
 

 

 

And you, who are reading my ode: 

you’ve used it against your own solitude. 
We’ve never met, and yet it’s your hands 

that wrote these lines, with mine. 

 

Neruda, P.  

A Winding Path to 

Workers’ Gardens 

A Half-Hispanic Christian Contemplative Soil Scientist’s 

Journey to Garden Variety Democratic Socialism 

Grounded in Our Soil 

 

by 

 

Francisco Nejdanov Solomin



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before we know it, the time for sowing will be gone. 
   So if we wait for perfection in our lives, for exactly 

the right moment, then we may never act! 
 

Carter, J. 
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Depression-era handmade table cloth made on a Cuban 

sugar sack by Laura, mi abuela.  
(The good camera broke, so most of the photographs 

were taken with a smart phone. I have taken Jimmy 

Carter’s advice and done my best with what I have 
because time is short.) 

 

 

 

 

 
Copyright © 2013 

 
 

Use of this pamphlet is freely permitted. I hope that it will assist you to “[s]tart your own revolution, 

and cut out the middle[human].” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjLXyqD3lvI. 
 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjLXyqD3lvI
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Circa 1912. (The origin of the Socialist Ten Commandments is discussed at: 
http://www.newleftproject.org/index.php/site/article_comments/socialism_with_a_northern_accent.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.newleftproject.org/index.php/site/article_comments/socialism_with_a_northern_accent


5 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

Optional Preparatory Reading Assignment                                       6 

 

Author’s Notes on Preparatory Reading Assignment                       7 

 

 

PART I. ANATOMY OF A DEMOCRATIC SOCIALIST 

PAMPHLET WRITTEN IN THE DEEP SOUTH OF 

THE UNITED STATES IN THE EARLY 21
ST 

CENTURY                                                                    13 

 

A. Background                                                                           13 

 

B. Support and Recruitment for Granma’s Next Voyage: 

Why I Write Personally and Plainly About Democratic 

Socialism                                                                   20 
 

C. All the Lonely and Invisible People                              47 
 

D. Dedications                                                                            60 

 

 

PART II. SOCIALIZED MEDITATION AND TECHNICAL 

REPORT                                                                       65 

 

A. Preface                                                                                   65 

 

B. Introduction                                                                          71 

 

C. A Socialized Meditation  

on Family, Religion, and Alienation                                   83 

 

D. A Socialized Technical Report 

on Nutrient Scarcity and Soil                                            100  

 

E. Conclusion                                                                           151 

 

 

Science References (Note: non-science references given in text)     156 

  



6 
 

Optional Preparatory Reading Assignment 

 

In solidarity with the world’s desperate, please read the following: 

 

1. The United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): 

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. An article highly critical of the MDG’s: 

http://monthlyreview.org/2006/03/01/the-millennium-development-

goals-a-critique-from-the-south 

 

3. An article on an MGD success story: 

http://m.guardiannews.com/global-development/poverty-

matters/2010/sep/30/millennium-development-goals-cuba 

 

4. An example of modern information flows: 

http://libya360.wordpress.com/2013/05/01/cuba-remains-committed-to-

advance-its-national-original-democratic-and-freely-participative-

socialist-development/ 

 

 

  

1. Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, 

2. Achieving universal primary education, 

3. Promoting gender equality and empowering women, 

4. Reducing child mortality rates, 

5. Improving maternal health, 

6. Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, 

7. Ensuring environmental sustainability, and 

8. Developing a global partnership for development. 

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
http://monthlyreview.org/2006/03/01/the-millennium-development-goals-a-critique-from-the-south
http://monthlyreview.org/2006/03/01/the-millennium-development-goals-a-critique-from-the-south
http://m.guardiannews.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2010/sep/30/millennium-development-goals-cuba
http://m.guardiannews.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2010/sep/30/millennium-development-goals-cuba
http://libya360.wordpress.com/2013/05/01/cuba-remains-committed-to-advance-its-national-original-democratic-and-freely-participative-socialist-development/
http://libya360.wordpress.com/2013/05/01/cuba-remains-committed-to-advance-its-national-original-democratic-and-freely-participative-socialist-development/
http://libya360.wordpress.com/2013/05/01/cuba-remains-committed-to-advance-its-national-original-democratic-and-freely-participative-socialist-development/
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Author’s Notes on Preparatory Reading Assignment 

 

Confused yet? I am. It is a complicated world.
1
 We all know that. Sorting out 

issues can be difficult even for the objective and zealous information gatherer. 

In the information age everyone gets to distribute truth or propaganda. Across 

the Florida Straits to Cuba or across the ocean to northern Africa may seem far 

away, at a safe distance that renders discernment irrelevant. From the opposite 

vantage points, the United States may actually be impossibly far away to those 

subject to travel, emigration, or immigration restrictions. But still, all that digital 

information keeps flying back and forth and every other which way.  

In the face of such complexity, given physical separation, it is human 

nature to tune “foreign things” out—unless you are one of the world’s desperate, 

in which case, you might reflect: who is on my side? If you are a do-gooder in 

the first world, perhaps you select a single issue of great importance, such as the 

environment or aiding the desperate of your town. 

I was one of those. I remain just as green as ever, and I will never forget 

that there is material deprivation and alienation in places nearby where I should 

render as much mutual aid as I can. I am, however, no longer a single or even a 

double issue person. I have come to recognize an inner democratic socialist 

who, in the midst of my solitude, has been attempting all along to understand 

life, foreign and domestic, in all its ugly complexity.  

My party affiliation has not changed. I do not expect that it will. For me 

this is a matter of prudence in a winner-take-all jurisdiction, not ideal 

preference. Yet I feel different now, secure of heart and mind as I have never 

been before. I have made the decision to be true to myself, a self that is if not red 

at least a variable shade of pink. I woke up one day early this year while I was 

already standing on my feet. I realized that for decades I had been living in a 

stultifying dream in which I was being intimidated from the calling I felt in the 

late 1980’s to be a socialist.  

Back then I told a few people about my sense of a socialist calling, 

including my father and one other person in my staunchly Republican birth 

family, where my words elicited strongly unfavorable feedback.2 I privately 

                                                 
1 It has not gotten any less complicated in the weeks between the initial publication of the pamphlet 

and the publication of this revised edition. The people of Egypt and Syria are in completely unstable 
situations struggling to survive terrible turmoil, seemingly forced to choose with beatings and bullets 

between one set of authoritarians over another while the well-meaning people of the world look on 

perplexed. Meanwhile, the most populous country remains “stable” but has shown in instance after 
instance why it is not really practicing socialism and is subject to every totalitarian and every 

capitalist abuse. Each day it demonstrates the seamless corruption between private capitalism and 

state capitalism, such as when the former hires the sons and daughters of the latter: 
http://dealbook.nytimes.com/2013/08/17/hiring-in-china-by-jpmorgan-under-scrutiny/?_r=0. 

Supposed communists refuse to disclose their accumulation of wealth at the expense of the people: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/20/world/asia/chinas-new-leadership-takes-hard-line-in-secret-
memo.html?pagewanted=all. It all stinks and is a betrayal of the world’s poor and every decent thing 

written by Karl Marx. This hypocrisy and corruption reminds me of why I am a George Orwell 

democrat, but by the same token, pro-business “liberals” pushing for ever more “free markets” and 
ever less commitment to the poor remind me of why I am a George Orwell socialist. 
2 I have never mentioned socialism to them again. However, over time, my changed party affiliation 

gradually settled in as a tolerated, if not fully accepted, part of the family terrain. My dad was and is 
a very good father and a wonderful, selfless, and generous man (who also happens to be a 

conservative U.S. Republican). I may have not made that clear in the first version of this pamphlet. 

He raised me under trying circumstances the best way he could. He has apologized in every way 
possible for his mistakes, which in the scheme of things were almost beyond his control. We each 

have had to accept the fact that a major basis of our relationship will no longer be politics and then 

move on to what is most important, which is being together as much as possible and always in our 
hearts.  

http://dealbook.nytimes.com/2013/08/17/hiring-in-china-by-jpmorgan-under-scrutiny/?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/20/world/asia/chinas-new-leadership-takes-hard-line-in-secret-memo.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/20/world/asia/chinas-new-leadership-takes-hard-line-in-secret-memo.html?pagewanted=all
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became confused because of the bad examples of “actually existing socialism” 

and a concern with the oft-repeated mantra of the perceived necessity for violent 

revolution. I was not about to be an “immediatist” but did not realize that this is 

not the only, much less the best model, for socialist transformation of society:  

 
Others are fascinated by the spontaneous and destructive violence of the 

young; they have become immediatists without realizing that, in today’s 
belligerent world, this experience has always led to repression and sterile 

agony. 

 

(Neruda, P, 1977. Memoirs, 320.) I absolutely did not feel that violent revolution 

could be justified where polling places are available. No one was around to tell 

me about democratic socialism. I soon became depressed with the senselessness 

of being seemingly one person alone in the Deep South attempting to defy what 

at the time seemed to be all the trends. How easy it is, at least for a time, to deny 

one’s true self: 

 
The decrepit old system has baited its hooks with conditional ‘freedom,’ sex, 

violence, and pleasures paid for in easy monthly installments.   

… Some have escaped into mysticism, or the dream of reason.  

 

(Ibid.)   

Now, I fully accept this strange calling of poor timing and geographical 

placement. I wish that we knew a century ago what we know now, but I do not 

bear the sins of Stalin or Mao. I have firmly yet humbly taken a hard left turn 

from merely “liberal” in the southeastern U.S. during the early 21
st
 century. I no 

longer will allow the corporate media or contemporary domestic politics to 

define who I am or who I can be.  

For me, this has been a difficult and lonely sojourn. Literally no one has 

been around for me to turn to in close physical proximity to discuss socialism. 

Thankfully I have found some good sources of advice in the form of some 

digital acquaintances I have grown to admire greatly and cautiously trust, who, 

thanks to the internet, can point me in a helpful direction. Never, though, will I 

delegate my own responsibility for my own responsibilities; nor should you 

(hence, dear reader, your pre-pamphlet reading assignment to begin exercising 

your own skills of discernment-3). Political enlightenment and reeducation 

may require late night and early morning cram sessions. Solidarity happens, but 

it requires work.  

I want to be of assistance to others who are willing to take a look, or a 

second look, at the possibility that socialism has something to offer humanity. 

But I warn you, from the example of my hero George Orwell, truth is the 

ultimate criterion. 

To be free, we must free our minds and remain true to ourselves, which 

includes both our material and our wandering wilderness selves. Whether it is 

the U.S., Cuba, northern Africa, or anywhere on the face of the earth, we owe 

our highest duty to finding and speaking the truth and then doing the best we can 

with the truth we find. But, alas, truth can be difficult to decipher, and if known, 

a mixed bag. Evil totalitarians do not grow on trees, thank goodness, but shades 

of grey are the norm, and heroes of yore like good ole’ George can only go so 

far to guide you or me in the present.  

I hope to try to not let the complexity of the problems and the uncertainties 

of the information flows keep my mind off the desperate and what is best for 

them in an imperfect world. I think that is my obligation, and it also, I believe, 

contributes to my inner peace. It also reminds me about my working class roots. 

                                                 
3 I promise that is the only smiley face in this pamphlet. 
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I am proud and thankful for my brown paternal grandparents, my white maternal 

grandmother, and their birth families. It was not very long ago that people 

important to me were desperate and daily reminded of their second-class, 

immigrant, or foreigner status because they were brown, poor, radical union 

members, and possible communists, or “PWT” in the evil minds of the powerful 

in the Deep South. Finally, it reminds me of the precariousness of all of 

humanity.  

Who knows what tomorrow holds for anyone with the world getting 

smaller, hotter, depleted, and ever fuller of the desperate, and the walls against 

truth-sharing rising ever higher? I do not want to acquiesce in betrayal of not 

only the present desperate but also future generations who may have much more 

precarious lives if we fail to take proactive actions as much as possible. It is not 

the peasants’ fault that the world fashioned by the powerful is falling apart.   

 I do not know what motivates you. If you are anything like me I know what 

will not motivate you—a philosophy of hatred. The philosophies of hatred are 

on the right and include fascism, National Socialism, and the KKK.  

On the left, in the U.S. communists are tainted to some extent by reputations 

for cold harshness if not outright hatred too. Some of this is stirred up by 

reactionary propagandists, but some of this was embodied in persons like Stalin 

and Mao. Moreover, Karl Marx’s seemingly dogmatic edict for atheism made 

many otherwise potentially sympathetic religious people feel excluded from 

communism. To be excluded may feel like “hate.” To be told you cannot be part 

of the plan to save humanity because of a personal belief is hurtful though not 

intended to be hateful. On top of that, if you are like me and once saw anarcho-

communists hatefully picking fights with San Francisco policemen during what 

should have been a peaceful march against the Iraq war, well that might feel like 

hate to those policemen, and it did not impress me in the least, and I do not think 

it helped their cause at all. I guess I am into flowers and peace signs, and 

peaceful civil disobedience, rather than breaking numbers three through five of 

the Socialist Commandments.     

Other than repugnance at hate groups, hateful philosophies, and hateful 

conduct, what else motivates you? You may or may not know what else 

motivates you. I would guess that rationality motivates you. It is irrational, not 

to mention unethical, to countenance poor living conditions in other places that 

will effectively force the desperate to become refugees. And speaking of ethics, 

to me love knows no boundaries, but we are constantly asked to assume that 

boundaries on our love are not only reality but also necessary and even fair and 

just. My country is stolen land substantially built with slave labor, so what right 

do we have to keep the booty to ourselves? Apart from legitimate issues like 

terrorism, the U.S. imposes barriers to entry for other reasons of highly 

questionable morality. The reactionaries love to incite immigrant-bashing in 

times of economic turmoil. The intentional provocation of divide-and-conquer 

disunity of the global workforce, “races to the bottom,” and the use of strike-

breakers are age-old tactics of class warfare. Can we rationally look for 

structural means to avoid playing by such evil rules of the capitalist road?    

Avoiding waste likely motivates you. If the U.S. fails to have publicly-

owned oil, gas, mineral and other natural resource companies like much of the 

rest of the world, and then gives transnational companies doing offshore drilling 

or using public lands and resources a much sweeter deal than almost all other 

countries around the world that seems wasteful of money that the public treasury 

might need for its already weak social welfare programs. Nation states have 

central bankers but, in the U.S. and much of the world, fail to have full public 

banking systems staffed by public employees who are paid reasonable wages. 

Financial corporations are allowed to become too big to fail, go global, and 

effectively force the global public to cover their losses and subsidize their 
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endless crap shoots, complete with huge bonuses. This all seems wasteful, not to 

mention incredibly dangerous and damaging to lives of real people. 

Perhaps you are motivated by a religion that ostensibly has justice and 

stewardship as core principles. If you are of my religion, avoiding conduct that 

Jesus is said to have condemned and taking action he is said to have approved 

might motivate you in a positive manner. But religious sayings may be endlessly 

debated, with fundamentalists providing clarity and irrationality simultaneously. 

Much worse, all manner of evil has been and is committed in the name of 

religion. Clerics may provide reactionary motivation to their flocks, as Marx and 

others have recognized. Yet—is all of religion counter-productive or irrelevant 

to what positively motivates you to serve humanity?   

Democratic socialists around the world need to find out what positively 

motivates you and “people like you,” whoever you are. Ultimately, this is a 

subject of key importance to humanity. Whatever your class, sex, race or 

ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, age or status, our world needs you to 

consider democratic socialism to be the best overall expression of your political 

values in a complex world. From my personal vantage point, down heuh in the 

conservative southeastern U.S., what might motivate you, even if you are 

presently living relatively comfortably in the first world, to care deeply to the 

point of bucking the dominant prejudices and making a serious commitment to 

the world’s desperate, most of whom you will never see or know personally?  

I do not believe that the world is going to have a great leap forward. 

Barring divine intervention, which I am not waiting on or expecting, all things 

will not suddenly be made right in the twinkling of an eye. I have no reason for 

optimism but every reason to do my best as a species-being. As a species-being 

who is the steward of his own mind, I believe that democratic socialism is the 

world’s best hope. It must be flexible, and it cannot bring about perfection or an 

absolute equilibrium of bliss on a planet with billions of people and limited 

resources. Heaven can wait. Down on earth, we can work democratically to 

ensure that all people, present and future, have humane material conditions and 

respect for their civil rights.  

The needed democracy is not the shallow U.S. version that walls off as 

sacrosanct, among other things, neoliberal economic policy, global corporate 

power and sweetheart deals, and friendly dictators—the democracy that is 

needed must be deep and eventually global. It will still be democracy, however, 

and require the voluntary solidarity of most of the people. It may never be easy 

to maintain majority support. But truth is our best friend. Comprehension and 

persuasion is aided by truth, at a minimum—beyond that, I would like to find 

out, but so would Madison Avenue, which has no interest in truth, in the short-, 

medium-, or long-run. What else motivates you beyond the truth? What leads 

you to love or ignore your neighbor? What morals, superstitions, memories, etc., 

go into making up your value system beyond “truth”? To what extent can these 

intangibles be helpful to humanity?  

They are part of you being you and me being me, so I believe we have to 

account for them. They will always, directly or indirectly, be factors for any 

democracy where the people have the continual power to change things. At what 

point, if any, are you and I no longer motivated by the trinkets produced by 

robots and the fortunate workers who manage to have jobs working for the 

powerful? Is it only when we too are destitute and unable to afford the trinkets? 

At what point do we have the will power to support fundamental changes? Is it 

only when we ourselves are forced to become thieves, beggars, or prostitutes for 

the enjoyment of the powerful and their mercenaries? Do we have the will to 

avoid or even lessen exploiting our planet and each other? Can we make 

decisions that will assure all of humanity has enough? I do not know. But in a 

deep democracy we would at least have a chance to find out. 
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Elections will often be disappointing and usher in reactionaries for a time. 

For the foreseeable future, it will be easy for transnational corporations, 

financial giants, and media conglomerates to have effective control of most 

politicians and many voters. The pet politicians probably will cobble together 

just enough jobs, concentrated in the conservative defense and prison industries, 

and just enough social welfare benefits, focused on conservative portions of the 

electorate such as the elderly and military retirees, to hold office. Often this will 

allow the powerful to continue to get the better of at least the bottom half of the 

population.  

The bottom half or more, and especially the desperate, will ever be 

vulnerable to the top 1% and their ever-shifting mercenaries, at least without 

systemic changes to ensure that all people are treated humanely. The latter often 

will require reinterpreting, amending, or replacing constitutions. Deep changes 

in the U.S. are needed, and it should be up to the people to decide what they are. 

They may decide that the U.S. needs to spend less money on “defense” and 

much more on all of the people; that all people, not just those willing to serve in 

the defense or prison industries, should have the right to jobs and a living wage; 

that corporations should not be not gifted the public’s land, air, water, and other 

valuable resources, and should not control almost all of the media; and that these 

same corporations should not be treated like people, and superior people at that, 

with wonderful special rights and benefits but highly limited responsibilities.  

Even then, the powerful will not go away. They will gladly hire killers, pay 

bribes, and pit nation state against nation state until the earth’s resources are 

fully exploited. Hopefully one day the desperate of the world and their allies will 

learn to cooperate and democratic socialism will be available globally. I 

probably will not be here to see that, but it is the essence of the ninth and tenth 

socialist commandments, which I treasure. No matter what we do, the struggle 

for justice and against greed, alienation, and scarcity probably will go on until 

an asteroid destroys our ability to make love or make war.   

Let me end this lengthy beginning to a lengthy political pamphlet with a 

bourgeois, first world, chicken soup moment. It makes a point, but it is cloying, 

reflects the affluence of my kitchen cupboard, which is full of coffee cups and 

other duplicative items, and speaks to my being a newcomer to socialist 

pamphleteering.  

A long time ago a good supervisor at a job I had for a long time gave me 

two handmade coffee cups as a gift. They were intentionally cast to be rough 

and misshapen. He had more or less recognized that my seriousness at my job 

probably crossed over into obsessive-compulsiveness, perfectionism, and 

workaholism. He wrote a note that came with the cups explaining that they were 

like life, capable of providing much enjoyment though lacking in perfection and 

uniformity, and that this was worth remembering. The nerve of that man! I never 

got that much enjoyment out of the cups, which were heavy, cumbersome, and 

had earth tones that were not quite to my aesthetic taste; but he was right. (I 

eventually gave the cups away to charity, and hopefully they are now with 

someone who better appreciates them.) Thanks to my material needs being met 

and my finding some personally authentic ways to deal with my alienation, 

which include minimizing attachment to property like coffee cups and other 

wealth, a couple of decades later I am learning to enjoy life, having evolved in 

my expectations. 

We may need to evolve in our expectations of what we expect from 

socialism. It will not bring utopia. It will not usher in wealth and plenty for all. 

But it could help a lot, particularly if we continually work to improve it rather 

than shelter it from intense scrutiny and criticism. Democracy can keep the 

socialism honest, and the combination of the two will likely be much better 

overall for humanity than the status quo of watered-down capital-controlled 
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democracy-lite of the U.S. or any other approach to governing as well. Not to 

mention that is fair and just like no other. 

The neoliberal experiment in global capitalist hegemony and consumerism 

using goods produced by authoritarian state capitalists is a failure. The desperate 

of the earth know this and are waiting for others to realize it. It has been and is a 

disaster for the most vulnerable. Every day it destroys more of the planet. Every 

day it puts more people out of jobs. Every day it further alienates most of the 

rest who are still employed. It will only grow worse and more dangerous both 

for the desperate and for all except the fortunate few.  

Let’s not be afraid of democratic socialism; it might just save us, and it is 

well worth the risk. By fully opening our eyes to the truth and becoming 

democratic socialists, we can nourish and validate our better selves, which will 

be relied upon by our fellow species-beings. We can become more in touch with 

positive values we have always held dear. 
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PART I. ANATOMY OF A DEMOCRATIC SOCIALIST 

PAMPHLET WRITTEN IN THE DEEP SOUTH OF THE 

UNITED STATES IN THE EARLY 21
ST 

CENTURY 

 

 A. Background 

 

This pamphlet was written surreptitiously in every moment of spare time 

beginning on the date given in the introduction to the socialized meditation and 

technical report and continuing over several weeks. (The research and most of 

the writing on the technical report were done last year but never previously 

published.) During this time I largely neglected my health and sleep and when 

around others appeared distracted if not in a trance (not terribly unusual for me), 

subjecting me to some suspicion and occasional criticism, all of which was well 

worth it. From the introduction it proceeded in ever-expanding cycles backwards 

and forwards. Thus, the introduction now lays somewhere in the middle of the 

pamphlet. This “anatomy” prequel, which was not planned and only received a 

name because its length seemed to demand one, gradually began to seem 

essential even if it was not prudent.  

Socialism at the organic communicative democratic level is, like music, ever 

popping up and lifting up by taking up where people are, with the melodies and 

discordance of their lives.4 By liberating the accidental, the ancestral, and the 

self-referential, I was able to write about liberation and to further my own 

liberation. Under the influence of a dead famous Englishman and several dead 

forgotten Hispanic and Scotch-Irish relatives, a lot of reading, and a lifetime of 

stewing in my mixed juices, the entire pamphlet happened seemingly on its own. 

It also was an unintended consequence of realizing that the detailed multi-

disciplinary sojourn I was taking on a major soil science writing project on soils 

and scarcity probably was not appropriate for customary academic publication. I 

therefore was free to follow my instincts and branch out even further into 

separate but related themes of family, alienation, and general matters of scarcity, 

all from a socialist perspective.  

The end result is not a scholarly work, although a reasonable level of 

scholarship is intended in the technical report. Please prepare for the 

unconventional and the personal. Feel free to skip to the technical report if you 

just want the “dry” stuff about, oh, saving human lives. As you will see in that 

buried introduction, if you can find it, I was inspired and validated in my 

iconoclastic inclinations by a personal essay of George Orwell, which I highly 

commend. But because this started as the offspring of an academic project, I felt 

somewhat obliged to justify my total departure from the conventional 

impersonal style customary in academia. This attempt at justification frequently 

led me further and further up into an anatomical delving into the notion of the 

unconventional and personal as an expression of my inner democratic socialist.  

 

[Wherein I switch to the present tense:]  

 

I hope all will forgive me for not taking this combined organic and soft metal 

expression of my heart and mind, melting it, oxidizing most of the organics, 

pulling out the remaining visible impurities, and cooling off and beating the 

remainder into an orthodox shape of science or socialist writing. I am attached 

to the organic and impure, for in them part of the truth lies. Now the ugly 

misshapen whole is satisfying to me like those coffee cups never were. I intend 

                                                 
4 Musicians and poets sometimes capture this holistic sentiment of liberation directly in their work: 

“I’m not a revolutionary. Just someone who managed to overcome the shyness of my generation to 
sing political songs” (Bragg, B, 1984. Rolling Stone). 



14 
 

to keep it this way, which is an advantage of not having an editor, paid 

publisher, or pre-publication peer review. Any reader who makes it through this 

pamphlet will know, and not just know of, at least one democratic socialist in 

the southeastern United States in the early 21
st
 century. I hope that my big 

brother George would approve, and I know that I have tried to stay faithful to 

his, and now my, credo. 

I am writing to a broad cross-section of potential readers who may include 

some wanting all “science,” either of the natural or social branches, and some 

wanting an advanced “scientific” discussion of socialism. My own serious yet 

garden variety of democratic socialism emphasizes sustainable gardening and, 

not uncritically, the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 

both of which involve the natural and social sciences. I do not claim that the 

composite is scientific. Based on the work of Karl Marx, a highly developed 

theory exists that is centered on what his close friend and colleague Friedrich 

Engels called “scientific” socialism, in contrast to “utopian” socialism. Certain 

writings of Marx and scholars of Marx have been extremely helpful to me, but 

in my view I am neither a scientific nor a utopian socialist.  

I am certainly not just focused on material things—not that Marx was either, 

since he had wonderful things to say about alienation that are often ignored by 

his critics following on the example of Stalin and other state capitalists who 

were experts in causing alienation not to mention murder, Gulag slavery, and 

starvation. I do not think sustainable gardening or meeting MDGs or alternative 

criteria are just about turning on the faucets of natural or social science. They 

are certainly not about waiting for a violent revolution of the desperate. 

Resolving to wait for a total capitalist meltdown, or adopting a precise theory of 

socialism, should not be the price that must be paid for our working together to 

evaluate root causes and make a better world, or for our considering ourselves 

fellow socialists.  

 

Work with me not based on my label but based on the strength of my ideas and 

the love in my heart. By all means, come up with better ideas. The form and 

substance of this pamphlet emphasizes that we can and should leave ample room 

for personal journeys in our efforts as democratic socialists to make a better 

world for the desperate. Socialism daily and always should be grounded in the 

iterative quest for a deep democracy of, by, and for all people. People are 

individually complicated and collectively varied. Both alienation and material 

deprivation arise on our planet and form subtext to each other. Fear and greed 

are aspects of alienation. Those who do not now suffer from material 

deprivation may still suffer from alienation and this may contribute to their 

directly or indirectly affecting others who are material deprived or alienated.   

While the material is essential to life and necessarily the main occupation of 

socialism in terms of meeting basic human needs, we do not live, read, or write 

only in a material world based only on material motivations. Material 

accumulation unassociated with some reasonable definition of basic human 

needs risks being material accumulation for material’s sake, and therefore 

materialism. Materialism to me is a sign of unacknowledged emptiness, whether 

under “free market” capitalism, state capitalism, or religious authoritarianism. 

The one with the most toys does not win but may nonetheless attempt to make a 

large, wasteful, and ultimately pathetic collection. I do not think that you and I 

are at our happiest on top of the heap of humanity admiring our vast array of 

coffee cups. While there may be nothing wrong with collecting things, and 

ending collecting should not be our focus, we should not kid ourselves into 

thinking that we can fill the void with collecting.  

Yet, I think it is true that every wrong cannot be righted, absolute sharing is 

unnecessary, and each person should be free to learn the lessons of the void on 

their own, subject to others’ ability to meet their own basic needs. I am not a 
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communist, as well as not, to my way of thinking, a utopian or scientific 

socialist; I am a garden variety democratic socialist who will, with all his justice 

and peace-loving power, insist on a baseline of good earthly stewardship so that 

all can have their basic needs fulfilled. People like me with full bellies have a lot 

of choices the desperate do not have. We can make collections, and we can write 

pamphlets with trite thoughts like this: humans are never satisfied until they are.  

Each person has to face the void on her or his own, which may or may not be 

filled. I do not know the solution to this mystery for you or me. Having a 

grandparent’s old plates, holy book, or handmade table cloth may be organically 

useful and valuable to your socialism, as it is to mine. These need not be 

considered signs of hording, graven images, or wicked tokens of consumerism; 

they can be species-being generators. The simple acts of sharing meals, singing, 

or reading together, or admiring someone’s resourcefulness are deeply human 

and can be beautiful and ennobling. Most material things humans collect will 

eventually turn to dust, as will our bodies. In the meantime, some of the old 

things we hold onto may be reminders that having a more peaceful inner life, 

with material needs met not only for us but also for our fellow species-beings, 

may be as good as it gets. Earth-bound reminders such as these, along with the 

sky and solar system, have gently motivated others from varying backgrounds 

for thousands of years, much better than preachers, politicians, or princes of 

capital. Human dignity from being given the opportunity to hold a job, get an 

education, provide our children decent meals, shelter, or medical care likewise 

can be matters of great symbolism.  

I hope we never stop thinking like authentically wild but loving species-

beings, with one foot in the material world and the other who knows where. I am 

thankful that Karl Marx had the audacity to come up with that term “species-

being” so that I can use it repeatedly. Countless socialists have lost their means 

to obtain daily bread, suffered beatings, been to prison, and even given their 

lives for thinking like species-beings.  

Out of the necessity for solidarity, and to help with our alienation, we gather 

in body or in spirit, perhaps sometimes with only an old photograph or the 

memory of a loved one’s final words—we. An inner life is part of one’s 

alienation and can be part of one’s sustenance. I believe it is a fundamental part 

of my being able to present to you my views, and, I warn you now, it is on full 

display in this pamphlet.  

 

If we do not calm our inner lives enough to rationally visualize and insist upon 

something much better the basic needs of many of the currently desperate of the 

earth will not be met, and the ranks of the desperate will one day include not 

only descendants of the currently desperate but also descendants of the currently 

not desperate. If we are so overwhelmed with our own alienation that we accept 

the status quo with its self-serving, land and resource-appropriating, and profit-

seeking rules imposed by dead colonialists, neocolonial capitalists, and 

authoritarians, and their nation state, transnational corporate, and global 

financial creations, we are assigning the fate of the desperate to crooks and their 

faithful mercenaries.  

The writing and free distribution of this pamphlet are intended to be deeply 

democratic acts that are small parts of the unending dual process of calming our 

inner selves and outwardly seeking justice. The ultimate aim is rationally 

visualizing and insisting upon something better, refusing to accept these 

assignments of fate to crooks and their mercenaries, and being true to ourselves 

and respectful of the political and civil rights of others, including as much as 

possible those of the crooks and the mercenaries.  

As Billy Bragg sang, “[T]he Third World is just around the corner.” Camelot 

for the few is the reckless and unsustainable product of human design, not 

divinity, and humanity has the right and duty to make things right or certainly 



16 
 

“right enough” to meet basic human needs for all on a planet of scarcity and 

suffering.  

What specifically to do? Marx for all his brilliance was not very helpful 

about the details of a socialist society. Humans acting as deep democrats need to 

continually work out those details. Stopping further misappropriations by the 

powerful would seem to be one good place to start. Why let the powerful dig an 

ever deeper hole for the powerless? (See, e.g., land grabs in Africa.)  

With respect to the countless existing practical functions of everyday life, 

however, the exact prescriptions for the best social change may not be self-

evident. These should be considered democratically in the best interest of all. No 

one, including socialists with majority power, should have minds set in stone. 

Not every stone boundary marker and every iron clad contract is corrupt or 

socially unjust and needs be cast aside. Socialists with majority power should 

proceed intelligently. Throwing out cost-accounting or confiscating small farms 

or hotdog stands because this seems to be the communistic thing to do would be 

foolish. I am not an expert on finance and accounting, to say the least. Society 

needs to be able to consider the real world ramifications of any tools of finance 

or accounting, but this does not necessarily mean that some cannot be put to 

acceptable social use, or that heavy emphasis on central planning is necessarily 

deeply democratic. I have none of the answers on these things, but again, a deep 

democracy would be free to search for the answers and grapple with all of the 

hard truths of the world.   

On the other hand, we also need to not be so humble about our abilities that 

we lose sight of our responsibilities as species-beings. We need to be ever 

mindful that failure to meet the basic human needs of all is never an acceptable 

option; that global private capitalism exists only to make profits; and that 

currently no organization or system of nation states is in place to make sure that 

basic human needs are met for all on this planet. This is no way to run a planet.  

Post-USSR, groupings of nation states, such as the UN, sometimes set 

various “goals” within the “predestined” neoliberal framework. The desperate 

cannot live on goals, even adequate ones. The framework, and to a large extent 

the overall goals themselves, are dictated by the powerful who would refuse to 

play ball otherwise. The aim of the world’s largest economies is to remain the 

world’s largest economies, not to meet the basic needs of the world’s desperate 

or ensure a sustainable future for humankind.  

It is as if the powerful perceive that they hold the proxy of a suicidal 

humanity that not only wants failure to be an option but that wants it to be all 

but certain for large masses of humanity. The continuous state of emergency of 

the desperate is never meaningfully addressed because this would involve 

systemic changes to a global system benefiting the powerful and helping the 

desperate incidentally if at all. The powerful only let the powerless meet the 

priorities of the powerful. Profits are soaked from the land and the resources, 

and those who can least afford the risk of global capitalism are free to live in 

inhumane conditions, to legitimately work if they can find it, and to otherwise 

engage in acts of desperation, including selling their few possessions or their 

bodies or participating in crime against other desperate people.  

To the desperate, the economic theories and excuses of the powerful do not 

matter. It does not matter whether the cause of or failure to alleviate their 

desperate state is because of the power of the largest economies; corrupt in-state 

politicians; or trumped-up beliefs among U.S. conservatives that global 

capitalism embodies “freedom” and that having a robust central mediator on 

behalf of the desperate, such as an empowered recast UN, would be the devil, 

put black helicopters over ball fields, and pull the plug on Granma. The 

desperate remain desperate.     

Sadly, although humanity cannot wait on systemic change, systemic change 

will not happen overnight. Deep democracy will need to be continually forced 
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and reinforced from below, with the desperate and their allies among all nation 

states acting in solidarity.  

The change to deep democracy needs to itself be deep democracy as much as 

possible. This ever-evolving deep global democracy may be at its best when it 

involves massive amounts of organically-generated, Dorothy Day-style anarcho-

socialistic cooperation, mutual aid, and collective self-help among the deep 

democrats. This will be the great humanitarian struggle for the earth. Clearly 

socialists will need to behave like humanitarians at all times and never be okay 

with empty plates, unemployment, or the inadequacies of the welfare state.5 The 

powerful will present quite enough opposition without deep democrats turning 

on each other or other core supporters of the welfare state.  

 

Socialists may need to take better care of each other and our own inner lives. 

Socialists are sometimes known for their core of stoicism; we need to not expect 

other socialists to bear more than they are able, particularly with respect to their 

family obligations. In my family’s labor tradition going back over 100 years, 

solidarity was next to godliness and included labor supporting each other’s 

families in times of need even with your last dollar. “Cold brainwashed 

automatons” is a stereotype of the McCarthy era, but we must make sure that 

there is no truth to it.6  

We must build ourselves and our cause for the long slow haul of deep global 

democracy. In doing so, we need to take advantage of our own good natural 

tendencies. Many want to be a part of something that is bigger than them. Not 

everyone is with the program of having a high tolerance for other’s pain, even 

though this is virtually domestic and international policy.  

During the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries taking up a good cause was quite 

common, including among religious people as well as atheists and agnostics. 

The cause might be abolition, the voting and civil rights of women or minorities, 

labor rights, living or working conditions, child labor, public education, public 

health, or, yes, temperance—or even a systemic approach to addressing multiple 

human ills, especially core issues of economic desperation.  

Sometimes this latter systemic approach took the form of utopian socialism. 

Efforts to form utopian communities sometimes involved promoting or 

mandating communal arrangements that may also have been seeking something 

more than adequate material conditions, such as a state of religious harmony (or 

even increased sexual freedom, at least for leaders of the movement), or to 

succeed in an arguably grandiose attempt at sharing. All should want to be like 

Barnabas, and be daughters or sons of encouragement in solidarity with each 

other: 
  

The Believers Share Their Possessions 

 
Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and 

no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they 
owned was held in common. … There was not a needy person among them, 

for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of 

what was sold. They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each 
as any had need. There was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, Joseph, to whom the 

apostles gave the name Barnabas (which means “son of encouragement”). He 

sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid it at the 
apostles’ feet. 

                                                 
5 For an interesting description of the relationship of welfarism to socialism, forcefully expressing 

the position that socialists should always strongly support welfare states, please see Patnaik, P., 
2009, mrzine.monthlyreview.org/2009/patnaik300809.html. 
6 I like how the Granma kept searching for a comrade who had fallen overboard, “wasting” precious 

time on the way to Cuba’s shores. Looking for a single lost sheep is an image that my background 
finds appealing.  
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(Acts 4:32-37, NRSV). This may not always work or be necessary, however. 

Cuba, operating under unprecedented outside economic pressure from the U.S.-

led boycott and the collapse of the Soviet Union, determined that an absolute 

level of sharing and equality was not necessary to meet basic human needs and 

can be unwise in typical situations (Bengelsdorf, 1994. The Problem of 

Democracy in Cuba: Between Vision and Reality. Oxford.).  

Today, Cuba is a leader in organic and sustainable agriculture, with high 

productivity at least in part because of land redistribution of use rights to small 

scale farmers (Altieri, M.A., Funes-Monzote, F. R., 2012. The Paradox of 

Cuban Agriculture. Monthly Review, Vol. 63, Issue 08 (January). 

http://monthlyreview.org/2012/01/01/the-paradox-of-cuban-agriculture.). Based 

on my personal travels in the Dominican Republic a few years ago, when I 

observed vast idle lands in the possession of modern sugar barons tied to the ups 

and downs of an international market, while nearby hungry workers are out of 

work, it is a mistake to assume that agricultural aggregation is necessarily better 

for the people.   

More generally, I simply am not at all a utopian. No reason exists to think 

that a material utopia could ever exist except for a fortunate few.7 I also would 

never support communal living arrangements that broke up families or invaded 

people’s personal comfort zones as such, although communal living 

arrangements of some variation sometimes may be necessary and even 

preferable, such as under conditions where housing availability is insufficient to 

provide reasonable alternatives.8 Voluntary communal working arrangements 

often may be an excellent approach, depending on the circumstances—they have 

worked many times for extended periods, although sometimes they have failed 

miserably. When the voluntary component is removed, work communes 

generally have not performed well, sometimes leading to serious societal 

problems (Bengelsdorf).  

Alternatively, sometimes the systemic approaches have been virtuous but not 

intended to be utopian. These have included seeking to seriously alleviate 

economic injustice, to address root causes, to assure full employment, or to 

otherwise empower those who are desperate. Pragmatic non-scientific non-

utopian socialists, sometimes known as “ethical socialists,” have included not 

                                                 
7 Like Michael Harrington in his final book (Socialism Past & Future, 1989. Arcade), I am not 

optimistic per se about much of anything, much less about the prospects of ever creating utopia. 
Because I take my role as a species-being seriously, I want to work with others to make our world a 

much better place, particularly for those living or future species-beings who will otherwise be 

materially desperate. That does not make me utopian. Utopia is not happening. It is, by the way, to 
me absurd (if not blasphemous?) in the absolute sense anyway, much like trying to envision the 

construction materials of a heaven, complete with pearly gates. Enshrining as utopian the vision of a 

paternalistic central committee somewhere would not work. Human freedom is important. Humans 
are prone to wandering and will never be happily pinned down in what someone else tells them is 

utopia. That is why visions of heaven seem utterly boring to me, with the exception of scenes like at 

the end of movie Longtime Companion, in which the living envision being once again with those 
they love who have died.  
8 In many circumstances multiple individuals or families are forced by economics to live 

communally or prefer to do so, and it would be a democratically-worthy conversation to consider the 
definition of adequate housing in a world where sustainably meeting basic needs for all should be the 

primary objective. Inadequate housing has been a major decades-long issue in Cuba because, of, 

among other things, serious shortages of building materials (Bengelsdorf, 1994). In the real world 
housing is generally not a quest for utopia. I certainly do not believe that the world’s scarcity ever 

would allow for Camelot conditions for all, and I do not believe that any individuals or families 

should be seeking Camelot living conditions for themselves. The foolish era of McMansions, which 
squander land, resources, and energy, probably is at or near the end. This is one good result of the 

so-called Great Recession, which otherwise took a terrible human toll and justifiably roiled 

confidence in boom-and-bust bubble-creating capitalism. In a sensible human future, conservation 
will be critical in most things. We cannot all just “eat cake” while looking in on the gaudy at play. 

http://monthlyreview.org/2012/01/01/the-paradox-of-cuban-agriculture
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only atheists and agnostics but also religious people with a conviction to do the 

best they could to improve egregious conditions.9  

Sometimes in my religious tradition this approach has been associated with 

the social gospel or liberation theology. It does not always slip into grandiosity 

or utopianism. Adherents may have used heavenly rhetoric or alternatively 

sometimes wished brimstone to be cast on the heads of exploiters, but they were 

not generally expecting to see the perfect in an imperfect sinful world. They 

were clear-headed, but they felt that deep and sacrificial compassion was not 

optional and that a loving humanity has no choice but to decide to do much 

better than tolerating exploitation.  

I am in this latter camp. As you will see many places in this pamphlet, 

including in the meditation on family, religion, and alienation, I see wonderful 

support for socialism in some of the beliefs of my religion. I do not, however, 

wish to impose religion, including my religion, on anyone. This would be a huge 

mistake detrimental to humanity and to its best systemic servant, tolerant big-

tent democratic socialism. Rather than making a better world, it would be sure to 

create the conditions for dangerous division and failure.  

On the other hand, just because Marx may have doubted my resolve or utility 

as a socialist who is also religious, I do not share his doubts. My religion is part 

of me and my actions. I admit to sometimes trying to fill the void in my own life 

through the adoption of causes. But, alas, sometimes these causes are just. I 

believe this to be the case with the cause of democratic socialism, my latest and 

greatest adopted cause, thank you very much. I do not believe I believe in this 

cause to fill the void. (To me, some voids cannot be filled, by the way, and that 

is now okay by me.) Time will tell if I sashay off to reactionary biblical 

fundamentalism or capitalism, but for now, I see that as impossible absent 

extortion or torture.  

With me, the key is to integrate my social consciousness with my life as a 

contemplative who recognizes a vital need for inner peace of some kind. A 

personal mission-mentality is not ultimately self-sustaining. I grew up seeing 

many religious burnouts, and I have read about socialist burnouts. We all need 

solidarity and sources of inner strength for the tough times, even when we must 

soldier on anonymously.  

But, if it is a matter of duty felt at our core, as opposed to imposed from 

without, we put aside the risk, the cowardice, the shyness, and the fear of failure 

and humiliation, and we do the best we can. That is what I have tried to do in 

writing this personal political pamphlet. It is not perfect, but I am bringing it in 

for a landing, because otherwise, it will either not get done or eat me up, which 

would not help anyone. So here it is. 
 

  

                                                 
9 Alex Nevin recently provided an excellent discussion of this contrast in a review of a book titled 

Socialism with a Northern Accent: Radical traditions for modern times (Salveson, P., 2011. 

Lawrence & Wishart.):  
At the heart of the narrative is the divide that developed in the late-nineteenth 

and early-twentieth century between the “scientific socialism” of the Webbs, 

the Fabian Society, and other London-based tendencies, and the “ethical 
socialism” of a more community-oriented, anti-centrist northern culture 

founded in grassroots activism, non-conformist religion (as well as 

Catholicism), popular Romantic literature, co-operatives, trades unions, and 
local government politics. 

http://www.newleftproject.org/index.php/site/article_comments/socialism_with_a_northern_accent. 

 
 

 

 
 

http://www.newleftproject.org/index.php/site/article_comments/socialism_with_a_northern_accent
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B.  Support and Recruitment for Granma’s Next Voyage: 

Why I Write Personally and Plainly About Democratic Socialism 

 
The Granma was invincible, like the spirit that moved within its deck! There 

were forces at work in addition to purely physical ones, and they too 

withstood the storms and drove the boat onward to its destination. One 
thought, one common ideal, one single desire, was projected in a single 

direction: the soil of the enslaved homeland. 

 
Pérez, F.  

 

I have no doubt that the voyage of that nearly sinking yacht, grossly overloaded 

with filthy and seasick would-be liberators, represented the dream for Cuba of 

my ancestors and hundreds of other forgotten families like them who came to 

the U.S. during the 19
th

 century to provide workers for the newly-established 

domestic cigar industry. That is why the year before the voyage Fidel Castro 

came to Hillsborough County, Florida for several days to raise money. By then 

most of my West Tampa ancestors were only in the memory of mi abuela and a 

few other scattered relatives, their gravesites long since placed beneath a 

highway by the City of Tampa. All Granma-related propaganda and superstition 

aside, it is nice to think that they were part of a universal spirit of deep 

democracy that “moved within its deck!”  

As we cautiously begin to improvise the next voyage of our Granma, this 

one to provide deep democracy to the whole earth, it is important to search for 

this spirit. One way to find it is to remember that the roots of the Cuban 

revolution extended beneath the Florida Straits to poor Cuban-American 

working families who were socialized to believe that they were part of 

something that included more than them and their own serious crises. They were 

militant labor people, and many of them were also socialists, communists, 

anarchists, and various mixed versions of these uniting in anti-capitalist views.  

Their dream was not the hollow U.S. corporate version of freedom still 

ruling Cuba when the 82 revolutionaries set their feet on Cuban soil. That 

version of freedom had repressed them just as it continued to repress those in 

Cuba when Castro and his comrades came ashore. That version of freedom, in 

typical reckless boom-and-bust circumstances discussed by Marx generations 

before, had caused the Depression that variously put them out of work. Then 

that version of freedom became cozy with Franco. When Castro came to town, 

that version of freedom was Batista’s. Thus, by the time Castro got there to 

solicit funds, generations of cigar workers and their families in West Tampa and 

Ybor City had never hesitated to collect from what little they had in mutual aid 

to each other and to the causes of true freedom in Cuba and Spain.  

Some of my family probably walked to and from the factory not only 

dreaming of a better day but also whistling the Internationale. Over a century of 

demagoguery and repression in the U.S. repels most of its inhabitants at the 

mere mention of the name Karl Marx. Capitalists who Marx aptly described 

snicker at their own cleverness. They thank mammon that Stalin, Mao, and other 

exemplars of totalitarianism practiced their inhumanity as “communists” and 

“socialists” with some words twisted from Marx and inverted to their own ends. 

I do not agree with some of the things I have learned about Marx’s beliefs, and 

he certainly failed to work out a mature system for socialism. But he was a 

humanitarian and not a promoter of cruelty or totalitarianism.  

Under the combined daily influences of the corporate media, the pressures of 

consumerism, and a host of opiates, literal and figurative, good people can be 

unconsciously converted into forces of reaction. They are kept in debt, in fear of 

layoffs, and quick to consciously or unconsciously do their masters’ bidding—

which include avoiding any rational discussion of the pros and cons of 

capitalism, socialism, or some reasonable blend thereof. The daily pornography 
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of giveaways to transnational corporations, global financial gamesmanship, 

economic injustice, the defense industrial complex, cow-towing to dictators who 

control dwindling supplies of irreplaceable resources, and global warming 

escape notice.  

In the streets of West Tampa and Ybor City beginning more than a hundred 

years ago, the working people were taking keen note of the world near and far 

and were not repelled by Marx or other leftist intellectuals. They were 

politically-oriented, actively participated in electioneering when political 

institutions were open to them, and wanted to learn the alternatives to capital 

exploitation. They saw capitalism as a system that potentially fed them but also 

one of racism, oppression, and imminent abandonment, the deeply flawed heir to 

imperialism.  

Capitalism wanted to treat them like things—just like other things such as 

Cuban tobacco, but ideally more expendable. Tobacco leaves were not hated, 

beaten, and fired for striking. Tobacco was a valuable commodity always 

desired. Skilled cigar makers had some clout for a time, but this only incited 

greater rage on behalf of the capitalists who hated having to treat workers as 

human beings. Always vulnerable to oppression, unredeemable union people to 

the end, by the 1930’s many of them were out-of-work and completely destitute, 

forced to piece together one meal at time before moving on, if they were lucky, 

to low paying jobs outside the cigar industry, locally or in other cities like New 

York, or in the case of mi abuela, Miami. Vicious anti-labor firings and 

repression, machine production of cigars, consumer shifts to smoking cigarettes, 

and for the lectors, replacement by radios emitting non-confrontational 

advertising-fueled pablum—all of these contributed to the end of a now 

forgotten major portion of Florida history. This history was a major part of the 

great labor struggle in the U.S. during the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, which for the 

most part capital won, using any means necessary. 

In the early 21
st
 century and still in the southeastern U.S., at least one of the 

descendants of the losing side is now a socialist. I have learned of and will not 

forget their lives and values—and the U.S. roots of the Cuban revolution, which 

is in turn a continuing inspiration to the desperate throughout Latin America and 

the world.  

I hope that Cuba is not at the end of its socialist journey. I strongly believe 

that the world as a whole is not. The socialists of tomorrow in Latin America 

and elsewhere will generally come to and hold power through voters’ freed 

minds. Cuba is a paternalistic authoritarian state with a lot of problems but also 

a lot of humanitarian accomplishments. It needs to change in the interests of, not 

in repudiation to, the sacrifices of the revolution and, most importantly, the 

futures of Cuban people. 

I recently had a lengthy conversation with a close friend from my initial 

college days long ago. He was born in Cuba in the early 1960’s and emigrated to 

the U.S when he was a small child. His family was in the second wave to go and 

was not at all comprised of Batista supporters. They did not fully experience 

Cuba’s shifting forms of “actually existing socialism” and state-forced 

bureaucratic communism, which Hampshire College Professor Carollee 

Bengelsdorf analyzed in detail. His grandparents were small farmers on his 

father’s side and cobblers on his mother’s side—hardly enemies of anyone’s 

state. His father had gotten an engineering degree around the same time Fidel 

Castro was at the same university. He did not oppose the revolution in any way 

and disliked Batista very much, but he was deeply religious and not a 

communist, although his best friend became a devoted and sincere communist 

soon after Castro came to power. Meanwhile, my friend’s mother, also deeply 

religious, liked Castro very much, happily greeted the revolution, and had hopes 

for major positive changes as a result, to include political democracy and also 
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measures to address the country’s economic injustices under Batista and U.S. 

puppetry.  

This young couple gradually came to live in fear of the state repression that 

ensued—the show trials, the neighbors spying on neighbors, the discrimination 

against those who went to church or applied for emigration. Perhaps most of all, 

they were devastated at the state’s assumption of a primacy relationship with 

children, which strongly undercut the traditional roles of the nuclear family and 

parents.  

Many of these policies have now been abandoned or at least mitigated, but it 

is too late for them. The small farm would be welcomed today for its high 

productivity and hopefully the cobbler shop would be too. They are caring and 

conscientious people, like the caring and conscientious Cuban-Americans in my 

family who came to the U.S. in the late 1800s. Castro reasonably could have 

kept them on his side through pursuing democratic socialism and allowing civil 

rights. In the U.S., they worked hard and succeeded in building a new life, but 

they never stopped loving Cuba. To this day they have retained hope of 

moderation in Cuban policies that will allow caring and conscientious persons of 

Cuban heritage to be better united and a reciprocal moderation of U.S. policy.  

It is not my intent to make this pamphlet a tract aimed at lecturing Cuban 

officials from afar or to argue that U.S. policy should be kept in place until a 

basis for “reciprocation” exists tied to conditions in Cuba. I believe the U.S. 

blockade and other reactionary policies toward Cuba are and always have been 

dead wrong and should be eliminated immediately without preconditions, just as 

I believe political repression in Cuba is and always has been dead wrong and 

should be eliminated immediately without preconditions. If the U.S. can trade 

with and allow free travel to China and Saudi Arabia it certainly should be able 

to do the same with Cuba.  

The point I am making regarding my friend’s family is that it is not a family 

from the inflexible right or on some sort of pro-Batista fantasy trip seeking 

return of divested property or a return to the heydays of Cuban sugar and 

tobacco barons much less U.S. corporations and the mafia. They simply believe 

that Cuba needs to authentically respect all human rights because it is the right 

thing to do and always has been, and that, as a matter of fact, this will in turn 

lead to major U.S. changes of a highly positive nature. 

From my vantage point as a deep democrat with a more than a century-old 

Cuban-American labor heritage, I believe I speak fairly and morally, and for the 

wishes of my ancestors, when I say something similar yet somewhat different: 

Cuba should allow free elections of all leadership with full participation of 

multiple political parties, it should release all political prisoners, and it should 

no longer engage in repression or deprivations of civil rights, but it also should 

constitutionally ensure that it will continue to provide economic justice and a 

sustainable future for all of the Cuban people, which will not come with 

unbridled unsustainable profit-centric capitalism and democracy-lite—never 

has, and never will. Until the U.S. changes its own political and economic 

system to become deeply democratic, it has no basis for exporting its system to 

Cuba or anyplace else.  

The pre-Castro capitalist-colonial exploitation and oppression of the Cuban 

people was real and should not resume, just like it should be eliminated from all 

other nation states around the world. Capitalism would gladly accommodate the 

private interests of elite former socialists in Havana just like it once 

accommodated Batista and his cadre. “The inefficiencies” of addressing the 

material and educational needs of the poor would have to end, as would “the 

inefficiencies” of creating a sustainable agricultural system. That would not be 

building a good and compassionate Cuba any more than it has built a good and 

compassionate world. 
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Since Batista days, some things have changed in the U.S., of course, but not 

all for the better. The U.S. has greater civil rights for African-Americans than it 

did in those domestic apartheid days. It clearly is no longer on the ascendance, 

no longer has those nasty unions to worry about, and no longer is producing 

most of the products its advertising promotes. It clearly is living on borrowed 

money and borrowed time because that is what capitalism wants it to do. It is 

now mostly useful for its credit-driven consumerism as long as the party lasts. 

Unlike pre-Castro days, the elite capitalists in the U.S. and around the world 

now are good at integrating market and state capitalism to provide transnational 

structures of nation state-sanctioned profiteering. The descendants of Mao and 

Stalin are now fully integrated into the profiteering and in some ways surpassing 

the old private capitalists. King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and other protected 

natural resource dictators now have their own major “sovereign wealth” interests 

the U.S. also must fully accommodate until their natural resources run out or 

U.S. credit runs out, whichever happens first.  

For all its arrogance, and assuming for the sake of argument the purest of 

intentions toward Cuba (hardly reality), the U.S. at best does not know what it is 

doing structurally, domestically or internationally. I like President Obama very 

much, but his hands are largely tied from doing much good because of 

democracy-lite. For President Obama or any other centrist liberal U.S. Democrat 

to point out that “the capitalist” has no clothes is to lose any tenuous grip on 

partial political power in mid-term elections. The U.S. is trapped within the 

structures transnational corporations, financiers, and private equity have chosen 

for themselves, a capitalist world of orchestrated tea party rhetoric with scarcely 

hidden racial undertones that, for all its bluster about bailouts, denies these 

structures chosen by transnational corporations, financiers, and private equity 

have anything to do with the problems of the U.S. or the world.  

The world has been flattened like a pancake and the people of the world are 

supposed to be content with any capitalist crumbs that by chance fall their way. 

We now live in an integrated neoliberal market and state capitalist world that is 

good at depopulating the countryside and over-producing consumer goods 

wherever the lowest paid workers can be found, then running for the private 

communities and blaming the poor and dark people for being jobless and living 

in urban slums. This world is good at allowing capitalists to make a lot of 

money, to drive the world economy off cliffs, to destroy the environment, and to 

burn through irreplaceable resources.  

Back in the U.S., it is particularly good at manipulating democracy-lite, 

which has literally become synonymous with capitalism in the eyes of most 

white U.S. inhabitants. When the masses once in a great while are able to 

demand action of democracy-lite, the action taken must be that desirable to the 

capitalists and, if necessary, favored professional classes. Thus, U.S. 

democracy-lite, when forced to dabble in welfarism, set up the most expensive 

and wasteful medical and prescription drug plans that could be dreamed up, 

which have still managed to do great good for those in need. U.S. democracy-

lite also is quite good at giving away money to the defense industry, the prison 

industry, and industries using and abusing public resources, water, and water. It 

is good at allowing whatever middle class manages to rise up from the ashes of 

capitalism to max out credit cards and incur unworkable education, medical, and 

mortgage debts. 

And no, the U.S. does not have the purest intentions abroad. For generations 

now, the types of political moderation Cuba needs for its own internal 

improvement, coupled with reliable assurances of economic justice for all, have 

been made much more difficult through, among other things, coup-fixated 

reactionaries aided by the CIA, assassination plots, and the massive U.S.-

engineered blockade intended to destroy the Cuban economy. While Cuba has 
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set a bad example for human rights in Latin America, much more so has the U.S. 

As long ago written by my distant cousin: 

 
[T]he help the Latin Americans need from us to avoid there being two, three 

Viet Nams is urgent. I am convinced that the only thing that can prevent them 

is the reversal by the American people of our government’s use of its 
diplomatic and military power to sustain and further the economic interests of 

American corporations on the continent. Only this can free the energies of 

Latin Americans—from reformers to revolutionaries—to work to change in a 
positive way the misery of the present situation. Without this, all the talk of 

helping them to help themselves is at best paternalistic cant; at worst, another 

means of maintaining our presence there. Mine is a large order yelled into the 
wind. 

