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Childbearing vs. Child-Rearing

Madeline Ostrander asks, “How 
do you decide to have a baby when 
climate change is remaking life on 
earth?” and essentially answers, 
“With hesitation” [April 11/18]. 
While making a significant personal 
issue public, and by making a sig-
nificant public issue personal, she 
also glosses over an opportunity to 
do exactly the same for an issue that 
progressives do not address nearly 
enough: adoption of waiting children 
in this country.

Adoption is referenced just once, 
quoting Paul Ehrlich in 1970 (advocat-
ing voluntary sterility in the same sen-
tence). Ostrander cites many examples 
of child-rearing hopes, fears, thoughts, 
and emotions, but does not always 
distinguish between childbearing and 
child-rearing, just as she melds togeth-
er concern with the personal welfare of 
her future offspring on the one hand, 
and concern about that individual 
contributing to climate change on the 
other. The latter pairing is appropri-
ate; the former, not as much.

I was born in 1955, but had little 
use for Ehrlich and Zero Population 
Growth when I made a firm deci-
sion as a teenager to never procreate. 
I didn’t know about climate change 
then, but my own list included a 
world facing environmental degrada-
tion and nuclear annihilation, and 
full of incessant war, poverty, racism, 
imperialism, injustice, oppression, 
and exploitation. I feared that future 
offspring might be a) victims, b) inad-
vertent contributors to the problem, 
or even c) possible perpetrators.

Like Ostrander, my wife (who had 
her own reasons for deciding against 
procreation) and I noticed that we 
weren’t “baby people” when our peers 
began reproducing. I actually had a 
“no-children” inclination (for lifestyle 
reasons), right up there with the more 
philosophical “no-procreation” rule. 

But that changed over time: We’ve 
adopted four kids (arriving at different 
times, at ages 8, 10, 14, and 21), and 
our Saturdays with all 10 grandkids 
are a treasure in our life like no other.   

Am I fearful, like Ostrander, that 
a destabilized world with rising seas 
and killer storms will eventually en-
snare my loved ones? Absolutely! Am 
I concerned that their own carbon 
footprints may exacerbate the problem 
rather than mitigate it? Absolutely! But 
I also feel I can hold up my hands and 
say, in effect, “Not my fault!” for either 
dilemma—existential or environmen-
tal. (Of course, that’s not a completely 
legitimate perspective.)

I apologize if this seems unfair to 
Ostrander, because I really do feel her 
pain and appreciate her willingness to 
lay it out in the pages of The Nation. It’s 
just that the flip side of this problem—
the adoption of waiting, older kids by 
progressive people who know just how 
cruel and crazy this world can be to its 
most vulnerable inhabitants—must not 
continue to be ignored by the progres-
sive media. Howard Fain

worcester, mass.

Ostrander Replies

Creating and raising a family in-
volves not one but a series of com-
plex decisions—among them, should 
you have biological children, and/
or should you adopt, foster, or oth-
erwise take responsibility for raising 
children who are not biologically 
your own? Each of these choices 
raises a vast set of personal, emotion-
al, and ethical questions, and families 
come up with diverse answers. But in 
any one story, you can answer only 
a narrow set of questions and offer 
up a small and incomplete slice of 
human experience. In this story, I 
took a sliver of my own experience, 
along with a bit of historical context, 
to reflect on what it means to try to 
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W
hen in trouble, change the subject—or at least 
try to. So it is that the world’s oldest, richest, and 
most powerful oil company, under investigation 
for apparently lying to investors and the public for 

decades about the deadliness of its products, has launched a high-stakes 

What Exxon Knew

counterattack under the unlikely flag of the First 
Amendment. On April 13, ExxonMobil filed suit to 
block a subpoena issued by the attorney general of the 
US Virgin Islands. Following revelations from the Los 
Angeles Times and InsideClimate News, the subpoena 
charged that the company may have violated the ter-
ritory’s anti-racketeering law. It questioned whether 
Exxon told investors, including the territory’s pension 
fund, one thing about climate change (that it wasn’t a 
danger) while its own scientists were privately telling 
its management the opposite.

New York Attorney General Eric 
Schneiderman raised the same question 
when he subpoenaed Exxon in November. 
The oil giant turned over some 10,000 
pages of documents, which Schneiderman’s 
staff is reviewing. But when Virgin Islands 
Attorney General Claude Walker request-
ed many of the same documents, Exxon not 
only refused; it went on the offensive. The 
company’s countersuit asserted that Walk-
er’s subpoena was an attempt “to deter ExxonMobil 
from participating in ongoing public deliberations 
about climate change…. The chilling effect of this 
inquiry, which discriminates based on viewpoint to 
target one side of an ongoing policy debate, strikes at 
protected speech at the core of the First Amendment.”

Soon, in an exercise in mass ventriloquism, myr-
iad voices on the right—including the Heritage 
Foundation, National Review, the New York Post, 
Reason, and the Hoover Institution—took up the re-
frain. Outraged that 16 other state attorneys general 
had pledged action against the fossil-fuel industry, 
Washington Post columnist George Will charged 
that the law-enforcement officials were trying “to 
criminalize skepticism about the supposedly ‘settled’ 
conclusions of climate science.” Fox News accused 
the AGs of “collusion” with activists, citing a meet-
ing that a member of Schneiderman’s staff had with a 
representative of the Union of Concerned Scientists.

The right-wing chorus predictably glided past the 
fact that, as a matter of law, the First Amendment is 
no shield for fraud. And telling one thing to investors 
while privately knowing the opposite to be true, as Big 
Tobacco once did, is plainly fraud. But now, it was all 
about Exxon as the victim, with the usual left-wing vil-
lains—overreaching government and environmental 
extremists—trampling the oil company’s free-speech 
rights because it had dared to take an unconventional 

position on climate change. Exxon even 
used the same law firm that defended Big 
Tobacco—Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton 
& Garrison—to file its countersuit.

Will crying “free speech” succeed in 
blunting the effort to bring Exxon and its 
fellow fossil-fuel giants to justice? It’s too 
soon to know, and compelling evidence 
runs in both directions.

Framing Exxon as a victim isn’t an easy 
sell beyond the right-wing echo chamber. 

Nor is climate denial. The vast majority of voters and 
policy-makers now understand that climate change 
is a real and growing danger. And most people have 
little trouble believing that Exxon knew full well 
about this danger, even as it spent decades and tens 
of millions of dollars portraying climate change as a 
“premise that defies…common sense,” to quote for-
mer CEO Lee Raymond. 

What’s more, by enabling increased global warm-
ing, Exxon’s alleged lying has damaged many people 
around the world. Crucially, the victims include in-
vestors and business owners. The poor suffer first 
and worst from climate change, but they rarely file—
much less win—lawsuits against polluters. But when 
people of means are damaged, they don’t hesitate to 
sue for compensation. 

Exxon’s exposure on this front is immense. If the 
allegations are true, the oil giant has in effect trans-
ferred massive amounts of risk and loss onto the rest 

COMMENT
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Vietnam War, the Berrigan brothers taught Americans to 
look for the intersections of injustice. 

Berrigan served 18 months for burning draft records 
in 1968 as one of the celebrated Catonsville Nine. In 
his essay on those protests, he wrote: “America fights a 
stupid and genocidal war in Indochina, mostly because 
we don’t know how to turn off the bloody spigot we have 
opened. That is to say, we are powerless to inquire why 
it is easier to continue to slaughter than to stop it, why 
the historical cult of violence has become the mainstay of 
policy—both foreign and domestic, or why our economy 
so requires warmaking that perpetual war has united with 
expanding profits as the chief national purpose.” 

The book that Berrigan wrote partly during his time 
in prison, America Is Hard to Find, speaks as clearly to our 
own time as it did to the moment in the early 1970s in 
which he was writing. He warned that “to remain pros-
perous, America defaces its countryside, fouls its air and 
water, makes its cities unlivable.” And he pointed a finger 
of blame at the elites that permitted poverty amid plenty: 
“Churches and synagogues fear the Scriptures, and fear 
living them; universities undertake war-related research, 
even as they refuse to lead the young; business puts profit 
over human life and welfare, while legislatures are filled 
with those who, for the most part, are vote-getters, rather 
than critics of war policy and servants of human welfare.” 

Berrigan’s vision for challenging injustice was rooted in 
solidarity. He wrote of his own prison experience: “Why 
are we in jail, and why are there with us, Panthers and 
Chicanos, draft resisters and draft-file burners, plus poor 
men who have broken the law as an only way of asserting 
their right to exist? Because, we would suggest, we acted 
sanely in an insane society, because we felt the futility of 
peaceful words without peaceful deeds.” 

Berrigan never stopped preaching a gospel of action. 
He was repeatedly arrested for acts of civil disobedience—
in the 1980 Plowshares protests at a General Electric 
missile plant in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania, and, as 

recently as 2006, at a naval museum in Manhattan. 
When he wasn’t being arrested, he was standing in 
solidarity—with AIDS patients, with Palestinian 
and Jewish advocates for peace in  the Middle East, 
with the Occupy Wall Street protesters in 2011. 

While Berrigan could be very critical of the 
church’s conservative hierarchy, he was inspired by 

a tradition of Catholic social-justice activism, especially 
that of the Catholic Worker Movement. In a 2008 Nation 
interview, he said that its cofounder, Dorothy Day, “taught 
me more than all the theologians.… She awakened me to 
connections I had not thought of or been instructed in, 
the equation of human misery and poverty and warmak-
ing.” From such observations, one can see how much he 
anticipated the economic-justice message of Pope Francis. 

Berrigan was animated by a deeply rooted faith and an 
equally profound hope. As he wrote decades ago: “What 
we plead for, what we are attempting to live, is the truth of 
hope, which asserts that men and women have been made 
new by Christ, that they can use freedom responsibly, that 
they can build a world uncursed by war, starvation, and 
exploitation. Such hope, once created, leads inevitably to 
nonviolent revolution.”  JOHN NICHOLS

Daniel Berrigan�s Vision 
He never stopped preaching a gospel of action. 

F
ather Daniel Berrigan, who died on April 30 
at the age of 94, was a beautiful man with a 
beautiful vision that he made real by engag-
ing in radical acts of conscience. He sought 
not merely to end wars but to achieve the 

justice that has always been essential to peacemaking. 
Born into a family of trade unionists, Berrigan and his 
brother Philip (who died in 2002) brought to the national 
discourse of the 1960s a deep understanding of the link- 
ages between militarism and imperialism abroad and 
racism and poverty at home. As fierce opponents of the 

of the market and virtually every business enterprise in it. 
By confusing the debate, Exxon helped delay government 
action against climate change. The company made buck-
ets of money, but the resulting higher temperatures and 
extreme weather events have cost investors, governments, 
businesses, and ordinary people many billions, with much 
larger costs ahead. Mark Carney, the governor of the Bank 
of England, has warned that as climate change intensifies, 
“parties who have suffered loss or damage [may] seek com-
pensation from those they hold responsible.”

Nor is the right’s cheerleading without its complica-
tions for Exxon. The right conflates the First Amend-
ment argument with its cuckoo belief that climate change 
is a hoax, but Exxon has a different goal: to protect its 
public image. Exxon needs to be perceived as a good 
corporate citizen, and in 2016 a good corporate citizen 
doesn’t deny climate change.

On the other hand, no one familiar with Exxon’s his-
tory would underestimate the resources it brings to this 
battle. As Steve Coll documented in Private Empire, Exxon 
has long exercised political power and global reach more 
akin to that of a nation-state than of a corporation. And it 
is as calculating and tough as it is mighty and rich. When 
a jury awarded $5 billion in damages for the Exxon Valdez 
oil spill, the company fought the decision to the very end. 
The world had seen the tragedy unfold on television—the 
oil-drenched seabirds, the idled fishing boats—but Exxon 
simply refused to accept guilt. Instead, lawyers filed appeal 
after appeal, dragging out the proceedings for 20 years. By 
the time Exxon finally paid up in 2009, the damages had 
been whittled down to a tenth of the original amount.

Exxon will fight this new battle even more ferociously, 
for the “Exxon Knew” scandal poses an immeasurably 
graver threat. Exxon’s potential exposure on the Valdez spill 
was a $5 billion fine, a sum it could have paid with ease. By 
contrast, Exxon Knew could involve hundreds of billions 
of dollars in damages, enough to bankrupt the company. 
It also comes when the world’s governments have commit-
ted to phasing out Exxon’s products over the next decades. 
These twin threats endanger not merely Exxon’s revenue 
but its very identity as a company that made its name by 
pulling oil out of the ground. For Exxon, this is shaping 
up as a fight to the death, and the First Amendment offers 
scant protection against that. MARK HERTSGAARD
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1977
Year in which an 
Exxon scientist 
warned top ex-
ecutives of the 
risks of climate 
change driven 
by fossil fuels

2°–3°C
Exxon expert’s 
1978 estimate of 
the increase in 
average global 
temperature if 
the CO2 in the 
atmosphere 
were to double

$15M
Amount that 
Exxon’s foun-
dation gave to 
organizations 
questioning 
the climate sci-
ence between 
1998 and 2005
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lives in Amsterdam and is married to a Dutch freelancer, explains: “You 
get a lot back [for your taxes] here. Good schools. Affordable university. 
Democratic socialism works.”

Still, your boyfriend will make his life—and yours—much easier by 
taking care of this.  Like alcoholism, chronic indebtedness can be a path-
ological pattern. And also like alcoholism, it’s one that he can overcome. 

First, he should join Debtors Anonymous. He may resist, having 
quit drinking without such a program, but do your best to get him to a 
meeting. Although I always recommend psychotherapy, understanding 
why he doesn’t want to pay his taxes won’t actually put those returns 
into their stamped envelopes. Debtors Anonymous members—people 
who have suffered from such problems themselves—will 
not only help him figure out why he engages in this self-
destructive behavior, but will sit down and help him, 
step by step, to file and pay his taxes and to figure out 
how he can avoid this problem in the future. They will 
set goals with him and follow up, even daily if necessary.

Some practical points: The IRS will help your 
boyfriend develop a payment plan, so he won’t have 
to come up with all the money now.  He should also 
investigate whether his state has a voluntary-disclosure program, says 
Jonathan Medows, a New York–based CPA for freelancers; if so, he 
may be able to get the penalties waived. Medows also stresses that your 
boyfriend should start paying 2016 quarterly taxes now, so he won’t get 
behind again. 

Above all, says Medows, with the tough-love exasperation of some-
one familiar with freelancers and our many neuroses, “He needs to stop 
bellyaching, suck it up, and move forward.” 

Asking for  
a Friend

     L
i z a  F e a t h e r s t o

n
e

Dear Liza, 
Help! My boyfriend won’t pay his taxes. It’s been 
six years since he had a full-time job, and ever 
since he went freelance in 2010, he has not been 
able to complete his 1099s. 

There are a few reasons for this. For one thing, 
he feels somehow that he’s getting cheated, because 
his quite sizable reimbursements required for his 
job have been lumped in with income. (I’ve ex-
plained to him that he just needs to write off these 
expenses, but he won’t listen.) Also, he struggled 
with a pretty heavy alcohol addiction that, thank-
fully, he finally took care of about six months 
ago. And now he owes so much (over $10,000!) 
that he’s just overwhelmed by the whole thing 
and can’t bear to face it. I’ve tried pleading with 
him, nagging him, offering to do his taxes myself, 
etc., and also tried pleading/nagging/yelling to 
get him to see a psychotherapist, to no avail. (He 
quit drinking all on his own, miraculously.)

We don’t have any shared accounts, so I’m not 
personally responsible in any way, but I’m just so 
fearful about what bad things might happen if he 
doesn’t take care of this problem that I don’t know 
what to do.  —Fearing the IRS

Dear Fearing,

T
axes force us to confront our relationship to 
money. No wonder they’re overwhelming! 
Our feelings about money can stem from our 

upbringing; perhaps your boyfriend’s parents were 
stingy, or else obsessive about household budgeting 
in ways that felt controlling.

If we’re political, taxes may also ignite our rage at 
the state, especially the American system. I stare at 
my pile of 1099s and wonder: Why are my tax dol-
lars funding war and destruction? How about decent 
schools, clean energy, and ending hunger?

Also, freelancers’ taxes are a pain in the ass. Not 
only must we track our expenses, but the system feels 
rigged against us: In New York, for example, the 
self-employment tax is brutally regressive. Freelanc-
ers in Germany and Holland tell me that, in those 
countries, the process of paying taxes is no better for 
self-employed workers, perhaps even more onerous. 
But like other middle-class people in Europe, they 
find their tax dollars returned to them in the form of 
universal public services. This eases the pain of pay-
ing. Julie Phillips, an American freelance writer who 

Taxed and Spent

Questions? 
Ask Liza at 
TheNation 
.com/article/
asking-for-a-
friend

ILLUSTRATED BY JOANNA NEBORSKY
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I 
almost voted for Bernie Sanders. After all, 
in important ways his politics are closer to 
mine than Hillary Clinton’s are, and his 
campaign for the White House is inspir-
ing. So why not put my tiny grain of sand 

on his side of the scale in the primary? Unfortunate-
ly for electoral democracy, I neglected to read the 
instructions on my absentee ballot, which clearly 
stated that it had to be postmarked the day before 
the actual primary, and thus missed my chance to 
vote. In the end, I marked my ballot for Hillary and 
mailed it anyway, figuring New York City’s Board 
of Elections is so dysfunctional that 
maybe they would count it by mistake.

Why didn’t Bernie get me? Well, 
there’s electability: I just don’t believe 
Americans are ready for a 74-year-old 
self-described socialist with a long far-
left CV who would raise their taxes by 
quite a lot. By the time the Republicans 
got finished with him, he’d be the love 
child of Rosa Luxemburg and the Aya-
tollah Khomeini, and then it’s hello, 
President Trump. There’s the question, too, of how 
much Bernie could actually accomplish. Would 
he make an effective president, as I think Hillary 
will—all the more so now that she’s been forced to 
see that a significant part of the Democratic elector-
ate is to her left?

