
The whole of the American 
institutional system is at issue

Devan Sohier

he mass demonstrations that have
been going on in the United States
for more than 10 days now are not
abating. Saturday, in Washington,
D.C., tens of thousands of protes-
ters headed toward the White

House in the largest demonstration since the
movement began, protesting systemic racism
in the United States. These mass mobiliza-
tions, at the very heart of the principal impe-
rialist power, are resonating around the world
(see our box, opposite).
Donald Trump accuses the governors (inclu-
ding Republicans) of weakness in the face of
the demonstrations and threatens to send in
the army, but he is disowned by all the mili-
tary officials and even by his Secretary of
Defense. Colin Powell, George W. Bush's for-
mer Defense Secretary and a Republican
figure, has just announced that he would vote
for Biden in the next presidential election (1).
This is the expression of a major political
crisis in the United States. 
On the Democratic side, many cities with a
Democratic majority, beginning with Min-
neapolis, are talking about dismantling their
police departments, or at least cutting their
budgets. The Democrats have introduced a
bill in the House aimed to introduce provi-
sions that aimed to reduce police violence
against Blacks: it would be easier to file com-
plaints against police officers, and instances
would be put into place to monitor local
police and reduce their subsidies in cases of
racist violence. Focusing solely on police vio-
lence – which is a reality – is in reality diver-
ting the mobilization that is standing up
against all American institutions based on
systemic racism for which Republicans and
Democrats alike bear responsibility. 
Because racism in the United States is syste-
mic: the racist police violence is the most
overtly barbaric expression of the institutional
racism that is the backbone of the American
political system. It is state violence. It is the
result of the fact that, since the end of slavery,
Blacks were kept in a position of non-citizens
until the 1960s, then of second-class citizens. 
Blacks are 2.5 times more likely than Whites

to be killed by police. But Blacks have also
been much more affected than Whites by
Covid-19. Blacks experience much more mas-
sive unemployment than Whites and, when
they work, it is often in low-paying jobs as
delivery men, cashiers, etc. Often grouped
together in poor inner-city neighborhoods,
they have been expelled from them since the
2009 financial crisis by the explosion of prices
(“gentrification”) to outlying neighborhoods
far from any employment. The existence of
a cheap black American workforce allows for
pressure to be put on all wages; the situation
of Blacks is brandished as a threat to the entire
working class. 

AN INSTITUTIONAL RACISM THAT IS THE
BACKBONE OF THE AMERICAN POLITICAL
SYSTEM
The explosion of unemployment in the Uni-
ted States, along with the pandemic and lock-
down, has also thrown a significant segment
of the population into precarious situations,
including among Whites. Millions unem-
ployed, without unemployment insurance
but with “aid”, but also millions of precarious
people and people with odd jobs who find
themselves on the street with nothing. It is
therefore a true social explosion. The massive
presence of Whites, Latinos, and major unions
(despite the “prudence” of the national lea-
dership of the AFL-CIO) in these demonstra-
tions clearly shows that it is the American

institutions, much more than society, that
are gangrenous with racism; they show that
the demonstrations against police violence
are the crystallization of anger against the
entire system. The police response to
demonstrations further aggravates this crisis:
on the one hand, many police officers support
the demonstrators, at times even taking part
in the demonstrations; on the other hand,
demonstrations are fiercely repressed with
the full arsenal at the disposal of the police
(see the NNU press release). 
All the institutional political forces in the Uni-
ted States do their utmost to limit the discus-
sion to police violence, each according to its
own sheet music: Trump and the Republicans
by threatening demonstrators and defending
the police, Biden and the Democrats by pro-
posing to reform it (all while using it to vio-
lently repress demonstrators in the cities
where they hold the mayor’s office). But after
eight years of Obama's presidency, broad
swathes of protesters know that voting Biden
(who was Obama’s vice president) will not
solve these problems, neither the social pro-
blems nor the racism of the police. 
A new phase has begun in the United States
which, given its place in the world, has global
repercussions.                                                      n

(1) Accusing Trump of lying, in a comical sequence
from the one who had certified the presence of wea-
pons of mass destruction in Iraq.
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The mobilization is growing in the United States 
and throughout the world
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In the demonstration in Philadelphia, June 6.
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ÀIn the wake of the recent police kil-
lings of George Floyd and Breonna
Taylor, and the killing of Ahmaud
Arbery by armed white residents, pro-

tests for racial justice have swept across the
country. With them have come tear gas, flash-
bangs, rubber bullets, and other weapons
used on protestors by this country’s increasin-
gly militarized police departments. The protes-
tors are our patients, and they are being
harmed by ongoing police violence and bruta-
lity. National Nurses United condemns all
forms of police brutality, including the use of
war weapons on protestors by officers who
are duty bound to protect people, and we call
on every level of government and every police
force to respect the First Amendment right to
protest (…).
“We stand with the Movement for Black Lives
Matter in the struggle for racial justice,” added
NNU Executive Director Bonnie Castillo, RN.
“Police brutality in black communities must cease
immediately. Nurses are committed to challen-
ging the systemic racism that is endemic in our
country” (…).

