

2. Agrarian Reform

Farm workers are a vital part 
of the food system. Yet they are 
among the most vulnerable labor-
ers in our country, often working 

in harsh, dangerous conditions for 
low wages. 

Farm workers are often ex-
posed to pesticides. They lack in-
formation to adequately protect 
themselves from these toxins. They 
can be exposed up to three times 
as much as ordinary workers. In 
addition, in other countries, peas-
ant farmers are being killed and 
their land stolen. The most vulnera-
ble include members of indigenous 
communities and women.

How can we help in the orga-
nization of farm workers? What is 
our role in advocating for immi-
grant labor who are held hostage 
by fear of deportation?

3. Protecting Natural Resourc-
es

A key part of building Food Sov-
ereignty is protecting the land. Too 
often, industrial scale farming in-
volves the use of chemicals which 
can cause long term harm to the 
health of workers, consumers and 
the natural world. By putting the 
land back in the hands of family 
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farmers, enacting robust regula-
tion, and putting a renewed em-
phasis on sustainable methods, we 
can eat healthy and help heal the 
earth. 

Already, there are sustainable 
options in agriculture. For exam-
ple, CSAs (Community Supported 
Agriculture) grow food organically 
without the use of industrial pes-
ticides. CSAs bring consumers and 
farmers together in partnership. 
Most are small farms, and it’s a 
great way of going local to sup-
port your neighbors while at the 
same time adopting a healthier 
diet. For our own gardens, we can 
learn about how to grow native 
plants, not use harsh pesticides 
and fertilize the soil through com-
posting. Community gardens are 
being piloted in inner cities to al-
low these neighborhoods to enjoy 
more healthy food and build local 
resources and sustainability. By 
helping neighbors and healing the 
earth, we can put ourselves on a 
path to a better future. 

Yet even as we make choices as 
individuals, the role of communi-
ty needs to be strengthened. How 
can we advocate for sane farm 
policies, which protect the rights 
of small farmers while protecting 
the land? How do we pressure our 
lawmakers into implementing pol-
icies which end CAFOs (concen-
trated animal feeding operations) 
and other industrial farm practices 
which destroy the land and accel-
erate climate change? Can we in-
stitute community gardens where 
we live and make these accessible 
to everyone?

4. Reorganizing Food Trade

In large-scale industrial farm-
ing, food is seen as a commodity. 
Vital staples are traded on high 
risk markets with wealthy inves-
tors gambling on “futures.” Food 
Sovereignty seeks to put the prior-
ity back on the purpose of food—
feeding people. 

When developing agricultur-
al policy, the emphasis needs to 
be on self-sufficient farming and 
local solutions. When so much of 
our food production is in the hands 
of a few corporations, producers 

and consumers suffer. For exam-
ple, 80% of the beef industry is 
controlled by four multinationals. 
Small ranchers, those interested in 
healthy diets, and advocates for a 
clean environment and the humane 
treatment of animals are held hos-
tage by these huge firms. In fact, 
in some states, it is illegal to film 
or publicize the ongoing abuse of 
animals in agriculture.

We must reorganize our food 
trade by finding ways to re-estab-
lish local networks to make food 
delivery local and sustainable.

5. Ending the Globalization of 
Hunger

People are becoming more 
aware of and concerned about 
high tech fixes to enhance the food 
supply. Many countries and states 
require that genetically modified 
foods be labeled, for example. But, 
our agricultural system is geared 
toward approaches that allow food 
to be produced on an industrial 
scale. Family farms, local knowl-
edge and even seeds used to plant 
have been replaced by products 
created in a faraway laboratory, 
factory or company boardroom. 

Food sovereignty stresses the 
local. While continuing to promote 
research and better ways to grow 
healthy food, it recognizes that not 
every community has the same 
methods of agriculture. It values 
knowledge passed down from gen-
eration to generation. Governments 
need to listen to farmers and con-
sumers when planning the fight 
against hunger and for a healthier 
world.

6. Social Peace

In Wisconsin, small farmers 
have been forced to sell their fam-
ily lands and give up farms at a 
devastating rate. This is part of a 
trend happening worldwide. In In-
dia, farmer suicides are a growing 
problem as more people go into 
debt. This problem has been ex-
acerbated by the celebrated “mi-
cro loans,” which turned out to 
be another capitalist scam. In the 
Amazon, native people are forced 
off their land by mining compa-

nies or big agribusinesses– the 
pattern continues in every part of 
the globe. Rural areas, which hold 
the bounty of nature, are becoming 
more impoverished while residents 
flee to cities, which are becoming 
more polluted and less able to pro-
vide affordable housing.

How can we stop this down-
ward spiral? This is especially im-
portant for vulnerable ethnic mi-
norities and for those who have 
farmed for generations but are 
financially distressed due to indus-
trial agriculture. Now is the time to 
come together to support family 
farmers. How do we best advocate 
for peasant farmers worldwide and 
family farmers here in Wisconsin?

7. Food Sovereignty and 
Democracy

Food Sovereignty, means, above 
all, returning control of agriculture 
to local farmers and consumers. 
In our current system of industrial 
scale farming, decisions are made 
in corporate headquarters with an 
eye toward the “bottom line” rath-
er than feeding people. Food Sov-
ereignty empowers small farmers 
and their communities to take con-
trol of production and distribution. 
It is important to listen to farmers 
and the people they serve. This 
must include overlooked contribu-
tors such as farm laborers.    

We can support local agricul-
ture and buy locally as much as our 
budget allows. But it is also import-
ant to advocate on this issue and 
form alliances with farm laborers, 
environmentalists and small farm-
ers as we look to change our agri-
cultural systems.

The current crisis with COVID-19 
shows that it is absolutely essential 
to build up sustainability and resil-
ience on a local level. We as social-
ists need to work in our communi-
ties to create networks which rely 
on community and support for the 
vulnerable. The principles of Food 
Sovereignty are vital to creating a 
new future which provides for all, 
rather than enriching a select few. 

Z



REDMADISON 9

ALDERS

Full-Sized Common Council 
or Full-Time Pay for Alders? 
We Need Both
By Dan Backes

In 2018, the Madison Common 
council created the Task Force 
on Government Structure. With 
the 2020 census looming, the 

council wanted to re-examine how 
city government works and imple-
ment any changes to coincide with 
the decennial redistricting of the 
city. In February, the task force re-
leased its report. There are several 
ideas worth examining in the re-
port, but the most significant ones 
are the recommendations that al-
ders be paid a full-time wage and 
that the council be reduced to 10 
members from 20. 

As a stand-alone matter, mov-
ing to a full-time wage for alders 
is a good step. As members of 
the task force highlighted, being 
an alder is a full-time job and if it 
doesn’t pay a full-time wage then it 
is extremely difficult, if not outright 

impossible, for a working-class 
person to hold a seat on the coun-
cil. To establish what the full-time 
wage would be, the task force rec-
ommends a salary of 80% of the 
median income for a single parent 
of two (currently $67,000). This 
number seems reasonable enough, 
though 100% would be prefera-
ble. The report doesn’t include any 
mention of why 80% was chosen, 
but based on the other task force 
recommendation to be discussed 
here, it seems safe to assume that 
the answer is cost.

The second recommendation 
made by the task force is that the 
council size be reduced from 20 to 
10. Unlike the section on paying al-
ders a full-time salary, which has 
a very clear paragraph listing the 
benefits of the change, the report 
seems to try very hard to avoid 
making a strong case for why the 

cross district boundaries during 
a move. Since underprivileged 
people tend to be more transient, 
the report argues, larger districts 
would increase the ability of un-
derprivileged people to maintain a 
relationship with their alder as well 
as serve on the council themselves. 
This seems like a small benefit at 
best and would be extremely de-
pendent on how the district bound-
aries were drawn and how far the 
typical move is. A change as dras-
tic as halving the size of the council 
warrants much stronger justifica-
tion.