Part of the answer is simpler, though: Bernie 
didn’t ask for my vote. Oh, you can go to his web-
site and find a page of boilerplate setting out his 
general commitments to women’s rights: He’s in 
favor of equal pay, reproductive rights, the ERA, 
the Violence Against Women Act, childcare for all, 
and so on—a laundry list, indeed, of the causes dear 
to the heart of those often derided by his support-
ers as bourgeois feminists content with incremental 
change. I am aware, too, that Bernie has a good vot-
ing record on those issues in Congress. But there’s 
a difference between someone who votes the right 
way, and someone who introduces legislation and 
champions the issue. He never convinced me that 
gender issues, specifically the persistent subordina-
tion of women in every area of life, were of much 
concern to him. There were all those little tells. 
Pooh-poohing Planned Parenthood and NARAL as 
“establishment” when he didn’t get their endorse-
ment. Arguing for parental leave because it allows a 
new mother “to stay home and bond with her baby” 
instead of as something that benefits fathers as well, 

and something that women need in order to work 
and advance on the job. Doubling down on the 
idiotic quip by his surrogate, Killer Mike (“A uterus 
doesn’t qualify you to be president of the United 
States”), with the pseudo-lofty pledge “No one has 
ever heard me say, ‘Hey guys, let’s stand together, 
vote for a man.’ I would never do that, never have.” 
Is there a word for someone whose entitlement 
is so vast, so deep, so historically embedded, and 
so unconscious it includes the belief that they got 
where they are by a resolute devotion to fair play? 
It’s not reassuring that his senior campaign staff, like 

his long-time political inner circle, is 
almost entirely white and male.

In a long campaign, everyone says 
unfortunate things. But these and 
other remarks suggest that when it 
comes to gender, he just doesn’t feel 
the burn. The problem is less that 
Bernie focuses on class and economic 
inequality than that he doesn’t seem to 
understand that the economy, like so-
ciety generally, is structured by gender 

and race. Equal pay is great, but if women and men 
are funneled into different kinds of work by race 
and gender, with men’s jobs valued more because 
men are valued more, and if women are hobbled 
economically by doing most of the domestic labor 
and having to contend with prejudice against work-
ing mothers to boot, 
equal pay alone doesn’t 
solve the problem. It 
would have been great 
if Bernie had given a 
major speech about his 
plans to make women’s 
lives better—safer, fair-
er, less dominated by 
men. Instead, he gives 
every sign of believ-
ing that his basic pro-
gram—a $15 minimum 
wage, free public col-
lege, breaking up the 
big banks, single-payer health insurance—is quite 
enough. Those are all great and important goals—
in fact, the $15 minimum wage will benefit more 
women than men. But they do not speak directly 
to the rage and fed-upness that so many women, 
in every class, justly feel. Bernie showed a similar 
blindness to the specific harms of racism, but, 

Why Didn�t Bernie Get Me?
He could have had my vote. But he never really asked for it.

Katha Pollitt

The problem is 
less his focus on 
economy than that 
he doesn’t seem to 
understand that 
the economy is 
structured by  
gender and race.
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Abortion: 
Not Just a 
Social Issue

L
imiting safe abortion ac-
cess can and does cause 
women to suffer eco-

nomically. Poor women, especially 
those living in rural areas, face 
dire challenges when in need of 
reproductive-health services. They 
might live in places where clinics 
are hard to get to, they might not 
have insurance, or perhaps their 
insurance doesn’t cover abortions. 
Traveling to clinics can be oner-
ous as well: Women may have to 
arrange for time off from work, 
make do without a paycheck, or 
find money for childcare, trans-
portation, and accommodation. 

The Guttmacher Institute 
reported that 69 percent of 
women are forced to pay for an 
abortion out of pocket. Based 
on the average costs presented 
in the study, some of these 
expenses can be significant:

Cost for the procedure:  

$485
Transportation and  

travel-related expenses:  

$184 (6%)

Lost wages for missing work:  

$198 (25%)

Childcare costs:  

$57 (10%)

A few women in the study paid  

$3,500  
or more for the procedure alone.

Women also reported that 
they had to delay paying the rent, 
buying food, or paying the utility 
bills in order to cover the cost of 
the procedure. As Katha Pollitt 
writes in her column this week, 
abortion access is inextricably 
tied to gender equity and eco-
nomic opportunity for women. 
 —Natalie Pattillo
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thanks largely to Black Lives Matter, has moved a little 
further toward integrating race into his analysis.

At 74, you are who you are. Bernie is a traditional class-
based leftist for whom feminism is a distraction. Abortion, 
as he told Rolling Stone, is a “social issue.” Women’s mental 
and physical health, their economic survival, their ability to 
determine the shape of their own lives as men do, is a social 
issue? The clear implication is that reproductive rights (like 
guns and LGBT rights, which he mentions in the same 
breath) are secondary considerations, impediments to win-
ning broad support for his populist economic proposals. I 
can go to the comment sections of AlterNet—or The Na-
tion—and get that view any day from the bros, but I really 
thought we’d be further along with a white man who wants 
to lead a movement in a party that is majority female and 
over a third people of color.

After Indiana, the GOP looks more likely than ever to 

nominate a racist, xenophobic misogynist of staggering 
crudeness and mendacity. If elected, Trump would consult 
with the conservative Heritage Foundation on Supreme 
Court nominations. We could well lose what remains of 
a century of progress for women, workers, LGBT people, 
and people of color, including the right to vote itself.

Trump understands very well that racism and sexism 
are crucial components of the nationalistic insurgence 
he  wants to lead; he appeals openly to some of the dark-
est impulses in our political id. It is more than disturbing 
that Bernie pays so little attention to these dangers. He’s 
changed the debate within the Democratic Party by show-
ing that millions of voters want more than incremental, 
technocratic tinkering with growing inequality. For that, 
I’m grateful. But when it comes to dealing with the Re-
publicans in November, I don’t think Bernie gets the awful 
reality we’re facing. Hillary does. 

Bernie is  
a traditional 
leftist for 
whom femi-
nism is a 
distraction.

Fellow Travelers
�Well hello, Joe, what do you know?

Got any patter for my vaudeville show?�

�I can�t believe you�re asking me, Ted, 

When that �nest of Muslims� is knocking �em dead.�

�Should I reuse my carpet-bomb line�

Say I�ll make the Mexican border sands shine?�

�Great. Or trump that with a �Latino-ISIS axis�?

You know��Isn�t that what�s driven up taxes?� � 

�YES!! After all, �Have you no decency, sir�

Has long since stopped being a slur!�  
                               [drumroll, rimshot, hook]

D R AW I N G  B Y  
Edward Sorel

P AT T E R  B Y  
Prudence Crowther 

Ted Cruz, like Joe McCarthy, shuffles off the stage



“GORGEOUSLY COMPLEX,
  EXPOSES THE SCARS OF NOT BELONGING.”

–Laura Blum, thalo.com

Concannon
Productions

COMING SOON TO SELECT CITIES. CHECK ARTBASTARD.COM FOR DETAILS

ANGELIKA FILM CENTER
CORNER OF HOUSTON & MERCER 
STREET  800-FANDANGO #2707
ANGELIKAFILMCENTER.COM/NYC

LINCOLN PLAZA CINEMAS
BROADWAY BET 62ND & 63RD STREET 
FOR TKTS -  LINCOLNPLAZACINEMA.COM 
MORE INFO CALL (212) 757-2280

OPENS FRI. 5/20 IN NEW YORK

”You can bastardize 
everything else in your life, but  

IF YOU COMPROMISE 
WITH YOUR ART, 
WHY BE AN 

ARTIST?”
- ROBERT CENEDELLA, ARTIST

”YOU’LL
LOVE IT 

INSTANTLY.”
- COLIN COVERT, 
MINNEAPOLIS 
STAR TRIBUNE
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A
fter the Labour Party’s electoral de-
feat in Britain last year, the party’s 
small left caucus debated whether 
it should stand a candidate for the 
leadership at all. Some feared defeat 

would expose just how small the caucus was. Others 
insisted that someone needed to at least raise the ar-
guments against anti-austerity and for a progressive 
foreign policy to counter the narrative that Labour 
had lost because it was too progressive.

Once the caucus resolved in favor of stand-
ing a candidate, the next challenge was to find a 
candidate. There were few takers. “What about 
if I stand?” asked Jeremy Corbyn, a 
consistent socialist standard-bearer 
over several decades. The question 
was initially met with silence. But 
when nobody else came forward, 
Corbyn got the nod. Then came the 
final task: getting on the ballot. For 
that, Corbyn needed 35 members of 
Parliament to nominate him. With 
just hours to go before the deadline, 
he was still several signatures short. 
With seconds left, his supporters rounded up 
some parliamentarians who didn’t support him 
but voted for him anyway, just so the party could 
have the fullest debate possible.

Nobody—least of all Corbyn—assumed that 
he would win the debate, let alone the election, 
with one of the largest majorities of any Labour 
leader.

The trajectory of Corbyn’s ascent—the un-
likeliness, pace, and impact of it; the breadth, 
depth, scale, and insurrectionary nature of it—is 
emblematic of a broader and growing trend in 
much of the Western world. In different ways, 
and to different extents, it is reflected in Bernie 
Sanders’s campaign for the Democratic nomina-
tion, as well as the rise of Podemos in Spain, the 
Left Bloc in Portugal, and Syriza in Greece. (The 
fact that Sanders is all but certain to lose is ir-
relevant. What is remarkable is that he ever had a 
chance, no matter how slim.)

All of these political movements are, of course, 
different in their own way. Some, like Podemos and 
Syriza, are relatively new formations, expressing the 
hope for a different kind of political engagement. 
Others—the challenges by Sanders and Corbyn in 
particular—are fronted by older men within estab-
lished institutions and blend nostalgia for an aban-

doned social-democratic agenda with the youthful 
energy of a generation that speaks the language 
of class almost as fluently as it does that of iden-
tity. Some are the product of movements that have 
grown out of the most recent crisis; others are try-
ing to create movements in order to sustain them.

But all have this in common: They have cre-
ated electoral space on the left where few believed 
it was possible to thrive, let alone win. In so doing, 
they have surprised both themselves and their 
moderate opponents, upending the political cer-
tainties of a generation. This new situation poses 
challenges for everyone.

For a generation, the liberal estab-
lishment claimed that radical agendas 
were self-indulgent precisely because 
they could not win. “We want to 
change people’s lives,” went the man-
tra of Tony Blair, Bill Clinton, and 
any number of social democrats in 
between. “But we can’t do that if 
we’re not in power, and we can’t gain 
power with a radical agenda.” This, 
of course, became a self-fulfilling 

prophecy: No one will vote for those radical poli-
cies, so we won’t offer them; since they weren’t 
offered, no one could 
vote for them. Pret-
ty much everything 
could be justified on 
the basis that the other 
lot were much worse.

This logic no lon-
ger holds. In any 
number of theoreti-
cal general-election 
matchups, Sanders 
has outshined Hillary 
Clinton against both 
Donald Trump and 
Ted Cruz, with double 
her national lead in the polls. Though Sanders fares 
worse against John Kasich, this admittedly crude 
yardstick still suggests he’d win in November. 

In the United Kingdom, despite hostile media, 
a parliamentary party in revolt, and considerable 
self-inflicted wounds, Corbyn has, in the last couple 
of months, started to lead in the occasional opinion 
poll. Syriza won reelection in Greece; the Left Bloc 
is propping up the social-democratic government in 
Portugal; Podemos is now a serious force in Spain 

The days of  
standing for office 
in order to shift 
the debate or just 
make a point may 
be over. The point 
has been made 
unmistakably.
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Our Moment of Truth
The left has proven its electoral strength. That’s a new challenge for everyone.

Gary Younge
N E W  M E D I A

Athens  
Live

A 
group of young journal-
ists wants to change 
the way the world sees 

Greece. The creators of Athens 
Live started out reporting stories 
over Facebook and Twitter, but 
their new project is a high- 
quality online daily newspaper: 
“your independent on-the-
ground source for stories, news, 
and images from Athens and 
throughout Greece. In English.” 
     Greece’s mainstream-media 
outlets have been widely accused 

of kowtowing to their 
owners’ corporate 
and political interests. 
In June 2013, the 
then-conservative-

led government shut down the 
state broadcaster and fired its 
2,600 staffers, causing the head 
of Reporters Without Borders to 
declare that “the entire [Greek] 
media system must be trans-
formed.” But over the past three 
years, the media climate hasn’t 
improved. Last year, Greece 
dropped 50 places on the World 

Press Freedom Index; it now sits 
at 89, behind all of Western Eu-
rope and most of South America.  
     The team behind Athens  
Live, a mix of Greek and interna-
tional reporters, has launched a 
campaign on the crowdfunding 
site Indiegogo to raise money 
for initial operating costs, equip-
ment, and the development of  
a website. “We want to show 
everyone that being successful 
is a matter of collective will and 
community support, rather than 
corporate will and political sup-
port,” says Athens Live editor in 
chief Tassos Morfis. To help out, 
you can donate at Indiegogo 
.com/projects/makeathenslive.
 —Jessica Corbett

#MakeAthensLive
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Poor Mary Pat 
Christie. You 
know she has a 
shiv under that 
shawl. “Don’t 
do it, don’t do 
it, don’t do it,” 
she’s thinking.

@JeffSharlet, 
writer Jeff Sharlet, 
during Trump’s 
notorious speech 
accusing Hillary 
Clinton of playing 
the “woman 
card”; Christie was 
standing behind 
him, looking pained

that could, if it joins forces with another radical party 
(United Left), eclipse the long-established Spanish Social-
ist Workers’ Party. 

This electoral revival on the left is impressive, but 
hardly decisive. None of this makes victory likely, let 
alone inevitable in most cases. But it does make these 
candidacies viable and their agendas quite evidently 
plausible. It belies the claim “Vote for Bernie and you’ll 
get Trump.” That line of reasoning was always more of 
a threat than an argument. But it doesn’t work even as a 
threat now. The facts simply don’t support it; informed 
conjecture can no longer sustain it.

So the establishment has to own its politics. If it wants 
to balance budgets on the backs of the poor or deregu-
late industries to fill the pockets of the rich, it will have 
to make its case. If, ultimately, it doesn’t seek a society 
that is fair but one that is merely a bit less unfair, then it 

should say so rather than hide behind the ostensible will 
of an electorate that has been offered no other choice. If 
what masqueraded as pragmatism was really principle in 
drag, then it deserves to be outed.

But, similarly, it falls on the radical left to take itself 
far more seriously. When it comes to elections, it can no 
longer act like the dog that chases a car only to end up 
confounded when it actually catches the vehicle. True, 
there’s more to politics than elections and more to elec-
tions than just winning. But the days of standing for office 
in order to shift the debate, broaden the base, or just make 
a point may be over. The debate has shifted; the base has 
been broadened; the point has been made unmistakably. 

Radicals now have to take yes for an answer and de-
cide how to employ the electoral strength they’ve mar-
shaled. Having cleared political space through the ballot 
box, the left must now decide how to build on it. 
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TWEET THAT!

THE “WOMAN CARD”

So if playing the “woman card” really

Is entrenched now in Hillary’s plans,

She’s a bargain: Her president’s paycheck

Will be 10 percent less than a man’s.

Hand in Hand
S N A P S H OT / M O H A M A D  TO R O K M A N

At an April ceremony inaugurating Nelson Mandela Square in Ramallah, a Palestinian man touches the statue of the 
South African freedom fighter, a gift from the city of Johannesburg. Before the ceremony, posters around the city 
bore Mandela’s words: “We know too well that our freedom is incomplete without the freedom of the Palestinians.”

The Powers 
That Be

BACK ISSUES/1956

I
n his review of 
The Power Elite 
by C. Wright 
Mills, published 

in these pages in 
May 1956, the soci-
ologist Robert Lynd 
wrote that power 
“takes many forms, 
ranging from affec-
tion and spontane-
ous persuasion at 
one extreme to 
organized force 
at the other. One 
observes it in ac-
tion in persons, in 
small groups and 
large organizations, 
in classes, in insti-
tutions, in whole 
societies. Mills sees 
power as basically 
in institutions,” and 
especially in “the 
Big Three: the eco-
nomic, the political 
and the military. 
From each of these, 
men emerge at the 
top…. Together, 
they comprise ‘the 
American elite.’ 
In their persons, 
in informal and 
formal interaction, 
understandings 
are reached and 
crucial policies that 
control the country 
are launched into 
effective action.”

But Lynd, the 
father of the his-

torian and activist 
Staughton Lynd, 
added a slight 
caveat: “Mills is 
correct in insist-
ing that power 
does not inhere in 
persons, and that 
it is not prevail-
ingly a conspiracy. 
To analyze power 
under capitalism 
as a conspiracy 
of persons, rather 
than the weighted 
movement of cir-
cumstances in a 
given society, be-
littles the realities 
of power. But can 
one escape facing 
the reality that, 
historically, capital-
ism means and has 
always meant that 
the whole institu-
tional system has 
become weighted 
so that, like loaded 
dice, events tend to 
roll with a bias that 
favors property?” 
 —Richard Kreitner

Calvin Trillin 

Deadline Poet
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“THE ESTABLISHMENT”?
What Is

Everyone attacks it, but no one can clearly identify what it is.

by MICHAEL KAZIN
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I
n this ferociously partisan and ideologically divided 

country, there is at least one big thing on which most Americans 
who care about politics agree: We have an establishment, and 
we ought to dis establish it. Bernie Sanders claims he is running 
against the Democratic version; Hillary Clinton counters that 

Sanders is the established one, since he has served in Congress for a quarter 
of a century. Conservatives, whomever they back for president, rail against 
a Washington establishment that supposedly conspires in some suite on  
K Street or in a backroom of the Capitol to anoint Republican nominees 
for president and scuttle laws to shrink the federal government. In March, 
a reporter for McClatchy traveled throughout “middle America” and made 
what he deemed a momentous discovery: “the deepest divide,” wrote David 
Lightman, is not between the two parties or their most committed follow-
ers. “It’s between Us and Them—the people versus The Establishment.”

