
UNITED STATES
Millions of Americans in the Street, Against Trump

And Now What?

This report was written by Alan
Benjamin,  editor  of  “The  Organi-
zer” and trade union activist in San
Francisco. He is also a member of
the  Continuations  Committee  of
the  International  Workers  Com-
mittee  Against  War  and  Exploita-
tion, For a Workers’ International.

On  Friday,  January  20th and
Saturday,  January  21st 2017,
several millions of us came out to
demonstrate in the streets of hun-
dreds of cities across  the United
States. The media turned its spot-
light  on  the  massive  demonstra-
tions  of  January  21,  called  by
women’s  rights activists.  But the
mass  mobilizations  had  already
begun on Thursday, January 19th,
in  defense  of  public  education,
and  then  they  continued  on  the
20th,  the  day of Trump’s inaugu-
ration.  These millions took to the
streets to demand women's rights
and to signal  their determination
to  resist  any and  all  attempts  to
turn the clock back to the days of
back-alley  abortions,  Jim  Crow
segregation,  the  KKK,  banned
unions, mass deportations, and the
rest  of  the  reactionary  agenda
announced  by  the  incoming
Trump administration. 

A country that is more divi-
ded than ever

The  media  did  not  fail  to
emphasize  the  fact  that  the  new
president is taking the helm of a
country that is more divided than
ever. On January 21st, there were
500,000  demonstrators  in  New
York  City,  and  just  as  many  in
Washington,  DC,  and  in  Los
Angeles.  Demonstrations  were
held  throughout  the  country.  In
Madison,  Wisconsin,  more  than
75,000  turned  out  --  about  the
same numbers  that  turned out  at
the  height  of  the  Occupy  the
Capitol  movement  in  2011.  In
some smaller cities and towns in
the Midwest or in the hinterlands
of the coastal states, close to one-
fourth  of  the  towns’ populations
turned out in the streets.

The  actions  brought  together
broad sectors of the working class
and  the  oppressed.  Among  the

demonstrators  there  were  those
who,  last  November,  were  on
strike  in  300  cities  to  demand a
minimum wage of $15 dollars an
hour. There were on both January
20th and January 21st a great many
young  people.  There  were  large
numbers  of  Black  activists  who
have  been  mobilizing  for  many
months  now  around  the  cry  of
“Black  Lives  Matter.”  Also
present  were  undocumented  im-
migrant workers from Mexico and
Central  America,  all  of  whom
Trump has promised to deport.

Vote  for  the  Democrats  in
2018, or block Trump now?

In these demonstrations, some
speakers  explained  that  building
the “resistance” means voting for
the Democratic Party in the mid-
term elections  in  2018  – despite
the fact that a near-record percen-
tage  of  voters  abstained  in  the
presidential  election,  refusing  to
vote  for  Hillary  Clinton,  “Wall
Street’s  candidate”.  Meanwhile,
the Democratic Party leaders have
been urging people to give Trump
a chance and “respect the voters’
choice.”  But  all  these  pleas  and
maneuvers  have  not  prevailed.
What  has  prevailed  is  “Resist
now!” The prevailing sentiment is
that  we  are  the  majority,  this  is
not our president, and we will not
accept  his  attacks  on  our  rights,
his  turning  back  the  march  of
history.  The  New  York  Times
understood this very well when it
spoke of a message being expres-
sed,  and  not  only  on  women’s
rights,  of  “a  determination  to
protect the rights that the demons-
trators believe are threatened by
Mr. Trump”.

The  labor  movement  was
there… but not its leaders

The  powerful  U.S.  trade
union  movement,  which  claims
13 million  workers,  was  there…
but  its  leaders  were  not.  Thou-
sands  of  unionized  workers  and
trade  union  activists  were  there,
on both January 20th and the 21st

but,  with  just  a  few  exceptions,
they  were  not  there  in  distinct

union  contingents  because  their
leaders  (beginning  with  the
leaders of the AFL-CIO) did not
call  to  support  these  demons-
trations. Yet there is no doubt that
if they had, hundreds of thousands
of  workers,  of  unionists,  would
have  been  present  behind  their
union  banners.  Their  absence,
however, should come as no sur-
prise. Only a few months ago, in
conformity  with  its  decades-old
policy  of  supporting  the  “lesser
evil”, the leadership of the AFL-
CIO  had  poured  millions  of
dollars  of  union  dues  into  the
election  campaigns  of  Hillary
Clinton and the Democrats. These
politics of “lesser evilism” largely
contributed  to  Trump’s  victory.
And  then,  last  January  13th,
Richard Trumka, president of the
AFL-CIO,  met  with  Trump  and
was pleased to announce a “first
discussion  that  was  honest  and
productive”.  In  both  cases,  the
leaders  of  the  AFL-CIO  delibe-
rately  turned  their  backs  on  the
independent  expression  of  the
labor movement.

The America  of  the  exploi-
ted  and the  oppressed  needs  a
political expression

In opposition to this policy of
subordinating  the  trade  union
movement  to  the  capitalist  class
and  its  parties,  what  was  being
expressed  – although  confused-
ly – on January 20 an 21 was the
fact  that working people and the
oppressed  across  the  United
States  are  seeking  every  means
possible  to  stand  up  against
Trump  and  his  reactionary,  anti-
labor  program.  That  America  of
the  exploited  and  the  oppressed,
more  than  ever  needs a  political
expression. This expression could
take  the  form  of  independent
labor and community candidates,
presented  by  working  class
organizations,  as  was  shown  by
the Black working class candida-
cy of comrade Nnamdi Scott  for
City  Council  in  Baltimore.  That
would  be  a  first  step  towards  a
genuine  independent  workers’
political  representation,  a  Labor
Party based on the trade unions.