Reading the report closely, it’s 
clear that the task force sees re-
ducing the council size as financial-
ly necessary in order to pay alders 
a full-time wage. It’s difficult to 
convey the bizarre way the report 
sees the two as tied together with-
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-out ever trying to make the case 
directly. The second paragraph 
touting the benefits of a full-time 
council mentions in passing that, 
“[alders] would likely have  larger 
districts.” No reason is given as to 
why that might be the case. The 
paragraph highlighting the benefits 
of a smaller council ends with,

“
Ultimately, Task Force 
members reiterated that 
the City’s current system of 
representation is not fair to 
those residents whose al-
ders cannot work full-time 
and that, if reducing the to-
tal number of alders is nec-
essary to achieve the goal 
of full and fair represen-
tation, then achieving that 
goal outweighs any negative 
effects that may come with 
having a smaller Council.

”
Why would reducing the num-

ber of alders be necessary to 
“achieve the goal of full and fair 
representation”? From earlier in 
the report, 

“
[T]he Task Force noted the 
interconnectedness of [hav-
ing a smaller council] with 
that of whether to move to 
a full-time Council. For ex-
ample, the Task Force noted 
that if the City decides to 

move to a full-time Coun-
cil, then it may, for financial 
reasons, decide to reduce 
the size of the Council.

”
Emphasis added. Suffice to say 

that the task force clearly believes, 
and wants the reader to believe, 
that a full-time council of 20 alders 
will be cost prohibitive. This is so 
obviously incorrect it’s easy to un-
derstand why the task force was 
unwilling to make the argument 
directly. Paying 20 alders a salary 
of $67,000 costs $1.34 million a 
year. That amounts to two tenths 
of a percent of the city’s $634.6 
million current operating budget. 
The police department alone saw 
its operating budget increase by 
$6 million from 2019 to 2020. $1.34 
million yearly is a paltry amount of 
money for the city and if paying al-
ders a full-time salary is as essen-
tial for representational fairness as 
the task force makes it out to be, 
it would be money well spent. The 
cost of council payroll is not a valid 
reason to decrease the size of the 
council.

Financial arguments aside, the 
task force’s claim that “achieving 
[a full-time salary for alders] out-
weighs any negative effects that 
may come with having a smaller 
Council” has it completely back-
wards. Decreasing the size of the 
council would more than erase any 
benefits of paying alders a full-
time salary. The lack of full-time 
salary is only one of several barriers 

facing working people who want to 
run for office, many of which are 
exacerbated by larger districts. 
Running a campaign itself is a 
full-time job that requires a lot of 
know-how, connections, and mon-
ey that most people do not have. 
Larger districts require more time 
knocking doors, more connections 
made in the community, and more 
money spent on ads and literature. 
Larger districts make it easier to 
dilute the working class vote via 
gerrymandering. The task force it-
self acknowledges in its report that 
larger districts will increase the in-
fluence of money and decrease the 
influence of “small groups of resi-
dents.” Tellingly, they cite the latter 
as a benefit of reducing the size of 
the council. 

Alders should be paid a full-
time salary because it is a full-time 
job and people should be paid for 
their labor. It is clear that the city 
can afford to pay all 20 alders a 
full-time salary. Reducing the size 
of the council is utterly unneces-
sary and must be rejected. Paying 
a full-time salary may make it mar-
ginally easier for working people to 
be represented on the council, but 
influence over the council is more 
important than representation on 
it. It is clear that a smaller council 
will greatly reduce the influence 
that people can have over their al-
der. Fortunately, changing the size 
of the council can only be done via 
binding referendum. If the council 
decides to put such a referendum 
on the ballot, it must be vigorously 

opposed. Z
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Behind the Front Lines
What Grocery Store Workers Want 
Shoppers to Know in Light of COVID-19

An Interview with Angelica Engel,
by Dayna Long

Angelica Engel works at Wil-
ly Street Co-op’s East location in 
the deli and the juice bar. She is a 
member of the UE 1186 bargaining 
committee, which just negotiated 
the union’s first contract with Willy 
Street Co-op Management, ratified 
earlier this month. Engel is also a 
member of Madison Area DSA.

DL: How does it feel to work in 
a grocery store right now? How is 
morale for you and your co-work-
ers and what are the biggest 
stressors? 

AE: I would say that work at the 
grocery store feels more meaning-
ful than it has ever felt before. It is 
really nice that there’s recognition 
that our work is important and that 
distributors of food have important 
jobs. 

Morale has been mixed. Gen-
erally, people I’ve interacted with 
have been in pretty fine spirits. 
There’s a sense of camaraderie 
right now. But the people who are 
at work seem to be pleased to be 

there helping out. 
However, many are not at work 

because they have some kind of ill-
ness, but nobody can get tested so 
we’re not sure. So it would be great 
to have more certainty about that. 
Many have taken anxiety related 
time off of work. 

There’s also a lot more sud-
den emotional overhwhelm than 
ever before. Where it’s just – you 
just suddenly are crying. And then 
there’s a fear of getting sick obvi-
ously and anxiety – lots of anxiety 
– about how this is impacting our 
friends and our family members 
who also work in food service but 
not at a grocery store and who are 
now unemployed. 

DL: Is it stressful to be interact-
ing with the public as regularly as 
you are right now? 

AE: At the beginning when we 
were just starting new measures – 
changing out deli services and en-
forcing occupancy rules, keeping 
under 50 people in the store at a 
time – there was more stress with 

-forcing occupancy rules, keeping 
under 50 people in the store at a 
time – there was more stress with 
interacting with the public. But that 
has changed over time as people 
have grown more accustomed to 
the new way we’re doing things. 

DL: In a lot of workplaces, we’re 
seeing that it’s the workers who 
first recognized how COVID-19 
was going to impact what they 
do and understood what chang-
es need to be made to make the 
workplace safe. It makes sense be-
cause workers have firsthand ex-
perience that bosses and owners 
often lack. How do you think this 
played out in terms of preparation 
for COVID-19 at your workplace? 
Are there steps you want the Co-
op to take that member-owners 
and shoppers can advocate for?

AE: Thus far, we have not heard 
about a plan for if and proba-
bly when a worker tests positive. 
Do we all drop what we’re doing 
and leave? Who’s going to work? 
I mean, we have the temporary 
agreement between the union and 
management related to COVID-19 
that there would be temp work-
ers and what not, but it’s hard to 
understand what would happen if 
we heard that somebody who had 
been at work just recently tested 
positive. And of course tests aren’t 
very available so maybe we don’t 
have to worry about that. But that’s 
messed up.

Also the bargaining committee 
needs to be more included in the 
decision making regarding this cri-
sis. We’re standing in as the inter-
im officers [of the union]. Stewards 
need to be more included in the 
decision making. So putting pres-
sure on management regarding 
these features would be helpful. 

It also seems like it would be 
really beneficial if there was more 
clear and thorough communication 
about sanitation standards. There’s 
a lot of new processes that are 
getting put in about how to clean 
things down at the end of the night 
but not everyone is getting this in-
formation. Better communication 
would be great. And I recognize 
that there’s mixed communications 
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at all levels of government here. 
The capacity of the store being 

decreased from before was helpful 
but it seems like it could be ben-
eficial to decrease it even more. 
Even though we have the lines on 
the floor for social distancing from 
workers, it’s still very difficult to 
move around the store and main-
tain six feet of distance between 
people. Some of these aisles are 
barely six feet wide. So having less 
people in the store seems like it 
would help. Also I know that our 
curbside pickup and delivery op-
tions have been ramped up a bit. 
It would be great to see even more 
of that just to reduce that capacity 
of the store.

DL: You and your co-workers 
are coming off of a successful 
campaign to unionize and you just 
negotiated your first contract with 
co-op management. How are those 
efforts impacting the workforce 
during the COVID-19 crisis? 

AE: I think there’s a sense that 
we feel better protected since we 
have the contract. Also a great 
sense that it got [ratified] just in 
time. It was right down to the wire. 
We weren’t able to properly cele-
brate our victory because that ten 
person limit [on gatherings] came 
in the day that our ratification 
meetings were happening. So we 
really got it done just in time. 

