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Strikes for health 
by Htun Lin 

In Los Angeles County, 15,000 grocery workers went 
on strike at Vons: Then Kroger and Albertsbns locked 
out their 49,000 employees. At the same time, Los 
Angeles transit workers Struck, like the grocery work­
ers, primarily over health care. Last year another mil­
lion American workers lost their health insurance, 
adding to the 43 million who already had no insurance. 

"This battle is growing nationwide," said Greg 
Denier, director of communications for the United Food 
and Commercial Workers (UFCW), the union that rep­
resents the grocery workers. "What's happening is that 
contracts are up across the country in different areas. 
The employers are dedicated to eliminating affordable 
health care for employees, so the national health care 
crisis is being played out on the picket line. 

"Rick Icaza, president of UFCW Local 770, said, 
'They're talking about cutting our benefits in half. This 
could mean the loss of vision coverage, dental, even 
pension benefits. That's how draconian this is.'" 

The companies also are demanding a two^tier wage 
system. One UFCW member said this would be used to 
get rid of the old-timers. Well, he doesn't have to spec­
ulate. At Kaiser, the HMO where X work, the union 
allowed two-tier to come in after an eight-week strike. 
Gradually, t he whole place was re-engineered to 
replace those on the first tier with newer second tier 
employees. 

While Los Angeles workers are fighting the loss of 
health insurance, and dramatic increases in their co-
pays and deductibles, for us health care workers that 
crisis and ongoing battle is also played out daily in the 
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Racism in California 
by John Alan 

Two events happened in California at approximate­
ly the same time; One was the recall of Governor Gray 
Davis and the election of Arnold Schwarzenegger as 
Governor. This was nationally covered by the news 
media. The other was the failure of a jury, composed 
mostly of white suburbanites and no African Ameri­
cans, to convict the "Riders," a trio of Oakland police­
men charged with conspiracy to falsely arrest, file false 
police reports, plant evidence, assault and kidnap 
African Americans. 

The jury did not outright exonerate them, but after 
deliberating 56 days, it deadlocked and failed to bring 
any convictions. This never came near to getting 
national media attention. After all, it was only anoth­
er one of those conflicts between poor African Ameri­
cans and an urban police force. 

The Riders' trial was the longest and most costly in 
Oakland's history It is estimated that it cost two to 
three million dollars. Jurors' lunches alone cost 
$11^000 and they were paid $30,000. Significantly, dur­
ing the criminal trial, Oakland settled federal Civil 
rights claims of 119 plaintiffs against the Riders for 
$10.5 million. * 

Many African Americans in Oakland are bothered 
by the fact that there were no African Americans on 
the jury. At first, this appears to be incomprehensible. 
After all, the crimes that the Riders were charged with 
happened in areas where the African-American popu­
lation is the majority. 

According to prosecutor David Hollister, the length 
of the trial kept many working class minorities off the 
jury. He gave an example: "If you get a juror who is 27 
years old from West Oakland who is working an hourly 
wage, his employer might give him a day off with pay, 
but he is not going to give him four months off with 
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ON THE INSIDE 
SPECIAL FEATURE: 
New edition of'American Civilization on 
Trial: Black Masses as Vanguard'....pp. 6-7 

Bush's deepening quagmire-
the U.S. economy and Iraq 

by Gerard Emmett 

George W. Bush has troubles. He is 
facing a nasty quagmire of his own 
making in Iraq, with the steady loss 
of U.S. soldiers—at a rate of one 
death for every two days of the occu­
pation of that country—that has 
become absolutely unacceptable to 
the public. The 28 soldiers who have 
failed to report back for duty in Iraq 
after domestic leaves are the tip of 
the iceberg of a growing resistance to 
Bush's Iraq adventure. 

Further, he is also facing a new 
revolt of workers here in the U.S. in a 
nationwide wave of strikes, largely 
over health care and health insurance 
issues, that have implications that 
cut to the heart of the capitalist sys­
tem and its current world order. 

HEALTH CARE BATTLEFIELD 
Many of the current strikes are the 

result of pressure by employers to 
foist rising costs of health care bene­
fits onto workers. U.S. workers today 
are being forced to pay 50% more for J.os Angeles, CaJ.—'I 
health insurance than they were just 
three years ago. According to a survey by the Kaiser 
Family Foundation, two-thirds of large employers 
increased what employees must pay for health insur­
ance this year, and half plan such increases next. year. 
Nearly one-third of the 44 million American workers 
without health insurance are employed by large com­
panies, up from one-quarter in 1987. 