 

(Yglesias, J., 1970. Down There. The World Publishing Co, 28.)  

As discussed below, for a few decades, through both anarcho-socialistic and 

when possible political means, despite the constant opposition of the KKK, my 

Cuban-American ancestors and the other cigarmakers of Hillsborough County, 

Florida did a relatively good job of building a just, deeply democratic, and 

meaningful subculture in U.S. society, whenever the capitalists would allow 

them to do so. Cubans themselves should not underestimate the tremendous 

capacities of the Cuban people for innovation that, rather than losing economic 

justice, makes economic justice the centerpiece of an attractive, racially-

harmonious, and vibrant society—the type of society that for the most part has 

never been allowed to exist in the U.S. or Latin America because of the divide-

and-conquer capitalist agenda. I believe that caring and conscientious persons of 

Cuban heritage can work much better with the Cuban leadership to ensure the 

civil and economic rights of their brothers and sisters back in Cuba without U.S. 

democracy-lite interference in Cuba.  

Meanwhile, socialism itself desperately needs to move forward deeply and 

democratically, in Cuba and around-the-world. The world needs socialism, but 

socialism needs to adjust itself to the current and long-term deeply democratic 

needs of the world. Marx himself effectively brought imperfections, both of 

economy and polity, into the revolution. These included from the outset the 

potential for democracy and centralism to come into conflict, a conflict that has 

wreaked much havoc in Cuba (Bengelsdorf).  

As a deep democrat, I believe that in the future, the people should be entitled 

to politically resolve conflicts of democracy and centralism, as well as other 

conflicts that are bound to occur, democratically and iteratively depending on 

the circumstances in which the people find themselves. Central bureaucrats 

should not be beyond reach of the people and their ballots. This principle applies 

to the U.S. too, however, which, among other places, does the same thing with 

its Federal Reserve Board, which controls much of the U.S. economy on behalf 

of capitalist priorities but is beyond the control of the people. Whether in Cuba, 

the U.S., China, or Saudi Arabia, deep democratic control should be allowed of 

all sectors, including the seemingly sacrosanct financial sector. This should ever 

be the demand of the people. The days of bankers being bailed out and then 

cashing the bail-out checks for themselves should be over.   

Cuba’s revolutionaries, who include all of the Cuban people who have 

“lived” a continuing revolution, have sacrificed much. Once in power, the 

Castro brothers and their associates made many mistakes, some of which they 

have acknowledged. As Bengelsdorf observed, the Cuban leadership was trying 

to unite a people that had never been allowed to unite before, while doing their 

best for the poor and withstanding a U.S. absolutely committed to their failure. 

Under these circumstances, given the lack of a good road map from Marx, 

mistakes not only were inevitable but also should not be frozen in time. 

Let us not look backward but recognize that from now on, all socialists need 

to be united in the making of a deep global democracy, one that is both 
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economically and politically fair to all. I am thankful for, and on behalf of my 

ancestors, proud of the initial Cuban revolution and for the tremendous efforts at 

economic justice that have been made, even when they may have partly or 

completely failed. While I am deeply dismayed at the political persecutions, that 

the revolution did not bring about full and free elections and civil rights, that 

wartime rules have remained in effect for generations, and at many of the 

choices made under bureaucratic economic centralization, the U.S. has no 

credibility to complain and much of the blame.  

Not to please the U.S. and anti-Castro U.S. inhabitants, but for the sake of 

the revolution of true freedom my ancestors envisioned and, most importantly, 

the Cuban people, democratic reform needs to come, including the establishment 

of political democracy and civil rights for those with opposing views. While 

hearing from dissenters is a good and smart thing, and punishing dissenters is 

wrong and ultimately counterproductive, this is so not only for Cuba but also for 

the repressive nation states of U.S.-protected dictators, such as those in Saudi 

Arabia, and for the people of the world as a whole, whom the powerful do not 

wish to see united. The desperate and their allies need to be thinking much 

bigger and much more democratically than the powerful ever would endorse. 

The hypocrisy of capitalist proponents of neoliberal democracy-lite will become 

most apparent should the citizens of the earth ever unite in calling for a 

plebiscite for the earth as a whole. The use of the earth cannot be rendered 

sustainable and democratic without the people of the earth being in control 

instead of the powerful. 

It would be a tragedy if the reckless trampling of the environment and 

humanity called free market capitalism, which the U.S. promotes and enforces 

by almost any means necessary—when convenient as an alternative to the 

reckless trampling of the environment and humanity of authoritarian state 

capitalism in China, et al. or of religious authoritarianism in Saudi Arabia, et 

al.—on its own shores, continental shelves, and around the world, and which 

enslaved Cuba prior to Fidel Castro, arrived on the heels of much-needed 

national elections in Cuba or in any other country that has created some small 

measure of economic justice for all of its inhabitants. Neither “free market” 

capitalism nor authoritarian state capitalism nor religious authoritarianism 

presents a compassionate and sustainable future for humanity.  

Attempts, as in Europe, to establish a single currency system among nation 

states which do not unite politically under direct control of the affected people 

are the stuff that capitalists and international bankers may prefer, but they are 

red-lining the lives of the mass of people from deep democratic control. 

Needless to say, imposing neoliberal global trade zones without the true and 

ongoing consent of the people affected is undemocratic. These evasions of deep 

democracy have left those at the bottom out of work, hungry, and living in 

crime-ridden unhealthy urban slums in places that are always in a depression but 

cannot hope to see a global “new deal” to ameliorate the pain. It is no wonder in 

such circumstances that anger would set in and economic want supersede 

capitalist political theory. 

I approve of the ninth and tenth socialist commandments. Nation states of all 

political bents are constructs of the powerful, by the powerful, and for the 

powerful. In the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries they were major steps up the geopolitical 

evolutionary chart from kingdoms and empires, which inhumanely served faux 

royalty. But they are inadequate for humanitarian purposes as the primary means 

for human self-rule. Humanity is divided and conquered by nation states and by 

the only legal entities allowed to hold effective power beyond national 

boundaries—transnational corporations, including too big to fail global financial 

institutions, and various multi-national commissions and organizations 

controlled by the powerful. 
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Nation states give us nationalism so that the people of the world will be 

confused into believing that it is unpatriotic for them to unite. I disagree with 

those who tell me I should be “patriotic” to a single nation state in preference to 

the world as a whole. National chauvinism is not internationally humanitarian. I 

still rise, place hand over heart, and say the pledge, which was drafted by a 

socialist, but I leave off the Constantinian “under God” words added in 1954. I 

like the aspirational “one Nation … indivisible, with liberty and justice for all” 

parts. (If it was descriptive, perhaps it would say, “highly divided and alienated 

Nation … with invisible masses having little economic liberty or justice.”) 

Similarly, I rise to the Star-Spangled Banner at ball games and cannot help but 

love my country, even though it so disappoints me because it has so much 

unrealized potential for good.  

All the while I am thinking that my true love needs to be for the people of 

the U.S., not for this powerful figment of the nation state. I should love my 

“nation state” to the extent that it provides deep democracy to its own 

inhabitants and promotes deep democracy around the world. Nation states are in 

our heads and in some of our hearts, undeservedly so. They are “legal” creations 

of the powerful that are not “real” in any material sense. At the present time, 

with so many global challenges, they are inherently reactionary and allow us 

excuses for not doing better, to the great peril of those who are desperate. They 

create “corporations” intent on evading responsibility and maximizing profit, not 

one of which has ever died for anyone or anyone’s country. 

The real people acting as the nation state of the U.S. have on occasion 

managed to some marvelous things, such as defeating Hitler. Many of the real 

people have died correcting great wrongs of the nation state itself, as when 

inhabitants of the North and many escaped African-Americans fought and died 

in the Civil War which ended slavery. Later, many of the real people rose up and 

forced the racially-divided nation to imperfectly rid itself of other express forms 

of racial oppression. After that, many of the real people made the U.S. end the 

Vietnam War. Even today, although much of U.S. interventionism has been 

completely wrong, not all of it has been.  

Sometimes the U.S. “government” has acted with appropriate humanitarian 

intent, and I am not one who will deny this important truth. On the other hand, 

to whatever extent the U.S. can appropriately exert itself outside its boundaries 

using force it undercuts itself by much of its other conduct. In general, this 

nation state, putting aside its hypocritical relationships with dictators and killers 

to its liking and its ethos of hyper-militarism, has a malfunctioning political 

system designed to facilitate the status quo of a reckless boom-and-bust global 

economy carved on the backs of the expendable invisible people of the world by 

mercenaries working for the most powerful. Most of the world sees this except 

most of the inhabitants of the U.S.  

The global battle for the earth’s last resources will not be engaged in by 

nation states with clean hands, because none exist. All will have various levels 

of dirtiness. In the interest of humanity, international control of the earth’s future 

is needed. 

 

I am not at all inclined to rehash the Cold War or that horrible tragic subset I 

grew up with, the Vietnam War. However, I think that George Orwell would 

want me to say that on some level the U.S. was justified in standing up to Stalin 

and Mao, who were totalitarians. I listen to family members, neighbors, and 

fellow church members tell their stories of war or the military in general, which 

often form the center of their identity. I wonder how volitional they were for any 

wrongs that transpired through their conduct. I cannot change the world by 

fighting every battle or picking a fight with every person over every issue of the 

past. That is bad stewardship of my limited democratic socialist resources.  
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I also know that had it not been for the atheistic zealotry of Marx and the 

horrors of Stalin and Mao, it might have been a little more difficult to lead 

Christian fundamentalists around by their reactionary noses. Although I no 

longer attend a fundamentalist church, I sadden in my mainline denominational 

church when I see the flag or am forced to hear a patriotic song. I know that this 

is not intended as a provocative or controversial act by the people who follow 

this tradition. The decisions were made long ago at a high institutional level, 

sometimes in the midst of war when patriotism seemed like loyalty to one’s own 

family.  

But it is fair to say that the path-leading politically-savvy Christian leaders 

who always push the idea of wanting to put the church “back” in the state, 

including in the schools, long ago put the state in the church. I know. I was there 

for part of it.  

During the days of Richard Nixon and the Vietnam War a version of blind 

manipulated patriotism began its final takeover of the denomination I had been 

raised in. My own dear father, a Southern Baptist minister who meant well, had 

church members whose spouses and children were serving, being wounded and 

killed, and wounding and killing too, in that war. I love him very much. He is a 

wonderful kind-hearted person, and we long ago patched up our relationship. It 

is not to dishonor him that I raise hard issues, but because I want to show you, 

the reader, the stuff that socialists can be made of, against all odds. 

He, became a proponent of pro-Vietnam War cheerleading being not merely 

next to godliness but a necessary sign of conversion. Here he was writing in his 

own hand on a newspaper article at the time: 

 

 

      
 

 

He organized a major community effort to support the war and Nixon and his 

men as a counter-demonstration on Moratorium Day.  

 

 
 

You can’t be a Christian without being patriotic 

though you can be patriotic and not be a 

Christian. 

The “honorable conclusion 

to this war” was not to be 

and our “wonderful 
Nation” has continued to 

express its “appreciation to 

God” through blind 
patriotism and undeclared 

wars. 
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I am “the little boy about 11 years old who said after the program, ‘I hope those 

GIs in Vietnam hear about this and don’t think all of us here in America want to 

surrender to the Viet Cong.’” 

    
 

Ten days later, I turned eleven. I wish he had not gotten me involved in his 

politics and so brainwashed me. But as you will see in my meditation on family, 

religion, and alienation, his religious milieu virtually mandated him to be an 

authoritarian with his children and to blindly follow capitalist power. I doubt 

that a few lines with my words in a newspaper article led to any prolonging of 

that waste of humanity, but I still wish it had not happened so that I could be 

sure.  

The year before, my dad was rooting for Nixon as “the one.” So did I, 

presuming that so did God:  

 

 
 

The same time I was getting my 10-year-old southern confederate groove on for 

Nixon, I did not know that my leftist first cousin three times removed was 

conducting, on behalf of the New York Times Magazine, one of the most 

important interviews ever of Dr. Martin Luther King. 
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If you come from a birth family like mine, rooting for a political candidate 

was like rooting for a favorite baseball or football team. To feel like a loser was 

to be reminded of things you were trying to escape. I became consumed with 

being on the winning team, and I have to give my father credit, Nixon did win 

two presidential elections. (Had I been introduced to politics one election cycle 

earlier, I do not know how I would have handled Goldwater’s crushing loss.)  

My childhood innocent extreme patriotism was part of a subculture’s mental 

withdrawal from the real world into an alternative universe of unquestioning 

support to the U.S. divide-and-conquer corporatist agenda. It dovetailed 

completely with a heightened attention to “end times” and the demonization of 

all things international as being of the devil. A widely-distributed fundamentalist 

anti-Catholic Bible tract of the era was shown to me by a racist teenager at 

church. It directly made the connection between peace, world economic 

stability, and ending divisions in religions with “the Beast.”10  

 

 
 

     http://www.chick.com/reading/tracts/0007/0007_01.asp 

 

I could not help but be titillated by the discovery of such evil in our midst. 

Imagine, right there in my hands was proof of the cosmic implications of 

rejecting world cooperation.  

It never sat quite right, however, even with a childhood completely spent in a 

sheltered Southern Baptist life of family and church. It seemed interesting, 

especially to one who had never had much access to comic books up to that 

time. The pictures were vivid and entertaining, almost like Saturday morning 

cartoons. But the tract exuded such nuttiness, such paranoia about “the other,” 

and such pessimism about the world’s ability to solve problems, that it gradually 

had the opposite effect on me. In a gradual dialectical process, over the course of 

decades I became much more international in my outlook, empathetic with the 

plight of the world’s desperate, and rational in the face of such nationalism, 

                                                 
10 The tract is still in circulation by a group the Southern Poverty Law Center has listed as a hate 
group (http://www.splcenter.org/node/105/activegroups). 

http://www.chick.com/reading/tracts/0007/0007_01.asp
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hatred, and irrationality.11 I also over time became interested in liberation 

theology and in the Christian contemplative movement in which the Catholic 

monk Thomas Merton played a leading role.  

Why such paranoia about international cooperation? After all, the UN has 

been intentionally structured by nation states to be pathetically weak. With such 

religiously-induced blindness, it became difficult for generations of 

fundamentalists in the U.S. to perceive structural flaws in the fabric of society in 

the U.S.  

I think that, and selling tracts, was the point. I think those goals were much 

more important to the propagators of this mythology than realistic “support of 

Israel.” Israel has been convenient to the Christian right to demonstrate that it is 

not, at least in its own eyes, anti-Semitic, and to gut any serious attempt by the 

world to resolve the Palestinian issue, which the Christian right treasures for its 

Armageddon potential. Peace in the middle-east would be a terrible thing for 

Christian publishing and rightwing circuit-riders. So much for blessed are the 

peacemakers! 

For all its faults, the UN is humanity’s only clear focal point for collective 

expression of mutual needs. I would like to see the UN’s humanitarian 

capabilities become much stronger in a dialectic process to worldwide 

democratic socialism. (Oh, I am going to hell now!)  

The way the earth has been divided-and-conquered and then governed as 

befits the powerful is the gorilla in the UN Headquarters. The UN sometimes 

thinks structurally on second and third tier matters. It ignores fundamental 

analysis and advocacy of changes to the given system of global economics and 

politics. The powerful have it wired not to do so. The UN cannot go hard at the 

world system because it would be biting the hands of the major funders that feed 

it. It is a beggar organization just like the billions of citizens of the world 

neoliberalism does not benefit, with the exception that the officials who serve it, 

and the ambassadors who enter its building, receive regular paychecks, some of 

which are large enough to purchase fine meals in the capital of neoliberalism.  

The UN has rationally recognized that all of humanity has basic needs which 

must be met. It has summarized basic needs in its Millennium Development 

Goals, which even if met would leave a world full of desperate people. It 

regularly publishes wonderfully intelligent analyses of a narrow subset of the 

problems associated with meeting these inadequate MDGs that sometimes tie 

into the ups and downs of the global system. It is effectively is not allowed to 

look at the root causes of the disconnection between needs and resources.  

The UN simply has no way to assure mutual aid to meet mutual needs. 

Mutual aid without global deep democracy ultimately will be unable to confront 

the nation states, the transnational corporations, and their mercenaries who 

zealously guard the goods on behalf of the powerful. As with social welfare 

states on nation state levels possibly helping to pave the way for socialism, a 

robust UN that could do more than beg might be an important step to global 

deep democracy.  

Humanity has never been given the opportunity to determine the way 

our world should be structured and run. The powerful and their 

nationalistic enforcers are intent on keeping it that way. The powerful are 

driving the world over a cliff environmentally. The need for effective global 

democracy is not merely a matter of needing to better run the world as we know 

it in the interests of humanity, as opposed to in the interests of the powerful. The 

world as we know it is drastically and adversely changing because of 

                                                 
11 It was similar in effect, but more gradual, than when I nearly became sick as a young adult reading 

Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead, which exuded hatred toward not only socialism but even acts of 
personal or religious charity. 
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capitalism, both on the free market capitalism consumer-driven demand side 

and on the state capitalism production-driven supply side. While billions of 

humans hunger, thirst, and are more exposed to the elements as the earth heats 

up, the Arctic Circle is being divvied up by nation states and transnational 

corporations, just like humanity’s other lands, resources, fresh waters, and 

oceans have been, as well as the atmosphere (Klare, M.T., 2012. The Race for 

What’s Left: The Global Scramble for the World’s Last Resources. Metropolitan 

Books.).  

The Arctic Circle is all of humanity’s, present and future, not just those who 

live in adjacent countries. It is melting, to humanity’s great devastation, 

including the nations of the southern hemisphere. It is being invaded on a daily 

basis in a throwback to colonial times. Any economic “benefits” from the Arctic 

Circle are products of calamitous behaviour and environmentally risky pillaging. 

In the event humans go get any of these resources, this needs to be 

internationally managed with the utmost care, with any proceeds carefully 

stewarded for all of humanity in a sovereign trust fund for the world, particularly 

for those poor who are or will be suffering the most from the melting, not 

enjoyed by the fortunate few. In truth, however, the fact that humans would ever 

be tempted to mine the Artic regions for chemical resources is a red flag about 

the unsustainability of consumer-driven capitalism. 

 

I mentioned fundamentalist religion’s negative effect on world affairs. While 

this is true generally, it misses an even more pronounced history of religion 

being used as a cover for exploitation and oppression. One of the most 

disgusting ploys of the fortunate few, whether mere capitalist lords or faux 

royalty, is to wrap their penchant for redistribution of the earth’s wealth to 

themselves in divine appointment or providence, manifest destiny, and other 

expressions of religiosity. They may, when convenient, tolerate or even finance 

dangerous religious extremism, all the while shivering at the mention of Marx, 

and sabotaging or openly invading at the possibility that liberation theology 

might be applied in destitute Caribbean and Latin American countries.  

Their grotesque hypocrisy may make it unlikely that the great mass of the 

desperate would see the religiously-cloaked powerful as worthy of much more 

than contempt. According to the founder of my religious tradition, rich people 

should be loved nonetheless. Love is not the same as acceptance, however. They 

might not appreciate the same deal for entry into the good graces of humanity 

that Jesus is reported to have offered the rich young man for entry into the 

kingdom of heaven:  

 
The Rich Man 

 

As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and 
asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said 

to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. You know 
the commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; 

You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; 

Honor your father and mother.’” He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all 
these since my youth.” Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack 

one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money[a] to the poor, and you 

will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” When he heard this, he 
was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions. 

 

Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it will be for 
those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” And the disciples were 

perplexed at these words. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it 

is[b] to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the 
eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” 

They were greatly astounded and said to one another,[c] “Then who can be 

saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, but not 
for God; for God all things are possible.” 
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(Mark 10:17-27, NRSV; emphasis added.)12  

In any event, back on lean and mean planet earth humanity could never 

afford for the “basket of summer fruit” to be monopolized by the rich to feast on 

and dole out as convenient to their mercenaries, with the residue sold to the 

poor. Marx and shoeless prophets before him had eyes to see exploitation and 

oppression: the trampling on the needy, the bringing to ruin the poor of the land, 

the buying of the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, the selling 

of the sweepings of the wheat (Amos 8:4,6, NRSV). Someday persons may once 

again write new religiously-inspired songs of liberation, or, like Marx and 

Amos, predict bad times ahead for the greedy. 

 

 

    
 
    National Chartist Hymnbook, circa 1845 

  

Coming up with ways to ensure the basket of summer fruit is there to be 

harvested and fairly distributed will be challenging. But it undeniably is a moral 

imperative and part of the essential business of humankind, “right of conquest” 

and other self-serving doctrines of the powerful notwithstanding.  

Good stewardship requires that humans do the best they can, which means 

cooperation on a global level to solve or minimize the serious problems of 

humankind, present and future. Global democratic socialism—ideally direct but 

alternatively perhaps indirect based on socialized nation states mediating 

through a robust intergovernmental governmental organization such as a 

revitalized UN—that ensures basic needs are sustainably met for all, present and 

future, should be a major part of the economic and political vision we share for 

Cuba, to be sure, but also for the rest of the earth, our island home, as well.  

Through those lenses, Cuba’s paternalism appears to be far above average in 

terms of economic justice, and some aspects of its productivity, particularly with 

regard to sustainability, remarkable. Given what they have had to work with and 

all they had working against them, Cuba’s leaders have hunkered down and 

never given up Fidel’s dream of a unified island nation of, on some level, 

                                                 
12 Why limit redemption to formerly rich individuals? Corporations are people too, right? Obviously 

biblical literalism should not be the guidepost, but it is a tantalizing thought. Once in power, the 
people of the world could decide to offer repentant bourgeoisie who come forward voluntarily an 

amnesty program consistent with the terms offered by Zacchaeus: “Look, half of my possessions, 

Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times 
as much” (Luke 19:8.). 
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economically liberated people. Capitalists and imperialists my ancestors 

despised had their hands on Cuba, and these capitalists and imperialists, or their 

descendants, want it back so that the exploitation and oppression can resume. 

Who knows how well Cuba might have done without a half century of U.S.-led 

economic sabotage?  

But on another level, this misses a key point of socialism according to Marx. 

We now know that alienation can result from both private capitalism and 

centrally-controlled, so-called “real” socialism. From what I can tell, many 20
th

 

century Hispanics, including most of those in my own extended family, were 

concerned about not only economic conditions but also alienation. Focused on 

labor solidarity, they seem not to have viewed social justice purely in terms of 

material possessions, of which they often had very little. They also cared deeply 

about family, fellow workers, community, and self-expression, sometimes for 

existential or aesthetic reasons, but often in pursuit of practical visions that were 

larger than themselves.  

Aspects of their self-expression were deeply democratic and outward 

looking—one could say almost evangelistic. It should not be forgotten that what 

came to be expressly known as “liberation” theology arose from the mouths and 

pens of clerics in the Catholic Church in Latin America (citing Peruvian Father 

Gustavo Gutierrez’s Teología de la liberación, see Calvez, J-Y, S.J., 1991. Faith 

and Justice: The Social Dimension of Evangelization, 15. The Institute of Jesuit 

Sources). These priests were observing real life conditions of their parishioners 

under capitalist structures that caused desperation. They became agents of 

solidarity, just like the workers of West Tampa and Ybor City in their own 

ways. 

I take from these phenomena two things: 

(1) The desire for truly meaningful liberation for one’s brothers and sisters 

circles back to the pragmatic and material. As a priest may say: 

 
If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to 

them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply 
their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no 

works, is dead. 

  

James 2:15-17 (NRSV). 

(2) However, structural obstacles to group cohesion, truth, reconciliation, 

creativity, and free expression of noble human impulses can cause alienation 

and prevent solidarity from flourishing.  

The remaining living revolutionaries from the Granma no doubt understand 

these sensitive issues far better than I. They have been sincerely searching for 

what is best for a long time, but nothing has ever been easy, except to accept the 

U.S. offer of a resumption of neocolonial capitalism (Bengelsdorf, 1994). It is 

easy to take pot shots from afar, from the right but also from the left. As an 

outsider with imperfect access to information and one who has not lost hope in 

the possibilities for the future, I look ahead and have not in this pamphlet 

adopted a strident tone toward the Cuban leadership. Yet, my concerns are well-

stated by those of the opposition who want nothing but the best for the Cuban 

people and see authoritarianism as an obstacle not a tool. I hope that the 

leadership will allow democratic socialism to take root in Cuba, something that 

many Cuban leftists are pushing for (http://www.havanatimes.org/?p=97032). I 

do not believe that democratic socialism would bring utopia, but rather that it 

would be the best approach among imperfect ones down here on earth. 

Beyond Cuba, I am concerned that Cuba’s example of authoritarianism is 

being emulated, albeit generally on a lesser scale, by some, but not all, of the 

leaders of the left in Latin America. Cuba could once again be the leader of a 

great positive revolution, this time around the world, if it could figure out 

how to move to democratic socialism, even in the harsh blockaded world 

http://www.havanatimes.org/?p=97032
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the U.S. has created for it. Cuba may still voluntarily make serious democratic 

political changes, without losing economic and environmental justice, in which 

case it should be easy for most Cuban-Americans to proudly say once again, 

“¡Viva la revolucion!” I feel sure that is what proud tío Pancho would say.  

 

For several years at the beginning of the 20
th

 century, my great-great-uncle 

Francisco, mayor of West Tampa and a popular cigar factory lector, was the 

emblem of Cuban-Americans in West Tampa and Ybor City. 

 

   
 

His example of independent thought and action eventually led, after his death, to 

the annexation of the city he had governed by Tampa so that future elections of 

“people like him” would be difficult. Because of the extension of the aptly-

named Columbus Drive to the causeway, I cannot go pay my respects to him 

and others of my ancestors at the Jose Martí Cemetery where they were buried. 

But I know, and I want you to know that I know, that, as Marx accurately 

described, the exploitation and repression of these workers, my people, 

produced a great deal of Florida’s manufacturing profits for decades.  

For a few days near the beginning of his tenure as mayor of West Tampa, 

through his courage in an incident that bears his last name, Francisco, known as 

Pancho to his family and friends, might have been the center of the world 

socialist movement had the internet existed at the time. His specific crime was 

that, as lector at one of the large cigar factories in West Tampa, he read to the 

workers, most of them illiterate, from the works of Marxist and other anti-

capitalist writers, and was therefore a “labor agitator” and “dangerous 

character.” In retribution, during a period in the U.S. that made the McCarthy 

repression seem extremely mild by comparison, he was kidnapped as he left 

City Hall, brutally beaten, and expelled from the U.S. by anti-labor KKK thugs 

from Tampa at the point of a gun. Yet he got off the ship in Key West and 

returned back home, where he was greeted by thousands of cheering striking 

Hispanics, effectively thumbing his brown nose at the anti-union establishment.  

I often have thought about this incident. He would not be forced to keep 

socialist information away from those who wanted to hear about it. He would 

not be forced back to Cuba, away from his family, his friends, the city that had 

elected him as mayor, and his adopted homeland, despite physical cruelty and an 

ongoing assassination threat.13 He, a proud brown immigrant, overcame for a 

short time the powerful of Tampa.  

Certainly, in the history of labor unions and socialism, others have made far 

greater sacrifices. This was the highpoint for my family of which I am aware. 

When my generation goes, so too will the direct memory of those who were 

alive during Pancho’s mayoralty of a southern manufacturing city that is no 

more. There were to be many more bloody strikes to come for another 

generation of my family after tío Pancho’s death, but my family largely passed 

                                                 
13 Perhaps he also was refusing to be humiliated—although life has a way of doing that to us 
anyway, no matter what our glory days imply, as Pancho was to experience. 
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into the anonymous future like the characters at the end of Turgenev’s Virgin 

Soil: 

 
“You don’t happen to have any letter of Nejdanov’s … or his photograph?” 

“I have a photograph and quite a good one too. I believe it’s in the table 

drawer. I’ll get it in a minute.” 
He began rummaging about in the drawer, while Snandulia went up to 

Mashurina and with a long, intent look full of sympathy, clasped her hand like 

a comrade. 
“Here it is!” Paklin exclaimed and handed her the photograph. 

Mashurina thrust it into her pocket quickly, scarcely glancing at it, and 

without a word of thanks, flushing bright red, she put on her hat and made for 
the door. 

“Are you going?” Paklin asked. “Where do you live? You might tell me that 

at any rate.” 
“Wherever I happen to be.” 

“I understand. You don’t want me to know. Tell me at least, are you still 

working under Vassily Nikolaevitch?” 
“What does it matter to you? “Or someone else, perhaps Sidor Sidoritch?” 

Mashurina did not reply. 

“Or is your director some anonymous person?” Mashurina had already 
stepped across the threshold. “Perhaps it is someone anonymous!” 

She slammed the door. 

Paklin stood for a long time motionless before this closed door. 
“Anonymous Russia!” he said at last. 

 

(Turgenev, I.S., 1877. Virgin Soil.)  

In 1906, almost three years before tío Pancho died, mi abuela Laura, whom I 

called Granma growing up, was born into this radically socialized culture. With 

her uncle’s tragic death, hard times got even harder for my West Tampa and 

Ybor City ancestors. 89 years later, she died a proud worker in her heart, 

although she left the Tampa area for good after leaving with mi abuelo during 

the Depression. 

Only recently did I learn that when Studs Terkel wrote Hard Times, the 

gifted writer José Yglesias, born in 1919, the son of one of mi abuela’s first 

cousins, became involved in the project. He gave an interview in the book on the 

militant Cuban-American people of our family and others like it before and 

during the Depression. Their echoes are in some of his fictional works.  

This caused me to dig deeper into Yglesias’ writings. What I found was a 

treasure trove of non-fiction and personal perspective that benefits me greatly.  

In the late 1960’s Yglesias visited Cuba and wrote an important non-fiction 

book about peasant life under Castro, In the Fist of the Revolution: Life in a 

Cuban Country Town (1968. Pantheon). Two years later, his book Down There 

(1970. The World Publishing Co.) summarized his reporting on an extensive trip 

analyzing the left in Cuba, Brazil, Peru, Chile. He continued to reflect back on 

our family background as having continuing relevance to his reporting:  

 
I think of them as my brothers—no other word will do—as people I knew 

quite well in that Latin colony where I grew up in Florida. I say this not only 
to put my cards on the table but also to help explain, in this personal way, the 

mentality of present-day Latin Americans. 

   When I was young, there were forty thousand Latins living Tampa … most 
working in the cigar industry. They were highly organized in everything they 

did, in their own trade unions, mutual aid societies, cultural centers, 

cooperative grocery stores, and they spoke one language, Spanish; but they 
lived, as a community, within the structure of American society and had no 

political or economic power. … [T]he simultaneous drives by the larger 

American society of assimilation and rejection—ideally, we were all 
Americans; in practice, “Cuban n[_____]s”—created a psychology among us 

… that I recognize in Latin America, the psychology of the colonized. 

   This is the psychology of people who have been wounded in their very 
souls. … 

[T]hey might have felt less animosity toward American mores—been less 

scornful of “those barbarians with hair on their teeth”—if the immediate 
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American environment had been appreciative of some of the extraordinary 

achievements of the Latin community. The two hospitals built by the 
cigarmakers’ mutual aid societies were, when I was a boy, the two best in 

Tampa. The societies had also built four fine social centers; they contained 

theatres, ball rooms, cafes, gymnasiums, and small libraries, and they 
encouraged amateur theatricals which were well attended. First-rate theatrical 

companies from Spain and Mexico and Cuba came to Ybor City, and many 

great concert performers. In the factories, the hiring of readers was an 
innovation of Tampa cigarmakers that spread to other parts of the world, a 

technique in adult liberal arts education on the job yet to be bettered; the 

workers set up their own committees in each factory and paid with weekly 
contributions for the reader they selected in auditions followed by voting; for 

four hours each day they listened to newspapers and magazines being read to 

them and to a novel that they themselves chose, again by vote.  
 

(Id. at 5-7.) (epithet deleted). This showed that Cuban-Americans in 

Hillsborough County, Florida were at the forefront of advanced anarcho-

socialistic efforts at societal betterment. 

Despite this fact, the brutality of the “barbarians” reigned supreme: 

 
The American Medical Association fought the societies’ medical plan by not 

allowing its members to serve on the societies’ staff of doctors or to practice 
in their hospitals. The cigar manufacturers arbitrarily ended the institution of 

readers during the Depression, and the American community supported the 

manufacturers, as always, when the cigarmakers went on strike to regain their 
readers. The cigarmakers were class-conscious trade unionists, as were many 

American workers, and that they were met with coercion and violence, as 

were other American workers, had nothing to do with the national culture of 
the cigarmakers. Their unionism, too, was rejected as a foreign ideology that 

should have been left on other shores. Is it any wonder that to those oldtimers 

in Ybor City the mentality of the Ku Klux Klan—the KKK that at rifle point 
broke up their meetings at the Labor Temple, built also with the workers’ 

contributions—represents America? 

 

(Id. at 7). Not only the KKK, but all of bourgeois society, including the doctors, 

simply would not let Cuban-American labor’s magnificent resourcefulness 

transfer from the realm of volunteerism to the powerful components of the 

economic sphere. That would mean a challenge to the status quo of an important 

professional class and, more broadly, to the vested capitalist interests that used 

exploitation of labor to power much of the Florida economy. The doctors 

wanted their patients subservient as consumers of medical care to the doctor’s 

interests. Even more so, the manufacturers would stop at nothing to oppose the 

assertion of labor power. 

Yglesias also made stark observations about U.S. involvement in Latin 

America. Capitalist oppression turned outward from the U.S. and not simply 

upon the U.S. working class: 
 

Most Americans believe that the economic activities of the American 

corporations in Latin America—or in any part of the world, for that matter—
are job-creating, modernizing endeavors of an almost altruistic nature; that the 

politics of our international diplomacy means to create, through organizations 

such as the O.A.S., an independent collective voice for Latin America in 
world councils; that even our occasional military interventions down there, 

with their selfless expenditure of American lives, are in the interest of stability 

and democracy for Latin Americans. Most Latin Americans know this to be 
untrue. Raw materials and profits are the magnet that draws American 

companies; diplomacy, the means whereby these activities are legitimized; 

military intervention, the trump card of our diplomacy. Some know this in just 
such politico-economic abstract terms, others in the unending poverty of their 

lives; all, hurt in their national honor, blame us. 

 

(Id. at 6.) According to Yglesias, most Latin Americans, and particularly the 

poor, would not buy the U.S. propaganda that so easily captured the minds of 

most U.S. inhabitants:   
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When I saw the huge areas where the poor have squatted in Brazil, Chile, and 

Peru—the favelas in Rio, the poblaciones in Santiago, the slums of Lima that 
the authorities call pueblos jovenes (young towns)—I knew that any of the 

people living there would joyfully exchange places with the poorest of the 

poor in Cuba. 
 

(Id. at 30.) 

These contributions of Yglesias to my ability to understand my family’s past, 

the way it meshed with broader U.S. society, and possibly the future of Latin 

America are tremendously appreciated by me. Other than that, our extended 

Cuban-American family’s labor radicalism and Cuban revolutionary 

connections are mostly a far distant memory, a fond one in my case. Some of the 

newer generation switched sides. I learned of this when mi abuela would argue 

vociferously with my anti-union Republican father that the Democrats going 

back to FDR were for “the working people.” I was certain, because my father 

taught me to be certain, that Granma was outdated and wrong in her views. She 

was simply unable to understand the marvels of free market capitalism the way 

we did, except during subsequent periods of my father’s unemployment, which 

tested our resolve, but which thankfully ended before our family became 

homeless. 

 

Despite my own highly conservative upbringing, through research of my family 

history and other sources of information, I now know something about the 

exploitation and hateful repression of labor in an advanced capitalist country and 

the limits of political democracy, important subjects to Marx. Perhaps on par 

with the average cigar worker who listened to Pancho every day for hours while 

he or she rolled cigars, I know generally about some of the ideas of Marx and 

other leftist intellectuals, some of whom did not see justice as ever coming to the 

worker through political democracy.  

From what I can understand, Marx perhaps would have classified the pre-

Depression era rank-and-file cigar workers as less than fully-industrialized. 

They were following customary production processes like hand-rolling cigars 

which had been passed down for generations within families, making them 

technically “artisans.” Therefore, I am not sure if they ever thought themselves 

to be “scientifically” destined to revolution much less victory. Revolution 

certainly never came, thanks to FDR’s New Deal, and labor victories were rare 

to non-existent.  

Some on my Scotch-Irish-American side, including my mother, her sister, 

and her divorced mother, first left the southwest Georgia farm during the same 

time frame. For many poor whites, as with the poor of all races and ethnicities, 

the roaring twenties never came, the Depression descended, the young men went 

off to war, the heralded post-war economic boom never came, and segregated 

urban slums and trailer parks awaited them.  

In addition to material uncertainty, a deep reservoir of post-traumatic stress, 

reinforced by additional stressful events and chronic alienation, may follow 

migrating poor human beings in their life journeys, and it can carry its havoc 

through generations. People like Nixon and Rove treat this PTSD like race, as 

just another tool in the tool box of divide-and-conquer. Self-medication may 

tempt even the strongest migrating workers, and intense bitterness, negativity, 

and resentment is easily tapped by reactionaries. In this case, a turn to sincere 

religious fundamentalism may seem the most supportive scenario. People like 

Nixon and Rove know this too, as do clerics and promoters of hatred all around 

the world.    

My grandmother Ruth, the fifth of eight children, was raised by teenage 

siblings when both of their parents died in 1928 within a week or so of each 

other. The small homestead and large number of mouths to feed were not 

capable of bringing in much revenue legally, so they engaged in moonshining. 
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The oldest child, one of two sons, was a boy himself when he effectively 

became the father for seven younger siblings. He was good and hardworking, 

but he took to drinking. Prior to the New Deal, their only source of stability 

other than the homestead and the meager profits from moonshining was the tiny 

Southern Baptist church up the dirt road and across the highway where their 

parents were buried.  

The youngest child, my only surviving great aunt, has told me stories of the 

Depression, and growing up destitute in the south, including being laughed at on 

her first day of school for being dirty because she had no parent to take care of 

her. As a teenager I stayed with her a few times growing up, including during mi 

abuelo’s Manuel’s funeral.  

One time in the early 1970’s she gave me a present of a brand new 

nonfiction book. No one had ever given me a nonfiction book that was not 

religious before. I read it with great interest during my stay with her, and it left 

an impression on me that has remained all these years. I still have the book. Its 

preface begins as follows: 

 
FOLLOWING the death of my mother in 1970, I discovered a great number 

of old letters, newspaper clippings, obituaries and photographs among her 
personal effects. These unleashed such a flood of memories that I determined 

to put some of my recollections in writing. 

   As the project grew, I decided to limit it to the years 1930-38, when I was in 
grade school in Marion, Illinois, a town with a population of nine thousand, 

located about 120 miles southeast of St. Louis and 90 miles southwest of 

Evansville, Indiana. Since these were also the years of the Great Depression, I 
remember my childhood against that backdrop. 

   I wanted to write, not from the perspective of a forty-six-year-old adult, but 

as a grade-school boy; so I have tried to record events as they impressed me at 
the time. It may seem that too much space is given to food, clothing, housing, 

jobs and money. But these were important in the thirties, and I cannot erase 

the role they played in my thinking. 

 

(Hastings, R.J., 1972. A Nickel’s Worth of Skim Milk: A Boy’s View of the Great 

Depression.). This unintentionally Marxist analysis of the role of the material in 

the lives of the desperate was profound to me.  

In my extended family, Ruth growing up had taken care of her three younger 

sisters the best she could, but it was not good to grow up orphaned in the 

Depression, no two ways about it. A few years later, as a young woman, when 

abandoned by her first husband, Ruth was left with a small child of her own and 

one on the way, my mother. She went to stay with kind relatives who had found 

work in the Michigan automobile industry, so my mother was born up north.  

 

 
 

After having my mother, Ruth with her two children made it back to the 

Deep South where she found work for a time during the war in a crime-ridden 

working class area near a major army base. She did not have access to reliable 

child care, but she did the best she could. When she went off to work, my 
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mother, who was not old enough for school, was left all day in a small apartment 

with a young man who sexually-abused her. When Ruth discovered the abuse of 

her baby, she immediately left and took the kids back to the farm. There my 

mother was safe, except for the accidental, such as when her young girl’s 

housecoat caught on fire, and she had to roll around in the red Georgia clay in 

the middle of the night to put it out.  

Her uncle, the patriarch by default, in frustration would occasionally go beat 

up my mother’s deadbeat father, who still lived nearby until he went off to the 

war, for not providing money to support his own kids. Ruth thought herself 

fortunate to fall in with Jim, a handsome widower from nearby Abbeville with 

two grown-up kids of his own. Jim was a good man but an alcoholic. They 

would go around to juke joints and leave my mother and her sister in the car to 

fend for themselves.  

Ruth and Jim married. A few years after World War II, Ruth, Jim, my 

mother, in the sixth grade, and her teenage sister made the move to Miami that 

led to my birth. The move was necessary because my aunt had married a crazy, 

mean, gun-wielding alcoholic (yes, another alcoholic) who was threatening to 

kill them all. Arriving in Miami, Jim got a job as an auto mechanic, and they 

stayed put. I am not sure if Jim counted as a “worker” in Marx’s classification, 

but he worked hard all his life even though his drinking used up most of the 

money.  

In south Florida, Ruth bore Jim four additional kids, making it six kids in the 

home. They were in no shape to properly care for any of them. Ruth had of 

course never known any stability growing up, having been raised by child 

siblings on the homestead when both of her parents died within days of each 

other. Sadly, she also had grown up with severe depression and other untreated 

mental illness. Somewhere along the way she’d had her palm read, and decades 

later she would have recurrent delusions that the palm reader was still sending 

her messages. She would write the messages down on paper, and as a boy when 

she was staying with us once, I saw some of these notes, which I found to be sad 

rather than creepy.  

Her condition continued to deteriorate in south Florida, and after my mother 

married my father, Ruth eventually had to go to a state mental hospital. This led 

to her getting some treatment for her mental illnesses for the first time in her 

life. She regained a lot of her mind with proper medication, and I would see her 

smile a little for the first time I could remember. But by then she’d gotten 

horrible rheumatoid arthritis. That and a weak heart from smoking killed her in 

her mid-fifties.  

The four beautiful half-siblings of my mother grew up in a very “rough” 

portion of greater Miami called Opalocka. Here is what it is like there today a 

generation later: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QmafEnJTtTk. I keep 

waiting for the miracle of capitalism to rescue ghettoes like this in the U.S. I 

assume Marx would say that my mother’s half-sister and three half-brothers 

were of the scurrilous lumpenproletariat, unreliable in revolution and potentially 

prone to reactionary manipulation. (I talk about them more in the meditation on 

family, religion, and alienation.) 

Despite the abuse she had suffered as a child, the chaos of her family, and 

the difficult places she had to live, my mother somehow managed to be an 

outstanding student, went to “Girl’s State” in Tallahassee in high school, and 

was senior class treasurer. She was a great young lady. But it was not enough. 

Life can attack and destroy the physical or mental state of even those who do 

everything right to pull themselves up by their bootstraps, bringing out their 

worst. I love my mother. This is her in the tenth grade with so much hope. A few 

years later, she had me.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QmafEnJTtTk
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I never want to forget that those with pale skin, dark skin, or in between skin 

may be hurting. They may not have good ways of dealing with their very real 

problems. They may break down under the uncertainty and alienation of their 

own lives and the unbearable sadness of seeing their loved ones fall apart. They 

have eyes to see unpleasant things like half-siblings growing up in chaos, 

invisible to capitalist society when not valuable as workers, useful only as drug 

customers, playthings for exploiters on holiday, or disenfranchised numbers for 

the prison industry.  

Whatever box any of us would fit into under Marx’s writings is not that 

important to me. We have a world of variously scarred, ill-fitting, and desperate 

people in need of reconciliation and material security. They are my brothers and 

sisters, and I will not forget them, even in their most sick states of being. What 

the hell is going on with this world? 

 

Please do not read this pamphlet and expect criticism, promotion, or scholarly 

discussion of Marx or Marxism. This pamphlet has other purposes and takes 

another approach altogether.  

Truly democratic socialism must not have academic barriers to entry. 

Equally important, it must not be fixated on the teachings of any one person or 

group of persons, living or dead. We each get inspiration from different places 

but can unite in support of democratic socialism. We are at a far different place 

than when tío Pancho was almost killed for reading about Marx. Although 

beatings, killings, and other forms of harassment of socialists and others who 

stand up for social justice still frequently occur, a century of uncertainty and 

occurrences has transpired. 

As socialists, we must make sure that: 

(1) we have the “open” sign on all around the world, including in places 

where only one or two socialists may be present. We must take all humans all 

around the world where we find them. Socialism has always been focused on the 

international brother and sisterhood of humankind. Our true heritage is one of 

values, especially the value called love. (Please read over again the Socialist 

Commandments.) Great varieties of human experiences exist, and people may 

come to socialism with complex and difficult histories. People’s stories, 

including their inner journeys, are important to them, and, subject to item (2) 

below, they need to be able to be true to themselves—if they can find out what 

that means. No one thing, including socialism, may satisfy every human issue of 

alienation. Each human must be free to grapple with the meaning of her or his 

own existence. 

(2) we are efficiently and pragmatically focused on identifying and doing 

what needs to be done to better manage planet Earth. We need to do the work of 

maximizing cooperation, mutual aid, and collective self-help among those in 

solidarity with humanity. We also need to do the work of building an 
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economically and politically democratic global framework for sustainably 

meeting basic human needs.  

Arguments among the left are wasteful if the end result is inaction on 

building a better planet Earth. Doing the work of a socialist must be personally 

authentic and efficient with scarce time and resources. Humanity must run its 

world with careful stewardship. We cannot be looking over our shoulder asking, 

“What Would Marx Do?” or, “Is what I am writing doctrinaire enough?” We 

may simply be too busy trying to build a better world for detailed study of Marx, 

as much as his words may have meant to some of our ancestors and may still 

mean for many of us.  

It is not a cause for celebration when people, many of them religious, are 

drawn to socialism but assume that this means they must be focused on the study 

of Marx’s teachings and possibly even become an atheist or reject religious 

teachings that may form a positive part of their core. The central figure of my 

religion is reported to have given teachings that can be interpreted as 

communistic or utopian socialistic yet were expressed in relatively simple ways. 

These teachings not only may help one to live a personally authentic life but also 

may have led one to become a socialist in the first place. Expecting all socialists 

to profess to be Marxists or expecting them to become experts in Marxism 

(which are not the same things) are both wrong and inefficient.  

The simplicity of a belief or message can be a source of strength. Subtle 

variations of the heart or mind need not be erased or prescribed. Often Jesus is 

said to have used illustrations or parables that lay people could understand or at 

least take into their minds for pondering later while working. Socialists may 

need to do more of this. Influential Latin American anti-colonial and socialist 

communicators have worked hard to be convincing to lay people using common 

language, not primarily to win scholarly debates. They have not always 

succeeded, but it is not without passionate effort, as shown by Fidel Castro’s 

famous lengthy speeches.  

I probably have learned more socialism from the communist Pablo Neruda’s 

poetry than I ever could from anywhere else, with the possible exception of the 

Sermon on the Mount. Bilingual editions of his poetry have been wonderful in 

dealing with my own alienation as a leftist half-Hispanic (not to mention helping 

me improve my poor Spanish). Long after his death, his words written in 

solitude become mine. He speaks to my heart and to my mind about everyday 

life and the world around me. To me, the implication in every line is socialistic: 

that our lives and the world were not intended to be alienated the way the 

societies imposed by colonialists and then capitalists have dictated.
14

 

I cannot say that all people of the left will interpret Neruda my way or will 

learn much of their socialist values from poets and other fearlessly creative 

people (or from other “non-experts” such as the shoeless founder of a world 

religion). I know what works for me.  

 

Like Neruda, mi abuela wrote poetry, among other things. She did not, and we 

should not, make communication any more difficult than it already is.  

Granma temporarily freed her confused and nervous bi-ethnic grandchildren 

from alienation with, among other things, bowls of ice cream, late night movies, 

and scary games of hide-and-seek within the spooky walks in her tiny Hialeah 

home. After Granpa died her late night writing intensified; so did her Bible 

                                                 
14 Neruda died shortly after having to see his friend, the democratically-elected socialist Salvador 

Allende, killed in a brutal U.S.-sanctioned coup, as seventeen years of rightwing torture, repression, 
and darkness descended on Chile. This was not a fitting end to either of the lives of these two great 

humans. It should be a deep embarrassment to the nation-state that caused it, if it ever becomes 

capable of promoting global truth and reconciliation. In Cuba and elsewhere, U.S. treatment of 
democratically-elected socialists is duly noted and referenced to justify authoritarianism. 
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reading, but this in no way turned her into a reactionary. Piles of completed 

spiral notebooks of hers remain to be translated from her nearly illegible 

Spanish scrawl.  

Her last poetry reading was to a roomful of old people at a senior citizens’ 

home. The home was located at a latitude that did not suit her because she liked 

fresh air and wanted to have the windows open, even in winter. She disliked the 

home right up until the moment I came to retrieve her after they threw her out 

for refusing to get a physical, at which point she realized she wanted to stay, but 

it was too late. She never like doctors, and my uncles had to get her blood 

pressure medicine using sources I would rather not know about. After she got 

thrown out of the home, I brought her to live with me during her final months. 

How I wish I had her with me again.  

When I would go to work, she would try to cook just like in the old days, and 

frying pans would nearly catch fire. One day she left her apartment below mine 

while I was at work, walked down to a busy nearby street, and pulled over a 

young couple. She asked them to bring her to Miami, telling them that she had 

money to pay them. Granpa had been buried in Miami a quarter century before 

she died. She wanted to be near him and also loved the tropical breezes of 

Miami. She never got back to Miami until after she died. Her last request in the 

hospital bed was “mango.” Her last words were “vaya con Dios,” which she 

then translated into English for me to make sure I understood.   

Sadly, communications failures are most definitely an option in a world of 

information overflow, constant hurrying, and necessarily short attention spans. 

Even though Jesus was trying to effectively communicate to lay people, 

arguably he failed. His followers were often baffled. To this day his followers 

are endlessly disputing what he said and what he meant. Marx was doing his 

own writing, to some extent finished by Engels, so for the most part we do not 

have an analogue to the Christian problem of knowing How Came the Bible? 

(Goodspeed, E.J., 1940. Abingdon). But Marx often wrote using incredibly 

difficult concepts and language. Moreover, inherent tension and unexplained 

contradictions in his writings are not easily penetrated and set up major 

interpretive and functional dilemmas that have never been satisfactorily resolved 

(Bengelsdorf, 1994).  

To the extent Marx communicated about values, the earth, and alienation, 

this speaks to me at a profound level—but then again, so do a lot of others, both 

living and dead. To the extent he wrote in clear terms about history, slavery, and 

exploitation of people, and the people’s need to unite in freeing themselves, this 

has fired me up, as it has countless others. To me he was a great leader in this 

regard, akin to Spartacus, Martí, and the revolutionaries on the Granma although 

not directly fighting or being killed. But to the extent he wrote using highbrow 

language about economic theory and other complex subjects, he makes me feel 

like I am engaged in an academic pursuit I do not always have time for, 

particularly because I am not for hours a day focused on rolling cigars in the 

days before the radio.   

It is amazing when any one person, be it Marx, Martí, or Rosa Luxemburg, 

can wear many hats well, including that of existential counselor, leader of the 

oppressed, and scholar. But amazement at someone’s prowess, much less 

comprehension of their complicated writings, should not be an admission 

requirement or loyalty test. I do not make the works of Marx, much less the 

time-consuming act of digesting these works, the focus of my socialism. I have 

had to choose between waiting until I have an understanding of various complex 

writings of Marx and doing my best with the time and resources I have to do 

what I believe is right. On the other hand, I greatly appreciate that others do 

make Marx a focus of their energies, because that way I can go to them when I 

have time and need for interpretive guidance.   
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To some extent I feel that I may be writing about subjects he touched on 

only briefly, avoided, or botched. Just when I think Marx had nothing relevant 

or helpful to say about an issue, sometimes I learn that I am mistaken, so I keep 

an open mind. Nonetheless, I will not take on learning Marx with religious zeal. 

Lewis Cass Fry’s 1905 Catechism of Karl Marx’s “Capital” was a sincere 

effort to make Marx’s masterwork understandable to lay people. Others have 

made similar efforts to do the same thing. Who could fairly criticize the 

motivations behind an innovative work of scholarship about a masterwork where 

the acolyte ends his preface, “I dedicate it to my specie”? My religion calls that 

sacrificial love in action. Marx has inspired incredible commitment to 

humankind. I want to learn to love humankind like Fry loves humankind. I do 

not believe I have to master Marx to do that. I wish I had time to learn the 

catechism, but I do not. The Ten Socialist Commandments will do quite well for 

now. 

Socialism existed long before Marx. He brought socialist commitment to 

such an advanced level, in part through his conviction that he was writing 

“scientific” truths, that he was able to inspire not only the pivotal Paris 

Commune but also major 20
th
 century revolutions that affected and still affect 

the lives of billions of people. Because the USSR and other places so botched 

their efforts at “socialism,” his intellectual and human legacy is easily 

disparaged. This is not good, but it is the truth. 

Perhaps when my tío Pancho was being beaten or got off the ship in Key 

West he thought he was living what Marx wrote of and that he too was part of 

something bigger than just himself. That message of human solidarity to me is 

Marx’s most enduring message. However, my conviction in the early 21
st
 

century is that the day-in-day-out value of his intellectual prowess to many 

practical matters of post-revolution governance, as opposed to the inspiration of 

his values, is minimal. In addition, “Marx” tends to take the air of the room of 

socialist thought. Through its extreme complexity, tendency toward ambiguity 

and overlooked internal contradictions, and, most importantly for present 

purposes, its lack of clarity and detail as to what is to happen post-revolution, 

Marx cannot be our primary guide.  

We must be our primary guide. Marx will not save us. If capitalism is to be 

replaced, what specifically is it to be replaced with? In particular, what is to take 

the place of capitalism’s way of dealing with an array of practical issues every 

society must face (Wells, H. G., 1920)?  

The difficulties of figuring this out, under the greatly added enormous 

difficulties of an embargo and reactionary attacks and other constant harassment 

and, later, the loss of Soviet support, have plagued Cuba in the years beginning 

with my birth in 1959 (Bengelsdorf). Cuba, including its paternalistic and 

centralized authoritarianism, was and to some extent still is the most looked to 

template for third world socialism. It has demonstrated, both intentionally and 

unintentionally, that the challenges of the practical day-to-day realm present 

major issues of continuing relevance to those theoretically convinced of 

socialism’s potential to help the desperate. 

I admire and appreciate the successes of Cuba for the poor. I would much 

rather live in Cuba than in the chaos of the large geographically-similar “free” 

island to its immediate east. But I do not believe the authoritarian model, 

however well-intentioned, is a good model for the future of socialism or 

humankind.  

I once in a while like to play the challenging mental game of trying to 

answer the question, “If I were an unquestionably benign and just ruler in charge 

of an entire united world, with due allegiance of the entire global population but 

the same underlying material problems of scarcity, overpopulation, and 

environmental degradation, what would I do?” This brings up a host of 

complicated questions that I certainly cannot answer.  
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Nor can China, despite massive numbers of highly educated people, adjust 

itself to meet the serious challenges it faces. With its state-controlled capitalism, 

which it still calls scientific socialism, and its increasing global resource-

grabbing hegemony, China has admittedly proved some things that are not 

negative using an “economic growth” frame of reference. It has proved that a 

huge poor country with a centralized economy can rapidly industrialize 

(something Stalin had already proved), produce massive amounts of “quality” 

consumer goods for export (something Stalin did not prove), and go on a 

decades long internal building frenzy (something that Stalin, without export 

economy revenues, proved but to a lesser degree), while keeping its population 

under control (something that Stalin did not have to worry about). This is not a 

small feat, and on one level, that of high “productivity,” is impressive.  

However, putting aside internal Chinese issues—including the profit-

draining behavior of Chinese billionaires and millionaires and the building of 

high-rises that may promote the alienation of transplanted unemployed 

peasants—it is not globally sustainable. In addition to harming its own 

environment, it is contributing to the ruining of the world’s environment and an 

unsustainable culture of debt-driven consumerism and land grabbing. The 

adverse effects of Chinese “growth” go far beyond Global Warming and far 

beyond other forms of direct exploitation of nature. They also involve the 

feeding of the Walmart-industrial complex and the increasing adoption of the 

unhealthy “Western diet,” which is crowding out basic food production needed 

by the world’s desperate both inside and outside of China. Eventually China’s 

mad rush will run out of steam, and we all will have to pick up the pieces of 

unsustainability in a severely diminished natural world.  

Socialists need to carefully scrutinize these capitalist problems masquerading 

as “socialist” problems. As Neil Young used to sing back when I was much 

younger, “In the field of opportunity it’s plowin’ time again.” Many fair and 

difficult questions exist. Global capitalism, both market and state, is a disaster to 

the earth’s desperate and to the environment. It presents no means to deal with 

the alienation and material deprivation of large masses of humans and no fair 

and sustainable way to manage the earth’s scarce resources in the interests of 

meeting the basic human needs of all people. Profits alone cannot build decent 

and sustainable societies. From the U.S. to China and every other place, the 

people themselves through global deep democracy should honestly and humbly 

face the failures of capitalism, including the unfairness and unsustainability 

dictated by the world’s evolving array of “founding fathers,” and force change.  