I find it pretty poignant that 
our unionization campaign started 
with the no-fault attendance pol-
icy, with people being disciplined 
for calling in sick. So now we have 
our sick time and we won’t get 

disciplined for using it but there’s 
a sense that we need to protect it 
more than ever. We don’t want to 
deplete our sick banks because 
of COVID-19. There is protection 
against that with the legislation 
that went through and with the 
agreement with management we 
made on the fly that very Monday 
of the [contract] ratification. But 
there’s still so much confusion and 
anxiety and we would like more of 
an assurance that we’ll have a job 
if we have long-term impacts from 
this crisis. 

DL: In states like Vermont and 
Minnesota, grocery store workers 
have been designated emergen-
cy workers during the COVID-19 
crisis, which both allows grocery 
workers to keep reporting to work 
as other non-essential workers 
are ordered to stay at home, and 
makes them eligible for certain 
benefits, like free childcare. Do 
you think this designation would 
be helpful for grocery store work-
ers in Wisconsin? What other pol-
icy changes would help grocery 
workers continue to provide the 
services that we’re all recognizing 
are essential to our communities?

AE: I think that absolutely it 
would be helpful in Wisconsin for 
grocery store workers to be emer-
gency workers. A lot of people have 
kids and kids aren’t in school. And 
that’s definitely caused some peo-
ple to already use the extra two 
weeks they got as a part of our 
agreement with management. But 
this obviously isn’t going away as 
fast as we thought it might. So that 

would absolutely help. 
Generally, policy changes that 

would be very helpful for gro-
cery store workers are the same 
things that would be beneficial to 
all workers. These obviously aren’t 
things that can necessarily happen 
immediately since there’s so much 
going on. But the same things that 
we always hear about – cancelling 
student debt, having universal ba-
sic income, higher wages, Medi-
care for all, so that we can be more 
flexible about how many hours we 
work and don’t get burned out as 
fast, so we don’t have as much ex-
posure to pathogens, and so that 
we’d be able to have more flexi-
bility in general and less stress. So 
that we could know that we won’t 
be financially ruined if we fall ill 
and can’t work for a while.

DL: Is there anything else you 
want people to understand about 
the experiences grocery workers 
are having right now? 

AE: There’s anxiety about what 
we’ll be doing day to day. You know, 
you go into work and you don’t 
know what department you’re gon-
na be in necessarily. Things change 
from minute to minute and that’s 
not necessarily under anyone’s 
control. But just know that like all 
workers are having less predict-
ability, less certainty, more stress, 
that impacts us maybe even more 
since we still have to go to work 
and there’s so much fear around 
[COVID-19]. Have some sensitivity 
and understanding that we’re do-
ing the best we can. If our moods 

are off, there’s a reason. Z

COVID-19 in WisconsinCOVID-19 in Wisconsin
Fast Facts & ResourcesFast Facts & Resources

# of cases in Dane County: 183
# of deaths in Dane County: 1
Total # of tests administered in 
Dane County: 3560

# of cases in Wisconsin: 1,112
# of deaths in Wisconsin: 13
Total # of tests administered in 
Wisconsin: 16221 

UW Health COVID-19 Hotline:
608-720-5300

For a full list of resources, go to 
bit.ly/MadisonCOVID



REDMADISON 13

PRIMARIES

Primary Season & Class in 
Madison
By Julian Novack

In every federal election, the 
Federal Election Commission 
(FEC) tracks donations to candi-
dates – when an individual gives 

money to a candidate, it’ll ask their 
name, where they live, their occu-
pation and employer. Normally this 
is rather mundane information, but 
for the 2020 Election it gives us a 
window into the politics of class 
in the Madison-area. Looking at 
what kinds of occupations sup-
port the Presidential candidates 
draws class lines and helps us to 
stake out what interests are be-
ing represented: normally working 
peoples’ interests are subsumed in 
the Democratic Party coalition, but 
with Bernie Sanders in particular 
there are clear poles of attraction 
in the 2020 Primary. We can also 

start to look at who Madison’s pol-
iticians are and who they support 
and start to ask how well they re-
flect those they represent.

Voting in the United States is 
largely a class phenomenon: the 
less money you make, the less 
likely you are to vote. Many work-
ing-class people either expect that 
elections won’t change much about 
our lives, or we see what’s on of-
fer and don’t vote as a protest. 
While there are more workers than 
managers, technicians or owners 
of capital, the low turnout among 
bottom earners means that a third 
of votes cast were by those making 
$100,000 or more. Income alone is 
only one way to look at class; most 
Americans have a negative net 

worth (we have debt) and the Top 
1% sit on a hoard of wealth.

The more formal education a 
person has, the more likely they are 
to have an investment in elections 
and policy. Non-voters tend to be 
more “liberal” than voters, though 
the word liberal here actually re-
fers to working class issues (union 
organizing rights, public educa-
tion, universal healthcare, etc.) and 
not attachment to the Democratic 
Party. In 1986, the economist John 
Kenneth Galbraith declared, “If ev-
erybody in this country voted, the 
Democrats would be in for the next 
100 years,” – except that Demo-
crats don’t offer the things most 
workers want either.
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Warren and Yang are more as-
sertive on reforms and paint their 
solutions as rational policy chang-
es; a technical fix. Deepa Kumar 
and Patrick Barrett write, “Warren’s 
strategy of change is built on the 
assumption that the political sys-
tem is fundamentally sound and 
simply requires a very competent 
and morally decent executive with 
an excellent set of policy proposals 
and a team of smart policy mak-
ers.” Warren and Buttigieg share a 
base of support from highly edu-
cated voters, though they’re split 
with the conservative wing going 
for Buttigieg and liberal one for 
Warren. Sanders appeals most to 
working people, drawing heavy 
support from youth, Latinxs, work-
ers making less than $55,000 a 
year, and workers without college 
degrees.

There are also important iden-
tity representation issues: in our 
sexist society, many (particularly 
professional) women are interest-
ed in a female president and want 
that expressed through candidates 
like Kamala Harris, Elizabeth War-
ren, Tulsi Gabbard and Amy Klobu-
char. Likewise, Andrew Yang is the 
first Asian American candidate for 
President, Sanders the first Jew-
ish candidate, and Pete Buttigieg 
the first openly LGBTQ candidate. 
Clearly identity matters in the 
United States. At the same time, 
most candidates are maintaining 
the neoliberal consensus and not 
proposing anything altogether new 
– there’s no perfect alignment of 
identity and class, so take it with 
a grain of salt. At the time of this 
writing, nearly all of the other 
Democratic Presidential hopefuls 
who have dropped out have en-
dorsed Joe Biden (Amy Klobuchar, 
Pete Buttigieg, Kamala Harris, Beto 
O’Rourke, Michael Bloomberg, John 
Delaney, Tim Ryan, and Deval Pat-
rick). The only former candidate to 
have endorsed Bernie Sanders is 
Marianne Williamson, Oprah Win-
frey’s spiritual guru. Elizabeth War-
ren ended her candidacy in early 
March but has not endorsed either 
Biden or Sanders.

Politics is always complicated, 
but in the crowded 2020 Demo-
cratic Primary you have the estab-
lishment candidates (Joe Biden, 
Pete Buttigieg, Amy Klobuchar, 
Kamala Harris), the “reform” can-
didates (Elizabeth Warren, Andrew 
Yang) and then Bernie Sanders, the 
self-proclaimed democratic so-
cialist calling for a more dramatic 
change through a “political revolu-
tion” to remake politics, the econo-
my, and the energy system. 

