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			Dedicated to all those who know what socialism does and don’t want to see it happen again.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			A Pair of Letters

			I. Open letter to all people of good will

			Many Americans regard the prospect of Zohran Mamdani becoming mayor of New York as the triumph of the best aspects of our nation. An immigrant, the son of immigrants, comes to this country and is not only welcomed, but quickly rises to the leadership of our greatest city. Xenophobia and racism are thereby rebuked, and America lives up to its reputation as the land of equality and opportunity where any person who excels can rise to the top. 

			At the other end of the political spectrum are those who oppose Zohran Mamdani for his political agenda and yet view his moving into Gracie Mansion with a certain amount of schadenfreude. To many Americans, New York City has always been a crazy place that elects far-left candidates, and if they elect this open socialist, they’ll deserve what they get.

			If you are in either of those camps or somewhere in between, please consider carefully the information in this book. Zohran Mamdani is indeed an immigrant, but he stands openly and unapologetically for policies that, if implemented even in part, would not show off what is best about America. Instead, they would plunge New York City into new depths of economic and social misery. The reason why this can be stated with certainty isn’t hard to find: Everywhere socialism has been implemented, the results have been the same. 

			Socialism has not been beneficial either for individuals or societies. Those who would invoke the soft socialism of the Scandinavian countries should note that not even those countries have implemented all the socialist schemes Mamdani has said he wants to bring to New York City. And the primary ingredient that Mamdani needs to implement these schemes is money from the wealthy people he despises, who will almost certainly make it impossible for him to realize his plans and dreams as they simply leave the city.

			Yet that does not render Mamdani harmless. Even if he loses the mayoral election or ultimately lacks the funding his projects require, he will have done a great deal—with his glibness, slickness, and charm—to bring his dangerous ideas into the American mainstream. These ideas are not new to him or to the world. When Zohran Mamdani talks about providing free buses, the buses aren’t really free. Even slaves didn’t provide free labor—they had to be fed, clothed and housed. Someone has to pay for the buses to be powered with gasoline or electricity, to be maintained, to be stored somewhere when they aren’t in use, and more. 

			New York City taxpayers will pay for this, and thus the buses are not really free at all. Rather, their cost is distributed not just among those who pay a fare for riding them, but among all those who live in the city, or all those who can lawfully be ensnared by the city’s tax system. Socialism is a large-scale exercise in confiscating wealth from those who have earned it and concentrating it in the hands of those who hold political power, who then distribute it as they see fit. When fully implemented, which would require government seizure of the means of production (a goal Zohran Mamdani has stated is worth pursuing), it reduces citizens to serfs. They work not for themselves and their loved ones, but as slaves of the state, which disposes of the fruits of their labor as it sees fit.

			We have seen where this leads. Must we conduct yet another experiment to demonstrate that socialism is a failed system? It requires coercion, and that means terror. Socialist states such as the Soviet Union, Communist China, and Democratic Kampuchea worked on this basis, with individuals who refused to cooperate being imprisoned, tortured, or killed. In New York City, Zohran Mamdani will not have means of coercion at his disposal, so he is most likely to bankrupt the city and see it become an unlivable pesthole of corruption and crime.

			Couldn’t we just read a history of the Soviet Union and absorb its lessons? 

			Meanwhile, those who say, “It’s New York City, leave them to their fate!” should bear in mind that what happens in New York City doesn’t stay there. If Mamdani bankrupts New York, the rest of the country will suffer. American politics will become even more polarized as leftists demand that the city be bailed out and patriots oppose doing so. The destruction of New York will spread to the surrounding areas and, ultimately, to the entire nation.

			Even if Mamdani manages to have a reasonably non-destructive tenure as mayor, he will have normalized socialist policies and rhetoric to the extent that the same scenario will play out in other cities, and inevitably, the results of socialism that we have seen everywhere will be seen again. This is already in the works, as Mamdani is not singular; there are other politicians like him, and there will be more.

			Americans are notorious for voting on the basis of the most narrow of self-interests. Yet shouldn’t one of those interests be self-preservation?