But change to what? Should not the people of the world first and foremost 

make sure that the earth’s scarce resources are managed to ensure that they and 

future generations can meet basic human needs? I think so. But, if so, how? 

Because it has been forced to by circumstances, Cuba has shown that 

sustainability is possible. However, its own population is deeply discouraged 

and alienated—in part because of authoritarianism, in part because of blockade-

driven economic duress, and perhaps in part because of the same desire for 

consumption that affects many in the third world connected to the first world by 

the internet.  

Can the good parts of tiny role model Cuba be obtained without 

authoritarianism? That may be the most important question not only Cuba but 

also the world—without knowing it—faces. If Cuba can transition from 

authoritarianism to democracy without losing sustainability and economic 

justice, this truly would be a marvelous thing, a global sweet spot, especially 

considering the U.S. government has been attempting to induce Cuban failure 

for half a century. On the other hand, if Cuba fails, this may be detrimental to 

the cause of humanity far beyond Cuba’s lovely shores. 

Are deep constitutional changes needed globally to ensure that no matter 

what the whims of democracy, masses will not be left lacking the provision of 
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basic needs? Honestly and humbly, to what extent should we reform versus 

replace the countless various components of capitalism if we could, and what 

exactly should be the form and structure of the socialist replacement 

components? You know, meat and potatoes, real world issues—what about 

them? The role of centralization versus the role of democracy was not a 

dilemma Marx sorted out, although he steadily opposed bureaucracy and 

alienation (Bengelsdorf).  

“Opposing” bad things does not provide a roadmap to avoiding them. 

Abraham Lincoln’s hope was that government of, by, and for the people would 

not perish from “the earth,” not simply from the country of which he was 

president. This to me is a significant distinction, not that Lincoln words 

necessarily should be parsed any more than Marx’s. How would we the people 

of the earth govern the earth if we the people could? We have never been given 

the chance because matters have been dictated to us. But, why not start now to 

do the hard work of envisioning a better way?  

You and I each have limited time and resources. We must each necessarily 

be focused on the present and the future in relatively simple terms to the extent 

issues are not in one of the fields in which we have specialized knowledge. 

Where Marx, Lincoln, or anyone else has something to say about the present and 

the future on the key issues to the people on our earth, and we discover this fact 

and can understand what he or she is saying in the available time that we have, 

we should give this due regard.  

We should not, however, wait on our own personal perfection or academic 

prowess to develop while we hold our tongues from speaking out for desperate 

humanity. You and I should not seek approval but to honestly share with our 

fellow species-beings potentially relevant facts as we understand them and 

opinions as we develop them. Billions of people, including people struggling to 

live on small peasant farms haunted by Global Warming and inadequate rainfall, 

and chronically underemployed people crowded into slums and subsisting on 

inadequate diets, need socialists to get to work together to develop value-based 

but nonetheless specific plans. Some of these plans can be implemented through 

ongoing anarcho-socialism and others will have to be foundations for short, 

medium, and long-range political efforts.  

We cannot focus solely on opposing capitalism. We need to know what 

reasonably and specifically should happen when socialists come to political 

power, whether locally, regionally, or globally. We need to be focused on 

building grass roots initiatives, locally, regionally, and locally, both of a political 

and of an economic nature. Some of this will be with permanence in mind but 

other aspects will be for the interim between the mess of today and the advent of 

long-term global deep democracy. At the same time we are seeking the ability to 

govern and then replace the economic and political systems of the present mess, 

we have to survive and help others around the world who need to survive the 

mess.  

On some issues, especially related to systemic issues associated with the 

need to replace global capitalism with deep democracy, sometimes the only 

thing that might be done at a point in time will be to occupy and protest with all 

our might. But generally we also must take to the soil and to the factory floors 

and not just the streets and city squares. In mutual aid and “collective self-help,” 

often we may need to start manual work, such as digging, planting, and pulling 

weeds, and communications work, such sharing ideas not only about deep 

democracy but also about practical things, such as safe and inexpensive ways to 

treat water or grow food under far less than ideal conditions. We must 

responsibly use the sometimes meager resources we have for desperate people 

today and in the future on a highly practical level, not worry about winning 

internal academic debates.  
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For some of us, a major change may be needed away from focusing more on 

the negative and the theoretical, and, on a practical level, away from waiting for 

or initiating “revolution.” We may need to shift to focusing on what to do both 

before and after the people are able to successfully take control of their world by 

a process of continual deep democratic change.    

I will occasionally discuss Marx or other humanitarian geniuses, and I know 

that scholars of Marx and other humanitarian geniuses have much to offer. They 

are generally gracious species-beings from what I have learned. I am in 

solidarity with them in our mutual concern for all of humanity. So please do not 

expect me to disrespect my Marxist or other brothers and sisters. We do not 

have time to spend divided-and-conquered.  

Along the same lines, if you are mostly interested in rhetorical attacks on 

potential allies who do not see things your way, or rhetorical flourishes in favor 

of one precise political doctrine or another, please do not waste your time 

reading this pamphlet or anything else I write. For example, and I am just 

pulling this out of thin air, if you only will work with atheists, I am not going to 

meet that criterion. If you would never approve working with an elected official 

of any kind because of your conviction that government can never be brought 

kicking and screaming to the point of doing the right thing, I disagree. If you 

think the few socialists serving in the U.S. Congress are not worthy of working 

with, I disagree. If you think all social democrats or even a Lincoln or Obama 

can never do any good, I disagree. I may not be in agreement with them on 

many things, but that does not mean that we cannot make some forward progress 

working together to make a better world.  

A focus on purity often is backward looking. Humanity needs us working 

together as much as possible and facing the opposite direction. I will push hard 

on social democrats and, in the U.S., the centrist Democratic Party, to see things 

my way on issues of our disagreement. I suspect I am primarily going to spend 

my little time on this earth helping to build deep democracy at the grassroots 

level, to give my sisters and brothers as much mutual aid as possible, and to 

boldly but peacefully confront the powerful and their hardcore reactionary 

lackeys. The political system in the U.S., where I live, at the policy-level is 

largely undemocratic and sick to be sure, so let us change the system. I am one 

hundred percent supportive of making fundamental systemic changes to have 

meaningful economic as well as political democracy.       

I am most interested as a prioritizing species-being in humanity meeting 

basic human needs for all its members, including both material needs and, 

because humans do not live by bread alone, the need to avoid alienation. 

Whether you call it democratic socialism, deep democracy, or chopped liver, 

whether you go on reading this pamphlet or not, I hope we as species-beings can 

begin to figure out how all of humanity, present and future, can meets its basic 

needs.  

That is more important than going to Mars, winning football games, or 

developing the next brand of a gadget with a shelf life of months or more 

efficient ways to blow each other up. It is also more important than any labels, 

including “socialism.” You or someone you know may be having it rough. You 

may not want to focus on esoteric values or political doctrine, much less labels 

that might ostracize you in the job market. So if the word socialism is troubling 

to you, substitute another. The initial important thing is to educate ourselves as 

to the values most of us share, values that often are contradicted by the very 

structures that both market capitalism and state capitalism impose. 
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C. All the Lonely and Invisible People  

 

As much as we want to get it right and make perfect sense of the world, as much 

as we have been burned and do not wish to be burned again, we should not stay 

down in our private holes forever. We need solitude in this troubled world. But 

we also should not treat solitary places like reactionary “Fox” holes of guns and 

paranoia. We do not need to focus on our socialist tracts like the racist kid I 

knew focused on his delusional End-times Bible tracts. We need to look out at 

the world around us, see it for all its wounded beauty, and begin to reclaim it as 

species-beings. 

We should reject in our hearts the states of personal and global alienation the 

powerful are perfectly happy for us to remain in. When the time is ripe for you, 

hopefully sooner rather than later, you should loudly, anonymously, or 

discretely (strategy and of course tactics are up to you) rise up with your head 

held high in love for our brothers and sisters and the future, and begin to demand 

to be treated like you are jointly responsible as a species-being for running our 

world.  

In a seven-year process beginning in 1945 and ending at the dawn of the 

Cold War, Ralph Ellison grappled with how to best express his feelings of 

alienation in the U.S., alienation in part coming from his disappointing 

experiences as an African-American man within the largest U.S. communist 

party. He “took to the cellar”: 

 
[I] hibernated. I got away from it all. But that wasn’t enough. I couldn’t be 

still even in hibernation. Because, damn it, there’s the mind, the mind. It 
wouldn’t let me rest. Gin, jazz and dreams were not enough. Books were not 

enough. My belated appreciation of the crude joke that had kept me running, 

was not enough. And my mind revolved again and again back to my 
grandfather. And, despite the farce that ended my attempt to say “yes” to 

Brotherhood, I’m still plagued by his deathbed advice … Perhaps he hid his 

meaning deeper than I thought, perhaps his anger threw me off— I can’t 
decide. Could he have meant— hell, he must have meant the principle, that we 

were to affirm the principle on which the country was built and not the men, 

or at least not the men who did the violence. 

 

Ellison, R. Invisible Man (emphasis in original).  

He wound up writing a great and in many ways “revolutionary” novel of 

deep inward and outward searching, and hesitant partial rebirth. Socialists may 

need to go back and listen to his message. It expressed perfectly the unnamed 

narrator’s journey down into a well-lit hole of self-recognition and self-respect 

and back up again into the unrecognizing and disrespecting world, ultimately 

without any agenda.   

Unlike Ellison, I have an agenda. But because it is not strictly related to 

science or soils as such, I too have had to put on various hats, some of which fit 

better than others. Like Ellison with his extreme alienation, it has been difficult 

for me to find a mode to express my broad but connected agenda.  

I came up with this idea of a personal political pamphlet because it seemed 

the only way for me to voice my socialized thoughts on five important and I 

believe related topics—family, religion, and alienation; nutrient scarcity and 

soil. Others will have better approaches, and thank goodness for scholars and 

academic publications, but this is the only way that worked for me. 

Somewhat like Ellison’s narrator, in my own lesser ways, I too have felt 

alienated, but I am not per se trying to give voice to my journey or to my 

alienation in this pamphlet. While this approach may incidentally allow me to 

lessen my own alienation, and I would love for this pamphlet to have a small 

fraction of Ellison’s jazz-like resonance with a single human being, I came to 

this approach out of necessity.  
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I simply do not think that I could have written this pamphlet without it. 

One’s roots and journey potentially can give inspiration. Ellison found this to 

particularly be the case when exploitation and even the grossest of all forms of 

exploitation, slavery, are in these roots: 
 

[W]hat is commonly assumed to be past history is actually as much a part of 

the living present as William Faulkner insisted. Furtive, implacable and tricky, 
it inspirits both the observer and the scene observed, artifacts, manners and 

atmosphere and it speaks even when no one wills to listen.  

   And so, as I listen, things once obscure began falling into place. Odd things, 
unexpected things. … Details of old photographs and rhymes and riddles and 

children’s games, church services and college ceremonies, practical jokes and 

political activities observed during my prewar days in Harlem— all fell into 
place. … 

   At any rate, it now appeared that the voice of invisibility issued from deep 

within our complex American underground. 

 

(Ellison, R., 1981. Introduction to Invisible Man.)  

While I am consciously in service to a forward-looking cause as I understand 

it, I and this cause cannot ignore the complex past and should not want to do so. 

We should meticulously understand the past to the extent it affects today. We 

should reject the self-serving characterizations of the past: 

 
He who controls the past controls the future. He who controls the present 

controls the past.  
 

(Orwell, G, 1949. 1984. Harcourt Brace Jovanovich). The true past can inspirit 

individuals, our cause, and every artifact in the world, including such artifacts as 

U.S. political democracy-lite. The false past, like the present, is shaped exactly 

like the powerful want it to be. 

The invisibility to which I hope to give my tiny voice in this inspirited 

world, so rooted in the past, is of a parallel world full of billions of invisible but 

naturally deeply democratic people. Against their will, these people are deprived 

of the opportunity to exercise deep democracy to shape the world’s future. They 

are not merely a global “silent” majority but invisible to the powerful of the 

inspirited world, appearing only as numbers on paper who can either help or 

hinder the powerful.  

The powerful get to own and enjoy the pleasant places and tangible 

resources of the world. The powerful pay what are to them numbers on paper to 

another much larger group of people who appear to the powerful as holograms, 

useful for crunching the numbers, keeping track of the paper, and intimidating 

the invisible into remaining quiet. Only when the invisible recognize their 

invisibility and begin to make scary ghost noises, or start throwing things, are 

they noticed by the powerful in status reports from the holograms. This 

occasionally causes the powerful to allow the holograms to promote some of the 

invisible people to hologram status or to make tax-deductible charitable gifts.  

To be effective, my cause, as I understand it, must not forget the lessons of 

either Ellison or Marx without fixating on the negative to the extent that we 

stagnate. Devoted people, young and old, third world and first world and every 

place in between, are trying to do that—in essence, to blend the specific 

rejection of alienation and exploitation from all directions of Ellison, in his case 

particularly relating to his uniquely awful experiences as an African-American, 

with the generalized rejection of alienation and material exploitation of Marx, 

and try to create a new good thing.15 I believe the best way overall to accomplish 

                                                 
15 I recently commented on the blog of a scholar doing this type of joint analysis: 

http://theotherspiral.wordpress.com/2012/08/15/considering-ellisons-critique-of-marxism-in-
invisible-man/. 

http://theotherspiral.wordpress.com/2012/08/15/considering-ellisons-critique-of-marxism-in-invisible-man/
http://theotherspiral.wordpress.com/2012/08/15/considering-ellisons-critique-of-marxism-in-invisible-man/
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this blend is through vigorous, open, and deep democracy using the 

empowerment of truth and reconciliation. 

The socialist cause must be authentic to Ellison’s narrator, who is invisible 

but deeply damaged inside and knows it. He or she is unwilling to be treated as 

goods anymore by any cause, including the socialist cause. To varying degrees 

and in various sometimes incredibly awful ways, humans have been subjugated 

and alienated by systems that have risen up not by the acts of gods but by the 

acts of “men” (literally, for the most part, apologies to the queens and 

Thatchers), sometimes posing as “kings,” “emperors,” and other imperials, 

which is why it is called “imperialism.”  

Billions of humans unable to be, or laudably choosing not to be, “masters” 

have been denied true freedom, if possible cradle-to-grave, by the lords of 

feudalism, slavery and colonialism, and free market capitalism, and by 

authoritarians, large and small, including some who came to power in response 

to other “isms” and have effectively imposed state capitalism.  

Would it be wise to ignore the truthful observations of Marx because of the 

actions and words of totalitarians citing to Marx? Should socialists just ask for a 

mulligan? Should they seek to start over at the time of early 19
th

 century non-

scientific socialists before Marx when “democracy” was not firmly fixed in the 

U.S. public consciousness as antithetical to socialism? The temptation a 

generation after the fall of the Soviet Union is to say “yes.” Why bother with 

Marx? This is particularly so because the totalitarians sometimes did a 

marvelous Karl Rov-ean job of cherry-picking then inverting words of Marx to 

legitimate not only state capitalism but also mass murder and other mass 

injustice.  

I do not think this mulligan idea is a good idea for many reasons, not least 

the fact, speaking of Karl Rove, that it would not work. Talking heads and other 

reactionary hacks in the U.S. constantly spew out wrath at supposed Marxists in 

and around weak centrist U.S. presidencies periodically elected to clean up after 

the periods of heaviest looting and imperial acts by the powerful. Marx is their 

favorite straw man. Hence, Marx is with us whether we like him it or not.   

Fortunately, although Marx is not the centerpiece of my socialism, and his 

positive vision was highly undeveloped, he did speak many truths of the plight 

of the powerless as few before or since have done. Cornel West’s deep democrat 

(Democracy Matters, 2005. Penguin.) is virtually what Marx, in 1844, called the 

species-being who: 

 
raises himself above his own subjective individuality, … recognizes in 
himself the objective universal, and thereby transcends himself as a finite 

being … [I]ndividually the representative of mankind … he practically and 

theoretically makes the species – both his own and those of other things – his 
object, but also … looks upon himself as the present, living species, because 

he looks upon himself as a universal and therefore free being. 
 

This is not at all a perspective on humanity that would have repelled Ellison’s 

narrator—but it was a vision that was destroyed under “actually existing 

socialism.”  

Ellison came of age in the days of Stalin, who died the year after Invisible 

Man was published. He had no way to express, much less alleviate, his 

alienation within the system Stalin imposed upon the Soviet Union and much of 

world communism—at the point of assassins’ icepicks if necessary. Many 

democratic socialists, including the most well-known, George Orwell, who died 

two years before Invisible Man was published, strongly disagreed with all 

totalitarian regimes, including those imposed by self-described Marxists.  

There have been and are many good and well-intentioned Marxists, 

including probably among my own working class ancestors. Capitalist 

triumphalism and aspersions of evil to all of them, and flat rejection of all of 
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their ideas and values, helps to encourage “acceptance” of what Dorothy Day 

called our own “filthy, rotten system.” This acceptance is ingrained in every 

child raised in the U.S. I know it was ingrained in me, and only with great effort 

have I re-educated myself.  

Both to allow a caricature of Marx and to freeze socialism in time as a 

matter of convenience to capitalism would be foolish. We cannot escape the 

fact, however, that it will be a long hard slog ahead, one made much more 

politically difficult by the failures of “actually existing socialism,” which will be 

tied around our necks until we overcome the past and move forward into a 

deeply democrat future.  

 

Some final personal notes about the work of Ellison as it relates to this 

pamphlet: this discussion of Ellison is not about me considering myself to have 

suffered anything like Ellison and the African-Americans in his time and in the 

world around me today. Each person’s alienation is their own. It also is not 

about me trying to show aesthetic ties to one of the greats. While I would hope 

to receive some affirmation of my socialized beliefs, I am not trying to elicit 

affirmation of any aspect of my personhood through this pamphlet.  

I am certainly not trying to pay the bills. Ellison’s “highest hope for [his] 

novel was that it would sell enough copies to prevent [his] publishers from 

losing on their investment and [his] editor from having wasted his time.” 

Modern technology allows anyone—reactionary, well-meaning global citizen, 

starving artist, religious enthusiast, or nut—to be published but not read. This 

technology has provoked a financial disaster not just for media and publishing 

“empires,” but also for many great conventional authors and journalists. As a 

result, we sadly will have less Ralph Ellisons, Jose Yglesiass, and I. F. Stones in 

the future. Meanwhile, we will have many more unread pamphleteers, 

sometimes lacking time to adequately research what they may feel compelled to 

write.  

I have done my best, but I am sure that I have made mistakes in this 

pamphlet, whether of fact, editing, or opinion, which I will later come to regret. 

The “man” would like me to quit before I make these mistakes. But I will not 

“accept” the opportunity to remain scared or timid. Unless you are on the payroll 

of Homeland Security, reading this multi-layered socialist pamphlet is 

presumably a voluntary act. It may feel like peeling an onion, but hopefully you 

will not feel pressure to cry tears for the deceased or alienated members of the 

working class I discuss, including my ancestors. Your emotions are your own to 

command.  

Somewhat ironically, my approach to writing about four overlapping 

subjects important to socialism is inspired by a process I despised as a youth 

growing up in a fundamentalist religious denomination in the southeastern 

U.S.—giving one’s “personal testimony.” This was not at all a pleasant task 

when performed under pressure from one’s peers or church leadership. They 

were expecting the enthusiastic mouthing, ideally with tears, of phobias, a 

supposedly simple but actually cryptic salvific formula of “four spiritual laws,” 

and the joys of post-conversion life. Sometimes I felt that this “testifying” was 

sincere for others. But, for me, it always was a species-being-denying farce, 

some of what was bad about religion in the minds of a socialist atheist like 

Marx. Ever since then, I have not liked to crow on command, and I hope I do not 

expect that from anyone in any forum.  

I also have learned to minimize my own efforts to maintain spirited 

“enthusiasm” for ideas of all kinds. Ideas must rise or fall on their own veracity, 

if any, and under close scrutiny of one’s friends and enemies, not to mention the 

dispiriting effects of propaganda. I am a person seeking to be poor in spirit. I 

have been drawn to solitude, where silence can hope to induce at least a truthful 

void. Any personal testimony should be sincere and well-grounded or at least 
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not willfully foolish, whether relating to politics, religion, or any other system of 

organization or thought.  

On the subjects in this pamphlet, I am able to be sincere but at the 

unfortunate risk of being offensive, and for the latter I apologize. I wish I could 

give you a brilliant but dry treatise that says what I want to say, but I cannot. 

You will have to decide if my personal testimony is reasonably well-grounded 

and was worth the read.  

In an age of ignorance in the U.S. about democratic socialism, and dramatic 

flux among nation states about the meaning of socialism, I feel that for me, and 

perhaps others as well, a personal perspective might also be beneficial. Such a 

perspective possibly can give interesting real world foundational information 

relating to democratic socialism as I understand it. It also may encourage others 

to begin communicating human dimensions of democratic socialism, which, for 

me at least, are from the heart as well as from the mind.  

 

[July 16, 2013, first world cardinal moment:]  

 

I just woke up chilly and thirsty to the sound of rainfall pouring off the expensive 

rented roof of a beach house in the southeastern U.S. where the central air-

conditioning is keeping the house chilly in the middle of a long hot summer night 

through the limitless release of GHG emissions. I dare not venture upstairs to 

the thermostat to raise the temperature because some of my large party is at the 

point in hormonal life when self-generated body heat at night makes sleep 

difficult. I am now faced only with the difficulty of going back to sleep myself—

and a linguistic illustration of hypocrisy. 

Because I live in a wealthy “free” country, my needs were easily met. I went 

to the bathroom sink and began slurping up mouthfuls of clean water with my 

cupped hands. Then I went back to my mattress lying on the floor of the first 

floor “faux basement” room where I am surreptitiously working on this 

pamphlet while I am supposed to be vacationing. I saw an extra sheet off to the 

side that I could add to my layers and make myself passably warm in this “faux 

autumn.” 

As I lay in the darkness for some reason I began to think of a crummy but 

poignant Dylanesque folk song I wrote to present at a sing-along of sorts at a 

Saturday night church event in the late 1980s. The song was inspired by a copy 

of the October 1988 issue of National Geographic magazine I had found 

somewhere. It was dedicated to discussion of “The Peopling of the earth.” In an 

article on “The Search for Modern Humans” I had learned of Romito 2, “the 

dwarf, from a cave in Italy’s Calabria region”: 

 
“He lived about 11,500 years ago, and he suffered from a form of 

chondrodystrophy, a lack of normal cartilage growth. When he died at 17, he 
was no more than four feet tall. It shows that Paleolithic people tolerated 

individuals of abnormal size and proportion. He was much shorter than his 

peers, could not have been a good hunter. He must have been supported by 

the group from the time of his birth.” 

He had been buried with an old woman, possibly his mother, Dr. Frayer said. 

“Perhaps the tolerance of the dwarf lasted only so long as she lived.” 
I sat in silence a moment, a vision forming in my mind of Romito’s terrifying 

last day.  

 

(Putnam, J.J.; emphasis added.) I was moved by the article, which I still have. It 

led to my writing and discordant presentation of the song whose chorus—“Mito 

my friend, here we go once again, I’m treating you like a rival; you’ll die at the 

age of seventeen, and never be more than four feet tall”—never led to a music 

contract. 

My attendance at the event was a culmination of the chance humanizing 

encounters I experienced in relation to a local university Episcopal chapel 25 
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years ago. I owe much of my journey, and much of the alleviation to my 

alienation, to the human nurturing I received beginning at that chapel. Like 

Mito, I, for a time, very much needed to be picked up by safe loving people, 

albeit metaphorically.  

These chance events gently contributed to my becoming the full-fledged 

dedicated socialist I am early this morning—not the kind I was legitimately 

taught to fear in my childhood but the type who works in his spare time the best 

he can to address human needs around the world. They were an accepting, 

loving, and free-thinking yet Christian group, most of who were in recovery 

from religious fundamentalist backgrounds but still had a yearning for the 

compassionate Jesus of their hearts and minds.  

There was the thin gay intellectual who was working full-time as a college 

secretary while finishing his fine arts PhD. on a real money-maker: a Marxist 

analysis of Sam Shepard’s plays. He did not have a car and walked many miles 

back and forth across town each day, suffering constant harassment from 

motorists, to live a simple low impact lifestyle and show quiet solidarity with the 

poor.  

There was the near-retirement priest, very Irish, ex-RC, who had fallen in 

love and changed denominations so he could marry. He never preached 

socialism per se. He did seem to care about the world’s poor and alienated in 

his sermons and in his life. 

 There were graduate school social workers, one of whom had initially 

invited me to the chapel to hear this gifted priest when I first met her outside a 

bookstore on a lonely fall Friday night. We began chatting about C.S. Lewis for 

some reason, and I was grateful to have someone willing to talk to me about a 

topic of the heart and in a setting that did not involve alcohol. She said her 

priest’s sermons were like nothing I would have ever heard before. She was 

correct and in a good way. 

All of them were to me like Jesus would have been—so committed to helping 

others and so pleasant to be around—to a guy who had theretofore been 

spending his post-fundamentalist Sunday mornings in bed with hangovers. 

Kumbaya was not being sung, but you get the point—they were all a bunch of 

flaming lefties who were and hopefully still are “ruining America.” 

If one of the earth’s desperate woke up like me in the middle of the night 

chilly and thirsty, but unable to have her needs met, my wealthy “free” country 

would expect that person to consider herself, though still chilly and thirsty, to be 

“free” if she could from time to time vote in elections in her nation state. So the 

supposed benefits of “freedom” I enjoy are not benefits of “freedom” she 

enjoys. That’s it, that’s all she gets, at best some version of political freedom 

with a chance to make a buck, perhaps by selling her body; or if it does not work 

out, so what, she gets to die like Romito 2 if no family member is around to 

defend or support her.  

Why these two definitions of freedom? Is it because “God has blessed 

America” or, more specifically, the [previously] predominately white U.S. and 

possibly Canada [except for its National Health Care]? Or is it because it is 

convenient for the powerful for two kinds of freedoms to exist, the well-

appointed freedom of the rich, and the resource-neutral freedom of the 

desperate? 

But wait, in my childhood, I think I learned something about that. I look it up 

in the Bible of my adulthood, and it has an interesting heading: 

 
The Judgment of the Nations 

 
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he 

will sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, 

and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the 
sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats 
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at the left. Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that 

are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty 

and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I 

was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I 
was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, 

when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave 

you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and 
welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw 

you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I 

tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 
family, you did it to me.’ Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that 

are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and 

his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, 

naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not 

visit me.’ Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you 
hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take 

care of you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not 

do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go 

away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 
  

(Matthew 25:31-46, NRSV.) Oh my, a lot of complacent haves, or perhaps whole 

wealthy “free” nations, are going to hell, I might have thought as a six-year old.  

These days, I do not believe in hell or any “judgment of nations,” although I 

might fantasize about it once in a while. But what if my fundamentalist friends 

read this and took it seriously, rather than disregarding it, much as I disregard 

parts of the Bible I do not like.  

Why then, that evil Marx fellow might not have become an atheist. Perhaps 

“actually existing” socialism could have built on its multiple humanizing roots, 

including religious conviction, instead of becoming a totalitarian or 

authoritarian aberration. These same wealthy U.S. inhabitants might have the 

eyes to see the hypocrisy of the government socializing beachfront property 

insurance and beach re-nourishment to protect their investment properties while 

around the world basic needs are not met. 

Then I realize that Dorothy Day was right about “acceptance.” We in the 

U.S. are like “the Robot” of my youth on “Lost in Space”—“that does not 

compute, that does not compute”—wired from the capitalist cradle of 

competition to be largely policy-neutral if not uncaring about the world’s 

supposed “losers,” incapable of computing the true social costs of wealthy 

hypocrisy, wishing only to ensure that we get our share, somehow, some way. 

Good thing that national hell thing is myth. 

 

The foregoing mid-summer night’s experience was above my pay grade to put 

into the terms of a scholar. Yet I now have the audacity and the rudimentary 

tools to think such synthesized socialist thoughts, regardless of the label the 

world would give me. An emphasis on the plain and commonplace allows that 

for me. 

Unlike the great synthesizer Marx, I have not spent decades or even months 

of study at the most sophisticated levels. Unlike H. G. Wells when he wrote The 

Outline of History decades after Marx’s death, I do not have direct access to 

specialists in every pertinent area. The world has not gotten any simpler since 

1920 when the first edition of Wells’ book was published. His most important 

contribution to humankind apparently has long been discarded from most U.S. 

libraries. I only learned of it by chance recently, late in my journey to socialism, 

when going through some old books my father had bought in the early 1960s 

from the discard rack of his Southern Baptist college library.  
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Somewhat like David in John Updike’s Pigeon Feathers, published in 1961, 

I was greatly influenced by Wells’ book when I chanced upon it, only in a 

positive rather than a disconcerting way. Instead of the historical revelations, 

such as the demystification of Jesus, serving as a source of angst, I was 

encouraged by the human-empowering descriptions, including the assertion that 

“a myth grew, and then a church, whose theology at most points was in direct 

contradiction of the simple, rather communistic teachings of the Galilean” 

(emphasis added).  

I doubt this was the interpretation my father received in his college Bible 

classes en route to becoming a preacher in the Deep South. But it was decidedly 

in keeping with my own admittedly selective reading of the parts of the Bible I 

appreciate, especially the Sermon on the Mount, which I discuss in the 

meditation on family, religion, and alienation. Wells also covered in some detail 

many examples of communism and socialism going back hundreds of years 

from when he was writing, while cautioning that socialist revolution not 

preceded by a vetted, humane, and practical vision of how to run society could 

be a disaster. The release of the totalitarian dictator Stalin upon the Soviet Union 

was soon to abundantly illustrate Wells’ wisdom in this regard. 

While I appreciate serendipity, I find it disturbing that one’s political 

education should be such a matter of chance for those not raised on heavy doses 

of Feuerbach. My political decisions, much less the world’s future, should not 

have to depend on meeting a rare priest, finding a National Geographic 

magazine that described a prehistoric charitable relationship, reading a moldy 

book that might have easily been trashed, or in some other way piecing together 

principles of socialism virtually from scratch.  

Honest political education should have been part of my schooling at some 

point to prepare me for the challenges of humankind’s future, and more than just 

education about my own personal bread-“winning” strategy in a capitalist 

culture. One’s “bread” should not have to be “won,” but in fact in the race of 

life, the losers may not eat. Romito 2 is, under capitalist doctrine, free to die, 

free to accept charity if it is available, and maybe free to vote, but often not free 

to eat, drink clean water, or have decent shelter. 
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I am not aware of any honest study as a widespread part of U.S. secondary 

schools of the history of socialist movements and thought—some avant garde 

schools or school districts here and there maybe at some point, but not down 

heuh where I come from during my lifetime. If there were it certainly ended 

with the Cold War. No sudden movement was afoot in the U.S. to remedy this 

defect in the triumphant times of capitalism’s supposed victory when the Soviet 

Union ended. If anything, this was a good excuse to lay off teachers of 

“comparative political systems” classes, like the kind Cuban exile who taught 

me a rigid state-ordained anti-communist pro-capitalist curriculum in the late 

1970s. 

 Today we in the U.S. live in a vacuum free of a spark of rational discourse 

concerning socialism, especially about the wholly foreign, presumably 

impossible, concept of democratic socialism. U.S. politicians, journalists, and 

talking heads who influence large numbers U.S. citizens bandy about all manner 

of horrible things about socialism and presumed socialists, and there is no one 

available for the faintest rebuttal. After all, capitalism is obviously the best 

system, end of story. 

I have lived in this vacuum my whole life. Never one for good timing, 

however, when the Soviet Union began to fall, I began to fall for socialism, 

“convicted,” perhaps, by emergent socialist seeds mistakenly planted in my 

mind in the fundamentalist Sunday School classes of my childhood. I have done 

this without a true political mentor, until recently without a clear idea about how 

to go about doing it, and with unnecessary mistaken anxiety that perhaps to be 

socialist means to be pro-totalitarian or even pro-violence. It did not help that 

my sole young adulthood self-exposure to socialist theory was Marx’s 

manifesto. Although it seemed to have much truth, its tone of absolutism and 

hostility, coupled with the lack of a positive agenda, did not provide much 

valuable guidance I could discern for the here-and-now.  

So, in effect, my socialist journey was until recently more of a journey of the 

inner-self, coupled with my journey of becoming a Christian contemplative. 

Only recently have I thought to reach out to real living breathing socialists to ask 

for help. To ask for a socialist guide in the U.S. during the period of my journey 

seemed not only to be anachronistic and ludicrous but seemingly “un-

American.” And let’s face it, pre-Occupy, during most of the last 25 years, 

socialism in the U.S. has not had a great deal of outreach. It was largely not out 

winning lost capitalist souls like mine which were waiting to be won. 

Even now, I have only been able to go so far in my reeducation. I do find 

that the more I am able to communicate with real living breathing socialists, the 

quicker I can learn things, including about good resources, such as some of the 

more obscure works of George Orwell, as well as Marx himself. But with even 

helpful and targeted suggestions, I am overwhelmed. I do not have the time to 

read even a small fraction of the scholarly literature that is now freely available 

on every nuance of any one of the non-soil science subjects I am discussing 

from a socialist perspective to the best of my ability. But I believe in the 

necessity of forward progress.  

I am writing this pamphlet not as an intellectual but in channeled human 

desperation on behalf of the world’s present and future desperate, and those who 

stand in solidarity with them. You and I cannot wait on the experts or the so-

called leaders to solve the world’s problems, and we cannot wait on the 

problems to solve themselves. Experts generally have no political power, even 

assuming they have all the answers, which they do not. Nor can we assume that 

any past intellectual or inspiring person, including Orwell, Marx, or Jesus, gave 

us a detailed road map.  

I certainly am not writing as a member of a vanguard. I do not believe there 

is one, and I would never want to cede to one my deep democratic rights and 

responsibilities anyway. The problems, such as those involved with meeting the 
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UN’s MDGs or other more adequate criteria, are too big to be delegated away 

from “the people.” 

All well-meaning people should accept the challenge to begin envisioning a 

deeply democratic world—even though the needed democracy is not presently 

available to us because of the power of global capital and the vested interests in 

the status quo of individual nation states. If we as lay people cannot begin to 

express our values and to democratically envision and work for what we need to 

have happen, and we only possess a negative philosophy, such as “anti-

capitalism,” we will fail for lack of an understandable positive vision. 

I also believe that the days of avoiding authentic personal journeys to 

socialism are over. Free thoughts cannot be dictated. One size path does not 

scientifically fit all who may be interested in socialism.  

Socialism currently has mass appeal in many places. But it is not ultimately 

sustainable without democracy. While a regime may attempt to mandate 

unconditional loyalty, beneath the surface, a tendency to polarization lies that 

must be addressed with persuasion not force. Nor is serious bureaucratic reform 

likely without the support of the masses. Commenting on Cuba and then the 

Soviet Union, a scholar of democracy and socialism wrote: 

 
The degree to which the Cuban leadership is willing to release its grasp and 
able to move beyond this rigid dichotomy in judging individual activity and 

expression will measure its ability to continue. … 

   Cuba shares with the former Soviet Union a second, perhaps more 
immediate dilemma that plagued actually existing socialism since its early 

years. It must deal in some way with an entrenched bureaucracy whose 

interests and existence militate against change or reform of any sort. … 
[G]orbachev’s waffling on this issue during his final two years in office, his 

turning back to the old-line Party bureaucrats as his mainstay, certainly 

contributed directly to his demise and to the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 

 

(Bengelsdorf, 1994.)  

Since that analysis was written, the Cuban leadership admittedly has retained 

tight control for another generation. Others in Latin America point to it as a 

counter-example. In part they are correct. Ultimately, however, the youth of the 

world, each generation or more often, may cyclically forget much of the pitfalls 

of the past or the situation on the comparable third world island next door. They 

will ever need to be convinced, rebellious of forced conformity, and even 

capable of reaction to take a chance on winning the race of first world 

consumerism, taking hard-won bread, education, and health care benefits for 

granted. But alas, they are not stupid and should not be presumed incapable of 

making rational political decisions. Like all people, democracy will exist in their 

hearts even if it is denied to them in reality.  

This should not be viewed as a threat. This human dimension, the inner deep 

democrat, is empowering on a global scale where democracy, even of the barest 

political kind, is wholly lacking. In our hearts, deep democracy cannot be 

denied except through alienation—we know we should be working together as 

species-beings even though we do not know how to do so. Therefore, we each 

need to “commit democracy” as often as possible with the goal of forcing the 

world leaders to follow (a goal Marx admittedly believed to be unrealistic in 

most situations). You and I need to communicate to our fellow species-beings in 

truthful, convincing, and meaningful ways, rather than citing a dead genius, dry 

statistics or reports, or, of course, brandishing police powers for political 

purposes.  

From my vantage point, it helps to be the grandson of a naturally-

synthesizing, open-hearted, all-sacrificing Cuban-American cigar-worker abuela 

who understood scarcity at the kitchen level. She taught me to dedicate myself 

to others, in part through a life grounded in simple acts of service and the soil. 

Through her advanced courses in mud pie formation and organic growth of 
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black-eyed peas and tropical fruit on a tiny patch of unpromising urban land in 

Hialeah, I am fully-credentialed as a species-being.  

In synthesizing this multi-disciplinary pamphlet, I also bring an early 21
st
 

century post-modern recognition of alienation when I see it. I am aware of the 

pertinence of, but only beginning to grapple with, our complexities as human 

beings. Somehow we must find ways to integrate collective human needs and 

abilities into simple doable tasks we each can choose to fulfill but which do not 

disregard the need for individual expression and fulfillment. We cannot 

adequately address the joint challenges before us by destructive acts or by 

composing ideal societal constructs, assuming all other things to be equal, or 

discounting the individual.  

H. G. Wells was not the only person who wrote about an invisible man. I 

have already mentioned Ralph Ellison and want to elaborate in terms of my own 

qualifications. In asserting his rights to authenticity and to become his own 

liberator, he taught all socialists that the abstract cold-hearted approach is 

inadequate: 

 
I’m an invisible man and it placed me in a hole— or showed me the hole I 

was in, if you will— and I reluctantly accepted the fact. … 
Yes, but what is the next phase? How often have I tried to find it! Over and 

over again I’ve gone up above to seek it out. 
 

(Ellison, R. Invisible Man.) 

In discerning the next phase, I have taken note of where I am when I poke 

my head out of the hole. I am not naïve about the inadequacies of democracy 

and related processes in the U.S. In some respects, I, like most U.S. inhabitants 

on the left, have been worn out by these processes. We have been Karl-Roved to 

near political death by our political enemies, and triangulated out to the dustbin 

of history by the cowed and pragmatic geniuses of the Democratic Party. 

  Nonetheless, I have not at all given up on the idea of deep democracy 

coming to the U.S. We may be closer than we realize. I and perhaps others even 

in my region are deeply committed to democracy in the U.S. and in the world as 

a whole—not to the apathetic capitalist-controlled version of political 

democracy-lite without socialism; not to one of the government-based 

authoritarian alternatives, be it bureaucratic state capitalism without democracy, 

scarce resource-based dictatorship, or religion-based fundamentalism; and not to 

some absolutist fantasy of life without government (although, as to the latter, I 

believe that mutual aid, cooperatives, and other forms of anarcho-socialism 

should form a major part of humanity’s future).  

Unlike Ellison’s invisible man who at one point opts for the tactic of 

mischievously choosing to say what he is expected to say thinking this was the 

intention of his grandfather’s last advice to him, that tactic would not be an act 

of liberation or rebellion for me. That to me would be soul-killing. As I rise up 

from my own much shallower version of Ellison’s narrator’s hole to the world 

above, I am no longer willing to assume as a character defect the fact that to me 

my words are acts of conscience and cannot be bought or sold. They ultimately 

should be deployed on serious matters in the cause of justice or not at all.  

Specifically, I am inclined to use the serious words I can muster to follow 

the platform of human responsibility espoused by George Orwell, which I set 

forth verbatim in the beginning of the introduction to this pamphlet. He did not 

believe there was a good alternative to democratic socialism. In fact, he felt that 

it was so important a cause that he should speak out strongly in favor of it even 

during wartime, in his case during the war for survival against Hitler. To Orwell 

repelling totalitarianism needed to be coupled with implementing democratic 

socialism as a matter of justice and survival, a fact omitted from most U.S. high 

school discussions of Animal Farm back during my high school days  
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 As Marx correctly observed, the so-called “democracy” of capitalist 

countries which is administered through economic, legal, and political 

structures, is rigged in many ways. In my view, these rigged structures are not 

cause for complacency, but dealing with it is monstrously frustrating. This 

frustration must be managed. It does not help to end alienation for me to become 

alienated myself. So, for me, a time of frustration with democracy may be a 

good time to put some socialist effort into the soil.  

Although I see major reform of democracy in the U.S. as necessary but 

incredibly difficult, to me the reform processes theoretically available in the 

U.S. must be pursued, but with renewed and much more informed vigor than 

they ever have been, at least since the Civil War. I share Orwell’s (and Marx’s) 

repugnance of and unwillingness to accept the bonds of oppression.  

As you see throughout this pamphlet, due to my heritage I am critical yet 

hopeful and sympathetic to the complexities of the problem of democracy in 

Cuba from multiple angles, as astutely analyzed by Bengelsdorf. I want to see 

Cubans have full political and civil rights, but we have every reason to feel 

skeptical about U.S. intentions toward Cuba and other places around the world 

where capital does not rule the masses. Real people suffer from undemocratic 

charades, both in the U.S. and in the third world countries which the U.S. 

sometimes boycotts, harasses, invades, and bombs.  

 One response is to refuse to play charades altogether, and to do self-

defeating acts, like refusing to entertain any compromises of dogma, like 

routinely supporting protest candidates, and like boycotting elections. I am not 

saying that these are sometimes not appropriate tactics, but in general, as an 

overall strategy I cannot in good conscience support any left version of a “Go-

Galt” approach. I would prefer that we play the charades of the U.S. political 

system but couple it with mass voter registration, organization, mutual aid, and 

“civil” acts of outrage and disobedience, including all manner of howling, sit-

ins, marching, occupation of public parks, general strikes, and other creative and 

peaceful means at our disposal, including sometimes even resorting to 

courtrooms through constitutional lawsuits.  

Of course, reactionaries, who see that their rules are adopted in the first 

place, prefer to stay in the dark shadows of places like U.S. courtrooms. We all 

will tire of walking in those dark shadows for our good causes, and we need to 

try to simultaneously walk in green pastures besides still waters. Living this 

split-existence is not easy. Reactionaries do not want to be honestly confronted 

about injustice, including the class war continually waged by most wealthy 

people, generally through the fake people known as corporations and deceptive 

hired legal guns. 

Because I am a socialist I do not simply accept the legal status quo and 

tolerate other people’s poverty and alienation. This is not less the case when 

much of society’s poverty and alienation is borne by brothers and sisters whose 

ancestors were kidnapped, used, abused, killed, and raped by so-called 

Christians, of, by, and for their own evil convenience. As a human, not to 

mention a Christian, I reject these Christians’ historical institutions of 

convenience and their shrouds of civility and piety. Centuries ago Christian 

colonial powers and pompous racists in wigs invaded lands, killed and enslaved 

people, then enslaved and imported more people to work the lands when the 

original inhabitants died, divvied up the stolen property, and then began a 

systemic process of trying to devise the particulars to assure that their progeny 

and Batistas who came later could continue in money, property, and power.  

To give themselves shrouds of legitimacy, the founding fathers used some 

good words in their constitution that can be interpreted in ways that come back 

to haunt them: 
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And my mind revolved again and again back to my grandfather. And, despite 

the farce that ended my attempt to say “yes” to Brotherhood, I’m still plagued 
by his deathbed advice … Perhaps he hid his meaning deeper than I thought, 

perhaps his anger threw me off— I can’t decide. Could he have meant— hell, 

he must have meant the principle, that we were to affirm the principle on 
which the country was built and not the men, or at least not the men who did 

the violence. Did he mean say “yes” because he knew that the principle was 

greater than the men, greater than the numbers and the vicious power and all 
the methods used to corrupt its name? Did he mean to affirm the principle, 

which they themselves had dreamed into being out of the chaos and darkness 

of the feudal past, and which they had violated and compromised to the point 
of absurdity even in their own corrupt minds? Or did he mean that we had to 

take the responsibility for all of it, for the men as well as the principle, 

because we were the heirs who must use the principle because no other fitted 
our needs? Not for the power or for vindication, but because we, with the 

given circumstance of our origin, could only thus find transcendence? 

 

Ellison, R. Invisible Man.  

My words are focused on these good but unrealized principles. These words 

might be perceived as uncivil or unprofessional by judges expecting to interpret 

the U.S. constitution in the ways beneficial to the economic agenda desired by 

wealthy people, e.g., by emasculating the general welfare clause, requiring 

unjust compensation for seeking the return of stolen property, giving non-people 

(corporations) the civil rights of people, and depriving people who have served 

time in prison of their civil rights. I do not give my obeisance to any racist-

drafted and inhumanely-interpreted legal relic and if it is not going to be 

interpreted to establish real economic justice and secure the blessings of liberty 

to every person, it should be revised or replaced. To the extent the constitution 

has been revised to become a more humane document and to protect the public 

trust to a greater degree, this provides a template for continuing improvement, 

not a static perfect union or the promised land.  
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D.  Dedications 

 

Thank you Pablo Neruda 

for uniting my heart and mind in your socialized poetry. 

 

Thank you Thomas Merton 

for leading me to a quiet place yet challenging me to take responsible action. 

 

In memory of mi antepasados, especially mi bisabuela Serafina. 

 

 

 
 

December 7, 1956, despite the fact that it was the fifteenth anniversary of the Pearl Harbor 
attack, was a happy and special day for a working class teenage bride and groom at their 

humble wedding at the Highland Park Baptist Church in Miami. Weddings do not have to 

have pretenses of “royalty” to be magnificent. The bride had worked in a dime store and 
then in a bank to support herself and to save money for the simple reception. The groom, 

who had found a good job with Eastern Airlines during his senior year, had loved the bride 

since she showed up at his school safety patrol crossing in the sixth grade.  The Canarians 
are much like the Scotch-Irish in some ways, so it is fitting that, across an ethnic divide, my 

father married a Scotch-Irish-American. Both were exploited and then often escaped to the 

relative promise of America. [Left to Right: step-grandfather Jim, Scotch-Irish-American 
grandmother Ruth, Mom, Dad, Cuban/Canarian-American grandmother Laura, Canarian-

American grandfather Manuel.]       

Elsewhere that day: 

 to the north, a white cultural king, Elvis Presley, would appear with people of 

color, Claudia Ivy and B.B. King, at a fund-raiser for “needy Negro children” 
in the city where a dozen years later another King, hated by white America, 

would be assassinated just because; 
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 And to the south 

o where sugar companies “cultivated less than half of their 
land, in response to a U.S.-determined sugar quota” 

(Bengelsdorf, 1994), Prensa Libre published an article by the 

leftist Cuban economics journalist Raúl Cepero Bonilla on the 

dealings of his country’s leading sugar baron; and  

o the surviving members of the revolutionary band that had 

disembarked from the Granma five days earlier were scattered 
and fighting for their lives.  

 

A little over two years after my parent’s marriage, after my mother had had a 

still birth, I was conceived approximately the month Batista got on the plane, 

Fidel Castro entered Havana, and Cubans finally won liberty from capitalist 

imperialism. The previous Cuban “liberation,” from monarchist Spain, which 

my leftwing West Tampa Cuban-American ancestors helped to achieve, had 

proven to be in name only thanks to the U.S. Famously stimulated by yellow 

journalism, the U.S. helped to expel the Spanish authoritarians. Immediately 

thereafter it shunned the Cuban freedom fighters and imposed its own 

authoritarian military rule over “free” Cuba. Soon it was converted to a puppet 

regime under effective U.S. governmental and corporate control.   

The Platt Amendment of 1901, which remained in effect until 1934, gave the 

U.S. “the right to intervene for the preservation of Cuban independence, the 

maintenance of a government adequate for the protection of life, property, and 

individual liberty....” Thereafter, hired hands like Batista continued to preserve 

converted-colonial-to-U.S. corporate property rights and alienation with all the 

attention to newspeak and cultural norms of the French Col. Bigeard. The latter 

cut his teeth in northeastern Vietnam and was still hanging on in 1959 Algeria 

when I was born: “We are here ambassadors, Crusaders, who are hanging on in 

order to still be able to talk and to be able to speak for.”  

Castro’s victory could have been viewed from the prism of a victory for 

independence on par with 1776. He could have justifiably been given a life-size 

replica of the liberty bell. He could have been congratulated for avoiding a great 

deal of the bloodshed typical of such wars against colonial powers.  

But this would not be an approach consistent with America’s gargantuan 

insecurity about the shallowness of its definitions of democracy and freedom. 

The moral failings of capitalism and imperialism must be denied at all costs. 

This gives rise to a national need for denial and patriotic self-approval, which 

continues to this day. Put simply, the forces of history and capitalism could not 

be proven wrong in Cuba because where would this end? Decent treatment of 

indigenous Americans? Reparations for African-Americans? National Health 

Care? Full employment? Land reform? Fair market charges for corporate use 

and abuse of public lands and resources? No, no, no. A hypocritical corporate-

controlled America had unclean hands and never can be made to apologize to 

little countries or the powerless or redress little things like enslavement, military 

rule, and colonization.  
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It was much better to choose a multi-generational prism of the Cold War. 

The Soviet Union, while it existed, was happy to oblige rather than face up to its 

own major problems. Batista-loving expats were only happy to oblige too, 

leading to dreams of restoration, the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the Kennedy 

assassination, Castro assassination plots, and entire south Florida industries of 

dominos, nostalgia, hatred, political donations, and Cuban sugar cane baron-

related pollution that the working people of the U.S. are still paying the bill for. 

Far better for the Soviet Union to bring America and the world to the brink of 

nuclear holocaust than for the U.S. to make peace with Castro, who had very 

bad manners and said terrible true things about the U.S. and it oligarchs. No, this 

could not be. 

On the other side of the ocean from Cuba, across the kingdom of Morocco 

from Algeria, less than a decade after Teddy’s ultimately meaningless charge for 

“freedom” up San Juan Hill, mi abuelo had been born padre no conocido on the 

island of La Gomera into extreme poverty. Back in the U.S., in the intervening 

years while Manuel grew up harshly, my West Tampa ancestors would continue 

to endure repression by the anti-union white-robed citizens of white Tampa, 

along with other tragedies. 

I have seen the windowless one-room stone “house” in the town of 

Vallehermoso where Manuel and his slightly older brother and sister, also born 

padre no conocido, were each born and raised. His mother Serafina must have 

been a religious person because each child was baptized in the church, not 

necessarily a simple feat for “illegitimate” children then or now. As Pope 

Francis has observed, to this day there are priests who will not baptize such a 

child. (http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013/mar/13/pope-francis-quotations-

by-him-about-him).  

Serafina’s family was among the poorest of the island’s poor, originally from 

the oldest central part of the island where the highest percentage of indigenous 

blood remains to this day. The Spanish conquest of the Canary Islands was 

brutal. Like Cuba, it was related to sugar cane.  

The Canary Islands were in fact the direct precedent to the New World. 

http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/john-connor-precedent-for-the-new-world-

the-spanish-conquest-of-the-canary-islands. In an earlier variation on the 

exploitation theme, Canary Islands-European colonial interaction had greatly 

intensified by the time Columbus began stopping there to fill his water casks on 

the way to “discovering’ various indigenous inhabited islands in the Caribbean. 

He had “worked as a sugar buyer for the Genoese banking family of the 

Centuriones [and he] must have seen slaves in the Canary Islands, working on 

the sugar plantations which he himself knew well” (Thomas, H., 1998. The 

Slave Trade. Papermac.).  

Those first aboriginal Spanish sugar cane slaves were brown people, 

descended from Berber tribes people, who probably looked a lot like my 

grandfather. The intensification campaign began when Spanish soldiers fought 

to establish Spanish sugar cane plantations on the islands. In addition to 

enslavement, a favored practice included killing any recalcitrant Guanche men 

and taking their widows, sister, and daughters. 

The likely genetic African-ness and slavery in my family tree were 

somewhat surprising for me to learn as an adult. But at the same time these ideas 

are freeing and empowering as I begin to breathe the breath of a deeper human 

solidarity. All my time growing up, my mother and father insisted to us kids that 

we were “white,” although at least in my case I did not feel particularly white 

inside. When you discover that some of your ancestors were not only not white 

but also likely genetically African in recent history and slaves, I now have a 

stake in slavery’s sordid pass I did not feel when merely an easily-tanned 

“white.”  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013/mar/13/pope-francis-quotations-by-him-about-him
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013/mar/13/pope-francis-quotations-by-him-about-him
http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/john-connor-precedent-for-the-new-world-the-spanish-conquest-of-the-canary-islands
http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/john-connor-precedent-for-the-new-world-the-spanish-conquest-of-the-canary-islands
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By the time Manuel was born slavery was illegal in Spanish territory. Yet 

times would have remained tough for everyone in his family, and gotten even 

tougher during the First World War when sugar exports were completely cut off 

after Spain sided with the Kaiser. This drove up even further the competing 

demand for cheaper sugar cane grown on the by then “free” Cuba and 

neighboring Hispaniola.  

Manuel was illiterate, never attended a day of school, and had to earn money 

anyway he could. For a time he found work as an apprentice baker. Barely an 

adult, mi abuelo ultimately had to leave the tiny island of La Gomera and go 

look for work. He likely left in the last year of la emigración masiva  

(Hernández González, M., 2005. La emigración canaria a América. Gobierno 

de Canarias.), just as the Depression officially reached the U.S. He served as a 

ship’s cook and found his way via Cuba to Tampa, where he jumped ship. He 

eventually made his way to Miami, where the wife of an uncle owned a small 

restaurant and gave him a job. For the rest of his life, he worked as a cook in that 

restaurant and one other one he went to when the uncle died. My father has 

precious memories of when his father would occasionally get a day off and take 

him line fishing, the way the poor Hispanics fished without a pole. 

Before he left Tampa, he met mi abuela, possibly through one of the 

numerous “mutual aid” organizations immigrants in the area long had relied on 

(Ingalls, R.P., Perez, L.A., Jr., 2003. Tampa Cigar Workers. University Press of 

Florida). Laura was a young cigar worker with a sense of humor and a kind 

heart. She too, like many other poor Cuban-Americans, descended from 

Canarians who came to Cuba to work in sugar or tobacco, although in her case, 

her parents and grandparents apparently came to Cuba sometime in la 

emigracion en el siglo XIX. They showed up in the Key West census of 1880. 

She grew up “in the woods” of Hillsborough County. Her extended family 

had extremely hard times after her idealized mayor uncle’s tragic death by his 

own hand. She managed to go to school only through the third grade, but though 

having few possessions, found solace in observing nature, writing poetry, 

stories, and journals, sewing, growing plants, and cooking for family and 

friends. She kept up these habits, and the habit of attending church, throughout 

her adult life. At the age of 21, not long before she met mi abuelo, she was 

baptized in a local Spanish-speaking Methodist church. Never have I met a more 

delightfully feisty or loving human being. She not only raised five children well 

with my hardworking grandfather, but also provided a loving home to her 

special needs niece, all in a shotgun shack in a poor section of Miami near 

Jackson Memorial Hospital on a cook’s salary. Mi abuelo drank beer all day 

long while sweating in the back of Miami restaurants six-and-a-half days a week 

(he got half of Mondays off when they closed after lunch). Sometimes he would 

lose his temper, but he loved his family. They always provided a steady, clean, 

and tightknit home for their kids, with enough supervision and food and a lot of 

love. 
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Long after his death in 1967, while on a trip to find my Canarian roots, I 

learned that mi abuelo had been forced to leave behind a tiny Manuel and 

Serafina of his own, and a wife Josefa.  

 

This is in memory of them too. 

 

Illegally and illiterate in the country at the outset of the Depression, no way 

existed for mi abuelo to send for his first family to come to the U.S. or even to 

seek a divorce. Like many others forced to leave the Canary Islands over the 

centuries (Hernández González), he did not think that he would ever see his 

family again. Eventually I was fathered by the youngest child of Manuel’s 

second family, which was raised with his common law wife, mi abuela, who 

never would talk about how they met or the marriage ceremony that we now 

know never happened.  

She did not like to think about the past and more than anything loved to see 

her grandchildren in the present. At the end of this pamphlet is the letter I wrote 

to her at the age of eight soon after mi abuelo’s death. For some reason, the 

letter was never delivered, along with the picture I colored for her which is on 

the cover page of this pamphlet. This twist of fate allows me to still have these 

mementos of childhood.  

 

Before I close this dedication, I want to add special thanks to the many devoted 

socialist scholars around the world who have performed critical analyses of our 

intellectual heritage, both as it relates to “actually existing socialism” under 

various totalitarian and authoritarian systems and as it relates to the great work 

of deep democracy that remains to be done. From my standpoint, while all I 

have read have been helpful, and I have much learning ahead of me, George 

Orwell will always be “more equal than others.” It is interesting that many 

sympathetic pre-Stalin commentators on socialism, including not only H. G. 

Wells but also Ivan Turgenev, Eugene Debs, and Rosa Luxemburg, anticipated 

the need for compassion, democracy, flexibility, and humility that was not 

destined to arise under the Soviet Union. We cannot bluff or bully our way into 

what I hope, but do not know, is the world’s sustainable democratic socialist 

future. Interested political amateurs like me are not, after all, starting from 

scratch in our search to find ways to build a better world. I also like the logo of 

Democratic Socialists of America: 
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PART II. SOCIALIZED MEDITATION AND TECHNICAL REPORT 

 

A. Preface 

 
Nejdanov spoke about the antagonism between Heine and Borne, Proudhon, 

and realism in art. Solomin alone sat listening and reflecting, the smile never 

leaving his lips. Without having uttered a single word, he seemed to 
understand better than the others where the essential difficulty lay. 