Concessions over health care, plant closings, and 
other issues were pushed on auto workers by the big 

UFCW picket outside Vons grocery store. 
three automakers, and similar demands were made on 
Detroit newspaper workers. The new three-year con­
tract with' Detroit newspapers means tha t new 
employees will not be eligible for insurance after they 
retire, among other concessions. 

Other union workers are fighting back against this 
trend, About 90,000 members of the United Food arid 
Commercial Workers union are now out on strike 

(Continued on page 9) 

Mass revolt topples Bolivia's ruler 
Throughout the month of October the miners, peas­

ants, farmers, students and teachers of Bolivia 
engaged in massive street protests and strikes that 
succeeded in bringing down the government of Presi­
dent Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada on Oct. 17. 

Over the past several years the Bolivian government 
has privatized the natural resources of the country, 
especially the natural gas and oil industry. Most 
recently the government has tried to permit foreign 
corporations to export Bolivia's natural gas through a 
Chilean port. The gas is to then go to Mexico for pro­
cessing and will end up being consumed in the U.S., 
where it will benefit U.S. business interests. Bolivian 
workers insist that natural gas is a national patrimony 
and that it should instead be used to industrialize 
Bolivia and provide more jobs for the peopled 

For decades U.S. corporations have amassed huge 
profits from the natural resources of Bolivia—as seen 
in the exploitation of Bolivia's tin industry. While oil 
and natural gas long ago supplanted tin mining as 
Bolivia's major export, the overwhelming majority of 
its people continue to live in extreme poverty. 

CHALLENGING NEO-LIBERALISM 
In September Bolivian workers moved to take his­

tory into their own hands by insisting that the govern­
ment reverse the privatization of the natural gas 
industry and end the entire neo-liberal policy that has 
been in effect since the mid-1980s. A main architect of 
that policy is Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada himself, who 
was a Finance Minister in the mid-1980s. From then 
until becoming president, he repeatedly declared there 
is no alternative to the "free" market and globalization. 

In addition to demanding de Lozada's resignation, 
many other demands have been raised in the course of 
these largely spontaneous protests—from rolling back 
the fees imposed on water use to providing higher 
salaries for teachers and adequately funding schools to 
respecting the rights of the indigenous peoples. 

Throughout October workers blocked highways 
around the country and the trade union confederation 
called for a general strike. The protests, which began 
in the capital, La Paz, soon spread to such key areas as 
Cochabamba and Santa Cruz. 

Large numbers of people have also formed their own 
neighborhood" committees and block associations. 
Almost all stores, businesses and schools have been 

forced to close by the protests and the means of trans­
portation have been largely shut down. Most impor­
tant, many workers have begun to take control of fac­
tories, mines and farms during the upsurge. 

Two-thirds of the nation has been paralyzed. The 
road leading to the presidential palace was blocked by 
protesters and de Lozada was forced to remain in his 
private residence under heavy armed guard. 
• The government sent military troops and the police 
to repress the protests. They have so far killed 87 pro­
testers. The hospitals are filled with-the injured and 
dead. There are reports that U.S. soldiers and diplo­
matic attaches stationed in Bolivia have taken part in 
directing attacks against the protesters. 

Despite the violent repression, the protests only 
increased in size. Several military officials from both 
the higher and lower ranks have refused to shoot into 
the crowds. Serious divisions are emerging between ' 
the military and government officials. This resulted in 
the resignation of President de Lozada on Oct, 17, 
whereupon he immediately caught a plane to the U.S. 

De Lozada has been replaced for now by the Vice 
President, Carlos Mesa. Mesa says that he is willing to 
accept some of the demands of the people, but union 
leaders and progressive organizations—which includes 
the Movement for Socialism, led by Evo Morales, and 
Felipe Quispe, leader of the massive indigenous rights 
movement—say it is too late to negotiate. They are 
demanding that government officials resign and hot be 
allowed to leave the country so that they can be tried 
for crimes against the people. 

Luis Quispi stated on Oct. 18 in response to Mesa's 
calls for negotiations: "We are going to continue the 
blockades. We are not going to be with the executive, 
we are always going to be the opposition." 

The revolt of the Bolivian workers has proven how 
powerful is the dialectic of the masses and how a mass 
movement can bring profound changes to society. They 
have shown that it is possible for working people to 
establish a different economic system through their 
own committees and forms of self-governance. 

The counter-revolution is watching these events 
very closely. The U.S. embassy is giving full support to 
Mesa's government, just as it earlier fully supported de 
Lozada, and it has warned that it will not tolerate any 
kind of radical departure from government policies. 

