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Workers inside the United States are 
suffering at the hands of a capitalist 
health-care system.
     A six-country study performed by 
the Commonwealth Fund found that 
the United States scored “particularly 
poorly on its ability to promote healthy 
lives, and on the provision of care that 
is safe and coordinated.”
     A 2008 study published in Health 
Affairs journal analyzed the health 
systems of 19 countries. The study 
found that the United States had the 
highest rate of preventable deaths 
before the age of 75. The study 
concluded that as many as 101,000 
deaths a year could be prevented by 
ensuring that all patients receive 
quality care in a timely manner.
     The human face of under-
investment in public health care came 
to light with the recent circulation of a 
video by ACLU lawyers showing 
49-year-old Esmin Green writhing on 
the floor and then dying in a Brooklyn 
psychiatric emergency waiting room, 
where she had been waiting for 24 
hours to be seen by a doctor.

Socialized medicine offers 
hope to workers

Right-wing politicians regularly call 
every government attempt at expand-
ing access to health care “socialized 
medicine,” as though that’s a bad 
thing. This is generally a mischaracter-
ization meant to derail even modest 
attempts at reform. Despite the 
right-wing’s pejorative use of the word, 
however, real socialized medicine 
remains workers’ greatest hope of 
health-care justice.
     Socialized medicine is a medical 
care system that is publicly financed 
and government administered. Hospi-
tals and clinics are government oper-
ated with doctors and nurses working 
as public employees.
     The Soviet Union established the 
early benchmarks for socialized 
medicine’s achievements following the 

1917 Bolshevik Revolution. After World 
War II, a number of European capitalist 
countries adopted some of the features of 
socialized medicine because of the 
intense competition between the two 
social systems that became the Cold War.
     Soviet health care was a comprehen-
sive system that provided factory clinics, 
industrial hygiene programs, neighbor-
hood polyclinics, and local hospitals at 
no cost to the patient. The Soviet health-
care system was recognized for the great 
strides it made in battling infectious 
diseases—such as tuberculosis and 
typhus fever, which had periodically 
ravaged workers and peasants in czarist 
Russia.
     A 2006 OECD report found that 
post-Soviet Russia’s move to a more 
market-based, insurance-driven system 
has proven disastrous, with declining life 
expectancy and dramatic increases in 
deaths from preventable diseases.
     The Cuban Revolution in 1959 made 
possible a complete overhaul and 
rebuilding of the medical system in that 
country along socialist lines.
     In 1960 revolutionary physician Che 
Guevara outlined the aims of Cuban 
health care in his essay “On Revolution-
ary Medicine.” Since that time Cuba’s 
system has developed into a pinnacle of 
achievement in socialized medicine.
     Article 50 of Cuba’s Constitution 
establishes free health care as a right of 
all citizens. World Health Organization 
statistics demonstrate the superiority of 
socialized medicine. Cuba’s infant 
mortality rate of five deaths per thou-
sand live births is lower than the United 
States, where there are seven deaths per 
thousand. Cuba has twice as many 
physicians per capita as the United 
States and its life expectancy is 16 years 
higher than the average in its region.
     Socialized medicine in Cuba has 
accomplished all this while spending just 
$251 per capita on health care, compared 
to $7,129 per capita in the United States. 
Cuba has protected the integrity of its 
health-care system even while enduring a 
punitive economic blockade by the 
United States.
     A 1997 American Association of World 
Health report titled “Denial of Food and 
Medicine” outlines the difficulties 

deliberately imposed by the United 
States on Cuba’s health system.
     In 1992 the U.S. Congress passed the 
so-called Cuban Democracy Act. It is 
little more than an attack on Cuba’s 
socialized health-care system, which the 
World Health Organization had praised 
in 1989 as a “model for the world.”
     The act imposed a ban on subsidiary 
trade with Cuba that severely 
constrains Cuba’s ability to import 
medicine and equipment from third-
country sources. Shippers are discour-
aged from delivering medical equip-
ment to Cuba by a provision in the act 
prohibiting ships from loading or 
unloading cargo in U.S. ports for 180 
days after delivering cargo of any type 
to Cuba. Licensing and other restric-
tions severely restrain even charitable 
contributions to Cuba.
     Despite these inhumane attacks, 
Cuba has managed to exceed the United 
States on key health indicators while 
sending thousands of its own doctors to 
provide medical care to the world’s 
poor and oppressed.
     “¡Salud!,” a recent film highlighting 
Cuba’s accomplishments in health care, 
estimates that this small country has 
approximately 28,000 health profes-
sionals now providing care in 68 
countries. Cuban doctors and nurses 
serve the poorest of the poor in coun-
tries like Honduras, Haiti and Guate-
mala. Another 21,000 international 
students are studying free of charge in 
Cuba’s medical schools on the condition 
that they provide care to underserved 
populations in their country of origin.
      Workers and oppressed people 
living in the United States would be 
well served by a socialized medicine 
system similar to Cuba’s. If the crisis in 
U.S. health care has demonstrated 
anything, it is that capitalist health care 
places private health industry profits 
before patient care in a way that threat-
ens the lives of many thousands each 
year and leaves many more in suffering 
and pain.