One should respect the appeal of this populist idiom. Attacks on “the Es-
tablishment”—like those on its malevolent cousins, “the special interests” and 
“the Washington insiders”—can inspire campaigns and movements that vow 

fray. Soon, one heard about a “straight” establishment that 
enforced antidrug laws, a “male” establishment hostile to 
feminism, and a dizzying variety of political establishments 
that kept various groups down. In 1964, Phyllis Schlafly’s 
book-length attack on the “kingmakers” of the Republican 
Party’s “Eastern Establishment” sold over 3 million copies 
and helped win the GOP nomination for Barry Goldwa-
ter. In 1980, Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United 
States claimed that “the Establishment” had hoodwinked 
and brutalized the vast majority of Americans “throughout 
the history of the country” and yet “has been unable to 
keep itself secure from revolt.” Zinn’s book, which has sold 
over 2 million copies, defined this elite no more specifi-
cally than did Rovere’s essay. Yet few in the radical scholar-
activist’s legion of admirers seem to care. 

Perhaps it’s a good thing that Schlafly, Zinn, and their 
ilk did not try to define the source of evil too closely. The 
history of modern presidential politics has debunked the 
notion of a shadowy and well-financed establishment that 
has the ability to get its way. Most industrialists and big 
investors opposed Woodrow Wilson’s election in 1912 
and 1916, all four of FDR’s victorious campaigns, and 
Harry Truman’s come-from-behind triumph in 1948. 
The moderate Republicans who came to power with 
Dwight Eisenhower tried to prevent Goldwater from 
winning the party’s nomination in 1964 and then failed 
to stop Ronald Reagan’s bid for it in 1980. “Many in the 
business world,” notes the historian Kim Phillips-Fein, 
“thought Reagan’s ideas overly simplistic and his prom-
ises of tax cuts dangerously inflationary.” In 1992, Bill 
Clinton was the darling of the Democratic Leadership 
Council, financed by several big firms. But during the 
primaries, most of organized labor—then the backbone 
of the party—supported other candidates. And in 2008, 
Barack Obama snatched the nomination away from Hil-
lary Clinton, the supposed darling of “DC insiders.” 

If there is a crafty, pro-corporate Democratic estab-
lishment at work in the 2016 campaign, it’s been quite 
ineffective. Why else would Bernie Sanders have been 
able to raise as much money as Hillary Clinton and win 
a slew of caucuses, where operatives who know how to 
work the system are essential? And if endorsing Clinton 
makes an organization part of a Wall Street–coddling 
establishment, then why did the Congressional Black 
Caucus, Planned Parenthood, the Human Rights Cam-
paign, and the Service Employees International Union 
all come out for her? Those groups would be the core of 
the kind of fighting, culturally diverse social-democratic 
party that Sanders wants the Democrats to become. On 
the other hand, the notion that the only avowed socialist 
to serve in Congress for almost a century belongs to a 
clique of Washington insiders is utterly absurd. 

Something like a party establishment does hold sway 
in a few states. In Nevada, for example, it is difficult to 
snag a Democratic nomination for Congress if Senator 
Harry Reid opposes you. But in most states, a person 
who can raise enough money and hire talented consul-
tants can make a competitive run for nearly any office. 

The Citizens United ruling freed the rich to donate as 
much as they desire to super PACs that support the poli-
ticians of their choice. During the current campaign, it 

To train 

one�s ire on 

�the Estab-

lishment� is 

to embrace a 

baby-simple 

analysis of 

how power 

works.

Michael Kazin is 
the author of War 
Against War: 
The American 
Fight for Peace, 
1914–1918, 
which will be 
published next 
January. He 
teaches history 
at Georgetown 
University and 
is the coeditor 
of Dissent.A
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to “take back” the government from officials who betray 
the interests and values of their constituents. Most Ameri-
cans who join such insurgencies are not legally unrepre-
sented; they have the right to vote and to organize against 
the powers that be. Still, the feeling of disenfranchisement 
is genuine, and it helps spur them to take action.

But liberals and leftists should not confuse a ubiqui-
tous trope for a social and political reality. To train one’s 
ire on “the Establishment” is to embrace, implicitly, a 
baby-simple analysis of how power works in the public 
sphere, one that makes it hard to have a serious discussion 
about what it would take to transform American society. 
A left that is now more focused on our growing economic 
inequality than at any time since the Great Depression 
needs a better understanding of the massive obstacles that 
stand in its way.

Throughout its history, the term has been fraught with 
vagueness, grandiosity, and a bit of purposeful misdirection. 
In 1955, the British journalist Henry Fairlie, writing in The 
Spectator, used it to describe “the whole matrix of official 
and social relations within which power is exercised.” In 
his country, where most high bureaucrats sported an Ox-
bridge degree and the House of Lords still had veto power 
over some legislation, the locution quickly caught on. The 
centuries-long existence of an established church—the 
Church of England—no doubt smoothed its path. 

It didn’t take long for one of Fairlie’s counterparts on 
this side of the Atlantic to repeat his performance— albeit 
with a deftly satirical twist. In 1962, Richard Rovere, a 
prominent political journalist, wrote a lengthy piece for 
Esquire titled “The American Establishment” that pro-
nounced judgment on who belonged and who did not. 
Rovere’s earnest, research-heavy analysis fooled many 
readers into taking him seriously. They must have skated 
over the references to “a leading member of the Dutchess 
County school of sociologists” and an unofficial “Execu-
tive Committee” whose membership could be determined 
by how often “a man’s name” appeared “in paid advertise-
ments in, or collective letters to, The New York Times.” 

Rovere turned the very imprecision of the concept into 
an alleged virtue. “The Establishment,” he wrote, “can be 
thought of in many different ways, all of them empirically 
valid in one or another frame of reference.” As if to confirm 
that nondefinition, his fellow Americans rushed into the 
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also prevented any putative Republican establishment from uniting behind a 
single presidential candidate. As Chris Christie and Jeb Bush demonstrated, 
if you have one or more super PACs behind you, you can keep running for 
months, winning nowhere—until the money runs out. And superwealthy in-
dividuals like Donald Trump, Michael Bloomberg, and Meg Whitman can 
fund their own campaigns, further undermining the ability of a party elite to 
narrow the field. Trump’s ascension has exposed the myth of a potent Repub-
lican establishment as much as the Sanders insurgency did for the Democrats. 

The sole area of national politics in which, arguably, an establishment once 
existed was foreign policy. Except during major wars, most Americans have 
neither the time nor the means to follow what’s happening in other nations, 
and they feel no urgency to do so. During the middle decades of the 20th 
century, this gave the Council on Foreign Relations and its well-connected 
members extraordinary influence. Such prominent figures in the CFR as 
Henry Stimson, Harvey Bundy, and Allen and John Foster Dulles did much 
to promote intervention on Britain’s side in World War II. Then CFR mem-
bers like McGeorge Bundy (Harvey’s son), Dean Acheson, and Henry Kiss-
inger played key roles in formulating US strategy during the first two decades 
of the Cold War. Anyone who read Foreign Affairs, the CFR’S journal, would 
have gotten a pretty good sense of the main ideas guiding the actions of the 
US government and its allies. 

On the one hand, each major party is a coalition of in-
terest groups and constituencies that jostle for influence. As 
both Sanders and Trump charge, corporate lobbyists and 
individual billionaires play an outsize role in the process. 
Yet if they routinely got their way, Social Security would 
be a private program by now, and Mitt Romney would be 
campaigning for his second term in the White House. 

In fact, the most critical decisions of state are influ-
enced by an economic dynamic even more powerful than 
the acts of a well-financed group like the US Chamber of 
Commerce or individuals as wealthy as the Koch brothers. 
Those who run businesses covet politicians and policies 
that give them the confidence to borrow and invest with 
the expectation of making profits and fueling growth. As 
the political theorist Fred Block wrote back in 1977, “Busi-
ness confidence is based on an evaluation of the market 
that considers political events only as they might impinge 
on the market.” That tunnel vision is a big reason why 
same-sex marriage is now the law of the land, while labor 
unions in the private sector struggle to survive. 

Railing against “the Establishment” also ignores the 
mass resistance to ways of thinking that would have to un-
dergird a truly democratic and egalitarian society. The hope 
that we can bring about fundamental change by exposing 
an immoral cabal and crushing its power fails to confront 
the deeply held belief in the essential fairness of capitalist 
society. The tenacity of this conviction helps explain why 
Americans keep electing politicians who promise a good 
job to anyone willing to work hard and blame the breaking 
of promises on a mere failure of political will. There’s a 
feedback loop between the political and economic institu-
tions that sustain inequality and an ideology that forecloses 
alternatives like the social democracy that exists, albeit un-
der stress, in much of Western and Central Europe.

Republicans who prattle on about “the Establish-
ment” will never attempt to untangle the web of struc-
tures and ideas that sustain what they proudly, if inaccu-
rately, call the “free enterprise” system. Nor does Bernie 
San ders’s bashing of wealthy insiders get at the real ob-
stacles to advancing toward a society that would ensure a 
decent life to every American. 

Until we are able to speak more realistically about 
those obstacles and why they persist, protesting “the Es-
tablishment” will obsess and frustrate us the way Alice 
was by the Cheshire Cat when she asked him for help 
finding her way through Wonderland:

“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to 
go from here?”

“That depends a good deal on where you want 
to get to,” said the Cat.

“I don’t much care where—” said Alice.
“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” 

said the Cat.
“—so long as I get SOMEWHERE,” Alice 

added as an explanation.

Like that elusive portly feline, “the Establishment” has 
taken up residence in our political minds, even as its 
substance vanishes, leaving nothing behind but a deri-
sive smile. 

Any 

substitute 

for the vapid 

critique of 

�the Estab-

lishment� 

must reckon 

with the 

structures 

and ideology 

that sustain 

an unjust 

system.

But the bloody debacle in Indochina brought this tidy 
arrangement to a ragged end. As the journalist-historian 
Godfrey Hodgson has written, “the prolonged agony of 
Vietnam…divided and discredited the foreign policy Es-
tablishment and, by robbing it of its reputation for wisdom, 
destroyed its influence.” Many elite Democrats soured on 
military intervention, while neoconservative groups like 
the Committee on the Present Danger demanded a bel-
ligerent posture toward the Soviet Union and in defense 
of Israel. “The Establishment’s greatest failure,” Hodgson 
observed, “resulted from its indifference to and its lack of 
understanding of the spirit of a leveling age.” 

While it no longer wields much clout, the CFR still 
appears to view current politics with more disdain than 
comprehension. Last fall, I was invited to speak about 
populism, both past and present, at the CFR’s annual 
dinner. I argued strongly that, whatever their flaws, an-
gry protests by ordinary people are valid expressions of 
mass discontent that call for an empathetic response from 
those in power. The reception to my remarks from the 
audience of 300 or so well-heeled members was mostly 
hostile or amused. Former Treasury secretary Robert 
Rubin, who is currently cochair of the CFR, challenged 
the very notion that “populism” might be anything other 
than a synonym for ignorance and demagoguery. 

A
ny substitute for the vapid critique 

of “the Establishment” will have to reckon 
with both the structures and the ideology 
that keep an unjust system going. This is a 
key insight of every major theorist of power 

in capitalist societies from Karl Marx to Max Weber 
to C. Wright Mills. In his 1956 book The Power Elite, 
Mills occasionally used the term to describe the “higher 
circles”—military, economic, and political—which, he 
argued, ran the major institutions in America. But most 
people, he emphasized, accepted the status quo. In con-
trast, contemporary attacks on the establishment mainly 
express fear and resentment toward insiders. Status is an 
element of power, to be sure, but it is only a partial one. 



K
A

R
L
-R

A
P

H
A

E
L
 B

L
A

N
C

H
A

R
D S

carcely a day goes by without political seismologists offering new evidence to suggest 

that the tectonic plates of American politics are on the verge of a profound and unsettling shift. 

Too much stress has built up along too many ideological and demographic fault lines for things 

to remain as they are. Will 2016 be the year of “the big one”—long feared by some, eagerly anticipated by 

others? Are we witnessing a fundamental realignment of political coalitions, perhaps even the birth of new 

parties? As part of “That’s Debatable,” our new series on issues that remain unresolved on the left, published 

T H AT ’ S  D E B ATA B L E

IS THE PARTY 
SYSTEM ABOUT  
TO CRACK UP?
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sity of various ideological commitments, and a famously 
mutable public opinion. What we are most likely to see 
is more of the new normal: incredibly bitter fights among 
plurality-sized groups for total—if temporary—control of 
one of the major parties. Will this also worsen gridlock at 
the national level, thereby exacerbating the intensity of 
those intraparty battles and further destabilizing our po-
litical system overall? If these dynamics play out simultane-
ously in both parties, the most unified side will triumph.

Danielle Allen, a Washington Post contributing colum-
nist, is a political theorist at Harvard University and the 
author, with Jennifer S. Light, of From Voice to Influence: 
Understanding Citizenship in a Digital Age (2015).

RICK PERLSTEIN

It’s Happening Here 

W
hat are the prospects for a realign-

ment of American politics? On the 
Democratic side, practically nil. The 
presidential front-runner—the one 
with the endorsements of 15 out of 

18 sitting Democratic governors, 40 out of 44 sena-
tors, and 161 out of 188 House members—is running a 
campaign explicitly opposed to fundamental transforma-
tion. Her signature campaign promise—no new taxes on 
households making $250,000 or less—renders serious 
change impossible. The chance for her opponent to win 
the nomination approaches mathematical impossibility. 
He is running as a “revolutionary.” But governing is a 
team sport. If, by some miracle, Bernie Sanders entered 
the White House in January, he would do so naked and 
alone—in command of a party apparatus less prepared 
ideologically, institutionally, and legislatively to do great 
things than at any other time in its history.

One side promises competence. The other promises 
the impossible. This is the Democratic Party in 2016.

And the Republicans? Two presidential candidates 
are left standing. Senator Ted Cruz, believe it or not, is 
also a candidate of continuity, the nearly pure product of 
a conservative-movement Petri dish. His father was an 
evangelical pastor from one of America’s most reactionary 
immigrant communities. Cruz received his tutelage in the 
thought of Milton Friedman and Frédéric Bastiat while 
still in high school; he also memorized the US Constitu-
tion, was a champion debater at Princeton, and worked 
as the conservative movement’s all-but-official Supreme 
Court litigator in his years as solicitor general of Texas. 
His creepy extremism is precisely the extremism we have 
known in the Republican Party ever since Barry Gold- 
water in 1964. His electoral coalition is Goldwater’s—
which, blessedly, in our increasingly younger, browner, 
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DANIELLE ALLEN 

Communications Breakdown

I
n 1999, the libertarian party helped transform american 

politics by launching a campaign that ultimately sent hundreds of 
thousands of e-mails to the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 
to protest its proposed “know your customer” banking regulations. 
The FDIC withdrew the rules, and the era of digital politics was born. 

Roughly a decade later, social media propelled “birtherism” to the forefront 
of the national conversation, reinstating nativism as an active ideology in the 
United States. In 2009 came the Tea Party movement, followed by Occupy 
Wall Street in 2011, both of which drew on new online organizing mecha-
nisms to build solidarity networks around a particular analysis of social reality. 
The question for students of American politics now is whether these changes 
can drive a fundamental realignment of our political parties.

Transformations in communications technology have made it more possible 
than ever before for dissenters from the Democratic and 
Republican parties to find one another and to form siz-
able communities of interest. The result is lowered bar-
riers to entry for the work of political organization, with 
consequences announced daily in headlines about the 2016 
presidential campaign. Insurgent candidates in both par-
ties have drawn on the organizational power that has de-
veloped over the past decade within ideologically defined 
communities: Donald Trump has summoned the anger 
and xenophobia of the birthers, Bernie Sanders has chan-
neled Occupy’s critique of rampant inequality, and Ted 
Cruz has marshaled the forces of the Tea Party universe. 
By attaching other groups of voters to their original, more 
ideologically concentrated constituencies, these candidates 
have achieved greater success in their respective primary 
campaigns than anyone thought possible just one year ago.

Regardless of whether they succeed in taking over 
their parties, these new coalitions have the potential to re-
make American politics if either the insurgents or the par-
ty faithful are driven to seek refuge in existing third parties 
or to create entirely new ones. For the 2016 campaign at 
least, that latter possibility is already foreclosed, so a take-
over (hostile or otherwise) of a third party seems more 
likely—both the Libertarian Party and the Green Party 
can place candidates on the ballot in a significant number 
of states. Even so, our first-past-the-post electoral system 
makes it very hard for third parties to challenge the top 
two. Barring the emergence of new habits of collaboration 
and alliance formation among small parties, only a funda-
mental change to our system of voting—the introduction 
of proportional representation, for example—would allow 
for a more fluid political system to develop.

Speculating on what the future holds for America’s po-
litical alignment requires thinking through a complex ar-
ray of factors: voting rules, political egos, the time horizons 
of charismatic leaders, questions of succession, the inten-

on TheNation.com and occasionally in these pages, we asked three scholars of American politics to consider these 

questions. A political theorist, a historian, and a political scientist, respectively, they approach the topic not as clair-

voyants peering into a crystal ball, but as observers intent on identifying some of the subtler forces at work in this 

unnerving year in order to hazard a few guesses as to what it all means.    —Richard Kreitner
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and leftward-leaning nation, means it will be very hard for 
him to become president.

