




"The bourgeoisie has gained a
monopoly of all means of existence in
the broadest sense of the word. What
the proletarian needs, he can obtain
only from this bourgeoisie, which is
protected in its monopoly by the
power of the state. The proletarian
is, therefore, in law and in fact,
the slave of the bourgeoisie, which
can decree his life or death."

FriedrichEngels
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Peace, Land, and Bread (PLB) is brought to you by the publications working group at the

Center for Communist Studies (CCS). We are a research center engaged in academic and public

scholarship dedicated to the advancement of Marxist-Leninist theory and practice.

The CCS was founded in 2017 by three graduate researchers, and has since grown to a

diverse and lively fellowship of fifteen scholars and activists engaged in research on the

intersection between communist studie s and law, philosophy, history, ecology, education,

activism, art, literature, and theology. We exist to foster inter-disciplinary and trans-

disciplinary research amongst communist scholars and activists, and to build bridges between

researchers, writers, and activists across the globe. At present, CCS fellows live and work

in Brazil, Ireland, Wales, Vietnam, India, Australia, Canada, and the US.

In addition to PLB, the CCS research fellows are engaged in divers e projects such as our

podcast People's Pulse Radio, the creation of audio texts, art, and agitpr—p, longitudinal

research projects, dissertation and thesis projects, the translation and publication of out-

of-print works of communist theory, writing, journalism, and more.

Peace, Land, and Bread is a reflection of our collective vision as scholars engaged in the

kind of academic work that is not confined only to the academy; and here, in our second

issue, we aim to contin ue to bring you diverse, rigorous, and peer-reviewed scholarship, and

to continue to offer a publication platform for all disciplines and peoples engaged in the

pursuit of communist studies, regardless of their academic level or standing.

With Peace, Land, and Bread, we are passionately engaged in the creation of an avenue for

Marxist-Leninist thought. We belive that a publication like PLB is necessary due to the

inherent biases of traditional academic Marxism, which oftentimes seeks to work against the

extant socialisms of the global south. Peace, Land, and Bread is a platform that supports

socialist action as it occurs in the world; not merely in the abstract thoughts of western

academics.

We can be contacted at editors@peacelandbread.com
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MAYABHARDWAJis a community or-
ganiser, musician, and artist originally
from Detroit with roots and/or com-
munity in Bangalore and New York.
Maya is a current Masters student at
SOAS, University of London, studying
South Asian diaspora queerness, left-
ist activism, and solidarity with Black
liberation. She is a member of
LGSMigrants, and in India she serves
on the advisory board of Haiyya: Or-
ganise for Action. In New York she
supports the work of Northern Man-
hattan is Not for Sale, and she is also
active with several QTPOC and South
Asian direct action, art, and organiz-
ing collectives and community groups
in the UK, India, and the US.

LIATHçN NIC GHIBHEANNAIGHis a
young, working class woman from
Dublin. She has been writing poetry
since a young age, but has only been
sharing with others for the past year.
She is also a communist organiser, fo-
cusing on education. A member of
the Communist Party of Ireland, and
committee member of the Connolly
Youth Movement, she writes her poet-
ry from the heart, and hopes the
themes impact others as much as they
impact her. Poetry is the language of
the soul, and therefore the language
of the working class creative.

BEN STAHNKEis a Ph.D. candidate in
political ecology, where he studies
the intersection of dialectical theory
and nature as it applies to climate
change, security, and border studies.
Ben holds an M.A. in Political Philoso-
phy, an M.S. in Environmental Stud-
ies, and a B.A. in philosophy and an-
thropology. Ben's writing has been
featured in Climate and Capitalism,
Forward: Popular Theory and Prac-
tice, with the CPUSA, and elsewhere.

DYLAN PARSONSis a poet and stu-
dent organizer from West Virginia.
Along with being the founder and
president of his universityÕssocialist
student organization, Dylan is also a
member of the West Virginia chapter
of the International Workers of the
World and sits on the executive com-
mittee of his stateÕsGreen Party.

TREVORROOTis a poet and scholar
based out of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
He received an MFA from Miami Uni-
versity of Ohio and has been pub-
lished in SPAM Zine, Mannequin
Haus, and Dreampop Journal.

JARRODGRAMMELis a worker, politi-
cal philosopher, and historian. He
holds a BachelorÕsdegree in philoso-
phy from George Washington Univer-
sity with a minor in history. There he
focused on political philosophy and
economic history, and took his senior
philosophy seminar on the Philosophy
of Fascism and anti-Fascism.

RAINER SHEAis a blogger and orga-
nizer who's dedicated to spreading
ideas that further the cause of social-
ist revolution. You can read other arti-
cles of his on rainershea.com, and on
his Medium profile.

ERHANUSis a conceptual artist and
author from Ankara. After Bilkent Uni-
versity TH Management, he was
granted to 25+ local and internation-
al / honorary awards, with respect to
his eleven NGO presidency and mar-
keting projects. He has also partici-
pated in several exhibitions with his
artworks. He continues his studies on
Sociology & Philosophy at Istanbul
and Anadolu Universities. Us is a
member of Photographic & Visual
Arts Federations, whose book Digital
Prestige was published in 2018.