 

Turgenev, I.S., 1877. Virgin Soil. 

 
As Michael Manley, a fellow multi-ethnic democratic socialist put it, “The word 

is love.” If I had to choose, that would be it, and I think most would agree.  

This pamphlet is my way of trying to encompass you and me into the same 

loving species-being family, if only to a small degree. If socialism is not 

consistent with love, and as much as possible based on mutual aid grounded in 

love, it seems unlikely to last or be as effective as needed to address human 

needs. One cannot live on love, but it is alienating to try to live without it. Love 

emanates outward into the material world. It should motivate all of our actions 

in equitably stewarding this world’s scarce resources for our brothers and sisters, 

recognizing that we cannot ask them to live on love alone. 

In addition to love and sharing of basic material resources made possible 

through love, I would add “external and internal peace” to the list of human 

necessities. If you are not safe in your living space and neighborhood, you will 

have a very tough going. Please, if you have not done so already, go back and 

look at that video of Opalocka, the slum where my mother’s half-siblings were 

forced to grow up. External peace is unlikely where capitalism’s great reserve 

army of the unemployed is abandoned to suffer the trauma of slums and an 

endless drug war. But the needed peace is not only external. If you are not safe 

in your surroundings and adequately at peace within your own heart, you remain 

alienated and are much more likely to wind up self-medicating and acting out 

aggressively or recklessly. How can one be at internal peace and remain within a 

slum? This seems quite difficult. It generally is the work of saints, not regular 

people. In general, slums are soul-destroying as well as safety destroying. 

Market capitalism provides no hope for transformation of slums that 

involves serving the interests of its occupants. It creates slums and then 

abandons its occupants. The only transformations market capitalism can offer to 

a slum are: (a) the hoped for possibility of re-industrialization or economic 

“growth” through free-trade, low tax, or tax-free industrial zones by which 

capitalists pit one slum against the other to create the most attractive business 

climate for extracting profit from the labor of the working class or through 

willingness to accept hazardous substances and toxic waste next to slum 

dwellers, who get to bear the risk of a Bhopal; or (b) gentrification, in case 

which the working class is expelled and driven off into other slums. The former 

approach is a “race to the capitalist and race to the bottom” approach. The latter 

approach is the quasi-extermination method of urban renewal, in which case the 

people are viewed as pests that must be eliminated to transform the urban space.  

To the extent slums have any economic value as aesthetically-interesting 

places, market capitalism will figure out a way to steal this value for the 

capitalists. (Harvey, D., 2012. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the 

Urban Revolution). All that is left for the achieving slum-dweller is to abandon 

the slum. But this causes guilt. In the case of my mother, she was deeply sick 

inside as she knew her mother and half-siblings were living in horrible 

circumstances back in the slum, but she was unable to devise the means of their 

escape while raising a family of her own.  

This act of abandonment for self-preservation, which capitalism offers as an 

“achievement” to the chosen few, can itself be soul-destroying to those who are 
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left behind and even to those who leave. For the latter, abandonment necessitates 

a high tolerance for other people’s pain, which is the key requirement for self-

transformation under capitalism. For the former, the rank-and-file slum dweller 

left behind sees her or himself as hopeless because she or he is unable to devise 

the means of escape.  

A better way for the abandoned masses must exist because the status quo of 

market capitalism is not at all adequate. Some who are abandoned may be 

offered a little help from time-to-time from charities or churches, such as a 

turkey at Thanksgiving. However, for billions of people private nonprofit 

institutions have shown themselves not to be up to the task for filling the huge 

gaps of market capitalism’s supposed uplifting power. Government must step in, 

but because this would cost capitalists money, welfarism is undercut at every 

turn.  

I believe that the best way forward out of this logjam will be global 

democratic socialism. Because I believe we will not make it without global 

democratic socialism, I think that love, basic material needs, and external and 

internal peace are matters of great interest to democratic socialists. So this 

pamphlet ultimately is a composite of socialized thoughts on aspects of these 

primary needs. It is subjective in parts but as objective as I can make it at this 

time from the personal vantage points I bring to the task. I hope the personalized 

nature of this does not offend you. 

I hope that our planet can have a massive outbreak of love in my lifetime. I 

will work for that with all my power. I do not believe it can happen without truth 

and reconciliation. Old foes and rivals are going to have to become friends. 

Toward the end of Virgin Soil, “anonymous” Russia suddenly begins to 

have, or at least to seek to have, an outbreak of sincere comradely love. 

Previously mechanical “scientific socialists” begin to show their humanity. The 

stoical communist messenger bluntly asks for a memento of the one she loved 

but never told, the deceased Nejdanov, who was taken from her socialist family 

of sorts, and the family of us the readers. The wonderful fictional socialist 

engineer Solomin suddenly gets a nuclear family out of the blue, complete with 

a surreptitious church wedding conducted by a renegade Orthodox priest cousin, 

while at the same time quitting his job serving alienating capital and launching 

an experimental workers’ manufacturing cooperative. This flurry of positive 

personal and productivity innovation is both comforting and incrementally 

revolutionary in its implications. Turgenev makes it clear through his repeated 

approving nods to the deep democrat Solomin that here is the hope of alienated 

Russia.  

Forms of society can change positively in real life too. One does not have to 

believe in “scientific” socialism to see this. Sometimes part of the future is a 

bow to salutary forms of the past. For instance, recently the Chinese government 

began suggesting that adult children, who often have been forced to go off to 

distant factory jobs, begin to call or visit their aging parents more 

(http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/08/opinion/yu-when-filial-piety-is-the-

law.html?_r=0). While this might be hypocritical and not be a morally-driven 

suggestion, it does suggest the age-old role of families in ameliorating alienation 

is once again recognized.  

Similarly, by the 1970s, Fidel Castro had reversed course and announced his 

determination that the family should, after all, be the major agency of 

socialization (Bengelsdorf). But that was not the end of the story of “family” in 

Cuba. A generation after having badly discriminated against Cubans based on 

their sexuality, he expressed his regrets about that 

(http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/18/cuban-transsexual-adela-

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/08/opinion/yu-when-filial-piety-is-the-law.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/08/opinion/yu-when-filial-piety-is-the-law.html?_r=0
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/18/cuban-transsexual-adela-hernandez-elected
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hernandez-elected). An open transsexual now holds local political office. “The 

country's most prominent gay rights activist” is none President Raúl Castro’s 

own daughter (Ibid.).16  

By welcoming unfairly shunned people into the human family, and begging 

their forgiveness, we strengthen the family. Healing can occur. We, the 

prodigals, perhaps can be welcomed back into the arms of those we have treated 

as if they were invisible or societal lepers.  

Love, particularly manifesting in mutual aid, is a potential societal force 

multiplier. Nuclear families, and other types of families and cooperative 

relationships as well when they meet a threshold of goodness, can stimulate hard 

work to help address material needs, teach invaluable lessons to the next 

generation of workers, and lessen human alienation. All the money in the world 

could not provide me a fraction of the happiness and love I have experienced 

because of family, for any of its faults. Perhaps you would say the same.  

But it is also true that societies, societal forces such as competition and 

technology, and instruments of alienation such as drugs can destroy or hinder 

both families and the goodness of families. We see this not only within our 

nuclear families but also within our work places, and within the human family as 

a whole. When we become self-absorbed in selfish materialism, mammon wins 

and the human family loses. When we become focused on others, and in essence 

take people into our family, we become happier.  

In any event, we are all family now whether we like it or not. We generally 

no longer live in isolated frontier areas and can no longer afford to be alienated 

from each other and from our best selves. Accordingly, if you like, you may call 

me Brother Francisco. Or maybe, after you read more of this, you will prefer 

Sergeant Carter Camus Buzz Kill. For before I lift you back up, I want to make 

you existentially depressed. 

Part of me, the part that was not burned by religious-based enthusiasm, 

wants my core message, other than Michael Manley’s love, to be Sergeant 

Carter’s: move it, move it, moooooooooooooove it species-beings. We shall not 

overcome if we do not try to do so with all our collective might. I am tempted to 

say that we each need to be our own socialist Churcillian presence and provide 

similar encouragement to others when the chips are down, as they often are and 

ever shall be. However, as enthusiasm-based efforts at motivating Cubans solely 

by conscience proved, after a decade or two most humans lose focus. 

Interpretations of the past, present, and the future must under analysis be 

truthful.  

Discouragement and monotony sets in without the constant search for truth 

and the freedom of deep democratic control in the people. Of course, on some 

levels discouragement and monotony are parts of the human condition and 

cannot be solved by any political or economic system. I partially agree with the 

fundamentalist religious people gloomily and monotonously focused on 

doomsday—but for different reasons and to a much different end. Among other 

things, sometimes the degree of their prophetic specificity is delusional, and 

they seem defeatist in their preference for short term Armageddon.  

Humans wrote every single word in every book ever written. Whether they 

were inspired or delusional is all that is open to debate, faith, or doubt. But we 

can all agree that eventually all humans, rich or poor, will be in a bad plight, 

barring divine intervention. So bad is our collective goose cooked that the finite 

nature of earth in this solar system ultimately dictates absolute poverty of body 

and mind for all living things. Doomsday is only a question of when and not if, 

and whether it will be humanly or cosmically-mediated.  

                                                 
16 Cuba also has reinstituted freedom of religion (Oliva, E.L., 1994. Religious reawakening: stirrings 
in Cuba. The Christian Century 111.29). 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/18/cuban-transsexual-adela-hernandez-elected
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While a permanent reasonably tranquil equilibrium for humanity is 

impossible, we might as well show some courage and pride as a species and 

make the best of things, however much time we have. We should seek to 

prolong the human saga as much and as well as possible.  

In doing so, moral motivations are of equal importance to material ones, but 

only once basic human needs are met and true freedom is experienced. I agree 

with everyone on the philosophical continuum from Billy Graham to Ernesto 

"Che" Guevara that any time is a good time to start applying the Golden Rule. I 

am your brother and your sister in this existential crisis called life on earth 

whether you like it or not. We are not going down without a fight, but regardless 

of how much we try, it will not be a pretty fight or a happy ending. You can get 

down on your knees and pray as much as you like in your spare time, but also 

let’s get going people on that Golden Rule thing.  

The human-mediated imperfect materialist world described with partial 

accuracy by Marx will have to be made by humans to be a better and truly freer 

“interim” place, however long we have cosmically. This re-creation of earth by 

humans will not be easy. It will not be formulaic much less apocalyptic in 

clarity, predestined, or purely scientific. It will be constantly partial, 

improvisational, transitional, and full of compromise. It will have to take into 

account humankind’s abundant weaknesses as a species and as individuals, yet 

tap into our strengths. It will at its best be deeply democratic and, in a world of 

scarcity, take care of basic needs first.  

Most challenging, but at the same time, most species-liberating of all, it will 

involve perpetual, daily hard work and shared loving sacrifice by all in one form 

or another. Regardless of whether we attempt to make it fair and equitable or 

not, constant interim change and challenges will come to all, for better or for 

worse. This may not be popular with all on the left, but not only will “haves” 

need to help “have-nots” and major global systemic changes be needed. Ending 

the class war by the global capitalists against the global masses will not be 

enough on a crowded planet with ultimate scarcity. Consumerism must die, not 

be satiated. As much as possible, the global masses need to become empowered 

to live sustainably and to engage in mutual aid so that “to each” according to his 

or her needs will present as small a challenge to global governance as possible. 

Oldsters of all stripes will need to be given the chance to learn new tricks, and 

youngsters will need to be continuously empowered to express their voices 

loudly and clearly to avoid apathy.  

For example, one day sooner or later Cuban authorities may feel secure 

enough to try to thread the needle of political democracy while remaining free 

of: desperate poverty; CIA machinations; criminal, financial speculation, sugar, 

tobacco, nickel, and assorted other rightwing lords; and any surviving Bay of 

Pigs invaders or Cold Warriors who would love to get their aging hands on the 

neck of a living communist. Alternatively, one day sooner or later, Cuban 

authorities, whoever they are at the time, may be too economically tempted to 

care anymore about these kinds of meaningful deep freedom, and yet another 

socialist sell-out will occur. This has already happened in places China today, as 

it previously happened with the Soviet Union. Splitting up the booty of a 

socialist country and selling it to global capital, or harnessing it to produce 

trinkets of consumerism, is the result of very real human beings forgetting their 

roots in Marx or if you prefer Jesus. 

In the meantime, it is to be expected, but no less disappointing, that a few 

other Latin American countries would experiment with various amounts of left-

wing authoritarianism as the perceived antidote to ever-lurking reactionaries.  

These reactionaries are after all hardly imaginary. They typically inhabit much 

of Western Society, including most of the chairs at CIA headquarters, the 

Pentagon, the White House, and Number One Observatory Circle, regardless of 

the party that is in power. For the last two generations, they have reached a fever 
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pitch during Republican Administrations beholden to the military-industrial 

complex, the fossil fuel industries, and other capitalist power centers. 

Reactionaries might prefer rightwing versions of authoritarianism in the third 

world, such as in Saudi Arabia, but they will settle for democracy-lite that gives 

free rein for global capital markets. They will use virtually any means necessary 

to get their way, to devastating consequences. 

Case in point: in the capitalist world economy the “free” governments of the 

comparable neighboring island of Hispaniola to the immediate east of Cuba are 

not able to provide their inhabitants the freedom from desperate need an 

embargoed “communist” Cuba somehow manages to do for all of its inhabitants 

to this day. The Dick Cheneys of the world know no left wing movement too 

small to crush. This is so even in pitiful Haiti, which continues the creative 

chaos of capitalism after the U.S. rejected a highly popular former priest, its first 

democratically-elected leader, for the crimes of advancing social gospel as 

government policy and confronting entrenched rightwing gangsters who prefer 

to have stealing and “free” raping privileges just like in the good old days of 

French, Spanish, and U.S. plantations.  

The poor and exploited in Latin America and around the world are well 

aware of these historical facts and living realities, whether or not an ignorant and 

self-infatuated U.S. citizenry and the latest version of an imperial media 

magnate are. These poor and exploited are sensitive to the hegemonic practice of 

divide-and-conquer and realize that fighting poverty and the drug lords in small 

isolated, fledgling, ostracized, CIA-undercut territorial units is difficult. They 

expect bipolar global capitalism, and its enabling deficit-financed U.S. military 

comprised of defense contractors and potential angry unemployed U.S. citizens, 

will try to avoid “treatment” of its capitalist diseases as long as possible, 

simultaneously exporting both the medicine of austerity and the joys of debt-

fueled consumerism. 

They may see the fortunate sons of capitalist wealth on sexual holidays 

prowling for desperate young females with whom to have, as Rush Limbaugh 

tut-tutted in another context, “lots of sex” using, when necessary, government-

funded Viagra. The third world knows what it is like to be used when 

convenient and otherwise left “just around the corner” (Bragg, B., 1988). 

Wanting to scream “no mas,” it awaits a compelling alternative vision of true 

freedom that ends exploitation and addresses human material needs in times of 

scarcity while still allowing individuals to search for answers to the universal 

problem of alienation in ways that are personally authentic. 

 Exploitation is nothing new, nor limited to one particular area such as Latin 

America, nor limited to Western first world powers by any means. It is the 

modus operandi of the strong and heavily militarized and has been periodically 

adopted both in the “old” and in the “new” world by powerful leaders when not 

fighting among themselves with mercenaries and peasants for cannon fodder.  

In the absence of global democracy, generally the only alternatives for the 

weak are to submit or to band together, protest, and on occasion even fight and 

typically be killed. The latter option of “fighting” is made even less attractive to 

would-be political revolutionaries in an era of drones and other sophisticated 

military might, unless one becomes so outraged as to become willing to practice 

the poisonous praxis of asymmetric inhumane attacks on the innocent at soft 

shell targets. That is the model of religious, rightwing, and crazy gun nut terror, 

and it should ever be completely and totally shunned on the left.  

But peace requires justice at some point. In undemocratic places filled with 

desperate people, we democratic socialists must come honorably to their defense 

as Orwell did in the Spanish Civil War, and as my relatives did with their 

donations from Hillsborough County, Florida. The situations, as with Sub-

Saharan African land grabs, can become so dire that desperate people may have 

no choice but to fight for their own survival when the military shows up to steal 



70 
 

their generationally-inhabited land (Klare, M.T., 2012). We should be in 

solidarity with them. We should ever insist that all people fight the good fight 

and seek political redress if it is available, but we too must get involved. If 

necessary, we should get on planes and fly to the most dangerous places to hold 

the hands and even hold up the pitchforks of the poor farmers and herdspeople 

on the losing side of capitalist/colonialist/imperialist history and exploitation. 

Which side are we on? The exploited or the exploiters? 

 

Note on my pseudonym: As discussed in the introduction that follows, the great 

socialist spirit of human kinship moved me to begin writing out my personal 

political testimony on June 3, 2013. But I have struggled with the possibility that 

my speaking out would cause harm to my family. If I inspire you to read Virgin 

Soil you will see that anonymity of socialist practices and tendencies is a time-

honored strategy in repressive cultures, which Turgenev makes clear in his last 

line: “Anonymous Russia.” As a partial compromise, I have elected to speak out 

in detail but only under the veneer of a non-random pseudonym.  

At some point, if the deep democratic gospel is to spread throughout the 

globe, it must be spoken or at least typed and digitally propagated. I am making 

a virtue of necessity by choosing a pen name that is a combination of names that 

mean a great deal to me. The fake first name is from a once semi-famous Cuban-

American ancestor of mine. While a path breaking mayor of a small southern 

factory town, mi abuela’s uncle committed suicide over a century ago, much to 

the sadness of my family and thousands of other West Tampa and Ybor City 

cigar workers. Learning about this ancestor, his successes and his failures, has 

been a source of consolation and challenge.  

My fake middle and last names are from the above-cited characters from 

Turgenev’s now forgotten final novel, one of whom likewise is depicted as 

committing suicide in the end, much to the sadness of his friends. Turgenev’s 

characters, including foremost these two, have become friends and guides, 

almost more real to me than flesh-and-blood ancestors. His nuanced descriptions 

of their personalities and interactions, written from Paris not long after the 

Commune, often come to mind. (Thank you for this gift Ivan Sergeyevich.)  

Through my fake first and middle names I am sympathetically reminded of 

fellow socialists who failed to withstand or harmonize the antagonisms in their 

own psyches and the pressures of this suffering planet. We each can only do so 

much. Failure is not the worst thing that can happen to us. We need wisdom to 

know when is too much and to accept failure and move on the best we can. 

From my fake last name, I am reminded that figuring everything out is not a 

prerequisite to silent contemplation, smiling, and undertaking worthy and 

sometimes brave action for the cause of our fellow species-beings. Solomin is a 

wonderful mythical species-being. 

 Although many, living, dead, and fictional, inspire me, the views expressed 

in this pamphlet are entirely my own. They have been independently reached 

from personal experiences and reflection, with the benefit of diligent study as 

time permits. While I am a member of a political and activist socialist 

organization (http://www.dsausa.org/) (which is not a political party), no 

organization, including DSA, has had anything to do with this pamphlet’s 

content or preparation. This is solely a product of my conscience and best 

efforts.  

 

Note on pamphlet use policy: I am obviously no Einstein, but I take comfort in 

his conviction that opining about socialism and humankind’s future should not 

be left to economists and politicians, especially capitalist ones. At the dawn of 

the McCarthy era, he spoke out for socialism and the freedom of others to speak 

out in accordance with their consciences as U.S. citizens. I thank Monthly 

Review for making his words freely available to a new generation: 

http://www.dsausa.org/
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http://monthlyreview.org/2009/05/01/why-socialism). 

In turn, use of this pamphlet is freely permitted. Unlike Einstein’s, I do not 

know if these words will be read by more than one or two people, much less 

have any lasting human value. Like mi abuela experienced, whose poetry and 

other writings few ever heard or read, and Pablo Neruda too, whose poetry and 

other writings millions have heard or read, it certainly feels good to break the 

solitude by attempting to have some of my words become your words. Solidarity 

species-beings. Thank you for reading. 

 

 

B. Introduction 

 

In the words of George Orwell (Why I Write, Summer 1946. Gangrel, 

http://orwell.ru/library/essays/wiw/english/e_wiw), I hope that I will be able to 

look back and say, “Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 

June 3, 2013 has been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and 

for democratic socialism, as I understand it.” In my case, democratic socialism 

literally is of a “garden variety.” It is inspired in part by peasant farmers who 

have a history of cooperatives and mutual aid yet for the most part have never 

sought revolution, including millions who were senselessly persecuted, 

enslaved, starved, and died under 20
th

 century bureaucratic “socialism.” 

I cannot see the wisdom of abandoning a “deeply emancipatory vision” 

(Bengelsdorf, 49) that is not embodied in but rather contradicted by state 

command capitalism masquerading as socialism. I agree with Michael 

Harrington (Socialism Past & Future, 1989. Arcade.) that true socialism without 

democracy is not only meaningless but impossible. I agree with Rosa 

Luxemburg that “there are no bourgeois civil liberties, there are only liberties as 

such” and that “[f]reedom only for the supporters of the government, only for 

the members of one party—however numerous they may be—is no freedom at 

all” (Bengelsdorf, 7 and 178, footnotes omitted).  

Not only mass alienation but outright horrors can arise from blind 

subservience to the goals of a privileged political caste, such as in the case of the 

Soviet Union with its determination to achieve rapid industrialization without 

private capitalism (Harrington). It is also easy, as Orwell more eloquently 

described in multiple writings, for state command capitalism to turn the 

privileged political caste into pseudo-communist royalty. One does not have to 

espouse a fully egalitarian wage structure, such as Lenin’s “the usual worker’s 

wage” (Lenin, 1917), or like Che believe that productivity should rely on the 

conciencia of the population (Bengelsdorf), to see that something is rotten where 

millionaires and even billionaires arise under so-called “communism.”  

 These grotesque inversions bore and bear no resemblance to the failed 

experiment in building a loving communitarian utopia of mutual aid depicted in 

the Acts of the Apostles. I am not after utopia, much less bureaucratic-driven 

state capitalism. I simply see no sensible alternative other than working deeply 

and structurally for peace on earth, good will to, and justice for, all humans.  

To get to this point, I found I did not have to travel one step from the 

professed values of my specific birthplace. I was born in late 1959 in West Palm 

Beach, Florida in a hospital named after the Good Samaritan. I hope that more 

of us will seek to grow into the honorary name given to this hypothetical 

exemplary human. He certainly beats the laughable if he were not so influential 

John Galt as a mythical role model.  

To me democratic socialism involves recognizing the call felt by the Good 

Samaritan to be in practical solidarity with any human in need, regardless of 

nationality or religion. You are free to use another label or no label at all. 

Although I will strongly disagree with the adequacy of your approach, you may 

even choose to call yourself a “libertarian” of the “bleeding heart” variety. Ayn 

http://monthlyreview.org/2009/05/01/why-socialism
http://orwell.ru/library/essays/wiw/english/e_wiw
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Rand’s attempt to recast selfishness as beauty and good is despicable but at least 

honest. As a practical matter, “government of, by, and for the people” is 

necessary to overturn or at least restrain not only state corruption but also the 

influence of capitalists. Capitalists are happy to fund think tanks and the so-

called libertarian movement for their own profit and advantage, ever walled 

around by inheritances, capital gains, and “equity”; by statutes and constitutions 

drafted to their liking; and as necessary, by the goons who beat my ancestors, 

the police power, and the military. So although I am a deep libertarian in a 

sense, I am not at all a libertarian in the Ayn Rand or shallow right wing U.S. 

sense, which is actually the anti-worker status quo movement for the powerful 

plunderers of our planet. They deserve and need the Jesus prescription for the 

rich man, not opera halls named in their honor.  

In this age of mass human depression and division, with humanity in such 

need for truth and reconciliation, I believe that the cause of democratic socialism 

is the best available. To it I rally.  

I make no predictions, scientific or otherwise. As with “actually existing 

socialism,” it may be that once again the “less-developed” will be the leaders. At 

any point, tiny Cuba could be the positive trend-setter for the third world once 

again, but now with civil and political rights for all celebrated as healthy and 

potentially enhancing of constitutionally-protected basic economic justice for 

all. Cuba already has shown great adaptability in many areas, including 

sustainability, agriculture, and some civil rights.  

I am not expecting global democratic socialism overnight. As a starting 

point, the voice of democratic socialism needs to be heard in all the political 

marketplaces of the world. As Michael Harrington wrote shortly before he 

succumbed to cancer, while the Soviet Union was also in its death throes: “the 

revolution we are now living through is creating a social and political 

environment that, if it is not subjected to democratic control from below, will 

subvert the possibilities of freedom and justice that capitalism did so much – if 

reluctantly – to foster.” 

 I have other chores to do, so writing these notes of personal testimony will 

likely be episodic and no doubt highly imperfect. But without further hesitation, 

come let us be respectful and honest adversaries in the spirit of all that is best in 

democracy.  

 To bear honest prophetic witness to my inner nature as a democratic socialist 

is not to have confidence of a pleasant reception. I trust that any on the left who 

read this pamphlet will for the most part tolerate me. Most of us have been 

enlightened and humbled by experiences of totalitarian collectivism attributed to 

our side. We need each other, and it is high time to reemphasize solidarity.  

 I especially do not mean to give offense to any atheist or agnostic brothers 

and sisters on the left by speaking in detail of “Christianity” or any other 

religious construct, particularly in a personal and non-scientific manner. I stand 

in solidarity with you. Likewise, if you are on the left but in another religious 

tradition, I stand in solidarity with you. I know many of you are excluded, 

harassed, or circumscribed for your non-belief or adherence to other religions in 

the Constantinian “Christian” United States of America, “In God ‘We’ 

Supposedly Trust,” as tellingly stamped on Caesar’s property. I would never 

expect you to adopt my religious viewpoints or to reject your own.  

I use terms like “heart” or “spirit” instead of “psyche” because, rather than 

presenting my rudimentary views of psychology, I am giving an idiosyncratic 

testimony sometimes with personally-valid religious references. Please take it 

with open-mindedness or forgiveness when I quote from a book you rightly 

consider a source of human division and pain, and a tool of rightwing 

reactionary manipulation. I have to discuss my religion if I am to discuss the 

reasoning for my conviction to be open about my inner politics. For me, “the 

Lord,” who admittedly may be just in my head, requires me “to do justice, and 
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to love kindness, and to walk humbly” (Micah 6:8, NRSV). And, ironically, for 

me to “walk humbly” with this “Lord” requires me to honestly accept the 

possibility that, all humility aside, I may be able to shine a little light in the 

world around me if I just have the courage to speak in deed and word (Matthew 

5:14-16). Please honor my journey by empathizing with me even if you would 

cite to another influential text or prefer that I leave religion out of what should 

be a search for greater unity grounded in freedom and justice.   

 I expect to face an unfavorable reaction by any on the right who might read 

this pamphlet, possibly seconded by any in the liberal center who do so. The 

right and center are quick, and justified, to remind those of us on the left that 

sometimes socialist terminology has been used to sanction disgusting means and 

“indifferen[ce] to the differential costs in human suffering” (Hook, S., 1963. 

Introduction to Leon Trotsky’s Living Thoughts on Karl Marx, 11. Premier). We 

need always to be willing to remove the remaining self-deceptive wood from our 

own eyes so that we can better address the timbers of dishonesty, fear, and greed 

in theirs.  

I will no longer acquiesce in the silencing of me and others on the U.S. left 

who come with a message of justice and peace through deep democracy. 

Following on the heels of McCarthyism, and in the midst of the Cold War, under 

Nixon and Agnew even friendly political “adversaries” came to be synonymous 

with “enemies” (Hickel, W.J., 1971. Who Owns America? Paperback Library). I 

reject that cynical, narrow, potential-denying version of American democratic 

disputation.  

In the U.S., because of the omnipresent slightly more subtle post-McCarthy 

intimidation by the rightwing, the concept of “democratic socialism” is virtually 

unheard of in the public sphere. A Vermont U.S. senator is the only publicly-

confessed U.S. socialist elected official many U.S. inhabitants would be likely to 

know of. He seems to be quite a good person and legislator, and as far as I know 

does not have a picture of Stalin pinned in his locker in the Senate gymnasium. 

He probably is nowhere near as radical as some of the people from whom I am 

descended. But memories of them are largely a thing of the past.  

My great-great-uncle Francisco was the elected left-wing pro-labor mayor of 

a thriving southern U.S. industrial town at the turn-of-the-century. He had to pay 

the price for his radicalism. The business elite eventually shut his kind down 

permanently by consolidating his town into the City of Tampa. Now he and 

many of my other Hispanic ancestors lie in lost unmarked graves after they were 

callously disinterred on behalf of the City of Tampa to make room for the 

continuation of the aptly named Columbus Drive to the causeway.  

The supposedly mean and nasty liberal referees in the U.S. corporate media 

are continually worked over, pulled to the right by the rightwing, and in fear of 

their corporate advertisers. The meekest centrism is perceived as left or even far 

left. Round-the-clock cable news and rant shows, and the old school Sunday 

morning press shows, rarely provide even token representation of anyone to the 

left of mainstream liberal. Using characters from Virgin Soil, this is to confuse 

the socialist Solomin with his lord of the manor relative by marriage. The latter 

in self-defense turned the leftists into the Czar’s agents as soon as he got wind of 

any attempted public incitement of the reluctant peasants. To move things 

forward 136 years, this is to unequivocally equate the people on television who 

constantly disavow socialism with those who wish to avow socialism with all 

their hearts and minds. 

The consequence of this disinformation campaign by our conservative and 

liberal talking heads is that most U.S. inhabitants are at best in an ignorant state 

when it comes to “democratic” socialism. Yet, even now, I too am reluctant to 

fully come forward. Although I have been much happier since I admitted to 

myself that I am a democratic socialist and far to the left of what passes for a 

liberal in the U.S., I feel compelled to remain pseudonymous. Even 
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pseudonymously writing a pamphlet potentially subjects those who love me, 

even if they do not agree with me, to the job insecurity and harassment that is 

the rightwing United States of America, land of the “free.”  

Jesus and Orwell ("In times of universal deceit, telling the truth will be a 

revolutionary act.") compel me to be as outspoken and peacefully revolutionary 

as I can be in my home country of alleged political tolerance. It remains to be 

seen what you will do with my extended hand of status quo-rejecting human 

friendship. You will control what you do with this information. You can 

evaluate my words and even ridicule me if you desire. You hopefully cannot any 

longer beat me under color of law like they did my hardworking brown Florida 

ancestors, or imprison me, like they did Eugene Debs. But I fear that many on 

the right, if they knew about this pamphlet and my identity, would find other 

slightly more subtle ways of rendering punishment. Making democratic 

socialists like me keep our mouths shut if we come out of the closet could feel 

like an obligation to God and country club.  

 I am a son of south and know how the world works down heuh. Nonetheless, 

as a matter of conscience and good faith, I think you should know where I 

honestly stand. I think you deserve that, and more importantly, if the U.S. is to 

play a constructive role in the earth’s future, it will have to learn that the “s” 

word is not evil, unkind, undemocratic, or unworkable.  

If, as I hope it will, the U.S. is to play a constructive role in the world, it will 

be wise and cost-effective to be mindful of the need to disprove the notion that 

its representatives are quasi-imperial Bible-thumping reactionaries focused on 

making the world safe for the major corporations that control the U.S. political 

process. Even the CIA-sponsored Sidney Hook at the height of the Cold War 

wrote “Capitalism or socialism is no longer a matter of either – or but of more 

or less” (1963) (emphasis in original). I suspect that Professor Hook would not 

receive his (rumored) CIA checks if he said that today. So there you have it, 

without most U.S. inhabitants realizing it, my nation state post-McCarthy is in 

some ways further to the right than those glory days of bomb shelters when we 

sometimes had a legitimate excuse for totalitarian Commie-fear. 

 As you hold the key to what you do with my message, so too do you hold the 

key to what you do with your remaining days on earth. It is our shared planet, 

and none of us can love it or leave it, right or left blissful visions of apocalypse 

notwithstanding. Even in the most repressive times in the Deep South, one is 

responsible for one’s own values and actions. I will not exonerate the Robert E. 

Lees of the world from the consequences of their choices and loyalties. You can 

value caring for the poor and outcast over getting along with the vested, rich, 

and politically powerful in your home culture and around the world. You can 

value empty consumerism over others’ subsistence. You can value our reckless 

craps table of a worldwide financial sector that is too big to fail and continually 

propped up with socialized losses and privatized profits. You can value stealing 

public lands and resources for the benefit of the oil and gas companies which 

make incredibly large sums off humankind’s irreplaceable sovereign wealth. 

You can value an effective international policing approach to addressing 

genocide, terror, child and female slavery, and other serious global problems of 

civil order and exploitation without the stigma of hegemony and nationalism. 

We all hold the choice of living lives of brave sacrificial love or desperate 

fearful clinging to the robes of the powerful, of following the example of Jesus 

or that of the Roman authorities who caused his death. I know which side I am 

on.    

  

Before I conclude this introduction, let me give you an overview of some of the 

experiences underlying my personal testimony and how I got here. Let me begin 

by stating briefly that my democratic socialism is values-based not dogma-

based. It is democratically rooted in ethics and science, but it is not "utopian" or 
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"scientific" socialism. It is derived as much from the general concept of 

stewardship as it is from any political or economic philosopher. I do not claim 

that Marx cracked the code of a scientific approach to resolving humanity's 

problems, but I do claim that science should be used in the interest of helping 

humanity rather than in the interest of making profits for capitalists. I know of 

no magic bean that can be planted under the mattresses of humans or in the soil 

that will solve all of our difficult problems. I wish I did. I wish an invisible hand 

would save us from ourselves. What we have is a failure to cooperate, but 

cooperation is not easily imposed. 

 My democratic socialism is gradual, kind but responsibly tough, flexible, 

and willing to tolerate some socialized forms of state, managed, or even market 

capitalism where this works best for the people. It is more or less of the garden 

variety of democratic socialism that is culturally-acceptable across most of the 

world, with added emphasis on a positive variation of the term “garden variety.” 

“Garden variety” to me is a proxy for many things, including the obligation to 

reliably meet the basic human needs of all people, the value of cooperatives and 

mutual aid rooted in love, the literal need for workers' gardens in close 

proximity to dwelling spaces, the importance of sustainability, and the potential 

lessening of alienation that can come from working with the soil. Democratic 

socialism is quite commonly endorsed by a large percentage of everyday 

persons where my grandfather came from in the late 1920s (Spain, specifically, 

the Canary Islands, which suffered horrible repression under the so-called kings 

and queens and later Franco). It was an important part of the credo of my brave 

Cuban-American cigar roller ancestors in Florida, where they were continually 

harassed by hooded anti-union vigilantes. Cornel West sometimes calls it “deep 

democracy,” perhaps partly to avoid offending sensibilities in the U.S., but I 

think mostly because that ultimately is what it is. 

 Democracy should affect and control human society deeply, not only in the 

political sphere but also in the economic sphere, which is a human construct and 

should be used for humanity, not the profiteering of the few. No one should be 

left behind to fend for her or himself. Ultimately, my most important citizenship 

is of the earth, as I work to make it more like heaven. Humanity needs a global 

social contract to ameliorate and ultimately to supersede neoliberal globalism.  

 My journey to democratic socialism has taken most of my life. Swimming 

sometimes with and sometimes against the lazy current of turbid rivers, I think I 

have been a democratic socialist in the making since I was about five. When my 

father was suggesting I needed to be part of a market-like transaction of 

accepting “Jesus as my personal savior” to avoid going to hell, I was more 

attentive to the loving, and anti-wealth, teachings of my Sunday School class. 

I had the privilege of growing up with a lot of interesting teachable moments 

about race, class, unions, and Christianity, not all of it pleasant and much of it 

within my own conflicted birth family. In a personal dialectical process if there 

ever was one, I believe the values that cause me to acknowledge my democratic 

socialism have been there since I was first told “God is love” at the mostly 

working class, small segregated Southern Baptist church in central Mississippi 

which my hardcore fire-and-brimstone Republican father pastored.  

If, like my dad, your skin is brown and you want to be the successful 

pioneering Hispanic pastor of a Southern Baptist church in rural Jim Crow 

Mississippi in 1965, you’d better wave that flag harder than anyone 

unquestionably white. That is what he did. I do not doubt his sincerity, but he 

was under a lot of pressure at home and in the outside world. He had been subtly 

or not so subtly “reminded” by society each day of his married life that his 

Georgia peach wife was lily white, that his color credentials were suspect, and 

that therefore he is lucky to have her. Meanwhile, she was reminded from her 

first days in rural America that her racist farmer father had abandoned her dirt 

poor orphaned mother, her older sister, and her to the whims of fate and charity. 
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Therefore, bringing home to papa her brown husband and half-brown spawn was 

never truly an option even had she dared do so.   

 The lived reality of Michael Harrington’s Other America (1962. 

Macmillan.), in its particularly repressive southern form, taught me to have a 

preternatural interest in equality even before I knew the word. I remember 

standing out on the playground on the first day of first grade with my destitute 

friend Arnold, who was also a church buddy. He was not playing at recess, and I 

asked him why. He glumly told me that he only had one pair of school pants and 

because it would be a whole week until they could be washed, his parents did 

not allow him to play at school. I felt guilty running off to the merry-go-round 

and swing set. He had ragged overalls to change into at home though, and there I 

visited him once, and we ran wildly and joyfully around the eroded clay 

Mississippi countryside.  

Arnold was not the only really poor child in our church. My parents 

themselves were barely getting by, as my dad tried to complete college with a 

wife and two kids. But he did have support from his pastorate and some 

additional hourly wages from working part-time at Sears in Jackson. My parents 

had given up the relative security of their first few years of marriage, with full-

time jobs and mortgaged ownership of a small “starter” home near West Palm 

Beach, Florida, to chase the dream of serving God in “the full-time Christian 

ministry,” albeit not to God’s darker people.  

The one “have” in our Sunday school class bragged a little about going to 

things like the state fair Arnold and I could not hope to visit. He showed off the 

now seemingly crypto-fascist, but then incredibly fantastic and mesmerizing, 

Iron Cross, which he’d bought at a booth. But he too was a nice child with a 

good sense of humor, and we were all friends.  

 I remember initially wishing I had the same social status as the handful of 

landed gentry at my school. But then I gradually just came to resent one of them, 

the wealthiest boy in our class, Phil, who did not go to our church. He always 

was belittling of me at school for some unexplained reason. He would look at 

me with hatred and, by word and example, demonstrate to the other elite kids 

not to be my friend and to look down on me.  

Soon I began to silently return his hatred in my heart. My hatred apparently 

almost led me down a path of early crime. I am truly fortunate I lived in a house 

with no handgun. Eventually, for reasons I did not fully understand, I felt 

compelled to take my life savings of the one dollar bill I had gotten for my 

birthday and go by myself down to the general store near our house. There I 

bought a tiny 99 cent pocket knife my mother had expressly told me I could not 

buy when I previously requested permission. I guess they waived the sales tax. I 

remember immediately hiding the knife behind my chest of drawers because I 

knew I would be in big trouble if it was ever discovered I had gone against my 

mother’s instructions.  

The rest I do not remember for some reason. I am told that on dress-up day 

at school, along with donning my cherished cowboy hat, I brought the illicit 

hardware to school with me. I am told that at some point in the day I displayed 

the knife and declared my desire to use it to “kill” Phil. I am pretty sure I never 

would have actually attempted to open the blade at school much less stab him. 

After all, by then I had been induced by fear into receiving the “believer’s 

baptism.” I think it was more of a desire to display a tangible symbol of my deep 

hatred for Phil. My mother reminded me of the knife incident just as I described 

it above long after I was grown up. I apparently got in big trouble, but I do not 

remember any of it. I am pretty sure that I never saw the knife again, and that I 

was not suspended. 

I do, however, remember another incident when I did draw Phil’s blood, 

literally. It probably was not too long after the knife incident. At recess, within a 

few feet of me, Phil slipped on the turning merry-go-round as I was getting off. 
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The bent metal pole whacked him just over his eye. I distinctly recall that I had 

purposely pushed the merry-go-round around real hard just as I got off and he 

got on, hoping that just this accident would happen. Much to my relief, I was 

never suspected, and it indeed was deemed an accident. I did get much more 

vengeance than I expected, however. Half of his eyelid was sliced open, and I 

remember the enormous red gash, the large amount of blood, and his terrible 

cries. After that I stopped hating Phil, and I have never wanted to see him, or 

anyone else, hurt again.    

 

No one in our white church or white school had it any way near as bad as the 

officially disenfranchised working class African-Americans of our county. Soon 

after moving to Mississippi, I learned that equality had a racial component that 

trumped anything else in its viciousness. The African-Americans were expected 

to know their place, and it was not a nice place at all, lacking common decency, 

plumbing, and sometimes I am pretty sure, food.  

 I remember soon after we moved into our tiny Jim Walter pastoreum that I 

was treated to a drive to the nearby town, where the immaculately clean white 

school, grades 1-12, state football champions, was located. We walked into the 

small grocery store, owned by a church member, and had a chat with him behind 

the meat counter. Then we went into the laundry mat next door.  

It had separate “white” and “colored” drinking water fountains. My five-

year-old eyes had never seen anything like that even in the Panhandle of Florida 

of the early 1960s, where my father had gotten his first two years of Baptist 

preacher’s schooling—although my vista had been limited because I never went 

anyplace when I lived there other than to church, day care, the Chipley Motel 

pool for all-white swimming lessons, or the Piggly Wiggly.  

For some reason, it struck me as wrong that segregation of drinking water 

fountains should occur. I could not explain to myself why it was happening or 

why it felt wrong, and I did not ask any questions. My parents did not volunteer 

any information or take a position. I guess it was “not our problem.” I am pretty 

sure I drank out of the white fountain that day if I drank at all, and of course we 

never had that “problem” in our segregated school. 

My mother soon inadvertently taught me the answer to the “why” questions 

by her conduct. She was a southern beauty. She looked just like Jacqueline 

Kennedy to me. I adored her. I loved to sit by her in church and have her hold 

the hymnbook as we sang together. Her airy soprano voice was comforting to 

me. She did not work outside the home by then. I am sure she felt unhappy, 

lonely, and trapped with two kids and one on the way in that tiny rural 

Mississippi house next to the little church, while her birth family back home in 

Opalocka was imploding with alienation.  

My father had made her quit working back in West Palm Beach back when I 

was a toddler. He had been working the graveyard shift for Eastern and was in 

theory watching me while my mom worked during the day. Once while he slept 

on the couch, I crawled under the kitchen sink and drank paint thinner. He woke 

up to my cries and made me throw up. I survived, but he immediately called my 

mother at work and made her turn in her notice. So after that my mother left her 

promising job at the bank out on Palm Beach with all those millionaires. 

She was not overtly racist and never said the “N” word, which she said was 

bad and ignorant. She said to call African-Americans “colored” or “Negroes.” 

But she teased my dad a lot, and my sister too, in what was in hindsight an 

intentionally mean, and white racist, way. My sister inherited a lot of Hispanic 

features. My mother always said she “looks just like Mrs. [______],” which was 

the rather formal way my mother always referenced my kind-hearted and very 

brown Cuban-American grandmother Laura who lived back in Miami.  

I knew my dad, my sister, and I were somehow different in ways beyond 

poverty. I knew it had something to do with our skin tone, facial features, and 
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atypical last name. I believe my non-whiteness was why Phil hated me, leading 

me to want to kill him at the age of six. I felt lucky genetically that my mother 

never belittled my appearance the way she did my father and sister. But I knew I 

had that brownness within me somewhere too, and that people probably could 

see it. I liked to focus when I looked in the mirror on the tones of green in my 

eyes, my somewhat lighter shade of dark brown hair, and the fact that my facial 

features looked a lot different from my sister. I felt sorry for my sister for being 

teased by my mother for her implied bad fortune of not looking white in my 

mother’s eyes.  

Thus, except for my pale mother, we were clearly not from around theyah. 

But we began to try to keep up appearances and fit in as best we could with the 

dominant society. Because we were poor ourselves, I was baffled when a young 

“Negro” woman showed up to iron my dad’s shirts one week. It seemed 

extravagant to me, given that my mother constantly reminded us that we had 

very little money.  

My mother made sure the woman had her own glass to drink water from, 

which was kept on a top shelf away from our other glasses. I remember the 

awkwardness in my mother’s voice and her strained mannerisms when the 

woman would be there as we tried to avoid bumping into her across the 

miniature living room. In retrospect, I feel sorry for both of them. I never felt 

much like I was living the good life to have this woman iron my father’s shirts 

while my mother tried to seem otherwise busy and waited for the woman to 

appear thirsty.17 

Gradually, I was beginning to understand why this “ironin’ woman” and 

others like her might be wary of white people. We were certainly taught to be 

wary of them. Deacons in our working class church were being pondered by 

county overlords as possible reliable candidates for the all-white school board 

intent on keeping up the fight against integration. I was taught to hide in fear if 

the MLK march came up the highway in front of our house, but it never got that 

far out into the countryside. Marching was synonymous with rioting in our eyes. 

African-Americans who worked in the nearby mill were expected to patronize 

the white-owned segregated commercial establishments while their wives and 

daughters did our chores, and to not be seen or heard from otherwise. Soon they 

showed their appreciation for all the good whites did for them by beginning a 

major boycott that threatened to “destroy” the white businesses. This unionizing 

of African-American purchasing power seemed unfair to the whites.  

 What most sticks out in my mind about 1960s Mississippi and race is my 

first day of school. Dressed in my new clothes with my new red plaid bookcase, 

I began the day nervous but happy and excited with my new life. My mother had 

carefully taught me the name of my bus driver and my first grade teacher. I was 

so ready to learn.  

On my first school bus ride, I learned that I was expected to be schoolmates 

with ugly loud-mouthed racists, some of whom went to my church. I had not 

been prepared for the fact that racial hatred was culturally expected of us 

children, grades 1-12. Soon my personal dialectical process increased its pace. 

On the way to school, we passed the tiny tar paper shacks of the town’s African-

Americans, places so broken down and small they looked more like dog houses, 

and not nice dog houses either. That surely was punishment enough. But no, the 

white boys of all ages on my school bus felt that it was their job as citizens to 

persecute African-Americans with any safe opportunity. Hence, they yelled 

violently and repeatedly out the school bus windows “N_ s, N_s” as we passed 

                                                 
17 Later that glass stayed with us as we moved back to south Florida, where it provided for the water 

drinking needs of another African-American woman who did the ironing down there too. We were 
always afraid of the glass for the lingering “colored” germs we presumed it might harbor. 



79 
 

by the little dark-skinned citizens who were not allowed to join me in my school 

and lived in the most acute poverty. They would beat the side of the school bus 

loudly at the same time they yelled. This pattern would continue each day as we 

rode the bus to school. Never once did the bus driver pull over or tell the white 

boys to be quiet. They were just doing racist things as god and state intended.  

 Other than the “N”-laden bus ride, learning about Arnold’s poverty on the 

playground, and Phil letting me know he thought I was semi-colored trash, most 

of the rest of my first day of school was consumed with learning and nothing 

short of wonderful. At the end of the day, when I went home I remember asking 

my mom if the next day I could bring an extra nickel to school to buy a carton of 

chocolate milk to bring home to my sister. My sister and I had never had cartons 

of chocolate milk before I entered the racist Mississippi public school system of 

1965.   

In this reactionary milieu, seeds of peaceful revolution were being planted in 

my confused heart. When the rhythm guitar-playing kids from my dad’s college 

visited our church for youth week and played and sang “Blowin’ in the Wind,” 

the first folk song I had ever heard, I sensed that something was blowing in the 

winds around me. I was not sure if it was bad or good, but it was certainly not 

something that my Southern Baptist subculture was controlling or preparing me 

for responsibly. 

 

I have learned a lot since those confusing days of mixed church messages. I do 

not expect that anything I have to say about religion and society will be original. 

I now know that probably thousands of 19
th

 and 20
th

 century theologians gave 

sermons of a somewhat similar nature; and that Martin Luther King, Óscar 

Romero, the Maryknoll Sisters, and countless other Christians have died for 

these messages, which they articulated with their lives and their words. Even 

now, in this age of neoliberal triumphalism, someone occasionally calls for an 

almost pitiful “Christian-Marxist Dialogue.” Strange days indeed, since my 

belief as both a committed socialist and a Christian is that we need to be more 

forward looking than focusing on Marx will allow.  

I am not a “Marxist” although I believe Marx had many incredibly astute and 

truthful things to say. I certainly am neither a scholar of Christianity nor of 

Marxism. Do not expect this to be a Christian-communist manifesto. I am 

nobody’s propagandist. What I have to say is my own take only. I will not 

profess to be scholarly in any fields, with the exception of when it involves the 

field of soil science where I have some expertise.  

 But, however imperfectly, speak out I must. I realize that most of my 

society’s forces are aligned against me and others discovering and 

acknowledging our inner democratic socialists. Therefore, I am taking what for 

me is the bold step of outing my digitized pseudonymous self as a democratic 

socialist. As soon as I complete these writings, I hope to publish them in some 

fashion, making the outing complete. 

 I plan to begin with more of my personal story and that of my extended 

family, going back well over a century, and focusing particularly about religion, 

politics, and economics, with an occasional foray into mental illness and drug 

addiction. I am painfully aware that we hold any truths in fragile jars of clay. In 

particular, I plan to discuss the Sermon on the Mount, especially focusing on the 

first beatitude, about which I have thought a great deal. I believe that my 

society’s forces are aligned against lives being lived “poor in the spirit” and that 

this has tragic consequences for us individually and collectively. More broadly, 

how Christians variously interpret this pivotal set of teachings may impact their 

accountability for making the world a better place. Along the way I want to talk 

more about what I believe democratic socialism can be and cannot to be, 

particularly in relation to stewardship of scarce resources. In this regard, I want 
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to talk in some detail about stewardship through soil science, focusing on how 

this field can in my mind put deep democracy into practical action. 

 I say talk, because I want to write as if I were speaking directly to you, with 

a minimum of editing, as if I were giving you my personal testimony in a church 

hall on a Sunday night. I personally dislike actually “talking” to something of an 

extreme, except that I am learning to greatly enjoy talking to those I love. And 

because I want to expand my circle of love as much as possible, I am trying to 

talk to you, albeit in writing. I like being literally silent a lot, so much so that I 

consider myself to be a Christian contemplative and that keeping silence is my 

primary religious practice. Therefore, I choose to give my testimony in writing. 

 I will write as quickly and as often as I can. I feel some urgency in my 

writing, some of it personal and idiosyncratic, but some of it political. Our world 

has great potential for deep democratic change that could come at any time. This 

is not only in the ostensibly capitalist world but also in the ostensibly remaining 

socialist world as well. Socialism to me, as I think it was to Debs, Orwell, and 

Harrington and is to West, must be democratic.  

Again, I have no crystal ball. I obviously believe that rejection of the 

disgusting militaristic totalitarian kingdom of North Korea is critical, not 

because this is besmirching the name of socialism, but because that nation state 

is an inhumane house of horrors to its inhabitants. To a lesser but still important 

degree, human rights are being violated in other pseudo-socialist countries as 

well, including China. This too needs to stop. I am not holding my breath on 

either of these categories of undemocratic places changing their ways, just as I 

am not holding my breath on Saudi Arabia and other undemocratic un-socialistic 

places around the world. 

I am hopeful, however, for Cuba in the near- to mid-term. A deeply 

democratic environmentally-sustainable Cuba seems within reach and could 

have a positive ripple effect on other third world and even first world locations, 

whether currently of a leftward or rightward leaning, or no leaning at all. No 

predictions, just “hopeful.” Paternalistic authoritarianism in Cuba should morph 

into a quest for meaningful and sustainable democratic socialism with economic 

justice constitutionally-guaranteed.  

Some on the left remain tolerant of paternalistic authoritarianism or even 

generally endorse it as sound policy for the third world. I think they are gravely 

mistaken. All humans need to be able to self-govern deeply and authentically, in 

a way that does not discard the weak and vulnerable and does not simply 

celebrate the shallow victories of democracy-lite. Where socialism is discredited 

through lack of democracy, when democracy eventually does arrive, it likely 

will be democracy-lite. In that situation, socialism will not evolve positively but 

rather die a premature and unfortunate death, leaving smiling greedy capital with 

open arms of thievery and its own graver forms of repression and alienation. 

That is a major risk of not implementing deep democracy sooner rather than 

later. 

 While there are emergency settings, such as during and immediately after the 

Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba or the coup against Chávez in Venezuela, when 

civil rights such as habeas corpus have to be temporarily set aside, justice cannot 

generally and permanently be built, and alienation alleviated, undemocratically 

or uncivilly. I agree with Joseph Schwartz and Jason Schulman: 

 
Even when a repressive regime necessitates a minority road to revolution, 

democratic socialists stand with Rosa Luxemburg—revolutionary Marxist 

leader in Germany a century ago—in her advocacy of the restoration of civil 
rights and liberties once the authoritarian regime has been overthrown.  

 

(12/22/12. Toward Freedom: Democratic Socialist Theory and Practice: The 

Democratic Socialist Vision. http://www.dsausa.org/toward_freedom.). 

http://www.dsausa.org/toward_freedom
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Abraham Lincoln was correct that divided societies must find ways to move 

forward in truth and reconciliation. Others may disagree with my high emphasis 

on somewhat conventional democratic processes within my definition of 

“democracy.” I hope that they will understand that my democracy is indeed 

“deep” even if it also has major old-fashioned elementary school civics 

components as well.  

Despite my significant inclusion of conventionalism, let there be no mistake, 

I think U.S. democracy is and always has been nearly non-existent in the 

economic sense. One only has to look at the theft of aboriginal lands to see this 

to be the case. One only has to look at slavery, followed by the lack of 

reparations to the ex-slaves and their descendants, to see this to be the case. One 

only has to look at the efforts to prevent health care for all U.S. citizens to see 

this to be the case. But these and many other examples of economic injustice do 

not detract from the fact that U.S. political democracy is and always has been 

tepid at best—even leaving aside the generations when vast portions of the 

citizenry, including women, slaves/minorities, indigenous peoples, and non-

property owners were not allowed to vote.  

For example, to this day we deprive citizens who have been convicted of 

crimes of their right to participate in elections, even after they have paid their 

debts to society. It seems to me that we should be trying to enfranchise people 

who otherwise may not feel invested in “the system,” sick as it is. In the latest 

manifestation of the filibuster rule in the U.S. Senate, a single senator may 

anonymously prevent even our anemic representative democracy from working. 

Similarly, on both sides of Congress, we allow one person, the “Majority 

Leader” or the “Speaker,” to make the Capitol’s agenda capital’s agenda. 

Checks and balances for every business lobbyist’s pot. We make sure that each 

senator or representative has to gorge him or herself on bribes cash or be gored 

by his or her opponents. We allow the nation’s air waves to be captured by 

capitalism so that public political communication must be bought and sold. We 

allow government which is supposed to be “of, by, and for the people” to be 

bought and controlled by legal fictions known as corporations.  

So no, I do not think we have near enough even of conventional democracy 

in the U.S., without even getting into the economic issues inherent in what 

Dorothy Day rightly called “this filthy, rotten system.” With effective political 

democracy, we might one day begin to reconcile that these government-

sanctioned figments known as corporations and banks get to swindle most of the 

real people, suck up a huge part of the global economy from productive actions, 

and line the pockets of the oligarchy with massive payouts. But while capitalists 

and reactionaries often are grotesque in their conduct toward the powerless, as 

they were to my ancestors, I cannot, true to my conscience or my logic, condone 

the use of the paradigms of dishonesty, terror, or repression as instruments to fix 

or replace this sick system that makes British parliament look like wonderland 

by comparison. Where democratic measures are available, they should be the 

focus of energy, with improvements to democracy as necessary.  

I will zealously fight Orwell’s two-pronged fight at home and abroad. I do 

not know if “love” in action will find a way, but I know of nothing else that 

might create a “loving” world besides love in action. So I am trying to start with 

me. Because ours is not a loving world, we need to look for ways to get more 

love into it, not less. We cannot retreat into our isolated corners or hatreds and 

expect love to pop up. It is not simply a matter of rejecting the bloated hypocrisy 

of capitalism, much less sanctimoniously laughing at the foolishness and 

imperialism of its willful servants, such as the writer and purchasers of the “Left 

Behind” series.  

As I learned from the Sermon on the Mount when I began to study it more 

carefully as an adult, love involves self-sacrifice and justice. I am far from 

young anymore, but like the courageous young people in Turgenev’s Virgin 
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Soil, self-sacrifice to change this world for the better is a choice I gladly make. It 

is why I am a democratic socialist. To do otherwise is to live a false and 

alienated life, even if one manages the meeting of one’s material needs. 

 Peace to my fellow species-beings, present and future. 
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C. A Socialized Meditation on Family, Religion, and Alienation 

 

Preliminary Matters 

 

I want to say three preliminary, but extremely important and I think practical 

things, about “family” before I move into my main topics of discussion 

concerning family, religion, and alienation. I will be brief: 

 The right to family planning is important and non-negotiable.  

Humanity should not be blithe about over-population and our collision course 

with nine billion people on the planet at one time. I discuss in the technical 

report after this meditation the topic of scarcity, particularly in relation to the 

soil. In addition to systemic issues socialists appropriately focus on, the 

problems of scarcity are in part driven by over-population. Species-beings 

should be conscious of this and support the freedom of people to not propagate. 

Birth control is a human right.  

 Women’s rights to control their own bodies and lives are important 

and non-negotiable. 

Please see the previous point about the right to family planning. In addition, to 

be absolutely clear: women’s rights to say no to men or anyone else, to control 

their own bodies, and to live their lives with equal rights with men are human 

rights.  