In the establishment camp, 
Biden is the classic “back to nor-

malcy” figure (“Nothing will funda-
mentally change”), representing the 
political establishment pre-Trump 
and rests heavily on his associa-
tion to Barack Obama; Buttigieg 
and Klobuchar acknowledge some 
of the problems of neoliberalism 
but ultimately just offer a slightly 
updated version, with  a new sheen 
on market solutions – both oppose 
universal public healthcare, for ex-
ample, but kinda like the idea; Har-
ris attempted to take up Obama’s 
mantle with multi-racial elites and 
women.
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Trends in the Madison 
Area

Though voting may be anon-
ymous (in theory), political dona-
tions are not. Pulling the data from 
the Federal Elections Commission 

(FEC), we can look at who’s do-
nating to which candidates and 
political action committees (PACs) 
in Madison by location, employer, 
and occupation and start to draw 
conclusions from there. This gives 
us more precise information than 
looking at vote counts; no one has 

to donate, so if you do its affirma-
tive and suggests you really want 
that candidate to move forward. 
I pulled the data for Madison and 
the surrounding towns, and for the 
large area employers. I’ll review the 
data and then offer some explana-
tions for what it might mean.
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True to its reputation, res-
idents of Madison-prop-
er donated twice as much 
money to presidential can-

didates as other towns in Dane 
County combined. Even still, Dane 
County and Madison have similar 
trends: 98% of individual donations 
to candidates went to Democrats in 
Madison versus 88% in the rest of 
Dane County. Sanders had the larg-
est number of donations (37% and 
35% in Madison and Dane County 
respectively), Warren second (20% 
and 17%), and Buttigieg third (12% 
and 12%). The major difference is 
that Dane County has a higher pro-
portion of Trump donors than Mad-
ison (6% vs 1.5%), but Madison gave 
more than a third of all the mon-
ey that went to Trump from Dane 
County. Madison isn’t all that differ-
ent from the rest of Dane County: 
both Madison and the surround-
ing areas show the same political 
preferences, but people in Madison 
donate a shitload more money to 
politicians.

Donations directly to presiden-
tial politicians through January 
31st, 2020 were just shy of $1 mil-
lion; money given to Political Action 
Committees (PACs) is more than 
double that at $2 million. PACs can 
take much more money than can-
didates themselves, which reveals 
something that we’d miss if we 
only look at direct contributions: 
rich people generally prefer to give 
a lot of money to action commit-
tees and political parties. In the US, 
the most an individual can give to 
any candidate is $2400, though 
the limits are much greater to par-
ties and unlimited to Super PACs. 
Over $700,000 was given to the 
Democratic Party: The Democratic 
Party of Wisconsin and other var-
ious state Democratic Parties, the 
Democratic Congressional Cam-
paign Committee (DCCC), Demo-
cratic Senatorial Campaign Com-
mittee (DSCC), Democratic National 
Committee (DNC). This is where big 
money goes: one CEO in Madison 
donated $10,000 to the Democrat-
ic Party of Wisconsin, an “Own-
er” $10,250, and a Programmer 
$10,000; a President of a venture 
capitalist firm donated $13,000 to 
the DNC.

Other titles that gave $1000 or 
more to Democratic PACs are Ad-
ministrator, Consultant, Attorney, 
Physician, Business Owner, Exec-
utive, Statistician, Chief Marketing 
Officer, Marketing Executive, Pol-
itician, President, Professor, Pro-
grammer, Psychologist, Contractor, 
Surgeon, Manager, Retiree. These 
are who you might call the real base 
of the “Democratic Party establish-
ment”. Democrats also have many 
“feeder” groups, PACs that support 
specific types of candidates in the 
Democratic Party: Emily’s List pro-
motes female Democrats running 
for office; 314 Action promotes 
science; House Majority gives out 
money to “win back congress”, It 
Starts Today gives money out to 
Democrats running for Congress,  
MoveOn.org, etc. – these took in 
hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Donations to The Republican 
Party are also significant. Out of 
$176,000 given, $58,000 went to 
the Republican Party of Wiscon-
sin, $54,000 to the Republican 
National Committee, $32,000 to 
the National Republican Senato-
rial Committee; and $28,000 to 
the National Republican Congres-
sional Committee. Who donates? 
“Business Owner” $5000; Pres-
ident $10,000; Founder $3000; 
CEO $2500; Engineer $2000; Sales 
$1000; Retiree $2400. Other nota-
bles: Chief Financial Officer; Con-
sultant; Debt Collector; Attorney; 
Sales; Insurance. (Notice any simi-
larities to Democrats?)

Political Support 
by Occupation

The data shows us that each 
candidate has a base that is com-
monly defined by occupation. Ber-
nie Sanders has by far the most do-
nors with over a thousand job titles 
listed. The most frequent donors 
to Sanders are Teachers, Nurses & 
Medical Workers, Students, Hospi-
tality Workers (Bartenders, Wait-
staff, Cooks, Baristas), Warehouse 
workers, Drivers, and Office Clerks. 
This contrasts with more tradition-
al top supporters for Joe Biden (At-
torney, Retiree, Sales, Physician), 
Warren (Project Manager, Profes-
sor, Retiree, Software Engineer) 
and Buttigieg (Manager, Attorney, 
Teacher, Professor, Engineer). Ev-
ery candidate shows some support 
across class lines (Biden has some 
Clerks and Blue-collar Workers, for 
example, but they’re a minority). 

If workers aren’t monoliths, how 
do some common job titles align 
politically? 

• More than half of CEO’s donat-
ed to Trump, followed by Butt-
igieg (14%)

• Lawyers donate to every-
one, with Warren first (19%) 
and Sanders (15%), followed 
by Biden (13%) and Trump 
(12%)

• Two-thirds of Clerical/
White collar workers gave 
to Sanders and then War-
ren (14%)

• Police give exclusively 
to neoliberal candidates 
(Buttigieg and Biden); State 
Troopers to Trump

• Accountants: Trump and 
Sanders are the top recip-
ients – Accountants seem 
to understand, “Tax law is 
class war”

• Graduate Workers donated 
overwhelmingly to Sanders 
(75%) followed by Warren 
(14%).

• Nurse donations were pri-
marily to Sanders (37%), 
Warren (25%) and then 
Buttigieg (18%)
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• Teachers went for Sanders 
(42%), Warren (19%) and 
Buttigieg (10%).

• Marianne Williamson’s top 
supporters were Artist, 
Feng Shui Master, Market-
ing Coordinator, Sales and 
Therapist. (The orbs have 
spoken.)    

Blue collar workers (Mechan-
ics, Tradespeople, Factory work-
ers, Drivers, Cleaners, Agricultural 
workers, etc.) are typically consid-
ered to be the “conservative white 
working class.” In Dane Coun-
ty, Bernie Sanders collected half 
of all donations from blue collar 
workers followed by Trump (13%), 
Yang (12%) and Warren (10%). For 
the rest of the centrist candidates, 
only Pete Buttigieg and Kamala 
Harris received over $100 in total 
donations from blue collar workers. 

That’s completely different from 
the standard narrative of the en-
lightened, educated liberals and 
conservative manual laborers – at 
least as far as donations go. Of 
all donations to Trump, blue collar 
workers contributed less than 3% 
(nearly all from the skilled trades), 
retirees gave close to half, and real 
estate, business owners and capi-
tal managers most of the rest. 

What this shows is that there 
is a very real class dimension to 
the voters and their perceptions 
of the candidates. The broad and 
lower section of the working class 
goes overwhelmingly for Sanders 
in small amounts (median donation 

is only $15), while the more educat-
ed technicians go for Warren and 
Buttigieg; Biden’s most frequent 
donors are from the more historic 
political class of doctors, lawyers, 
system administrators, top busi-
ness management and salespeo-
ple.Madison has a larger share of 
Warren supporters than the rest 
of the US as a whole, which makes 
sense since she appeals to highly 
educated liberals and offers a soft-
er “structural change” than Sand-
ers. More than 50% of Madison 
residents hold bachelor’s degrees, 
and 24% have masters degrees or 
higher. Those with postsecondary 
degrees are more likely to regard 
institutions in society as legitimate 
(because they’re trained that way) 
and to look for adjustments and 
technical solutions rather than so-
cial ones.

This election is a unique oppor-

tunity to see how different class-
es express their interests (work-
ers overwhelmingly for Sanders; 
technicians for Warren and Butt-
igieg, elites for Biden; Buttigieg 
and Trump), it shows the divisions 
among sections of the working 
class (white collar vs blue collar, 
skilled vs unskilled, etc.), and be-
tween workers: half of teachers 
and nurses are for Sanders, the 
other half are for technocratic can-
didates like Warren and Buttigieg.