			II. Open letter to Jews in New York

			Some polls say that a majority of New York Jews intend to vote for Mamdani—and those polls may be accurate. You may admire his progressive values and be willing to overlook his inveterate opposition to Israel because, after all, you don’t want to be a single-issue voter. You understand that politicians employ a great deal of rhetoric but generally don’t implement the more radical elements of their programs.

			You may not be inclined to credit what I have to say here about Zohran Mamdani. After all, I am not Jewish, so you might find it presumptuous of me to address you in the aggregate in the first place. And not only that: I also have a reputation as a “right-wing Islamophobe.” While I personally think such labels are at best misleading and at worst actively defamatory, I understand your hesitation. 

			Yet I’ve also written a book about the contemporary resurgence of antisemitism, Antisemitism: History and Myth, about which Dennis Prager said: “I do not believe a more important book on antisemitism has ever been written.” Another book I’ve written, The Palestinian Delusion: The Catastrophic History of the Middle East Peace Process, has won wide acclaim as a valuable guide for the defense of Israel. I am, in other words, someone who is deeply concerned about the Jews because I am deeply concerned about the human rights of all people, and I cannot stand by idly as an entire people is demonized.

			That’s why I am asking you most urgently to consider what is in this book about Zohran Mamdani. Just as we have seen where socialism leads, so also we have seen where the large-scale demonization of the Jews leads. As you read this book, you will see that Zohran Mamdani and both of his famous parents have been consistent throughout their public careers in their inveterate opposition to Israel and their willingness to believe the most lurid and lightly sourced charges against the Jewish state. Zohran Mamdani even says that support for the Palestinian jihad against Israel made him a socialist and galvanized him to become an activist.

			You can also look at London, which elected a socialist Muslim mayor in 2016. Sadiq Khan’s London is a reliable guide to what New York under Zohran Mamdani will look like.

			During his tenure, crime has skyrocketed, the native population has fled the city, and the situation of Jews there has become increasingly precarious. Many Jews simply don’t feel safe in the city anymore and cannot even be sure that the police will protect them.

			This election in New York is not simply a matter of another leftist mayor following in the string of leftist mayors ever since Rudolph Giuliani moved out of Gracie Mansion. Zohran Mamdani as mayor could have a catastrophic effect upon the Jewish population of New York City, leading to a mass exodus with results that would reverberate worldwide.

			Zohran Mamdani is young, bright, articulate, and passionate. He likely has a long political career ahead of him even if he loses this race. Nevertheless, those who stand to lose the most from his victory should think twice before abetting that victory. There will not be a second chance that will allow for the erasure of the damaging effects of his tenure as mayor.

			The city can rebuke and reject Zohran Mamdani now, knowing what his victory would mean, or it can bring trouble upon itself to a degree that is unprecedented in our nation’s history, sinking into an illness from which it may never recover. The choice is yours.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Who Is This Guy?

			A new phenomenon

			On June 24, 2025, a political unknown named Zohran Kwame Mamdani shocked New York City and the world by defeating political veteran Andrew Cuomo and becoming the Democratic Party’s nominee for mayor of New York. 

			Mamdani was thus virtually assured of becoming the next mayor. The Republican Party in the city is small and moribund, and no realistic observer regards it as a viable player in city politics. The only chance that the city would be spared Mamdani as mayor was the remote possibility that the increasingly alarmed power players of the New York City political establishment could get over their differences and unite behind a candidate that could defeat him.

			Even if they could, however, this would not make either Zohran Mamdani or the phenomenon he presented go away. If he loses the 2025 New York City mayoral race, Zohran Mamdani will still have accomplished a great deal. He will be a national figure, though before he announced his candidacy for mayor and stunned Cuomo, he was virtually unknown. Even if defeated, he will grow larger as the courageous outsider who forced the political elites to scramble to head off the challenge he represents. He will be a hero of the hard left, and there will be other campaigns, other elections. 