SHANELAWRENCEPICK is a member
of the Communist Party of Canada as
well as zone delegate and educator
for the Korean Friendship Associa-
tion: Canada. His mission is built
around trying to shine a light on the
truth about DPRK;a truth that is heav-
ily obscured by the imperialist media.
Shane studies scientific socialism ex-
tensively and strives to educate as
many people as possible on it, as
well as the revolutionary Juche idea,
including its validity and universality
on a variety of platforms.

SUDDHABRATADEB ROYis an activist-
academic currently pursuing his Ph.D.
in Sociology in the University of Ota-
go, New Zealand. He primarily

works on and around clas-
sical and contemporary
Marxist theory and Social
Movements.

T. is a fiercely proud, an-
ti-zionist, Marxist-Leninist
Jew living in the midwest-
ern United States, with a
lifetime commitment to speaking out
against injustices. T believes in the
power of revolutionary art and its
ability to inspire workers.

DREWis a creative writer and com-
rade from Bakersfield, California -
home to the police department with
one of the highest rates of officer-re-
lated shootings in the country. A for-
mer essential worker at an Amazon-
acquired company, Mandarin enthusi-
ast, and advocate for a future freed
of Capitalism. Currently pursuing an
English degree after many years of
grocery work, when he isnÕtreading
literature or writing poetry, Drew en-
joys auto repair and helping his com-
munity.

PATRICK BLAGRAVEis a poet and
debtor from Philadelphia, and is the
founder and editor of Prolit, a literary
magazine about class, work, and
money. His own writing is often about
those same issues,and some of it can
be found in Mad House, Apiary, Bed-
fellow s, Recenter PressPoetry Jour-
nal, and Sortes. His first book, Profit/
Prophet, will be published by Recen-
ter Presslater this year.

KEVIN GREENEis a writer and high
school English teacher from Brooklyn,
NY. Their current work focuses on
democracy, revolution, and ecology,
always with an eye on literature.
They completed a Master's in English
at NYU, focusing primaril y on post-
colonial independence movements,
especially in Ireland and Iran, and
20th century literature. Additionally,
they are a proud member of DSA
and IWW . In their free time, Kevin
likes to go to Prospect Park in Brook-
lyn, and hang out with their two cats,
Tortellini and Cannelloni.

CAMILA GALLEGOis a Colombian il-
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lustrator who works with tradi-
tional drawing and art tech-
niques. His work explores
archetypes and themes loaded
with references to pop culture,
mythology, and clichŽ.

CHRIS COSTELLOis a Marxist-
Leninisteditor, poet, and essay-

ist, whose work has appea red in For-
ward! Popular Theory and Practice,
The Forge News, Protean Magazine,
and elsewhere. He is interested in the
relationship of literature to politics
and the interactions between race,
class, gender, disability, and sexuali-
ty.

MARKLaRUBIO is an ASU Ph.D. stu-
dent in English Literature. They are a
Critical Theorist who explores the be-
ginnings of Capitalism through their
work in the Early Modern Period.
Their areas of expertise are Econom-
ic, Queer, and Critical Race theory.
They are currently working on a forth-
coming book titled The Market of
Eden for CCSÕsIskra Press

SAMUELPARRYis a Ph.D. student in
Political Economy at Cardiff Universi-
ty, where he studies the links between
culture, geography and the economy
through a Marxist lens to explain the
peripherality of statelessnations in
Europe, namely his home of Wa les.
Sam holds an MSc in Welsh Politics
and Governance from Cardiff Univer-
sity and a BSc in Government from
the London School of Economics.
More widely, he is researching the vi-
ability of using development and de-
pendency theories to explain the pe-
ripherality of areas at the edge of Eu-
rope and looking how the EU en-
trenches these inequalities.

RED STARRis a 2018 graduate of
Chicago Theological Seminary. She is
pursuing work in the educational field
in Vietnam. Her research interests in-
clude: intersections of religion and
theology, LGBTIssues,Juche, and
analysis of popular culture.

CHRISTIAN NOAKESChristian
Noakes is an urban sociologist and
geographer whose work is grounded
in historical materialism and anti-impe-

rialism. Much of his work looks at the
relationship between capitalism and
the built environment. He has con-
tributed to several publications includ-
ing An SprŽach, Marx ism-LeninismTo-
day, and Cosmonaut.

JOSHUAHODGESis a Ph.D. student at
Charles Sturt University and the Aus-
tralian National University studying
the plant ecology of temperate south-
eastern Australia. Joshua is a member
of the Australian Communist Party,
and considers himself a Marxist-Lux-
emburgist. He takes a particular inter-
est in how communist theory can be
used to address contemporary envi-
ronmental issues,and is a staunch be-
liever in open science and political
debate.

ZHONGXIANGYUis a student of Marx-
ism-Leninismas well as a nominated
Chinese hip hop artist based in Tai-
wan. Anti-imperialism, class struggle,
and liberation are common themes in
his music.

GUCCIMINHis an American artist
who in 2016 pioneered the genre of
Laborwave, an art style reconciling
nostalgia for a Soviet past with a nos-
talgia for the visual motifs of the 80s,
90s and early 2000s. The term
"Laborwave," a reference to the Va-
porwave art style, is known for its sat-
irizing of consumer culture. Minh's
goal is not only to inspire people ar-
tistically, but to educate them as well.
You can find more of his art and mer-
chandise on these platforms:

faceboo k.com/Laborw ave
twitter.co m/LaborwaveCCCP
IG: @Laborwavedesigns
redbubble.com/people/Laborw ave
teezily.com/stores/aestheticsocialist-
designs

JOHN SCHLEMBACHhas been writing
poetry for a number of years, with a
heavy influence from Brecht and oth-
er working class writers. During this
time of pandemic, he hopes that his
writing will help to build massclass
consciousnessin the US.