TEAR GAS
The use of tear gas is especially concerning to
nurses during a pandemic, given that it causes
protestors to cough and sneeze, while already
in close conditions, more easily spreading the
virus causing COVID-19. For protestors standing
up to systemic racism, in many communities
where black residents are three to four times
more likely to contract COVID-19, police use of
a weapon impacting the respiratory system is
especially cruel and dangerous (…). Just as it’s
banned for warfare, it should be banned for
police use—period (…).

FLASH BANG GRENADES
Nurses were appalled to see the use of flash-
bang grenades on protestors of George Floyd’s

death. With heat exceeding 1,000 degrees Fah-
renheit and a blast of 175 decibels, flash-bangs
or “stun grenades” can cause burns, hearing
loss, temporary blindness, injuries from shrapnel,
and death. Between 2000 to 2015, according
to a ProPublica investigation, at least 50 Ame-
ricans were seriously injured, maimed or killed
by flash-bangs.
With their ability to stun, blind, and deafen pro-
testors, flash-bangs can also cause harm to our
patients by putting them at risk for secondary
injuries, such as being hit by a car, or being
knocked down by crowds. Nurses strongly
condemn the use of this war weapon by mili-
tarized police (…).

RUBBER BULLETS
AND “LESS LETHAL” AMMUNITION
Rubber bullets, which often have a metal core,
are also responsible for deaths (…).

Nurses call for the end of rubber bullets and
other ammunition police departments claim is
“less lethal” because protecting people at a pro-
test should not be lethal in any amount (…).

OTHER FORMS OF POLICE VIOLENCE
Throughout the country, police have consistently
engaged in additional forms of violence including
kicking, pushing and beating of protestors. Tactics
such as kettling protestors have trapped people
with no way to escape brutal violence inflicted
by police. Nurses condemn the use of police
escalation during protests.
The expanded use of weapons of war is also a
troubling step of domestic militarization that
represents a threat to democracy and a colossal
waste of public resources that would be far better
spent on public health and other social programs
that are especially essential in the midst of a pan-
demic and economic crisis.     June 05, 2020 n
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Nurses in wake of protests: 
“Weapons of war have no place in a caring society” 

National Nurses United is the largest union and professional organization of registered nurses in the country,
with more than 150,000 members nationwide.

National Nurses United statement on use of warlike weapons on protestors

Nurses of the NNU at a demonstration.
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What is the situation in New York right now,
with the Covid epidemic, its social conse-
quences, and, on the other hand, the pro-
tests?
After nearly three months of quarantining, New
Yorkers are coming out to protest in huge num-
bers to accomplish the important political tasks
of the moment. Masks are worn by the protesters,
and social distancing occurs whenever possible.
Police, however, rarely wear PPE, and arrested
protesters are put into biologically hazardous
situations without PPE and crowded into small
cells.

What are, in your opinion, the most striking
features of the current movement?
The most striking feature is the number of people
in the streets. Up to a dozen protests occur each

day with thousands attending each march or
rally. The protests are so widespread that often-
times you don't need to go to them, they come
to you. Also, the political moment is shifting the
ideology of moderate liberals to the point where
defunding the police has become more of a
mainstream idea.

What is the place of DSA and of the other
components of the Left in the protests?
DSA members have taken it upon themselves
to not just attend protests in large numbers,
but also provide support to those arrested or
out after the curfew. Our members who are elec-
ted politicians as well as our endorsed candi-
dates have been a big part of the marches and
rallies.
                                                                                      n

“New Yorkers are coming out to protest in huge numbers to
accomplish the important political tasks of the moment”

n Annie Levin, 
Democratic Socialists 
of America (DSA) 
activist in New York



In New York, “countless people defied the curfew”
n Chi Anunwa, Black activist and DSA member in New York

What is the current situation
of the protests in NYC?
As you may be aware, there have
been protests in NYC against
police brutality every day for
more than a week now. These
protests have taken place in every
borough of New York. At many of
these protests, police officers
have attacked peaceful protestors
and needlessly escalated ten-
sions. 
To make matters worse, the
mayor of New York (1) has sided
with the police against the pro-
testors. In an attempt to suppress
the protests, he even instituted
a curfew in New York City for the

first time in many decades.
Unfortunately for him, countless
people defied the curfew and
protested late into the night any-
way. He has since ended the cur-
few.

What is the situation of Black
people in the US right now,
with the pandemic and its
health and social conse-
quences?
Due to both the legacy of syste-
mic racism in the U.S. and the
pervasive income inequality that
exists in this country, black peo-
ple disproportionately suffer
from poverty and have been dis-

proportionately affected by the
pandemic, both in terms of
health outcomes and economic
outcomes. 
To make matters worse, black
people also have to deal with the
epidemic of police violence in
this country.