There are some important lim-
its to these numbers. First, most 
people don’t donate to electoral 
campaigns. That means we have to 
be careful about saying this data 

represents the electorate (people 
who vote), and more importantly 
the general population (including 
the 50% of people, mostly workers, 
who don’t vote or are ineligible). 
But the proportions match up fairly 
well with the Democratic Primaries 
thus far: Sanders won between 20-
50% in the primaries through Su-
per Tuesday (median 26.5%), and 
in Madison he’s raised 32% of all 
political dollars.

Second, many people who do-
nate don’t want to give out in-
formation, so they report as “not 
employed”, “none of your busi-
ness”, “n/a” and other creative 
middle-finger responses (I didn’t 
attribute these to any type of oc-
cupation). Third, this can’t tell us 
much about race or gender without 
some serious extrapolation. So, we 
should take this data as one useful 

element but understand that it’s a 
sample of voters who are skewed 
along class lines — overrepresent-
ed in the educated, administrators, 
technicians and elites, and under-
represented among most workers.

Local Politicians & 
Bureaucrats

If candidates express class in-
terests, where do our local politi-
cians align? Its no secret that real 
estate and tech companies drive 
much of the city’s policy, but who 
do our politicians support?
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Mayor Satya Rhodes-Conway 
donated to every neoliberal identity 
candidate (Klobuchar, Booker, Cas-
tro, Harris, and Warren), but gave 
most to Pete Buttigieg, the only 
LGBTQ candidate in the race and a 
personal contact of hers through 
the Mayors Innovation Project; 
Rhodes-Conway likewise cam-
paigned for mayor as an LGBTQ 
candidate who wanted to address 
race disparity in Madison. Most city 
alders didn’t donate to a political 
candidate, save for Arvina Martin, 
who gave small amounts to Gilli-
brand, Harris and Warren, and Sally 
Rohrer, graduate student in public 
policy, who donated to Warren. Half 
of the twenty (20) city alders gave 
to the Wisconsin Democratic Party; 
the other half gave no political do-
nations at all. 

Greg Leifer, City of Madison Hu-
man Resources Labor Specialist, 
who sits opposite the City’s unions 
and is also negotiating for Willy 
Street Co-op against its workers’ 
union, donated solely to Joe Biden. 
That follows the pattern of union 
busters who support Biden.

Trends at the County are simi-

lar: most County Supervisors gave 
to multiple candidates, primarily 
neoliberals. The only local politician 
to have given any money to Bernie 
Sanders was Heidi Wegleitner.

This confirms most of what 
we knew about local politicians: 
the priorities are primarily iden-
titarian neoliberalism, with some 
minor support for reform. The po-
litical preferences of seated poli-
ticians hardly represent what we 
see from the data above where 
there’s a plurality for Sanders, and 
large support for other reformers 
like Warren and Yang. In 2016 when 
Sanders won Wisconsin, most local 
politicians were astonished. Why? 
Because they’re a distinct political 
class managing local government 
on behalf of capital and they hard-
ly represent the desires of people 
they govern.

A party in waiting?
Bernie Sanders did a lot of 

things for American politics since 
2016, but one of the most signif-
icant is financing a Presidential 
campaign without any corporate 
dollars and maintaining his politi-
cal platform without compromise. 
Those two things together have 
rallied millions of people who, as 
we can see from the above data , 
are not the traditional political ac-
tors of professionals, managers 
and elites.

For Madison, Dane County and 
the State of Wisconsin, we can see 
that class politics are expressed 
much more clearly than during a 
regular election and that these in-
terests are far and away not rep-
resented by politicians – not just 
at the State level with Republicans, 
but among Democrats locally who 
are tied to establishment politics 
and neoliberal capitalism.

This also suggests another pos-
sibility: the potential for a party in 
waiting. Rather than accepting that 
local politics be dominated by the 
regular class of politicians we’ve 

had for decades, we can see that 
there’s an audience eager for an 
alternative if/when we can pres-
ent them credibly: service workers, 
teachers, nurses, office clerks, uni-
versity workers, drivers, warehouse 
pickers and receivers, and so forth. 
If we center the working class and 
oppressed as agents of change 
with a program to fight to better 
the lives of working people, fight 
racism, fight for a just ecological 
transition, we can already create 
a list of supporters from this elec-
tion. The state is of course set up 
to keep the political structure as is, 
and we can’t expect that we’ll vote 
our way to socialism, but there is 
room to contest and organize for a 

different set of politics. Z
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We Need Solidarity 
Now More Than Ever
Charity wasn’t enough before the crisis. It won’t save the 
working class from COVID-19.

By Zoe Connelly

In one week following Governor 
Evers’ declaration of a Public 
Health Emergency in the state of 
Wisconsin, a group of business-

es and wealthy donors amassed 
nearly a million dollars for a Dane 
County COVID-19 Community 
Emergency Fund. The fundraising 
was spearheaded by Michael John-
son, executive director of the Dane 
County Boys & Girls Club, which is 
acting as fiscal agent for the fund. 
On Friday, March 20th, Johnson ap-
peared in a video press conference 
alongside Renee Moe, executive di-
rector of United Way. He explained 
that the fund will be used to award 
grants to individuals and organi-
zations providing aid during the 
COVID-19 emergency. The process 
will be fast-tracked, with the inten-
tion of awarding grants and cutting 
checks by March 31st. Anyone fa-
miliar with grantmaking processes 
will recognize that this is lightning 
speed, which is laudable. Funds 
raised to address an emergency 
should be distributed as fast as 

possible. 
Additionally, the need for aid 

and assistance right now is huge. 
Nearly 30,000 people filed for 
unemployment in Wisconsin last 
week. As whole industries shut 
down due to the recommended 
social isolation, layoffs have be-
come commonplace. Our nation’s 
economic meltdown will make this 
worse. And at the same time that 
many workers have lost their in-
come, some of the supports they 
might have relied on – like the free 
and reduced-cost meals their kids 
could eat at school – have been 
pulled out from under them. Work-
ers who have kept their jobs, either 
working from home or commuting, 
are also struggling to find replace-
ment childcare or to balance caring 
for their children with working full 
time, as daycares also close. Simul-
taneously, families are being ad-
vised to shell out for two weeks or 
even a month’s worth of groceries 
and toiletries to reduce their num-
ber of trips outside the home and 

prepare for eventual quarantine. 
For anyone living week to week or 
even day to day, this suggestion is 
an impossibility.

The fact is, people were strug-
gling before any of us had even 
heard of COVID-19, when the econ-
omy was still booming. For some, 
the COVID-19 emergency is just the 
latest disaster in a series of events 
and systemic inequities that have 
left them homeless and hungry. 
For others, it will be the last straw 
that takes them over the edge from 
precarity to crisis. 

Given the harsh reality so many 
people are facing, it makes sense 
that many are excited and relieved 
about the seemingly overnight cre-
ation of a Dane County COVID-19 
Community Emergency Fund. And it 
is indisputably positive that people 
will be helped due to the creation 
of the fund. But that doesn’t mean 
that the entire situation is positive. 
In fact, there’s a lot for socialists to 
be critical and even wary of. 
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In the March 20th press confer-
ence, United Way Executive Direc-
tor Renee Moe explained that Unit-
ed Way had been working closely 
with public health, the city, the 
county, the school districts, and its 
non-profit partner organizations 
to determine how best to fill com-
munity need during the COVID-19 
emergency. That United Way sees 
public institutions like city and 
county government, public health, 
and the school district as partners 
is very telling. It shows that the 
Dane County COVID-19 Community 
Emergency Fund is another exam-
ple of the transfer of responsibility 
for public welfare from the state to 
private philanthropy. In other words, 
instead of the city, county, and 
state government taking care of 
people in Dane County 
through robust social 
programs, we are now 
at the mercy of a class 
of businesses and do-
nors and their favored 
non-profits for care, a 
neoliberal fantasy. This 
is wholly undesirable 
for a number of rea-
sons.