That leaves our orange-maned wild card—who, for the 
same reasons, will also have a very hard time winning a 
presidential election. But if there is any chance of a fun-
damental realignment in American politics, it would come 
from the candidate to whom none of the familiar rules ap-
ply. Donald Trump has primed millions of his followers to 
believe that a corrupt national establishment—a conspira-
cy of politicians, the media, and business—has stolen their 
birthright as Americans. The techno-sociology scholar 
Zeynep Tufekci, studying Trump’s social-media follow-
ing, notes that his fans treat him as the sole source of truth 
and authority: In their view, “every unpleasant claim about 
Trump is a fabrication by a cabal that includes the Repub-
lican leadership and the mass media.” Recently, Robert 
Costa and Bob Woodward of The Washington Post asked 
Trump what he would do in his first 100 days as president. 
The candidate replied that he would focus on trade deals. 
“What about economic legislation?” Costa asked. Trump 
responded, “Before I talk about legislation, because I think 
frankly this is more important—number one, it’s going to 
be a very big tax cut.” He spoke, in other words, as if tax 
policy isn’t a product of legislation, but rather gets handed 
down by presidential fiat.

Trump has also announced the litmus test for his first 
Supreme Court nominee: a willingness to prioritize his 
crushing of a political rival. (“I’d probably appoint peo-
ple that would look very seriously at [Hillary Clinton’s] 
e-mail disaster because it’s a criminal activity.”)

If Trump wins the presidency, we’ll have elected an as-
piring dictator. In that event, speculation about the fate of 
the conservative movement, let alone the Republican Par-
ty, would be quite beside the point. But if Donald Trump 
loses the presidency, we’ll still be left with those millions 
of followers—many of them violent—trained by Trump 
to believe that their American birthright has been stolen 
from them once more. The only thing that will stand in 
their way is the strength of our constitutional system. One 
must hope it proves very strong indeed. The alternative is 
a sort of realignment that none of us want.

Rick Perlstein is the national correspondent for The Washington 
Spectator and the author, most recently, of The Invisible 
Bridge: The Fall of Nixon and the Rise of Reagan (2014).

 DANIEL SCHLOZMAN

The Great Divide 

D
emocrats and republicans will likely 

spend the coming decades as they have 
the last eight: fighting over the legacy of 
the New Deal, respectively defending and 
assailing its commitments to a robust wel-

fare state and a mixed economy. In his 1944 State of the 
Union address, Franklin D. Roosevelt called for a Second 
Bill of Rights guaranteeing access to employment, hous-
ing, medical care, and education. A conservative coalition 
of Republicans and Southern Democrats stopped those 
plans in their tracks. Yet far more than in FDR’s time, the 
parties are divided sharply over his vision. That is likely to 

continue, whatever the shape of things to come.
Early in the Reagan era, James L. Sundquist, an influ-

ential scholar of partisan realignment, observed that “when 
the New Deal alignment is strengthened, the New Deal 
coalitions are weakened.” These fissures have only grown 
starker: The Roosevelt coalition broke apart as liberals and 
conservatives sorted between the parties. Minorities and 
“pink-collar” workers supplanted white Southerners and 
Northern ethnics in the Democratic fold. Party coalitions, 
now oriented largely around race, fight pitched policy bat-
tles around class. The Democratic Party has embraced a 
version of what Northern liberals hoped for in the postwar 
era—a party more diverse in its leadership and no longer 
cemented to the male family wage.

With their own house largely in order, the New Deal-
ers’ proverbial grandchildren watch with both fascination 
and horror the lurid spectacle of a Republican Party whose 
contradictions have, in the unlikely figure of Donald 
Trump, finally come to the fore. That upheaval has loosed 
from their moorings three very different blocs of voters. 
Their allegiances, once the dust settles, will determine the 
balance of power in American politics.

If Trumpism prevails and the Republican Party be-
comes principally a vehicle for white nationalism, Demo-
crats will welcome the refugees: affluent suburbanites who 
tend to be socially tolerant but skeptical about redistribu-
tion. For Democrats, such a coalition could bring back 
congressional majorities, but they would be unwieldy ones. 
A party swollen with economic elites would bring to the 
fore the vexed politics of revenue: Expanding programs 
for the Democrats’ disadvantaged constituents would 
cost the wealthier ones dearly. The usual work-arounds— 
employer mandates, tax credits, and the like—make it even 
harder to enact public programs further down the road.

If the Republicans retreat into a familiar shell that 
appeals only to the likes of Ted Cruz, the less-bigoted 
white losers from economic dislocation might switch to 
the Democrats. With congressional majorities supporting 
redistributionist policies, this new coalition could create a 
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new class politics built on Rooseveltian universal programs, largely redeeming 
the New Deal’s unfulfilled promises.

Finally, if the Republicans’ existing power centers—K Street and the 
Koch boardroom—maneuver successfully to defeat the insurgency, the plu-
tocrats will retain control of the party’s apparatus and agenda, even as they 
redouble their efforts to diversify its base, marketing aggressively to Latinos 
and Asians. Unfortunately for them, as the 2016 campaign has shown, the 
Republican base has other ideas. Yet even if the presidency remains out of 
reach, the party’s leaders might well be content to control the national purse 
strings in the House of Representatives and sow tensions among Democratic 
constituencies whenever priorities conflict: housing versus healthcare, young 
versus old, race versus class.

Given the pyrotechnics of 2016, these prognoses may seem mundane. A fun-
damental realignment along the lines of 1860, 1896, or 1936, however, would 
require not just movement in a few voter blocs or on issues such as trade, but 
a change in the basic divide between the parties’ competing positions. That’s a 
remote prospect. The New Deal still casts a long shadow, and party politics will 
likely remain a battle over the size and scope of government. 

Daniel Schlozman, assistant professor of political science at Johns Hopkins University, 
is the author of When Movements Anchor Parties: Electoral Alignments in 
American History (2015).



I
’ve never spent much time in dublin. the 

feeling in Belfast among the people I knew there 
in the 1980s was that Southern Ireland was a very 
different place. Down there, no British troops 
patrolled their streets, no sharp metal walls sev-

ered their neighborhoods. No warring flags, no para-
military parades, no plastic bullets. Like it or not, Dublin 
lay on the other side of a border. Besides, it wasn’t where 
the action was—the craic, as my Belfast friends called it. 
We didn’t go. And so it may be the case that Dublin was 
always jam-packed with protests and people strolling 
around on historical walking tours—but I doubt it.

This year marks the centennial of a defining event in 
Irish history. The Easter Rising of 1916 inspired anti-
imperialists the world over, from Gandhi to Lenin to 

The party that fought for Irish 

independence is now leading the 

charge against austerity.
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W.E.B. Du Bois. Propelled by history, grinding poverty, a sense of grievance, 
and the whiff of possibility, on Easter Monday, April 24, some 1,500 Irish men 
and women took up pikes and clunky rifles and took on the war-worn British 
Army. The rebellion was joined by radicals and romantics; secular socialists 
and Catholic nationalists; suffragists, nurses, and millworkers; poets and a 
countess. Led by, among others, Patrick Pearse, James Connolly, (Countess) 
Constance Markievicz, and Dr. Kathleen Lynn, the rebels took over central 
Dublin and proclaimed an independent republic. “We declare the right of the 
people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland and to the unfettered control of 
Irish destinies,” they declared. After centuries of discrimination, they pledged 
that in their republic, all citizens would be equal. It would “cherish all of the 
children of the nation” and “all of its parts.” That’s not what happened. After 
six days of urban warfare, the rebels surrendered and the British authorities 
responded by executing 16 of the leaders, including Connolly and Pearse. 

its subordinate clause, “the political wing of the IRA.” 
Antipartition and pro-kicking the Brits out, Adams was 
banned from radio and TV in the 1980s. Now he’s a 
Twitter addict and an elected member of the Dáil Éire-
ann, the powerful lower house of the Irish legislature in 
Dublin. Sinn Féin is the largest party standing in opposi-
tion to the two major parties, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gaul, 
and its sights are set on winning the presidency. 

In the North, former IRA leader Martin McGuinness 
has served as deputy first minister since 2007. The party’s 
representation in the regional government has grown 
with every election. But power sharing has meant cooper-
ating with some of the most reactionary politicians in the 
UK (the loyalist old guard) and signing off on cost cutting. 

Anti-austerity activists criticize Sinn Féin from the 
left; antipact nationalists accuse it of collaborating with 
the enemy. The trick Sinn Féin is trying to pull off is to 
be revolutionary, effective, and true to its goal of a united 
Ireland—all at once, in two different contexts—in a very 
historically significant moment. As Adams said in Belfast 
this March: “The reason there’s been so much contention 
about the past is that the future has yet to be settled.” 

T
his easter, every schoolchild in ireland, it 

seems, has been asked to write their own 
Proclamation. Every town appears to be 
discovering the unique part it played in 
the Rising, or making one up. When the 

American magazine Jacobin slapped James Connolly’s 
line “All Hail to the Mob” on the cover of its special 
issue on 1916, a real mob bought it. At the release 
party—which also served as a teach-in on the con-
temporary relevance of the revolutionary period—the 
publishers sold around four times as many copies as they 
anticipated, and the room at Liberty Hall was packed. 

“I think what you’re seeing on the streets, with people 
coming up to talk about 1916, is really people trying to 
talk about what collective dignity might be,” said Irish 
Times literary editor Fintan O’Toole over lunch at Dub-
lin’s National Concert Hall, where he was producing an 
evening of Rising-related performance and music. “The 
word ‘republic’ still means something. People may not 
be exactly certain what, but they know that it stands for a 
certain way of behaving towards each other.”

O’Toole wrote a book on Ireland’s financial crash called 
Ship of Fools: How Stupidity and Corruption Sank the Celtic 
Tiger. He’s not alone in his belief that the routine of boom/
bust/budget cuts has been a shameful way to behave as a 
nation. Since 2008, successive no-good governments have 
imposed $34 billion in tax increases and (even more) spend-
ing cuts, amounting to over 15 percent of GDP. Now, half 
of net household wealth sits in the hands of just 10 percent 
of the population, while almost one-third of all Irish chil-
dren live in materially deprived households. Homelessness 
is rampant, and as of 2014 lenders had initiated legal pro-
ceedings to repossess 49,000 more homes by year’s end.

In this context, it’s no wonder that Connolly’s writ-
ings on the “rack renting, slum-owning landlords” and 
the “profit-grinding capitalist” (not to mention the “pros-
titute pressmen”) resonate. On Easter Monday, I found 
Byron Jenkins, who volunteers with a self-help group for 
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(The women’s lives were spared, to their chagrin.) The 
firing-squad executions (Connolly, already wounded, had 
to be propped up to be shot) and the British firebombing 
that flattened much of the city stoked enough anti-British 
sentiment to bring independence within reach—but it 
came only for part of Ireland, and at a price. A 1922 treaty 
drawn up in London split the state in two and created the 
north/south border. 

O
ne century later, the irish are in a propi- 

tious mood for a yearlong consideration of the 
Rising. Victims of one of the most spectacular 
bursts of speculation in the global financial 
crisis, Southern Irish workers are looking for 

a viable alternative to casino capitalism and trickle-up 
neoliberalism. Irish voters just took a political pike to 
the parties of the Irish establishment. The bums are out, 
but it’s not clear who’s in. In Northern Ireland, 
what’s called the “Good Friday Generation” 
will vote for the first time in the next election. 
The 1998 Good Friday Agreement pulled most 
British troops out of the province, disarmed the 
paramilitaries, overhauled the police, and re-
created a power-sharing regional government. 
This May, the first class of school graduates and 
job seekers born since the accord will be eligible 
to vote in elections for the Northern Ireland 
Assembly. They’ve grown up in relative peace, 
but in a decade of Tory cuts, and their patience 
is limited. 

Previous generations “grew up in the Trou-
bles—I understand that,” said Ryan Denver, a young as-
sistant butcher in West Belfast, speaking to me this past 
April. “I think differently, and a lot of young people think 
differently. For me, it’s all about the economy.” Denver 
said he’s voting for Gerry Carroll, an anti-austerity candi-
date of the People Before Profit Alliance party, who seems 
destined to win the party’s first Assembly seat right here in 
the hometown of nationalist Gerry Adams, the longtime 
president of Sinn Féin. Carroll’s face appears on lamp-
posts, his election posters above or below Sinn Féin’s, de-
pending on who got to the lamppost first. 

The lamppost wars say it all: The crisis of the status 
quo has put a new premium on being antiestablishment, 
just as Sinn Féin, the Rising-era party of republican inde-
pendence, is getting close enough to power to be tainted 
by it. The name Sinn Féin never used to appear without 
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people in mortgage trouble, speeding along with a Stop Foreclosures banner 
in a Rising parade, squeezed between people dressed up as 1916 rebels. “Irish 
history is the history of people having their property taken. Then it was the 
British; today it’s by the banks,” he muttered, breathless. 

Jenkins was a little hard to hear over the jubilant crowd (also in period 
gear) chanting “Whose history? Our history! Whose streets? Our streets!” 
The Save Moore Street campaign has good reason to shout: This low, ter-
raced block near the group’s headquarters in the general post office is where 
the rebels fled during the last days of the Rising. It’s also where small-market 
vendors have fled for refuge from the antiseptic malls and chain stores of 
modern Dublin. For years, much of Moore Street has been slated for com-
mercial development (of yet another shopping center). This winter, cam-
paign members moved in and occupied for almost a week. Some family 
members of the rebels also took the developers to court. On March 18, in 
a surprise ruling by a High Court judge, construction was stopped and the 
“battlefield” site declared a national monument.  

and McGuinness and the old guard, but unlike them, 
he hasn’t been imprisoned, accused of membership in a 
paramilitary organization, or denied a job on the basis of 
his religion or his address. The debates that animate him 
are over Connolly’s Marxism (he used to edit The Left 
Republican Review), and the parallels between Sinn Féin, 
Syriza, and Podemos. 

In rolled-up shirtsleeves the first week on his new job, 
O’Broin was fired up: “For me, very clearly, it’s a left, 
republican project: the ending of partition, the creation 
of a united Ireland based on the principles of social-
economic justice. I’d call it ‘democratic socialist.’” Do 
opinions within his party vary? Certainly, he replied; but 
asked if he knows party members who are more attached 
to reunification than redistribution, O’Broin responded, 
“Really, I don’t.”  Priorities are a matter of pragmatism, 
he continued. “If you’re serious about improving the 
quality of people’s lives and empowering people to take 
control of their own lives, you need to be in every insti-
tution and every political space available to you.” 

I was reminded of Lenin’s defense of the Rising: 
“Whoever expects a ‘pure’ social revolution will never 
live to see it.” 

In a sign of how much has changed, I saw O’Broin 
twice in a matter of days, in two different cities, in coun-
tries that don’t feel so apart anymore. The second time we 
were in Clondalkin, a shopping-center town a 30-minute 
bus ride west of Dublin. The first time we were in West 
Belfast, at the bottom of the Falls Road, for the kickoff of 
Sinn Féin’s campaign for the Assembly. All of the party’s 
leaders were there, headed by Sinn Féin’s vice president, 
Mary Lou McDonald. McDonald has served as a mem-
ber of the European Parliament. Today she serves in the 
Dáil (except when, at the height of the water crisis, she 
was suspended for firing questions about garnishment of 
unpaid water charges at an evasive minister).  

At a long, low table, Adams, McGuinness, and Sinn 
Féin’s five local candidates sat side by side. It took me a 
moment to register that all of the candidates are former 
prisoners. In 1916, Gen. John Maxwell executed a gen-
eration of Irish leaders. Those of succeeding generations 
were more likely to be incarcerated; now, they’re out and 
about. Jennifer McCann was 20 when she was arrested 
and charged in the killing of a policeman. Fra McCann 
(no relation) was interned at 17. Some people—and not 
only loyalists—fume over working with people they will 
always consider terrorists. But if you’re looking for re-
publican principles, former prisoners have read not only 
the Proclamation (“For me, it’s a living document,” said 
Fra McCann) but also Pearse and Connolly. In prison, 
they got the education many of their generation missed. 
“You took part in history lectures. You started to learn 
the Irish language,” said McCann. They called it “free-
dom university.” In the 1970s, people like these were 
on the run. Today, they’re running for office. Bobby 
Sands did it 35 years ago, from Long Kesh prison while 
on hunger strike, and changed the course of Sinn Féin 
politics. The Assembly elections are taking place on the 
anniversary of his death, May 5. 

“It’s a very exciting time to be a republican,” ex-
claimed Adams. 

Citizens protest the 
demolition of historic 
Moore Street, site of 
the Easter Rising�s 
final stand.
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“People are off their knees, 
and they like it,” said indepen-
dent TD Clare Daly the next 
day in her office, in a break be-
tween taking calls from newly 
electeds. (TDs, or Teachta  
Dálas, are members of the 
lower house of the Dáil.) “The 
last general election was one of 
the more interesting in Irish 
history,” she added, smiling 
at the understatement. Fianna 
Fáil and Fine Gael, the two 
traditional parties of Irish capitalism, have been in the 
habit of sucking up around 70 percent of the vote between 
them. This February, they won barely 50 percent. The La-
bour Party, their junior party in austerity crime, attracted 
less than 7 percent. The largely Trotskyist Anti-Austerity 
Alliance-People Before Profit coalition won six seats. 

Fed-up fury accounts for some of the upset, but 2016 
also saw strategic organizing on the left. Daly’s one of 
more than 100 progressive, socialist, communist, and Sinn 
Féin candidates who joined an alliance of labor unions, 
community groups, and political parties advancing a very 
Proclamation-like platform: the right to water, jobs, decent 
work, housing, health-debt justice, education, democratic 
reform, and national ownership of national resources. 

T
he right2change campaign grew out of 

Right2Water, the 2014 mass revolt against the 
Irish government’s attempt to introduce new 
water charges. “Hundreds of thousands of 
people took political action for the first time. It 

touched on way more than water—it was really about the 
way our society has been organized,” Daly said. 

Eoin O’Broin was one of those protesters. Born in 
Dublin in 1972 and politicized in London, where he 
went to college, O’Broin said he’s been a full-time activ-
ist for two decades. In 2001, he was elected to the Belfast 
City Council. He’s run for all manner of seats since then. 
This February, he topped the poll with a constituency 
in West Dublin that threw out three of its four incum-
bents and gave him a seat—his party’s first in the district. 
O’Broin’s a Sinn Féin leftist, a blend of old and new. 
He has nothing but respect for the leadership of Adams 
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The new faces of 
anti-austerity politics 
adorn campaign 
posters.

