
D O U B L E  I S S U E

TOOL KIT FOR RACIAL JUSTICE
DANI McCLAIN

NEW  
COMPANIES ARE 

CAPITALIZING 
ON PUBLIC 

ANXIETY ABOUT 
VIOLENCE

FEAR  
THE

INDUSTRY

PATRICK BLANCHFIELD ON  

SASHA ABRAMSKY ON 

 FIREARMS TRAINING

SCHOOL SECURITY

THE SANDERS MOVEMENT 2.0
D.D. GUTTENPLAN

THENATION.COM

A U G .  2 9 / S E P T.  5 ,  2 0 1 6 



The Nation.2

SEPTEMBER 12- 18, 2016

BOOKEND your festival visit by attending 
BKBF curated  literary events—  parties,  
books-to-movies screenings, literary  
trivia,  readings,    performances, and 
more—  taking place in unique locations 
throughout New York City.

BOOKEND EVENTS
SEPTEMBER 12 - 18

BROOKLYNBOOKFESTIVAL.ORG

Come enjoy authors and illustrators as they

through readings, performances, and 
workshops. Have fun with costumed 
characters, create art, and browse the 

a beautiful urban park. 

SEPTEMBER 17
 

FESTIVAL DAY 
SEPTEMBER 18

The Brooklyn Book Festival  is the  
largest free literary event in NYC. The 
festival presents nearly 300 award-
winning and emerging, national and 
international authors who participate 
in readings, conversations, and panel 
discussions. Experience the outdoor 
Literary Marketplace with more than 
180 local and national presses, 
bookstores, and publishers. 

ALL FESTIVAL EVENTS FREE
SOME BOOKEND EVENTS CHARGE ADMISSION

DOWNTOWN BROOKLYN

METROTECH COMMONS

CITY-WIDE

Margaret Atwood
Sherman Alexie
Margo Jefferson
Faith Erin Hicks
Russell Banks

Chester Brown
Salman Rushdie

Pete Hamill
Jacqueline Woodson

Bruce Schneier
Rebecca Traister
Sayed Kashua

Joyce Carol Oates
Jessica Valenti

and MANY more!

2016 AUTHORS AND PARTICIPANTS

Each One Teach One

George Joseph’s article “Teach for 
America Goes Global” [July 18/25] 
takes Teach for India to task. In the 
past eight years, TFI has taken small 
steps for children in India, and there 
is a long way to go. In a country 
where 76 percent of our children 
don’t graduate from school; where 
52 percent of the children in fifth 
grade can’t read a second-grade text; 
where our government says “it will 
not be an exaggeration to say that 
our education system is in disarray,” 
those of us doing this work often feel 
overwhelmed. While we try our best, 
each day we wake up knowing that 
there is both more to do and that we 
can do it better.

We are grateful to The Nation for 
giving us an opportunity to share 
what we are doing to further our vi-
sion of providing an excellent educa-
tion to all children in India.

TFI is an independent, locally run 
and managed organization. We run a 
highly selective fellowship where can-
didates from diverse geographic, eco-
nomic, and educational backgrounds 
teach full-time for two years in a 
government or low-income private 
school. Our fellows are placed in class-
rooms where there are existing teacher 
vacancies, and are given intensive 
training and support throughout the 
two years. We strive to give children a 
holistic education—one that integrates 
academics, values, self-awareness, and 
exposure to the world. According to 
the results of a recent four-year inde-
pendent longitudinal study in partner-
ship with Educational Initiatives and 
Columbia University, our students 
have improved four times as much in 
language and twice as much in math as 
a control group of students in the same 
schools not taught by TFI teachers. 

After the fellowship, our growing 
corps of 1,500 alumni work across sec-
tors—from education and the social 

sector to policy and the corporate 
sector—and across the country for 
children. Each year, over 60 percent of 
our alumni stay full-time in education, 
working as teachers, teacher trainers, 
school leaders, and other roles. Most 
of our alumni continue to work for 
education from wherever they are. 
They are taking steps to work together 
with many others across the country, 
within and beyond the government, to 
improve the state of education.  
 Shaheen Mistri