			There is the extremely remote possibility that Mamdani could lose the 2025 mayor election so decisively that his political career will be ended. If that happens, however, others will arise who are just like him. Or worse.

			Nevertheless, what happens in the 2025 New York City mayoral election will make a huge difference in how candidates who are like Mamdani are received in the future. This election is one of the few that live up to the ever more frequently repeated claim that this election is decisive for the political future. This is because Zohran Kwame Mamdani is a manifestation of a new phenomenon in American politics. He isn’t the only one of his type, although he is certainly one of the most successful and promising. But there are others, and there will be more all the time. Overnight, the political landscape all over the country has featured many others like him: bright, articulate young politicians who identify themselves as socialists, are members of various minority groups, and vow sweeping societal change. 

			The meteoric rise to the presidency of Barack Hussein Obama was a precursor to this movement, but Obama, as far-left as he was and still is, didn’t publicly and proudly take on the label of “socialist.” Mamdani’s fervent supporter Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez was among the first of the young socialists to shoot to national prominence, and her fellow members of “The Squad” represent this phenomenon to varying degrees. A mayoral candidate in Minneapolis, Omar Fateh, is practically copying his entire program from the Mamdani playbook. Now Mamdani, as mayor of New York, could make this cadre of leftist candidates into a movement.

			When he became the Democratic candidate for mayor of New York City, Zohran Kwame Mamdani was thirty-three years old. The questions of who he is, where he came from, how he got to this point, and where he is going cannot be answered by the elements of a traditional biography. Nevertheless, the details of Mamdani’s early life, and particularly the activities and public lives of both of his parents, illuminate a good deal about the phenomenon he represents.

			Uganda

			Zohran Kwame Mamdani does Barack Hussein Obama one better. While Obama had familial connections to Kenya and yet hotly denied that he was born there, Mamdani really was born in the third world in a city a little over four hundred miles from Nairobi: Kampala, Uganda. While this precludes Mamdani from becoming president of the United States, it is an indispensable ingredient for the new leftist candidates, who are virtually all non-white, usually immigrants or the children of immigrants.

			Many of these candidates are female as well. Non-white males, such as Mamdani and Obama (who is half-white, but this fact is seldom mentioned), may succeed in getting ahead, but the less white and less male one is, the greater chance one has to rise to a position of leadership and influence. Among the rising stars of the Democrat party are Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Jasmine Crockett, and Ilhan Omar. Omar and Crockett are black, and Omar was born in Somalia. Ocasio-Cortez would reject the “white” designation and can point with pride to the fact that her mother was born in Puerto Rico, while her father is of Puerto Rican descent. 

			Old, white, male leftists such as Chuck Schumer and Jerry Nadler are on their way out. Nancy Pelosi’s successor as leader of the House Democrats is a black man, Hakeem Jeffries, who, like Mamdani, is related to a prominent far-left academic. Mamdani’s Ugandan origin gives him a tremendous advantage in today’s Democratic Party. Contemporary leftism ascribes virtually all social and societal evils to white males and all global evils to the malign influence of the United States of America. 

			As such, if Mamdani were named James Smith and he had been born in Manhattan, he would be far less appealing to Democrats as a candidate, even if he espoused exactly the same agenda using exactly the same rhetoric. The fact that he was born in Uganda is, for Democrats, not just an intriguing biographical detail or a bit of exotica that makes him far more interesting as a human being than he might otherwise be. For Democrats, the fact that Zohran Mamdani was born in Uganda to parents who were neither white nor American is one of the most appealing items on his resume. It’s much more important than where he went to school or what jobs he has held or whatever else he may have accomplished. It is an indication that he is free of the original sin of whiteness and American identity and is thus qualified to lead the “fundamentally transformed” post-Obama nation into the glorious socialist future.

			Yet Mamdani’s connection to Uganda is slight. The day after Mamdani’s primary victory, Axios offered a swift capsule summary of his early life: He was “born and raised in Kampala, Uganda, to an Indian-Ugandan academic father and Indian filmmaker mother. When he was seven years old, he and his family moved to New York City, where he eventually attended the Bronx High School of Science.”1 

			This was more or less accurate, but also problematic. Mamdani was not only born, but also “raised” in Kampala, and yet he left there at the age of seven? Most parents would not consider that they have finished raising their children at this age, so the statement is misleading. 