I
n belfast, i was reminded why i came here in 

the long-ago first place. Growing up in London 
in the 1970s, I’d learned to fear the IRA but 
knew next to nothing about them. And then I 
heard about mothers and grandmothers who 

banged bin lids on the street to warn that troops were 
coming. I read about 30 Republican women in Armagh 
Prison who were living in their own feces and menstrual 
blood rather than accept the prison’s terms for “toilet 
privileges” and criminalization for what they believed 
were acts of resistance. Jennifer McCann was one of 
those women. I went to Belfast because I’d become 
curious. I arrived and learned new questions: not just 
about why British soldiers and tanks were on supposedly 
“British” streets, but about why young families were liv-
ing in poisonous, overcrowded tower blocks; about why 
workers were forced to give up basic rights because jobs 
for “their sort” were so often denied. I watched the wife 
and small child of a man crouch by his side as he died, 
from a plastic bullet fired by a policeman who knew he 
could get away with killing just about anyone. And I saw 
a state that didn’t care but women, especially, who did, 
who worked every day in a system they hated to extract 
every last penny they could from it so that their people 
could eat and get a doctor’s appointment, or maybe a 
passport so they could go south for a wee holiday. 

As Constance Markievicz put it in an essay in 1909: 
“Patriotism and nationalism and all great things are 
made up of much that is obvious and much that in the 
beginning is small.”

Liz Groves—or Elizabeth, as her husband Danny 
calls her—works in Connolly House, a Sinn Féin ad-
vice center. Connolly’s face is on the building’s facade, 
as is a plaque to Sean Downes, the plastic-bullet victim. 
Downes died on the Andersontown Road, in the street 
between Connolly House and the low row of shops op-
posite. I was about the same age as Downes (23) when I 
saw him get killed at a republican rally in August 1984. I 
captured the shooting on Super-8 film, sheltered by the 
awning of the butcher’s where Ryan Denver now works. 

Back then (and again today), Groves spent her days 
“working the system” to the best of her ability, on behalf 
of anyone who walked through the door. It’s a fighting 
approach to battling austerity: “Get people their money.” 
The day I was there, she showed me page after page of 
a detailed ledger reporting that the Andytown office had 
secured £250,000 in benefits for its clients in the pre-
ceding six months. This isn’t just benevolent liberalism: 
Loyalty can make or break an armed struggle. The lead-
ers of the Easter Rising made sure that cartloads of food 
were brought into their headquarters in the general post 
office. Likewise, Sinn Féin—which has asked its people 
to put up with a lot—has learned to look after them. 

These days, there’s no armed struggle, but there are 
still Tory budget cuts; and since the Good Friday Agree-
ment, and in less discriminatory times, both communi-
ties feel the pinch. Workers at Sinn Féin’s centers say 
that roughly 25 percent of the people who come in for 
help with eviction notices, or because they’ve been de-
nied benefit claims, are from the “other” side of town—
the unionist, mostly Protestant community. “They find 

it amazing that if we can’t deal with their problem, then 
we go to [a city councilor] or an MLA [member of the 
Assembly] or even call our people in Dublin. They find 
things happen,” said Groves. She has one especially ac-
cessible City Council member: her daughter Emma, who 
was named after Danny’s mother, a legendary activist in 
this community who was blinded by British soldier’s bul-
let shot through her living-room window. 

“Does the Rising still have relevance?” I asked mother 
and daughter on Good Friday this year, right before we all 
headed down Falls Road to the unveiling of a brand-new, 
city-funded statue of Connolly. A founder of the Irish Cit-
izen Army, he lived from 1910 to 1916 with his daughters 
on the Falls, working to organize Belfast’s millworkers. 

“Everything I do in my daily life and as a councilor, as 
a republican, and as activist is towards a united Ireland,” 
Emma said. “We have to start at the grassroots. We have 
to start with helping people. That’s how we build support.” 

And unification? The Good Friday Agreement pro-
vides for a vote on ending partition. “We don’t need 
all the unionists to vote with us,” Groves said, “just 
enough of them.”  

T
he sinn féin project is a work in progress.  

On Easter Sunday, while Criona Ní Dhálaigh, 
the first Sinn Féin mayor of Dublin, pre-
sided alongside lame-duck Taoiseach Enda 
Kenny over the official ceremonies, including 

a wreath-laying and a troop parade, Belfast saw its largest 
Easter parade ever. Braving rain and hail, the marchers 
came to a halt in Milltown Cemetery, near the Republican 
plot. Adams called the Proclamation a “freedom charter,” 
its defeat the work of “big business” and the church, 
and reconciliation with unionists to create a “society 
of equals” the unfinished work of the Easter Rising. In 
closing, an honor guard fired a volley of shots over IRA 
graves. It’s a 1916 reference, but Sinn Féin may have to 
cut that part if it really wants those unionist votes. 

The pageantry over, the clouds cleared and tens of 
thousands of families headed home, beneath ribbons of 
Easter bunting and the faces of Connolly, Carroll, and 
McCann looking down at them from the lampposts. 

�
We have 

to start with 

helping 

people. 

That�s how 

we build 

support.

�� Emma Groves, Sinn 
Féin member of the 
Dublin City Council
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J
oe biden understands something about the democratic 

Party and its future that his fellow partisans would do well to 
consider. “I don’t think any Democrat’s ever won saying, ‘We can’t 
think that big—we ought to really downsize here because it’s not 
realistic,’” the vice president told The New York Times in April. 
“C’mon man, this is the Democratic Party! I’m not part of the 
party that says, ‘Well, we can’t do it.’” Mocking Hillary Clinton’s 

criticism of Bernie Sanders for proposing bold reforms, Biden dismissed the 
politics of lowered expectations. “I like the idea of saying, ‘We can do much 
more,’ because we can,” he declared, leading the Times to observe that, while 
Biden wasn’t making an endorsement, “He’ll take Mr. Sanders’s aspirational 
approach over Mrs. Clinton’s caution any day.”

delegates as possible to fight for a progressive party plat-
form”—despite the fact that Clinton’s delegate advantage 
now all but guarantees that she will win the nomination.

What Sanders is proposing is a necessary quest—and a 
realistic one. Already, he is better positioned than any re-
cent insurgent challenger to engage in rules and platform 
debates, as well as in dialogues about everything from the 
vice-presidential nomination to the character of the fall 
campaign. As veteran political analyst Rhodes Cook noted 
in a survey prepared for The Atlantic, by mid-April, Sand-
ers had exceeded the overall vote totals and percentages of 
Howard Dean in 2004, Jesse Jackson in 1988, Gary Hart 
in 1984, and Ted Kennedy in 1980, among others. (While 
Barack Obama’s 2008 challenge to Clinton began as some-
thing of an insurgency, he eventually ran with the solid 
support of key party leaders like Kennedy.) By the time the 
District of Columbia votes on June 14, Sanders will have 
more pledged delegates than any challenger seeking to in-
fluence a national convention and its nominee since the 
party began to democratize its nominating process follow-
ing the disastrous, boss-dominated convention of 1968.

This new reality has Clinton supporters fretting about 
the prospect of a chaotic convention that could expose di-
visions within the party when it should be uniting for what 

BERNIE’S PHILADELPHIA CHALLENGE
by JOHN NICHOLS
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Bernie Sanders 
campaigning in 2015 
for a $15 minimum 
wage, a fight he is 
expected to lead 
at the Democratic 
convention.

Unwittingly or not, Biden made an even better case 
than Sanders has for taking his insurgent campaign all 
the way to the Democratic convention in Philadelphia. If 
the party is going to run in 2016 on a “do much more”  
agenda—as opposed to triangulating around the center—
the Vermont senator’s supporters and like-minded Demo-
crats, including Clinton’s progressive backers, will have to 
force the issue. Taking the Sanders insurgency to the con-
vention is the paramount vehicle for placing demands that 
are ideological and, as Biden’s comments suggest, also stra-
tegic. That’s one reason why Sanders promised in a state-
ment on April 26 to go to the convention with “as many 

Sanders won’t win the nomination,  

but he can still transform the Democratic Party.
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avoid dramatic variations in turnout based on whether the 
primary is open or closed. Even though Sanders ran well in 
caucuses, his backers could gain credibility by also arguing 
that caucuses are too incoherently organized and difficult 
to participate in to be justified. On all of these issues, Sand-
ers supporters would have to establish alliances with Clin-
ton backers who recognize that it is time to “democratize 
the Democratic Party.”

The prospect of aligning with Clinton supporters, es-
pecially progressive members of Congress and labor activ-
ists who will attend the convention as superdelegates, cre-
ates even greater openings for platform fights. Prospective 
nominees tend to favor weaker platforms; Harry Truman 
would have preferred milder civil-rights commitments 
than were made in his party’s 1948 platform, and it took 
steady pressure from unions, liberals, and Ted Kennedy to 
get Jimmy Carter to finally embrace spending on jobs pro-
grams. It will take similar pressure to get Clinton and her 
inner circle to accept a Democratic platform that Sanders 
says must include “a $15-an-hour minimum wage, an end 
to our disastrous trade policies, a Medicare-for-all health-
care system, breaking up Wall Street financial institutions, 
ending fracking in our country, making public colleges and 
universities tuition-free, and passing a carbon tax so we can 
effectively address the planetary crisis of climate change.” 
Clinton stalwarts may want to keep things vague, but look 
for the Sanders team to demand specifics, such as an ex-
plicit endorsement of a national $15 minimum wage in-
stead of the $12 proposal that Clinton initially offered, and 
an unequivocal rejection of the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
trade deal that President Obama supports and that Clinton 
once championed but now criticizes.

As it happens, many of Clinton’s most passionate allies 
have been outspoken supporters of the fight for $15, fair-
trade policies, and proposals to break up the big banks. 
One of them, Ohio Senator Sherrod Brown, a potential 
vice-presidential pick, has argued publicly that Clinton 
“should work with [Sanders] on the platform” in order 
to strengthen the party’s appeal. Other Clinton back-
ers like Connecticut Representative Rosa DeLauro and 
nonaligned House members like Wisconsin’s Mark Po-
can could play a critical role in steering the party toward 
unequivocal opposition to the TPP. There could also be 
room for cooperation on addressing mass incarceration, 
passing constitutional amendments to get big money out 
of politics, and guaranteeing voting rights for all. 

Sanders backers want to win these platforms fights—
not to make a point about their campaign, but to make a 
deeper point about what the Democratic Party must stand 
for in order to win the 2016 election and the future. “The 
convention can amplify what this campaign made visible—
that there are millions of Americans who are hurting—and 
say that the Democratic Party has to respond to that pain 
with bigger and bolder policies,” says Working Families 
Party national director Dan Cantor, a veteran of the 1988 
Jackson campaign who is now a Sanders backer. “Demo-
crats who want to win a big majority in November, to take 
back the Congress and to move forward in the states, know 
that the party has to stand for something that excites young 
people, that excites working people. No matter who the 
nominee is, the party has to take a big-vision stand.”  

increasing looks like a fall fight against Donald Trump. But a muscular appear-
ance by Sanders and his delegates at the convention doesn’t have to lead to 
bitterness. Historically, contested conventions—not carefully choreographed 
coronations—have led parties and their nominees to take more audacious posi-
tions and to excite broader electoral coalitions.

“Conventions are where we come together, but you don’t really come to-
gether if you avoid differences,” says the Rev. Jesse Jackson, who has protested, 
attended, or spoken at nearly a dozen Democratic national conventions (and 
who has not endorsed a candidate in the primary race this year). “You start by 
understanding that it takes two wings to fly. If you have two strong wings—a 
wing that has won and a wing that has lost—you don’t deny the differences; you 
recognize them. You debate, find common ground, find ways to start working 
together for immediate goals—the next election—and for long-term goals that 
can mean as much to the nation as to the party.”

Recent conventions have been so tightly scripted that it’s easy to forget that 
both parties have long histories of contested gatherings—sometimes with open 
combat over the party’s standard-bearer (as may erupt at this year’s Republican 
convention), but often with spirited competition over rules, platforms, and the 
very nature of the party itself. Contested conventions can open policy debates 
and clear the way for “significant political and social progress,” argues Fitch-
burg State University professor Benjamin Railton, who has analyzed the his-
tory of conventions. With 18 state wins so far and more 
than 1,350 delegates, Sanders is uniquely poised to push 
for such progress. Since Clinton will likely arrive at the 
convention with a majority of the pledged delegates and a 
lead in the popular vote, she’ll have every right to argue, 
as she did in April, that “I am winning. And I’m winning 
because of what I stand for and what I’ve done.” Front-
runners rarely invite input from insurgent challengers, and 
if Clinton chooses to wall Sanders off, she’ll have the up-
per hand in Philadelphia. In January, Democratic National 
Committee chair Debbie Wasserman Schultz appointed a 
pair of Clinton allies, Connecticut Governor Dannel Mal-
loy and former Atlanta mayor Shirley Franklin, to head the 
platform committee. And an ardent Clinton supporter and 
noted Sanders antagonist, former congressman Barney 
Frank, will cochair the rules committee. 

But Clinton’s decision to adopt what was initially 
Sanders’s position on a host of issues, from wages to cli-
mate change to trade policy, shows that her campaign 
recognizes that a substantial portion of the 
party’s base—as well as its potential base—
is attracted to Sanders’s more aspirational 
message. And the pressure to make that rec-
ognition a part of the Democratic platform 
will grow as the committees expand before 
the convention and Sanders aides urge the 
DNC to deliver on the promise made by 
spokesman Luis Miranda: that the party is 
“committed to an open, inclusive and repre-
sentative process” for drawing up the plat-
form, and that “both of our campaigns will 
be represented on the drafting committee.”

If Sanders advocates gain sufficient representation to 
provoke debates, what are the likely pressure points? Like 
Jackson and his supporters, who forced rules reforms and 
the diversification of the DNC in 1988, the Sanders camp 
could champion a more open and representative Demo-
cratic Party. There could be calls for reducing or elimi-
nating the role of superdelegates, for a better approach 
to scheduling debates, and for consistent primary rules to 

Jesse Jackson 
leveraged his 
surprisingly strong 
showing in the 1988 
primary to shape the 
Democratic Party�s 
platform and reform 
its rules.
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You start 

by under-

standing 

that it takes 

two wings to 

fly.

�� Jesse Jackson
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conceive a child in a moment 
when the future seems uncer-
tain and frighteningly danger-
ous because of climate change. 
My aim was to illuminate what 
is at stake and to make it clear 
that the environmental crisis 
we face now is jeopardizing 
both our safety and our basic 
humanity.

 But, of course, our envi-
ronmental crisis also brings up 
many other important ethical 
and emotional questions about 
how we raise the next genera-
tion. We need more stories and 
voices to tackle those questions, 
and I hope to see other writers 
take on these issues.

Madeline Ostrander
seattle

Lost in Translation?

Cynthia Haven’s article “Jo-
seph Brodsky, Darker and 
Brighter” [March 24] stated, 
“About two-thirds of his poetry 
remains untranslated.” This is 
incorrect. About two-thirds of 
his mature (published) poetry 
has been translated.

Ann Kjellberg
executor, estate of joseph brodsky

new york city

Haven Replies

Before he left Russia, Jo-
seph Brodsky authorized the 
writer Vladimir Maramzin, 
a personal friend, to compile 
a complete edition of his 
works. Brodsky signed off on 
each volume of the samizdat 
edition, which was carefully 
researched and annotated, 
with the poet correcting and 
selecting the texts. Maramzin 
was a brave man and put him-
self at great risk: He was ar-
rested in 1974 and exiled after 
a year in prison. As Brodsky 
wrote, “Russia is that country 
where the name of a writer 
appears not on the cover of 
his book, but on the door of 
his prison cell.”

I’ve leafed through 
Maramzin’s “first edition” of 
Brodsky’s work at the Stanford 
Libraries—nearly 1,500 pages of 
onion-skin paper (later editions 
run to 2,000 pages). Maramzin’s 
publication became the main 
source for later editions of Brod-
sky’s pre-exile poems—including 
his Collected Works, published 
in St. Petersburg from 1997 
to 2001 (in Russian). The first 
four of the seven volumes are 
dedicated to Brodsky’s poetry 
rather than his prose, and total 
about 1,480 pages. Of course, 
that includes the poems writ-
ten after his expulsion from the 
USSR, many of which already 
exist in English. It also suggests 
a great winnowing of the earlier 
poems. Nevertheless, it is almost 
a thousand pages longer than the 
one-volume, 540-page Collected 
Poems in English.

The relevant phrase in  
Ann Kjellberg’s letter is, of 
course, “mature (published) 
poetry”—adjectives I didn’t use, 
and for a reason. Perhaps she 
doesn’t consider samizdat as 
“published,” yet Brodsky con-
sidered it a legitimate edition. 
What is considered “mature” 
will, of course, differ from per-
son to person. Although the 
prolific poet later dismissed 
many of these early poems as ju-
venilia, many would not agree. 
Certainly many Russians don’t; 
they memorized and recited 
them. And Maramzin, a gifted 
writer in his own right who now 
lives in Paris, obviously valued 
them highly—and paid a heavy 
price for them. In any case, 
some important early poems are 
not yet in English, and some of 
them brought Brodsky to fame. 
“Conversation With an Angel” 
comes to mind.

I estimated that two-thirds of 
Brodsky’s poetic oeuvre remains 
untranslated. That seems pretty 
accurate to me and, if anything, 
cautious. Cynthia Haven

stanford, calif.
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than the Social Security Administration. His-
torians have nonetheless embraced the term, 
producing a spate of recent books like Warfare 
State, The Straight State, The Rise of the Military 
Welfare State, and Debating the American State. 
As academic shorthand, the word signals a set 
of concerns beyond elections and lawmaking, 
focusing instead on the grand structures and 
dark corners of government administration. 