ICELAND
“The European Union is one of the institutions of capital, 

and it can no more be reformed than capital can”

In  Reykjavik  on  this  Thursday
January  26,  a  meeting  was  held  to
report on the Mumbai Conference. The
Icelandic  People’s  Front  signed  the
Mumbai Conference manifesto.

Eleven political  activists  met at 8
pm on this January 26: activists from
the People’s Front,  a young  syndica-
list, activists from the Women’s Union
for Peace. This meeting was held in a
situation  marked  by  the  strike  of
fishermen employed on ship-factories.
The strike began seven weeks ago.

The fishermen demand an increase
in wages, free meals and work clothes
when  they  are  at  sea.  Fishing
represents  17  %  of  the  national
economy.  The  fishermen  – 90%  of
whom are unionized, like the rest of
the  wage  earners  in  the  country –
rejected  the  first  draft  agreement,
which they found inacceptable. Nego-
tiations were frozen and all  the  boats
over fifteen tons  are now  blocked in
the ports.  The families of the fisher-
men are being paid by strike funds. 

The situation in education has been
marked  by  deep  discontent.  The
agreement on the labour contract that
was recently signed – the number of
teaching  hours  and  the  increase  in
salaries – which links each teacher to
their municipality – is only temporary.
Decisive  negotiations  are  underway
on  the  system  of  pension  funds,
because retirement pensions are under
threat. 

This is about making the Icelandic
workers pay  the bill – by any means
possible –  for  the  2008  bankruptcy,
while  the  government  has  dared  to
announce a referendum to take place
in  2020,  about  whether  Iceland
should join the EU.

In  these  conditions,  the  Mumbai
Conference with its title “against war,
exploitation  and  precarious  labour”
takes  on a  particular  significance,  as
several of the participants pointed out.
Here is what they had to say:

Thorvaldur Thorvaldsson, People’s
Front’s  Chairman,  a  carpenter:  Well,
Comrades,  I  am  going  to  let  you
speak  first,  but  I  wish  to  insist  that
this discussion is free. I’ll speak later,
but I would like to say right now that
our  views  converge  with  what  was
said about the EU and Brexit  at the
Mumbai  conference,  as  well  as  with
what  the  French  POID is  doing  on
this  issue,  and  also  on  the  Paris
Commune and 1917.

Vésteinn Valgarthsson,  vice-presi-
dent of  the  People’s  Front -  nursing
auxiliary:  The  comrade  said  some-
thing important.  At  Mumbai,  several
speakers from countries that are very
different emphasized the fact that they
are up against capital and the bosses,
but they are also up against the ones
in the labour movement who create an
obstacle. And, well, here it is the same
thing.

Tinna,  a  student:  I  agree  with
what  was  said  about  precarious
labour being used to  reduce the cost
of  labour.  It  is  the  same here.  Here
there  are  people  who  are  forced  to
have two or even three jobs. How can
you start a family and have children
in these conditions? Without  mentio-
ning that it makes it impossible to buy
a flat or a house.

Vésteinn:  Absolutely.  For  exam-
ple, during my last holidays, I had a
group of  friends who were 18 to 35
years old, and I was the only one who
wasn’t still living with my parents.

Thorvaldur:  Tinna  is  right,  but
we need to add something else. Here,
more  and  more  people  are  self-
employed.  It  is  my  case.  Being  self
employed you are just an individual.
It is a weapon against workers solida-
rity,  against  collective  action  by  the
working class.

Tamila,  a  kindergarten assistant  :
There  were  many  things  said  in  the
report on the conference that I parti-
cularly  agree  with,  especially  the

question  of  independence.  Yes,  we
need to be independent and to break
with  military  institutions  like  NATO
or the institutions of  capital  like the
EU. Class independence is essential. I
do not want to be told what I  should
do  at  home and how I should do it.
With the EU, it is national sovereignty
that is at stake.

Thorvaldur: The European Union
is an institution of capital and it can-
not be reformed any more than capital
itself  can be reformed.  I  share what
was  said  about  the  EU  and  Brexit.
You are right in France to be fighting
for  “Frexit”.  We  have  an  important
battle  here  with  the  referendum  on
joining  the  EU that  the  government
has planned for 2020. 

Vésteinn:  What  was  said  at
Mumbai  on  the  fact  that  the  Brexit
vote  was  a  vote  in  defence  of  the
interests of the working class is very
important. At a recent congress, I mo-
ved  a  resolution  saying  that  the
Icelandic  farmers  are  opposing  the
EU in order to defend their interests. I
did not get the majority, but I did get
30 votes out of 300. It is a beginning.

Thorvaldur:  The  discussion  on
the EU is important and it is normal
that it should take up so much space.
On  this  point,  our  views  converge
with what was said in the report, but
not  only on this point.  The comrade
reported  on  what  was  said  by  the
representatives  of  the  Suzuki  Maruti
workers in India. No one can accept
that workers be jailed for setting up a
trade  union.  It  is  neither an  Indian
nor an Icelandic issue. I suggest that,
as  a  concrete  conclusion  to  this
meeting,  we organize an initiative  to-
wards  the  Indian  Embassy  in
Reykjavik.  We  need  to  invite  trade
union  officers  to  take  part  in  this
initiative.

Report by Pierre Priet and Jean-Pierre Barrois,
first published in La Tribune des Travailleurs

(France).