			The Monitor, a Ugandan publication, provides a few more helpful details: Mamdani “is the only child of Mahmood Mamdani, a Ugandan academic, and his spouse, Mira Nair, an acclaimed filmmaker. Born in Uganda on October 18, 1991, Mamdani moved to Cape Town, South Africa, aged five when his father took up a teaching role at the University of Cape Town. He then moved to New York at seven where his father taught at an Ivy League ivory tower, Columbia University. He did not become an American citizen until 2018.”2

			So, while it may thrill far-left New Yorkers to cast their vote for a candidate who was well and truly born in a third-world country, Mamdani actually had scant experience of life in Uganda. The Monitor itself, while eager to trumpet Mamdani’s candidacy for putting Uganda “on the map,” admits that Mamdani was unlikely to bring much influence from his early childhood to his mayoral campaign. 

			The Ugandan publication quotes one Sarah Bireete, identified as the executive director of Uganda’s Center for Constitutional Governance (CCG) who downplayed Mamdani’s Ugandan roots: “The Ugandan heritage for a candidate who has been raised in the US might not have greater impact beyond inspiration to work for protection of the Constitution and civil liberties, a spirit that is missing in Uganda.”3 That is all the more likely in light of the fact that neither of Mamdani’s parents were born in Uganda; Mahmood Mamdani was born in Bombay, and his wife, Mira Nair, in Rourkela, a planned city in Odisha, India.4 

			Mahmood Mamdani: A US-Made Marxist

			Mamdani’s third-world cachet fades even more in light of his parents’ manifest affluence. Mamdani’s father, Mahmood Mamdani, was indeed raised in Uganda from the age of five. His parents were part of an established entrepreneurial class. “Mamdanis in Uganda,” explains the academic Iqbal Akhtar, “belong to the Khoja community, a South Asian Muslim merchant caste, that shaped economic development across the western Indian Ocean for centuries.”5 

			This role in the economic development of east Africa, among other areas, spanned several centuries. “Around the late 18th century,” Akhtar explains, the Khoja “helped export textiles, manufactured goods, spices and gems from the Indian subcontinent to Arabia and East Africa.”6 As they did this, they “became instrumental in building the commercial infrastructure of eastern, central and southern Africa.”7 The Khoja also “helped build institutions that formed the foundation of the modern nation-states that emerged after colonization. The institutions both facilitated trade and established permanent communities.”8

			Initially, Mahmood Mamdani had little awareness of the political and social issues with which Uganda was struggling, even as he experienced them himself. His father, he recounted much later, was a “very small time poet” in the Gujarati language, but he was primarily a businessman: “His specialty was carpets, he understood carpets.”9

			Yusufbhai Mamdani, Mahmood Mamdani’s father, took some interest in politics. “When I was a high school student,” Mahmood Mamdani explained in a 2013 interview, “my father used to take me to political rallies. But I didn’t really have any sense of it. I thought the British had no business being there, but that was it, no more than that. I didn’t have a sense of outrage. I didn’t have a sense of great injustice. I did have [a sense] of the color bar, yes, because I knew there was a white area and you couldn’t go there—or if you went to see your scout master, who was British, you had to stand outside…all those things.”10

			Mahmood Mamdani was awakened to political and social activism because of the generosity and idealism of the world’s foremost capitalist state. As he recounted in 2007, he took advantage of a major opportunity: “I had finished my O’Levels [sic] in 1962 at the senior secondary school, Old Kampala. I was one of over 20 students who received scholarships to study in the US.”11 

			The elder Mamdani entered the University of Pittsburgh. “The scholarships,” he recalled, “were part of America’s independence gift to Uganda. In the language of that period, I was among those who could claim to have literally eaten the fruit of independence. Certainly, without a successful struggle for independence, I would not have got the higher education that I did.”12 And without the generosity of the United States, he might never have developed the notion that he needed to play a role in the class struggle.