McGirr makes two main contributions 
to this debate. First, she notes that many 
studies of the American state have focused 
on the peculiarities of the country’s social-
welfare system, with its odd blend of private 
and public insurance. By that standard, the 
1920s seem to be a period when nothing 
much happened; “Wobbly Warren” Har ding 
and “Silent Cal” Coolidge kept the shop 
running (more or less), but without the big 
ideas of the Progressive Era or the New Deal. 
McGirr shifts the focus from social reform 
and welfare legislation to the police, prisons, 
and courts—areas in which the 1920s were 
a period of tremendous government experi-
mentation, energy, and growth. 

This leads to McGirr’s second major in-
sight: To understand the “American state,” 
she argues, one has to consider not just its 

social-welfare system, but also its vast security 
apparatus. If temperance had been a moral 
crusade, Prohibition itself turned out to be a 
law-enforcement extravaganza, in which the 
police, politicians, and judges had to figure out 
how to force people to obey a law that they 
didn’t much like. In the end, most Americans 
concluded that highly coercive policing, a mas-
sive administrative apparatus, and a hefty tax 
burden were too high a price to pay for slightly 
healthier livers and supposedly cleaner, more 
godly behavior. It was this mismatch between 
moral strictures and state structures that pro-
duced the great disaster of Prohibition.

H
ow did such a strange and punishing 
idea become a constitutional amend-
ment in the first place? As McGirr 
notes, many European countries en-
acted some form of alcohol restriction 

in the early 20th century, hoping to contain 
urban disorder and crime. Only the United 
States took the extreme measure of ban-

I
n October 1931, union men in Newark, 
New Jersey, staged a protest march. Dur-
ing the previous two years, the United 
States had tumbled into economic de-
pression, with the unemployment rate 

rising as the stock market sank. Industrial 
jobs were especially devastated, leading to 
dozens of unemployment rallies and anti-
eviction protests across the country. But 
the Newark men took no interest in that. 
Instead, with their ranks stretching for block 
after block, they held up signs proclaiming 
their top political priority: WE WANT BEER. 
What they cared about, ardently and ur-
gently, was bringing an end to the disastrous 
national experiment known as Prohibition.

In The War on Alcohol, Harvard historian 
Lisa McGirr seeks to explain this political 
passion: Why, at the height of the Great De-
pression, did so many Americans care so much 
about beer? The answer requires a sober look 
at Prohibition not as a quaint episode of moral 
overreach, but as a near-impossible challenge 
of governance and one of the most fiercely 
fought political contests of its day. McGirr 
shifts our attention from gangsters and flap-
pers to policemen and agency chiefs in order 
to explain the critical role of Prohibition in the 
creation of the modern American state. His-
tories of temperance often stop in 1919, with 
the unlikely passage of the 18th Amendment. 
McGirr picks up where those stories leave off, 
exploring the daunting political problems and 
personal casualties that came with trying to 
enforce this strange new law. 

With her emphasis on the American 
“state,” McGirr steps into what has become 
one of the most fruitful, if sprawling, areas 
of inquiry in academic political history. Half 
a century ago, political historians tended to 
write about the so-called great men: presi-
dents, statesmen, legislators, and the like. 
Today, prodded by sociologists such as Theda 
Skocpol, they more often explore the “state,” 
shorthand for what is described outside of 
academia as the “government.” The word 
“state” has always been an awkward fit in the 
US context; for most Americans, it conjures 
up images of Connecticut or California rather 

Beverly Gage is a professor of history at Yale. She 
is writing a biography of J. Edgar Hoover.
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The sheriff of Orange County, California, and associates dumping bootleg alcohol, circa 1925.
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ning the sale as well as the consumption 
of almost all forms of alcohol by almost 
everyone in the nation. The usual culprits in 
this saga—Victorian women and evangelical 
Christians—have not fared well in popular 
culture, depicted as prim moralizers hell-bent 
on stopping other people from having a good 
time. McGirr notes, by way of fairness, that 
alcoholism was a genuine social problem in 
the early 20th century, when consumption 
rates—especially of hard liquor—were con-
siderably higher than they are today. Heavy 
drinking contributed to domestic violence, 
addiction, and early death, as well as the 
impoverishment of women and children de-
pendent on undependable breadwinners.

The broader social and economic system 
behind the so-called liquor trade  presented its 
own set of problems. In many Northeastern 
cities, particularly in immigrant neighbor-
hoods, the all-male saloon housed the ward’s 
political machine, lubricated by the frequent 
exchange of alcohol for votes. Reformers 
who objected to these corrupt practices often 
worried even more about what the saloon 
symbolized: the rising power of Catholic 
immigrants, the urbanization of American 
society, the potential for working-class revolt. 
Charles Eliot, the president of Harvard, saw 
nothing less than racial self-preservation in 
the struggle against alcohol. “I believe that 
alcoholism threatens the destruction of the 
white race…because it promotes disease and 
degeneracy,” he declared. Far from being the 
exclusive domain of prim Midwestern ladies, 
Prohibition attracted champions from across 
the political spectrum, including the pro-
gressive feminist Jane Addams as well as the 
teetotaling industrialist John D. Rockefeller.

As with many Progressive Era reforms, 
the temperance movement’s first victories 
occurred at the state and local level. By 1910, 
McGirr notes, half of all Americans were 
already subject to some form of liquor prohi-
bition. But the Progressive Era was also the 
great age of the constitutional amendment; 
in the six years before Prohibition, the coun-
try approved women’s suffrage, the income 
tax, and the direct election of senators. One 
amendment’s success often contributed to the 
next: By providing the federal government 
with a new source of revenue, the income tax 
assuaged fears about losing the hefty liquor 
tax and thereby eliminated one of the chief 
arguments against Prohibition. 

Even then, however, there was no guaran-
tee of success. In 1914, Texas Senator Morris 
Sheppard introduced a constitutional amend-
ment prohibiting alcohol—and nothing much 
happened. It wasn’t until three years later, 
when the United States entered World War 

I, that Prohibition gained momentum. War-
time rhetoric lent itself to moral absolutes; it 
also fomented an anti-German sentiment that 
seriously damaged the image of the brewing 
industry. Most of all, Prohibition came to 
seem like smart wartime policy, a way to en-
sure that both soldiers and laborers—includ-
ing in the arms industry—showed up for work 
sober. In late 1919, the final states passed the 
18th Amendment, and Congress scrambled 
to follow up with the Volstead Act, which 
transformed the amendment into a workable 
law. At midnight on January 16, 1920, after a 
last mournful popping of champagne corks, 
federal Prohibition began.

I
n retrospect, it’s easy to see that the new 
law was doomed from the start—a colos-
sal mismatch between human desire and 
government policy. As McGirr notes, 
however, this wasn’t at all clear in 1920. 

With the new law in place, many Ameri-
cans stopped drinking. (Whatever its other 
consequences, Prohibition did decrease the 
consumption of alcohol.) Almost immedi-
ately, Congress authorized the creation of a 
new Prohibition Bureau within the Treasury 
Department, which hired some 1,500 agents 
as a start. Local police departments also 
began shifting their resources into liquor 
enforcement and training officers to ferret 
out this new type of crime. 

The problem, of course, was that millions 
of Americans had no intention of cooperat-
ing with the law or giving up the pleasures of 
drink. McGirr recounts in devastating detail 
the human consequences of transforming a 
legal, widely available substance into illegal 
contraband. Large brewing and liquor com-
panies went out of business, forced to fire their 
employees and sell their equipment. A host 
of illegal, unregulated, clandestine businesses 
sprang up to take their place, from mom-
and-pop stills to elaborate organized-crime 
networks. Many of these new entrepreneurs 
cooked up “liquor” by stripping industrial 
alcohol of its toxins, but the process was often 
imperfect. The rates of poisoning and over-
dose skyrocketed, sometimes with gruesome 
effect. McGirr writes of one bootleg cocktail 
known as Jake Ginger, which in the wrong 
dose caused nerve damage and worse. “Af-
fected drinkers lost muscle control or feeling 
in their legs or limped, dragging their feet,” 
she writes, an affliction immortalized in songs 
like “Jake Walk Papa” and “Jake Leg Blues.” 
In New York City alone, 60 people died of 
wood-alcohol poisoning in 1928, while oth-
ers suffered blindness or permanent paralysis.

Less devastating but still consequential 
were the ways in which Prohibition trans-

formed the social landscape of American cit-
ies. The urban saloon—that bête noire of 
progressive reformers—disappeared in 1920. 
Many luxury hotels went out of business as 
well, deprived of the liquor sales that had kept 
them in the black. In the first four years of Pro-
hibition, New York City lost several landmark 
establishments, including the famed Knick-
erbocker Hotel. Other formerly respectable 
restaurateurs continued to serve alcohol but 
devised elaborate new stratagems— hidden 
rooms, secret client lists, small but frequent 
deliveries—to minimize their risk of fines 
and jail time. Out of this shift rose the fabled 
speakeasy culture of the 1920s, with its race-
mixing and gender-bending, its jazz riffs and 
uptown style. While McGirr gestures toward 
this supposedly glamorous scene, she also pays 
attention to the waiters, cigarette girls, and 
front-door lookouts who risked their personal 
safety to service the new trade. 

Her main interest, though, is the effect of 
Prohibition on American government—the 
winners and losers in the political contest 
over alcohol. At the federal level, the Trea-
sury Department initially appeared to be the 
prime beneficiary, allotted millions of dollars 
in appropriations. And yet the dismal task of 
enforcement exposed agents to all manner of 
new threats and dangers. While the occa sional 
straitlaced lawman like Eliot Ness made his 
name as a scourge of gangsters and rumrun-
ners, most ordinary Prohibition agents found 
themselves denounced as thugs and cheats, 
risking their lives for an uncertain cause.

The urban bloodbath that took place in 
those years remains well-known; at least part 
of the Chicago tourist trade still survives on 
timeworn stories of Al Capone and the St. 
Valentine’s Day Massacre. Less widely under-
stood is the outsize violence that both federal 
and local agents inflicted on poor people, 
especially African Americans, in the name of 
preserving the nation’s sobriety and virtue. 
McGirr recounts several graphic episodes of 
law-enforcement violence, including a raid 
outside Richmond, Virginia, in which police 
shot and killed a black man and his wife over 
a quart of whiskey. She also documents the 
severe punishments often meted out to low-
level offenders, including spending months in 
prison or on a chain gang for possession of a 
few sips of alcohol.

I
t is in such stories that the true absurdity 
of Prohibition hits home, reminding us 
that the war on alcohol was neither a high-
minded crusade nor a glamorous spectacle, 
but rather a national experiment in brutali-

ty, abuse of authority, and state violence. Many 
Americans had reached a similar conclusion by 
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by KIM PHILLIPS-FEIN

W
hen Barry Goldwater sought the Re-
publican nomination for president 
in 1964, his opponents—especially 
Nelson Rockefeller and George 
Romney—pilloried him for holding 

views that had no basis in reality, which for 
them meant mainstream politics. Here was 
a politician who criticized labor unions and 
had made an enemy of the United Automo-
bile Workers; who rejected any suggestion of 
peaceful coexistence with the Soviet Union; 
who loathed Social Security and argued that 
the federal government should play no role in 
guaranteeing civil rights; and who warned of a 
growing criminal threat that he seemed to as-
sociate with unruly protesters. Perhaps worst 
of all, Goldwater refused to distance himself 
from the conspiratorial John Birch Society, 
accepting their support as he fought for the 
nomination. When his loyal delegates waged 

a dogfight at the Cow Palace and secured him 
the candidacy, he tipped his hat to the Birchers 
in his acceptance speech: “I would remind you 
that extremism in the defense of liberty is no 
vice! And let me remind you also that modera-
tion in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” 

For all the fear of extremism in 1964, 
neither Goldwater nor his opponents could 
possibly match the sheer spectacle of the 
2016 race for the Republican nomination, 
with its distinct resemblance to a reality-TV 
show. Donald Trump’s gold-plated hair is 
the least of the attractions. With the various 
candidates taunting each other for being 
insufficiently pro-gun, anti-immigrant, or 
pro-life, mocking each other all the while 
with locker-room humor, it seems that the 
conservative movement has reached the end 
of the line. One by one, the putatively main-

California Dreaming 

tively new and enduring role of the federal 
state in crime control,” she writes. “For the 
first time, crime became a national problem, 
and a national obsession.”

As evidence for this claim, McGirr cites 
Herbert Hoover’s creation of a federal crime 
commission in the early 1930s, assigned to 
study the problem and recommend gov-
ernment solutions. Though the commis-
sion made limited progress on Prohibition, 
it produced a wide-ranging study of crime 
and policing, previously considered to be 
exclusively local issues. This, in turn, set the 
stage for dramatic federal action during the 
Roosevelt years, when crimes like kidnapping 
and bank robbery were federalized for the 
first time, and when J. Edgar Hoover’s newly 
empowered Federal Bureau of Investigation 
emerged as a national sensation. 

In the end, McGirr isn’t simply interested 
in the past; she also wants to know what the 
war on alcohol can tell us about our own era’s 
War on Drugs, although she cautions against 
easy parallels. The war on alcohol restricted 
a widely available substance with deep reso-
nance in human culture, a fixture of baptisms 
and weddings and ritual feasts as well as 
neighborhood bars and domestic day-to-day 
life. Narcotics and other illegal drugs have 

never possessed that sort of cultural or social 
legitimacy, nor—despite widespread use—
have they ever been accepted as a routine part 
of daily existence. Perhaps as a result, to many 
white, middle-class Americans, the War on 
Drugs has often seemed liked something that 
happened to somebody else: addicts, dealers, 
poor people, African Americans.

The basic questions, though, are not so 
different: How much policing is too much, 
even in the name of sobriety? Are the costs—
in terms of lives lost or destroyed, or tax rev-
enue diverted from other causes—worth the 
benefits? Do law-enforcement approaches 
truly make sense, or are there better models 
for addressing addiction and crime? Is it pos-
sible to step back and admit that the country 
may have made a colossal mistake?  

McGirr doesn’t promise that the story of 
Prohibition holds all of the answers, but she 
does believe that it offers a prod to rethink 
our own conventional wisdom. “While no 
simple repeal will be enough to light the 
way out of our current quagmire in the war 
against narcotic drugs and the crisis of im-
prisonment ongoing today,” she concludes, 
“a renewed challenge to the punitive ethos 
animating all of America’s narcotic wars will 
be an important battleground.” 

the late 1920s, when a reinvigorated anti-Pro-
hibition movement began to mobilize to com-
pel the law’s repeal. Some of this movement’s 
supporters had always been “wets,” urbanites 
who scoffed at rural America’s rigid moral-
izing. Others, including John D. Rockefeller, 
had become converts to the cause, willing to 
admit they’d misjudged the situation and that 
the national well-being required a change of 
course. Franklin Roosevelt complied in March 
1933, when he signed a “beer bill” as one of his 
first acts in office. The 21st Amendment— the 
only constitutional amendment ever to reverse 
an earlier amendment—went into effect by the 
end of the year. 

The great fact of repeal helps to explain 
why the role of the state during the Prohibi-
tion era has never attracted much interest 
within American political history; from a 
distance, the whole effort just seems silly, 
and in any case the nation righted itself by 
getting tipsy again and moving on. McGirr 
argues that this notion is much too simple, 
that Prohibition yielded deep and lasting 
consequences for the entire nation. The law-
enforcement methods forged in the Prohibi-
tion era would gain a new lease on life in the 
budding War on Drugs, which was launched 
to less fanfare during the same era. Harry 
Anslinger, appointed to run the new federal 
Bureau of Narcotics in 1930, had gotten his 
start at the Prohibition Bureau. Perhaps un-
surprisingly, he adopted many of the same 
approaches, insisting that addiction and drug 
trafficking could best be contained through 
law-enforcement strategies instead of anti-
poverty or public-health programs.

For Prohibition’s victims, those men and 
women whose lives had been damaged or 
disrupted by the government’s 13-year war 
on alcohol, there was no going back: Dead 
men didn’t rise from their graves, Jake Gin-
ger victims couldn’t walk again, hotels didn’t 
reopen. Nor did social mores revert to their 
prewar state. To the contrary, the café society 
of the 1930s brought speakeasy culture out of 
the shadows and into the mainstream.

Most of all, Prohibition forever changed 
the ways that Americans viewed the fed-
eral government—though, McGirr argues, 
not necessarily in the ways that one might 
expect. It would seem axiomatic that the 
federal-enforcement debacle would produce 
disillusionment, a commitment never to use 
federal power again in such invasive ways. 
McGirr argues, however, that it also pro-
duced a new willingness to think creatively 
about federal intervention, and to bring 
federal policy to bear on social issues once 
seen as the province of local authorities. 
“Prohibition marked the birth of a qualita-
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stream Republicans—the patient Jeb Bush, 
the stolid Scott Walker, even the obstreper-
ous Chris Christie, all of whom did their duty 
by attacking public-sector unions, defending 
the right to work, and pushing tax cuts—have 
been kicked to the sidelines.

What appeals to Republican primary vot-
ers, especially those who are radicalized and 
revanchist and have a taste for nonsense and 
paranoia, is Ted Cruz’s “defense of religious 
liberty” and Trump’s rich-guy braggadocio, 
especially his visions of brown-skinned immi-
grant hordes stampeding over the American 
border to violently seize our jobs. The Tea 
Party is standing off against voters happy to 
jettison the old truisms of the free market 
in favor of a pumped-up nationalism, leav-
ing David Brooks and National Review to tie 
themselves in knots explaining that none of 
this is genuine conservatism. The right has 
experienced schisms many times before, and 
its collapse has been predicted, erroneously, 
on many occasions, going back to LBJ’s vic-
tory over Goldwater in 1964 and as recently 
as Obama’s election in 2008. Still, the divisions 
and chaos unleashed by this primary season 
make one wonder: How long can this possibly 
go on? 