These protests come at a time
when the unemployment is
skyrocketing. How do the pro-
tests relate to the economic
situation?
People are in the streets protes-
ting police violence, but in a
sense, these protests are the ine-
vitable outcome of a political sys-

tem that has failed at all levels. 
People are angry at police bruta-
lity, but they are also mad at a
system with poor healthcare,
rising costs of housing, rising
unemployment, a government
that has shown a failure of lea-
dership at all levels with respect
to the pandemic, and so much
more. 
The only solution at this point is
to invest more resources in social
services that uplift the people
and divest from harmful institu-
tions such as the police, prisons
and the military.                          n

(1) Bill de Blasio, a Democrat.

What is the situation in Minneapolis, with
the after-effects (both sanitary and social)
of the Covid-19 epidemic?
The students of Minneapolis finished the last
two months of the school year learning from
home. We are extremely concerned our stu-
dents living in poverty made less progress
than their wealthier peers. Many students
didn’t have access to computers all day, either
because their families didn’t have them, the
Internet connection was slow or there were
multiple children sharing the same computer.
Teachers used their training and experience
to compensate for huge disparities in wealth
in our city, but we don’t believe we succeeded,
not completely.
The social distancing the state of Minnesota
ordered is starting to relax, but many people
are afraid that it will lead to another wave of
sickness later this summer. We still don’t know

if schools will be back to normal in the fall.
This is an opportunity for labor and our stu-
dents’ families to come together and improve
how our school district meets the needs of
our students, but it will take a lot of work to
make it happen.

After the killing of George Floyd, your
union adopted a statement calling the
MPS to cut ties with the MPD. Can you
tell us about the problems your students
and their families meet with the police,
including at school?
We want our schools to be safe and welco-
ming places for all our students, regardless
of what they look like, where they were born
or how much money they have. That can’t
happen when officers in the uniform of the
Minneapolis Police Department are in our
hallways. Many of our students are frightened

of the uniform because of the long history of
toxic interactions between the department
and families of color.
We’ve also had problems inside our schools.
There have been incidents in which police
officers handcuffed students who only need
someone to help them through their social
and emotional trauma with appropriate social
and emotional supports. In an urban school
district like ours, it’s is vital that the people
who keep order in the schools building rela-
tionships with the students, so the adults
understand the life stories of the children
they’re supporting. Instead, we’ve had many
officers so focused on enforcing the rules
they undermine the trust students have for
other adults in the building. The aggressive
police culture and the nurturing teaching
and learning environment we’re trying to
create just don’t mix.

How does the labor movement, the unions
and their members, react to the massive
protests that are organized?
Organized labor has been marching with pro-
testers and calling for racial justice in Min-
neapolis. Labor has also been helping re-build
parts of the city that were damaged when
police escalated the conflict by firing on the
crowds with tear gas and rubber bullets.
In the future, I expect the members of the
labor family to speak out about reforming
the police department and finding new ways
to keep our residents safe with a reduced pre-
sence of heavily armed officers cruising our
streets. I hope it means spending less on
police and more money directly in the com-
munity.

Anything you want to add?
We’re proud and humbled to know that what
organized labor is doing in Minneapolis to
improve the lives of our students is being
noticed in France. Merci beaucoup!
                                                                                   n

In the demonstrations in New York.

“Organized labor has been marching with protesters”
n Greta Callahan, of the Minneapolis teachers’ union
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W ithin days, hundreds of thousands, principally young
people, took to the streets around the world, tying
George Floyd's murder to the situation in their own
country. 

And in a great many countries, where demonstrations are banned,
they have nevertheless braved the liberticidal prohibitions. 
In Madrid, several thousand in front of the US embassy. In Rome,
an unexpected demonstration in the vast Piazza del Popolo brought
together thousands of young people. Braving the ban by authorities,
thousands of demonstrators in London and several other cities in
the United Kingdom. 
In Brussels, 10,000 demonstrators gathered, thousands in the Nether-
lands as well. In Copenhagen, 15,000 people. In Budapest, despite

the authoritarian Orban regime, more than a thousand gathered. In
Dublin, 5,000 demonstrators. In Germany, 15,000 people in Berlin
and tens of thousands more in various cities across the country. In
Poland, a thousand in Warsaw. But also, massive demonstrations
elsewhere: in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan…
Everywhere, the same watchword: Black Lives Matter! These often-
spontaneous demonstrations, going beyond the traditional frame-
works, defying prohibitions on demonstrations, reflect this common
struggle, after these lockdown periods during the pandemic, of the
rejection of all the governments. In many demonstrations, the watch-
word from 2019: “Get out, all of you!”

n

Worldwide deflagration

The demonstration in Berlin, June 6.
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