			His initial plan, however, had nothing to do with such matters: “I came here,” he said in 2013, “to be an electrical engineer…. I came to do Electrical Engineering, and this being America, I had to do electives. I had to do all kinds of things but science. I ended up doing all kinds of courses—music, art, Roman catacombs, philosophy, history…so I changed.”13

			The change in Mahmood Mamdani’s thinking first manifested itself as a simple act of solidarity in a just cause. During his first year at the University of Pittsburgh, he said, “a friend of mine took me to a SNCC [Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee] meeting, six or seven months after I was here. At the end of the meeting they announced that buses were going to Montgomery, Alabama, to demonstrate. I went there, got beaten up, thrown in jail.”14

			In another interview, he provided more details. 

			One of my first activities as a student was to participate in the civil rights movement in the US. In less than a year, I was among bus loads of students going from northern universities to march in Birmingham, Alabama, in the south. We marched through secondary schools, singing songs such as ‘Which side are you on, boys, which side are you on?’ and ‘We shall overcome’, and asking students to leave classes and join us. As we moved downtown, police on horseback and motorcycles, wielding metal-studded batons, jumped at us. Scores of other students and I were thrown in jail.15

			When he was allowed to make the proverbial one phone call from the Birmingham jail, Mahmood Mamdani called the Ugandan ambassador in Washington, DC, Dr. Solomon Bayo Asea. The ambassador did not share Mahmood’s enthusiasm for justice and instead asked him angrily: “What are you doing interfering in the internal affairs of a foreign country?”16 It was a good question. Mahmood Mamdani was taking advantage of the kindness of the country that had welcomed him and enabled him to attend a first-class university by decrying that country for its oppression. And while there were numerous injustices involved in segregation, it was ironic that he was joining protests for a group of people who generally had a higher standard of living than most of his own countrymen back in Uganda enjoyed.

			Mahmood Mamdani answered the ambassador with an appeal to idealism: “‘This is not an internal affair. This is a freedom struggle. How can you forget? We just got our freedom last year’, was my response. I had learnt that freedom knew no boundary, certainly not that of colour or country.”17 In a different interview, he recalls being even sharper with the hapless envoy: “What? We just got our independence! This is the same struggle. Have you forgotten?”18 Nevertheless, Asea got Mahmood Mamdani out of jail after one night.

			The matter, however, was not closed. “Two or three weeks later,” the elder Mamdani recounted, “I was in my room. There was a knock at the door. Two gentlemen in trench coats and hats said, ‘FBI.’ I thought, ‘Wow, just like on television.’ They sat down. They were there to find out why I had gone—because this turned out to be big—it is after Montgomery that King organized his march on Selma.”19 

			Mahmood Mamdani described a comic scene that unfolded when the FBI agents tried to determine if the young Ugandan Indian was a Marxist. As it happened, the quickly radicalizing student had not yet even heard of Karl Marx:

			They wanted to know who had influenced me. After one hour of probing, the guy said, “Do you like Marx?” 

			I said, “I haven’t met him.” 

			Guy said, “No, no, he’s dead.” 

			“Wow, what happened?” 

			“No, no, he died long ago.” 

			I thought the guy Marx had just died. So then, “Why are you asking me if he died long ago?”

			“No, he wrote a lot. He wrote that poor people should not be poor.” 

			I said, “Sounds amazing.” 

			I’m giving you a sense of how naïve I was. After they left, I went to the library to look for Marx. So that was my introduction to Karl Marx.20

			The FBI, Mahmood Mamdani claimed, had unwittingly introduced him to Karl Marx. He began working hard to make up for his former ignorance: “Then, of course, I took a class on Marx. Couldn’t just get Marx out of the library. But, basically, it is the US—the civil rights movement and the anti-war movement—which gave me a new take on my own experience, and on the Asian experience in east Africa. It gave me a way of rethinking my own experience of growing up in east Africa and growing up in an Africa with a lens crafted by the civil rights movement.”