 The right to civil marriage must not be denied on the basis of sexual 

orientation, and this too is important and non-negotiable.  
All or most of us want to be loved. To be loved is a marvelous human 

experience. Love that is deep may wish to have commitment, which humans for 

millennia have expressed with “family” and often with “marriage.” We always 

should promote deep and abiding love, not make it legally impossible or difficult 

to be in a caring family.  

Democratic socialists should stand up to protect these human rights.  

 

I mostly want to use this meditation to discuss the limits to the ability of the so-

called “nuclear family,” and inculcated “family” values such as religion, to 

provide for basic human needs and to resolve serious problems of alienation that 

are accentuated when basic human needs are not met. It is my thesis that 

conservatives shift far too much blame, and place far too much pressure 

masquerading as support, on the nuclear family to meet basic human needs and 

resolve alienation difficulties. Society in some form or fashion must provide 

what nuclear families do not and often cannot provide.  

Nuclear families, even great stable ones, do not exist in thin air. As the U.S. 

experienced in the Great Depression, and as the poor, the unemployed, and the 

underemployed in the U.S. experience every day, one’s economy and one’s 

society beyond the nuclear family deeply affect one’s ability to have material 

needs met and alienation kept under control.  

Before I get to my main support let us consider the huge problem that the 

“nuclear family” model does not apply to a great mass of humanity, either by 

fate or by choice. Nuclear families can be great if you can have one. For many 

of us, to not have a nuclear family represents a profound existential crisis. But 

whatever their benefits, they do not exist for everyone. A large amount of 

humanity has to get along without one whether they like it or not. It is perfectly 

common and normal for many, perhaps billions, of people at any one point in 

time to not have nuclear families even though many of these people might 

choose to have them if given the chance. To not have one even though you want 

one is a common and frequent fact for which any kind and rational society must 

account. 

Similarly, many choose not to be in a nuclear family. It would be wrong, 

needless to say, to force people to make nuclear families where they do not 
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desire them. For many people with sad family experiences growing up, it seems 

reasonable thing to avoid having children and possibly passing on the sadness. 

We might make lousy spouses or parents. Moreover, no one has the right to 

force anyone else to marry or enter into a nuclear family arrangement.  

In addition, even if you get lucky once and have a good nuclear family, it 

may be taken away from you by circumstances beyond your control. Romito 2’s 

mother died, and so did he soon thereafter because no one was around to care for 

him. So one can lose one’s nuclear family and be left in the lurch. One may, like 

tío Francisco, lose one’s spouse. After a long marriage that produced six 

children, his wife Maria died unexpectedly. 

 

  
 

It is possible that sometime in the few years between the semi-famous 

“_____ incident,” when he as a Marx-reading lector bravely stuck up for the 

rights of the working class, and Maria dying, Pancho had taken a part interest in 

ownership of a cigar factory. In other words, to some extent Pancho might have 

tried to join the capitalist class. I have seen a newspaper account of Pancho from 

decades later that seemed to imply this.  

In any event, at some point after he lost Maria, Pancho the mayor widower 

found himself “much worried” over “some debts.” Unlike Job, no happy ending 

occurred for the widower either financially or in love. At least four of the 

children were still young and living at home when he lost Maria. Francisco 

remarried a second time but it only lasted a few months. I have no information 

about this second wife.  

Then he soon married a third time, to a much younger and supposedly 

outwardly beautiful woman. He had become severely depressed, perhaps 

masking his precarious situation during the short courtship—precarious indeed, 

to say the least. During this marriage, after attempting suicide two times, he 

continued to have access to a firearm in the home and finally succeeded rather 

than face the prospect of being left by his wife.  
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That began a prolonged highly tumultuous period not only for Francisco’s 

immediate family, but also for his extended family, into which mi abuela Laura 

had recently been born into. Apparently losing her uncle was a tragedy that 

many in the clan never fully got over, for whatever reason. Perhaps bad luck has 

a way of spreading within families, including within those whose wage-earners 

regularly are harassed for being pro-union. 

In summary, Francisco was one-for-three in having successful marriages, 

and at least four non-adult children suffered the serious consequences of this 

fate, not to mention an extend family of loved ones. Bad bad Francisco. He was 

not “blessed” like Job with the follow-up spouse he needed for whatever reason, 

and he did not live happily ever after. 

God never blessed my grandmother Ruth when it came to marriage. After 

being abandoned in her first marriage which produced my mother, she married a 

nice man who was an alcoholic. That did not solve her problems. So perhaps she 

should have held out for someone better I guess, or maybe left him. They did not 

have internet dating back then, so she had to meet eligible men out in the 

countryside through some other means. 

While my mother and her sister managed to hold it together, sort of, not so 

for their half-siblings. God had willed that they grow up in a very bad 

neighborhood with an alcoholic father and a severely mentally and physically-ill 

mother. Ruth had to go stark raving mad and be institutionalized to get any kind 

of assistance with her mental conditions.  

The oldest boy was addicted to drugs at an early age, and, last I heard of him 

several years ago, had at least two unsuccessful marriages which bore him at 

least two children. He served a lengthy prison sentence for selling drugs. I do 

not know if he is still alive and in recovery. I hope that he is. He was the lucky 

one. His sister was addicted to drugs at an early age, a prostitute, a wife three 

times, and a mother of two, before dying of a drug overdose several years ago in 

late middle age. 

Their younger brothers were not similarly blessed with decades of drug 

abuse. The youngest became addicted to drugs at an early age and committed 

suicide while depressed as a young man. The other, who also became addicted 

to drugs at an early age (four-for-four were my mother’s half-siblings in this 

regard), barely made it into his twenties before being executed Miami Vice style 

on a boat somewhere off the coast of Miami in a drug-related homicide.  

Obviously they all would have been better off never becoming actively 

addicted to drugs, but this is easier said than done. I visited them in Opalocka 
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often when I was growing up. I hated everything about the place and the visits, 

but I felt so sorry for my young aunt and uncles, who were not that much older 

than I. To say they lived in a pigsty would be only a slight exaggeration. I would 

be surprised if, in most of their years growing up, they ever knew the feeling of 

sheets on a bed at night, much less clean sheets. It was just a matter of sleeping 

on whatever filthy mattress you could find. I never knew their refrigerator to 

have anything in it other than beer. I remember overhearing on one Christmas 

Eve my father asking their father what his high school age children were 

receiving for Christmas the next day and being surprised that their father had not 

thought about it, and said in response, “I don’t know, maybe I will give them 

some cash.” So, obviously these children were not blessed with the best of 

parents or the best environments, and self-medication became an escape, just 

like alcohol was to their father and depression and hallucinations were to their 

mother. 

To be sure, their sick family failed them. Sick families often do this. 

Children are not at fault in that situation but bear the burden. I do not know all 

of what could have been done by a caring society to make their lives better. 

Providing access to mental health services for my grandmother Ruth and 

nurturing after-school activities for the children in safe places would clearly be 

two things. The slum itself was so overwhelmingly dispiriting that is hard to 

imagine a bigger challenge for the marvels of after-school activities.  

Perhaps the “drug war” atmosphere also did not help. Things were so bad 

that humans in pain probably would find a way to “escape” no matter what the 

chemical choices that could be found—whether it was sniffing glue or gasoline. 

As a junior high student, I happened to spend a lovely night sleeping on a couch 

in the small living room of their house one of the two times I can remember 

when we stayed over there to sleep. In the middle of the night my mother’s 

oldest half-sibling wandered in off the streets with a friend, and they proceeded 

to huff on a plastic bag filled with something that smelled like I had used on my 

model airplanes.  

All such hypothesizing about what might have been is a moot point because 

I do not believe they lived in a caring society. I know all of this sadness broke 

my mother’s caring heart and contributed to her becoming severely mentally-ill 

herself, fond memories of Girl’s State long behind her.  

 

 
 

 No church or civic organization was around capable of saving my mother’s 

half-siblings. Of course, Ruth had grown up with a church within a short walk 

from her Deep South farmhouse and that had not saved her either when she and 
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her seven siblings were orphaned, with a teenage brother left to be in charge 

during the Depression.  

A lot of what fundamentalist churches do is preaching at families, who 

hardly need to be told when they are in trouble that they should have done 

better. The circumstances of children growing up impoverished and alienated in 

the U.S. underclass seems to be entirely the “fault” of the parents under 

fundamentalist religious theory, from what I can tell. Needless to say, the 

parents themselves should not also be so foolish to have been insane or alcoholic 

or drug-addicted at the point of propagation or afterward, but this does happen 

frequently.  

Outside of the family structure, the neighborhoods in which desperate 

children grow up also may do nothing to extend to the children external or inner 

peace. Other neighbors probably have problems of their own. Unemployment 

and underemployment are always rampant. Gun shots go off, fights break out, 

sexual assaults occur, and drugs may be the core economic engine of the local 

economy, despite decades of “drug war.” Addicted persons may have no access 

to drug treatment.  

I know of no answers other than to say family stability generally is not 

happening in the good old U.S.A. underclass, to a large extent tied into drug 

addiction, which includes alcohol. It would appear that the U.S. has an epidemic 

of an economic and medical nature to which mostly an after-the-fact law 

enforcement solution has been prescribed, providing a mismatch of needs and 

bad timing of expenditures. 

This picture of a messed-up slum-dwelling nuclear family is overwhelmingly 

sad. Let us turn to a much more optimistic family scenario with two devoted 

working class parents neither of whom is addicted, perhaps living in the rural 

U.S. in a more traditional and rooted time. I shall choose the one in that book on 

the Great Depression my great-aunt gave me: 

 
   Most of the residents in these mining counties were descended from settlers 

who came between 1870 and 1910 from the West Kentucky hills. In speech 

and folkways the area is culturally homogenous with the western 

Appalachians and distinctly unlike central and northern Illinois. In addition to 

the Kentuckians, several large foreign-born groups settled in Southern Illinois 
between 1900 and 1920 because the mines offered them work. These were 

principally Italians, Hungarians, Croatians and Ukrainians. 

   Then came the crash. About a hundred mines were abandoned before the 
Depression was over, with a loss of twenty thousand jobs. Taxpayers stopped 

paying, and local governments found themselves without funds. … 

   All the banks in Marion, as well as nearby Creal Springs and Johnston City, 
went under. … 

   A unique feature of the Depression in Williamson County was the 

emergence of about 150 small, makeshift “gopher holes,” where farmers and 
unemployed miners dug shallow-vein coal for local sale. They would sink a 

slope about fifty or seventy-five feet deep and mine the poor grade of coal. 
Most of the loading was done by hand. … 

  [M]y boyhood memory of Williamson County is of decaying tipples, silent 

whistles, smokestacks cold and mute against grey skies. … 
   The closing of Old West Side Mine meant the end of anything resembling a 

steady job for the next eight years. From 1930 on, it was a day’s work here 

and a day’s work there, a coal order from the welfare office, a relief check, a 
few days on WPA, a garden in the backyard, and a few chickens and eggs. 

   We weathered the storm because of Dad’s willingness to take any job and 

Mom’s ability to stretch every available dollar. It was not so much a matter of 
finding a job as of filling in with odd jobs wherever and whenever you could, 

and most of the “jobs” were those you made for yourself.   

 

(Hastings, R.J., 1972. Id. at 11, 13.) (emphasis added.) This to me demonstrates 

that if a child has perfect parents and lives in a relatively stable environment, 

survival of hard times is difficult but possible assuming timely government 

assistance when private employment cannot be found. 



88 
 

But what if the ideal parents cannot be found, if unemployment strikes, or if 

desperately needed government assistance is not around? What if the temptation 

to drink or take drugs beckons, perhaps genetically or because of trauma or 

sadness that is passed down? Abstinence necessarily becomes an all-consuming 

task and woe to the children if their parents fail this difficult test on even a 

single day, so that a binge or further downward slide ensues.  

 

Even families that succeed on a certain level, such as by remaining drug-free, 

can themselves be powerful instruments of alienation. Even sober parents and 

sober milieus can provide inducement to self-medication in the next generation. 

In my situation, my parents each grew up in houses with a parent or stepparent 

who was an alcoholic. I am fortunate that both of my parents have been 

teetotalers my whole life. I am thankful to them for their gift to me of their 

sobriety. But because of my mother’s mental problems, and her constant cruelty, 

particularly toward my father and sister, things were quite bad enough to 

produce completely alienated self-medicating-prone children. In fact, as it was, I 

grew up with rarely a moment’s inner peace whatsoever, all temperance, 

baptism, church attendance, nightly “family worship,” and religiosity 

notwithstanding.  

In looking back, other than whenever I was around mi abuela, my extremely 

limited accessing of inner peace did come partly from my father and mother and 

partly from the religion to which they introduced me. My so infrequent as to be 

almost entirely absent inner peace arose from: (a) being sung to by my father 

while rocking back and forth sitting next to him on a front porch swing (I 

particularly liked him to sing “How Great Thou Art” and “Rock of Ages” while 

we swung), and engaging in joyous wrestling matches with him on the living 

room floor; (b) before my mother got depressed and mean, having her 

occasionally share a can of Campbell’s soup with me, along with saltines 

smothered with margarine; (c) internalizing the words of the 23
rd

 Psalm and 

other existential or peaceful passages of the Bible; and (d) quiet semi-liturgical 

group singing on forgotten Sunday nights of certain old hymns that emphasized 

solidarity beyond the nuclear family (hymns like “Blest Be the Tie That Binds,” 

a song written by an 18
th

 century working class Baptist pastor who was inspired 

by love for his parishioners18). Categories (a) and (b), which were related to 

positive guilt-free nurturing I received from my birth family, ended when I was 

around five years old. Categories (c) and (d) never completely left me, were a 

gift from my religious heritage, and formed part of what many followers of my 

religion refer to as that “still small voice” (1 Kings 19:12, KJV), which better 

translated is “a sound of sheer silence” (NRSV).
19

 

Given that the tiny bits of positive inner peace I carried into adulthood came 

from my childhood religion, and that it was my parents who exposed me to these 

bits, I conclude that even dysfunctional families and religion can do some social 

good. True, the combination of these particular dysfunctions is not ideal. In my 

                                                 
18 The background of this hymn can be found at: 

http://web.archive.org/web/20090213115457/http://www.christianitytoday.com/tc/2008/002/12.11.ht

ml. 
19 To this day observing silence is the best way for me to foster inner peace. How can a child be 

expected to experience “a sound of sheer silence” in a world of yelling, ugliness, and hatred? How 

can one expect the child’s parent to avoid yelling, ugliness, and hatred when that is the endowment 
he or she received or receives from his or her family, neighborhood, and society? Alienation so 

easily begets alienation. For some admitting, if not embracing, one’s Steppenwolf (Hesse, H., 1927. 

S. Fischer Verlag) may validate the cold journey in the steppes. I remember reading Hesse’s 
controversial classic around the same time I discovered contemplative prayer. I began to feel less 

alone with the knowledge that Hesse had given artistic birth to this sad character. It helped me begin 

to turn my back on religious fundamentalism, to risk damnation, and to find my own authentic way 
to acceptance of the great treasure that can be life, assuming basic material needs are met.     

http://web.archive.org/web/20090213115457/http:/www.christianitytoday.com/tc/2008/002/12.11.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20090213115457/http:/www.christianitytoday.com/tc/2008/002/12.11.html


89 
 

case, the combination of the two became a more or less continuous nightmare 

largely created and mediated by my deeply-disturbed but religiously-addicted 

mother. Hence, although my religious endowment, which ultimately was present 

because of my family, was not entirely negative, its association with my family 

while growing up was almost entirely negative. In fact, because of my father’s 

position in the church, we had to be completely quiet about any family 

problems, including the major turmoil we were living on a daily basis with my 

outwardly moral and upstanding mother. 

The torture of our family situation was not helped, and in fact was 

exacerbated, by the nearly constant passive-aggressive religiosity of my 

mother’s conduct. It was difficult to judge when she was acting volitionally 

cruel and when she was just plain crazy—but always the ever-present religious 

self-righteousness and conjured-up Bible verses justified her in her own eyes 

and told everyone else, including her direct victims, that they were the ones in 

the wrong.  

As I have said, most of her meanness was directed at my sister and father, 

but that was not completely the case. Any slight failure to acquiesce in her 

bizarre and cruel nature engendered a harsh response toward the applicable 

family member. One quickly learned not to stick up for the direct victims. 

Sometimes her routine behavior was ostensibly not “mean,” but rather it had an 

outrageously obtuse side that amounted to meanness toward all those in our 

immediate family. It was as if her sickness demanded that it constantly be at the 

center of all of our attention even when she was not intending to be mean. We 

never relaxed and always walked on glass. 

To think that the person doing the mean things should see that she is acting 

badly and want to stop, but realize that for some reason she either does not see 

that they are mean or have the ability to stop is perplexing and deeply frustrating 

to no end. When we tried to advocate for ourselves or others, we received harsh 

retribution, often physical in nature and always mentally and verbally-abusive 

and accompanied by loss of whatever minor privileges we coveted. My father 

was a constant enabling nervous wreck trying to keep my mother happy or at 

least from acting out most viciously. The sum total of our existence was not 

unlike the codependency relationships that develop in alcoholic families.  

In summary, the bad side of our religion was that my sad deeply-disturbed 

mother, who was acting badly almost constantly toward her own family, was a 

masterful Bible student and coated every deed with wicked recitation of chapter 

and verse. However inapplicable to the situation and unwilling to see her own 

sinful acts, she was quick to preach at us about our sins and to smother us in 

sanctimony and compassionate Christian advice. For a while, to the extent I did 

not fear God because of fear of hell I came to despise religion as the echo of my 

mother’s sickness, which it literally was.  

The most significant moral incentive I received from this alienation was to 

do the opposite of maintaining sobriety. Fortunately I never quite developed a 

“problem” like so many of those in my extended family. To this day, I have 

maintained an interest in how to prevent people from becoming actively 

addicted to alcohol and drugs. This has been a factor in my becoming interested 

in alienation in the U.S., which so often beckons self-medication. 

My mother is old now and causes no active harm to anyone other than my 

father, who is happy to still have her around. The members of her nuclear family 

hope that she will one day allow modern medicine, inefficiently paid for by the 

U.S. government using a regressive tax structure, to help her mind. All was long 

ago forgiven. My father, still in the role of codependent caretaker after almost 

sixty years of marriage, has recently moved both of them near to a relative who 

has a relatively good ability to communicate with my mother and who it is 

hoped may be able to persuade her to accept treatment. We all love her.  
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I want to talk about broader issues, which, despite all of this religious garbage 

and family sadness allow me to recognize in family and religion potential values 

of pertinence to socialism. It seems to me that even sick families and lousy 

family-endowed religion give family members a sense of belongingness. In 

retrospect as a survivor, when I think of church it is not just bad times even as it 

relates to my family. I appreciate the fact that my mother, despite her failings, 

sat beside me in church throughout my childhood, that when she sang her voice 

and maybe some of her thoughts were positively channeled, and that up in the 

front of the church stood my father, cogitating and fuming the best he could, as 

his passionate spirit led him. I received a strong connection to my nuclear family 

that encompassed the interior life, however skewed. On Christmas, I believed in 

an ambiguous but possibly beautiful purpose to the holiday beyond presents. I 

knew that however odd and humiliating our family experience was, including its 

dehumanizing attempt at “family worship” which nightly displayed our mother’s 

sick control over our lives and her religious addiction, that we loved each other 

and were united in our oddness and humiliation. 

Besides these decidedly mixed, highly imperfect, strained, and strange 

family connections, an unquestionably good side to our family’s religion was its 

infrastructure of support for sobriety. Had my parents any temptation to drink, 

this would have been a cause for shunning from our subculture as well as from 

our life as a Baptist minister’s family. In some ways, my parents, in need of 

sobriety after their childhoods spent with alcoholics, found the perfect religious 

home in their chosen denomination. One of the cultural things it is important to 

recognize about Southern Baptists is that in their denomination temperance 

arose as central to good conduct. This was for the good reason that many 

frontier Appalachian and Scotch-Irish farming people who formed their flocks 

suffered with family members who were alcoholics. 

This is the paradigm for society prescribed by the author of a book on the 

Sermon on the Mount written the year before my parents were married. The 

author, a native Mississippian, had gone to the same Southern Baptist college 

my father attended decades later when he was obtaining his bachelor of arts 

degree in religion. The author had become a prominent Baptist educator and 

writer of Sunday School training books. In writing (using the King James 

Version of course) about Jesus’ injunction to “[b]e ye therefore perfect …” the 

author expressly tied the point into Prohibition: 

 
   Our philosophy of “perfect living” has sometimes been like the implied 
attitude of American leaders in 1933: Since we could not have absolute and 

unanimous abstinence from alcoholic beverages, abstinence must be wrong 

altogether. Let us therefore reverse the policy and see how many Americans 
we can induce to become drinkers! And so the campaign to make all America 

a drinking nation goes on apace. Because we cannot achieve absolute 

perfection is no justification for ignoring the Lord’s command to strive to be 
as nearly perfect as possible.  

 

((Eddleman, H.L., 1955. Id. at 7.)  

This hyper-concern about alcohol had its positive side. I believe that for a 

significant portion of the U.S. fundamentalist-reared working class, “the family” 

depended upon abstinence to maintain sobriety, and that in turn fundamentalist 

religion at one time played a key positive role in promoting abstinence. With 

migration to urban areas, however, the link to religious roots often was broken 

and sobriety was not maintained in many homes where it was desperately 

needed. 

In the 1960s when I grew up in the Southern Baptist church, the abstinence 

agenda increasingly was difficult to prioritize. In the U.S. of 1965, when I 

started first grade in the Deep South, the partial empowerment of African-

Americans through the Voting Rights Act meant that U.S. market capitalists had 
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to pursue extreme measures to maintain the political split of the white working 

class from African-Americans. I believe that the southern fundamentalist white 

churches became their primary organizing tool. Without many of the rank-and-

file church members realizing what was happening, Constantinian reactionary 

political demagoguery took over for abstinence as the key mobilizing foundation 

for Southern Baptists. As a result, it is far less likely that socialism today could 

look to fundamentalist religion within U.S. working class white families to 

promote anything valuable, including sobriety—better to let Bubba get drunk 

and beat his wife and kids than for Bubba to vote for the liberals or, in recent 

years, that Marxist-Kenyan black guy. 

The voices of moderation in the Southern Baptist church long ago were 

expelled, directly or indirectly. White youths like me abandoned the narrow-

minded church when we grew up, but by then we had conservative voting 

patterns established from the lessons learned through our authoritarian fathers. 

White working class families are no longer primarily down on the farm and are 

often in slum or, if they are “blessed,” suburban locations where money-hungry 

churches may still be present on many corners but no longer have much 

credibility or interest to the surrounding neighbors. The fundamentalist ministers 

are mostly shills for the Republican Party to the extent they are not desperately 

focused on filling mostly empty pews. And because political conservatism is 

now the effective organizing principle of the Southern Baptist Convention, it 

deserves to die the slow death it is dying through attrition. Better Steppenwolf 

than wolves in sheep’s clothing. 

Other than abstinence, moral education also played a major role in the 

Southern Baptist churches that was valuable. Of course, the denomination 

always was blind to racism and discrimination as being sins, just as it had been 

blind to slavery and later Jim Crow and lynching. But aside from that huge 

timber in the religious eye, white religious fundamentalism did provide an 

emphasis on taking common people and teaching them some sound ethical 

doctrines.  

Eddleman’s book demonstrates quite well what I am talking about. It posits 

that Jesus’ main role for his disciples, other than “Savior,” was as “Teacher” (Id. 

at 3.) Although this is a fundamentalist book, I think it illustrates how a positive 

personal dialectic can arise from religion. To put it another way, it illustrates 

how positive seeds can be planted, even if not intentionally, and that later these 

seeds can even blossom into a socialist writing a pamphlet like this one.  

Undoubtedly, Eddleman’s book shows a compulsion to promote fatalism and 

authoritarianism, as long as it is of the reactionary sort: 

  
   All true authority stems from God. Heaven’s authority permits governments 

as “ordained of God” (Rom. 13:1). The governmental authority permits a 

system conducive to proper authority in school and home. Respect for 
authority must begin at the grass-roots level—in the home. Disrespect for law 

and the rights of others on the part of teen-agers reflects failure of parents to 
inculcate respect for parental authority. … 

[R]espect for the authority of Christ, the King of kings, begets respect for all 

proper authority! Spiritual anarchy is the seed-bed of political anarchy, 
communism, delinquency, immorality, and the breakup of the home. … 

[M]an is so constituted that he needs authority in all fields. … 

[O]nly by enslaving himself to the authority of Christ can he become truly 
free. 

 

(Id. at 10, 11, 13, 14.). This would not seem to be a promising field for socialist 

growth, and I will not suggest otherwise. But, please see how, after Eddleman 

first criticized “anarchy, communism,” he later cannot help but imply potential 

benefits to some form of communism for supplying material needs and lessening 

alienation: 
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   Spiritually minded people are ever in contact with material things. Clothes, 

food, houses, means of transportation are but a few of the “things” necessary 
to daily life. It would be a relief if we could detach ourselves wholly from the 

material structure of civilization and avoid the moral decisions involved in 

trying to make a living without destroying a life. 
   This vanishing from reality is achieved in some brands of communism 

where colonies eliminate the necessity of money as a medium of exchange. 

There is a dairy, mechanical and electrical service, storehouses for furniture 
and equipment, food dispensaries, and other necessities. A colonist gets what 

he needs from these centers: every man and woman contributes labor of some 

kind, and thus life moves on without money! (The colonists frequently move 
on as soon as they can establish promising contacts for work elsewhere.) 

   Christ did not major in rules to cover specific cases but eternal kingdom 

principles which are valid for the variegated civilizations which have made 
and do make human history. The Sermon on the Mount is not like the 

rulebook which a coach or referee pulls out for guidance concerning a specific 

play; it rather creates an attitude and atmosphere in which the Christian makes 
individual decisions as economic problems and their consequent moral 

dilemmas arise. But the principles are clear and the wheels touch the water at 

two points: concern for superfluous wealth and life’s necessities. 

 

(Id. at 104-5.) Almost doth Eddleman persuadest me to be a communist. 

I doubt very much that the Southern Baptist church, which for over thirty 

years has been solidly the tool of the Republican Party and chasing out Jimmy 

Carter types, could once again become a somewhat more positive player in 

society. Nonetheless, the preceding 1955 Sunday School training guide to me 

shows quite clearly that religion can play a socializing role if it can avoid 

demagogic manipulation. This last “if” seems to me highly difficult for donor-

funded religion to overcome in most instances. Whoever can put the most in the 

offering plate is unlikely to be chased off intentionally. Sermons and other 

messages with a challenging social gospel are unlikely to be delivered.  

Nonetheless, in my view, in theory a potential socialist lurks in the heart of 

every sincere reader of the Sermon on the Mount and other humanistic passages 

in the Bible. I will not attempt to summon additional proofs for this point from 

Eddleman or other fundamentalist books in my possession. I do want to focus on 

one, however, pertaining to the words from the Sermon of the Mount that have 

meant the most to me since I left fundamentalism: “Blessed are the poor in spirit 

….” (Matt. 5:3, KJV). It would not be an exaggeration to say that these 

admittedly vague words have been the most important written words in my life. 

When depressed yet unwilling to go back to old ways of uncritical thinking on 

the one hand or mindless partying on the other, they helped me literally to fall 

down onto the earth, to disregard the past, and to move humbly forward. 

Eddleman, for all his fundamentalism and attempt at vindicating 

proselytizing, I think implicitly understood what I have experienced—and that 

this liberating discovery of spiritual poverty can be dialectically bound up with 

helping the poor with material needs: 

 
   Being free of pride and vanity, the poor in spirit are aware of their spiritual 

poverty. Being conscious of it, they have a deep sense of need. This is the 

chief prerequisite for profound Christian experience. … 
   Christians have a threefold obligation to the poor: (1) to feed them (neglect 

here is like denying the faith; Matt. 25:41-42); (2) to preach the gospel to 

them; and (3) to extend them fellowship. Woe unto the church in which the 
poor are not welcome (James 2:1-6). 

   The needs and wants of the poor man practically coincide because the pangs 

of hunger and cold do not permit him to think far beyond his basic necessities. 
Thus the “poor in spirit” are those who realize their true needs. They have 

given up desire for things harmful and superficial. By the world’s standards 

they do not appear to want much, while actually they long for spiritual values 
like kindness, honesty, forgiveness, and salvation. 

   [A] man “poor in spirit” is the opposite to the one of vaulting ambition for 

worldly achievement. He is the opposite of the man who pursues vain and 
superficial values, so called. His poverty intensifies his awareness of what is 
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truly valuable. The poor man will work conscientiously all day long for the 

sure wages of a loaf of bread; his opposite may gamble away his chances for a 
gold mine or an oil field. The poor in spirit readily distinguish between what 

they want and what they need.       

 

(Id. at 17-18.) I love this enlightened, and to me inadvertently socialized, 

rhetoric by a Southern Baptist minister in the middle of the Eisenhower 

administration. I think that for all his rigidity he got this part right. 

This is just what works for me. If something else works for you, I will be 

overjoyed. I tried to be religious for a while before I became a socialist in my 

heart. I grew up from the most solid of Christian conservative backgrounds. It 

did not work for me. It left me empty and lost at the same time that I was 

halfway full of myself and unsatisfying capitalist dreams, unable to distinguish 

between what I wanted and what I needed. I tried to fill the emptiness in every 

way I could figure out until one day, I got down on the hard earth, accepted the 

void, and accepted that being full of acquisition is to be empty, but to be simple, 

quiet, and to serve others is to be free. I believe I received socialism into my 

heart and that this socialism reflected the best of my religion. It felt and still 

feels good, right, and true. For once in my life, my heart was filled with 

something that fit its contours. 

But then, almost right away when I became a socialist in my heart, I tried to 

be an atheist too because I thought that is what all good socialists do. This did 

not work for me either. My attempt at atheism lasted a few months. So now I 

have spent the last 25 years sorting out what does work for me, which is to be a 

democratic socialist Christian of the most tolerant and open-minded variety, and 

in my case a democratic socialist Christian contemplative.  

I also by the way tried to be just a Christian contemplative for a while and 

that did not work for me either. As Merton discovered, to be a contemplative 

without being an activist is inadequate for the person and society: 

 
The mere fact of “ignoring” what goes on can become a political decision. 

Too often it has happened that contemplative communities in Europe, whose 

individual members were absorbed in otherworldly recollection, have 

officially and publicly given support to totalitarian movements. … 

   The monastic flight from the world into the desert is not a mere refusal to 
know anything about the world, but a total rejection of all standards of 

judgment which imply attachment to a history of delusion, egoism and sin. 

Not of course a vain denial that the monk too is a sinner (this would be an 
even worse delusion), but a definitive refusal to participate in those activities 

which have no other fruit than to prolong the reign of untruth, greed, cruelty 

and arrogance in the world of men. …  
To have a vow of poverty seems to me illusory if I do not in some way 

identify myself with the cause of people who are denied their rights and 

forced, for the most part, to live in abject misery. To have a vow of obedience 
seems to me to be absurd if it does not imply a deep concern for the most 

fundamental of all expressions of God’s will: the love of His truth and of our 
neighbor. 

 

(Merton, T., 1964. Seeds of Destruction. Farrar, Staus and Giroux, xiii-xvi).  

As I am a lay contemplative and not a member of a cloistered community, I 

do not feel constrained in the manner of Merton from the overtly political: 

 
This is not to say that the monk is obliged to partisan commitment, and that a 

contemplative should take this or that specific political line. On the contrary, 
the monk should be free of the confusions and falsities of partisan dispute. 

 

(Id. at xiv.) Although I am obliged to be free of “falsities,” I do not think that the 

world gives lay persons of good conscience the luxury to be free of 

“confusions.”  

Nor do I have the priestly and papal limitations of Jesuits I greatly admire, 

including Father Calvez (Calvez, J-Y, S.J., 1991. Faith and Justice: The Social 



94 
 

Dimension of Evangelization). I am willing, and I think duty bound, to be 

overtly political, provided I am being honest and not engaging in propaganda. 

Even Pope John Paul II’s emissary sent in 1982 to clamp down on the Jesuits’ 

social activism recognized that “the task of lay people” is “to find solutions for 

concrete social and political problems” (Id. at 61; citation omitted). In contrast, 

the priest was felt to have a more reserved role of helping the laity to: 

 
reflect on errors and dangers of a materialist capitalism and a Marxist 
collectivism so as to avoid passing from one unjust regime to another equally 

unjust one, even though different in orientation and opposed in ideology.   

 

(Ibid.) 

If I am to be authentically myself and true to my faith as I understand it, my 

religion is 100% socialized and focused on needs and not wants. I have learned 

to love the desert of my impoverished soul. By learning to love this desert, 

occasionally and gradually green pastures have begun to grow with tiny springs 

and trickles of water that sometimes become more like small streams. I love this 

place. The desert interspersed with sporadic gifts of greenness and water is my 

home. I cannot keep any green pastures, springs, trickles, and streams to myself. 

To grasp any of them is to see them disappear and to live a false life. I want to 

share what I have with others. However, this is not focused on sharing my 

religion, which is admittedly idiosyncratic and personal, but on sharing material 

things that can benefit others, most of whom have different personal beliefs. 

Whatever wealth I “have” is not really mine. I worry less and am richer inside 

where it counts when I recognize my own poverty and seek to live it as a calling.  

This is all valid for me personally. It is my faith. This desert has always been 

with me, although I may try to ignore it with a false life. Now I know I am there, 

and I accept that I am there. I have learned to be content with what I am, but to 

work on improving my stewardship of whatever that is.  

This type of faith is, I suspect, at least initially unattractive to most people. It 

is grey, stark, and realistic, grounded in openness to all that is real, including 

science and whatever resources happen to be available to humanity in our 

material universe. Like the desert, these resources, which make up the earth, are 

beautiful to me. I am responsible for doing my part to steward them 

compassionately and wisely. In the desert, one must be resourceful. 

I have learned to love and respect your desert too, whatever it is. I did not 

create you, and I do not understand the mystery that is you. I can do my best to 

give you deep and true freedom, economic as well as civil, so that within the 

context of this freedom you will be in a better position to deal with your own 

alienation. For some reason, helping you to have your material needs met and to 

be less alienated also helps me to be less alienated. It is a humanitarian loop. I 

think it is love between us. I love you now through my active socialism, whereas 

before I was afraid of you. I may still get angry with you, but I am less afraid of 

you. You cannot do as much harm to me as you did before.  

But please do not harm others, especially children and those who are poor 

and oppressed and unable to defend themselves or their rights. That is cause for 

me to not be at all tolerant. I will, as I am able, rise with righteous action to be 

on the side of Spartacus and not on the side of the corrupt wickedness of Rome. 

I will be on the side of the North in the U.S. Civil War. I will be on the side of 

the Allies in World War II, as was Orwell.  

I will, as I have wisdom to do so, be against a war that will kill more 

innocent people than it will save. The duty to have informed debate and to have 

a democratic “declaration” of war as being just before it happens is important to 

have a moral world. Where political democracy is available or reasonably might 

become available, I march peacefully with Dr. King. Where political democracy 

is not available and will not reasonably become available, I will, like Niebuhr 
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and Orwell advocated, and Bonheoffer gave his life for, use any means 

necessary to prevent Hitler’s genocide. I will in defense of the innocent kill 

Osama Bin Laden if he cannot be captured alive without doing greater harm, but 

I will also work to address issues of injustice that contribute to alienation and 

thereby make his toxic logic appealing to many. I did not create this corrupt and 

fallen world, but I will not stand on the wayside while it is being further 

corrupted. I want to participate in the mess that is our world to the best of my 

species-being ability. 

  

My religion is important in my feeling driven and validated to speak out about 

my democratic socialism. Where speaking out occurs, democracy is more likely 

to be effective and do the most social good. The “democratic” component of 

socialism is religiously consistent and necessary to me and essential to wise 

societal stewardship. 

 On the other hand, let us not kid ourselves, religion often plays an extremely 

reactionary and even dishonest role in our world. Eddleman, whom I just got to 

liking a little, engages in a slight of hand that illustrates this. After blasting the 

authority of “the Church” as an institution, meaning the Roman Catholic 

Church, and specifically the notion of “an infallible Papacy,” Eddleman quickly 

does what I have seen countless evangelicals do, and that is to presume this his 

own interpretation is non-existent. Rather than admitting that he is a “pulpit 

pope,” Eddleman and his kind are not even in the picture because they 

presumably are direct conduits to “the supreme authority of a Person, Jesus 

Christ, speaking through an infallible record as God’s inspired revelation to 

men” (Id. at 12, quoting Rone, W.H., 1952. The Baptist Faith and Roman 

Catholicism, 1. Kingsport: Kingsport Press, Inc., 1952.).   

 Even worse than papal authority in Eddleman’s mind is a human being 

thinking for him or herself: “the individual conscience, together with reason and 

experience” (Ibid.). This is the fundamental flaw of fundamentalists—that 

humans should give up their minds, that is, sacrifice their free thought, as the 

price of admission to a religion club constructed by other humans. I reject this 

paradigm. Once you give up your free thought, having admitted like Eddleman 

that Jesus does not supply all of the detailed answers, what are you left with 

other than awaiting orders or flimsy rationales from whomever powerful 

happens to be around? I will not take anyone’s word, even one printed in a holy 

book, that goes against “the individual conscience, together with reason and 

experience.” If one gives up their conscience, reason, and experience virtually 

anything can be foisted upon them, including gross illogic.  

Take the example of evaluating Cuba in its true context. Cubans have a right 

to and need for civil rights and political democracy. This is the case 

notwithstanding that the U.S., because of its imperialism and corporate 

hucksterism, has little preaching credibility in Cuba or in Latin America in 

general, not even touching upon the undemocratic aspects of the U.S.’s own 

cockamamie and capital-controlled political system. But it goes against 

conscience, reason, and experience to presume that the vast majority of Cubans 

will enjoy prosperity were Cuba to forego economic justice measures 

implemented with great effort in favor of reinstituting market capitalism and 

U.S. neocolonialism. After all, “materialist capitalism,” like “Marxist 

collectivism,” has its own “errors and dangers.” Merely switching from one 

“unjust regime” to another would hardly be moral.  

The comparable large agricultural island of Hispaniola to the immediate east 

does not suffer from a U.S. boycott. Even leaving aside the disaster of Haiti, the 

“free” Dominican Republic is best described as a U.S. exporter’s, gambler’s, 

and john’s paradise. It arguably is as much of an “unjust regime” as Cuba. Much 

of the best land not converted to Cuban expat-controlled tobacco long ago was 

converted from open range to sugarcane and owned by the long-time rightwing 
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dictator. Although the dictator is gone, the sugarcane fields periodically lay idle 

at the behest of international markets. An economic apartheid remains in place 

comprised of completely impoverished “bateyes” of imported Haitians—who 

are virtually without legal protection or civil rights and hated whenever the 

sugar cane companies do not need them—completely segregated with no hope 

of citizenship. Meanwhile, the massive reserve army of the unemployed and 

underemployed with DR citizenship ekes out an existence and chooses between 

acts of crime or desperation—all the time with no meaningful safety net. Young 

people have extremely limited opportunities. Many young DR males’ only 

“hope” lies in the pipedream of a U.S. professional baseball career. Many young 

DR females glumly wait their turn to be victimized for hire. Outside of the 

preserved “colonial” portion of the capital city and isolated resorts catering to 

wealthy tourists, the crowded urban slums and outlying towns generally are 

bitter crime-ridden places to grow up. Isolated areas of great natural beauty 

remain as national treasures. However, massive environmental destruction 

dominates much of the landscape. Stretches of niche agriculture occasionally 

rise up where the dominant interests of U.S. export agriculture allows this to 

happen. And this is the lucky part of the island. Provincial and rural populations 

barely hang on under chronically harsh circumstances with little or no material 

government help. 

Whatever family and religious values manage to hang on in the DR do not 

have the U.S. to thank. Truth be told Rush Limbaugh, poor women in the DR 

and around the world are not “whores” by nature, are repulsed by your kind, 

prefer to live disease-free, productive, and safe lives, prefer to conduct their 

sexual relations voluntarily and without economic compulsion, and often prefer 

to do so within church or civilly-sanctioned marriages. Poor Caribbean and 

Latin Americans certainly realize that, for all the Castro Brothers’ serious 

mistakes and wrongs, they have a humanitarian, albeit paternalistic and 

authoritarian, side to their policies. Cuban citizens generally do not live in fear 

of crime, hunger, or rape. They go to school and have free quality medical care 

in the face of the most determined and protracted embargo in the history of 

humankind.  

So where are we then politically in the Western Hemisphere and on the earth 

as a whole? All persons of good conscience must not ignore the complexities of 

human life on a crowded planet. The entire world fought a war over fascism and 

racial supremacy, although they continue to rear their ugly heads. The abuses 

and inadequacies of bureaucratic communism/state capitalism, religious 

authoritarianism, and, yes, transnational corporate capitalism are or should be 

evident to all. For those species-beings not succumbing to delusions of 

interplanetary migration, or, more commonly, apathy or reaction, another 

practical alternative must be found. 

Many, including me, believe that the only practical alternative is truly deep 

democracy. Democratic socialists are not utopians or naïve about where the 

essential difficulty lays. Speaking for myself, I have a distinct personal antipathy 

to revivalism and to enthusiasm-based movements, whether political or religious 

in nature. I do not think a world-wide pep rally can be conducted and suddenly 

chart a new optimistic course for humanity. Further, although I believe that 

humankind has no good alternative to implementation of democratic socialism, I 

am highly pessimistic about democratic socialism’s chances of timely 

implementation. But optimism is not a prerequisite to refusing to accept (a) one 

of those failed options as the best we can do, or (b) that we should wait for an 

apocalypse to seal our fate. Waiting for the end of the world or for global 

capitalism to exhaust itself, our species, and our planet is not compelling.  

Lifting up fallen humankind should be our ultimate value. The flexible, 

gradual, humbling, never-ending, risky but, where political democracy is 

available, peaceful iterative work of deep democracy should be our ultimate 
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prescription. Democracy is not just about having civil rights or the franchise 

with a largely hollow right to vote for representatives in capital-controlled 

political systems. For democracy to be credible and sustainable it must 

constantly do the work of attempting in good faith to address a complex but 

critical hierarchy of human needs under enormously difficult circumstances. 

These needs include freedom from hunger, thirst, reasonably curable or 

preventable disease, homelessness, racism, sexism, coerced or forced sexual 

activity or reproduction, unemployment, and environmental degradation, all 

within a context of global scarcity. Democratic freedom also must respect the 

individual’s need to face his or her own alienation in a way that is personally 

authentic, including through family, the arts, philosophy or religion, nature, 

service to others, and yes, even perhaps NFL football or Major League baseball.  

Service to others is not optional in a crowded planet full of people and 

scarcity. To accomplish baseline humane and tolerant objectives, it must not 

simply accept the market capitalist status quo with its trickle of jobs for the few, 

limited charitable deductions for some of the rest, and head-in-the sand denials 

of the key problems of the world, including capitalism’s negative externalities, 

slums, and unemployment. And it must not become authoritarian or totalitarian 

in the course of doing all these otherwise affirmatively necessary things. 

Among other things, conscientious humans should recognize: that the earth’s 

land and chemical resources are finite and need to be the subject of responsible 

sharing and sound stewardship; that laws including constitutions are not divinely 

imposed and can be reinterpreted, rewritten, or replaced; that privately-held 

banks and securitized financial institutions are reckless with society’s scarce 

resources and take advantage of the fact that they cannot be allowed to fail; that 

transnational corporations and capital oligarchs live by the rules of profit-

soaking and divide-and-conquer, and fight alienating class wars every day for 

their own advantages; and that crime, racism and other evils in the world are real 

and must be confronted but national militaries, defense contractors, police states, 

and prison industries can be self-perpetuating and corrosive and should be the 

last resort, not instruments of capital or hegemony. 

In addition to caring deeply about economic justice issues, democratic 

socialists do not take for granted such hard fought civil rights as the rights of 

people, whatever their ethnicity, gay or straight, to marry those whom they love 

and to control their own reproductive lives. In addition, democratic socialists do 

not minimize the potential benefits of other civil rights, including free speech 

and the franchise. Rather, they wish to take these rights very seriously. It is 

strategically and morally necessary for people to speak up and give voice to 

their consciences.  

Democratic socialists in the U.S. need to speak out not only about domestic 

economic issues but also about serious global issues that affect all of humanity, 

and disproportionately the poor and powerless. This is especially importantly to 

me given my half-Hispanic pro-labor working class background. Foreign policy 

matters involving economics, genocide, children and women’s rights, scarce 

resources, such as the land grabs and the stolen Western Sahara phosphate 

reserves, environmental threats like Global Warming, including to highly 

vulnerable islands like mi abuelo’s La Gomera, terrorism, nuclear arms, and 

especially war-and-peace, should not be left to the capitalists.  

Like Orwell during World War II, I believe that my country needs to have 

credibility with the working class at home and around the world. Undermining 

just uses of power, such as stopping genocide, is a serious subject of interest to 

non-pacifist democratic socialists from Orwell to Niebuhr to this writer. A 

strong and deeply democratic U.N. might be the intelligent way to deploy force 

in most international situations. Of course, rightwing ignorance, misinformation, 

paranoia, and prejudice about the U.N., not to mention about immigrants, the 

labor movement, and yes, socialism, remains rampant in the U.S., extremely 
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militant, fixated on the Second Amendment, and sometimes tied into religious 

fanaticism. Fueled by the money emanating from corporate power, it often 

prevents U.S. politicians from rationally processing information and supporting 

intelligent, not to mention humane, policies.  

It is especially troubling when rightwing paranoia is allowed to dictate U.S. 

foreign policy, sometimes even in violation of U.S. and international law. Under 

the omnipresent but extremely selective banner of “freedom,” the U.S. may 

sometimes in the future be willing to unjustly place the lives of masses of good, 

but often otherwise unemployed, U.S. men and women (not to mention foreign 

citizens) into peril for hollow rationales shielding capital deviousness. In many 

places during the last century “good” people were convinced to do horrible 

things: 

 
As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying to 

kill me.  

They do not feel any enmity against me as an individual, nor I against 

them. They are “only doing their duty”, as the saying goes. Most of them, I 

have no doubt, are kind-hearted law-abiding men who would never dream of 

committing murder in private life. On the other hand, if one of them succeeds 

in blowing me to pieces with a well-placed bomb, he will never sleep any the 
worse for it. He is serving his country, which has the power to absolve him 

from evil. 

 

(Orwell, G, 1941. The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius.)  

Thankfully, promotion of “empires” or “master races” is no longer culturally 

acceptable in much of the world. However, capitalists and nation states now find 

other useful terms of art. The danger of pretexts may only rise in importance, 

along with the corresponding corrosive influence of yellow jingoistic 

journalism. By looking for key “ultimate issues” of profligate military 

preparation and deployment, I hope that I can be a better global citizen. Going 

forward, as in the past, unjust wars and proposals for wars sometimes may really 

be about one or more of the following: 

• controlling arable land, water, or other scarce resources on or under 

land desired by multiple nation states, transnational companies, or global capital 

markets (Klare, 2012; http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=baeFRcciN1w); 

• pursuing theories of geopolitical positioning of interest to disappointed 

expat groups, think tank foreign policy specialists, captive politicians, and 

transnational corporations, especially in relation to the perceived need to keep 

out of power any and all people’s movements in any and all countries, but most 

especially in the third world, which otherwise is ripe for capital exploitation; 

• keeping defense contractors in business;  

• securing locations for the marketing of surplus consumer goods; 

• backscratching, or when they have lost their usefulness, removing 

strongmen and crime lords, including those dealing in arms, hostages, illegal 

drugs, or money-laundering; or 

• various and sundry other hidden agendas in a society where the 

constitutionally-mandated responsibility for Congress to declare war is routinely 

subverted and chicanery or demagoguery may well rule any limited scripted 

debate. 

I am not trying to debate history such as the Vietnam or Iraq Wars. Nor am I 

denying that there can be legitimate situations of complex greyness, such as 

prevention of terrorist acts or nuclear proliferation. I am not a foreign policy 

expert, to be sure, but I do believe that in these grey situations people should be 

airing and listening to all legitimate sides of issues with the aim of doing what is 

most just for humanity, including the powerless. In addition, people should 

always be encouraging nation states to get their metaphorical hands clean before 

complex emergency situations are encountered—I am thinking here, for 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=baeFRcciN1w
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instance, about the need for across-the-board reducing of stocks of nuclear and 

other inhumane arms.  

I particularly will keep my ears open for flimsy rationales that will in all 

likelihood be used to justify doing more physical or economic harm than good 

for the persons being “freed,” especially the poorest innocents in the line of fire. 

That is the potential self-serving stuff of warmongering bully behavior. Losing, 

not gaining, in terms of the full range of human freedom, including, net wasting 

of innocent human lives, bodies, and minds, all while professing to be fighting 

for “freedom,” will raise my “pink” flag, particularly where there are resources 

to be gained for the victor. So will the military continuously wasting finances 

needed by humanity to be put to better and peaceful uses, which is simply poor 

stewardship in even the most conventional Christian sense. 

Too many pulpit popes cannot bring themselves to see or say anything that is 

inconvenient to capitalism. Until they can do these things, they are unlikely to 

be good teachers and are entitled to very little credence. If they wished to prove 

that “the individual conscience, together with reason and experience” are 

capable of gross error and countenancing evil, they prove this with their silence 

and acquiescence almost any Sunday.  

That does not deprive everyone else of the right and responsibility to think 

for themselves. Back in the pews, or more likely in the early 21
st
 century, back 

at home or someplace else, real people with real needs must try to rationally 

work with the resources they have to do the best they can to meet their material 

needs and overcome alienation. Some of these resources are material, but some 

are psychic resources of imperfect families and religions.  

Ultimately socialism cannot expect to democratically connect with 

individuals if it does not understand their family and religious backgrounds. 

Ultimately democracy is superficial and hypocritical if it expects families or 

religion to do the jobs of overall economies and societies, which are largely 

constructed and operated by capitalists.  
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D. A Socialized Technical Report on Nutrient Scarcity and Soil 

 

Thank you for making it down this winding path. Welcome to workers’ gardens. 

Having previously bared my soul, I will now proceed to bare my soil science. 

Despite the fact that my garden variety democratic socialism is “ethical” 

socialism and not “scientific” socialism in the strict-sense, it encourages the use 

of science in the interest of humanity. If science is not made available for use in 

the interest of humanity, it will mainly be used in the interest of profiteering. 

Before I discuss how science can be used to address nutrient scarcity and soil in 

the interest of humanity, I want to mention three topics this technical report will 

not address in detail:  

 

 First, the subject of scarcity is extremely broad. I am only going to go into 

detail about scarcity in relation to soil, and even there, only in relation to 

chemical constituents needed for humans to successfully grow plants. Scarcity 

is, of course, tied into many resources beyond soil, some of which humanity 

could in theory live without but which are so important to “modern society” that 

great human conflicts may very well be waged over them—between nation states 

of all political persuasions, often with transnational corporations lurking in the 

shadows, but sometimes with sovereign wealth funds and state capitalists as 

equal or greater culprits. In future writing I may address scarcity of some non-

soil related resources, but for now I would simply recommend that you read 

Michael T. Klare’s excellent book, The Race for What’s Left: The Global 

Scramble for the World’s Last Resources, 2012 (Metropolitan Books). This is a 

non-socialist book, but it provides an intelligent overview of many of the 

resources over which humankind is likely to come into increasing conflict. 

Because many of these resources are held by poor third world countries 

transnational exploitation particularly is an ever-present risk. In addition, the 

so-called “resource curse” presents a challenge to even the most publicly-

minded government of a nation state. Stewardship of irreplaceable resources is 

not easy, just as preserving natural resources for future generations is not easy. 

So, for starters, please consider reading Klare’s book. 

 Second, and to me perhaps most important in relation to economic justice 

and the ability to grow urgently needed food, terrible exploitation of the 

powerless through “land grabbing” is going on every day. This is a scarcity 

issue involving our soil that often trumps the nutrient scarcity issues I address in 

this technical report. A chapter in Klare’s book discusses the land grab issue. 

To read about what is happening in Kenya and Ethiopia, for example, is to 

realize that major capitalist crimes that are causing and will cause widespread 

human suffering are being committed every day in our world. This is intolerable 

and unforgivable, not just in the medium or long-term, but also right now. How 

else to describe peasants in hungry countries being forced off their ancestral 

lands at the point of guns so that foreign corporations, often with ties to 

sovereign wealth funds or global financial capital, can export crops or speculate 

on arable land needed for growing food by people in the countries within which 

the lands lay?20  

                                                 
20 For additional information on this issue, you may wish to look at the following online resources: 
http://farmlandgrab.org/; 

http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/great-land-grab-rush-world%E2%80%99s-farmland-threatens-food-

security-poor; 
http://www.motherjones.com/blue-marble/2013/01/top-land-grabbing-countries;  

http://www.fao.org/docrep/011/ak241e/ak241e00.htm; 

http://www.oxfam.org/en/grow/issues/land-grabs; 
http://www.wfs.org/futurist/january-february-2013-vol-47-no-1/food-fuel-and-global-land-grab; 

 

http://farmlandgrab.org/
http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/great-land-grab-rush-world%E2%80%99s-farmland-threatens-food-security-poor
http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/great-land-grab-rush-world%E2%80%99s-farmland-threatens-food-security-poor
http://www.motherjones.com/blue-marble/2013/01/top-land-grabbing-countries
http://www.fao.org/docrep/011/ak241e/ak241e00.htm
http://www.oxfam.org/en/grow/issues/land-grabs
http://www.wfs.org/futurist/january-february-2013-vol-47-no-1/food-fuel-and-global-land-grab
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Third, ecology and sustainability are subjects of great interest to socialists 

that go far beyond the issues I am able to address in this report. Two of the 

many worthy books on these subjects from an independent socialist perspective 

are: Paul Burkett’s Marxism and Ecological Economics: Toward a Red and 

Green Political Economy, 2009 (Haymarket Books), and Chris Williams’ 

Ecology and Socialism: Solutions to Capitalist Ecological Crisis, 2010 

(Haymarket Books). The work of these and others, including John Bellamy 

Foster, a major environmental sociologist who serves as editor of Monthly 

Review, http://monthlyreview.org/, should be studied carefully as we seek to 

protect and repair our planet and ensure the basic needs of everyone are met.  

I am not an expert in ecological socialism, but I greatly appreciate it and 

believe I am some variation of an ecological socialist myself. I will not attempt 

to make this technical report a primer on ecological socialism or to resolve any 

debated areas of ecological socialism. I hope that I do not lay too much 

emphasis on “scarcity.” That is a legitimate concern. Characterization of any 

resource as “scarce” under a system of inequality risks removing needed focus 

from capitalism’s failure to fairly distribute resources. Similarly, because I 

believe grassroots participation in mass recycling of chemical resources in 

relation to our soil likely will be necessary and already is rational, my approach 

might be perceived as relying on “volunteerism” or “letting capitalists off the 

hook,” although that is not my intent.  

I believe that nutrient scarcity in relation to soils is an issue that must be 

addressed in the long term regardless of the economic and political system that 

is in place. Cuba has had to face serious issues of nutrient scarcity in relation to 

soils because of the embargo and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Europe and 

India have had to face serious issues of nutrient scarcity in relation to soils 

because of its lack of phosphate reserves. Around the world, to the extent that 

nutrient scarcity affects food production or prices, it likely affects the poor 

disproportionately. Many desperate people have no choice but to do the best 

they can to survive. I certainly want to help them if I can, using whatever means 

I have at my disposal, including my knowledge of soil science. 

For as long as capitalism lasts systemic issues pertaining to capitalism will 

be heavily involved with nutrient scarcity and soil. On virtually all major issues 

resulting in human hardship and poverty, capitalist decisions and wastefulness 

currently are directly or indirectly involved. Systemic issues are the gorilla in 

the room everyone other than socialists tries to ignore. In my view, the best and 

ultimately only way to deal with humanity’s economic and social problems is 

through worldwide cooperative democratic socialism. But even with my 

idealized political outcome, problems of nutrient scarcity and soils will exist and 

likely grow over time.  

This report is not the first or last word on anything, including scarcity and 

soil chemistry’s relationship to sustainably feeding humanity and protecting our 

environment. To the best of my ability, I try to set the scientific framework for 

further socialized thought on the issues raised in this report. I did not begin 

writing this technical report as a “socialized” document at all. Hence, I almost 

exclusively focused the literature used in writing this report on journal articles 

and other publications that are non-socialist in nature. The socialism inherent in 

the subject matter simply emerged organically, if you will, and led to my writing 

the overall pamphlet from the heart and mind in the first place.  

                                                                                                                                                             
http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2013/01/02/1213163110.full.pdf+html; and the following highly 

accessible video: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBtwW52aUYY. 
 

http://monthlyreview.org/
http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2013/01/02/1213163110.full.pdf+html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBtwW52aUYY
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In this technical report, I discuss academic debates concerning the 

respective roles of distribution versus scarcity in some detail, but I do not 

conduct this discussion using socialist literature. I believe it is significant that 

non-socialist scholarly publications recognize the importance of distribution 

problems in achieving “food security.” However, generally their structural 

prescriptions are vague, if given at all, and do not pinpoint capitalism or 

neoliberalism as root causes. Some conventional prescriptions may even be 

wrongheaded and immoral to the extent they foster neocolonial land grabbing 

or other resource grabbing under the implicit reasoning that the poor and 

hungry of the third world are the ones who should be doing the sharing of 

arable land, precious water supplies, or other needed resources.  