ELLIS DEEstudied politics and phi-
losophy at Sussex,and the Religions

of Asia and Africa at SOAS. He is
now training to be a teacher.

STEPHENAXEMANis a grass-fed no-
mad currently residing in Richmond,
VA. He plays in a band called News-
caster, and when he's not doing that
he is an organizer with the Richmond
TenantsUnion. He has one cat named
Borges.

DAVID SWANSONis a communist pod-
caster, Marxist organizer, and host of
Radical Reflections. He can be found
at radicalreflections.co.uk Ñ available
on Apple Podcasts,Spotify and Pod-
bean.
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THE REVOLUTIONIS STILL
UNDERWAY
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Peace!Land! Bread!

This was the unifying cry of the Russian revolutionaries that called for peacefor the war
weary, land for the landless, and bread for the hungry. It is hard to sayif Vladimir Lenin
could have predicted just how relevant those words would be some 103 years later. But, in
2020 we once again find ourselves in a position that wasnot unfamiliar to the Bolsheviks.

Peaceis threatened by imperialist conflicts. Land is being bought, sold and exploited by
capitalis t industries which leave the land barren through unsustainable agricultural and
mining practices. Food security is threatened by capitalist trade wars, overexploitation and
climate changewhich drives wide-spread hunger and displacement affecting an estimated
810 million people.1 We also find ourselves governed by an incompetent political class,
under the cloud of a global pandemic and experiencing the resurgence of Fascism.2

Everywhere you look, it seems,the early-20th century is repeating itself and the writings of
Lenin and Marx seemmore and more relevant.

Marxism is often turned to asthe solution when capitalism becomesstrained following
events such aspandemics. In her book, Laura Spinney argued that it washard to decouple
the revolutionary wave that swept the globe and the effects of the devastating 1918 Spanish
Flu. 3 In 1920 Soviet Russiabecamethe first to implement a fully centralised public
healthcare system, resulting in the development of the first flu vaccine.4 In Ireland, the
election of socialist Sinn FŽin, the formation of the Limerick Soviet and the sitting of the
first D‡il ƒirean sawan end to colonial rule and greater rights for the ethnic Irish working
class(discussedin David SwansonÕsarticle, page123). More recently, nationalisation is used
to prevent capitalist businessessuch asVirgin Australia from collapsing. Perhaps most
excitingly, we are seeingpeople reckon with deep-rooted racism, anti-semitism, and social

Marxism-Leninism is Increasingly Relevant
in the Age of COVID-19 and Decolonisation:

An Introduction to the Second Issue of
Peace,Land and Bread

by Joshua Hodges,Member of theEditorial Board
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injustice following the Black Lives Matter protests and the ongoing economic strain of
COVID-19.

Many contemporary issuesare examined through the Marxist-Leninist lens in the July
issueof Peace,Land and Bread. The coronavirus pandemic, capitalism, and the potential
for reform is thoughtfully discussedin Maya BhardwajÕsarticle (page15).
Decolonisation and imperialism also features prominently in this issueduring Zhong
XiangyuÕspiece (page36) and during the exciting interview with Pulitzer Prize winning
author Viet Thanh Nguyen (page81), in which Viet discussesthe story behind his debut
novel The Sympathizer with Quynh Vo. Rainer Sheadiscussesthe troubling rise of
fascism in his article on AmericaÕsimperialistic economic system (page29).

Although Peace,Land and Bread is a scholarly, peer-reviewed publication, it is our firm
belief that revolutionary thinking throughout history has been expressedthrough art
and literature. In our second issue,we continue our tradition of including artwork and
poetry, addressing themes ranging from Black Lives Matter, religion, police brutality,
revolution, American imperialism and LGBT+ rights.

The articles and art work presented in our July issuecontribute to some of the biggest
conversations happening on a global scale.Importantly, these articles shed light on how
Marxism-Leninism is best suited to cope with the big issuesfacing us asa species.We
hope these peer-reviewed, scholarly articles will aid our readers in understanding the
world around them in the context of communism, and suggestnew avenuesof debate
and thinking.

References
1. The State of Food Security and nutrition in the world. (2020). United Nations report.
Retrieved 18th of July 2020 from http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi

2. Copsey, N. The Radical Right and Facism. (2018). Published in The Oxford
Handbook on the Radical right . Oxford University Press.

3. Spinner, L. Pale Rider: the Spanish Flu of 1812 and how it changed the world. (2017).
PubliPress Publishing.

4. Barberis, I; Myles, P; Ault, S; Bragganzi, N; Martini, M. (2016). History and evolution
of influenza control through vaccination: from the first monovalent vaccine to universal
vaccines.JPMH. 57(3)
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PEACE, LAND, AND BREAD

Coronavirus
and
Capitalism

BY MAYA BHARDWAJ

THE CORONAVIRUSPANDEMIChasupended
much of the constants of modern capitalism.
However, its impacts have not only unveiled
and in some casesexacerbated capitalismÕsex-
cessesÐ it hasalso opened spacefor apotential
troubling of and resistance to capitalism as a
given. This moment under lockdown is a key
political moment, where if the global Left is
able to cohere an analysis about racialized and
gendered capitalism through the increased vis-
ibility of economic and structural violence un-
der Coronavirus, it may then beable to reshape
the narrative around more caring and regener-
ative socioeconomic alternatives and advocate
for deep and transformative systems change.