			Mahmood Mamdani was now embarked upon the pathway that would lead him to become an internationally renowned leftist academic. Ironically, his introduction to Marxism came from his experiences while studying in the nation that was Marxism’s most formidable target and foe.

			A Marxist in Africa

			When Mahmood Mamdani returned home, he was a considerably different young man from the one who had left Uganda to study electrical engineering. “I returned home in early 1972 as a convinced pan-African nationalist, but was thrown out later in the year as an Asian.”21 In another interview, he gives a sharper hint of some resentment over the fact that his new political beliefs should have spared him this fate: “Idi Amin had just come to power. I’d come back, a pan-Africanist, an African nationalist, and I was thrown out as an Indian along with the rest.”22

			The industrious and enterprising Khoja had aroused resentment among some native Africans. In Uganda, this resentment came to a head in 1972, when the Ugandan strongman Idi Amin, who had overthrown the country’s tyrannical president, Milton Obote, the previous year, expelled the country’s Indian immigrants. “I was in my mid-twenties in November 1972,” Mahmood Mamdani recounted in a 2022 article for the London Review of Books, “when I left Uganda on the orders of Idi Amin, who had seized the presidency in a coup the previous year. The expulsion of Uganda’s Asian population, estimated at seventy thousand, was announced in August; we were given three months to leave.”23

			Even at this low point, however, Mahmood Mamdani was not reduced to the status of an impoverished refugee. “With at least 25,000 other Ugandan Asians,” he recounts, “I headed for Britain, and was placed in a youth hostel on Kensington Church Street, just behind Kensington Palace, which had been turned into a transit camp for the refugees.”24 His fortunes quickly improved, as his PhD in political science stood him in good stead: “Six months later I took up my first academic post at the University of Dar es Salaam.”25 

			While there, Mahmood Mamdani was preoccupied with thoughts of his adopted homeland, but he wasn’t longing for the familiar places of his youth. Instead, he was struggling to understand the country’s political evolution: “Although my physical being was in Dar es Salaam where both my parents had been born, my mind was preoccupied with Uganda: Why Amin? Why the support for Amin?”26 How could a man as crude, destructive, and violent as Idi Amin have gained so much popularity and attained political power? After much consideration, he decided that his own people must be at fault. 

			“I returned to Uganda in 1979,” Mahmood Mamdani said,

			when Amin was thrown out. It is difficult to forget the shock of returning to a city where I had grown up and knew just about every street, but could no longer recognise a soul. There were also other shocks in store. Most people I met supported Amin’s decision to expel Asians, though they disagreed on the details: the time given to wind up family and business affairs, the limits on what each family could take out, and so on. Listening to them, I realised that even though they saw Amin as a brutal dictator, many also saw him as a nationalist. Even if they disagreed with his methods, they applauded his goal as a Uganda for Ugandans, particularly black Ugandans.27

			Idi Amin’s tenure as president of Uganda, the elder Mamdani explained, “confirmed that Amin was a demagogue and brutal at that. But that still did not explain the support for Amin. It was painful for me to realise that if Amin was originally popular because he had removed the Obote dictatorship, the reason for his continued popularity had to do with the fact that he, more than any other leader, had put the ‘Asian question’ at the forefront of the political agenda.”28

			Mahmood Mamdani didn’t consider this a problem with Idi Amin, but with the Asians, and he fell back on the Marxist theory he had imbibed in the United States in order to understand it: “Every Ugandan understood in his or her guts that the secret of Asian business success lay not just in hard work, but also in a racially unjust colonial system which made it difficult for black people to enter trade, thereby confirming Asian dominance.”29

			Mahmood Mamdani asserted that as a result, “the demand for political independence went alongside another—that for social justice for those who had been the victims of colonial racial discrimination.”30 Uganda gained its independence from the British, but the Indian businessmen were well established by then, and Mahmood Mamdani, although he was speaking of his own community, believed that Uganda needed independence from them as well.