First, our public in-
stitutions are subject 
to public oversight and 
democracy, howev-
er limited and flawed. 
We choose alders, 
county board supervi-
sors, and school board 
members. We elect our 
mayors, our county ex-
ecutive, and our state leaders, the 
people who have direct oversight 
of Public Health Madison & Dane 
County. When it comes to how the 
city and county provides services 
to the people who live here, there 
is at least the possibility that resi-
dents can have an influence. 

On the other hand, residents of 
Dane County did not vote for Renee 
Moe or Michael Johnson, for the 
heads of local non-profits and ser-
vice organizations, or for the mem-
bers of the boards that often gov-
ern these organizations. We have 
no control over how the funds that 
were collected will be used and we 
do not get a say in the criteria that 

will be used to determine which 
individuals and organizations re-
ceive funding. This is fundamental-
ly undemocratic, which is not just 
a problem of principles but actu-
ally undercuts the effectiveness of 
our response to this emergency. 
No one knows better what people 
need and how their needs can best 
be met than people themselves. 
There is no better authority on 
the circumstances and challenges 
facing individuals than an individu-
al’s own lived experience. Even the 
best, most thoughtful food pan-
tries are no substitute for giving 
people money and allowing them 
to decide how to use it. This is why 
socialists should be demanding a 
universal basic income as a part of 
the COVID-19 response.

But the fact is, 
many non-profits ar-
en’t the best or most 
thoughtful. How could 
they be? While good 
non-profits often try 
to assemble a diverse 
board of directors that 
includes a range of 
experiences and per-
spectives, a criteria 
for many boards is the 
ability to give money 
and a social network 
that includes other 
people who can make 
substantial donations. 
This immediately ex-
cludes most working 
class people, the indi-
viduals with the most 
knowledge and experi-

ence about working class people’s 
needs. The result, at many organi-
zations, is a board of directors that 
is older, whiter, and substantially 
wealthier than the rest of the so-
ciety. These are the people who 
make decisions about the mission 
and priorities of non-profit organi-
zations, including at least some of 
the organizations that will receive 
funding from the Dane County 
COVID-19 Community Emergency 
Fund.

In addition to the fact that farm-
ing out public welfare to private 
institutions is undemocratic and 
less effective than giving people 

the ability to care for themselves, 
there’s the funders themselves to 
consider. Among many big contrib-
utors to the Dane County COVID-19 
Community Emergency Fund are 
Madison Gas & Electric and Alliant 
Energy Center, two organizations 
who actually harm our community 
by continuing to use dirty and ex-
pensive fossil fuels to supply our 
energy. One also has to wonder if 
a $100,000 donation from MG &E  
is getting off easy compared to 
measures that would lessen the fi-
nancial burden on individuals and 
allow them to make different deci-
sions about how to use their mon-
ey during the COVID-19 crisis, such 
as waiving or steeply discounting 
families’ utility bills.

That really brings us to the 
fundamental problem with the 
non-profit industry as a whole. 
Non-profit organizations, which 
rely on private philanthropy, are 
fulfilling many needs that were 
previously met by the govern-
ment and would be guaranteed in 
a socialist society. They have pro-
liferated in the United States and 
around the world specifically be-
cause it is cheaper for businesses 
and wealthy individuals with family 
foundations and trusts to make a 
few major donations than it would 
be for them to pay the sorts of tax-
es that would fund a strong social 
safety net or better still, for them 
to pay all of their workers a living 
wage, with paid leave and full ben-
efits. We are riddled with non-prof-
its because they’re better for rich 
people, not because they’re good 
for the rest of us. They lend exor-
bitantly wealthy people, big corpo-
rations, and problematic industries 
a charitable veneer and help con-
ceal a fundamental fact: that some 
families have so much money that 
they can give away $50,000 at the 
drop of a hat – more money than 
most Americans make in a year – 
is the reason that some families 
have no money and fell behind on 
their rent just one week into an in-
ternational crisis. 

Charity does not challenge the 
social order that has left so many 
families – families served by char-
ities – in ruin. What we need in-
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-stead of charity is solidarity. 

Solidarity can take the form 
of mutual aid projects, like the 
one being so well operated by 
members of the IWW’s General 
Defense Committee of Madison. 
They provide assistance with no 
strings attached, not help through 
the lens of ruling class morality, 
with determinations about which 
people are actually deserving of 
care. It is a community project and 
people’s willingness to volunteer 
or give money is not condition-
al based on what sort of recog-
nition they’ll receive at the end. It 
will leave Madison’s working class 
stronger by creating networks 
and empowering working people 
to help each other through their 
own self-organization. These are 
the kinds of projects that socialists 
should involve themselves in and 
support at this moment of crisis, 
especially because – perhaps un-
surprisingly – the GDC Mutual Aid 
Project’s request for funding from 
Dane County COVID-19 Community 
Emergency Fund was rejected on 
the grounds that the GDC is not a 
501(c)3.

We also have to recognize that 

mutual aid by itself 
won’t be enough. If 
working class people 
had the wealth to lift 
one another out of 
crushing poverty and 
crisis, we would have 
done it by now. 

We must also 
demonstrate solidar-
ity in the most classic 
sense, workers sup-
porting the strug-
gles of other work-
ers. We have to have 
the backs of workers 
who refuse unsafe 
working conditions. We should 
support the demand that grocery 
workers be designated Emergency 
Workers. They should receive free 
childcare, free healthcare, hazard 
pay, and unlimited paid sick leave 
to use if they do become infected. 
And we have to fight for doctors 
and nurses. Hospitals are woeful-
ly unprepared for the coming cri-
sis and healthcare workers are not 
being provided with the kinds of 
safety equipment that they need 
to do their jobs without getting 
sick. Making sure that healthcare 
workers have what they need to 

stay safe on the job is a 
question of life or death 
for them and for the en-
tire working class that 
relies on these work-
ers for care. Health-
care worker shortages 
will impact the working 
class first and worst. 

Finally, this moment 
requires that we fight 
to win major conces-
sions from government 
in order to save lives, 
keep people in housing, 
and pull folks back from 

the brink of financial disaster. This 
should include organizing around 
demands like a universal income 
(not a paltry one-time payment of 
$1,200), nationwide halts on rent 
and mortgage collection, and debt 
forgiveness, at the expense of the 
rich. They will take this crisis and 
use it to extract more profit from 
working people, while making in-
adequate gestures at generosity 
through NGOs managed by their 
friends. It’s time to turn the table to 

save ourselves. Z

“
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Shut it Down: The 1970 TAA 
Strike
By Jon Isaac

March 16, 1970: Teach-
ing assistants and other 
graduate workers at the 
University of Wiscon-

sin–Madison stood outside cam-
pus buildings chanting and holding 
signs, where just a week earlier 
they had been teaching classes. 
Some brought their dogs, others 
their children. Spirits were high. It 
was a graduate worker strike, the 
first of its kind anywhere.

Grad workers and their allies 
held the picket line over the course 
of the next four weeks. When the 
dust settled, grad workers at UW 
won historic rights: extended fund-

ing guarantees, a grievance pro-
cedure, workload and class-size 
limits, fair discipline and discharge 
provisions, a democratic evaluation 
process, and health insurance for 
Teaching Assistants (TAs), Project 
Assistants (PAs), and Research As-
sistants (RAs). But it took years of 
struggle amidst an ever-changing 
political terrain to strike and win.