Unveilings, Expansions,
and Rupture

15



INTROD UCTION

T HAS BEENover 150
yearssince Karl Marx
upended neoclassical
political economy with
his analysis of labour

and exploitation under
capitalism in Das Kapital, and
over 100 yearssince these
principles sparked leftist
revolutions acrossthe world.
However, following the
collapseof the Eastern Bloc
and many socialist
governments in Africa, Asia,
and the Americas, capitalism
has maintained its global
stranglehold. This has
continued amidst the
hurricanes, wildfires, and
pollu tion of climate change;
massmigration and border
camps; endlesswars provoked
by oil and the military
industrial complex; and
worker and human rights
abuseswithin most major
corporations.

ADDEDTO THIS, Coronavirus
has heightened the volatility of
labour, trade, and bordering in
modern-day capitalism,
foreshadowing recessionand
provoking questions on
capitalismÕs viability. In this
paper, I will apply the lens of
Marxist political economy to
disruptions causedby the
coronavirus pandemic in order
to explain how COVID-19 has
revealedand exacerbated
instability, worker
exploitation, and alienation

under modern-day capitalism.
By applying thesetheories to
the disruption engenderedby
the pandemic, I argue that we
can learn how to shift from
capitalismÕs instability and
violence to imagine a more
equitable and sustainable
system.

CAPITALISM,
INSTABILITY, AND
CORONAVIRUS

CORONAVIRUShas likely
sparked a global recession.In
Marxist crisis theory, this is
not becausethe free market,
ordinarily self-regulating, has
experienceddisrupted global
capital and commodity flows:
it is becausecrisis is inherent
to global capitalism. Marxists
argue that crisescan be
triggered from overproduction,
underconsumption,
overaccumulation and falling
profit, and disproportionality
alike. Most of thesecrises
include disruption in the
circulation of capital and the
tendency of the rate of profit to
fall. Here, employers
overinvest in constant capital
or physical accoutrements in
the factory to boost
productivity, disregarding that
the true generator of increased
capital is labour, or variable
capital. This triggers a ratio of
higher investment to profit, so
the rate of profit falls. When
this happens,and crisesensue,
the capitalist classis

incentivized to increaselabour
exploitation, expand to new
markets, or destroy old
productive forces - provoking
cyclesof crisis.1

THE CORONAVIRUShas
revealed thesecyclesof crisis
in neoliberal globalized
capitalism, likely triggering
recessionfollowing 2008Õs
financial sector collapseand
the subsequentbreakdown of
circuits of capital propped up
by Wall Street and the housing
marketÕsfinancialization. 2

With COVID-19,
millions lose jobs,
stores shut due to
lockdowns, and
tourism ceases,
massive sums of
money are no longer
reinvested into the
economy through
consumption as
disposable income
dries up, causing a
crisis of
underconsumption
due to disruption
of capital
accumulation.

SIMULTANEOUSLY, the
housing market,
manufacturing, and garment
industries are experiencing
crisesof overproduction with a

No.2 / SUMMER2020

6

16

Maya Bhardwaj



glut of goodswith slashed
prices on the open market,
while companies withhold
wagesor, due to quarantines,
lose total accessto the labour
inputs that they are
dependent on to create value.
As the labour pool diminishes
and freedom of mobility
stops, most factories have
ground to a halt, triggering a
crash in global stock markets
further exacerbatedby the
bailouts and interest rate cuts
following the 2008 recession.3

This in turn triggers a crisis of
overaccumulation, with
limited spacesof investment
for profit. Border closuresand
the lockdown of trade has left
many countries, particularly
those in the Global South but
also acrossEurope, struggling
with a lack of healthcare
supplies like hospital beds,
tests, and ventilators. The
legacyof imperialism, forced
dependenceon foreign aid,
and the flooding of Southern
markets with cheapand
subsidized commodities
under free trade agreements
mean somecountries in the
Global South are without
basic goods.4

DIMINISHED remittances to
the Global South may imperil
millions of families who
depend on this international
capital flow and may even
result in a ÒcashcrunchÓfor
many cash-poor economies.
Concurrently, an
accumulation of global debts

may place already shaky
national economiesreeling
from 2008 in peril for years to
come, especiallyas
governments plan to bail out
myriad industries. 5

COVID-19 also threatens
emerging markets and
replicates neo-imperialist
patterns. Countries with high
early supply chain production
levels, like Mexico, are being
pressured to reopen factories
in order to funnel goodsinto
the Global North. 6 In response
to the pandemic, the World
Bank is prescribing further
structural reforms -
disregarding that its past
reforms to bring Southern
markets into the neoliberal
global economy havemade
their economiesmore
imperiled by the viru s.7

Trump has neatly called
coronavirus ÒtheChinese
DiseaseÓwhile disregarding
AmericaÕsdependenceon
Chineselabour, and the USÕs
non-citizen-only travel ban
has expandedxenophobia and
disrupted US-based
international companies
without stopping disease
spread.8