			“A decade of independence,” he said,

			increased this demand [for independence] for one reason: it seemed Asian businessmen had been able to turn national independence to private advantage. Not only had independence liberated them like everyone else from the limits placed by colonial rule. Asian business tycoons seemed to have developed a comfortable alliance with big bureaucrats and top politicians who gave them political protection (what is today called ‘no change’) in return for lucrative bribes.31

			A victim of Idi Amin expresses his admiration for…Idi Amin

			However improbably, Mahmood Mamdani saw Idi Amin as a warrior against these entrenched elites: “Amin asked uncomfortable questions, even if in a coarse and racist language: ‘If Uganda is independent, why does its capital city look like Bombay on a Sunday?’ I realised that Amin spoke the language of justice, however crudely, and that was the reason he was able to ride the crest of a historic wave of popular protest.”32

			Despite his Marxist sympathy for Amin, however, Mahmood Mamdani did not dare return to Uganda while the flamboyant and mercurial dictator was expelling the Indian merchants who were the elder Mamdani’s relatives, friends, and neighbors, running roughshod over the country’s economy. Once Amin was gone, however, Mahmood Mamdani returned with high hopes: “Could this new Uganda be a home for me? Determined to make a second beginning, I rejoined Makerere university. I recall the decade that followed 1979 as one of coming to political age for a second time. Even if ravaged by civil war and dictators, the new Uganda seemed a healthier society, less marked by the racial distortions of a colonial experience and Ugandans were proud of it.”33 

			For Mahmood Mamdani and myriad other young leftists, civil war, dictators, and the forced expulsion of an entire population, no matter how much devastation they caused, were preferable to racism and colonialism. He saw the effects of Amin’s expulsions as salutary: “As a person of Asian background, I felt more comfortable, even safer, in the new Uganda than, for example, did Asians in neighbouring Kenya. I was not the only one. The few Asian business persons I knew also seemed to realise that they were more secure in a society, where business persons were no longer a racially identifiable minority.”34

			A red flag went up for Mahmood Mamdani when the post-Amin Ugandan government of the National Resistance Movement (NRM), the political group that had aided in toppling Amin, decided to return land that had been confiscated from Indian merchants to its rightful owners. 

			Mahmood Mamdani opposed this: “Asked by the Law Society to speak on the issue, I argued against a return of properties and spoke in favour of compensation. I said a return of properties would result in either absentee ownership or concentration of property in few hands, or both; in either case, it will be socially unhealthy. But the return of properties was part of a larger IMF package and it was the president’s wish, so nobody listened.”35 The young Marxist opposed anything that might result in the “concentration of property in a few hands”; he wanted the government to own it all.

			To Mahmood Mamdani’s dismay, however, the old capitalist systems began to reassert themselves as “close links began to develop between individual Asian tycoons and prominent politicians in the government, as they had in the Obote period.”36 He insisted: “For ordinary Asian residents, it makes sense to demand that tycoons in the community respect the aspirations of ordinary Ugandans, and to disassociate themselves publicly from those who fail to do so.”37

			In 1984, Mahmood Mamdani’s political views got him in trouble with the government of the man whom Amin had overthrown and who by then had returned to the presidency, Milton Obote. During an academic discussion in Dakar, Senegal about the famine in Ethiopia, Mahmood Mamdani had the audacity to make the point that the state was a more formidable threat to peasants than the weather. Obote took this personally, and Mahmood Mamdani was soon notified that his Ugandan citizenship had been revoked.

			He took it in stride, settling in again at the University of Dar es Salaam, which was, he said later, “the hotbed of radical intellectual activity, and I took it in along with the ocean air and the ocean breeze.”38 The radicalism he imbibed would inform everything he did, and he would impart it to his son. 


			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A Marxist Father

			A meeting of minds

			In July 1985, Milton Obote was again overthrown, and the following year, Mahmood Mamdani returned yet again to Uganda. Four years later, the internationally famous filmmaker Mira Nair came to Kampala. She was working on a major Hollywood film, Mississippi Masala, that starred the A-list Hollywood actor Denzel Washington and centered on the lives of an Indian family that Amin exiled from Uganda in 1972 which made its way to Greenwood, Mississippi. Nair had come to Uganda to do research for the film, and there she met the noted local intellectual Mahmood Mamdani, who had lived through the exile that was the fulcrum of her film. 