—Marcos 



Page 2 NEWS & LETTERS NOVEMBER 2003 

Iranian feminist wins Nobel Peace Prize 
By Sheila Sahar 

WOMAN AS REASON 

In October 2003 the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded 
to Shirin Ebadi, an Iranian human rights activist 
deeply committed to women's rights and to battling 
religious fundamentalism. The enthusiastic response 
to this award among women in the Muslim world, and 
especially in Iran, has once again revealed that sup­
porting the struggle for women's 
liberation in the Muslim world 
is critical in any effort to battle 
the deep crises of our world. 

Before the Nobel announcement was made, Iran's 
high court had called for the execution of Afsaneh 
Noroozi, a woman-who had dared to stab her rapist, a 
police chief. The head of "^j.«Wisi!i 
Iran's judiciary, Mortazavi, 
had also been directly 
involved in the prison mur­
der of Zahra Kazemi, a 
woman photojournalist 
working for a Canadian 
newspaper, who died in 
police custody while cover­
ing the June student 
protests and sit-ins by fam­
ilies of political prisoners. 
The announcement of 
Ebadi's Nobel Prize was a - j , -.¾¾^^ , _ ̂ J S J M F . %. 
sudden unexpected boost to B s f c & a i « - ' g ' ' - ^ ^ ^ '-St' 
the campaigns to protest ^ S c - i l S ' J t ^ J i ^ M f t i .*£ 
these acts. 

Ebadi is most deserving,! 
of this award. As a law pro­
fessor at Tehran University 
and a practicing attorney, she s h ; r i n E b a d . w i n n e r 0f N o b e | Peace Prize 
has put her life on the hneShirm 
Ebadi to defend women's rights. She founded the Asso­
ciation for Support of Children's Rights, and the Center 
for the Defenders of Human Rights, which provides 
free legal aid to the victims of human rights abuses. 

Prior to the 1979 Iranian Revolution, she was 
appointed the first woman judge in Iran and yet 
remained criticalof the Shah's regime. After the estab­
lishment of the Islamic Republic, she was removed 
from her position due to the imposition of Islamic 
Sharia laws. She was also denied the right to practice 
law for seven years. 

Ebadi has defended the rights of women against 
domestic violence, "honor killings," arbitrary male ini-

. tiated divorce, and for child custody and compensation 
after divorce. In a Sharia-based legal system the mar­
riage age for a girl is 13 (it used to be 9) and a woman's 
testimony in a court is considered half the value of that 
of a man. .Ebadi believes that an enlightened interpre­
tation of the Quran based on modern circumstances 
can lead to major changes in all laws relating to 
women's rights and human rights. Furthermore, the 
abolition of judicial penalties, such as stoning and 
amputation of limbs, is top on her list of priorities. 
While she is a practicing Muslim, she is not an advo­
cate of political Islam and believes in the separation of 
religion and state. 

Ebadi was the first lawyer to investigate the 1998 
government sponsored murders of the dissident couple, 
Dariush and Parvaneh Foruhar. In 1999 after student 
activists were beaten and murdered in a government 
sponsored attack on their dormitory at Tehran Univer­
sity, Ebadi threw herself into their defense. Her vigor­
ous defense of students landed her in solitary confine­

ment. 
Upon hearing the news that she had won the Nobel 

peace prize, the elated and surprised Ebadi called for 
the release of all political prisoners in Iran. She 
appeared without a headscarf at an international press 
conference and emphasized that the prize belongs to all 
who are fighting for human rights in Iran. When asked 
about the Iranian government's nuclear ambitions and 

the upcoming Oct. 31 IAEA 
deadline to certify that Iran 
has no nuclear weapons capa­

bilities, she stressed that she is against any nuclear 
weapons held by any country in the world. When asked 
about the U.S. invasion of Iraq, she emphasized that 

while people in the Middle 
East need international 
support to create 
democracies, "no coun­
try is allowed to invade 
mother in the name of 
lemocracy, since human 
•ights cannot be pro-
•noted through tanks 
»nd weapons but 
through the people of 
each country." She even 
jourageously gave an 
interview to the Israeli 
newspaper, Yediot 
\harorwt. 