BUT IN SOMEways,
COVID-19 has disrupted the
extraction and imperialism
that capitalism engenders.
Countries in the Global South
haveshut their borders to
Global North travelers and
businesses,citing Europe and

the US asthe new epicenters
for diseasespread.9 And the
drying up of demand for
commodity goodshas crashed
oil prices, reduced
deforestation, and massively
cut air and water pollution
from air travel, perhaps
indicating that not only
instability and environmental
devastation are inherent to
capitalism, but also that
transitioning from capitalism
can provide both economic
and ecological stability. 10

EXPLOITATION
UND E R
CAPITALISM AND
CORONAVIRUS

MUCHOF THE instability
within capitalism that
COVID-19 provoked derives
from disrupted labour
patterns. This falls neatly
within the Marxist theory that
value derivesfrom labour -
that is, the exchangevalue
produced by selling goodson
the market comesfrom the
labour inputs and time
required to produce these
commodities. But, since
capitalists need to extract
surplus value, or profit, from
the value that workers create,
they will inherently find ways
to cut wagecostsor passon
costs to workers in other
ways.Becauseworkers do not
receive the full value of their
labour, they are unable to
accessthe goodsthey

PEACE, LAND, AND BREAD 17
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produce, either by deriving use
value from using them, or by
selling or obtaining them on
the market. Hence, it is not
capitalist efficiency or supply
and demand that determines
how much profit the capitalist
will make - it is how much
surplus value they can extract
from the labour force. In
essence,this is MarxÕstheory
of exploitation 11

THIS EXPLOITATION
precedesCOVID-19, through
unpaid or withheld worker
wages,increasedhours or
faster production demanded
without increasedpay, or
unstable or unsafe conditions
that allow capitalists to cut
costsand extract further
surplus value. Workers cannot
avoid this exploitation because
they cannot opt out or choose
to wait for higher value wages,
as they lack accessto the
meansof production or the
decisions around what is
produced. Additionally, Marx
arguesthat extractin g surplus
value demands that there is
surplus labour, or a pool of
unemployed workers willing to
take on poorly paid or
exploitative work.12 But prior
to the pandemic, many of these
conditions were obscured,
ignored or normalized. Post-
pandemic, employers can
blame exploitation on the
burdens of production in a
pandemic, and can expand
exploitation and increase
profit due to a greater pool of

unemployed labour causedby
masslayoffs where workers
will stay silent in order to
avoid being replaced.

AMAZONTYPIFIES this
pattern of already existing
worker exploitation expanding
and clarifying post-pandemic.
While Jeff Bezos,at a net
worth of over 138 billion USD,
is one of the 500 richest people
in the world, most Amazon
warehouseworkers make just
abovethe US minimum wage.
Bezosmakesan Amazon
workerÕsyearly salary from
extraction of worker labour
and reinvestment of capital in
stocks, in under fifteen
seconds.13 Amazon extracts
additional surplus value from
workers through discount
gimmicks and undercutting
competitors by offering
cheaperproducts contingent
on lower-paid labour. Prior to
COVID-19, workers had
already beenpushing back:
workers had identified BezosÕs
oversizedwealth asderiving
directly from their experience
of low wages,endlesshours
without breaks, unsustainable
workloads, workplace medical
emergencies,suicides, and
anti-organizing intimidation.
Many of the pushesfor living
wagesand unionization
worldw ide were fueled by this
articulation, plus the argument
that Bezoscould easily
increaseworker wagesfor
workers without impacting
AmazonÕsfinancial solvencyor

BezosÕspersonal assets.14

POST-PANDEMIC, Amazon has
used the pandemic asa
justification for increased
exploitation. Arguing that
lockdowns have increased
online demand, and that
implementing health measures
increasescostsand lowers
production, Amazon has
refused to closeAmerican
warehousesdespite confirmed
casesof COVID-19 in nearly
130 workplaces. Some
warehouseshave evenenacted
mandatory overtime. When
warehouseshave cavedto
pressure to close,Amazon has
required American workers to
usetheir sick or vacation leave,
and to take unpaid leaveafter
that. While over 300 workers
havewalked out, workers who
havebeenperceived as
walkout organizers, like Chris
Smalls in New York, havebeen
targeted for individual medical
quarantine or early
termination. 15 In France, in
responseto governmental and
union pushesfor better health
and labour standards, Amazon
opted to shutter its warehouses
completely.16 Amidst all of this,
AmazonÕsprofits have
increasedby over 25% during
lockdown - a clear caseof
worker exploitation allowing
capitalists to reap greater
profit. 17

AMAZONIS NOTunique in its
exploitation of workers, pre- or
post-pandemic: for most
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workers, exploitation
characterizesmodern-day
labour, and shutdowns and
layoffs during the pandemic
have further stifled dissent as
workers must acceptrapidly
worsening conditions to sell
their labour at all. In
Bangladesh,multinational
apparel companies haveused
the excuseof unsold product
due to lockdown to withhold
wagesfrom garment workers.