For a generation, scholars of American 
politics, almost all of whom are liberals or on 
the left, have been driven by a sense of bewil-
derment about the right. Ever since Ronald 
Reagan’s election in 1980, they have puzzled 
over how, in the face of what seems to them its 
self-evident backwardness, the right’s politics 
of fantasy and rage has remained imperishable. 
Their work has looked for the origins of con-
servatism everywhere, from suburban kitchens 
to corporate boardrooms to academic depart-
ments. Their arguments are characterized by 
a distinct note of surprise and disbelief about 
the lasting power of conservatism. Wasn’t the 
politics of religious fundamentalism refuted in 
the Scopes trial of the 1920s, which concerned 
the teaching of evolution in public schools? 
Didn’t the 1929 stock-market crash and the 
Great Depression prove the folly of laissez-
faire? Weren’t the Southern segregationists 
defeated by the civil-rights movement, and 
the role of women in social life and the work-
place thoroughly transformed by feminism? 
Why, then, do the politics of free markets and 
cultural reaction keep returning like some 
Republican Freddy Krueger? 

Historian Kathryn S. Olmsted’s Right Out 
of California enters directly into these debates, 
arguing that the origins of today’s conserva-
tive movement can be found in the agricul-
tural plantations of California and the fierce 
labor conflicts that broke out in the state dur-
ing the 1930s. Olmsted assumes that looking 

at support for the John Birch Society in the 
postwar California suburbs (as Lisa McGirr 
did in her pathbreaking Suburban Warriors) 
skirts the centrality of economics and labor 
history in the development of conservative 
ideas, just as historians who have examined 
the role of the business reaction against the 
New Deal on the national level gloss over the 
regional importance of the West in develop-
ing conservative coalitions. 

Olmsted does indeed have an amazing 
story to tell. The largest agricultural strike 
in American history took place in the San 
Joaquin Valley in the summer of 1933, when 
nearly 20,000 cotton pickers walked off the 
fields. The next year, San Francisco was para-
lyzed by a general strike following the violent 
reaction to a longshoremen’s strike. The own-
ers of the “factories in the field” responded 
to the pickers’ strike by painting the uprising 
as one that threatened to unsettle traditional 
norms of family and racial hierarchies, appeal-
ing to cultural conservatism in order to turn 
white workers against the union—and, more 
broadly, the labor policies advanced by the 
New Deal. At the same time, they depicted 
the New Deal itself as akin to socialism, even 
as the New Dealers sought to distance them-
selves from the radical left. 

C
alifornia in the 1930s was a state of ex-
tremes, divided between the desperate 
poverty of the agricultural labor force 
and the luxury of Hollywood. Not 
only was it the site of the labor contro-

versies that Olmsted chronicles, but in the 
1934 campaign for governor, the erstwhile 
socialist journalist Upton Sinclair, author of 
the muckraking classic The Jungle, launched 
his EPIC campaign (the acronym stood for 
“End Poverty in California”), which sought 
to sponsor cooperative farms and factories 
to directly employ and feed impoverished 
residents, impose a progressive income tax 

throughout the state, and create state pen-
sions to support all aged and disabled people. 
The Progressive-era writer Lincoln Steffens 
(whose trip to Bolshevist Russia prompted 
him to declare, “I have seen the future, and 
it works!”) and his young wife, Ella Winter, 
were drawn to the strikes, and they managed 
to recruit writers like Langston Hughes and 
John Steinbeck to the cotton fields to tell the 
workers’ stories to the nation. Steinbeck’s 
1936 novel In Dubious Battle relied on his 
conversations with cotton workers, though 
in the course of writing it he turned the crop 
from cotton to apples and wrote Mexican 
and African-American pickers out of the 
story almost entirely. He also replaced the 
freewheeling radicals who led the strike with 
grim, doctrinaire Communist ideologues. 

Olmsted argues that the agricultural 
workers were far more racially and ethnically 
diverse than those depicted by Steinbeck, 
and their leadership more dynamic. In par-
ticular, she revives the memory of Caroline 
Decker, a young Southern woman who had 
become a party member not for ideologi-
cal reasons or because she found the Soviet 
Union appealing, but simply because it was 
the group that seemed to be doing the most 
to challenge conditions of extreme poverty. 
Just 21 years old, she emerged as one of the 
leaders of the cotton workers, walking the 
picket lines wearing fashionable high heels 
and rallying groups of workers with whom 
she would seem to have had little in common. 
In Dubious Battle had no room for a figure 
like Decker, instead portraying the workers 
as (mostly white) innocents trapped between 
the cruelty of their employers and the rigid 
political fantasies of their (all-male) leaders.  

Olmsted depicts the world of the agri-
cultural workers and the radical circles that 
formed around them with great subtlety and 
care. In addition to portraits of Decker, Ella 
Winter, and Pat Chambers (another strike 
leader, also a Communist organizer), she 
uncovers people like Pauline Dominguez and 
her son Roy, a 7-year-old Mexican American 
who plucked cotton from dawn until it was 
too dark to see in the broiling heat of the 
fields. When such workers heard rumors 
that the new Roosevelt administration in 
Washington, DC, had guaranteed their right 
to form labor unions, a wave of spontaneous 
strikes broke out across the valley. Fruit and 
vegetable workers in particular sought to 
leverage time; the people who picked berries, 
peas, cherries, peaches, and lettuce walked off 
the fields at the height of the harvest, leaving 
the produce to rot. Their faith in Roosevelt, 
however, was misplaced: The National Indus-
trial Recovery Act of 1933, like the Wagner 

A Mexican melon picker in the Imperial Valley, California, 1937.
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Act two years later, would explicitly exclude agricultural workers from 
the right to organize unions. 

The strikes were met with fury by the growers. “By all that is 
fair and just, have the American farmers no rights over Communists 
and aliens?” asked a San Joaquin Valley newspaper op-ed. As the 
organizing spread to the farms of the Imperial Valley in the southern 
part of the state, so did the reaction. Local police officials supported 
the kidnapping and beating of an ACLU lawyer who had agreed to 
speak about the right to strike. When the federal government set up a 
commission to gather information about conditions in the valley, the 
growers scoffed at the idea that they would be criticized for “defend-
ing life and property by the only means they had; that is, by arresting 
the treason-preaching ‘comrades’ and throwing them in jail.” 

In an attempt to link themselves to the old Jeffersonian ideal 
of the small farmer, the agribusiness giants (with support from the 
broader corporate community) organized a group called the Associ-
ated Farmers to militate against labor rights and better coordinate 
their response to radicalism in the fields. The businessmen who 
played a part in the new effort sought to cover their tracks. As one 
representative of the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce put it, 
the participation of other businessmen in the Associated Farm-
ers “should be kept a deep, dark secret. This is the only way you 
can win the fight.” The Los Angeles Police Department aided the 
cause by honeycombing labor circles with anticommunist spies; the 
Associated Farmers also kept its own records on “known radicals, 
fanatics and Communist sympathizers.” Meanwhile, special press 
agents were hired to coordinate the opposition to Sinclair’s EPIC 
campaign. A cartoonist was hired to do subtle drawings—one de-
picted a bride and groom intimidated by a large black blob labeled 
the “blot of Sinclairism.” 

As the backlash spread, the radical writers who had congregated 
in California grew afraid. Hughes was targeted by newspaper articles 
that taunted him as the “guest of ‘honor’ at parties,” noting that 
“white girls have ridden down the street with him, have walked with 
him, smiling into his face.” Afraid that he might be lynched, Hughes 
left California for Harlem. In the summer of 1934, Decker (by that 
time known as the “blonde flame of the red revolt” in the papers) and 
several other Communist organizers were arrested and charged with 
criminal conspiracy; she was eventually convicted. Even at sentenc-
ing, Decker stood by her beliefs. “We are not being convicted as 
criminals,” she insisted. “We are convicted for union organization. 
The verdict is a conviction of thousands of workers, farmers and 
students with whom we have been associated.” 

I
n her final chapter, Olmsted suggests some of the ways that the 
California fields came to exert a surprising role in American poli-
tics well beyond state lines. Richard Nixon first ran for Congress 
against liberal Representative Jerry Voorhis, a former Socialist 
who had supported lettuce strikers. As governor, Ronald Reagan 

fought Cesar Chavez and the grape boycott. (He denounced the 
boycott on television while snacking on a bunch of grapes; grape 
growers ran an ad campaign urging Americans to embrace their 
“consumer rights” and “Eat California Grapes, the Forbidden 
Fruit.”) Clark Kerr, who would later preside over the University of 
California system during the 1960s, cited the strikes as formative 
for his politics, in particular his sense of the growers’ willingness to 
exploit fears about Communism to turn popular sentiment against 
the strikers. Olmsted describes the way that the Associated Farmers 
encouraged sympathetic businessmen to send telegrams and letters 
to California Governor Frank Merriam praising his hostility to the 
union, which in turn were celebrated by pro-grower papers like the 
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by STUART KLAWANS

T
he outstanding political film of the 2016 
presidential season is about the 2013 
New York City mayoral race. Like many 
of the best documentaries, it brings you 
so close to people in their unguarded 

moments that you marvel at the trust, or com-
plicity, that grew between the filmmakers and 
their subjects. Unlike most, it shows some of 

these people wondering how the film has even 
come to exist—an inescapable question, given 
that the intrusion into its chosen candidate’s 
life is extreme, and the candidate’s urge to self-
broadcast has led to his extremity.

“Shit. This is the worst: doing a docu-
mentary on my scandal,” mutters An thony 
Weiner—seven-time US congressman, two-

Gilded Frames

notion that knowing what created it—and 
how it created itself—may make it easier 
to undo. Implicit in the quest for origins 
is the hope that conservatism is a discrete, 
autonomous force that can be easily disen-
tangled from the rest of our common past. 
It’s as though revealing its secrets—naming 
them, pinning them down—might grant us 
the power to unmask and unmake it. The 
spell would be broken. By contrast, taking 
the full measure of conservatism’s scope in 
American politics may entail accepting it 
as an expression of certain constant beliefs 
and ideas in the country’s history— ones 
that point to tenacious aspects of our social 
structure—rather than a strange, florid, 
and short-lived aberration. 

Olmsted’s focus is on conservatism as a 
distinctive political tradition. But there’s a 
new movement afoot in historical writing 
that’s concerned with the broader conserva-
tive shift of the late 20th century, one that 
gives the self-conscious mobilization of con-
servatives less centrality. Instead, historians 
have started to look for the links and continu-
ities between postwar liberalism and postwar 
conservatism, seeing the two as sharing many 
fundamental assumptions. Elizabeth Hinton, 
for example, has argued that the policies that 
led to mass incarceration grew as much out 
of Lyndon Johnson’s creation of the Law 
Enforcement Assistance Administration as 
they did out of racial backlash in the 1980s. 
Emphasizing the role of the urban riots 
of the early ’60s in the passage of War on 
Poverty– era legislation, Hinton suggests that 
the LEAA greatly expanded federal funding 
for local police departments, helping them 
acquire military-style arsenals and defining 
the social problems of the inner city largely as 
criminality. Johnson and the liberals around 
him feared black uprisings and the spread of 
violence, so they sought out ways to contain 
and manage the growing urban population of 
impoverished people of color. Over time, the 
emphasis shifted from healthcare and food 

stamps to three-strikes-you’re-out laws, but 
the impulse was the same.

Other scholars, such as Brent Cebul and 
Amy Offner, have argued for the deep con-
tinuities between the intellectual and policy 
framework of postwar liberalism and the neo-
liberal ideology that flourished starting in the 
1980s. John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, 
and other Democratic Party liberals of the 
’50s and ’60s all pledged their faith in the cen-
trality of the private sector, the importance of 
individual initiative, and the imperatives of 
economic growth; they also helped pioneer 
the “public-private” governance that is often 
associated with privatization in the 1990s. 
When postwar economic growth slowed, 
these liberals were able, with little cognitive 
dissonance, to shift their positions and adopt 
a far more skeptical stance toward labor 
unions, the public sector, and the idea of 
“big government.” The differences are ones 
of emphasis as much as they are evidence of 
one worldview being supplanted entirely by 
another. It’s not that liberalism and conserva-
tism are the same; rather, our own conserva-
tive era evolved out of elements present in an 
earlier one, which must then bear some part 
of the responsibility for what exists now. 

Olmsted’s fine book is an example of 
an earlier quest for the roots of American 
conservatism. Although its argument that 
those roots can be found in California’s labor 
struggles may be somewhat overstated, this 
shouldn’t turn readers away. People who 
need a break from the mayhem of the 2016 
election could do far worse than to read about 
Sinclair, Decker, Steffens, and the children 
who picked the nation’s apples and peaches, 
and whose lives were rarely considered by 
the busy New Dealers in Washington (just as 
the young people who still toil in those fields 
make few appearances in electoral politics 
now). Olmsted’s stories of violence, upheaval, 
and idealism in California are reminders of 
how much is left out of American politics, 
both in the 1930s and in our own day. 

Los Angeles Times as evidence of a grassroots 
rejection of labor. “After the invention of 
synthetic grass, political observers would 
call this technique ‘Astroturf,’” Olmsted 
explains. “President Richard Nixon would 
perfect the tactic, but it had its origins in the 
grower campaign against the unions.”

Olmsted doesn’t try to make the case 
that postwar conservative activists literally 
looked to California for inspiration; she 
leaves the parallels implicit. (For example, 
the Koch brothers’ tactic of funding organi-
zations with populist-sounding names—the 
Center to Protect Patient Rights, Ameri-
cans for Job Security—is similar to the way 
the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce 
concealed its role in the formation of the 
Associated Farmers.) More than seeing a 
conservative playbook in Depression-era 
California, Olmsted is interested in locating 
what Raymond Williams called “structures 
of feeling.” She wants to describe the con-
servative way of seeing politics, whereby 
any challenge to economic power automati-
cally comes to be associated with a broader 
cultural assault—one so destabilizing that it 
threatens home, family, religion, everything 
most dear and important in the world. 

But despite Olmsted’s assertions and her 
rich, gripping narrative, it’s not clear that 
California was the cradle of the national 
conservative movement after World War II. 
The conservative sensibility, with its brutal 
sentimentality, can be found in thinkers going 
back to the French Revolution and Edmund 
Burke. Nor is it clear that the American 
version of this worldview originated with 
California growers: In the United States, 
elements of it can be seen in the antiradical 
reaction during and after World War I, in the 
campaigns against the Industrial Workers of 
the World in the early 20th century, and even 
during Reconstruction after the Civil War, 
just to name a few occasions.

This raises a larger question: Why 
should we approach the conservative move-
ment as though its origins spring from a 
single source, as though it were a riddle 
with only one correct answer? Rather than 
treating it as a bizarre mystery that needs 
to be explained, historians of American 
conservatism might start from the premise 
that elements of this worldview have been 
present throughout American history. Far 
from being surprising, this would be just 
what one would expect in a country with a 
history of plantation slavery, racial segre-
gation, anti-union politics, and economic 
inequality. The desire to name the origins 
of the right, to dissect the movement and 
understand where it came from, reflects the 
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time New York mayoral candidate, and twice-
exposed enthusiast of cell-phone flirtation— 
as seen at the beginning of Weiner. At the 
conclusion, after this second mayoral bid 
has ended in humiliation, an off-camera Josh 
Kriegman (who codirected with Elyse Stein-
berg) rounds out the theme by asking the 
obvious: “Why have you let me film this?”

“This” amounts to everything: from 
Weiner’s home life and the boisterous early 
days of his 2013 campaign (before the emer-
gence of another round of cybersex mes-
sages) to his sudden drop into an abyss 
of shame and mockery. You see it all: the 
behind-the-scenes maneuvering of his in-
creasingly grim staff, Weiner’s principled (or 
perhaps near-delusional) determination to 
press on, and the cold fury of his wife—the 
poised, beautiful, and highly accomplished 
political operative Huma Abedin—who can 
neither abide the public role into which she’s 
been thrust nor fully evade it, and so takes to 
standing silently in doorways, staring darkly 
at her husband with a downward gaze while 
clutching her elbows as if they were weapons 
that needed to be kept in check.

Past a certain point, why didn’t Weiner 
send Kriegman and Steinberg packing? Why 
didn’t he at least limit what they could film? 
(Not only did they go on recording the 
campaign team in its dismal flailing, but 
they also continued to have access to the 
family’s apartment, where they could wait 
in the kitchen to ask Abedin how she felt as 
she came in for breakfast. “Living in a night-
mare,” she says.) Fairly early in the movie, in 
a scene shot on the street, a curious passerby 
asks Weiner “Why are they filming you?” 
and gets this reply: “Most of the time, I don’t 
know.” At the end, confronted by the riddle 
of his cooperation, he still has no answer. 

So it’s up to you to make the connections—
although Weiner, being sharp-tongued and 
contentious but also smart and not without 
self-knowledge—does offer some reflections. 
During a quiet moment, he speaks about the 
“superficial and transactional” relationships 
that politicians enter into, which might give 
rise to a habit of sexting, he says speculatively, 
or perhaps could be the very reason that an 
emotionally needy person goes into politics 
in the first place. In the film’s most buoyant 
scenes, you get plenty of evidence to back up 
the latter theory. Kriegman and Steinberg 
show the former congressman as a natural 
politician—the opposite, you might say, of 
Abedin’s boss, Hillary Clinton. Weiner en-
joys nothing more than waving giant flags 
from atop parade floats, except for bound-
ing off those floats so he can hug random 
onlookers. This lean-framed man comes off 

as someone who lives on adrenaline boosted 
from strangers. If they cheer, great; if they 
jeer, he still gets the rush. If he catches a 
group’s ear in public, he can promote his poli-
cies (many of which might appeal to Nation 
readers). If he engages a female voter singly, 
in the pseudo-privacy of the digital realm, he 
can advance his more corporeal agenda.