CEO, Teach for India
mumbai

I was so disappointed to see my fa-
vorite news outlet’s distorted report 
on efforts under way around the 
world to transform educational ineq-
uities. All Joseph’s article does is fuel 
unnecessary division in the ranks of 
those fighting to create greater access 
to quality education. To correct just a 
few of the article’s inaccuracies:
§ None of the folks I know at educa-
tional nonprofits, including Teach for 
America, have even the remotest desire 
to privatize education. They know we 
can’t give up on public education, even 
while they experiment with ways to 
improve it. While you can find some 
funders who have lost faith in govern-
ment’s ability to educate our children, 
all the nonprofits I know are exerting 
constant pressure on government to do 
more and to do better.
§ To say that these nonprofits focus 
only on individual leadership and 
transformational teaching rather than 
systemic change fits the narrative of a 
right-wing effort, but it does not fit the 
facts. All of these nonprofits are push-
ing aggressively for policy changes and 
greater investment in education at the 
local, state, and federal levels.
§ Teach for India is not a cousin of 
Teach for America. It is a totally in-
dependent organization, designed to 
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O n June 25, 2013, the Supreme Court struck down the 
heart of the Voting Rights Act, ruling that states with 
the longest histories of voter discrimination no  longer 
had to seek approval from the federal government 

for changes to their election procedures. A month after that decision, 

Voting-Rights Victories

North Carolina—where 40 counties had previously 
been subject to that requirement—passed the coun-
try’s most sweeping voting restrictions. 

The state implemented an onerous photo-ID re-
quirement, cut a week of early voting, and eliminated 
same-day voter registration, out-of-precinct voting, 
and pre-registration for 16- and 17-year-olds. On 
July 29 of this year, the US Court of Appeals for the 
Fourth Circuit invalidated these restrictions, saying 
that they “target African Americans with almost 
surgical precision.” The court found that 
the state GOP had intentionally discrimi-
nated against people of color, and it called 
the elimination of voting on the Sunday 
before the election—when black  churches 
hold “souls to the polls” mobilization 
drives—“as close to a smoking gun as we 
are likely to see in modern times.” 

It was the first in a remarkable string of 
voting-rights victories, as federal courts in 
late July and early August ruled against the 
GOP’s efforts to make it harder to vote in six different 
states. The decisions in North Carolina, Wisconsin, 
Texas, Michigan, Kansas, and North Dakota—by Re-
 publican- as well as Democratic-appointed  judges—
struck down laws that required strict voter ID, 
reduced early voting, and hindered voter registration.  

As their party’s war on voting hit a roadblock in 
the courts, Republican hysteria reached panic levels. 
Party leaders attacked the court decisions, while 
Donald Trump proclaimed that the election would 
be “rigged” for Hillary Clinton and that without 
voter-ID laws, “we may have people vote 10 times.” 
Like so much of what Trump says, his claims are 
totally divorced from the facts: Since 2000, there 
have been only 31 credible incidents of voter im-
personation in the United States, out of 1 billion 
votes cast. By comparison, there are 300 deaths and 
injuries from lightning each year. 

Even so, Trump’s lies need to be confronted head-

on, since they could lead to violence and intimidation 
at the polls in November and discredit the election 
of the first woman president. Anyone in the media 
who repeats Trump’s assertions without debunk-
ing them is committing journalistic malpractice. As 
CNN’s Brian Stelter pointed out, Trump “is trying to 
delegitimize our democratic process without proof.” 

In fact, many more people have been blocked 
from the polls by GOP voter-suppression efforts 

than have cast fraudulent votes. This is the 
real threat of election rigging. In North 
Carolina, for example, more than 2,300 
ballots were rejected in 2014 because 
of the state’s elimination of same-day 
registration and out-of-precinct voting, 
while there have been only two cases of 
voter impersonation in the past decade. 
As a federal judge in Wisconsin noted: 
“A preoccupation with mostly phantom 
election fraud leads to real incidents of 

disenfranchisement, which undermine rather than 
enhance confidence in elections, particularly in 
minority communities.” 

Even with these recent victories, 15 states have 
new voting restrictions in place for the 2016 presi-
dential elections. Voters are being purged from 
the rolls in Ohio; ex-offenders have lost the right 
to vote in Virginia; and police are questioning the 
registration status of African Americans in Georgia. 

On August 6, the 51st anniversary of the Voting 
Rights Act, the Republican National Committee 
released a statement saying that the party “remains 
committed to ensuring access and fairness at the 
ballot box.” This was not a joke. If the GOP were 
really serious about “protecting future generations’ 
right to vote,” it would cease its voter-suppression 
efforts and hold a vote in Congress—before the elec-
tion—on legislation to restore the VRA. We’re not 
holding our breath. 

ED ITOR IAL



The Nation.4  August 29/September 5, 2016

steered the collaborative research and writing process 
over a yearlong period. “We are seeking transformation, 
not just tweaks.”