WHILE BRANDSlike Uniqlo
and Gap can take the financial
hit, surplus labour and worker
precarity mean they can pass
the costsof disrupted
distribution to a replaceable
labour force.18 In the global gig
economy, where many workers
already experienceheightened
precarity due to their status as
independent contractors,
companies without employees
can avoid increasedcosts from
health measuresor sick leave
during the pandemic. Uber,
already under fire for defining
itself asa platfo rm rather than
an employer - henceavoiding
costs like providing driv ers
security, protections, or paid
leave- has bypassed
governmental requirements to
provide workers time off or
protective gear by labeling
driv ers independent
contractors and thus
responsible for their own
health. Becauseworkers do not
qualify asemployees,they also
do not qualify for many
governmental furlough

schemesor other safety nets.
Infection rates for Uber and
other rideshare driv ers have
skyrocketed, and without
protections like sick pay,
workers who cannot take time
off to self-isolate havedied.19

Similarly, for delivery workers
labeled independent
contractors, companies like
Deliveroo haveprovided
contactlessdelivery to assuage
customer fears, but require
workers to risk exposureat
food preparation sites. With
increased food delivery
demand, and avoiding the
costsof acknowledging
delivery workers asworkers by
labeling them contractors and
foregoing providing PPE,
companies reap massively
increasedprofits. The migrant,
undocumented, and non-local
language-speakingstatus of
many of theseworkers means
employers can further exploit
them asworkers cannot access
employment alternatives and
as the state actively sustains
workersÕstatus asa precarious
and manipulable surplus
labour force through
incarceration, deportation,
and fear.20

UNDERNEOLIBERAL
capitalismÕs influence on the
public sector, migrants and
other precarious workforce
exploitation has been
expandedduring the
coronavirus pandemic by the
state, subverting MarxÕsfocus
on private and for-profit

employers. In India, state
governments shut down
interstate trains and roads
after meeting with state
property developers, trapping
migrants to perform unsafe
and poorly compensated
labour for the state, or travel
home on foot.21 In state-run
healthcare systemsworldwide,
workers are being askedto
serveendlesshours without
adequateprotective equipment
or overtime pay at the same
time that governments fund
bailouts for airlines and cruise
lines,22 provoking nurses
worldwide - and doctors in
Pakistan - to strike.23 Cleaners
in government buildings in
the UK have died from
COVID-19 due to lack of
protections from outsourcing
contractors and direct
employers alike.24 Public
transit workers have faced
infection and death worldwide,
with many forced to work
without PPEor lose
employment.25

IN THESE CASES, public
sector workers are exploited
not merely becausetheir
labour time and value is
necessary,but because
neoliberalism has provoked
governments to downsize
servicesand public funds,
transferring duties to the
private sector. When criseshit,
governments passon stressto
the system to workers by
invoking morality under crisis,
masking neglect of worker
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well-being and poor
preparation for crisis. Hence,
evenasa non-profit employer,
the state can exploit workers
through rent-seeking behavior.
And the pandemic has
provided cover for increased
privatization of services,
including UK NHS expanded
turnover to consultants and
private healthcare.26

Neoliberalism explains this
form of worker exploitation,
where the stateÕs focus - like
private entities - shifts from
providing service to
maintaining profit.

CAPITALIST
ALIENATION AND
CORONAVIRUS

BEYONDworkplace
exploitation, Marx also
explains exploitation and class
stratification through the
concept of alienation. Workers
are severedfrom the meansof
production and the product of
their labour time, thus losing
autonomy over their purpose
or Òspecies-essence.Ó
Subverting proletarian labour
for exchangevalue and profit,
rather than creating usevalue,
separatesworkers from their
labour, their bodies, and each
other. This falsely centers
relations with objects and
obstructs understanding the
true relations between
humans. This obscuring of

relations segregatesthe
proletariat from other classes
and hampers meaningful
resistanceagainst the capitalist
classby replacing
interdependent relations
between workers with the
market. Capitalism createsand
requires alienation to exploit a
subservient labour force with
limited accessto rebellion, and
to maximize consumers who
turn to the market because
they cannot access their own
production. 27

WE CAN CHARTalienation and
classstratificationÕsgrowth
through a dialectical
materialist lens in human and
classrelations from
capitalismÕs rise through
today. The dispossessionand
primitive accumulation that
pushed peasantry into
urbanized proletariat in
EuropeÕsIndustrial
Revolution; informalization
and todayÕsgig economy; and
the development of
ÒknowledgeworkersÓ28

producing intangible goods,
can all be read asalienation
from usevalue. Urbanization
removed humans from rural
ecology;housing instability,
insufficient income, and
gentrification now break up
communities formed by the
working-class today. This
destruction of community also
normalizes competition rather
than mutual aid ashumans

lose relationship to eachother
and instead compete for jobs,
acclaim, and social power on
the market. Commodity
fetishism furthers alienation
and competition by centering
consumption ascore to
identity, messagesreproduced
in media, advertising, and pop
culture.

LOSING HUMANsocial
relations also obscures
capitalismÕs unnaturalness and
the possibility of alternatives,
centering capitalist realism -
the idea that capitalism is the
only option. 29 Humans accept
worker deaths, sweatshop
labour, and massmigration as
the normal costs to obtain the
goodsthey desire on the
market. Alienation also
normalizes the bleeding of
work into everyday life, where
employers require constant
contact in an omnipresent and
constantly productive
knowledgeeconomy.30 The
cure for alienation becomes
individualized Òself-careÓ
through consumption of
manicures and bubble baths,
masking that collective
burnout from capitalism
requires rest, community, and
political education.31

THE PANDEMIChas
heightened all of theseaspects
of modern-day alienation. As
explored above,workers who
produce tangible goodsand
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services- the proletariat - have
the products of their labour
requisitioned for profit and
now for the masses,being
moralistically askedto risk
dying from COVID-19 as
companies reap profits.
Stratified and separated,
workers in intangible
commodities - teachers,
journalists, technology
workers, most office workers -
instead have their homes
requisitioned as lockdown
workspaces.32 While many of
theseworkers are insulated
from the material risk of
working outside of the home
during a pandemic, alienation
still manifests.