Does one expression of Weiner’s charac-
ter invalidate the other? He argues that the 
answer should be no—and when you see him 
valiantly carrying on about housing in the 
Bronx or volunteer services, before a press 
corps that wants to ask about nothing but his 
underwear, you might feel he has a point. You 
might even sympathize when he predicts that 
Kriegman and Steinberg’s film, despite their 
best efforts, is fated to become just another 
blip in the entertainment cycle.

It’s entertaining, all right; but it’s also 
more than that. Thanks to the evident persis-
tence and persuasiveness of the codirectors 
as well as the invaluable writing and editing 
of Eli B. Despres, Weiner takes you deep 
into one of the fundamental mysteries of 
democratic life: the dangers and benefits of 
the emotions that drive our true political ani-
mals, whether they’re Anthony Weiner or (in 
a prominent guest appearance) Bill Clinton.

It’s something worth thinking about as 
we face the rise, apparently irresistible, of 
you-know-who.

T
hink of the most definitive ways in 
which filmmakers have introduced 
their characters, from Rita Hayworth 
tossing back her curtain of hair in Gilda 
to Orson Welles materializing from 

the shadows in The Third Man, and you’ll get 
some idea of the trick that Terence Davies 
pulls off in the opening shot of Sunset Song. 
He has you float uphill, skimming a few feet 

above a field of sunstruck grain, until a young 
woman suddenly breaks the surface, sitting 
upright as if she’d been waiting to germinate, 
and lifts her shining face to the sky.

It’s not only the unexpectedness of the 
woman’s appearance but the wholeness of 
the moment that makes your heart leap with 
surprise: The character, the rural setting 
(northeast Scotland), and the movement of 
the filmmaker’s mind spring up together in 
so complete and final a form that they might 
have been lying there all along, waiting for 
an audience to find them. From this moment 
through the end of Sunset Song, everything 
that happens comes to you with the freshness 
of discovery and the certainty of knowledge.

Based on the 1932 Scottish novel by Lewis 
Grassic Gibbon, Sunset Song dramatizes the 
maturation of Chris Guthrie (Agyness Deyn) 
from a promising scholarship student, train-
ing for a career as a schoolteacher, to a young 
war widow and hardworking farmer. The 
elements of the story are almost a compen-
dium of the themes that Davies has pur-
sued throughout his career, from childhood 
poverty and the brutality of an overbearing 
father to the falseness of religion and the 
succor of popular song. But I don’t believe 
he has ever before chosen so hopeful a 
heroine—one who, despite everything, takes 
charge of her affairs with quiet gaiety, clings 
to the joy of sexual love, and, after the worst 
blows, still sees the world illuminated by the 
lamp that flickers in her heart.

If those terms, offered by a narrator in 
voice-over, seem to threaten sentimentality, 
I can assure you that’s not how the film plays. 
There is a heart in Sunset Song, in Davies’s 
impeccable direction. There is light, not just 
glowing but palpable, in the Caravaggio effects 
of cinematographer Michael McDonough. 
And there is a world, which Deyn seems to 

Anthony Weiner
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Tigers, who is traveling under the assumed 
name of Dheepan with an unrelated woman 
and random child he’s picked up as cover. 
As for the fictitious family’s new neighbors 
in an isolated housing project on the out-
skirts of Paris—a place where the police are 
too discreet to intrude on the governing 
drug gangs—they seldom look beyond their 
own busy affairs. One young gang boss 
does ask the woman about her origins, but 
his attention flags when the answer turns 
out to involve geography. That leaves the 
three playacting Tamils alone in their secret. 
Only the man knows—though the woman 
suspects— how dangerous he can be.

In the American blaxploitation films of 
the ’70s, the Vietnam War came home to 
Harlem or Watts in the person of a combat 
veteran who detonated when pushed too 
far. Something similar keeps threatening 
to happen in Dheepan, with the difference 
that nobody except the Tamils has heard 
of their war. Nor can that distant conflict 
be said to have come home to France. 
Audiard is keenly aware of the legacy of 
French colonialism—see his breathtaking, 
hair-raising A Prophet—but he also knows 
that the culpable Europeans in this case are 
English. The protagonist in Dheepan bears 
no grudge against France for his violent past 
and in fact seems eager to clean up his ad-
opted country, literally, having been given 
the job of caretaker at the housing project. 
Humble and soft-spoken in the demeanor 
that’s been forced on him, evidently patient 
and hardworking by nature, he is Audiard’s 
living argument for a generous immigration 
policy—except, of course, that he might be 
a ticking bomb.

But, more than that, he’s an initially 
reluctant but increasingly willing father 
figure to a bright young orphan, and a fake 
husband with real desire for a woman who 
just wants to run off on her own. Figure in 
the domestic story in Dheepan, and the kinds 
of tension that Audiard deploys add up to 
three: suspense about whether the man 
will explode, anxiety over the fraud being 
exposed, and yearning (yours, and some of 
the characters’ ) for this trio of strangers to 
grow into a family.

The most affecting scenes, the ones that 
linger, draw out this yearning: Mere prox-
imity starts to melt into mutual reliance, 
and mutual reliance into something like 
love. Even this movement requires some 
willful ignorance, though. When it seems 
that a new life might be possible for the 
man, he takes out a photograph of his wife 
and children, killed in the war, and embeds 
the picture in a gilded frame. He builds it 

with a pair of little doors that he can close 
over the photo, protecting the memory and 
shutting it away.

Scenes like that, and the occasional in-
terpolation of enigmatic images such as a 
tight close-up of an elephant in the jungle— 
perhaps a dream, or a memory, or a vision of 
the god Ganesha—make Dheepan uncom-
monly languorous and moody for a sus-
pense film full of crime and social conflict.

Audiard has all but incarnated this 
paradoxical tone through the casting of a 
nonprofessional actor in the title role: the 
French-based Tamil author Antonythasan 
Jesuthasan. Slightly chubby, fortyish, round-
faced, and heavily bearded, he’s a man who 
projects studiousness and practical skill rath-
er than the coiled menace of a guerrilla in 
hiding. Only the intensity of his narrow-eyed 
gaze suggests that Jesuthasan was, in fact, a 
teenage soldier with the Tamil Tigers long 
ago. I don’t doubt that this background lends 
his remarkably nuanced performance some 
of its weight; but he seems most credible not 
in the character’s rougher moments, but in 
his tender, patient, exasperated, frustrated, 
shy, aroused, and loving interactions with his 
supposed wife and daughter. 

Then again, maybe those characters don’t 
need him very much. To me, the most affect-
ing scenes in Dheepan belong to the young 
girl (the solemnly pretty scene-stealer Clau-
dine Vinasithamby), who struggles to accul-
turate in school as well as to coach her false 
mother into making a slightly better show 
of being a real one. Almost as good, though 
marred by a tendency toward melodrama 
that intrudes more and more, are Kalieaswari 
Srinivasan’s scenes as the pretend wife, who 
takes a housekeeping job for a drug lord and 
starts feeling a fearful attraction to him.

What do these strands of Dheepan con-
tribute to the explosive climax? Not enough, 
unfortunately. The spark of life they have 
in themselves dies out quickly, as Audiard 
presses them into the service of his purpose: 
to redeem his main character through self-
abnegation and, at the same time, push him 
toward bloody heroism. Sorry to say, this 
movement isn’t paradoxical: It’s just self-
contradictory, and ultimately self-defeating, 
as you see when Dheepan concludes with the 
phoniest epilogue since Taxi Driver.

This isn’t to say that Dheepan is a failure. 
It’s just a disappointment by Audiard’s high 
standards. It isn’t hair-raising and breathtak-
ing like A Prophet, or fiercely elemental like 
Rust and Bone, or fevered and perverse like 
The Beat That My Heart Skipped. The sad 
truth is that it’s a little soft, a little too reluc-
tant to kick open its characters’ doors. 

Home

When you enter the room

You destroy the room, the room 

You waited so long to enter— 

No: “to get into,” to be allowed 

To enter and so on. A nod

To Kafka, existentialism, theories 

Of desire...blah blah blah.

You’re talking to yourself

Now. When you enter (too late, 

Too early, over or underdressed, 

Etc) the room 

      explodes? No. Is 

Missing? Almost. No. But no. Maybe... 

Dissolves, becoming the room 

You could get into. Welcome. 

LAURA MULLEN

experience in its fullness with every breath.
Because I seized the opportunity to avoid 

Clash of the Titans (in which she played Aphro-
dite) and may have blinked when she appeared 
in Hail, Caesar! (as “Woman in Cab”), Deyn is 
new to me. Apparently, she’s best known as a 
fashion model; Davies has certainly found her 
easy to pose. At one notable moment, when 
she’s at rest in an armchair, her long, thin left 
hand, curled back on itself, looks as if it’s been 
copied from a Mannerist painting. But the 
ultimate wonder of Sunset Song is that Deyn 
never seems to notice herself posing, nor does 
she ever stoop to acting. Davies has asked her 
to be as abiding as the land itself—as Gibbon 
says of Chris Guthrie—and that’s all she does.

That’s everything.

J
acques Audiard’s Dheepan is a wide-
screen film that likes to peer through 
doors left ajar. Outside the horizontal 
format lies a world that burns with civil 
wars and teems with refugees. What do 

most of us see of it? Only a sliver, glimpsed 
through a vertical crack.

Ignorance drives the plot. Soon after the 
introductory sequence has ended, French 
officials grant asylum to a man who claims 
to have fled Sri Lanka with his wife and 
9-year-old daughter; and so, with blink-
ered magnanimity, the Republic welcomes 
a former guerrilla commander of the Tamil 
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SHELF 

LIFE
by AARON THIER

GOETHE DIES, translated from the

German by James Reidel (Seagull; $21), is 
a brief and headlong collection—just four 
stories in 76 pages—but any reader suscep-
tible to Thomas Bernhard’s charm will be 
transfixed by it in a few sentences. Bernhard, 
who died in 1989 at the age of 58, is one of 
the great stylists of the 20th century, and his 
writing is an irreducible essence, an ungov-
ernable torrent of lunacy and glee, impossible 
to paraphrase but immediately recognizable.

In the title story, Goethe dies as advertised. 
Before he does, however, he conceives a desire 
to summon Wittgenstein to his bedside (the 
two men are contemporaries in this reality). 
But Wittgenstein dies before the meeting can 
be arranged—and this is essentially all that 
happens. The story consists of the remarks, 
or an elaborate description of the remarks, 
that Goethe’s secretary and various associates 
make about his desire that the meeting should 
take place. This is a desire they aim to gratify 
or frustrate, according to obscure whims of 
their own. The narrator, who may be pres-
ent for some of this and may be a fanciful 
version of Bernhard himself, is painstaking 
in his attribution of the most irrelevant state-
ments, which produces wonderfully tortured 
formulations like “Riemer underscored that 
Goethe allegedly said…,” or, even better, this: 
“the idea of inviting Wittgenstein to Weimar 
occurred to Goethe at the end of February, 
thus said Riemer presently, and not at the be-
ginning of March, as Kräuter maintained, and 
it was Kräuter who learned from Eckermann 
that Eckermann would prevent Wittgenstein 
from travelling to Weimar to see Goethe at 
all costs.”

The end of February, the beginning of  
March—which is it? Who is alleged to have 
said so, and when? Bernhard’s narrators ap-
proach their task with an air of deep and 
fanatical solemnity: They repeat themselves 
often, they repeat themselves again, and yet 
they hardly ever manage to say anything. The 
statements they organize with such care are 
often ludicrous, although it’s all the same to 
them. In the first story’s opening passage, the 

Thomas Bernhard, Ohlsdorf, Austria, 1981.
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narrator reports that according to Riemer, 
“the hardest part of holding a conversation 
with a man who lies on his deathbed more or 
less motionless the whole time, a genius star-
ing in the direction of the window, is to find 
the appropriate pitch in one’s own voice.”

Like Beckett—especially the Beckett 
of the strange early novel Watt—Bernhard 
makes a mockery of the act of narration. But 
if Beckett sings a bawdy song of resignation 
and paralysis, Bernhard is a poet of relentless, 
ecstatic outrage. Sometimes he has a particu-
lar grievance, as in “Going Up in Flames,” a 
letter in which a man describes a dream to an 
“erstwhile friend” whom he calls a “dream 
collector.” It takes him many hesitant and 
digressive pages to get there, and his prose is 
tormented and strangely punctuated, but all 
he’s trying to express is his hatred of Austria, 
his homeland. In this dream, “this entire dis-
gusting, ultimately just awful, reeking Aus-
tria with all its vulgar and mean people, and 
with its world-famous churches and cloisters 
and theatres and concert halls, going up in 
flames and burning down before my eyes.” 
And it makes him glad, because if he can’t 
cease to be Austrian, at least he can hope that 
Austria itself will cease to be.

More often, though, Bernhard is inter-
ested in the outrage of existence itself. “Mon-
taigne: A Story in Twenty-Two Installments,” 
begins like this: “From my family and thus 
from my tormentors, I found refuge in a 
corner of the tower….” The narrator’s family 
is contemptible to him because of their “as-
siduous vulgarity” and their obsession with 
business, but his fury is more universal. In an-
other tortured sentence, he says that we must 

condemn our parents because they “made 
and whelped us in this horrific self-esteem 
and in their literal megalomania for breeding 
and put us in this more dreadful and odious 
and deadly than encouraging and conducive 
world.” Again and again, he curses his “beget-
ters” for the crime of begetting him. And so 
should we all curse our begetters: “They led 
you into forests, they stuck you inside gloomy 
nurseries in order to destroy you, and they 
introduced you to people whom you imme-
diately realized would be your destroyers.”

And yet, all the same, these stories are full 
of delight. It’s hard to account for it, and even 
harder to give an account of it. Why should it 
be so wonderful, for example, when the nar-
rator of “Reunion” describes his relationship 
with his mother as a “machine of punish-
ment”? How could it be even better when he 
goes on to say, “At breakfast I already looked 
utterly given up on life, like a person nearly 
destroyed, sitting at the table as the family’s 
shame”? Why isn’t it awful to imagine a 
young boy in this condition?

The reason it isn’t awful is that he’s not a 
real boy. He’s nothing at all like a real boy; 
he’s a rhetorical artifact. I don’t relate to 
these stories in any sense. I don’t care what 
they’re about. They are artificial construc-
tions, and their joys are literary. The delight 
one senses is the delight of a person making 
something intricate and good from the grit 
and putty of life—and if the grit and putty 
are toxic on top of everything else, that’s even 
better; the transformation is so much more 
satisfying. Bernhard is a gleeful butcher who 
makes the best charcuterie from the most 
forlorn and desiccated roadkill. 

Aaron Thier’s second novel, Mr. Eternity, will be 
published in August.
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ACROSS

 1 I am always on time, ahead of you when texting, and 
spontaneous (9)

 6 Scoundrel and French military trainee (5)

 9 Gas an individual east of Kansas? Not any more (5)

10 One sharing responsibility to engineer crops soon (9)

11 On top of a roll, salsa perhaps? That’s too much (13)

14 Passage from Ezekiel is so memorably graceful (7)

16 Satellite in second place? A relative setback (7)

17 Small break, with the end coming a little early—that 
can be relaxing (7)

19 Nation’s chief, at rest, arranged talks (7)

21 Cue four jockeys to incorporate sense and smarts—
you’d need that to make a White Russian (6,7)

24 After trading Utah for bright city lights, favorite 
location to get drunk (4,3,2)

26 Provide excellent witticism (5)

27 Oddly, played a UN song of praise (5)

28 You and I contributed to shamefully unread 

conclusion of lawyer’s briefs (9)

DOWN

 1 Athletic organization hiding scam to abide rebel (10)

 2 Operate on disintegrating corpses (7)

 3 Pope Ratzinger presents a musical performance (5)

 4 Horrible brute put ice in old TV part (7,4)

 5 and 8 Presumptuous person boosts dessert (7)

 6 Tailor low tunics to make funny clothes? (5,4)

 7 Notice to suggest that only a loser would go to 

Switzerland to study nuclear physics? (7)

 8 See 5

12 Not in the mood (11)

13 Cars crashing into e-communicator—you might see that 

in the big city (10)

15 Wheel dilapidated futon around, haul away (3,2,4)

18 Loud hotel? Change or get angry (7)

20 Former spouse beginning to employ attractive 

implement (7)

22 Baroque-era connection is bizarre (5)

23 and 25 Cover a fellow beside the Seine? (7)

Kosman & Picciotto explain what they’re up to at thenation 
.com/article/solving-nations-cryptic-crosswords/.
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ACROSS 1 & 27 RAT + HER 3 2 defs. 
9 NAI (rev.) + PAUL 10 DRAW (rev.) + 
SUP 11 DELICIOU (anag.) + S 
12 DE(L)HI (hide anag.) 14 MO(VE)
MENT 17 AZ + IMUTHS (anag.) 
18 GUST + O[f] 20 BASE(BAL)L (Lab 
rev.) 24 [p]ROSECUT[e] 
25 GR(OMM)ET[a] (Mom anag.) 
26 anag.

DOWN 1 RENEGAD (anag.) + E 
2 TRI-AL 3 anag. 4 I’D LED 
5 KI-[n/D]-G + LOVES 6 rev. hidden 
7 V(IS + COUNT)S 8 RE-PAST 
13 LA(Z)Y’S + US + AN 14 anag. 
15 MIGR(A)TORY (grim anag.) 
16 RO(AD)STER 19 [l]IBERIA 
21 BB(CT)V 22 DOG MA [i] (rev.) 
23 O + O MPH

RAT~QUICKSILVER
E~R~U~D~I~S~I~E
NAIPAUL~DRAWSUP
E~A~K~E~G~A~C~A
GOLDENDELICIOUS
A~~~R~~~O~~~U~T
DELHI~MOVEMENT~
E~A~S~U~E~I~T~R
~AZIMUTHS~GUSTO
I~Y~~~I~~~R~~~A
BASEBALLDIAMOND
E~U~B~A~O~T~O~S
ROSECUT~GROMMET
I~A~T~O~M~R~P~E
ANNIVERSARY~HER
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