To the extent the views of socialist scholars are supported by my attempt to 

reference literature outside socialism, this buttresses socialism. Undoubtedly, 

however, much good socialist analysis was overlooked in a process that was 

focused outside socialist scholarship. In future writing, I may attempt to rectify 

this defect. For now, the best I can do is to note that able socialist scholars have 

long been working on soil-related issues.  

Karl Marx himself, as with so many things, brilliantly blazed the trail, as has 

been extensively discussed by John Bellamy Foster and other sociologists, 

including Brett Clark and Richard York.21 Among socialist scholars, Fred 

Magdoff also is a leading U.S. soil scientist.22 He co-wrote a significant non-

socialist publication for the U.S. government’s Sustainable Agriculture 

Research and Education program, http://sare.org/., Better Soils for Better Crops 

(Magdoff, F., Van Es, H., 2009. SARE, 3
rd

ed.), from which I quote in the body of 

this report.23 He also has written explicitly socialized analyses of soil, 

agricultural, and environmental issues, some of which can be accessed at 

http://monthlyreview.org/. I have no doubt that someone with his qualifications 

could do a much better job than I can on any topic of nutrient scarcity from a 

soil science perspective. In addition, as I am not a scholar of Marx or a socialist 

scholar at all, I have no doubt that he and many others could do a much better 

job of addressing the political and economic implications of what I am 

discussing. Nonetheless, because a soil chemistry-focused, yet multi-

disciplinary, synthesis of this kind seemed needed, I am giving it a shot.  

 While I acknowledge the obvious failure of transnational market capitalism 

to provide food for the world’s poor, and I reject its control over my viewpoints 

or research, I have made no attempt to determine the potential differential 

treatment of the issues I am addressing between existing nation states or types of 

political or economic systems. I try to make a general “systemic” analysis, but I 

could only do so much. I felt that it was most important to try to get the science 

right, for use by all others, including by socialist scientists. I invite criticism and 

can only glory in the fact that the inadequacy of my analysis may dialectically 

highlight the importance of systemic issues that others may better articulate. 

Although I discuss some general factors of variability that may come into 

play in increasing the level of nutrient recycling back to the soil, potential 

differentiation is an extremely important topic I do not cover adequately. To 

consider nation state-specific issues is largely beyond the scope of what I am 

able to do at this time. Cuba has been a leader in organic and sustainable 

                                                 
21 See, e.g., http://monthlyreview.org/2008/11/01/rifts-and-shifts-getting-to-the-root-of-

environmental-crises. 
22 See http://www.uvm.edu/cals/?Page=news&storyID=13734&category=calshome for a description 
of some of his accomplishments. 
23 See http://www.sare.org/Learning-Center/Books/Building-Soils-for-Better-Crops-3rd-Edition. It 

is an excellent resource on a host of sustainability issues relating to soils, including “Nutrient 
Cycles and Flows” (Id. at 69, et seq.). 

http://sare.org/
http://monthlyreview.org/
http://monthlyreview.org/2008/11/01/rifts-and-shifts-getting-to-the-root-of-environmental-crises
http://monthlyreview.org/2008/11/01/rifts-and-shifts-getting-to-the-root-of-environmental-crises
http://www.uvm.edu/cals/?Page=news&storyID=13734&category=calshome
http://www.sare.org/Learning-Center/Books/Building-Soils-for-Better-Crops-3rd-Edition


103 
 

agriculture since the fall of the Soviet Union.24 However, I am not at this time 

analyzing in detail how one type of economic system or another might handle 

nutrient scarcity issues and ensure, or fail to ensure, adequate production or 

distribution of food.  

Ultimately, as a forward-looking deep democrat, I do not believe the 

people’s iterative process of considering these issues ever should end, at least 

until and unless a mythical post-scarcity utopia is reached, something which I 

do not remotely envision. Even in my idealized socialist world, the people would 

always be cooperatively engaging with each other about how to create a better 

and more sustainable world.  

Much both general research and location-specific analysis needs to be done 

before proposing ideal forms of nutrient recycling to soil for any particular 

place. I am not in this report attempting to write a treatise on all of the 

agriculture planning, city planning, and design issues related to nutrient 

scarcity and soil that humans will face. I do plainly articulate the need for, and 

postulate a right to, workers’ gardens in partially addressing nutrient scarcity. I 

do not attempt to formulate a model workers’ garden or to structure an ideal 

distribution of workers’ gardens. I believe that these types of decisions need to 

be made democratically, based on what makes sense at the grassroots level, with 

sensitive recommendations from experts. 

Profit-driven capitalists should not be the only humans with access to 

scientists. Industrial agriculture should not be the sole province of science in 

agriculture. The democratically-empowered people of the world may need to 

receive the input of socialized agricultural scientists to make productive yet 

ecologically-friendly and sustainable decisions. Today in the U.S. agricultural 

extension agents continue to manage to give helpful free advice to farmers and 

urban gardeners alike. They and others may need to modify their approaches to 

more fully assume the visionary role the nutrient scarcity future will demand. 

Conforming to conservative transnational corporate expectations will not be 

adequate, but to do otherwise could be professionally risky.  

Powerless people and their allies may need to look to places that by 

necessity have taken a substantially different approach to agriculture. Experts 

from “less developed” regions may be keenly aware of important events that 

affect productivity and sustainability which may not be commonly known in the 

first world. They may be more innovative than the first world is accustomed to 

giving them credit for and have extensive experience with economically-

incentivized yet still socialized agriculture 

Look at post-Soviet Union Cuba for instance: 

 
Much of the production rebound was due to the adoption since the early 

1990s of a range of agrarian decentralization policies that encouraged forms 

of production, both individual as well as cooperative—Basic Units of 
Cooperative Production (UBPC) and Credit and Service Cooperatives (CCS). 

Moreover, recently the Ministry of Agriculture announced the dismantling of 
all “inefficient State companies” as well as support for creating 2,600 new 

small urban and suburban farms, and the distribution of the use rights (in 

usufruct) to the majority of estimated 3 million hectares of unused State lands. 
Under these regulations, decisions on resource use and strategies for food 

                                                 
24 See, e.g., Altieri, M.A., Funes-Monzote, F. R., 2012. The Paradox of Cuban Agriculture. Monthly 

Rev., 63:08, Jan. http://monthlyreview.org/2012/01/01/the-paradox-of-cuban-agriculture; Koont, S., 
2009. The Urban Agriculture of Havana. Monthly Rev., 60:08, Jan. 

http://monthlyreview.org/2009/01/01/the-urban-agriculture-of-havana; see also Ergas, C., 2013. 

Cuban Urban Agriculture as a Strategy for Food Sovereignty. Monthly Rev. 64:10, Mar. 
http://monthlyreview.org/2013/03/01/cuban-urban-agriculture-as-a-strategy-for-food-sovereignty, 

for a review of Professor Koont’s 2011 book Sustainable Urban Agriculture in Cuba. Univ. Press of 

Fla.  
  

http://monthlyreview.org/2012/01/01/the-paradox-of-cuban-agriculture
http://monthlyreview.org/2009/01/01/the-urban-agriculture-of-havana
http://monthlyreview.org/2013/03/01/cuban-urban-agriculture-as-a-strategy-for-food-sovereignty
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production and commercialization will be made at the municipal level, while 

the central government and state companies will support farmers by 
distributing necessary inputs and services. Through the mid-1990s some 

78,000 farms were given in usufruct to individuals and legal entities. More 

than 100,000 farms have now been distributed, covering more than 1 million 
hectares in total. These new farmers are associated with the CCS following 

the campesino production model. The government is busy figuring out how to 

accelerate the processing of an unprecedented number of land requests. 
 

(Altieri, M.A., Funes-Monzote, F. R., 2012; footnotes omitted.) In agriculture, 

context and experience often are highly important. While Cuba has made its full 

share of mistakes in agriculture, it also has learned a great deal: 
 

The land redistribution program has been supported by solid research- 

extension systems that have played key roles in the expansion of organic and 
urban agriculture and the massive artisanal production and deployment of 

biological inputs for soil and pest management. The opening of local 

agricultural markets and the existence of strong grassroots organisations 
supporting farmers—for example, the National Association of Small Scale 

Farmers (ANAP, Asociación Nacional de Agricultores Pequeños), the Cuban 

Association of Animal Production (ACPA, Asociación Cubana de Producción 
Animal), and the Cuban Association of Agricultural and Forestry Technicians 

(ACTAF, Asociación Cubana de Técnicos Agrícolas y Forestales)—also 

contributed to this achievement. 
 

But perhaps the most important changes that led to the recovery of food 

sovereignty in Cuba occurred in the peasant sector which in 2006, controlling 
only 25 percent of the agricultural land, produced over 65 percent of the 

country’s food. Most peasants belong to the ANAP and almost all of them 

belong to cooperatives. The production of vegetables typically produced by 
peasants fell drastically between 1988 to 1994, but by 2007 had rebounded to 

well over 1988 levels (see Table 1). This production increase came despite 

using 72 percent fewer agricultural chemicals in 2007 than in 1988. Similar 
patterns can be seen for other peasant crops like beans, roots, and tubers. 

 

(Ibid.; footnote omitted.)  

Hopefully this technical report can be a jumping off spot for other species-

beings interested in global issues relating to soils and nutrient scarcity. So, as 

before on other subjects in this pamphlet, here goes: 
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Contrary to the assumption in the 1921 French version of workers’ gardens, 

which was adopted by the conservative right wing national Bloc government, 

sometimes no profit may be yielded yet significant material benefits may be 

realized by desperate people living now or in the future. Many cannot afford to 

purchase sufficient nourishing food. But with some version of workers’ gardens, 

they might be able to become somewhat less dependent upon expensive food 

commodities and supplement their diets with nutritious produce from small 

productive plots, container gardens, or fruit trees. 

I want to state plainly at the outset that I have come to believe, both as a soil 

scientist and as a socialist, that, where climate and other natural conditions will 

permit it, workers’ gardens in some form need to be made available to everyone. 

Workers’ gardens at the very least would allow humans living in crowded 

settings to produce some good and needed food, and to provide some mutual aid 

in society’s restoration of its lost nutrient balance. The demand for workers’ 

gardens could easily be part of, and not undercut, the broader demand for 

justice.   

 This technical report is focused on nutrient scarcity in relation to soil, not on 

the physical scarcity of soil per se, much less on social problems per se. I am 

primarily trying to give the reader the plain substance in terms of soil chemistry. 

I point out major problems with nutrient scarcity and soil that must be dealt with 

by humanity over time. I even say in general terms what has to happen. 

However, the precise forms of solutions to the nutrient scarcity problems will 

need to be more fully developed over time and to be appropriate for each place 

in the best possible manner.  

Nonetheless, I do feel comfortable stating that, for reasons that include, but 

are not limited to, soil chemistry, all places where people live, including packed 

urban areas, should provide proximately-located spaces for all humans to 

participate in growing at least some of their own food. This should be a central 

organizing principal for urban planners, and existing communities should be 

retrofitted to meet this need as much as possible. The forms for workers’ 

gardens need to be democratically-determined and should vary from place to 

place.  



106 
 

In most suburban settings the workers’ gardens would be perfectly fine in the 

private yards of the suburban occupants. This would make a much better use of 

precious terrain than decorative plants. In that case, the societal cooperation 

rendered might simply be indirect: by living partly off the food “grid,” 

expenditures of energy and agribusiness inputs could be lessened, water could 

be conserved, and nutrients could be recycled locally. However, it could be 

direct too: to sustainably grow a surplus of food in sterile suburbia and then 

share the surplus could be a compassionate thing to do and a quiet act of 

solidarity.   

In many places, it would be hard to find the space for workers’ gardens. Not 

everyone around the world has a yard that could be converted into a suburban 

mini-farm. Needless to say, many in the developing world live in terribly 

crowded, unhygienic, and unsafe circumstances. Even in the first world, many 

live in crowded apartments and other complexes surrounded by concrete, 

asphalt, barbed wire, and broken glass, and in some slums having yards, crime 

makes it dangerous to work in the yard or play outside. In many urban areas 

workers’ gardens would have to be located on rooftops.  

The vital social policy is that where climate and other natural conditions will 

permit it, a right of access to at least some soil and sun for safely growing food 

should be recognized as a fundamental human right held by everyone. To the 

extent this recommendation is based on soil science, this is not gratuitous 

advice. Workers’ gardens make sense in terms of soil science, as I will develop 

in this report.  

However, the benefits are unlikely to be limited to yields of food and helping 

with the problem of nutrient scarcity in our soil. While I will present my line of 

reasoning in this report as a clear-eyed soil scientist focused on soil chemistry, I 

am also admittedly motivated as a socialist even beyond a socialist’s need to be 

concerned with food supplies and nutrient scarcity in relation to soil.  

Workers’ gardens could have side benefits of somewhat revitalizing and 

humanizing otherwise alienating urban spaces. Benefits could be experienced in 

terms of “the workers’ health and family life.” Workers’ gardens could become 

a focal point for mutual aid. In unsafe slum areas, hopefully security could at 

least be provided at workers’ gardens so that every child would have one place 

outside under the sky that was wholesome and peaceful. While this may not 

make a single capitalist any money, it is the right thing to do, in some form, 

democratically-determined, for all people. 

I do not at all believe that workers’ gardens will be a panacea. They will not 

solve all or even most of the nutrient scarcity issues humanity will face. They 

certainly will not bring about a pastoral utopia on a planet with a projected nine 

billion people, many of whom have been forced off the farm into horrible 

circumstances and are unlikely to return, having lost the farm to neoliberal trade 

agreement-driven food-import dependency, large-scale industrial agriculture 

aggregation, land grabs, or global warming-related droughts.  

By themselves they will not rejuvenate the blighted urban landscape. In 

many slums their short-term benefits might be trivial in comparison to the 

serious and immediate problems with which people must live on a daily basis. 

They will not end alienation and make Opalocka where my mother was raised a 

safe and nurturing place to grow up. Only good jobs for everyone needing work, 

which will not result under market capitalism, along with other supportive 

measures I cannot fully identify might do that.  

Finally, as a socialist I would not want to overlook the potential dialectical 

and liberating values of the people forcing the capitalists to recognize that this is 

“our” soil. Neocolonialism and capitalism, which have directly or indirectly 

driven the poor people of the world off the land, should not be allowed to own 

and exploit all of the land capable of supporting life. The commons should be 
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revitalized, with workers’ gardens as one needed increment of economic justice, 

sustainability, and socialized food production.  

 

Although I gratuitously suggest potential benefits beyond soil improvement and 

food production from providing workers’ gardens, I ask for you to evaluate my 

approach first and foremost scientifically. If what I have to say makes scientific 

sense, then by all means also apply whatever social analysis to the issues as suits 

you. You are a fellow deep democrat entitled to your opinion the same as I am. I 

am sure that I can learn a lot from your opinions, and I hope that you will point 

out to me where I am mistaken, either scientifically or socially.  

Whether the subjects are family, religion, and alienation, or nutrient scarcity 

and soil, I do not believe that a socialist should necessarily approach the subjects 

in the same way as a capitalist. “People over profits,” “do unto others,” “love 

thy neighbor,” and “to each according to his need” should be more than 

expressions. But to what extent should they impact technical reports? Once 

again as a socialist I must ask myself where to begin and how to proceed?  

With respect to the subjects of family, religion, and alienation, I have no 

“expertise” but a lot of personal experience. Therefore I wrote personally and 

classified what I wrote as a “socialized meditation.” You can disagree as to 

whether it was truly “socialized,” but you cannot not disagree that it was written 

from “the heart.” 

With respect to the subjects of nutrient scarcity and soil, I believe that these 

are not proper subjects for evaluation in primarily personal terms. One must be 

objective about soil chemistry in a way one need not necessarily be in 

commenting about matters that are inherently within human knowledge and 

subjective, such as family, religion, and alienation. 

Bad decisions can be made with advice tainted by fear or sycophancy. If 

one’s allegiance is to the truth, “socialist scientists” must still be scientists and 

not propagandists. Stalin and many other brutal party officials associated with 

“actually applied socialism” have disagreed with this point, both in word and 

murderous deeds. On the other hand, many good people have staked everything 

on the truth under actually applied socialism. Often they have paid with their 

freedom and their lives for the sin of trying to set the basic foundation for sound 

decision-making (Graham, L. 1996. The Ghost of the Executed Engineer: 

Technology and the Fall of the Soviet Union. Russian Research Center).   

Earlier in this pamphlet I mentioned how a sympathetic H. G. Wells 

cautioned that before capitalism is thrown out willy-nilly it is important for 

socialists to explain what they propose to do that is different and how this will 

work to perform the needed functions of any society. This certainly applies to 

agriculture, which in addition to non-capitalist indigenous, pastoral, grassroots, 

communal, and cooperative forms also can come in any number of market 

capitalist, managed capitalist, and state capitalist variations. Where people’s 

food sources are at stake, it is best to not simply plunge ahead.  

By now we know well that no socialist society desiring high agricultural 

productivity should reject positive material incentives to hard work. It is too late 

to redo failed agricultural experiments of the 20
th

 century. I earlier cited to 

Bengelsdorf’s descriptions of many problems experienced in post-Batista Cuba 

because of the failure to employ good strategies and tactics. Bengelsdorf 

repeatedly observed that in part these failures were because of ideological 

prescriptions from Marx that were too vague to work in practice or even 

contradictory, and in part because experience demonstrated different results than 

hoped for or projected. Altieri and Funes-Monzote, just quoted above, also have 

described how Cuba has continued to adapt its agricultural programs over time 

to get much better results. In essence, the adaptations made possible by not 

avoiding the truth have allowed for many gaps to be filled that were not filled, or 

filled poorly, by pure idealism.  
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This is not to say that the international “free market” agriculture trade is 

always comfortable with the painful truth. Under the “actually existing semi-

managed capitalism” of first world agriculture, decision-making is not always a 

pristine result of free-thinking, self-expression, and otherwise moral conduct. It 

first and foremost reflects the priorities of the transnational corporate players in 

industrial agriculture, who, in funding and lobbying Congress, fighting 

regulations, drafting trade agreements and the standards of “intellectual 

property,” and setting the terms and conditions of farmworker employment do a 

great deal of harm to agriculturalists around the world. However, one must give 

the devil its due and agree that when it comes to calculating “a bottom line,” 

market capitalists do a good job of keeping costs low so that they can make as 

much money as possible. 

But even when it comes to “the books,” fraud and artifice are frequently used 

in pumping up stock prices. The wheels of neocolonialism practiced in the third 

world still receive the grease of bribes and the backs and heads of farmworkers 

still receive the blows of anti-union vigilante. The desperate plight of the people 

of the fields and groves of the U.S., the D.R., Central America, and other places 

in the capitalist world hardly resembles any decent notion of human liberty. 

Marx writings about “exploitation” of the worker were written from the vantage 

of the factory and not the farm, but the word clearly applies to that latter. 

Exploitation of farmworkers has been a mainstay of human societies so that 

the agricultural surplus can be produced under the most favorable terms in the 

interest of the agendas of the market or state capitalists who run societies and 

must feed city dwellers and factory workers or face insurrection. Putting aside 

productivity effects, forced farming at the point of homelessness, starvation, 

imprisonment, or a gun is appropriately called slavery under whatever economic 

system it is practiced. The worst of military-style agriculture practices have been 

continued as high art in North Korea to this day, but even its dictator senses the 

need to change for self-preservation reasons (http://thediplomat.com/pacific-

money/2013/05/17/north-korea-pushes-ahead-on-agricultural-reform/). At some 

point hungry farmworkers working under prison conditions become so 

discouraged that they cease working hard and think only about “stealing” the 

food their labor is producing. 

Kim Jong-Un has a totalitarian’s deft ability to control the agricultural 

surplus and parcel out food to serve his own ends. But first world countries, 

transnational agriculture companies, and nation states participating in land 

grabbing do the same thing. The greatest fraud of first world export agriculture 

is ignoring the inability of poor landless people living in third world slums to 

pay for imported food when they have no jobs or money. What industrial 

agriculture does in productivity (high level of productivity, if one factors out 

negative externalities such as environmental impacts and lack of sustainability) 

it woefully fails to do in distribution (so woeful as to be fully willing to cause 

and tolerate human starvation).  

 

Et tu, Brother Francisco? When I began working on the subject of nutrient 

scarcity and soil, I almost immediately began groping for ways that I could 

market the effort as “a project” in the professional world. This naturally led to 

the question of whether the would-be project somehow could be made to 

produce a profit for an agricultural market capitalist rent-seeker or for a non-

market U.S. defense or other government contractor who could provide or seek 

funding for research. A “wise” U.S. professional consultant desiring 

employment would not challenge the transnational status quo that sometimes 

provides opportunities for rendering capitalism-friendly agricultural advice.  

As I began to collect the relevant literature, it became obvious that it was 

exactly this type of groping that has caused the hungry to remain hungry; the 

small peasant farmer to be thrown out of work and off of arable land grabbed by 

http://thediplomat.com/pacific-money/2013/05/17/north-korea-pushes-ahead-on-agricultural-reform/
http://thediplomat.com/pacific-money/2013/05/17/north-korea-pushes-ahead-on-agricultural-reform/
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large ventures, often in order to use the land for producing crops to export to 

foreign lands; the slums to grow ever larger; and customary varied diets to be 

replaced by single-commodity import-based diets.  

For a committed socialist, this dispiriting situation of being forced to choose 

between people and profits should not keep one from stating the obvious: if 

global capitalism were truly capable of feeding the hungry, it would be doing so. 

Global capitalists will not allow such an outcome. Global capitalism would not 

allow it to happen even if transnational agricultural commodity traders suddenly 

became convicted with altruism. Global capitalism can provide a living to 

experts capable of producing profits through market-driven reports, but no 

market-driven nod to the masses will change the fact that global capitalism 

cannot truly feed the hungry. It is wonderful at producing profits to the 

maximum possible extent until the client corporations are consumed by other 

bigger corporations, but it cannot provide poor people without money well-

rounded diets with plenty of calories.  

This consultant-for-hire’s malaise harkens back to a book I read a long time 

ago about the maladapted U.S. strategy for winning hearts and minds in 

southeastern Asia in the 1950s, before the U.S. decided to fight the Vietnam 

War. Thinking back, the book began to teach me a fundamental truth: It is 

difficult to disregard the need to sell the expected product and concentrate 

solely on trying to help those in need without preconceptions.  

The honest “heavy construction engineer” in The Ugly American (Lederer, 

W.J., Burdick, E., 1958. W.W. Norton & Company) had to admit in his report 

that his customary products were not what the people he was sent to help 

needed: 

 
“[Y]ou don’t need dams and roads,” Atkins said. “Maybe later, but right now 

you need to concentrate on first things—largely things that your own people 

can manufacture and use. I don’t know much about farming or city planning 
or that kind of thing; but I can tell you that your people need other things 

besides military roads. You ever hear of a food shortage being solved by 

someone building a military highway designed to carry tanks and trucks?” … 

“You want big industry,” he went on. “You want big factories. You want big 

T. V. A.’s scattered all over the countryside. … [I] recommended in my report 

that you start small, with little things. …” 
“First, like a brick factory. Cheap to start, easy to run, and it would give them 

building materials. Second, stone quarries back in the hills. Plenty of good 

stone there, and it could be used for building.” 
   The Frenchman was red in the face. … 

   “Mr. Atkins,” he said in perfect English, “you may not know it, but a French 

firm has a concession to handle the production of building materials in this 
country. If everyone started forming brick and quarry companies, it would 

ruin our relationship.” 

   “That’s your problem, not mine,” said Atkins. “Third, someone ought to set 
up a model canning plant. The country people catch fish and raise vegetables, 

but they spoil before they can be brought to town. Small, cheap, canning 

plants in about twenty towns would do plenty to help out. Fourth, the coastal 
land from Qui Nhom to Phan Rang is acid and it won’t grow anything. But 

right back of it, just over the hills, is a long strip of beautiful rich land. …” 

   “Now listen, Mr. Atkins, we didn’t bring you out here as an agricultural 
expert,” Josiah Gordon said, his bureaucratic sense of responsibility offended. 

“We already have lots of agricultural experts here.” … 

“Ambassador MacWhite, I must insist that we terminate this meeting,” Mr. 
Gordon said. “I am aware of Mr. Atkin’s great talents and his personal 

reputation in the States, but this is most improper—an engineer giving 

gratuitous advice on farming!” 

       

(Id. at 207-210). I do not know exactly how to provide what the poor and hungry 

need either, but I offer the gratuitous advice that it is not going to be provided 

through dependency on importation of agricultural commodities which the poor 

and hungry cannot afford, and which will not provide balanced diets or large 

numbers of domestic jobs.  
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We do not have a global social contract, and until and unless we get a united 

global deep democracy, it is pointless for the poor and hungry to look to the 

wealthy and sated to have any interest in changing that fact. From the vantage 

point of the poor and hungry, they need to be less dependent, not more 

dependent, whereas, whether the wealthy and sated wish to admit it or not, they 

benefit from that state of dependency. The wealthy and sated control most of 

world’s arable land, and therefore control most of the agricultural production, 

and wish to keep it that way.  

If the wealthy and sated of the “free world” truly wish to avoid the spread of 

authoritarianism, they need to make sure that deep democracy is provided for all 

human beings, including those who are poor and hungry. By the same token, if 

paternalistic authoritarian leaders truly wish to avoid alienation, corruption, and 

exploitation of the masses, they also need to make sure that deep democracy is 

provided to all of their people. Government must be of, by, and for the people or 

it will cause alienation, corruption, and possibly exploitation of the masses. 

Where the wealthy and sated, or the authoritarians, deny the people deep 

democracy, the people must demand deep democracy as their human right.  

Admittedly the paternalistic authoritarianism in Cuba, through its 

agricultural adaptations, is disproving the notion that political democracy is 

necessary for high agricultural productivity. Looking more generally at 

productivity, I think that China proves that an authoritarian state capitalist 

society can be highly productive at least in the short term, through allowing 

material incentives to the workers. I do not think that the result is a just society 

but, to the extent it provides some basic material needs to be met better than 

would exist under market capitalism, the people may indeed be better served by 

it—one can fill a rice bowl with ballots but they cannot be digested. For that 

matter the wicked totalitarian leadership of North Korea may manage to cobble 

together increased agricultural productivity. But I do not believe that humans are 

best served by alienation, corruption, or potential exploitation of the masses, 

whether by first world-based market capitalists, third world-based state 

capitalists, or by all manner of outright dictators around the world. Human 

enterprises that foster alienation, corruption, or exploitation of the masses are 

inherently unstable and deservedly so.  

When the ugly but good-hearted and honest American went out to the 

byways of the third world, he realized that “largely things that [their] own 

people can manufacture and use” was what the people needed. Expert 

assistance, provided without preconditions of consulting opportunities or profit-

generation for capitalists, is needed to empower the people to rationally manage 

the earth’s resources needed to sustainably grow all needed food. My socialist 

scientist eyes do not see commodities or profits when they see nutrient scarcity 

and our soil; they see humans in need of what our soil can produce if it is 

properly protected and maintained. In writing this report, I have tried to put 

self-serving petite bourgeois inclinations aside. Whether viewed as collective 

self-help, need minimization, stewardship, human kindness, or some other 

loving frame of reference, species-beings who happen to be soil scientists should 

help their poor brothers and sisters.  

Most of the potential “efficiencies” that are discussed in this technical report 

are unlikely to directly interest transnational corporate profit-seekers. Better and 

more sustainable management of nutrient resources in relation to our soil may 

not always show up in a commercial marketplace. To the extent cost-savings are 

realized this may mean less transnational market and standardized grocery store 

transactions, not more, as people buy and grow more locally, and become less 

dependent upon food imports, processed commodities, and commercial 

agricultural inputs.  

Moreover, while it is likely that on an individual, family, community, nation 

state, and even global scale many tangible material benefits could be obtained 
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through relatively humble low-tech actions involving nutrient resources and soil, 

not all of the benefits of reconnecting with growing food would be quantifiable. 

One benefit of lay people taking democratic charge of (a) acquired knowledge 

pertaining to growing food, and (b) workers’ gardens in which to apply that 

knowledge, may be that the people become active subjects in the quest for 

societal improvement. They may become less willing to accept their status as 

objects of capitalist exploitation. Some of the alienation experienced in modern 

society and accurately written about by Marx (Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts of 1844) may be lessened. That is hardly a capitalist priority—less 

alienated (and better fed) people—but it could be enhanced through deep 

democrats across the world gaining access to workers’ gardens. 

 

 

Wrestling with Two Large Related Beasts: Nutrient Cycling and Food Security 

 

I will now leave aside such high-minded speculation and focus back on the 

purely material world of soil. Viewed purely materially, management of 

available nutrient resources can affect the nutrient resources available to place 

into the soil to in turn grow food. This food can then cycle needed nutrient 

resources through human bodies, including those who are food insecure.  

Cycling of nutrient resources is at the heart of food production and need not 

be commoditized to be valuable. If a subsistence organic farmer grows food and 

eats it he or she may be less food insecure, but the “free market” may register 

this as a non-event or even as an example of low productivity. On the other 

hand, if a first world industrial farmer has to pay a higher price for conventional 

fertilizer the same “free market” may register this as a threat to food security, 

and indeed, it could be a tragedy for third world consumers dependent upon food 

imports, as well as a serious problem for poor people living in the first world 

who may or may not receive food stamps or other government assistance. Both 

outcomes could occur one day, in fact on the same day, because of nutrient 

scarcity associated with our soil.   

Many experts and some European nations have reached the conclusion that a 

more closed “nutrient loop” should be implemented in humankind’s long-term 

food security interest (Ganrot et al., Ashley, Barnard, Cordell et al., von Horn et 

al., ICNRWS; Childers et al.). Magdoff and Van Es succinctly describe the 

problem: 

 
The first major break in the cycling of nutrients occurred as cities developed 
and nutrients began to routinely travel with farm products to feed the growing 

urban populations. It is rare for nutrients to travel many miles away from 

cities and return to the soils on which the crops and animals were originally 
raised. Thus, nutrients have accumulated in urban sewage and polluted 

waterways around the world. Even with the building of many new sewage 
treatment plants in the 1970s and 1980s, effluent containing nutrients still 

flows into waterways, and sewage sludges are not always handled in an 

environmentally sound manner. The trend toward farm specialization, mostly 
driven by economic forces, has resulted in the second break in nutrient cycling 

by separating animals from the land that grows their feed. With specialized 

animal facilities, nutrients accumulate in manure while crop farmers purchase 
large quantities of fertilizers to keep their fields from becoming nutrient 

deficient. 

 

(Magdoff, F., Van Es, H., 2009, 70) (figure references omitted). 

Often separately from soil science and its concern over nutrient cycling, a 

great deal of scholarship is being developed worldwide on the topic of food 

security. Although much of it is presented in international forums, when 

scrutinized it becomes apparent that the functional point of view taken is that of 

the nation state. This point of view ties into food competition where some 

combination of the interests of the transnational corporations, the relatively 
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powerful nation states, and the powerful inhabitants of the weak nation states, 

almost always prevail. The world’s poor are not effectively given status as a 

worldwide class in the discussion of food security, even though they are by far 

the class that is most vulnerable to food insecurity.  

Thus, a perverse result of discussion of food security may be more 

exploitation, such as land grabbing, in favor of the powerful; and less food 

security for those who are already the most food and water insecure. Food 

security issues of a global nature are rarely discussed as systemic problems. This 

is so despite the fact that underlying concerns about the long term unreliability 

of the global marketing of agricultural products are part of the impetus for many 

of the relatively powerful nation states, such as China and Saudi Arabia, getting 

involved with food security. Nation states generally do not want to have their 

own poor inhabitants vulnerable to food deprivation because this can be 

destabilizing.  

In theory, capitalist and power relationships should not be able to influence 

which nation states and which imperiled poor humans get to improve their food 

security and which are placed in greater peril by supposed curative or 

preventative food security measures. In practice, they have great influence in 

these areas, and as a general matter, the least powerful and most food insecure 

get still more food insecure as time passes. Divide-and-conquer food security 

measures are par for the geopolitical course in the 21
st
 century. 

Whatever the unit of government that is considered in relation to food 

security, whether it is a political subdivision, a nation state, a group or region of 

nation states, or the world as a whole, the age-old question (which, according to 

Bengelsdorf, Marx glossed over) of centralization versus democratization is 

present in defining the boundaries of nutrient resource “management” that could 

be considered in discussion of food security. A discussion of this topic may be 

extremely ambitious, such as might be developed by detailed-focused central 

planners; extremely narrow and even unrealistic, almost apathetic to real world 

issues in terms of the context of potential management; or somewhere in 

between. 

On the extremely ambitious side, one may try to take a completely normative 

approach. One may assemble a wide variety of scholarly literature pertinent to 

ensuring food security for humanity, present and future, and to imposing an 

ideal, e.g., maximal, contribution from each potential contributor to reach this 

goal. To even rudimentarily prescribe societal management of nutrient inputs 

one would need a great deal of information. Designing systems to assure 

sustainability of resources is highly complicated and policy-oriented (Sage).25 

Sustainability is “more than a technical problem” (Reganold et al.). If the goal is 

ensuring food security for all, and, for instance, a recyclable nutrient source is a 

material related to a bodily function of literally each human, “management” 

                                                 
25 Developed and developing countries, and within them urban and rural areas, may have vastly 

different outlooks and capabilities. Within developing countries, the improvisational nature of 
everyday survival may need augmentation by long range planning and investment in people and 

productivity beyond local capabilities: 

The two greatest potential resources in most poor, food insecure countries are 
the people and the productivity of the land and water. To defeat chronic 

hunger and poverty, investments must be made in both people and 

productivity. Investing in people must come in the form of education, clean 
water and sanitation, health and social services and, in some cases, direct food 

and nutrition support. In rural areas, such expenditures are essential if the 

corresponding investments in agriculture and its productive subsectors are to 
pay off. 
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potentially could reach into every house or restroom. Needless to say, this could 

be a controversial and potentially boundless challenge.26  

This audacious challenge will not be undertaken in this report. No detailed 

nutrient management systems for nations, communities, or households will be 

proposed. Soil scientists may play a practical role in food and water security 

(Powlson et al.; de Vries; Zhu; Stocking) without resolving policy issues. 

Certain policy issues bearing on food security are described in this report. 

However, no attempt is made to catalogue the full range of policy issues, much 

less to resolve any of them.  

For soil scientists to take a fully normative approach and prescribe policy 

might be a disservice on multiple levels. It could go beyond their expertise, risk 

either a false optimism or pessimism, or contribute to a loss of support for 

matters within their expertise.27 If, on the other hand, soil scientists discover and 

publicize the potential practical benefits and limitations of their contribution to 

food security, the public and the decision-makers may become more aware of 

and accountable for policy tradeoffs.28  

The people have the ultimate stake in sustainable food security, which is not 

a mere discussion or research topic for scientists. In now developed countries, 

beginning in the late 1800s science-driven education of the public on issues 

affecting household health and nutrition may have been highly valuable.29 

Whether or not one potential nutrient source or another is part of the equation, 

proactive societal management of sustainable plant nutrients could involve a 

second democratic wave of household persuasion. This wave could be based on 

safe and efficient conservation of nutrient resources that would otherwise be 

wasted and could take into account the role of plant nutrients in providing food. 

                                                 
(FAO, 2012a). Linking people and productivity through improved nutrient recycling logically 

would present tremendous additional challenges and opportunities.   
26 A treatise on food security management could involve marshaling scholarly articles on any 

number of policy matters, including vegetarianism. Some of these matters also may contain 

bioethical assumptions (Singer). One theoretically could then take this heightened sensitivity and 

accumulated knowledge, and attempt to formulate a master plan of policies to ensure global food 

security by ensuring adequate perpetual supplies of plant nutrients, with an assigned contribution 

by each potential supply source over time and a target per capita allotment of food. Theorizing a 
sustainable global future for even a single required input, phosphate, is enormously complex 

(Cordell et al., von Horn et al., ICNRWS). Factoring in conflicts over water allocation and the 

environment (Allouche; Garnett; Lal), as well as energy and other inputs (Dawson et al.; Harvey et 
al.) would increase the challenge. Confronting political reality would perhaps be the most daunting 

hurdle of all to development and implementation of a realistic plan (Allouche). 
27 If conservationism, egalitarianism, vegetarianism, or any other social or political approach not 

controlled by soil scientists is assumed to hold the entire answer to eliminating food insecurity, 

support for soil scientists to improve practical nutrient management may lessen.  
28 If the technicians are unable to identify a technical panacea, false confidence in technology also 

may decrease. 
29 Some economists believe that the persuasion of households, and in particular mothers, to adopt 
improved domestic hygiene and food management habits played a major role in the tremendous 

improvements in human health experienced in the United States and parts of Europe prior to the 

advent of antibiotics. Using the term “recipes” to describe prescriptions for human conduct, Mokyr 
et al., 1999, write: 

The changes in recipes regarding food occur in two dimensions: one is the 

avoidance of disease through a properly germ-free consumption environment 
and ingredients; the other is a balanced diet containing the proper elements of 

fresh foods, proteins, and minerals. 

(Boldfacing added). The use of the present tense “occur” was appropriate. These dimensions and 
the role of education continue to be important: 

Levels of nutrition are affected not only by food availability and access but 

also by sanitation—such as access to safe drinking water—and disease. In 
addition, education can play a key role in improving nutritional intake and 

balance. 

(FAO, 2012a). As described below, these dimensions could be viewed as aspects of food security 
that also relate to management of potential nutrient sources.      
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Soil scientists may be better positioned to assist the public to understand these 

tradeoffs without, rather than with, broad social policy prescriptions in tow. Any 

reticence from opinion-giving, however, should not be tied to fear of 

repercussions.  

For developing countries, normative solutions proposed from afar may be 

unrealistic and poorly prioritized, in any event. Food security, which is tied into 

water security, is a matter of life and death for many, as is sanitation (Hall). For 

instance, while human waste may have recycling potential, it too may cause 

sickness and death: 

 
Inadequate access to safe water and sanitation services, coupled with poor 

hygiene practices, kills and sickens thousands of children every day, and leads 

to impoverishment and diminished opportunities for thousands more. 
Estimates point to some 2 million people dying every year as a result of 

diarrhoea and diseases caused by ingesting contaminated water. 

 

(FAO, 2012a). In some places, “[w]omen and girls are forced to spend large 

parts of their day searching for and fetching water” (FAO, 2012a). As a matter 

of survival and health, using “less water” so that more water could be saved for 

food production may be virtually impossible for many of the water insecure.30 

Similarly, overemphasizing the value of components of human waste for 

nutrient recovery, or underemphasizing any health risks, would unfairly and 

needlessly expose persons to health risks.  

The powerful may not allow the powerless to receive good information 

much less provide them with needed material assistance. Financial and political 

power centers likely lie far removed from the impoverished household or 

community. Hence, for example, no infrastructure-based relief may be in sight, 

even if water may exist somewhere that theoretically could be reallocated 

(Allouche). The 19
th

 and 20
th

 century experiences of “democratic,” now 

developed, relatively water rich countries, with large investments in household 

plumbing and community wastewater management infrastructure, may be 

anachronistic. To any extent private or public funds might exist for improving 

food security in developing countries, they need to be carefully managed with 

local conditions in mind, keeping in mind the impact on the poorest, who may 

even be in isolated rural areas (Grootaert).  

On the extremely narrow side, one may simply ignore potential motivations 

for, and alternatives to, using one nutrient source or another and focus on one 

selected nutrient source out of context. From a societal and a user perspective, 

this would seem even more unrealistic than the fully normative approach.31 At 

any given place and time, a farmer or other person wishing to grow plants might 

have access to and knowledge of manufactured chemical fertilizer; legumes 

useful for fixing nitrogen; animal residues including livestock waste (LW) and 

biological residuals from combined human waste (CHW, i.e., urine and feces 

combined in conventional household plumbing and wastewater collection 

systems); or innovative derivative materials such as struvite.32 Similarly, for 

                                                 
30 At the very least, water resources require site-specific management:   

Sufficient resources are unevenly distributed at the global level, and an 

increasing number of countries or parts of countries are reaching alarming 

levels of water scarcity, especially in the Near East, North Africa and in South 
Asia. A mitigating factor could be increasing water use efficiency, such as 

providing the right incentives to use less water. 

(FAO, 2012a). 
31 In any event, it would seem to run contrary to practical nutrient management as advanced by 

Brady et al., Troeh et al., and others. 
32 Struvite, which can be produced at wastewater treatment plants using CHW, is discussed in detail 
below. 
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example, for the foreseeable future, source-separated human urine (SSHU)33 

might be absent from most commercial farmer’s lists of nutrient source 

alternatives.  

Food security, and access to and knowledge of alternatives, may affect when 

and where SSHU or any other nutrient source might actually be used. I believe 

that SSHU is particularly promising for humankind at the household or 

“workers’ gardens” level. In this report I set forth information pertaining to the 

biology and chemistry of SSHU so that the reader may begin to consider how it 

might best be used in the future. I also use SSHU as a frame of reference for a 

fairly open-ended discussion of practical nutrient management, which, 

depending upon the time and place, could involve a gamut of available potential 

resources.  

As a compromise between an extremely ambitious normative approach and 

one that is extremely narrow and focused on one nutrient source of out context, 

a relatively thorough but mainly descriptive contextual approach has been 

chosen. This food and water security discussion attempts to highlight issues 

concerning SSHU and its alternatives that might affect the level of SSHU usage 

over the short, medium, and long-term. Literature is discussed which overall 

reveals the possibility of some gradually increasing but undetermined level of 

complementary “enhancing” (rather than “ensuring”) of food security based on 

SSHU. The approach is still normative to the extent it proposes that SSHU 

should be used to help persons who might want help with food security, 

including the poorest of humans. But it eschews policy prescriptions per se.  

No attempt is made to push SSHU usage on anyone, and to portray any class, 

especially the working class, as obliged to participate in gardening or using a 

particular nutrient source for growing plants is not my intent. While enhancing 

food security through SSHU use might be worthwhile, a special word of caution 

is in order, even beyond issues of safety. Increased SSHU use may not always 

occur under humanly pleasant circumstances. Dramatically increased SSHU use 

may not be an entirely sanguine development if it reflects reaction to spreading 

food insecurity or the unavailability of affordable and otherwise preferred 

alternatives. In essence, food security may very well be enhanced incrementally 

by SSHU while still suffering a net decline because of the unavailability or 

unsustainability of other nutrient enrichment alternatives and any number of 

other factors that affect economic justice, most importantly systemic failures.  

In effect, nations, communities, and existing and potential individual food 

producers (Brady et al.) may each need to make their own practical, and 

sometimes even inconvenient or uncomfortable, choices pertaining to plant 

nutrient sources. These decision-makers may not perform express economic 

analyses or attempt to predict future supply and demand of inputs, outputs, or 

final products. SSHU itself may never become a purchased input in a formal 

marketplace (Tilley et al., ICNRWS).  

It does seems likely that, even with a non-market capitalist/central planning 

approach, decision-makers will at least implicitly be cognizant of “marginality” 

and related concepts pertaining to the introduction of new goods when they 

make choices involving SSHU (Bresnahan et al.).34 Accordingly, its use may 

                                                 
33 SSHU is urine intentionally diverted and separately collected from the feces, which typically carry 

more pathogens (WHO, 2006). Except for inadvertent contamination with fecal pathogens, SSHU 
generally reflects the chemistry and microbiology of the urine exiting the urinary system (Geigy; 

WHO, 2006), as it may change over time depending upon the length and manner of storage 

(Kirchmann et al.; WHO, 2006). 
34 From the vantage point of those who care about the food insecure, it might be tempting to recoil 

at the language choice of Bresnahan et al. when they write glowingly that “[t]he value of an hour of 

human life has been immeasurably increased” by access to new goods. Many of the world’s food 
insecure may never have access to computers or modern medical machinery. Their lives are already 
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depend upon its unrecognized chemical value becoming gradually recognized, 

which may then affect choices that are made.35  

These choices may be of both a societal and a household nature. This was 

the case with the first revolution in modern wastewater treatment during the 19
th

 

century.36 It is implicit in much of the following discussion that the value of 

                                                                                                                                                             
immeasurably valuable and are only undervalued because, to use Singer’s terminology, the circle 
of altruism has not been expanded far enough. Nonetheless, in the sense intended by Bresnahan et 

al., “new goods” may encompass anything that increases the length or quality of human life, 

including the work of Louis Pasteur (Mokyr et al.).      
35 Mokyr et al., 1999 (footnotes omitted), state: 

Consumers purchase goods for two different reasons: because they “enjoy” 

these goods (i.e., utility stricto sensu) and because they believe that these 
goods are in some way good for their health, that is, that these goods are 

inputs into a household production function which produces, among other 

things, physical well-being. The health-related component of demand is, 
however, rarely made explicit and is usually subsumed under “preferences.”  

*** 

The approach we take in this paper is to define a separate “health” function as 
a combination of the physical well-being and life expectancy of members of 

the household, which is being maximized jointly with pure “utility.” 

*** 
Our main argument is that part of the decline in the mortality rate can be inter- 

preted as the result of technological progress at the household level (Mokyr 

1993). Such technological progress consisted of course of a supply side, but 
improved knowledge by households affected their demand for consumer 

goods as well. 

*** 
There are two major differences between the diffusion of new best-practice 

technologies among competitive firms and the diffusion of best-practice 

technology among homemakers. First, households do not compete directly 
with each other, so the standard mechanism which forces firms to adopt better 

techniques or risk being competed away does not hold. In fact, even if the 

information is known to households, there is no guarantee that they will 
change their behavior. Instead, households will adopt a new recipe if they can 

be persuaded that it works and that it is worth the price and inconvenience. 

Persuasion, of course, involves theory, evidence, and rhetoric and in that 

regard the adoption and diffusion of new knowledge is quite different from 

that in production technology. Second, access to outside information is often 

more difficult for households than for firms (due to increasing returns in 
information acquisition and processing), and this is compounded by the 

inherent complexity of the information at hand. 
36 As explained by Mokyr, et al., 1999 (footnotes omitted): 

The conclusion must be that the germ theory as it emerged in the 1870s and 

1880s was not a miracle theory that explained all and instantaneously 
converted the masses to the true faith of hygiene, but rather marked the 

beginning of a way of thinking that eventually would lead to further 

breakthroughs down the road. Pasteur’s macroinvention did not attain its full 
impact until it was complemented by a host of microinventions. The 

cumulative force of the advances in bacteriology eventually had irresistible 

persuasive power, but clearly this process was drawn out over decades.  
   As in the history of technological change, there is a lag of decades between 

the original macroinvention and its effect on any kind of aggregate statistical 

data. 
*** 

From the 1870s London’s water closets could no longer be discharged into the 

water system. This regulation did not come in order to keep the water “clean” 
but to keep it hygienic. The design of water closets came to address the same 

problems—many sanitary engineers in England and the United States felt that 

water for the cleaning of the water closet should not be connected to the rising 
main of clean water because of the risk of backflow, but only after they under- 

stood germ theory did they fully comprehend the threat of backflow and 

widely implement the separation of the two systems of water supply.  
   Water-supply issues are usually discussed as public-good questions, but in 

the nineteenth century, as is the case today, the consumer did have choices to 

make. 
*** 
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SSHU to enhance food and water security at any particular time and place will 

variously take into account its known benefits and costs in comparison to 

alternative sources, if any.37 SSHU can play no role in enhancing food security if 

no farmer or other person wishing to grow food will wish to deploy it.38 

Based on chemical composition, SSHU under appropriate conditions may 

have great value in growing plants and enhancing food security.39 With an 

understanding of when and where this “new” good may be useful to enhance 

food security, hopefully a firm foundation for further evaluation will be laid. 

Consideration of its possible context of use over the course of time within an 

array of potential plant nutrient alternatives would seem worthwhile for the 

purpose of steering any necessary soil science research. Once possible 

opportunities for use are identified, any important gaps in scientific knowledge 

intentionally can be addressed. 

If SSHU or any other potential nutrient resource is to be used, it may be 

managed most effectively to enhance food and water security with a thorough 

understanding of its behavior in the soil. Currently, this understanding is not 

complete and primarily has been focused on storage scenarios that may be less 

likely for most small-scale or subsistence users of SSHU. In particular, current 

limited knowledge primarily is based on SSHU as it exists after prolonged 

storage to raise pH and destroy bacteria, which may not be applicable to many 

household immediate use situations. In addition, information on potential 

variations in SSHU behavior by soil type and in relation to various common 

organic materials, including leaf compost, is rudimentary. Improved and more 

                                                                                                                                                             
[T]he germ theory clearly indicated to rural families, who were not attached to 
an urban network of filtered water, that private measures to insure a germ-free 

water supply were crucial. Hand-powered under-the-sink pumps 

supplemented water carried from nearby wells or rivers, but once the notion 
that contaminated water could carry infectious disease had sunk in, 

households could react. 

*** 

Prevention, through changed household technology and public goods, was the 

main cause of the decline in disease after 1870. 
37 This is not to say that all affected individuals will necessarily perform an express economic 
analysis or consider economic formulas, such as an economist might do (Bresnahan et al.). 

Nonetheless, while they may not use the terms, producers and consumers often are faced with 

situations where they at least qualitatively apply marginality concepts. For the food and water 
insecure, the choices could be a matter of survival. A pre-Depression era economist coldly 

explained: 
If I have no supply of water and have seven loaves of bread to last me for a 

week, a pint of water will certainly occupy a higher place on my relative scale 

than a loaf of bread, but if I can already command twenty gallons of water for 
the week and have only one loaf of bread, another loaf will stand higher on 

my relative scale than a pint of water.  

Hence the extreme importance of what is known as the doctrine of margins. 
We shall constantly find ourselves considering marginal services, marginal 

consumption, marginal significance, marginal expenditure, marginal values, 

marginal increments, and so on.  
(Wicksteed, 1910). 
38 To put it succinctly, one of the first questions about SSHU is likely to be “Why mess with that?” 

This question cannot be answered without at least some awareness of possible constraints to the 
availability or utility of other nutrient supply sources. Nonetheless, no attempt is being made to 

prescribe any particular level of individual or societal SSHU use. 
39 It is noted that directly enhancing food and water security may not be the only rationale for 
carefully managing SSHU. For instance, SSHU management in appropriate settings could lower 

utility bills for suburban residents. In addition, while this may not always be socially useful, it is 

noted that chemical resources in SSHU have been and could be deployed in other ways outside of 
food production. Examples include historical wartime production of nitrates for munitions 

(LeConte) and possible growth of bioenergy crops using SSHU (WHO, 2006). To the extent SSHU 

has other applications this may be indirectly relevant to food security because it, in theory, could 
free up other resources for use in providing food to humans. 
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comprehensive understanding can be obtained through appropriate soil science 

research.   

 

            
 
Orange cherry tomatoes grown by Brother Francisco in a ring of compost (kitchen waste and oak 
leaves, with occasional additions of SSHU). The serving bowl on the right was used in the Miami 

restaurant where his abuelo Manuel cooked seven days a week until shortly before he died.  
 

 

A Constructive Role for Soil Science in Addressing Food Security Issues 

 

Soil science alone cannot provide food justice. In defining soil science’s proper 

role in addressing food security, it is necessary to consider what food security is 

and is not in greater detail. Food justice is not the same as food security as the 

latter term is typically used. Even with the latter, soil science may only be able 

to present a menu of inadequate soil nutrient alternatives to the powerless and 

their allies. But this contribution is not meaningless. 

There is no peace, and only hyper-vigilance, without at least some measure 

of food justice for one’s potentially assertive neighbors. The integumentary 

system provides only “a boundary between the body’s internal environment and 

the outside world” (Hall). Outside the body, shared life processes and limited 

spaces and materials are not automatically managed so that each food producer 

and each food consumer acquires needed chemical resources, including water.40 

Obtaining necessary food and water is a prerequisite to all other human 

conduct (Hall; Maslow). Strong human drives exist for individuals to manage 

their external circumstances to obtain food security. “The very fact that we 

remain alive is the result of complex control systems, for hunger makes us seek 

food and fear makes us seek refuge” (Hall).  

                                                 
40 Maslow’s “hierarchy of human needs” does not have a basement level, i.e., it does not address 

how food is produced, where potable water is to come from, or how human waste should be 

managed. He acknowledged that the physiological processing of ingested food and water and the 
maintenance of homeostasis yield human waste. But the Brooklyn-born psychologist obviously 

was not providing a social planning document for connecting physiological processes back to food 

production. In contrast, decades before Maslow, Marxist psychology critically examined the 
material underpinnings of insecurity: “Only science, exact science about human nature itself, and 

the most sincere approach to it by the aid of the omnipotent scientific method, will deliver man 

from his present gloom, and will purge him from his contemporary shame in the sphere of 
interhuman relations” (Pavlov).  
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As a matter of physiology then, humans are insecure and in need of 

protection in terms of what goes on outside their own fragile bodies. As Romito 

2 learned, this essential protection may be provided (a) not at all, (b) by an 

individual such as a mother or oneself, or (c) by a group. Any human economic 

system that does not ensure adequate food and refuge for all human inhabitants 

within it will provoke existential physiologically-induced hunger and fear by the 

have-nots. The only way to counter this hunger and fear is to provide adequate 

food and refuge, or, as with the U.S. resettlement of its indigenous peoples or 

North Korea today, to use threats of other more immediate physical harm. To 

offer non-material “freedom,” “voting,” a constitution, or “founding fathers” as 

a counter to this hunger and fear is physiologically absurd.41 The wretched of the 

earth, will rectify the situation if they can, forcefully if necessary. (Fanon, F., 

1961. The Wretched of the Earth. Grove Press, Inc., 1968 ed.; )  

Both food competition and food cooperation require conscious human 

action, including in relation to nutrient scarcity and soil. If the existing economic 

system, “government,” or other means of mediating human relations are unable 

to meet basic human needs, human trust breaks down because of resource 

competition, and cooperation in any human endeavor, including the recycling of 

nutrient resources of importance to soil and hence human health, becomes more 

difficult. The only way to truly fix the situation is systemic change.  

Food security without systemic change fails to ensure food, arable land, 

water, and other resources that are controlled by the powerful are shared with 

the powerless. In that sense, international food security conversations are largely 

a guise (a) to prevent systemic international food cooperation, and (b) to foster 

systemic international food competition. Food security discussions led by the 

haves are not intended to facilitate systemic change and will not set in place a 

framework of cooperation by all humans such as is needed to assure fair 

distribution and sustainable recycling of nutrient resources. At worst, as with 

land grabs, food security discussions are a cover for further exploitation and 

suppression of the hungry. At best, they are intended to provide the minimum 

possible Band-Aid necessary to avoid or delay systemic change. The powerless 

are not the subjects of these conversations but the objects.  

But desperate people and their allies will, at least for the indefinite future, 

have to opt for the Band-Aid if that is their best option. Security is a method for 

dealing with scarcity where no adequate cooperation-based system is in place.42 

Humans look to “security” (to use the impersonal language of security 

specialists) where they consider themselves to be in need of "a form of 

                                                 
41 Even human decency, love, and religion are not able to long counter this natural compulsion to be 
fed and sheltered—Jesus supposedly made it 40 days in the desert without food and shelter, but even 

he was gravely tempted by the Devil. We know from life boat scenarios that humans will literally eat 

each other if survival leaves them no choice. See The Queen v. Dudley and Stephens, 14 Queens 
Bench Division 273 (1884), http://www.justiceharvard.org/resources/the-queen-vs-dudley-and-

stephens-1884-the-lifeboat-case/ (“the prisoners D. and S., seamen, and the deceased, a boy between 

seventeen and eighteen, were cast away in a storm on the high seas, and compelled to put into an 
open boat; that the boat was drifting on the ocean, and was probably more than 1000 miles from 

land; that on the eighteenth day, when they had been seven days without food and five without 

water, D. proposed to S. that lots should be cast who should be put to death to save the rest, and that 
they afterwards thought it would be better to kill the boy that their lives should be saved; that on the 

twentieth day D., with the assent of S., killed the boy, and both D. and S. fed on his flesh for four 

days; that at the time of the act there was no sail in sight nor any reasonable prospect of relief; that 
under these circumstances there appeared to the prisoners every probability that unless they then or 

very soon fed upon the boy, or one of themselves, they would die of starvation: Held, that upon these 

facts, there was no proof of any such necessity as could justify the prisoners in killing the boy, and 
that they were guilty of murder.”).  
42 Some security adages that apply to temporary threats do not apply to permanent threats, such as 

the threat of not having enough food: “Security doesn’t have to last forever; just longer than 
everything else that might notice it’s gone” (ISECOM). 

http://www.justiceharvard.org/resources/the-queen-vs-dudley-and-stephens-1884-the-lifeboat-case/
http://www.justiceharvard.org/resources/the-queen-vs-dudley-and-stephens-1884-the-lifeboat-case/


120 
 

protection where a separation is created between the assets and the threat" 

(ISECOM). It builds fences as long as necessary to keep out dangerous invaders. 

Food security “assets” requiring protection include not only persons but also the 

materials upon which persons depend, including food and water (WHO, 2006; 

FAO, 2012a).  

The dangerous invaders may be hungry and in need themselves, or they may 

be neocolonial lords attempting to steal what they want but do not need. “May 

all be fed” is not a sweet, kind, and gentle notion that many powerful people will 

be comfortable with in practice. Most of the powerful prefer to act like 

marauders, breach the food security of the powerless, and wax eloquent on the 

value of the free market and the need for food security, virtue, and elimination 

of welfarism wherever it may be found.  

It must always be remembered that to achieve food security and even more 

so food justice, the powerless and their allies must wage a global battle for 

systemic change across the boundaries of nation states as the powerless seek to 

become visible to the powerful. The powerful will not cease their preferred 

courses of action because this is the right thing to do. For the time being, true 

food security on behalf of the powerless should first and foremost seek to ensure 

that the powerful are not stealing even more food, arable land, water, and other 

resources from the powerless, and that they are as much as possible forced to 

return what they have stolen in the past so that the resources needed by the 

powerless are made available to them. Cuba had to fight a revolution and pursue 

a massive program of land reform to achieve some of this.  