The Teaching Assistants’ Asso-
ciation (presently chartered with 
AFT, though originally an inde-
pendent labor union) is the oldest 
graduate workers’ union in the 
world, having hastily organized as 
a united front at the anti-Vietnam 
War draft sit-ins in May 1966 to 

demand that the university refuse 
cooperation with the Selective Ser-
vice System. At the time, TAs were 
frustrated over their lack of control 
over curriculum and assessment, 
especially in a historical moment—
the Vietnam War era—where a male 
student’s failing grade could mean 
the loss of student deferment sta-
tus and result in forced draft into 
the army. With the backdrop of the 
Vietnam War and campus-based 
movements committed to ending 
imperialism abroad, graduate stu-
dent workers took their first steps 
into the uncharted waters of orga-
nizing a labor union and demand-
ing a contract.
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Three years later, 
in April 1969, the TAA 
and the UW adminis-
tration entered into a 
Structure Agreement, 
a binding document 
between the TAA and 
UW administration that 
gave the TAA the right 
to be the exclusive bar-
gaining agent of TAs at 
the University of Wis-
consin–Madison (at the 
time, Research Assis-
tants were considered 
their own bargaining 
“unit” and did not fall 
under the purview of 
the TAA). Although the 
terms of the Agreement were con-
cessionary on the part of the TAA, 
with bargaining limited to working 
conditions and excluding bargain-
ing over wages and “fringe bene-
fits” like healthcare, the TAA thus 
became the first independent labor 
organization of TAs in the US.

BEING A GRADUATE STUDENT 
can elicit emotions ranging from 
extreme self-doubt to profound 
gratitude (getting paid to read!). It 
can be alienating and isolating. It 
is where the myth of meritocracy 
is propelled onward, as tenured 
faculty (predominantly white and 
male) assert that they made it to 
the top of the academic pyramid 
by virtue of academic achieve-
ment, intellect, and merit alone.

And graduate school is where 
graduate students are told to go 
along to get along: Don’t speak up 
too much, lest you be unemploy-
able on the academic job market; 
Don’t speak out against your abu-
sive supervisor, lest you lose your 
funding; Don’t share your work 
or collaborate, lest someone else 
“steals” these ideas and publishes 
them. 

When framed in this way, we 
might see graduate school as a 
training ground for capitalist cul-
ture: above all, what is prized is ci-
vility, obedience, and the individual. 
Marc Bousquet, in his book How 
the University Works, reminds us 
that “The uses to which the univer-
sity has been put do benefit cor-
porate shareholders. These include 

shouldering the cost of job training, 
generation of patentable intellec-
tual property, provision of sports 
spectacle, vending goods and ser-
vices to captive student markets, 
and conversion of student aid into 
a cheap or even free labor pool.”

A whole host of forces—mo-
bilized resources, capital, ideas, 
struggles, and emotions, what 
Gramsci might term “hegemony”—
collude to obscure the political im-
plications of graduate school. From 
early on in our academic training, 
graduate students are ideologically 
trained, obscuring the political and 
economic realities of higher edu-
cation. University administrators, 
in lockstep with mainstream media 
representations and inherited wis-
dom, ingrain into graduate work-
ers that they are “apprentices,” or 
“primarily students,” or “academ-
ics-in-training.” Graduate employ-
ees are also routinely disciplined 
by the notion that graduate labor 
is privileged or only “temporarily 
exploited,” which locates the prob-
lem in individuals rather than insti-
tutions. Administrators never af-
firm graduate student employees’ 
claims to being “workers,” which 
might dispel the illusion about the 
relations of employment.

As such, to form a labor union 
under the collective label of grad-
uate student workers—to assert 
that, as employees of the universi-
ty, they are entitled to labor rights 
like collective bargaining and dem-
ocratic control over their workplac-
es—is nothing less than a founda-
tional challenge to the hegemonic 

ideas circulating about the true 
nature of graduate education.

BARGAINING FOR THE FIRST 
GRADUATE EMPLOYEE CONTRACT 
at UW began in May 1969. Gradu-
ate workers demanded a grievance 
procedure overseen by a Work-
ers Grievance Council, employ-
ment appointments that lasted 
the duration of a student’s grad-
uate program plus two years to 
account for the difficult academic 
job market process, a fair evalua-
tions procedure, and a health care 
plan. More radically, the TAA also 
sought real decision-making pow-
er in what they called “education-
al planning”—course offerings and 
content, the selection of texts and 
teaching materials, and pedagogi-
cal techniques.

Negotiations proved to be tense 
and unproductive. After bargaining 
in the summer and fall of 1969 pro-
duced no headway, one Wisconsin 
American Federation of Teachers 
(AFT) observer came to the fol-
lowing conclusion: “Fellows, you 
guys are going to have to strike” 
(Van Ells). The TAA set a bargaining 
deadline of January 8, 1970 for UW 
administrators to reach an agree-
ment. The deadline came and went, 
and the university remained unwill-
ing to entertain the TAA’s demands. 
A war of words followed, and the 
union broke off negotiations.

Talks wouldn’t resume for two 
months, and the TAA continued 
to prepare for a strike, training 
its members in picketing and or-
ganizing picket captains. Union 
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organizers circulated pam-
phlets, hung posters across 
campus, and utilized the 
student newspaper The Dai-
ly Cardinal to amplify their 
message. They held teach-
ins and leaned on their de-
partment steward network to 
organize within buildings and 
departments. 

When talks between the 
TAA and UW administrators 
finally resumed, the universi-
ty made a number of conces-
sions, including class sizes, 
student evaluations, length of 
appointments, and a health 
plan comparable to the one 
offered to faculty. One issue 
remained: control over ed-
ucational planning. The TAA 
still insisted on redistribut-
ing the decision-making power 
over pedagogy and curriculum, 
while the University, with support 
of many faculty mem-
bers, refused to concede 
any control. In the early 
hours of March 16, with 
no movement from the 
University on graduate 
worker control over cur-
riculum, TAA members 
voted to strike.

TAA President Bob 
Muehlenkamp vowed to 
“shut the place down.” On 
the morning of March 16 
from 3 AM on, grad work-
ers formed picket lines at 
loading docks, construc-
tion sites, and classroom 
buildings. Teamsters in 
Madison honored picket 
lines by stopping campus bus ser-
vices and deliveries. Undergradu-
ate students established an Under-
graduate Strike Center and joined 
the TAA on the picket lines. These 
infrastructural disruptions were 
instrumental in assisting the TAA’s 
work stoppages.

It would be incomplete to sug-
gest that the TAA won over every-
one to its militant tactics. AFSCME 
Local 171, the union representing 
campus maintenance and food 
service workers at UW, sided with 
the University, as did many under-
graduate students, who cited 

the disruption of their 
classwork. Though the 
picket lines were strong, 
many TAs scabbed the 
strike.

“MANY PEOPLE,” writes 
Alyssa Battistoni of the 
difficulties in her gradu-
ate employee organizing 
campaign at Yale in 2016, 
liked unions in the ab-
stract, for other people, 
but had reservations 
about whether one made 
sense for us. We worked 
independently for the 
most part (getting paid 

to read!); we exercised control over 
our own work — or at least hoped to 
one day. Nearly all of us had grown 
up hearing about how bad teach-
ers’ unions were for our own pre-
cious educations. Few of us came 
from union families; almost no one 
had belonged to a union before, 
and those who had sometimes cit-
ed bad experiences. Even among 
those who were nominally sympa-
thetic, ‘I think unions are good, but 
. . .’ was a common refrain.

How could someone being 
“paid to read” claim injury as a 

worker at an institution of higher 
education? These ideas that ac-
ademics lead a “life of the mind” 
and that labor organizing is an-
tithetical to its mission serve the 
ends of university administration 
who use this as cover to shift in-
struction to low-wage contingent 
instructors and online instruc-
tion with few, if any, job benefits. 
John Coatesworth, a former TAA 
radical who has since become the 
establishment Provost at Colum-
bia University, said in undermin-
ing Columbia’s graduate employee 
unionization efforts, “the relation-
ship of graduate students to the 
faculty that instruct them must 
not be reduced to ordinary terms 
of employment.” These claims are 
pernicious and bankrupt, and they 
spell the continued decay of high-
er education as a place for actual 
intellect and learning, but they are 
also ubiquitous in campus organiz-
ing and must be combatted at ev-
ery opportunity.

SUPPORT FOR THE STRIKE be-
gan to wane in the beginning of 
April of 1970. UW reduced TAs’ 
paychecks and undergraduates be-
gan to return to class. On April 9th, 
sensing the growing intolerance of 
the strike, TAA members voted 534 
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Dear (Not) Commie
This edition of Dear Commie 
is actually a back-and-forth 
between comrades about use 
of the word “commie.” Warm-
est thanks to Chuck of Rock 
River DSA for his willingness 
to share his thoughts with 
Red Madison. 