This is article is the final part of a four 
part series on health care in the United 
States. To read the rest of the series, go 
to http://fistyouth.wordpress.com
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On Aug. 9 over 75 African-American 
workers and community activists 
converged in Raleigh, N.C., for a People’s 
Assembly. Initiated by the Black Workers 
for Justice, these assemblies are part of the 
Historic Thousands on Jones St. (HKonJ) 
movement that brought over 5,000 people 
to the streets in Feb. 2007 and 2008 
around a powerful 14-point People’s 
Agenda.
     The People’s Assemblies are an effort by 
coalition partners to bring this agenda to 
life in local areas throughout the state and 
throughout the year and to 
broaden the participation.
      The 14-point People’s Agenda 
includes a broad range of issues 
affecting the African-American 
community and workers, includ-
ing police brutality, education, 
health care, the war, the 
economy, reform of the electoral 
system and collective bargaining 
rights for public-sector workers.
       One highlight of the Aug. 9 
People’s Assembly was the large 
delegation of striking Moncure 
Plywood workers from Interna-
tional Association of Machinists 
Local W369 in Chatham County. The 
strike began on July 20 after bosses gave a 
take-it-or-leave-it last contract offer that 
would mandate 60-hour work weeks, 
weaken the seniority clause in a way that 
could lend itself to favoritism, increase 
health insurance premiums by over 300 
percent, give fewer holidays off and 
without regard to safety violations. Work-
ers also raised concerns about unfair labor 
practices.
       IAM Local W369 President Lewis 
Cameron expressed concern to Workers 
World that community members may 
think they were striking just to get more 
money. Although they deserve higher pay, 
he reiterated, “We are just trying to secure 
our rights to a decent job and to work with 
dignity.”
       The workers were received with warm 
support from other People’s Assembly 
delegates, who voted to participate in the 
picket line on Aug. 27, the day before 
Barack Obama is giving his acceptance 
speech, to mark the 45th anniversary of 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a 
Dream Speech” and to continue the 
legacy of Dr. King, who stood with 
striking workers in Memphis, Tenn., in 
the days before his assassination.
       Delegates broke out into committees 
based on areas of interest. The anti-war 
committee, led by Khalilah Sabra of 
Muslim America Society Freedom 
Foundation, discussed the escalation of 
war on Iran and the need to divert the 
Pentagon budget to address the peoples’ 
needs. When their committee was giving 
a report to the entire assembly, a long 
discussion about the role of Israel broke 

out. Many spoke out in support of the 
Palestinians’ right to self-determination.
       Members of the workers’ rights 
committee discussed supporting the 
Raleigh City Workers chapter of UE 
Local 150, which is struggling to get 
policies written by city management 
encouraging all city councilors and the 
city manager, Russell Allen, to meet and 
confer with elected union officers.
       The committee also agreed to 
support the mental health care workers 
in UE Local 150 struggling for a Mental 
Health Workers Bill of Rights; the 
campaign to assure a safe and just 
merger between two state psychiatric 
hospitals—Dorothea Dix and John 
Umstead; and for workers to be reim-
bursed, since the new BEACON payroll 
system that was rolled out in December 
has shorted hundreds of workers 
hundreds if not thousands of dollars.
      The local elections committee is 
working to assure that all have access to 

the ballots and that voter suppression, 
like that which took place in Florida in 
2000 and Ohio in 2004, does not 
happen to people of color in North 
Carolina.
       The anti-racist committee brought 
forth many issues of police brutality and 
the criminal “justice” system in the 
African-American community. This 
includes the brutal murders by police of 
Antwan Tomlin in Wilson, N.C., on Feb. 
1, 2007, along with the unjust incarcera-
tions of James Johnson and Amanda 
Council.
       When this committee was also asked 

to organize around justice for immigrant 
workers, a long, fiery discussion 
followed. One participant raised the 
myth that “they are stealing our jobs” 
and was answered by many others who 
denounced NAFTA and other “free 
trade” policies, the militarization of the 
border, racist media hysteria and the 
raids at workplaces and in working-class 
communities.
       Rukiya Dillahunt, member of Black 
Workers for Justice and one of the 
assembly’s organizers, added another 
interesting twist to the whole debate. 
Commenting on the deterioration of the 
economy and joblessness, she said, “You 
hear they are coming here to take our 
jobs ... what jobs?”
       Assembly attendees discussed the 
checkpoints being set up in their 
communities. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement officials have a goal of 
arresting 3,000 undocumented
(continued on page 11) 
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North Carolina People’s Assembly generates plan of action The health-care revolution workers deserve

People’s Assembly, Raleigh,NC August, 9
2008. Photo: Ajamu Dillahunt