As an ongoing, slightly secondary, but still critical order of business, true 

food security on behalf of the powerful should (a) ensure that as much as 

possible the powerless become food self-sufficient so that they are not 

completely held hostage by the powerful—who mediate distribution of food and 

other resources and thereby, as long as supplies last, define scarcity for the 

powerless as suits the interests of the powerful; and (b) build cooperation among 

groups of the powerless and others seeking to live fairly and peaceably. As 

much as possible, a global social compact needs to be reached so that fair trade 

among the powerless can be facilitated and less money will need to be spent for 

security by the powerless to protect themselves from other powerless people. 

Autarky is not the objective but rather as much as possible food self-sufficiency 

and fair trade by workers sharing a social compact to provide any needs that 

cannot reasonably be provided locally.  

 

From my point of view as a socialist soil scientist, it is primarily in the area of 

increasing the food self-sufficiency of the powerless that soil science may 

provide the most help. The global market system is not working for the 

powerless, and it never will, at least until all the world lives under a global 

social contract. With our hands in the soil, we can work to grow as much healthy 

inexpensive local food as possible that will be fully accessible to the poor and 

not susceptible to price shocks and market failures.   

Currently, the food situation of the powerless is awful. Each day hundreds of 

millions of human beings have little or no separation between themselves and 

devastating hunger. They are forced by their tenuous or cramped environments 

to triage among possibly multiple insecurities of themselves and other household 

members (FAO, 2012a) and to engage in shaming or shortsighted “coping 

strategies” (USDA; Oyefara).  

Food insecurity is not merely an urban issue. “The paradox is that most of 

the food insecure live in rural areas where food is produced, yet they are net 

purchasers of food rather than sellers” (FAO, 2012a). However, the daily 

struggle for adequate food increasingly takes place in impoverished crowded 

locations where little food production takes place. Neighbors often are mere 

competitors for any available cash employment or other cash-generating 
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activities. An occasional hour’s or day’s work and its associated cash may 

represent the only food security available as persons seek to be “bread winners” 

in a marketplace somewhere instead of watching their children be calorie losers: 

 
During 2008, the world’s urban population turned, for the first time, larger 

than the rural population. But only part of this trend was caused by increased 

rural-urban migration. Other reasons include the transformation of rural 
settlements into urban areas and, most importantly, natural urban population 

growth. Essentially, much of the global population growth has taken place in 

less developed countries (LDCs), predominately in poor urban areas and 
slums. Urbanization rates in LDCs reached 4 percent per annum in the last 

decade. The three fundamental dimensions of food security: availability, 

access and utilization differ in urban and rural contexts and across urban 
socio-economic groups. A greater diversity of both local and imported food 

products is available in cities although most of the food is not produced within 

city boundaries. Access to food in urban areas is dependent on cash exchange, 
with some exceptions, where urban food production contributes directly to 

household intake. Reliance on purchased food is a leading factor in household 

food insecurity of poor urban populations, who lack a fixed income. 

 

Allied to rising urbanization is an increase in population densities. At the 

world level, there are on average 50 people living in every square kilometre. 
At 68 persons per km2, densities in developing countries are three times as 

high as those in developed countries. In south East Asia, for instance, 

population density stands at 132 per km2. 
 

(FAO, 2012a) (boldfacing in original).   

Supplying each potential food producer with needed nutrient resources for 

growing food theoretically may not be necessary—if an egalitarian method of 

food distribution existed across the world—a non-operative condition. 

Categorization as food producers is constantly in flux. The percentage of 

farmers by population has dramatically decreased over time, both in developed 

and developing countries (USDA; Hunt; FAO, 2001; FAO, 2012a).  

On some level, this relative farmer population decline was and is made 

possible in part by fertilizer, which helps to produce an agricultural surplus to 

feed non-farmers (FAO, 2012a). Many forward-thinking food policy experts do 

not doubt the short, medium, and long term requirement for fertilizer to meet 

human food needs (Dawson et al.; Cordell et al.; Cordell et al., von Horn et al., 

ICNRWS). Bridging cropland yield gaps between intensive and traditional farms 

is seen as an important goal by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations (FAO, 2012a). “Fertilizer is absolutely vital to food production, 

with around half of the nitrogen which makes up human protein originating from 

it” (Food Policy). “With world population at 6.7 billion and likely to reach about 

9 billion by 2050, it is clearly impossible for legumes to meet even the current N 

requirement for food security” (Powlson et al.).43 Meanwhile, the demand for 

phosphate fertilizer, which cannot be fixed from the atmosphere, grows “due to 

the increasing food demand of a growing world population and, more recently, 

the demand for agro-fuels as renewable alternatives to fossil fuels” (von Horn et 

al., ICNRWS). Biofuels also often require large amounts of N-fertilizer (IFA). 

The specter of hunger marches forward—whether or not increased fertilizer 

use occurs for the seemingly laudable goal of “bridging yield gaps” or for the 

questionable goals of increasing biofuel usage and meat consumption. The needs 

for soil nutrient use efficiency and regular consumption of adequate amounts of 

                                                 
43 Some things remain to be learned, however, about soil behavior and its influence on fertilizer 

options and use in conventional farming. Moreover, if organic nutrient sources are to gain in 
importance over time, it will be particularly important to discern how to maximize their efficient use. 

For instance, although it is generally assumed that organic N must first be converted into inorganic 

N before plants can benefit, this may not always be the case, particularly for plants with roots having 
certain mycorrhizal fungi colonies (Sylvia et al.).  
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wholesome food by each member of the growing world population are 

ubiquitous. Although many rural areas are being depopulated because of high 

technology industrial agriculture, trade agreements, Global Warming, and other 

factors, “In low-income countries, cultivated land area per person is less than 

half of that in high-income countries, and its suitability for agriculture is 

generally lower” (FAO, 2012a). Sometimes in developing countries such as 

China the response to population and land pressures has been to over-fertilize, 

leading to extremely high yields but also to euthrophication (Powlson et al.). 

This could further accelerate long-term conventional input supply shortfalls.  

Although major ecological improvements are clearly needed, as well as a 

robust reinvigoration of peasant agriculture as exemplified by Cuba, a wholesale 

abandonment of conventional agricultural practices probably is not viable. This 

in part arises from the fact that worldwide meat consumption is increasing. 

While a major overhaul of world diets in the opposite direction may eventually 

occur, so that vegetarianism became pervasive (to the extent meat could not be 

raised on free-range grass, etc.), this is likely to be way off in the future.44 

Meanwhile massive human suffering already occurs because of lack of 

“access” (i.e. cash), in part driven by high food prices. Powlson et al. would see 

abandonment of conventional fertilizer to have Malthusian ramifications. 

Therefore, although science has been and still sometimes is misused in the 

interest of transnational industrial agriculture, the conflicting values of high but 

sustainable food production to keep prices down, and environmental protection 

to protect waters receiving excess nutrients, call for more science, not less 

(Powlson et al.), although the research issues need to shift in the public interest.45  

                                                 
44 On the issue of food-displacing and input-displacing biofuels, they are probably going to be 

around for a while too. For what it is worth, I am now back in the camp of being opposed to them. In 

the early 1980’s, I once gave a talk at a Southern Baptist church on a Sunday morning with then U.S. 

congressman Al Gore in attendance in which I spoke on moral grounds against growing crops to fuel 

vehicles. I now believe I was right back then to oppose biofuels, but it is not without some wavering 

in the intervening decades. One of my mother’s relatives still farms the small farm where she was 
raised, and I know that he has been able to make a very modest living by growing corn for ethanol. 

Without biofuels, many cornfields would probably stand idle or be converted to monoculture forest, 

which provide no food value. We do not have a world system for globally growing and sharing crops 
but rather a world system for globally marketing crops. But with the 2008 food crisis it has become 

more apparent that because of the competition for inputs that biofuel crops use, even without global 
food sharing biofuels over time would likely hurt the poor around the world by driving up their food 

prices. Moreover, now that I have learned about diversion of crop land in the third world to grow 

biofuels I can see more clearly the moral dimensions of the issue that I only sensed as a young man. 
Even now, however, I recognize that some natural “biofuels” are sustainably collected and used for 

cooking and heating by indigenous people who should not be prevented from doing this. In addition, 

there may be some limited potential for biofuel production that is not food-displacing or input-
displacing. Because I am a George Orwell democratic socialist, I want to keep an open mind to see 

the truth, wherever it lies. 
45 This is not to say that soil scientists always acknowledge the daunting totality of the long-term 
challenge. Powlson et al. identified many important soil science research issues relating to 

“sustainability,” primarily from an environmental protection standpoint, but also seeking to 

maintain or increase food production. They sought to review “[r]equirements for research, practices 
and policies affecting soil management in relation to global food security.” For developing 

countries without full access to affordable fertilizer, they included the need to apply “current 

knowledge of recycling,” which they suggest would require intermediate levels of research. They 
also recognized “other aspects” as “not yet at a practical stage for field use but [which] could be 

very powerful if suitably developed,” such as “close monitoring of nitrate levels in soil during a 

crop growing season.” However, they did not mention the looming problem of the long-term 
inadequacy of global fertilizer supplies, which could affect both developed and developing 

countries (Dawson et al.; Cordell et al.; Cordell et al., von Horn et al., ICNRWS). In the same 

publication, Dawson et al. and Cordell et al. detailed this issue, but not from the perspective of soil 
science.  
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Even with rapid “advances” in agriculture, many have not obtained food 

security (WHO, 2006; FAO, 2012a).46 Worldwide, lack of adequate food 

severely affects the health of many children and adults (WHO, 2006; FAO, 

2012a; Lutter et al.). Under one estimate, approximately 868 million people 

suffer from undernourishment (FAO, 2012c). The effect of undernourishment on 

children alone is profound: 

 
In today’s world of unprecedented technical and economic opportunities, we 
find it entirely unacceptable that more than 100 million children under the age 

of five are underweight, and therefore unable to realize their full socio-

economic and human potential, and that childhood malnutrition is a cause of 
death for more than 2.5 million children every year. 

 

(FAO, 2012c). Many unborn also are irreversibly harmed through maternal 

malnutrition during pregnancy (Xu et al.).  

Noncommunicable and communicable diseases and mortality drastically 

increase where food and water supplies are insufficient (WHO, 2006; FAO, 

2012a; Lutter et al.). Malnourishment can deprive persons of needed amino 

acids, vitamins, and other nutrients, leading to serious diseases short of 

starvation, such as beriberi, kwashiorkor, and pellagra. Restricted diets focused 

on a single food source such as corn meal, which are common among the poor in 

many developing countries, are nutritionally inadequate (Hall; Bygbjerg).  

“Even when dietary energy intake may be sufficient, a lack of dietary 

diversity and poor quality food intake often leads to micronutrient deficiencies, 

or ‘hidden hunger’, which affects around 2 billion people worldwide” (FAO, 

2012a; FAO, 2012c). WHO/FAO recommends “a minimum of 400g of fruit and 

vegetables per day (excluding starchy root crops) for the prevention of chronic 

diseases … as well as for the prevention and alleviation of several micronutrient 

deficiencies, especially in less developed countries” (FAO, 2012a). Thus, 

almost 30% of the current world population might directly benefit from the 

increased fruit and vegetable consumption that could become available with 

access to well-tended workers’ gardens based on free or inexpensive nutrient 

input sources.  
  

Some good news does exist in the aggregate on the world health front. The FAO 

attributes the dramatic increase in global life expectancy to “[i]mproved access 

to clean water [and] better nutrition, living and working conditions” (as well as 

“greater access to health services”) (FAO, 2012a). Food and water security are 

linked, each necessary for decent living conditions.47 Food availability, access, 

                                                 
46 As used in this section, food insecurity is intended to be broadly encompassing. However, it is 

noted that food policy experts sometimes are more precise in their use of this and related terms: 

Terms such as “hunger”, “food insecurity”, “undernourishment”, 
“malnutrition”, “food deprivation”, “food crisis”, are often used 

interchangeably as if they meant the same thing. Yet, in many cases they do 

not – the diversity in terminology is in itself a recognition of the fact that 
hunger is a multidimensional phenomenon. These dimensions encompass 

issues of food access and poverty, food availability, nutritional balance and 

also time – how long is hunger endured. Those who are chronically food 
insecure rarely have enough to eat, while the seasonally food insecure do not 

receive adequate food in the lean season. The transitory food insecure fall 

below the food consumption threshold as a result of an economic or natural 
shock such as a drought or conflict. Large shocks, however, can have long-

lasting and irreversible consequences to populations without adequate coping 

mechanisms. 
(FAO, 2012a). These distinctions may in practice contribute to significant variation in likelihood of 

potential use of SSHU (WHO, 2006).   
47 Some maintain that food and water security not only should be considered in relation to each 
other but also in relation to international food trade and production needs (Qadir et al.). “Intensive 
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and use (WHO), as well as stability over time (FAO, 2012a), are important to 

maintaining food security. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) identifies adequate water and 

sanitation as being part of food use security (WHO). The United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) considers water to 

be “the key to food security” (UNESCO, 2012). According to the United 

Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: 

 
Water is a limited natural resource and a public good fundamental for life and 
health. The human right to water is indispensable for leading a life in human 

dignity. It is a prerequisite for the realization of other human rights. The 

Committee has been confronted continually with the widespread denial of the 
right to water in developing as well as developed countries. Over one billion 

persons lack access to a basic water supply, while several billion do not have 

access to adequate sanitation, which is the primary cause of water 
contamination and diseases linked to water. 
 

(UN, 2003).  

Access to adequate food and water also may be involved with many societal 

issues beyond health. Water is a major cause of transboundary hostility (Carius 

et al.; Wolf et al.). While root causes of water insecurity can be disputed,48 

allocating water can be highly contentious, both at the international and sub-

national level.49 Allouche states:  

 
There is … no direct correlation between water scarcity and transboundary 

conflict. Most specialists now tend to agree that the major issue is not scarcity 

per se but rather the allocation of water resources between the different 
riparian states[.]  

*** 

[M]ost analysts would agree that structural conditions of inequality and 
hunger are among the underlying causes of conflict. But again, “physical 

resource scarcity” is not the result of insufficient production or availability but 

is usually linked to the politics of inequality.  
*** 

   The “global trade food/water security logic” relies too much on the 

availability assumption (namely that increased food supply will automatically 
reduce hunger or that increased supply of water will improve access to water). 

*** 

   The crucial issue for food security is not whether food is “available” but 
whether the monetary and nonmonetary resources at the disposal of the 

population are sufficient to allow everyone access to adequate quantities of 

food 
*** 

Food/water security is a political problem and must be addressed through 

political change especially political democratization, restriction on arms trade, 
and the reduction of generalized violence.  

 

(Allouche) (italics added).  

Allouche makes highly significant points with which I agree. I do think, 

however, that this does not address the self-sufficiency issue, which I think 

should be of primary concern to soil scientists seeking to use their scientific 

                                                                                                                                                             
agricultural systems, with inevitably large inputs of nutrients, are required in regions where 

conditions are favourable to crop growth in order to deliver sufficient food production to make 

food security a reality” (Powlson et al.) (italics in original). Policy statements like this are benign in 
and of themselves but can easily overlook problems of access to cash by the poor and also even be 

misused in the context of the land grab issue. 
48 Allouche contends that the fear of water wars is driven by an irrational Malthusian outlook. 
49 This fact is born out in the decades’ long water tri-state dispute between Georgia, Alabama, and 

Florida over the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint River Basin and the Alabama-Coosa-

Tallapoosa River Basin, In Re: MDL – 1824 Tri-State Water Rights Litigation, 644 F.3d 1160 (11th 
Cir. 2011).    
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abilities to directly help the powerless. The powerless may become somewhat 

less dependent on the powerful through tending workers’ gardens. The former’s 

ability to act as “subjects” in their own liberation is potentially affected by the 

knowledge, convenience, availability, price, and potential scarcity of nutrient 

inputs. Because successful food growth often requires nutrients not found in the 

local soil in sufficiently biologically-available quantities, anything that will 

eliminate or lower input costs may be significant.  

Going back to Allouche’s points, depending upon how one defines “the 

population,” high levels of food production or aggregate water resources would 

not necessarily eliminate conflicts or food and water insecurity. However, on 

close scrutiny, while giving clear primacy to politics, Allouche is not flatly 

rejecting production-focused measures under all circumstances, just “too much” 

reliance upon them. Nor is Allouche suggesting that “political democratization, 

restriction on arms trade, and the reduction of generalized violence” (Allouche) 

is made easier by competing demands for food or water or higher prices. 

Problems of “security” and “access” are multi-faceted and often related.  

Under certain circumstances a horrendous positive feedback loop may exist 

between food insecurity and social conflict, making political democratization 

less likely and making arms acquisition and use more likely. “A peaceful and 

stable environment in every country is a fundamental condition for the 

attainment of sustainable food security” (FAO, 2002). It is difficult to grow food 

or perform other normal activities under conditions of civil disorder. “[C]onflict 

causes food insecurity by reducing food production, access to food, and human 

welfare and capabilities, through the destruction of the environment, health and 

health care, education, and other social infrastructure” (Messer et al.).  

Likewise hunger and poverty are commonly joined: 

 
In measuring hunger, the highest prevalence is to be found in sub-Saharan 

Africa, where one in every three people suffers from chronic hunger, but the 

greatest numbers are in South and East Asia. As a group, for most of them the 
lack of access to food is by far a greater problem than food availability. The 

paradox is that most of the food insecure live in rural areas where food is 

produced, yet they are net purchasers of food rather than sellers. In most 
instances, poverty constrains their access to food in the marketplace, and is 

accentuated by periods of high prices. Indeed, among the many root causes of 

hunger, poverty is one of the most important, but it too is multifaceted. 
 

Poverty is not seen as simply a lack of income or consumption: it includes 

deprivation in health, education, security, empowerment and a lack of dignity. 
The poor often lack access, or are excluded from income generating 

opportunities, such as gainful employment and productive resources, 

including land, forests, the seas, water, seeds, technology and credit, while 
poor governance often entrenches poverty. 

 

(FAO, 2012a). Thus, poverty itself is multifaceted and does not simply occur in 

the abstract. It can be impacted because of decisions of deprivation originating 

in the capital city of a poor nation state and in any number of other places where 

the powerful sit.     

Although conflict, poverty, and ultimately oppression can be outcome 

determinative, soil science may nonetheless attempt to play a positive role in 

food security as a matter of mutual aid under less than ideal social conditions as 

well as less than ideal soil conditions. While elimination of civil disorder, 

poverty, and exploitation often would trump soil science in ameliorating effect 

on food insecurity, the powerless in societies will generally not be able to bring 

about their elimination. The oppressed remain oppressed and waiting for any 

help that will come their way from whatever direction. 

 

Soil science is relatively well-skilled at helping humans adapt as well as possible 

to using the accessible nutrient resources. Agriculturally sustainable organic 
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resources sometimes will also be those that are least expensive and therefore 

most accessible. The editorial in the special issue of the journal Food Policy 

dedicated to “The challenge of global food sustainability,” stated:  

    
There is a remarkable consensus of view, from organic to intensive 

agriculture, of the importance of soil health to both the environment and long-

term food production. However it is equally remarkable how relatively 
neglected soil science has become, but as Powlson et al. clearly point out there 

is great opportunity to increase agricultural sustainability through the 

application of knowledge in this area of science. 

 

(Food Policy [notation omitted]; Powlson et al.). One may credit aspects of 

scientific agriculture while concluding that access to adequate food involves 

more than high production and food or input “availability,” and that other 

factors such as access, sustainability, and environmental protection may also be 

important.50  

Prescriptions may be multi-disciplinary in nature and may include both 

policy and practical science components. In speaking of dwindling phosphate 

reserves, Dawson et al. state: 

 
National ownership of the reserves will have to be acknowledged and fairly 
recognized. Access to their contents will need to be assured for all. Recycling 

and reuse will have to be adopted as integral parts of P management policies. 
Overall, P will have to be managed in a new end to end – “E2E” way – as 

functioning within a closed, rather than an open system. From a resource 

management policy perspective, if there are viable measures to recover and re-
use phosphate that can now be identified and implemented it is surely better to 

do so, irrespective of the rate at which reserves may be running down. If not, 

this P will be lost forever. 

  

Values that look beyond short-term production goals already are an accepted 

part of practical soil science (Brady et al.). It is recognized that soil scientists 

need to be aware of the social context of their work.51 This awareness is not 

coterminous with soil science. It should not lead to the conclusion that resource 

scarcity is irrelevant to the work of soil scientists and the persons they assist. In 

many places, because of the lack of one or more needed resource, whether H2O 

or a crop nutrient, high production does not occur (FAO, 2012a).  

Of course, sometimes neither feasible production nor policy answers may 

exist within the feasibility of the powerless. Political prescriptions that are 

                                                 
50 This was illustrated when Allouche recognized: 

[W]hile intensification is viewed as a strategy to reduce food vulnerability in 

the light of climate change, intensification via high-input technologies has in 
some cases resulted in detrimental environmental consequences such as 

reduced biodiversity and water pollution. The challenge is therefore to move 

towards intensive systems that are both high yielding and more 
environmentally benign.   

(Italics added). Similarly, Allouche was not suggesting that defining or working for an international 

or national “politics of equality” need be the only frame of reference of the conscientious expert. 
51 The Statement of Ethics of the Soil Science Society of America states: 

   Members of the Soil Science Society of America acknowledge that they are 

scientifically and professionally involved with the interdependence of natural, 
social, and technological systems. 

*** 

   Members shall: 
*** 

4.  Demonstrate social responsibility in scientific and professional 

practice, by considering whom their scientific and professional 
activities benefit, and whom they neglect. 
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unrealistic may not have high utility in practice.52 The same may be the case 

with various theoretical scientific prescriptions. Sadly, agricultural-related 

human suffering may be both predictable and structural at a given location: 

 
For poor population groups, consumption tends to be heavily influenced by 

local production. This may lead to the emergence of “Malthusian Islands”, 

particularly in parts of sub-Saharan Africa, where population growth is 
outstripping the current productive capacity of the land. 

 

(FAO, 2012a) (boldfacing in original). Where irrigation water is unavailable to 

farmers and rainfall is insufficient, the result may be lower crop production. This 

may not be resolvable at the local level, and is a growing problem often 

associated with Global Warming or with the assertion of transnational claims of 

questionable legitimacy. According to the FAO, 2012a: 

 
Water availability is a growing constraint in areas where a high proportion of 
renewable water resources is already used, or where transboundary water 

resource management cannot be developed because agreements on 

cooperative use are not in place. Overall, increasing water scarcity constrains 
irrigated production, particularly in the most highly stressed countries and 

areas. Because many important food production zones are dependent on 

groundwater, declining aquifer levels and abstraction of non-renewable 
groundwater present a growing risk to food production systems. 

 

In the coming decades, climate change may bring further risks and 
unpredictability to harvests, whether from warming and related aridity, shifts 

in rainfall patterns, or the frequency and duration of extreme weather events. 

Water availability and its distribution may also be profoundly affected. While 
warming may extend the frontier of agriculture in higher-latitude areas (both 

northern and southern hemispheres), it is anticipated that key agricultural 

systems will have to cope with new temperature, humidity and water stress. 
This makes the need to increase the efficiency of land and water use even 

more urgent. 
  

The variability of the causes of food insecurity does not eliminate the human 

tragedy, including potential for egregious rebound effects. The drives deriving 

from the need for food and water (Hall) are experienced by human beings on a 

personal and household level. Causation of international conflicts and civil wars 

is not the threshold for physiological and non-physiological effects of food 

insecurity. Out of necessity for themselves or other persons in their households, 

individuals lacking food security may diminish in their likelihood of respecting 

personal boundaries. Citing Anderson, ed. (1990), the United States Department 

of Agriculture (USDA) implicitly recognizes that food insecurity is present 

where obtaining food requires antisocial behavior: 

 

                                                 
52 Prescriptions ultimately are words on paper. Not only struggling individuals but also struggling 

national governments may be faced with seemingly overwhelming situations tied to policy but 

lived out in daily trauma by millions: 
Around 43.7 million people were forcibly displaced worldwide in 2010: 15.4 

million refugees, 27.5 million internally displaced persons (IDP) as a result of 

conflict, and nearly 850 000 asylum-seekers. Four-fifths of the world’s 
refugees are being hosted by developing countries, including some of the 

poorest countries, adding a strain both in refugee numbers and in relation to 

the size of their economies. 
Pakistan bears the largest burden in terms of economic impact, hosting 710 

refugees for each US dollar of its per capita GDP (Gross Domestic Product), 

followed by the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Kenya with 475 and 
247 refugees respectively. By comparison, Germany, the industrialized 

country with the largest refugee population (594 000 people), has 17 refugees 

for each dollar of per capita GDP. 
(FAO, 2012a) (boldfacing in original). 
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Food security for a household means access by all members at all times to 

enough food for an active, healthy life. Food security includes at a minimum: 

• The ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods. 
• Assured ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways (that 

is, without resorting to emergency food supplies, scavenging, stealing, or 
other coping strategies).  
 

(USDA) (italics added).53  

Exploitation of “inequality, gender and power” (Allouche) can be an effect 

of food and water insecurity without necessarily being a cause of large-scale 

conflicts. Many of the world’s food insecure populations engage in dangerous or 

dehumanizing coping strategies, including prostitution (Oyefara).54 Expecting 

the victims of food insecurity to avoid committing crimes for food is recognized 

to be unrealistic even in developed countries where widespread hunger is no 

longer common.55 For many women and children at best each day is filled with 

mundane chores of survival that for the food and water secure would constitute 

emergency actions (FAO, 2012a). These chores also may be carried out in fear 

that they will be interrupted by rape or other violent acts (BBC).   

                                                 
53 This rejection of socially unacceptable ways of obtaining food from the definition of food 
security is more clear than the FAO’s definition: 

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary 
needs and preferences for an active and healthy life. 

(FAO, 2012a). 
54 A UN-published article by the Executive Director of the Sustainable Development Policy 
Institute in Pakistan wrote:  

 

More than a billion people on this earth who are lacking food and experience 
individual insecurity on a daily basis tend to resort to extreme and 

extraordinary behaviour. Various United Nations agencies have documented 

how people in developing countries have reduced their meal sizes and shifted 
to a less preferred diet. One may read any newspaper from any developing 

country to understand the extreme and extraordinary behaviour of people with 

individual insecurities. Some of them protest for basic amenities such as an 

uninterrupted supply of electricity, gas and water, and may resort to actions 

which can turn violent. Or they are forced to sell their kidneys, or even their 

children, while a few resort to various other anti-social activities such as theft, 
burglary, robbery and kidnapping for ransom. Some force their women into 

prostitution and children into child labour, and some even commit suicide 

and/or kill their family members. In Pakistan and Afghanistan, a few also 
become prey to militant groups and blow themselves up as suicide bombers. 

These behaviours not only promote intolerance and violence, but also lead to 
socio-political instability, which affects economic growth and prosperity and 

threatens national, regional, and global securities thereby necessitating an 

increase in defense and military spending. At this stage, food insecurity 
jeopardizes sustainable development by threatening peace, social justice, and 

economic wellbeing. 

 
(Suleri). 
55 As the USDA reference illustrates, the quandary of characterizing deprivation and crime under 

perilous conditions is not restricted to developing countries. Interestingly, in the decade after World 
War II, with strong memories of food shortages, some fictional films in developed countries 

reflected upon resultant crime, sometimes expressing repugnance and at other times sympathy 

toward crimes of desperation. In Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1954), an example of the 
former, peasant farmers hire unemployed Samurai to defend against unsympathetic yet starving 

bandits seeking to steal a barley harvest. Vittorio De Sica’s 1948 film Bicycle Thieves, is an 

example of the latter, where a poor father in post-World War II Rome searching in vain for his 
stolen bicycle, which he must have to keep his job, in the end himself fails in an attempt to steal 

another’s bicycle in the company of his shamed young son. Decades later, Isao Takahata’s Grave 

of the Fireflies (1988), evidences the latter sympathy. During World War II an orphaned young 
brother and sister are forced to the edge of a bombed-out city and, after their rice runs out, subsist 

on frogs; as the sister’s condition weakens, the brother resorts to stealing from local farmers and 

looting houses during air raids, but in the end the sister and a few weeks later her hero brother are 
both dead from starvation. 
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Again, however, one may give insufficient credence to the role that resource 

scarcity plays and will play increasingly in the future. If, as Allouche suggests, 

“the most destabilizing global water-related threat is increasing food prices and 

hunger” this will not be countered by low localized or global food production. 

Again, Allouche was not suggesting that the political dimension of resource 

scarcity is its only dimension:   

 
Overall, decision-makers should show greater concern for the human beings 
who make their living in agriculture, so that those at risk of livelihood and 

food-security failures, especially under anticipated scenarios of climate 

change, will be less deprived. Current debates linked to global food security 
and climate fail to address the political dimension of resource scarcity which 

is primarily linked to the politics of inequality, gender and power.  

 

(Allouche) (italics added). If the political dimension is not fully or even partially 

addressed, humans in need, hopefully assisted by caring experts when this 

would be beneficial, must do their best.56  

One also cannot assume either the implementation of better politics, or that 

better politics alone would translate into a food and water secure planet or 

eliminate resource scarcity.57 Compassionate decision-makers, assuming these 

exist, may need the assistance of science, and not simply better ethics, to most 

effectively show concern for the food and water insecure, whether on farms or in 

cities. Particularly when it comes to global issues such as food and water 

security and climate change, to disregard valid science with respect to choices in 

agriculture, energy, or other pertinent economic sectors would be to move in the 

wrong direction (Lal; Harvey et al.; Powlston et al.). An attitude of empathy 

with the poor and hungry may aid in the harnessing of needed expert assistance. 

However, experts are in no position to presume that food and water security 

can be achieved, or that potentially connected social problems will be solved, 

through their best efforts. In some cases, no scientific improvements, much less 

solutions, may be apparent to experts.58 Excessive “faith” that science and 

technology will be able to provide solutions may be wishful thinking, possibly 

even less rational than reliance on future political change to better divide global 

                                                 
56 Similarly, “No sustainability regulation is being developed for oil extraction, including, for 

example, regulation to restrict flaring, still a widespread practice” (Harvey et al.). Nonetheless, 
given this reality, intelligent approaches on an individual, community, national or even 

international level may exist. Sometimes these choices will indeed involve policy, albeit informal, 
such as “emerging forms of self-regulation involving a wide range of international and 

transnational actors” (Harvey et al.). Other times, cooperative associations may be able to develop 

self-supporting solutions (Dubey).  
57 Motivated but struggling commercial or sustenance producers may need other options besides 

waiting for democratic or other processes to bring about a better allocation of inputs. Aggregate 

reserves of production inputs already may be dwindling or rising in price on a national or even 
global level, tying the hands of governments. But rather than simply giving up their farms and 

moving to cities, individual farmers and their cooperative societies may in some cases be able to 

increase meager crop outputs through human ingenuity or group efforts and thereby reduce food 
insecurity (Dubey et al.). Multiple members of societies, including those living in cities, may have 

an ultimate interest in intelligent deployment of available agricultural resource inputs. Sometimes 

more can be done with the available resources, and in this situation, conflicts may be avoided or 
lessened. Other times, it may be true that crops may not grow with what is available to the farmer, 

so, absent redistribution or importation of inputs, production and hence people will suffer. 
58 In additions, suggestions that help agriculture writ large may not benefit food and water insecure 
farmers: 

[E]ven if there is sufficient scope in regional agriculture to support further 

increases in production, this is small consolation to food insecure people who 
depend on what they themselves produce for nutrition. Such people often live 

in semi-arid agricultural environments where the scope for increasing 

production can be very limited or non-existent. The fact that the world as a 
whole may have ample potential to produce more food is of little help to them. 
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chemical resources.59 While soil scientists should do their best for society,60 

ultimate creation and division of resources may be beyond their wisdom and 

certainly will be beyond their control.61 Soil scientists may not be able to solve 

social problems social scientists continue to debate.62  

However, the fact that social scientists do not have policy uniformity and 

soil scientists do not have unlimited capabilities does not render each more 

effective segregated from the other. The FAO expressly sees the problem of 

food insecurity as a blended challenge to meet the shortfalls of an overall 

economic growth-based economic system through agricultural growth, nutrition, 

and social protection: 

 
 Agricultural growth is particularly effective in reducing hunger and 

malnutrition. Most of the extreme poor depend on agriculture and related 
activities for a significant part of their livelihoods. Agricultural growth 

involving smallholders, especially women, will be most effective in reducing 

extreme poverty and hunger when it increases returns to labour and generates 
employment for the poor. 

 Economic and agricultural growth should be “nutrition-sensitive”. 

Growth needs to result in better nutritional outcomes through enhanced 
opportunities for the poor to diversify their diets; improved access to safe 

drinking water and sanitation; improved access to health services; better 

consumer awareness regarding adequate nutrition and child care practices; and 
targeted distribution of supplements in situations of acute micronutrient 

deficiencies. Good nutrition, in turn, is key to sustainable economic growth. 

 Social protection is crucial for accelerating hunger reduction. First, it can 
protect the most vulnerable who have not benefited from economic growth. 

Second, social protection, properly structured, can contribute directly to more 
rapid economic growth through human resource development and 

strengthened ability of the poor, especially smallholders, to manage risks and 

adopt improved technologies with higher productivity. 
 

(FAO, 2012b) (boldfacing in original).63 Smallholder production may be 

increasingly important in niches because it “is likely to be more efficient for 

labour-intensive products such as vegetables” (FAO, 2012b).  

                                                 
(FAO, 2012a). 
59 At the same time, skepticism about science also can pose challenges, not only with respect to 
global problems such as climate change (Yale), but also with respect to medical doctors (Bracken 

et al.).  
60 Karlen states that “[s]ociety is demanding solutions from science” rather than “[s]imply 
measuring and reporting the response of an individual soil parameter to a given perturbation or 

management practice” (Karlen et al.). 
61 Illusions associated with economics also need to be systemically confronted. The FAO’s 2012 

report on “The State of Food Insecurity in the World” was subtitled, “Economic growth is 

necessary but not sufficient to accelerate reduction of hunger and malnutrition.”  
62 No absolute consensus among social scientists exists as to how to conduct food security 

assistance even within the relatively simple context of a single developed country, such as the 

United States (Eicher-Miller et al.; Huffman et al.; Kirang et al.; Nam et al.; Yu et al.; Zekeri et al.). 
The lack of uniformity on even basic tools such as social measurement methodologies (Masset) 

would not decrease when considering food assistance, and food production and trade, on an 

international level. Some suggest basic needs fulfillment in poor countries not only helps the poor 
but also stimulates economic growth (Wheeler). Others suggest that it is mainly the very poorest, 

often in rural areas, which bear the brunt of social service cutbacks, and opine that basic needs 

fulfillment should be highly targeted (Grootaert). A leading development economist who has 
written at length about “the bottom billion” emphasizes the resource wealth in parts of Africa and 

writes of various “agricultural follies,” including romanticism of peasant agriculture, bans on 

genetic modified crops, and American grain-based ethanol (Collier). Although Collier was not 
addressing land grabs, to one of the peasants trying to survive, it may not seem romantic to be 

kicked off her or his land. Moreover, to assume that moving more people off their subsistence 

farms and packing them into ever more crowded slums is beneficial seems debatable.  
63 Even viewed strictly in terms of “growth,” and putting aside food and water security, agriculture 

is enormously important to the economies of many developing countries: 

In some of the world’s poorest countries, agriculture accounts for more than 
30 percent of economic activity, and in the least-developed countries as a 
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Soil scientists seeking to enhance food and water security while focusing on the 

ground should work with experts from other disciplines to identify contributions 

each might make (Powlson et al.; Zhu; de Vries). Effectively managing the soil 

solution and available resources to address food and water insecurity must take 

into account more than just natural science. Practical nutrient management takes 

into account societal needs and constraints (Brady et al.).64 The soil is a variable 

and complex medium that greatly affects and is affected by what happens above 

the soil, including in the world at large (Brady et al.).65  

These effects do not necessarily stop at borders: 

 
During the past few decades, we have begun to recognize that the actions of 

each country, each community, and even each individual can have global 
implications, whether those actions relate to politics, to markets, or to soils. 

Changes in soil productivity in one area affect food security and prices, as 

well as biodiversity and water quality, in both nearby and distant places.  

 

(Brady et al.). Nor are these effects necessarily short term.66  

 Experts from other disciplines may increasingly need the cooperation of soil 

scientists on food and water security issues, and vice versa (Zhu; Stocking; Food 

Policy). Powlson et al. describe a necessarily dynamic and outward-focused 

approach to soil science to confront food and water security issues. Improved 

communication between disciplines and with the public will be important: 

 
In the near future it is likely that most rapid progress can be made at the 

interface between disciplines. An example is plant and soil scientists working 
together to develop approaches to maximise productivity in water-limited 

environments. There will be many other examples where progress at the 

interface between traditional disciplines will be exciting and in turn these may 
become new disciplines in themselves. Given the scale of the problems we 

face in attempting to achieve global food security it is incumbent on all 

concerned to look beyond our own areas to seek input from colleagues in 
different disciplines. Furthermore, it is essential that researchers, policy 

makers and practitioners in all aspects of land management and food 

production communicate with each other. A key challenge is to develop 
effective ways of facilitating this cross-disciplinary communication, at 

different scales from global to local, and in range of fora including 

government and inter-governmental negotiations and also discussions in local 
communities. 

 

(Powlson et al.) 

                                                                                                                                                             
group, it accounts for 27 percent of GDP (2009 figures). By contrast, in 

OECD economies, agriculture accounts for less than 1.5 percent of overall 
economic output. Thus, the role of agriculture in driving overall economic 

growth will vary from country to country, and it is generally more important 

in poorer countries. 
(FAO, 2012b). 
64 Plant nutrient depletion in the soil adds to the cost of food production and can make food 

production impossible (Troeh et al.). Agriculturalists must use affordable resources when 
attempting to influence plant life. These are determined by the earth’s chemicals on earth and the 

accessibility to the user, just as they are for all living organisms (Essington). 
65 Both the soil and the fertilizer affect each other and are involved in providing nutrients, with the 
soil typically being the dominant source. Soil scientists often help to make recommendations for 

the use of fertilizer, with the farmer typically deciding based on economics or other considerations 

whether the fertilizer used will be inorganic or organic. To better understand nutrient depletion, soil 
scientists have evaluated the recycling of nutrients, including those found in animal manures and 

industrial and municipal byproducts (Brady et al.). Troeh et al. maintain that “[a]ny available 

sources of organic fertilizer should not be overlooked in a fertility program.” They also suggest that 
available organic sources sometimes may be best applied in combination with inorganic fertilizers 

(Troeh et al.). 
66 Soil scientists have worked to improve not only short term productivity but also the sustainability 
of the soil, agriculture, and the environment (Troeh et al.; Hannam). 
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Across a range of issues involving global food security, careful consideration 

must be given to soil interactions (Zhu). For example, developing innovative 

approaches to material cycling may be a key aspect of improving food security 

that will need soil science as well as engineering (Zhu). Powlson et al. stress the 

need for identifying critical values or levels for plant-available P67 

 
below which plant growth is inhibited when all other nutrients are non-

limiting. … It has been established that maintaining P at above the critical 
value has no additional benefit, but for sustainable production it is essential to 

ensure that the soil concentration does not fall below this. 

 

Applying soil science to better manage irrigation water is also critical to food 

security (de Vries).68 Powlson et al. state: 

 
   Together with water, managing the supply of nutrients to crops is probably 

the greatest challenge in securing world food supply without causing 
unacceptable environmental impacts. 

 

Helping to manage the available nutrients and water in a socially-conscious 

manner is a laudable role for soil scientists. It will be will be greatly enhanced to 

the extent it is rooted in a deeply democratic movement for needed fundamental 

policy changes and increased mutual aid. Workers’ gardens will be productive 

because of workers. Knowledge of the workers’ own physiology can be used to 

assist them. 

 

 

Physiological Cycling of Nutrient Resources  

 

It is helpful to understand how the body works when it comes to managing 

nutrients and water. Management of chemical resources needed by the human 

body involves and affects the interaction of complex conditions inside and 

outside of the body. The body is marvelously adapted to doing its best. Society 

needs to do the same. 

The body’s cycling of consumed nutrients and water is a process largely 

controlled by the endocrine system’s regulation of metabolic functions and the 

autonomic segment of the central nervous system (Hall). Without the higher 

functions of the cerebral cortex (including any cognizance of the food or water 

needs of the earth’s population!), each healthy body is able to use, store, and 

prepare for elimination excess nutrients and water in the best interest of its own 

homeostasis.69 When the bladder is full, the micturition reflex empties the 

bladder unless it is overridden by voluntary control of the external sphincter 

muscle (Hall). 

                                                 
67 P is the abbreviation for phosphorus used in the periodic table of elements. Lay people reading this 

report should feel free to ask Brother Francisco at gardenvarietydemocraticsocialist.com any 
questions about the technical language or concepts used in this report. 
68 Because water, whether naturally or artificially applied, is essential for food production, it is 

foundational in agricultural importance. From the viewpoint of soil, climate may be the most 
important factor acting on parent material. Effective precipitation and temperature are the two most 

important climactic variables. Climate also can influence another primary factor affecting parent 

material, biotic activities. For areas with dry climates, irrigation often is essential to agriculture. 
Yet it can be difficult to manage in a sound and sustainable manner because of limited water 

resources, salt accumulation, and other issues. Other issues can include treatment and disposal of 

high saline water drained from agriculture fields (Brady et al.). 
69 Some physiologists go so far as to consider that reproduction is a homeostatic function (Hall) 

(“[I]n the final analysis, essentially all body structures are organized such that they help maintain the 

automaticity and continuity of life”). Whether or not generating new human beings is homeostatic, 
homeostasis is of central importance to physiological processes (Hall). 

http://gardenvarietydemocraticsocialist.com/
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Although the physiological processes involved in the cycling of chemical 

resources are efficient in maintaining the body’s homeostasis, the needs and 

effects of the processes need to be matched up with the needs of societal 

chemical resource management. Water and nutrients the body cannot quickly 

store or use are cycled out of the body as waste (Hall). The unconscious 

processes of the body are not able to retain nutrients based on the potential 

environmental scarcity of excreted chemical resources. The internal functions of 

human physiology are oblivious to their effects on the external management of 

the excreted chemical resources, which are under the control of human 

judgment.  

Source-separated human urine (SSHU) is one means of exercising 

heightened control over excreted chemical resources. SSHU is urine 

intentionally diverted and separately collected from the feces, which typically 

carry more pathogens (WHO, 2006). Except for inadvertent contamination with 

fecal pathogens, SSHU generally reflects the chemistry and microbiology of the 

urine exiting the urinary system (Geigy; WHO, 2006), as it may change over 

time depending upon the length and manner of storage (Kirchmann et al.; WHO, 

2006).  

Urine is highly variable by individual, consumption, and shifting 

homeostatic needs (Hall; Geigy; Putnam) but typically consists of approximately 

95-96 percent as water solvent and approximately 4-5 percent as solutes. Urine 

contains water and metabolic byproducts exiting through the urinary system 

rather than the digestive system. It normally is expected to contain far lower 

concentrations of pathogenic bacteria (Hall; WHO, 2006) and metals 

(Kirchmann et al.; WHO, 2006)70 than feces, which contain both metabolized 

and unmetabolized compounds.  

The immune system is at work throughout the normal healthy body, 

including in the liver, which is adept at destroying bacteria that blood flowing 

through the intestinal capillaries picks up. Growth of colon bacilli from blood in 

systemic circulation is very rare (Hall). But during urination fecal coliform can 

be picked up by urine, typically to a greater degree with females (Geigy; WHO, 

2006; Hall).  

Moreover, fecal contamination of SSHU is not necessary for SSHU to have 

safety risk. The urinary tract can have bacteria, fungi, parasites, and viruses 

(Hall). The kidney’s ultrafiltration is not expected to exclude viruses (Tonry et 

al.; Vanchiere et al.). Ultrafiltration normally is expected to exclude bacteria 

(Baird et al.), but simple assumptions of urine “sterility” may be misleading, in 

part because urine is not typically encountered directly from the bladder: 

 
   Urine collected by bladder puncture is normally sterile. In judging what 

number of bacteria in midstream specimens is diagnostically significant, the 

method of collection and the composition of the microflora have to be taken 
into account. First of all, the urethra is colonized by microorganisms in men as 

well as in women; second, when collection is not done carefully in women, a 
considerable number of bacteria – particularly from the intestinal flora – can 

pass into the urine. 

 

(Geigy, footnotes and figure omitted). Tests for rapidly urease-positive Proteeae 

(American Society of Microbiology) are a diagnostic for urinary tract infections 

(Jones et al.; Johnson et al.).71 In addition, urine may contain other foreign 

chemicals ingested into the human body, including drugs (Hall; WHO, 2006).   

                                                 
70 The heavy metals levels in SSHU normally are not expected to present problems for use in 

agronomic practices and may be lower than some conventional fertilizers (Kirchmann et al.). 
71 Urease is an enzyme commonly found in soil that facilitates the rapid conversion of urea to 
ammonia (Bovis et al.; Bremner).  
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 In addition to foreign chemicals, products eliminated as urine include water 

and electrolytes as necessary to maintain balances; waste metabolic products; 

sulfuric, phosphoric, and other acids produced by protein metabolism; 

hormones; and secretions from the kidney’s tubular capillaries. The kidneys 

continually excrete an obligatory amount of water. Even the body of a 

dehydrated person must rid itself of excess solutes that are ingested or produced 

by metabolism (Hall).72  

To maintain water balance, the normal human ingests about 2,100 mL/day of 

water in liquids and food. Approximately 200 mL/day in water is synthesized 

from oxidation of carbohydrates. Approximately 1,400 mL/day of water is 

urinated.73 Variability is high, however. A dehydrated person may urinate as 

little as 500 mL/day.74 A person who has been drinking large amounts of “water” 

may urinate as much as 20,000 mL/day (Hall). 

About 60 percent of the average 70 kg adult male is water,75 which equates to 

about 42 liters, about 3 liters of which is plasma, the noncellular part of the 

blood. The plasma and the interstitial fluid make up the extracellular fluid of the 

body. The plasma is continuously exchanging with the interstitial fluid most 

solutes other than protein through the highly permeable pores of the capillary 

membranes, with the plasma having a much higher concentration of protein, 

little of which is in the interstitial fluid (Hall). 

The body regulates the extracellular fluid to provide the cells with the 

needed concentration of electrolytes. The extracellular fluid contains large 

amounts of sodium and chloride ions, lesser but still large amounts of 

bicarbonate ions, but only relatively small amounts of potassium, phosphate, 

calcium, magnesium, and organic acid ions. As with water, human electrolyte 

intake and output are highly variable. The kidneys filter the plasma and reabsorb 

substances as needed (Hall).  

Ultrafiltration occurs through the glomerular capillaries (Tryggvason). 

Approximately 99 percent of the filtrate is thereafter reabsorbed in the kidneys 

(Hall). The filtrate concentrations are similar to the plasma concentrations, 

except that proteins generally do not pass through, and calcium, magnesium, and 

fatty acids do not freely pass through because they are partially bound to the 

proteins. Proteins in part are not filtered because of the negative charges of 

proteoglycans and on kidney endothelial cells. Almost half of the calcium and 

most of the fatty acids are not filtered (Hall). Less than 1 percent of the body’s 

magnesium is in the extracellular fluid, and more than half of this is bound to 

proteins and not filtered. Most of the magnesium that is filtered is reabsorbed 

(Hall). 

The body must rapidly deal with excess potassium in the extracellular fluids, 

which affects the heart and slows the heart rate. Only about 2 percent of the 

body’s potassium is extracellular, and intracellular storage helps to deal with 

imbalances. About 90-95 percent of excreted potassium is in the urine (Hall).  

In contrast, a large portion of excreted calcium is in the feces. Calcium is 

mainly in the bones’ calcium phosphate. About 90 percent of ingested calcium is 

excreted in feces, and only approximately 0.1 percent of the body’s calcium is in 

                                                 
72 In addition to loss of water through urination, the body loses water through evaporation and 

sweating. “[T]here is always a tendency for dehydration, with resultant increased extracellular fluid 

sodium concentration and osmolarity” (Hall). 
73 Of the remaining 900 ml/day, 700 ml/day is lost insensibly from skin and lungs, 100 ml/day is lost 

from sweat, and approximately 100 ml/day is lost in feces (Hall). 
74 The obligatory urine volume is derived by dividing the minimum mandatory daily solute excretion 
for a 70 kg adult male (600 milliosmoles) by the maximum urine concentration that can be produced 

by the human kidney (four to five times the osmolarity of plasma, and therefore about 1200 to 1400 

mOsm/L) (Hall).  
75 The water percentage for adult females is about 50 percent (Hall). 
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the extracellular fluid. Of this, only about half is in ionic form and filtered, and 

all but about 1 percent of this is reabsorbed. Hormonal action regulates the 

calcium plasma concentration to be the inverse of that of phosphate through 

calcium reabsorption and phosphate excretion in urine. Approximately 10 

percent of phosphate from diets rich in dairy and meat normally overflows 

above the small tubular reabsorption capacity for phosphate into the urine (Hall).  

The pH in the body is carefully regulated and is normally at around 7.4 in 

arterial blood and around 7.35 in venous blood and interstitial fluids. The 

extracellular fluid concentration of H
+ 

normally is maintained at a very low 

level, approximately one millionth of the Na
+
 concentration. Buffering, 

including in the kidneys with phosphate and, quantitatively more importantly, 

ammonia, is a first line of defense against pH imbalance, and contributes some 

NaH2PO4 and ammonium to urine (Hall). Respiratory action of the lungs 

exhaling carbon dioxide and therefore lowering carbonic acid production is a 

second line of defense against pH imbalances (Hall). The kidneys as a third line 

of defense eliminate H
+
 or HCO3

-
 in urine as needed (Hall).  

Normally urine pH upon elimination ranges from 4.5 to 8.0 (Hall).76 

Although amounts vary based on the needs of the body, typically most of the 

bicarbonate, sodium, chloride, and potassium are reabsorbed. The tubular 

secretions to urine are significant for potassium and hydrogen ions (Hall).  

Almost all of the glucose and amino acids is reabsorbed. On the other hand, 

waste metabolic products must be quickly eliminated.77 Nitrogenous waste 

metabolic products at the time of elimination are dominated by urea from the 

metabolism of amino acids but also include creatinine from muscle creatine, uric 

acid from nucleic acids, and other end products (Hall).   

Protein averages about 16 percent nitrogen. A high protein diet yields large 

amounts of urea and more concentrated urine, while malnutrition leads to low 

urea production and urine concentration. The body has an obligatory loss of 20-

30 gram/day of protein degraded to amino acids, which are deaminated and 

oxidized (Hall).78  

The ammonia generated through amino acid deamination is converted to 

urea through the following net reaction: 

 
2NH3 + CO2 → CO(NH2)2 + H2O 

 

90 percent of the waste nitrogen is excreted in urine as urea, uric acid, 

creatinine, and other nitrogen compounds. Approximately 10 percent is excreted 

in the feces (Hall).  

 The typical fresh urine concentration of urea was reported to be about 77 

percent in a 1971 study in support of the United States space program (Putnam). 

However, it was reported to be about 85 percent in the widely-cited 1981 Geigy 

Scientific Tables (Geigy Scientific Tables), which examined decades of data, 

some of which may be suspect under modern analytical procedures (Edelmann 

et al.).  

Urea is not expected to be present in large amounts following prolonged 

SSHU storage. Soil scientists in Sweden performing an important study on 

SSHU referenced the 1981 Geigy Scientific Tables (Geigy) with respect to fresh 

urine concentrations but found that concentrations of nitrogen compounds 

underwent major changes during storage (Kirchmann et al.). No urea or uric acid 

was detected in stored urine and only traces of nitrite and nitrate were detected. 

                                                 
76 With storage, the pH of urine may rise to near 9.0 (Kirchmann et al.). 
77 About half of the urea and virtually none of the creatinine are reabsorbed (Hall). 
78 “[T]o be on the safe side, a minimum of 60 to 75 grams is usually recommended” in the human 
diet (Hall). 
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During storage, urea and uric acid decomposed, with about 95 percent of the 

nitrogen present as ammoniacal nitrogen and the remaining part identified as 

amino acid-N (Kirchmann et al.).79 

Humans should explore ways to efficiently use this potentially ubiquitous 

but complex material with the strange acronym SSHU to grow food. To do so, it 

is necessary to look at what plants need and how these needs are met, which 

involves the soil. Life on earth could be rendered more in balance and more 

sustainable if humans could learn to better match SSHU with plant needs. The 

soil of workers’ gardens could be a meeting place for the two. 

 

The Neglected Relationship of Soil, Nutrient Resources, and Life 

 

Soil has been described as “[t]he interface of air, minerals, water, and life” 

(Brady et al.). Yet, as society has changed and fewer persons live and work in 

farming areas, the awareness of society’s relationship with the soil as a 

fundamental source of life has been substantially severed. Democratic grassroots 

management of SSHU and other nutrient sources to enhance food security might 

raise the awareness of this vital relationship.  

The four major soil components (air, water, mineral matter, and organic 

matter) each affect the chemistry of the soil solution that provides nutrients for 

the plant growth upon which humans depend (Brady et al.). “Life on this planet 

has developed and adapted to use the chemical resources available for structure 

and metabolic processes” (Essington).  

Further, life is connected not only through available chemical resources but 

also through other organisms that make use of these chemical resources. Most 

nutrient cycling in soil is performed by microorganisms, which “are particularly 

well-suited to this task. As a group, they possess enormous metabolic diversity 

and versatility” (Prosser).80 

The fundamental connections between the soil and plant production are 

essential to human survival. Green food plants obtain the macronutrients carbon 

(CO2), hydrogen (H2O), and oxygen (O2, H2O) used by photosynthesis mostly 

from air and water. They primarily obtain their other nutrients from what is 

initially present in the soil mineral and organic matter as it is constantly being 

changed by microorganisms, rainfall, and other influences. Nitrogen (NH4
+
, 

NO3
-
), phosphorus (H2PO4

-
, HPO4

2-
), and potassium (K

+
) are plant 

macronutrients obtained from the soil (Brady et al.).  

Legumes obtain nitrogen from nitrogen-fixing microorganisms which obtain 

nitrogen from the air (Prosser). The rest of their nutrients, other than carbon, 

hydrogen, and oxygen, come from the soil (Brady et al.). Other green food 

plants obtain their nitrogen and other nutrients, besides carbon, hydrogen, and 

oxygen, from the soil (Brady et al.).  

Oxygen and silicon are the first and second most abundant elements in the 

earth’s crust. Silicon, aluminum, and iron are the most abundant elements in 

mineral soils. Calcium, potassium, magnesium, sodium, titanium, and 

manganese are other major elements in mineral soils. Carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, 

                                                 
79 This storage effect may present added challenges for scientific study of the fresh urine that could 
be used by home gardeners and other small scale users of fresh urine for growing plants, who may 

be among the most likely SSHU users. Additional complexity may arise because of precipitation or 

other reactions during storage by other analytes, such as phosphate.  
80 Interestingly, like soil, secondary domestic wastewater treatment facilities depend upon the work 

of microorganisms, but the process is somewhat in the opposite direction—in the soil the 

microorganisms help to make nutrients in the solid particles biologically available in the soil 
solution, where it can be used by plants; in treatment facilities, the microorganisms make biological 

use of the solid particles in the wastewater so that much of the solids can be removed from the water 

released to the environment. See the next section for information on Food Producer-Consumer 
Nutrient Resource Cycling. 
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phosphorus, and sulfur are the most abundant elements in organic soils and soil 

organic compounds (Essington).81  

Soil N has two common valence states: -3, in ammonia, ammonium, and 

amino acids; and +5, in nitrate. Soil P occurs is a single state, +5. Potassium and 

sodium, as with all alkali metals (group IA elements), only exist in the +1 

oxidation state, and occur as the monovalent cations K
+
 and Na

+
. Potassium is 

much more abundant in the soil and in the earth’s crust than nitrogen or 

phosphorus (Essington). Highly soluble K
+
 is much more readily lost through 

leaching than P, but not environmentally harmful. Na
+
 is also highly soluble and 

subject to leaching, but, unlike K
+
, if not leached it can do great harm to soils. In 

contrast, environmental harm can occur from nitrogen compounds to air, 

groundwater, and surface water, and from phosphorus compounds to surface 

water (Brady et al.).  

In addition to managing their potentially harmful environmental effects, N 

and P often must be considered jointly to address plant nutrient imbalances 

(Townsend et al.; Vitousek et al. 2009). N, when in the ammonium, NH4
+
, form, 

is a major exchangeable cation, but when in the nitrate, NO3
-
, form is a major 

soluble anion that can leach rapidly (Bohn; Brady et al.). Nitrogen fertilizers, 

whether inorganic or organic (including LW and biological solids from CHW), 

are major sources of groundwater pollution (Baird). The nitrate form occurs at 

greatest concentration near the soil surface (Bohn). 