 
Dear Comrades,

I was pleased with the new look 
of the Madison newsletter, con-
grats! But when I saw the column, 
“Dear commie,” I both laughed and 
cringed. I believe using ‘commie’ is 
a mistake.

There are two reasons for this, 
the first being related to age. I’m 
65 and a founding member, having 
been in the New American Move-
ment (NAM), one of two groups 
that merged to create DSA. While 
I’m pleased that younger folks no 
longer feel the stigma of ‘commie,’ 
something we predicted with the 
fall of the Soviet Union, many of 

my cohort are still nervous about 
‘socialism,’ let alone ‘communism.’ 
This is true even in our fledgling 
OC.

The second has to do with the 
broader socialist movement. There 
is very good reason for identifying 
ourselves as ‘democratic’ socialists. 
We promote the expansion of de-
mocracy, both in our organization 
and the wider society. Communism 
is still associated with Stalinism, a 
tendency I hope all of us agree is 
harmful to that mission. There was 
a time when many of us were op-
timistic about China, but that time 
has long past. Many still associate 
‘communism’ with Leninism and 
Trotskyism. Though both are au-
thors are worth reading, such or-
ganizations share with Stalinism 
a horrible, top-down ‘democrat-
ic-centralist’ model of organizing. 
The genius of DSA is its emphasis 
on local autonomy. In our commu-
nities. we seek ‘organic’ relation-
ships broader social movements, 
we do not tell them we have ‘the 
correct line.’

I’m not saying we should be 
‘anti-communist,’ just that we 

should be careful how we use the 
term. While I do think we should 
promote Marx, like him I am not a 
‘Marxist.’ We should promote and 
translate his ideas, applying them 
to the American experience (one of 
the major goals of NAM), carefully 
explaining to those who are ready 
what he meant by ‘communism.’ At 
the same time, we should recog-
nize the history of other socialist 
forms of organizing here in the US, 
particularly in Wisconsin.

The major point I am trying to 
make, following Gramsci, is that we 
are engaged in a culture war. We 
must win the hearts and minds of 
many others, old and young, far and 
center-left, social democrat, liberal 
or otherwise. To do our best at this, 
we should not use the ‘hammer 
and sickle,’ rather we should be 
proud of the ‘fist and rose.’

sol,

Chuck Ogg
Co-Coordinator of the Rock Riv-

er DSA (Rock, Jefferson and Wal-
worth Counties of WI)

to 348 to end the strike and accept 
the latest university proposals. 

The final proposal 
guaranteed three to four 
years of financial sup-
port, a health plan that 
covered dependents, 
a grievance procedure 
with binding arbitra-
tion, class size limits, 
and more. But they lost 
on educational planning; 
TAs had the opportunity 
to participate in planning 
courses, but faculty re-
tained final control over 
curricular content. It was 
a victory, though a touch 
anti-climactic.

The origins of the TAA 50 years 
ago offers hope to academic work-
ers in the age of the corporate 
university. It was through the hard 

work of organizing on the ground, 
of raising expectations, of believ-

ing in democratic rule 
that the TAA was able to 
change consciousness 
50 years ago, and these 
issues remain true today. 
The number of admin-
istrators in the UW Sys-
tem increased between 
2014 and 2017 while at 
the same time the num-
ber of faculty declined; 
shared governance has 
been hollowed out; and 
state funding has been 
catastrophically cut. 
These trends are going to 
continue, and we have to 

remember that no one will save us 
but ourselves. 

Graduate labor organizing to-
day faces an uphill battle, but it’s 
clear that the world around us is 

changing. Graduate labor unions 
have the opportunity to tap into 
the tide of support for striking 
public educators and other public 
and private sector workers as we 
advocate for our rights as workers 
in the academic labor system. Col-
lective workplace actions have the 
potential to transform institutions 
much more than purely rhetorical 
actions. If the TAA is to stem the 
corporatization of the university, 
then we must do the hard work of 
organizing and compelling allies 
and supporters to act through pub-
licity campaigns, one-on-one con-
versations, public demonstrations, 
and more. We must pair this work 
with a clear-eyed understanding of 
the tactics that universities will use 
against graduate workers, and see 
them as tactics that emerge from 
the neoliberal assault on public ed-

ucation. Z

“
It was through 
the hard work 
of organizing 

on the ground, 
of raising ex-
pectations, of 
believing in 

democratic rule 
that the TAA was 
able to change 
consciousness 
50 years ago…
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DEAR COMMIE

Dear Chuck,

As you know, I disagree that we 
should avoid associating ourselves 
with communism.

For one thing, we can’t avoid it. 
Forces on the right call everything 
to their left “communism.” Even 
President Barack Obama couldn’t 
escape the label, and he’s not 
even a progressive. Our foes will 
call us socialists and communists 
whether we do or not. I don’t think 
worrying about it is a productive 
use of our time. I also think that 
rejecting these labels with a lot of 
arguments about how we’re not 
like this country or that micro-
sect misses the larger point we 
should be making right now: we 
are opposed to capitalism, and 
capitalism has done more harm 
and cost more lives than any other 
type of society in human history. 
Better to keep our sights on the 
enemy of working people around 
the world – capitalism – than to 
police ourselves for traces of the 
red menace.  

As for actively adopting the 
label as we have done for the pur-
pose of our Dear Commie column 
– well, it was a little bit tongue 
and cheek. To answer questions 
about socialism in a way that’s 
readable, we’re making allusion 
to “Dear Abby” columns in their 

Q&A advice format, and “Commie” 
slides in nicely. Saying “Commie” 
also acknowledges what people 
will already say about us and takes 
the power away from the label by 
having some fun with it ourselves.

And, speaking for myself, just 
one of the Dear Commie writers, I 
also mean it sincerely: we are not 
wishy washy in our commitment 
to overcoming capitalism, and 
staking out that ground where 
sometimes “socialism” is a word 
that can mean everything and 
nothing is important.

You argue that age is a defin-
ing factor in our disagreement 
and I couldn’t agree more. Younger 
people no longer feel the sting of 
association with the Soviet Union. 
We are less familiar with and 
therefore less afraid of red baiting. 
More than that, the conditions of 
our lives mean that many young 
people are radicalizing fast and 
coming to revolutionary conclu-
sions.

I’m 31 years old. The United 
States has been at war for most 
of my life. Capitalism has dimmed 
the prospects for my entire gen-
eration. We will never attain the 
wealth and security of our parents’ 
generations (which itself was al-
ways insufficient). Due to pollution 
and contamination and corrupt 
food systems, we will have worse 
health outcomes than our parents, 
which spells ruination and debt in 
the for-profit healthcare system. 
That’s only if we survive to middle 
and old age – we also know that 
capitalism will destroy the planet 
within our lifetimes if we do not 
stop it. The solution offered to us 
by the establishment this year is 
Joe Biden, an accused rapist who 
has no intention of enacting the 
policies that could save our lives, 
like a Green New Deal or Medi-
care for all, and who could not be 
bothered to speak for the entire 
first week of the current COVID-19 
crisis. 

To be honest, I’ve never felt 
more enthusiastic about commu-
nism in my entire life. I believe in 

organizing to upset the whole cap-
italist apple cart. I want a complete 
transfer of power and control from 
the ruling class to the only class 
with the ability to enact a demo-
cratic society – the working class.

I’m not ashamed or nervous 
about being associated with 
communism of the past, either. 
Even in the United States, there’s a 
lot in the tradition of communists 
and socialists to be proud of and 
to embrace. Communists have had 
a profound influence on social 
movements of American history, 
including the labor movement and 
the civil rights movement. I don’t 
want to hold myself apart from 
that history, and I don’t want fu-
ture generations to lose sight of it 
either. We should learn from it and 
carry the tradition forward – even 
in DSA. 

Solidarity,

 Your Commie-rade
Dayna Long, Madison Area DSA
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