The mouthpieces of 
;he Islamic Republic 
tiave tried to downplay 

he significance of win-
Ling a Nobel prize, but 

tens of thousands of women 
and men gathered at 

Mehrabad airport to greet her return to Tehran with 
flowers and placards. A report sent by a woman partic­
ipant captures the celebratory atmosphere of Ebadi's 
welcome: "Women were wearing white coats and 
scarves. Many men were wearing suits. They chanted: 
'Welcome to the Lady of Peace,' 'Long Live Ebadi, 
Shame on Khatami,' 'Freedom for Political Prisoners,' 
'The Murderer of Zahra Kazemi is Mortazavi,' 'Free­
dom for Afsaneh Noroozi,' 'Apartheid Must be Obliter­
ated,' 'Freedom of Thought, Always.' 

Ebadi, at her first news conference in Tehran, 
announced that she has agreed to take on the case of 
the murdered journalist Zahra Kazemi. She also said: 
"I am proclaiming the Iranian people's message of 
peace and friendship to the world. We are a peace lov­
ing people. We hate violence. We condemn terror. We 
are not hostile toward other religions." 

The next day, a woman member of the parliament 
announced a delay in the planned execution of Afsaneh 
Noroozi, in order to allow for further investigation. 
Women's rights activists are continuing to fight for her 
complete exoneration and release. 

This is not the first time that Iranian women have 

Taking the humanism 
out of social work 

Prisoner Solidarity 
Oakland, Col. —About a dozen different organi­

zations working with or on behalf- of women prisoners 
got together on Oct. 18 to hold the first state-wide 
strategy session on our work. The organizations repre­
sented included California Coalition for Women Pris­
oners, Legal Services for Prisoners with Children, Jus­
tice NOW, Critical Resistance, California Prison Focus, 
Stop Prison Rape and others •. Many former prisoners 
and some family members of prisoners were there. Peo­
ple came from San Diego, LA, Bay Area, and from 
Eureka. It was a truly state-wide event. 

Part of the day was spent on introductions and pre­
senting the work of different groups. While we all work 
with or for women prisoners, the diversity was impres­
sive: some offer direct legal help, some do community 
organizing, some offer a variety of services, including 
training and outreach. Most controversial was the pre­
sentation by Stop Prison Rape, which found some 
unlikely allies—religious groups—that are quite con­
servative in their outlook other than on this issue. 

The event created a space for discussion. We talked 
about how our work fits into the larger "landscape" of 
activism. We talked about the barriers preventing the 
participation of others, especially former prisoners who 
face hardship. The highlight for me was a young 
woman from ArCadia who asked, "is revolution even 
possible?" She was the only one. to raise that question 
in that forum. She was born while Reagan was the 
president and never experienced first hand a mass 
movement and the kinds of possibilities it opens. And 
she is still asking is revolution possible! It shows that 
the idea of revolution is not what you learn about it 
(from either the Right or the Left),- but that it keeps 
emerging from opposition to this society. 

—Urszula Wislanka 

Los Angeles, Cal. —I work with abused women.! 
was a battered woman myself and I care about other 
battered women. However, the way social services are 
being run, such human concern seems to be the last 
priority. 

One woman told me she had an unusual home visit 
by a welfare worker. The worker said, "I don't believe 
you didn't get back together with your boyfriend." This 
was a stunning accusation, because it was not true. It 
is so hard already to break with battering and to make 
it on your own. The welfare workers were apparently 
told to tighten the screws. They are being told to 
accuse the women of getting back together with their 
batterers because there is an increased pressure to 
find fraud even where there is none. 

In another case a woman's son was helping with her 
rent. The welfare worker knew i t for a long time. The 
small sum her son was giving her doesnot indicate any 
attempt to defraud welfare, and the welfare worker 
knew it. But she got a letter that her welfare was being 
reduced or even totally cut off! Reducing welfare rolls 
seems more important than anyone's welfare. 

Women who are not residents only get assistance for 
their children, not themselves. How are they supposed 
to live? Women who are residents are required to get a 
job. Even if they could find a job in this economy, how 
are they supposed to take care of their children? 

In order for my agency to survive at all we have to 
compete for grants, which are never enough to cover 
the need. So we have to do fundraising. We've had to 
hire professional fundraisers. Now we have an MBA as 
our new director! Our agency is transformed from 
abused-women run, to a "professional," which means 
corporate, structure. We are being told that we can't go 
to the women's and children's birthday parties because 
that is "unprofessional." Relating to abused women as 
human beings is, apparently, "unprofessional." Is it 
any wonder that women are feeling more uncomfort­
able dealing with the system, which treats them with 
suspicion and contempt? 