DESPITElowered demand for
production, deadlines escalate,
work hours lengthen, and
workplace surveillance extends
through phone and computer
programs like Slack,Zoom, or
the aptly named Panopto.33

Workers spend more on
utilities and groceries,and
parents multitask childcare
alongside endlessconference
calls, while companies saveon
office rents without covering
work from home needs.34 But
their loss of species-essence
and decision-making from
alienation pushesmost
middle-class workforces to
accept their call to produce,
forsaking organizing for better
conditions in order to ensure
their wagesare reproduced

under the capitalist need to
maximize profit regardlessof
worker wellbeing or market
demand.35

UNDERSTANDINGalienation
also helps us understand
psychological reactions to late-
stagecapitalism, heightened
under lockdown. In a
manifesto aptly titled ÒWe Are
All Very Anxious,Óanti-
capitalist organizing group
Plan C detail the rise of anxiety
and depression under late-
stagecapitalism. While misery
was the dominant affect (or
collective feeling) during the
Industrial Revolution,
FordismÕstransmutation of full
jobs into assembly-line tasks
centered boredom asworkersÕ
dominant affect. Modern-day
capitalism, however, with
work, social pressures,and
commodity fetishism
expanded through technology
and the internet, has made
anxiety the dominant affect.
Societyasa whole has become
the factory, with surveillance
normalized in all venues.36

During the pandemic, the
factory has evenexpanded to
the home, and anxiety has
increased in turn, with usage
of online mental health service
spiking during lockdown, and
work from home guides
proliferating on how to combat
anxiety while maintaining
productivity. Theseguides
frame narcissism and

consumption asself-care, with
mandates like frequent
exercise,organic food, and
nine or more hours of sleep
that are unattainable to most
workers. Failing to meet these
unrealistic goalsbecomes
another yet sourceof anxiety
around consumption. 37

TREATINGanxiety individually
allows companies to market
individualized cures like food
and drink, medication, and sex
toys (spiking in online sales
during lockdown) to supplant
our connections to other
humans, masking our real
needsfor collective care and
societal shift. But indiv idual
cures for anxiety mask its
triggers from capitalism and
lost social connections under
lockdown. This anxiety is
collective, inevitably
manifesting in a society
severedfrom the land, from
community, and the usefulness
of our bodies.38

PROTESTSAGAINST
lockdowns in the US also can
be read aspsychological
responsesto alienation under
capitalism, heightened by the
coronavirus. Given AmericaÕs
obsessionswith privatization,
consumption culture, hyper-
individualism, and fake news,
the countryÕs antisocial
approach to COVID-19 is
unsurprising. But the recent
armed uprisings against
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lockdowns display a society
that ignores scienceand
community to anxiously
prioritize consumption and
production as identity. When
(white) Americans invoke
freedom from lockdown, they
donÕtmean freedom from
harm - they mean freedom to
consume, to access(POC)
serviceworkers, and to earn
money for further
consumption. This invokes
MarxÕstheory of false
consciousness,where due to
alienation, theseworkers
believe their freedom derives
from capitalism and
consumption. 39 Theseare not
precarious workers protesting
to return to work in order to
feed their families - they are
workers protesting for more
consumption, encapsulating a
country created around the
alienated individual who
prioritizes objects over
community and health.40

RACE , GENDE R,
AND CORONAVIRUS

ONE CRITICAL element not
explicitly addressedfrom a
purely economic perspective is
the racialization of precarity
and death under Coronavirus.
Across the Global North,
COVID-19 deaths havebeen
massively skewedtowards
black, brown, indigenous, and
migrant populations. In many

of the examplesabove,the
brunt of exploitation - and the
majority of the labour of
organizing - has fallen on
people of colour and
particularly women of colour,
from Amazon to Uber to
Bangladeshi garment workers.
The vast majority of those
protesting lockdowns are gun-
toting white Americans. While
caseshave largely remained
lower in the Global South, the
tearing apart of society in
India and Brazil under
lockdown point to a struggle
that is not only classedbut
raced. Indigenous
communities have been
particularly impacted by
COVID-19, lacking accessto
treatment and in somecases
experiencing explicitly
withheld care.41 The legacyof
imperialism and slavery under
globalized capitalism help us
understand this: evenafter
migration to the Global North,
people of colour have
remained relegated to the
margins, creating a second
layer of exploitation on top of
class.Not only do these
communities suffer the most
precarious situations like poor
housing or unstable incomes,
they also fill a large percentage
of the frontline labour most
susceptible to contracting
COVID-19.42 Here, we see
capitalismÕs need for surplus
labour resting on the
exploitation of communities of

colour in the Global North and
South. In addition to political
economy, then, we must
examine racial contract theory
and racialized capitalism to
understand the specific impact
that COVID-19 has wielded on
populations of colour
worldwide. 43 It is capitalismÕs
manifestation through the
commodification and global
trade of dark bodies by the
Global North that led to these
migration patterns from the
South to the North, and that
locked people of colour into
generational poverty and
diseasetoday.44