Inorganic P is typically in the form PO4
3-

, the polyatomic orthophosphate 

ion. At extremely low pH it can bind with three hydrogen atoms, and at 

extremely high pH it can be completely dissociated from hydrogen. At 

commonly encountered soil pH’s, it will either bind with two hydrogen atoms, 

as H2PO
4-

, if the pH is lower than 7.2, or with one hydrogen, as HPO4
2-

, if the 

pH is 7.2 or greater (Essington). P is a weakly soluble anion that is increasingly 

unavailable as pH decreases because of binding with Al and Fe. Soil organic 

matter can contribute to a low pH, and also, because of a tendency to dissociate 

hydrogen, typically is net negatively charged (Bohn). It is theoretically possible 

that negatively charged sites in the soil organic matter could repel negatively 

charged phosphate compounds, so that, at least until Al or Fe is encountered, the 

P is more mobile than it generally is at low pH. Dissolved organic phosphate 

may migrate as far as two meters below the ground surface (Brady). However, 

this is far less mobility than occurs with nitrate, which essentially flows with 

water and is typically at the lowest concentration in the soil solution of the major 

soluble anions (Bohn). Phosphate’s main agricultural-related transport 

mechanism is through runoff (Baird). 

In addition to N, P, and K, other soil-derived plant macronutrients found in 

SSHU include the secondary macronutrients sulfur (found in various organic 

compounds), calcium (Ca
2+

), and magnesium (Mg
2+

). Of these, only sulfur is 

associated with potential soil or environmental problems, due to potential 

lowering effect on pH as soil microorganisms convert organic sulfur compounds 

into soluble forms (Brady et al.).82 Sulfur can exist in several valence states, but 

except under highly reducing conditions, when mineralized occurs in the +6 

state (SO4
2-

) (Essington).  

The micronutrient anion chloride (Cl
-
) is typically present in SSHU in high 

levels. Choride is needed by plants more than any other micronutrient than iron 

and subject to ready leaching in humid-region soils (Brady et al.). The plant 

                                                 
81 Si only occurs in one valence state, +4 (Essington). C, which became the building block of life, 
can be in various valence states, -4, +2, and +4 (Essington). 
82 Calcium, magnesium, and iron can form precipitates with phosphorus in wastewater (Esemen et 

al., Hui-Zhen et al., Petzet et al., Ehbrecht et al., Ivanov et al., ICNRWS), which could also have 
implications on efficiency in providing nutrients to plants.  
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micronutrients boron, copper, iron, molybdenum, nickel, and zinc are all 

potentially present in SSHU (Kirchmann et al.), as are other animal 

micronutrients such as iodine83 and selenium (Geigy). Micronutrients also can be 

toxicants to plants, humans, or other animals, but higher levels generally are not 

expected to be present in most SSHU (Kirchmann et al.).84 

  

                                                 
83 “The urinary iodide is composed of ingested iodide and iodide split off from thyroxine” (Geigy). 
84 “Elements that are contained in the diet in relatively large amounts, such as aluminum, tin, 

zirconium, strontium and vanadium, remain practically unabsorbed and more than 99% are 
excreted with the feces” (Geigy, footnote omitted). 
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Food Producer-Consumer Nutrient Resource Cycling 

 

Commercial food production is to a large extent “consumer”-driven (Blisard et 

al.; Josling),85 but this is somewhat of a misnomer because it may treat those 

with no money as virtually invisible. The paying consumer provides demand in 

the marketplace, and the often distant producer provides responsive products in 

the food chain. Direct connections between the two in ways other than monetary 

generally do not exist. Food consumers may live their lives without recognizing 

that both they and the persons who supply their food need nutrient resources: 

producers for their plants and livestock, consumers for their households. This 

mutual need has the potential to engender cooperation or competition. However, 

often the nutrient input needs of food producers may simply go unnoticed by the 

urban consumer.  

As long as the consumer has purchasing power and the desired food is 

readily available at an affordable price, the consumer may perceive little or no 

reason to be concerned about assuring the producers’ access to nutrient 

resources. Remove this assumption, and matters may become quite serious. 

Consumers may not have sufficient funds to weather food price shocks. They 

and their advocates may direct scrutiny or blame at agribusiness when already 

difficult conditions worsen. This occurred during the 2008 food riots (Ashley, 

ICNRWS; Cordell et al.; Allouche; Harvey et al.).86  

The difficulties on a household or national level do not necessarily end with 

price shocks. The FAO attributed to “[t]he 2007-08 price spikes” additional 

years of lost food security progress: 

 
Most of the progress … was achieved before 2007–08. Since then, global 
progress in reducing hunger has slowed and levelled off. 

 

(FAO, 2012b). The FAO concludes that emphasis needs to be placed on 

“[s]hielding food security against the threat of more frequent bouts of turmoil in 

global food markets” (FAO, 2011). The FAO states in frustration: 

 
When … financial crises take hold, the depth, breadth and rapidity of a 

coordinated response by the world’s leaders in marshalling resources to 
remedy imbalances demonstrates that global action is possible. When the 

world food order falters and millions forego food security, however, the 

resolve of global leadership fails.  

 

(FAO, 2011). 

Broader crises may simply punctuate the regular dire circumstances of the 

most vulnerable. Many live with routine food insecurity (FAO, 2012a), and also 

may experience associated danger or humiliation (Oyefara). The FAO statement 

that “the stability of the global food system can no longer be taken for granted” 

(FAO, 2011) seems not to be written from the point of view of the long-term 

food insecure.  

The 2008 phosphate supply and demand problems were a “short-term crisis 

… not a direct consequence of the long-term scarcity issues,” but “can be seen 

as an indication of what is to come” (Cordell et al.).87 Assuming availability, 

                                                 
85 The United States National Organic Program is a prime example of this (USDA). Organic food 
production may also be influenced by farmer preferences and environmental benefits (FAO 1999). 
86 In India, which is totally dependent on phosphate imports, farmer protests, a human stampede for 

fertilizer supplies, and a death reportedly occurred connected to the shortage of phosphate fertilizer 
(Cordell et al.; Bombay News). 
87 The FAO’s 2011 report on “[s]afeguarding food security in volatile global markets” generally 

discussed the major role of the dramatic “fertilizer” cost rise in the food price shock, but made no 
mention of phosphate, much less of its long-term potential scarcity.  
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large farms may be fully capable of withstanding fertilizer price shocks and 

passing them on to customers, potentially benefitting from increased prices. 

Small commercial farms are much more likely to be devastated (FAO, 2011). 

Like individual households and producers, developing countries vary in their 

ability to respond to price shocks and recessions. According to the FAO 

(2012b), many African countries were “fully exposed to both price hikes and the 

global recession, with limited access to the means and measures necessary to 

mitigate hardships for their populations.”  

The local effects of economic uncertainty also differ where food producers 

are also subsistence consumers, such as still occurs in much of the developing 

world. In subsistence situations, high sensitivity to input costs is likely. Further, 

many poor rural families are net food purchasers. However, smallholders may 

retain the ability to supply at least some household nutritional needs, an ability 

that may be enhanced to confront food insecurity (FAO, 2001; FAO, 2012a, b).  

Enhancement must be appropriate to the means available to the farmer. “In 

order for agricultural growth to include the poor, it should utilize the assets 

typically owned by the poor” (FAO, 2012b). These assets may come to be 

commonly recognized to include SSHU as a potential plant nutrient material. 

However, for now, the FAO sometimes overlooks SSHU, summarizing the 

assets of the landless poor to include “labor” and referring to “food waste” but 

not to SSHU or any aspect of human excreta (FAO, 2012c). 

A shared resource issue to which urban consumers in developed countries 

may be sensitive is fresh water availability. Fresh water resources serving both 

food producers and consumers, including for household use, fisheries, 

recreational areas and residential yard irrigation, may come into conflict. 

Globally, agriculture uses approximately 70 percent of all fresh water 

withdrawals (UNESCO, 2012; FAO 2012a). Irrigation mismanagement is a 

major problem, often resulting in land loss (FAO, 2012a). However, in terms of 

urban-rural relations, the “70 percent” statistic requires further explanation. 

Only approximately 20 percent of agricultural water use is for irrigation, with 

the remainder relating to livestock: 

 
The growing population (9.1 billion by 2050, as per above) is increasing the 

pressures on land and water. At the same time, economic growth and 

individual wealth are shifting diets from predominantly starchbased to meat 
and dairy, which require more water. Producing 1 kg rice, for example, 

requires about 3,500 L water, 1 kg beef some 15,000 L, and a cup of coffee 

about 140 L (Hoekstra and Chapagain, 2008). This dietary shift is the greatest 
to impact on water consumption over the past 30 years, and is likely to 

continue well into the middle of the twenty-first century (FAO, 2006). 
 

(UNESCO, 2012). Demand for livestock products closely parallels economic 

“growth” (UNESCO, 2012). Bulk commercial livestock product consumption 

occurs in urban areas (Steinfeld et al.).88  

From a global standpoint, some of the “relatively modest” allocation of fresh 

water to agricultural irrigation89 brings benefits as well as negative externalities. 

It currently provides over 40 percent of global production on less than 20 

                                                 
88 In urban areas of developing countries lacking modern livestock product chilling or processing 

capabilities, livestock production may take place relatively close to urban areas because of the 
highly perishable nature of the products. This close proximity of large livestock production with 

urban areas can lead to “concomitant human health and environmental problems stemming from 

the rapid urbanisation of both humans and animals in the same places” (Steinfeld et al.). Yet, local 
sources also may be more sustainable because of lower transportation costs. 
89 “[T]he global expansion of irrigated area has virtually stalled to 0.6 percent per year after 

growing twice as much in the 1990s. Growth remains fractional, even when the stagnation of 
irrigation-intensive rice cultivation in Asia is taken into account” (FAO, 2012). 
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percent of the cultivated land (UNESCO, 2012).90 Were this irrigation to be 

eliminated or lowered, major adjustments would need to be made, some of 

which, such as food price increases, would be detrimental to the food insecure. 

However, to the extent irrigation is a result of water-mining or leads to harmful 

salt accumulation in the soil, it is undoubtedly not sustainable.    

The water allotted to agriculture generally is not the result of happenstance. 

Governments are active in fresh water management because of its recognized 

societal importance (UNESCO, 2012), if not also the clout of large-scale 

agriculture producers. Although treatment levels vary greatly, expansive 

reclamation and reuse of urban wastewater for agriculture, public water supply, 

and other uses is practiced in developed (CSU Sacramento 2006) and 

developing countries (WHO).91 Typically in developed countries, wastewater is 

reused because “someone needs water and the effluent from your wastewater 

treatment plant is of an acceptable quality to meet their needs” (CSU 

Sacramento 2006).   

Less appreciated by consumers and governments in developed countries is 

the potential nutrient value of urban wastewater. When wastewater nutrients are 

the focus of direct removal efforts through advanced treatment, this typically has 

been because of heightened concern with eutrophication of water bodies, not 

because of the value of the removed nutrients (Barnard, ICNRWS). Wastewater 

treatment operations have heavily reflected this priority. As the principle 

removal strategy, nitrogen is purposely lost to the atmosphere via nitrification-

denitrification mediated by bacteria (CSU Sacramento 2006). Much of the 

phosphorus typically is biologically captured in sludge that is landfilled rather 

than recycled (CSU Sacramento 2006).92  

This “nutrients as a nuisance,” end of story, mindset is changing rapidly 

within the international wastewater management community. Partly in reaction 

to the 2008 food riots in many developing countries, experts have recognized 

“the new reality,” where wastewater streams “should be correctly termed 

‘resource streams’” (ICNRWS). 2009’s International Conference on Nutrient 

Recovery from Wastewater Streams assembled “[o]ver 70 papers from over 30 

different countries,” bringing together “various waste stream industries, 

regulators, researchers, process engineers and commercial managers, to develop 

a broad-based, intersectional understanding and joint projects for phosphorus 

and nitrogen recovery from wastewater streams, as well as reuse.”93  

                                                 
90 Some even maintain that in portions of the Deep South agricultural irrigation is underused 

(Molnar et al.; Sydnor). 
91 Conflicts can arise between water managers and other stakeholders about the suitability of 
reclaimed water for various forms of reuse, including application to recreational lands important to 

native people (Macmillan; Save Peaks Coalition v. U.S. Forest Service). Water managers 

sometimes find creative ways to “overcome” concerns, such as first placing reclaimed water into 
aquifers prior to reuse as drinking water, allowing additional benefits such as impeding salt water 

intrusion (Clinton; Johnson).  
92 As of 2009, Cordell et al. estimated that globally approximately 10 percent of human-excreted P 
was returned to agriculture as sludge or reused wastewater (Cordell et al., ICNRWS). In 

comparison, worldwide an estimated 40-50 percent of the LW phosphate is recirculated to 

agriculture (Cordell et al., ICNRWS; Smil, 2000). 
93 The ICNRWS papers allow a relatively comprehensive albeit static examination of professional 

views in a rapidly evolving area. The papers primarily were engineering-centric and not focused on 

agriculture per se. Needless to say they did not discuss capitalism as such, socialism, or systemic 
economic issues. However, viewed as a whole, they display some sensitivity at least to the need for 

multidisciplinary knowledge, including with respect to soil science concerns, which must be 

carefully taken into account if wastewater-related materials are to be used. Moreover, in addition to 
the overall goal of nutrient recovery, the engineering ultimately could advance other important 

agriculturally-influenced objectives. These include producing nutrient resources that are 

economically transportable to potentially distant agricultural fields (Massoom et al., ICNRWS), 
safer to apply than normal sewage sludges or ashes (Weinfurtner et al., ICNRWS), and do not have 
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The ICNRWS program chair summarized the history of modern wastewater 

engineering prior to this recent heightened recognition of nutrient resource 

value: 

 
During the Edo era (1603–1868) in Japan, the residents of early Tokyo 

supported a population of over 500,000 residents with no external supplies of 

nutrients, by carefully recycling their waste nutrients, including phosphorus, 
back to their agricultural fields. 

   However, following the Aug 28, 1854 localized outbreak of cholera in 

London – the ‘‘Broad Street Pump’’ incident, Dr. John Snow and Rev. Henry 
Whitehead demonstrated the source of infection was a well contaminated by 

wastewater, which lead to the London sewers being built between 1859 and 

1865. Consequently, water based disposal of human wastes fundamentally 
changed modern civilization from a P recycling society to a P through-put 

society. P was now mined, used once, then disposed in one pass and ‘‘night 

soil’’ was no longer returned to the land in most Western cities, as the 
tonnages and distances became too large, and public health concerns 

mandated disposal, rather than re-use. The Industrial Revolution accelerated 

the expansion of cities, and the resulting problems of water born pollution. 

The most famous incident being ‘‘The Big Stink’’ when British Parliament 

was suspended in the summer of 1858 due to the stench from the Thames 

River.   
   The engineering community responded by developing wastewater treatment 

processes to treat human waste, while animal waste treatment remained at 

medieval levels of sophistication. Eutrophication of lakes and rivers then 
mirrored the development of modern societies through Europe and North 

America: the Wisconsin lakes – Mendota and Monona in 1882, Lake of 
Zurich, Switzerland in 1896, Lake Erie in 1930 and Lake Washington in the 

1950s, to name a few. Creative engineering once again solved the problem by 

developing more advanced treatment processes, including tertiary treatment, 
to remove nutrients from the effluent stream. Initially by chemical treatment, 

then by the more elegant and sustainable Biological Nutrient Removal 

process, and the problem was solved – or was it?   
 

(Ashley, ICNRWS).  

Concern over “Peak Phosphorus” was cited as the key driver for new 

approaches focused on broader resource recovery beyond sophisticated 

reclaiming of H2O: 

 
While modern society has been preoccupied with concerns about international 

terrorism and climate change, which is an enormous social and environmental 

problem intimately linked to combustion of fossil fuels, the real show stopper 
of ‘‘Peak Phosphorus’’ has attracted little attention. However, as eloquently 

stated by Isaac Asimov: 

‘‘We may be able to substitute nuclear power for coal, 
and plastics for wood, and yeast for meat, and 

friendliness for isolation – but for phosphorus there is 

neither substitute nor replacement’’. 
Ominously, food riots were a common scene in many developing countries 

throughout most of 2008. 

   … The importance of developing techniques, technologies and processes to 
capture and recycle phosphorus, and to lesser degrees, nitrogen and other 

useful molecules (e.g. methane), are critical to the future of mankind. While 

the global threat of climate change must be addressed, the issue of looming 
phosphorus shortages, exacerbated by a global population of 6.7 billion 

humans, 63 billion livestock, and increasing demands from the biofuels sector, 

has substantially raised the stakes on this issue. 
 

(Ashley, ICNRWS) (italics in original).  

                                                                                                                                                             
the problem of ammonia volatilization that can be associated with direct application of SSHU 
(Tilley et al., ICNRWS).     
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Far less prominent overall in the conference was the issue of sustainability of 

nitrogen fertilizer supplies. However, the lead paper in the ICNRWS 

publication,94 after addressing P in detail did so with N: 

 
The history of nitrogen as a fertilizer is in some ways similar to the future 

situation facing phosphorus. Before the industrial revolution, animal manure 

was the main, if not the only, source of both nitrogen and phosphorus as 
fertilizers.  

The industrial revolution led to reduced reliance on animals while also 

contributing to the growth of, especially urban, population. With many 
European nations near the point of starving, guano, discovered on the islands 

off the Pacific Ocean coast of South America was imported and used as 

fertilizer. After the guano resources were exhausted, only limited supplies of 
crystalline nitrogen were available and became the cause of wars between 

Chile and Bolivia (Leigh, 2004). In 1798, Malthus wrote his historical thesis, 

‘‘Essay on the principle of population’’ on the eventual fate of man due to 
quadratic growth of the population while food production was increasing only 

linearly. The development of the Haber-Bosch process in the 19th century for 

industrial fixation of nitrogen and hydrogen atoms to form ammonia saved the 

world from nitrogen deficiency. The process requires high pressure and high 

temperature and metal catalysts using natural gas as feedstock. When natural 

gas is depleted a new challenge or a price increase may result, and the process 
may be switched back to using coal gas as the feedstock. According to Leigh 

(2004), the secret of how plants and algae fix nitrogen still needs to be 

discovered. While nitrogen could be ‘‘fixed’’ from the huge reservoir in the 
atmosphere, there is no such reservoir of phosphorus other than deposits of 

ore. 
Nitrogen can be recovered from wastewater, but the cost of recovery far 

exceeds that of fixing nitrogen from the atmosphere. Attempts were made 

more than 30 years ago to remove ammonia and phosphorus by adding lime to 
the effluent containing ammonia, and raising the pH above 11.5. The 

phosphorus could be precipitated in the form of calcium phosphate (hydroxy-

apatite) and the ammonia was stripped from the liquid in a closed loop reactor, 
and dissolved in sulfuric acid to form ammonia sulfate which could be 

recovered. This is method was not economically viable and is no longer 

practiced. However, as mentioned above, some ammonia can be precipitated 
with phosphorus in struvite at low cost. 

 

(Barnard, ICNRWS). This highlights both the long-term importance of natural 

gas for N-recovery,95 and the fact that this is primarily not expected to be 

accomplished through conventional CHW wastewater streams.96 

The conference presented a relatively balanced professional perspective on 

nutrient recovery. On the one hand, it did not diminish the need for 

environmental protection or support increased agricultural use of “sewage 

                                                 
94 James L. Barnard, a highly accomplished wastewater engineer, developed “the biological 

nutrient removal (BNR) process, which uses natural bacteria to remove nitrogen and phosphorous 

from wastewater to prevent the eutrophication of water resources” (NWRI).  
95 Dawson et al. have stated:  

A long-term strategy for global food security depends critically on N 

availability, which in turn requires that adequate supplies of methane are 
reserved for this function. Methane use may need to be conserved and ring-

fenced from general energy provision since, albeit less conveniently, the 

energy deficit left by deploying methane for this purpose can be made up by 
other means. 

(Dawson et al.) Dawson et al. also describe the potential for capturing flared natural gas from oil 

wells, because “the amount flared is similar to the total amount of natural gas, or gas equivalent, 
used by the global fertiliser industry” (Dawson et al.). 
96 Dr. Barnard went on to describe urine diversion as: 

a complementary sanitation technology that has been implemented in several 
countries. Technical and organizational experience gained in Sweden and 

elsewhere is now applied widely for meeting especially Goal 7 of the 

Millennium Development Goals of the WHO.  
(Barnard, ICNRWS).  



144 
 

sludge” as such.97 The focus was on innovative products and engineered 

technologies that would be demonstrably safe. On the other hand, nor did the 

conference assert the existence of an ideal solution or cost-free alternatives.  

Many ICNRWS papers were focused on “intentional struvite crystallization 

… an attractive processing route for nutrient recovery from a variety of 

wastewater streams because of its potential as a sustainable fertiliser (Driver et 

al., 1999; Li and Zhao, 2003)” (Galbraith et al., ICNRWS). Struvite 

(MgNH4PO4 ∙ 6H2O), also known by the acronym MAP (for magnesium 

ammonium phosphate), is formed according to the formula: 

 
Mg2+ + NH4

+ + PO4
3- + 6H2O ↔ MgNH4PO4 ∙ 6H2O 

 

Struvite generally is viewed as a potential maintenance problem at conventional 

wastewater treatment facilities, where it forms scales in piping and equipment 

(CSU Sacramento 2007). The struvite-recovery-for-fertilizer approach, which is 

focused on phosphate, continues to rely upon nitrification-denitrification to deal 

with excess ammonia.98  

In addition, a well-recognized weakness is that struvite production requires 

major magnesium input as a reactant. This raises its own major cost and 

sustainability issues, whether the wastewater stream relates to the combined 

flows at a conventional wastewater treatment facility (Dockhorn et al., Esemen 

et al., ICNRWS) or to SSHU (Tilley et al., ICNRWS).99 Hence, a magnesium 

input-based methodology is unlikely to provide a panacea of phosphorus 

sustainability, although it clearly can contribute to recycling P resources as long 

as obtaining magnesium is not itself cost-prohibitive.  

Other products from domestic wastewater streams considered at the 

conference included those produced using different potential reactants for 

precipitating P besides magnesium, such as calcium and iron (Esemen et al., 

Hui-Zhen et al., Petzet et al., Ehbrecht et al., Pérez et al., ICNRWS). 

Precipitation with calcium may require prohibitively expensive pH adjustment 

(Hui-Zhen et al., Barnard, ICNRWS). Precipitation with iron may heighten 

already serious potential issues of P availability in soils with high iron 

concentrations (Pérez et al., ICNRWS).100  

Once produced, struvite itself has generally encouraging results in terms of 

its plant availability and effect on P-uptake. Multiple factors must be taken into 

account, however, including plant species, soil type, and soil pH (Pérez et al., 

                                                 
97 One paper noted that Germany is using sewage sludge “less and less” as a nutrient source 

because of public and scientific environmental concerns (Montag et al., ICNRWS). In another 

German study, characteristics of meat meal ash, sewage sludge ash, sewage sludge recyclate, 
wastewater recyclate, rock phosphate fertilizer, and triple superphosphate were examined 

(Weinfurtner et al., ICNRWS). The highest cadmium concentrations were found in triple 

superphosphate and rock phosphate fertilizer, and the highest arsenic levels were found in triple 
superphosphate. However, meat meal ash, sewage sludge ash, and sewage sludge recyclate 

exhibited unacceptable copper and nickel levels under the German fertilizer ordinance 

(Weinfurtner et al., ICNRWS). Work is being done to develop means to remove heavy metals from 
sewage sludge ash (Hermann, Adam et al., ICNRWS). 
98 One theoretical alternative to also recover nitrogen as well as potassium is to use the N and K-

rich effluent from struvite production from SSHU to directly fertilize fields (Tilley et al.). This, 
however, may be a questionable strategy where part of the rationale for struvite creation is the high 

transportation costs associated with direct urine use. 
99 Magnesium toxicity apparently has not been a focus of concern with struvite, although with 
serpentine-derived soils low ratios of calcium to magnesium have been associated with severe 

deficiency of the former and toxicity of the later with respect to all but a few plant species (Brady 

et al.). 
100 Because of issues of P availability (Eichler-Loebermann et al. ICNRWS) and other reasons, use 

of aluminum as a reactant with P (CSU Sacramento 2006) also is likely to be unattractive on a large 

scale. “Aluminum toxicity stands out as the most common and severe problem associated with acid 
soils” (Brady et al.). Aluminum also is expensive relative to lime (CSU Sacramento 2006). 
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Weinfurtner et al., ICNRWS). Researchers have found it to be as effective as 

monocalcium phosphate (Johnston et al), diammonium phosphate (Ghosh et al.), 

and rock phosphate (Gonzalez Ponce et al.). Sometimes it has been found to 

underperform water-soluble P fertilizer (Pérez et al., ICNRWS) and other times 

to produce greater P-uptake than water-soluble P fertilizer (Weinfurtner et al., 

ICNRWS). Struvite’s effectiveness has been attributed by some to its fine 

particle size (Gonzalez Ponce et al.) overcoming the supposed fact that it is “not 

water soluble” (Johnston et al.; Pérez et al., ICNRWS). However, while struvite 

water solubility is quite low (less than one percent) (Weinfurtner et al., 

ICNRWS), it actually may surpass rock phosphate, as well as some other P-

containing wastewater products. Nonetheless, this is only a small fraction of the 

water solubility of triple super phosphate (Weinfurtner et al., ICNRWS).     

Consideration at the conference was also given to various products related to 

LW. In addition to examining struvite produced from LW, the conference 

presented other alternatives for obtaining nutrient value from LW (Nyord et al., 

Song et al., Daumer et al., Thygesen et al., Vanotti et al., Masse et al., Kenge et 

al., ICNRWS)101 and agriculture product processing waste streams (Moerman et 

al., Rausch et al., ICNRWS). Managing the tremendous volume of LW produced 

to feed urban populations of developing countries in an effective manner is 

highly challenging.102 Improving nutrient recovery of P and N from LW is 

important not only to receiving waters (Barnard et al., ICNRWS) but also to 

long-term nutrient supplies. LW phosphate emissions surpass three million 

tonnes of P annually and more than ten percent of phosphate rock production 

annually is represented in human urine and feces (Barnard, ICNRWS). Meat and 

dairy based diets, which are increasing in the developing world (FAO), use up to 

three times the P as vegetarian diets, along with much more water, energy, and 

N (Cordell, ICNRWS; Fraiture). Up to an estimated one-quarter of all chemical 

N fertilizers are used for producing feed for livestock (Steinfeld et al.; Masse et 

al., ICNRWS). 

 

 

Differences in Food and Water Security 

 

Needless to say, differences in food and water security can exist on a national, 

community, and household level. Wealthy countries and communities have 

concerns with food or water security, which may cause them to make 

programmatic or infrastructure responses (USDA; CSU Sacramento 2006). 

Nonetheless, developing nations typically have a higher percentage of food and 

water insecure persons, and for many of these persons, food and water insecurity 

may be linked (FAO, 2011, 2012a, c; UNESCO, 2012).  

 In addition, while food insecurity has been serious but gradually less 

prevalent in China and India, it is at its horrendous peak in a relatively small 

number of desperate countries: 

 
Not surprisingly, developing countries account for 98 percent of the world’s 

hungry and demonstrate, on average, a prevalence of undernourishment of 15 

percent. Two-thirds of the hungry live in just seven countries (Bangladesh, 
China, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia and 

Pakistan) and over 40 percent live in China and India alone. Developing 

countries’ overall progress has been decisively influenced by the significant 
gains made by the two most populous among them. But for the most 

vulnerable, the total number of undernourished in the least developed 

                                                 
101 Nutrient recovery from LW, which can also involve such measures as management of harmful 

gaseous ammonia, is a rapidly evolving area (Perry). 
102 The United States farm animal population excretes ten times more manure solids than does the 
human population (Brady et al.). 
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countries rose to 264 million in 2006-08, around 25 percent higher than the 

level at the beginning of the decade and considerably above the 1 percent 
increase observed in the developing country group. 

 

(FAO, 2012a). To divert arable land and other resources from domestic food 

production in these highly vulnerable countries to land grapping, export 

agriculture, and bioenergy production is morally wrong and contrary to global 

food security.  

Because of food and water insecurity, developing countries tend to make use 

of CHW at a more widespread and intense level than developed countries 

(WHO). Desperation and availability may drive further innovation. An example 

might be land near rural villages in semi-arid settings. These lands may already 

be affected by degradation: 

 
This problem is particularly acute in numerous parts of sub-Saharan Africa, 

where inherently low soil fertility, severe nutrient depletion and poor soil 
structure are prevalent. Large fertilizer applications are unaffordable and too 

risky in these low-potential rainfed cropping systems. However, sustainable 

land and water management techniques can greatly restore productivity. These 
techniques include soil fertility management, applying a combination of 

organic and inorganic nutrients, agronomic techniques (such as plant 

diversity, agroforestry, crop rotation) and the maintenance of protective soil 
cover. 

*** 

The deficits of organic agriculture are mainly related to lower productivity. 
However, the deficits should not be exaggerated. Significantly lower yields, 

those in the range of more than 20 to 30 percent compared to conventional 

agriculture, occur mostly in cash-crop-focused production systems and under 
most favourable climate and soil conditions. 

 

(FAO, 2012a). Conventional western agriculture may not be realistic for many 

farmers in portions of developing countries where inorganic fertilizers have 

sometimes been found to be two to six times as expensive as they are in North 

America and Europe (Sanchez, 2002; Troeh et al.)   

Perhaps the most likely widespread use of SSHU could be as a growing aid 

in urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA). This form of agriculture could bring 

together the dynamic of intensive production in tiny plots, high volumes of 

SSHU availability, and relatively low transportation costs. UPA’s already are a 

prominent part of food security planning:  

 
The ongoing exodus of rural people to urban areas in developing countries has 

led to the rapid and massive increase in urban populations. Often, rural 
emigration results in the transfer of poverty, hunger and malnutrition from the 

countryside to towns and cities, a process known as the “urbanization of 

poverty”. To meet food needs and supplement incomes, many urban 
inhabitants — especially new arrivals from the countryside — practice urban 

and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) on vacant lots, in backyards, along rivers, 

roads and railways and under power lines. 
It has been estimated that some 200 million people are engaged in urban 

agriculture and related enterprises, contributing to the food supply of 800 

million urban dwellers. In Africa, 40 percent of urban dwellers are said to be 
involved in some form of agricultural activity, and this figure rises to 50 

percent in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Much of the prevalence of UPA reflects the vulnerability of urban dwellers to 
food and income insecurity. Many often have fewer informal safety nets, such 

as kinship and community networks. As they lack access to natural resources, 

principally land and water, allowing them to grow food on their own, they 
depend mainly on purchased food. The urban poor are highly vulnerable to 

economic crises because they spend a large share of their disposable income 

on food, and economic downturns can reduce their employment and income 
opportunities. 

UPA can increase the resilience of the urban poor to external shocks by 

buffering the adverse food security and income effects of crises and economic 
upheavals. More generally, UPA contributes to food security, nutrition and 



147 
 

livelihoods in a combination of ways. For instance, by providing for self-

consumption, UPA can contribute to healthy diets while reducing household 
food expenditures, provide a source of income generation through the sale of 

surpluses and provide local markets with an immediate supply of fresh and 

micronutrient-rich foodstuffs at competitive prices. 
UPA is already an important reality in developing countries. As urbanization 

will likely accelerate in the decades ahead, its contribution will be even more 

significant. Consequently, governments and city administrations must 
recognize the opportunities offered by UPA to improve urban food security 

and livelihoods. By adopting policy responses that better integrate agriculture 

into urban development, developing countries can reap considerable benefits, 
especially enhancements in social, economic and environmental sustainability. 

 

(FAO, 2012a) 

 

 

Differences in Phosphate and Natural Gas Reserves 

 

Increasingly over time, some differences in food security may be tied to 

differences in phosphate or natural gas reserves on a national basis (Dawson et 

al.; Cordell et al.; Cordell et al., von Horn et al., ICNRWS). In addition, across 

the world, attention to “fertilizer sustainability” increasingly may become an 

economic and political necessity depending on the presence or absence of 

domestic supplies. Developed country “haves” such as the United States may be 

slow to recognize these ties, contributing to its reduced presence in international 

dialogue on the subject.  

In contrast, some countries already have prioritized addressing the potential 

effect of lacking domestic phosphate reserves on food security. For places like 

Germany the fertilizer future is more or less now: 

 
Germany does not have its own phosphate reserves and is depending on 
phosphate imports. Therefore there is a great interest in using other available 

phosphate resources such as waste water materials as a source for phosphate 

fertilizers. 

 

(Weinfurtner et al.). This fertilizer awareness is hardly a product of 

environmentalism, philanthropy, or Malthusian preoccupation. No consensus 

exists on “peak phosphorus” (Gilbert), but experts such as Cordell view the peak 

as inevitable, although it’s timing uncertain.   

Another key aspect of the global phosphate situation is that large phosphate 

deposits in Western Sahara are under the control of an occupying power, 

Morocco (Cordell et al.; Arief), which itself has large phosphate deposits, and 

that both are in a highly turbulent part of the world.  The Moroccan-controlled 

deposits dwarf those of any other nation or region (van Horn et al.). Polisario 

Front, the Sahrawi national liberation movement, from its exile in Algeria 

claims Western Sahara as the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR). 

Events related to Polisario Front, Arab Spring, Al Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb, or other movements may unfold to transform Morocco or Western 

Sahara and their already fluid trade relationships. Close military and other ties of 

the U.S. to Morocco may come under closer scrutiny as times goes on (Arief). 

Around the world, countries large and small may eventually be forced to 

align or not align with phosphate ore occupier or occupied. Cuba ironically for 

now shares with the U.S. the good fortune of having some significant domestic 

phosphate ore reserves (USGS). South America is sorting out its phosphate 

position, but generally will need to be a major phosphate importer from 

Morocco (Prado et al.).  

Already countries like Venezuela express skepticism about growing U.S. ties 

with Spain’s Canary Islands (Seed), lying in the Atlantic Ocean next to Western 

Sahara. The Canary Islands are a heavy user of phosphate in their Andisols 
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(Negrín), and home to the Gando air base, U.S. ties to which some critics eye 

with suspicion (Seed).  

“Although the United States has one of the world's largest phosphate rock 

reserves, the nation will see a significant drop in production in 25 years when it 

is estimated that production will peak at its key mines in Florida” (Gilbert). 

Until these domestic reserves peak and possibly run out, the U.S. may not 

prepare in the manner Europe is doing.  

Meanwhile, unless the Western Morocco question is resolved, its phosphate 

reserves will likely continue to present political difficulties for phosphate 

importing developed nations. Assuming the questions are resolved, the Kingdom 

of Morocco and Western Morocco likely will have multiple awaiting phosphate 

purchasers, for example Brazil, with its vast areas of Oxisols (Brady et al.). The 

U.S. may be able to obtain domestic support for what might be seen as 

phosphate hegemony internationally, but this may not be a stable way to supply 

fertilizer inputs.  

Much less acknowledged by these same developed countries may be the long 

term threat to food security from depletion of natural gas reserves relating to the 

role of natural gas in N-fertilizer production (Dawson). As developed countries 

seek ways to reduce global greenhouse gas emissions, natural gas conservation 

related to food security may be a remote concern at cross-purposes with the 

perceived value of increasing natural gas usage.    

 

 

Differences in Wastewater Infrastructure and Plumbing 

 

While urban areas in developed countries generally have sophisticated and 

expensive wastewater infrastructure, many developing countries often times do 

not (WHO). But domestic wastewater treatment in developed countries is not as 

mature an industry as may at first appear, because it too is continuing to be 

pressed to improve. Increasing pressure to remove nutrients through advanced 

treatment is occurring in the United States for environmental reasons, but not, as 

in Europe, to redirect them into the service of agriculture (Ashley, ICNRWS). In 

the U.S., with its extensive wastewater infrastructure, decision-making continues 

to be done on a local basis, although it may be influenced by national planning 

and funding (CSU Sacramento, 2006, 2007, 2008). 

Rural areas in developed and developing countries alike may have little or no 

centralized wastewater management. In developed countries, residents in these 

areas are likely to rely on septic tanks and drain fields (Barnard; Troeh et al.). In 

developing countries, rural areas often use more rudimentary methods of CHW 

disposal (WHO). The fecal component possibly could be treated anaerobically 

to generate some biogas (Kirchmann et al.). Typically the volumes available will 

be relatively small because of low population density. While SSHU 

management in these settings may have utility for peasant farmers, household 

gardeners, and other small-scale plant growers (Brady et al.; WHO), this may 

not be enough to pragmatically support large-scale conventional agronomic 

crops. 

In contrast to rural-urban differentiated wastewater treatment, the basic 

accoutrements of in-wall and below-floor household plumbing (in contrast to 

cosmetic components) are much more uniform in developed countries, where in-

residence water-use intensive plumbing is typical, although reduction in volume 

per flush is an increasing priority. Developing countries tend to have a much 

greater percentage of households without in-residence plumbing.  

Some developing countries are aggressively pursuing sanitation approaches 

that minimize water and energy expenditures and have potential for food 

production (Germer et al., 2009a,b, 2010, 2011; WHO, 2006; Tilley, et al., 

Eawag-Sandec; EcoSan Club). Urban and rural areas of developed countries 
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already have wastewater infrastructure of one form or another, and the flushing 

habit is firmly established.  

Long if not mid-term, however, as an unintended consequence of an 

emerging innovation, some large scale collection of SSHU is conceivable even 

in developed countries as part of retrofitting or expansions. For reasons having 

nothing to do with obtaining SSHU per se, tremendous worldwide investment is 

being made in waterless urinals in men’s restrooms as a way to save water, 

energy, and other resources (Stumpf). Much of this investment is occurring at 

quasi-governmental institutions, such as airports, and governmental institutions, 

such as military complexes. Although the urine excreted into waterless urinals 

typically is plumbed to become part of CHW, this is not always the case 

(Germer et al., 2009b), and diversion of the SSHU for separate storage may not 

be overwhelmingly difficult in some circumstances. 

 

 

Differences in Environmental and Regulatory Settings 

 

National and community environmental and regulatory constraints could have 

major importance in supporting or avoiding SSHU use. Where rainfall is more 

limited, less ground or surface water pollution problems may exist. This could 

remove some incentive for SSHU use (Barnard) unless SSHU itself would 

contribute to the problems.  

However, inadequate soil flushing from less rainfall in theory could lead to 

salts from SSHU use building up in the soil or in the groundwater (Brady et al.) 

or to potential ammonia odor problems. Odor or other environmental problems, 

if not avoided, might lead to regulatory issues. A report has asserted that 

backyard SSHU use would be permitted in the U.S. under existing regulations 

(Allen et al.). However, at a minimum, much better clarity concerning U.S. 

regulatory constraints might be needed concerning appropriate SSHU use. 

Otherwise, government officials might be confused or react unfavorably to 

SSHU use. Confusion in part could occur because use of human excreta is 

prohibited in U.S. certified organic farming (USDA AMS NOP).  

Meanwhile, some European countries seem to be adjusting their national or 

community regulatory regimes to incentivize SSHU use and other innovative 

CHW-waste derived products such as struvite (Weinfurtner). This constituency 

of support may be lacking in the U.S., where environmental concerns are often 

associated with LW and with land application of CHW sludge (Brady et al.). 

The high negative profile of existing LW disposal issues, agricultural inorganic 

nutrient releases, and the discharge-oriented regulatory concerns of the CHW 

utility establishment may dominate U.S. nutrient regulatory attention for the 

foreseeable future. More generally, it may be unrealistic to expect stakeholders 

concerned about too much P affecting U.S. surface water or too much 

agricultural N affecting U.S. groundwater, surface water, and air, to focus on 

eventual P or N shortages.     

In the long term, topography also may play a role in the viability of mass 

SSHU collection and use. Gravity flow plays a major role in wastewater 

collection (CSU Sacramento 2008). Analogously, it could represent a potentially 

less-expensive manner of transporting SSHU to fields. When and if SSHU use 

gets to mainstream commercial agriculture, it might be due to combinations of 

factors that may include downhill location of fields from urban areas allowing 

gravity flow without high energy costs for transportation by truck or pumping. 

However, as with waterless toilet systems (Stumpf) and wastewater treatment 

facilities (CSU Sacramento, 2007), mass gravity piping of SSHU could require 

development of maintenance methods to deal with struvite scales or other 

deposits.   
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Differences in National and Community availability of LW 

 

While LW disposal presents major challenges in the U.S. and many other 

countries with western diets, it also presents opportunities short- and medium-

term (Cordell et al., ICNRWS). In the long-term these LW supplies may be 

vulnerable to livestock feed shortages and competition with humans for grains. 

Aside from that, CAFO-related LW represents both organic fertilizer assets and 

causal agents of often horrendous nuisance conditions (Brady et al.; Troeh et 

al.).   

If long-term fertilizer or other advantages exist to mass recovery of animal 

urine separately from feces, this will be limited to SSHU. Livestock species 

produce LW that varies in nutrient composition (Troeh et al.). Poultry species 

are evolutionarily highly water-conservative and do not have bladders. They 

excrete uric acid, instead of water-demanding urea, in a white chalky paste along 

with the feces (Hunger et al.; Wenxiu et al.). Although mammal livestock 

species have bladders and excrete urine that varies significantly in composition 

from feces, because their excretory behavior is not controlled their intensive 

management produces a combined LW that nevertheless often may be referred 

to simply as manure (Troeh et al.). Thus, LW, whether in a wet or dried form, is 

typically a combined residuum of feces and, as physiologically-applicable, urine 

or uric acid. Wash water and bedding also are frequently mixed with LW. The 

water in livestock urine, wash water, and rainfall may mobilize LW constituents. 

With intensive livestock management, feed is carefully controlled. For 

instance, nonruminant animals such as grain-fed hogs and poultry cannot digest 

the P-containing phytic acid found in seeds, including corn. Thus, they are fed 

diets that are supplemented with P, raising P levels in their LW. Application of 

LW at high levels may be indicated by the presence of a high percentage of P in 

the soil solution as dissolved organic phosphate (Brady et al.). 

  

 

Cultural Differences 

  

Because of household and community taboos, potential SSHU use may not 

occur. If SSHU use can be safely and effectively managed to enhance food and 

water security or provide other advantages, it is possible that education could 

overcome some taboos and persuade households, communities, and nations to 

increase SSHU use. The World Health Organization has recognized the 

significance of stigmas that may attach to SSHU and other forms of human 

excreta (WHO). For example, some religious cultures strictly prohibit contact 

with human excreta (Nawab). However, natural degradation of human excreta 

from an aggregate mixture into unrecognizable chemical compounds mixed in 

the soil may allow SSHU use without violating religious prohibitions. Forming 

organic compost with SSHU as an input may be a promising way to use SSHU 

in its own right, and when combined with the stigma-lowering value may be 

particularly attractive in many settings.
103

 

A small but growing segment of sustainable living advocates in developed 

countries such as Sweden may eventually become trendsetters for promoting 

                                                 
103 Using SSHU to grow plants and make enriched compost should not be associated with 
unscientific practices. Unfortunately, cultural factors potentially may lead not only to unscientific 

abhorrence of SSHU but also unscientific attraction to SSHU. Lore and bizarre cultural practices 

involving SSHU exist in both developed and developing countries. Some of this is of questionable 
safety and effectiveness as well as potentially repugnant to sensibilities (Steinfield, C., 2004).  
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SSHU collection and agricultural use. Often these communities are tied to model 

communities and innovative residential design (Ganrot et al.).  

Individuals who consume commoditized vegetarian products also may be 

inadvertently lowering demand for P (Cordell et al., ICNRWS). However, they 

may not be depending upon how these products are grown. To the extent 

vegetarian diets are facilitated by LW inputs, these diets may not be as 

“vegetarian” or as sustainable as envisioned by the consumer.  

Greater use of organic inputs in developed countries already is resulting 

from the widespread availability of LW and the growing demand for organic 

food. Both feed and food, including premium certified organic food crops 

(USDA AMS NOP), may be produced with LW, and this generally does not 

carry a stigma. As a combined product of feces and urine, CHW is chemically 

and physically similar to LW yet is far more likely to carry a stigma, particularly 

in developed countries, with regards to food production.  

Supplying manufactured fertilizer to grow conventional crops; feeding the 

crops along with feed-grade supplements and other “unnatural” materials to 

intensively-raised livestock; then using the resulting manure to grow “certified” 

organic food for uninformed individuals leery of “unnatural” foods and perhaps 

wishing to avoid unsustainable fertilizer use may be a productive niche use of 

LW. Although arguably it benefits from an unfair favorable stigma, LW-grown 

organic food may be more sustainable and efficient than use of some other 

“organic food” farm inputs, including rock phosphate, which may be wasteful 

and have higher trace levels of unwanted substances than processed phosphate 

(Weinfurtner et al., ICNRWS). Despite possible organic food customer 

confusion over the use of LW, they might react more negatively if they were 

informed their expensive food was grown in SSHU.  

To the extent CHW has a greater potential for transmittal of human 

pathogens than LW, different safety treatment from LW is logical and 

necessary. SSHU can significantly lower pathogenic risk from that of CHW 

(WHO, 2006) and easily be encompassed within organic compost, where it can 

be further processed naturally and without expensive processing at central 

wastewater treatment facilities, saving on flushes. Thus, properly-managed 

SSHU’s low risks and rational benefits for growing plants in many contexts may 

result in it becoming a significant nutrient resource able to overcome cultural 

impediments to use. 

 

 

E. Conclusion 

 
“In the field of opportunity it’s plowin’ time again.” 

 

Young, N. 
 

Through the writing of this pamphlet, I now see more clearly the need for the 

people to take deep worldwide democratic action to supersede the status quo. To 

me love is the beginning, middle, and end of the cause, the ways, means, and the 

end—not soft confrontation-avoiding or untruthful complexity-avoiding love; 

rather, truthful and sometimes divisive, hard-edged love that encompasses, but it 

is not limited to, justice, yet is always open to reconciliation. 

Justice could never be perfect. Utopian efforts which claim to not need 

political democracy have always themselves become alienating and often unjust. 

But places such as the U.S. that have a weak version of political democracy have 

no bragging rights. To oppose building a loving society and a loving world 

because that supposedly might disturb long-dead racist founding fathers’ 

concepts of law or justice or be inconsistent with classical economic rhetoric 

about the beauty of the “free market” is no longer acceptable or rational. We do 

not live in 1776, and the powerful are perfectly happy to set aside classical 
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economic rhetoric and manipulate markets for themselves any time they please, 

including for the world’s massive grotesque financial corporations, which 

masquerade reckless derivatives as “growth.”   

A society’s sense of justice sometimes may need to catch up to love, and 

then the laws sometimes may need to catch up to justice. As long as I live in a 

nation state with democratic recourses for addressing needed changes, including 

structural changes to the malfunctioning of the democracy itself, I will work as 

hard as I am able through democracy, ever standing in solidarity with the 

powerless, including those in other nation states who do not have similar 

political freedom. But while I come in peace, I do not come merely in politics.  

I want to provide as much mutual aid as I can both to those who are 

desperate through material deprivation and to those who are desperate through 

alienation. The two groups often overlap—slums, for instance, are both 

economic and soul devastation zones. I began writing my soil-focused technical 

report out of concern for those who are desperate through material deprivation. 

Over time, as the rest of the pamphlet “wrote itself,” I began to see that 

alienation of people in the “free”/“wealthy” market capitalist world also has a 

gloomy systemic relationship to exploitation of the materially desperate all 

around our world, regardless of the label given to their nation state.  

The core of the gloomy global system is very simple and one of stunning 

immorality: whether in domestic or foreign affairs, the very powerful have a 

very high tolerance of other people’s pain. They set up their societies to do just 

this, including at the most impoverished levels. Abandonment based on “merit” 

of one’s own family back in the slums becomes the way out for the fortunate 

few, with hopefully the possibility to rescue the rest of the family at some point, 

who then will never look back again. The powerful dress up the immorality of 

the societies they create in all manner of laws, nostalgia, religion, and theories, 

but it is still immorality. To retain power, most of the truly powerful will tolerate 

just about any amount of pain born by other people.  

In political democracies, politicians often are not the truly powerful but 

instead the ambitious instruments of the truly powerful. Through political 

expenditures, divide-and-conquer techniques, appeals to racial and ethnic 

prejudice, threats of layoffs, and other tactics, the powerful are experts at 

spreading their immorality through large groups and eventually the societies that 

they run, which is why slavery did so well for millennia and genocides still 

occur.  

They will enter agreements with the most overtly despicable human beings if 

necessary to get their way. The gloomy system of the powerful is not a 

relationship that is restricted to “market” capitalism by any means, but control of 

most of the capital in societies of all types is always the key objective of their 

will to power. For these supreme “apolitical” political capitalists, labels do not 

matter, because one way or another the powerful will be capitalists and the 

capitalists will be powerful. Just like market capitalists, state capitalists and 

dictators the world over are directly or indirectly controlling most of the 

property to their own selfish ends, living large, alienating and exploiting the 

powerless, and plundering the planet. In many places where there is no official 

government control, powerful lords of chaos or religious terror are doing the 

same thing. 

To break this immoral system of power, the people of the world must obtain 

control over the powerful of whatever stripe, who must be removable from 

power at the behest of the people. The people must take deep democratic control 

of their own destinies so that no powerful lords lie beyond control of the people 

and so that the people can provide for themselves a system that is based on love 

as much as possible. 
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Some on the left remain willing to overlook the alienation and injustice of 

actually existing socialism and any dictators who happen to be anti-U.S.; not 

me. Whether the dictator claims to be right wing, left wing, or religiously-

inspired may not matter in practice. The world power structure is changing 

rapidly, and the U.S. no longer runs even the “free” world. While the U.S. 

deserves little moral authority in the world, China and Russia deserve none—

their economic power has not been coupled with liberty and justice for all. 

While I would not have wanted to live under Stalin or Mao, I would not want to 

live under Xi Jinping or Putin either. In relative terms, I am quite glad that I live 

“under Obama,” in part because of the human being that he is but more so 

because of the somewhat functioning political democracy-lite the U.S. has. As 

bad as President George W. Bush was, he is gone and painting pictures of 

himself. I shiver at the notion of the restoration to power of yet another member 

of the Bush family, but at least the voters, subject to the anti-democratic 

Electoral College, will decide. 

The U.S., while certainly not all-powerful anymore, and not the devil made 

out by religious extremists, could do much better than what it is doing to provide 

moral leadership in the world. Without its credibility, the world is much worse 

off. The U.S. is stagnating in its delusional self-righteous grandeur. More 

importantly, it is squandering the opportunity to lead the world into a better and 

more democratic collective future by (a) failing to pursue deep democracy at 

home, and (b) opposing a global social contract in lieu of the consumerist, 

neoliberal, too-big-to-fail, finance-manipulating, alienation-causing, union-

busting, bubble-based, land- and resource-grabbing transnational approach that 

the powerful of the world plainly prefer. 

The powerful are perfectly happy to leave basic needs unmet for billions of 

human beings. The basement level of justice that should be required in a global 

social contract is for everyone’s basic needs to be met. Nation states seeking the 

respect of the people of the earth should sign on to such a global social contract 

and make it credibly enforceable in practice. Many would not do so because 

they wish the reckless partying of the powerful would never end, poor and 

hungry be damned. 

The U.S. could begin to mend its credibility in the Western Hemisphere and 

internationally by making peace with Cuba. Together in a dialectical shocker, 

the longtime enemies could compromise and lead the way forward to deep 

democracy. Cuba, because of its leadership in economic justice and 

sustainability achieved against the incredibly long odds imposed by U.S. policy 

and the collapse of the Soviet Union, has a great opportunity to lead the 

developing world to deep democracy. It, like the U.S., should not squander its 

leadership potential.  

By reconciling with each other, Cuba and the U.S. could lead the world 

forward more lovingly and peacefully. The U.S. should make it clear to Cuba 

that it would welcome Cuba’s conversion from undemocratic paternal 

authoritarianism to constitutional democratic socialism rather than insist on 

Cuba adopting the U.S.-style neocolonial democracy-lite that exists on both 

sides of Hispaniola. The U.S. appears pathetic and hypocritical to hold in place, 

decade after decade, an embargo on little Cuba when it props up far worse ruling 

structures around the world and when a majority of the non-food items 

purchased in Walmart are produced by the exploited workers of state capitalism 

who are denied civil and political rights.  

If Cuba were located in the Pacific and a hundred times larger, does anyone 

doubt that Kissinger would have long since found a way to bridge this gap? This 

is not to say that Cuba is right about its disgraceful denials of civil and political 

rights to its own people any more than China is. It is simply to recognize that in 

a world where China is entitled to “most-favored-nation” status, global trade and 

travel restrictions need a total rewrite to provide a meaningful ethical foundation 
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for relations. Small but proud nations like Cuba that, all things considered, have 

done a great job of providing economic justice and sustainability should not be 

disfavored.  

Of course, I am not going to hold my breath on the U.S. being all that it can 

be. It is too highly divided because of its aging/raging right/white wing. 

Democracy-lite and neoliberalism leave the U.S. without much moral authority 

in the world and without much responsiveness to the needs of its own people. 

The world is not turning out the way lovers of justice want it to turn out. The 

U.S., having missed the window of opportunity to advance a truly 

compassionate globalism in light of the end of the Cold War, is unlikely to 

rectify the situation. But I am entitled to dream, however far-fetched the dream.  

One theoretically could wallow in despair, retreat into a self-protective 

version of contemplative silence, or even try to wash one’s hands of it all and 

hold on to one’s possessions as hard and long as possible. But in actuality those 

are not at all options for me. In my case, moral incentives I do not completely 

understand but I think have something to do with wanting to lessen my own 

alienation, and some of Jesus’s teachings I learned as a child, will not remotely 

allow that of me. Others obtain moral incentives in other places, and I fully 

respect that.  

I, as a citizen of the world living in a somewhat politically-free slightly 

moral country within a highly messed up world, am partially responsible for 

what my country does to the limits of free speech. I, in an exploiting wealthy 

nation state, indirectly live off exploitation. I am implicated if I exercise my 

right to remain silent.  

Citizens in the U.S. ally Saudi Arabia and in the U.S. enemy North Korea, 

and in many other places around the world, do not have the civil freedom that I 

have to speak up for the powerless. Alas though, in the U.S. one has to use a 

pseudonym or face reactionary demagoguery—even for being a peaceful 

tomato-growing “garden variety” democratic socialist. Nonetheless, I have to at 

least risk publishing this pamphlet and running a little website in my spare time 

to make my digital voice heard as much as I can on behalf of the desperate.  

All around me in the U.S. people are made desperate by alienation, which 

often seems related to the heightened stress of living in a land of empty 

flamboyant consumerism on the one hand and economic injustice on the other. 

This alienation undoubtedly has led to an epidemic of devastating self-

medication. There is something particularly sick about U.S. society that seems to 

bring out the worst in self-medicating alienation. 

An honest and just U.S., like an honest and just world society, would face its 

alienation and injustice. It would be deeply democratic and not allow the 

powerful to wall themselves and most of society’s profits and resources off from 

the sad reality of desperate people. I do not have all of the answers and will 

continue to ruminate over how best to steward myself in solidarity with the 

desperate. I do know a bit about how to safely enrich soil and about how to grow 

wholesome food at little or no cost.  

Humans have an incurable healthy addiction to eating and will do anything 

to satisfy it. Each day, those who are desperate for food for themselves or their 

families generally must try to obtain enough cash to purchase all of their calories 

and nutrients needed to avoid undernourishment. For two billion people, when 

they can find enough cash to eat, the food they can afford does not supply all of 

the required nutrients and “hidden hunger” occurs. I am hopeful that workers’ 

gardens could lower their material desperation. As I deduced in my technical 

report, almost 30% of the current world population might directly benefit from 

the increased fruit and vegetable consumption that could become available with 

access to well-tended workers’ gardens based on free or inexpensive nutrient 

input sources. And to the extent that people are less dependent upon markets and 
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cash to “earn” or “win” all of their daily sustenance, they might be better off in 

terms of alienation.  

I am not waiting for the global democratic socialism of which I dream to 

begin looking at scientific options for the victims of food injustice to grow food 

in an affordable, safe, and sustainable manner. Species-beings in developing and 

developed countries alike should begin to look at the science involved with 

nutrient scarcity and our soil and to cooperatively visualize a healthy and 

sustainable food future for everyone. I think that creating all of the workers’ 

gardens that are needed and making other structural changes that are needed to 

provide food justice will require systemic change, and I will fight like hell for 

that change. But until that systemic change happens, I will also fight like hell for 

as many of the living to be able to eat healthy diets as possible. 

 I have learned a lot about focusing on doing my best from recovering addicts 

whom I love dearly. Addicts who wish to stay clean have to recognize that they 

are powerless on their own, like the alienated and economically desperate in 

general. I have seen good people from sad backgrounds who are trying to stay 

sober demonstrate humility, kindness, and solidarity that all of us should 

emulate. They have to learn about forgiveness and reconciliation and try to 

recreate families the best way they can. They have to find some sort of 

existential acceptance and support because they have come to believe that they 

are powerless to deal with their addiction on their own. Ultimately they must 

take it one-day-at-a-time—that is the nature of their situation.  

I cannot change the nature of the addict’s fight for sobriety. I can do my best 

to stand in solidarity with them. I can try to insist that my nation state make drug 

treatment more accessible than prison cells. I also can support efforts to prevent 

addiction from ever going active in the first place by lessening alienation.  

The plight of the hungry is in some ways similar. To many people adequate 

nourishing food is like drug treatment to the addict desiring to enter recovery, 

sometimes available in theory but so expensive as to be inaccessible. We should 

not let children and pregnant mothers go a single day of their lives in hunger. 

We should prevent food insecurity from ever paralyzing the life of any human 

being regardless of her or his age or where she or he was born. We have the 

technical means to do these things if we had the global system in place to 

implement the means. Global capitalism is not that system. Global democratic 

socialism is. 

While I work for systemic change, I can also work to make the situation of 

some of the hungry a little less perilous through mutual aid. It all seems so 

hopeless, I know, like putting drops in leaky buckets. I too can only wake up 

every day, live one-day-at-time, smile quietly, and do my best to help others, 

which also helps me too. Life is so much less alienated lived that way. Peace be 

with you. 
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