—Long t ime she l te r w o r k e r 

been in the- forefront of movements for social transfor­
mation. During tljie 1906rll Iranian Constitutional 
Revolution, women formed the first committees (Anju-
mans) for women's rights in the Middle East. Many 
supported the Constitutional Movement's demand for 
reducing the cleriy's powers. Seventy three years 
later, when AyatoljLah Khomeini decreed compulsory 
veiling during the]1979 revolution, tens of thousands 
of women marcheij'on International Women's Day to 
protest this countejr-irevolutionary direction and held 
sit-ins against the! forced expulsion of women, like 
Ebadi, from the courts. 

It remains to be! seen what further impact Shirin 
Ebadi's Nobel P e a ^ Prize will have on the anti-funda­
mentalist and femipist movements in Iran and in the 
Muslim world. Th^re is no doubt that hundreds of 
thousands of womah have been energized and encour­
aged by this recognition of their struggle. 

Abortion rights crisis 
ij 

After eight yea*s of trying, the right-wing politi­
cians in the U.S. ifclongress have voted to ban late 
term abortions—tBiemost far-reaching limit on abor­
tion since it was legalized by the Supreme Court in 
1973. The House olf-Representative's passed the leg­
islation, Oct. 2,. bjj a vote of 281 to 142, while the 
Sonate. with the help of 17 Democrats (some sup­
posedly pro-choice!), supported it 64-34 on Oct. 21. 
Their misogynist president George Bush has already 
said ho would sign-this travesty into law. 

This is said to >̂e the first time in history that 
Congress i sbanninga medical procedure considered 
medically necessary by physicians. The real >>oal of 
the Jaw has nothing to do with health or fetuses but 
is to ultimately end all abortion. It's anti-woman 
nature can be seen in the fact that it prohibits sev­
eral safe and common medical procedures, thereby, 
as one doctor put it. endangering the lives of count-
loss women. Anyone violating the ban face's two 
years in prison and whatever fine llicy decide to 
U'ji'U.' o u t . 

-Many are calling the legislation unconstitutional 
in!cau«i' a contains; mo exception to use the procedure 
for the he.aUli of the mother. \\ least three groups 
say they will file suit to stop the law from taking 
effect: tho Center for Reproductive Rights. Planned 
Parenthood and ilu? National Abortion Federation, 
who will be represantod by the American Civil Lib­
erties L'nion. 

While we hope the streets will soon be filled with 
demonstrators against this heinous bill, there is a 
march for choice being planned for April in Wash­
ington. D.C. lo rally support for women's rights. 
According to Planned Parenthood President Gloria 
Feldi, "Ibis is the Srst time that the White House 
and both Houses of Congress have been aligned in 
lockstep and ready to take away reproductive 
choice." And if we assume that the Supreme Court 
will support our ri.gH.ta this, time, just remember who 
put Bur-h in the presidency when the voters didn't. 

—Mary J o Grey 

Prisoners work together 
Chowchilla, Cat. —I am very proud of the women 

at the prison here. I feel there is a hew spirit of soli­
darity and cooperation among prisoners that can only 
help us. Here is what happened. 

The prison decided to have their power system test­
ed on a weekend. Something went wrong with the test 
and the telephones we can use were out of service. Of 
course, since it was the weekend, no one would come 
out to fix them until Monday. Many women, who were 
planning to call their families on the weekend, were 
now worried and frustrated. 

Then on Monday, one particular guard decided to 
take offense at the rooming assignments. Displaying 
very homophobic behavior, he accused two women of 
being lovers and ordered one of them to move to anoth­
er room. We all recoghiZe that guards have the power 
to change rooming assignments. What it means is that 
the whole unit is on lock-down while the woman is 
gathering her things ,and being moved. So no calls 
could be placed Monday night either and the level of 
worry and frustration grew. 

The followdng day the lieutenant decided that there 
was no reason for the order to move, the two women 
were not breaking any rules and he ordered the woman 
moved back. So all this worry and frustration kept 
being built up over nothing! 

I thought we needed to do something. I wrote up a 
complaint against the guard, detailing the situation 
and how the guard's action was adding to the stress in 
our unit, creating morale problems and resentment, 
obviously for no reasoji. How the guards' in-fighting 
takes a toll on us! 

The wonderful news i s that 150 women signed this 
complaint! And while the prison has not yet responded 
officially, at least one other guard told me privately 
that the conduct of the guard ordering the move was 
not professional. It is $o rare that guards will break 
rank with each other arid take our side, that I feel just 
an acknowledgement that we are right and the guard's 
behavior was wrong feells like a victory. And we could 
only accomplish it together. —Woman P r i s o n e r 

Cen t r a l California Women's Faci l i ty 