			“She interviewed me,” says Mahmood Mamdani, “we talked at length. And I think we fell in love almost instantly. As though it was scripted.”39 As their relationship developed, they talked of marriage, but Mira Nair was reluctant, as she had been married before and was reluctant to marry again. What changed her mind, Mahmood recounts, was “that she was pregnant! Zohran was on the way! Her major concern actually was that I had no sense of the life of a film-maker. Zero. You know these people are like soldiers. They go on campaigns. For months. She asked me, ‘Can you live with somebody like that?’”40 

			If she discussed the life of comfortable affluence that the Marxist Mahmood Mamdani would also now enjoy as the husband of an internationally successful filmmaker, that conversation was not recorded. But the firebrand leftist academic, now in his mid-forties, seemed happy to marry up.

			Mahmood Mamdani was not an observant Muslim at that time, although he had been as a child. Mira Nair was of a Hindu background, a fervent practitioner of yoga. She had a cousin in Toronto, so in 1991, they decided to get married there in front of a handful of those to whom they were closest. Yusufbhai Mamdani contributed a poem celebrating the union, and the officiant of the marriage was Mira’s six-year-old niece, who stood grandly in the middle of the room and pronounced: “I declare you married.”41 

			Mahmood Mamdani recalled happily: “And that was it. Eight people in the room. Then we went to New York, stood in line, and registered our marriage.”42 It was a fitting wedding for a pair of post-modern leftist cosmopolitans in the late twentieth century, paying lip-service to old beliefs and traditions in the act of getting married in the first place, but doing so in a way that showed their utter disregard for the old ways. 

			The couple’s son, Zohran Kwame Mamdani, was born in Kampala on October 18, 1991. His father gave him his middle name in honor of Kwame Nkrumah, a Marxist who was the first president of Ghana. “Being Ugandan is a great point of pride for me,” Zohran Mamdani said later, and pointed with pride to his middle name, explaining how this gave him an allegiance to Pan-Africanism.43 

			A future political star

			Mira Nair was born in India in 1957, when Mahmood Mamdani was already eleven years old and living in Kampala. She entered Delhi University in 1975, intending to study sociology, and quickly got involved with what a University of Minnesota biographical sketch describes as “political street theater.”44 As such displays are almost unanimously a province of the left, it appears that Mira Nair was a leftist ideologue from an early age. During her experience with political street theater, she got an unusual opportunity to work with some prominent figures in theatre from the United States, including director Barry John and Joseph Chaikin of The Open Theater in New York. 

			Having made these connections as a freshman at Delhi University, Nair won a scholarship to Harvard and came to the United States. However, “she became disillusioned with its conservative theater program and was soon drawn to filmmaking.”45 After graduating from Harvard in 1979, Nair gained quick success. In 1982, her second film, So Far From India, won the Best Documentary prize at the American Film Festival and at the Global Village Film Festival.

			Her career continued to rise. Mississippi Masala was a massive hit, although Nair later recounted some friction with wealthy financiers who were interested in the film but hesitant to bankroll it because of its lack of white characters. “The question that was asked for me,” Nair said, “was, ‘Can’t you make room for a white protagonist?’”46 Turning racist stereotypes on their head, Nair recounts that she “assured them that all the waiters in the film would be white.”

			After she married Mahmood Mamdani and settled in Uganda, she found it more difficult to make films. “In Africa,” she said after the young family had moved to the US, “it’s difficult to make movies, not because I’m a woman—it’s never been difficult to be a woman—but because not many movies get made in Africa.”47 Mahmood Mamdani taught at the University of Cape Town in South Africa from 1996 to 1999 and then became Herbert Lehman Professor of Government at Columbia University. Mahmood, Mira, and young Zohran moved to New York City.
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