DISPROPORTIONATEimpact
has also held true for other
groups at the margins of
capitalist society, like migrant,
undocumented, and queer
people. This is unsurprising: in
a capitalist economic system
that constructs classesin order
to exploit human labour, and a
social system that centers the
nuclear family as the nexus of
consumption, many of these
individuals are more likely to
live in unstable housing, with
precarious income or with jobs
that force exposure,and with
underlying health conditions
and limited accessto care.
COVID-19, like HIV /AIDS
before it, has exacerbatedthis
burden.45 The impact of the
virus has also beengendered,
though not necessarily in the
wayswe might expect.
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Feminization and social
reproduction theory explain the
large numbers of women on the
frontlines against the virus in
health care, cleaning, and
garment work, aswell as the
high numbers of women
holding the majority of
COVID-19 organizing and
mutual aid labour. But,
genderedhousehold labour can
also insulate women from
exposureby staying in the
home.46 Sofar, deaths from the
coronavirus are higher for men
- though scientists haveyet to
explain whether this is
biological, or attributable to
behavioral and cultural factors
like poorer health or increased
time outside the home that can
be understood through a social
reproduction theory lens that
asksmen to risk exposure in
the workplace while women
managedomestic care labour.47

CORONAVIRUS,
CLASS STRUGGLE,
AND ANTI-
CAPITALIST
FUTURE S

WHILE THEcoronavirus
pandemic is illuminating and in
somecasesexacerbating the
exploitation, alienation, and
instability in capitalism, it is
also stoking class
consciousness,classstruggle,
and in many cases,explicit
critique of racial capitalism.

Workers acrosssectorshave
gone on strike against
exploitative conditions
worldwide: nurses, doctors,
cleaners,Amazon warehouse
workers, public transit workers,
and more have refused to
comply with exploitation so
bleak that it ruptured the
system of acceptance.The virus
has reinv igorated calls for
prison abolition, stopping
deportation, shutting down
detention centers, opening
borders, ending student loan
debt, placing moratoriums on
evictions, making rent free, and
redistributing wealth through
universal basic income - and in
many caseshas shifted these
idealistic calls into realistic
policy propositions that can,
and do, pass.Tenants have
refused to pay rent when their
incomeshaveceased,students
havecalled for making tuition
free, and community members
have taken over restaurants
and food banks to ensure food
is free for all.48 Mutual aid
networks surge forward in
cities and communities
worldwide, where citizens
collaborate to create anti-
competitive and anti-capitalist
systemsof support, outside of
the control or negligenceof the
state.49 Online spacesfor
finding community, activism,
and joy haveproliferated,
particular ly in queer
communities and communities
of colour, accustomedto

making spacein a system that
excludesthem. And activists
are explicitly citing class,as
well as race,gender, and
sexuality, in their analysesof
the disproportionate impact of
the virus.50

AMIDST ALL OF these
examplesof organizing lies a
linking thread. COVID-19 has
shown us that classstruggle is
real, that the impacts of the
pandemic have fallen primarily
on the working class,on people
of colour, on women and queer
folks and migrants, and that
that is by design - that
COVID-19 is exposing and
heightening the violence of
capitalism for those at the
margins. COVID-19 has
surfaced the inherent flaws of
our socioeconomicsystem,and
shown that it is at its breaking
point. 51

MOVEMENTSare not merely
reacting to alienation,
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But the pandemic
also opens space
to imagine a new
way to be, a way
forward rather
than a return to
pre-pandemic
life. 52
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exploitation, and instability -
they are calling theseout as
symptoms of capitalism,
showing that this is not
inevitable, and articulating
radical, transformative
economic and social
alternative worldviews as
accessible- and, in Toni Cade
BambaraÕswords, irresistible. 53

THIS IS NOTall smooth
going - just asprior to the
pandemic, coronavirus-
inspired activism can fall into
the trap of opportunism,
disingenuously placing the
working classand the most
marginalized in visible roles
merely to mobilize and turn
out, with careerist activists
reproducing classstratification
by occupying leadership
roles.54 Similarly, emphasis on
classstruggle alone may mask
and exacerbatethe
disproportionate amount of
organizing labour performed
by women and especially
women of colour, while newer
- and whiter - mutual aid
efforts may supplant acclaim
and funding for historic
community projects led by
marginalized peoplesunder
racialized capitalism. 55 But if
resistanceto COVID-19 can
center a raced, gendered,and
intersectional analysis in their
stoking of classstruggle, the
pandemic can push us to
develop a more nuanced lens
in our resistance.

CONCLUSION

THROUGHapplying Marxist
political economy to the
current crisis, we can
understand how COVID-19
illuminates and exacerbates
instability, exploitation, and
alienation within modern-day
capitalism. The global spread
of COVID-19 has sparked
worldwide economic crises,
triggered massiveincreasesin
worker exploitation across
companies and countries, and
intensified alienation, anxiety,
and classstratification.
Alongside its disproportionate
impact on the poor, COVID-19
has also magnified the
systemic racism, patriarchy,
and queerphobia inherent to
capitalism. But COVID-19 has
also fueled global resistance,
through strikes, mutual aid,
and expandedclassstruggle.
In this way, Marxist political
economy helps us not only
clarify why the economic and
social impact of the pandemic
has beenso vast, but why its
impact on organizing and class
struggle has beenso powerful.
By starkly highlighting the
flaws of the capitalist
organization of society, the
pandemic also has the
potential to illuminate more
effective ways for us to
organize resistanceand
restructure society. COVID-19,

then, is not only a pandemic:
asRoy says,it is a portal that
can help us envision the future
we want to create.56
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