Recommendations like those cited earlier may strike 
some people as too broad, too pie-in-the-sky. But the 
BLM vision statement offers greater depth for read-
ers who want to know how to translate the words into 
grassroots action. The extended policy brief on the de-
militarization of law enforcement, for example, includes 
information on bills in New Jersey and New Hampshire 
that could serve as model legislation in other states. 
There’s also advice on how to use an executive order 
issued by President Obama last year to demand that 
local elected officials reject military-grade equipment for 
police departments and that university presidents do the 
same for campus police. What may seem at first glance 
like sweeping rhetoric that lacks the specific teeth to en-
sure real change is actually a tool kit for anyone ready to 
do the long-term work of running local, state, or national 
advocacy campaigns.

Some of these campaigns are already active but 
unknown to people new to organizing and 
activism. The BLM vision statement seeks 
to change that by highlighting existing cam-
paigns powered by online petitions alongside 
the policy platform. Among these is the cam-
paign to replace County Attorney John Choi 
with an independent prosecutor in the shoot-
ing death of Philando Castile, who was killed 
by a police officer in the St. Paul suburb of 

Falcon Heights last month.
More than two dozen black-led organizations— 

including the Black Youth Project 100, the BlackOut 
Collective, the Center for Media Justice, the Million 
Hoodies Movement for Justice, and Southerners on New 
Ground—created the vision statement together, said 
Stahly-Butts, who is also a policy advocate at the Center 
for Popular Democracy. “Those of us who have been 
inside this movement have seen there’s work happening 
across the country,” she continued. Together, they set 
out to answer the question: “How do we amplify what’s 
already happening?”

Authors of the BLM statement say that policy devel-
opment is just one of many necessary tactics. Protest, 
direct action, and advancing conversations that critique 
norms around race, gender, and sexuality are all part of 
the movement’s work as well, said Thenjiwe McHarris, 
another member of the eight-person policy leadership 
team. But articulating a set of demands and then ad-
vocating for those demands to be met are critical, too. 
Throughout their collaboration, the coauthors referred 
to earlier policy statements, such as the Black Radical 
Congress’s “Freedom Agenda” and the Black Panther 
Party’s “10-Point Program,” in an effort to better under-
stand the black-led policy efforts that have come before.

“It builds on the legacy of the black radical tradition,” 
McHarris said of today’s “Vision for Black Lives.”

 DANI MCCLAIN

Dani McClain is a contributing writer to The Nation and a 
fellow at the Nation Institute.

BLM’s Vision
Building on the legacy of the black radical tradition.

O ne commonly asked question about this 
moment in black-led organizing—what 
some broadly refer to as the Black Lives 
Matter movement—is what its participants 
want. What are BLM’s goals, and why, 

some critics ask, is the movement so reactive, so vocal 
and visible, only in response to police violence against 
black people?

Now, anyone with such questions can refer to  
“A Vision for Black Lives,” which lays out six demands 
and 40 corresponding policy recommendations to paint 
a picture of what today’s black activists are fighting for. 
The Movement for Black Lives, a coalition of more than 
50 organizations representing black people nationwide, 
made the policy platform and accompanying website 
public on August 1. Among the demands are calls for “an 
end to the criminalization, incarceration, 
and killing of our people” and “independent 
Black political power and Black self-deter-
mination in all areas of society.”

At both the Democratic and Republican 
conventions last month, there were plenty of 
indications that conversations strengthened 
and sustained by the current movement to end 
antiblack racism have made it to the national 
stage. The “Mothers of the Movement”—women whose 
children were killed by police or vigilantes or who died 
while in police custody—shared their stories at the Demo-
cratic National Convention, making the case that their 
fight for justice would be in good hands with a Clinton 

presidency. The previous week, Milwaukee Coun-
ty’s Sheriff David Clarke Jr., a black man, tried to 
calm the nerves of the largely white audience at the 
Republican National Convention, assuring them 
that Donald Trump could restore law and order 
and put an end to the “anarchy” that BLM inspires.

“A Vision for Black Lives” emphasizes the 
movement’s independence from party politics 

and its desire to prioritize solutions that address root 
causes over the incremental or bipartisan proposals more 
likely to win a presidential candidate’s support or move 
through an obstructionist Congress. For example, the 
nearly 40 policy recommendations include the following 
(as listed in the group’s August 1 press release):

§ “Demilitarize law enforcement, end money bail, 
end deportations, and end the systematic attack against 
Black youth, and Black trans, gender non-conforming 
and queer folks.”

§ “Immediately pass state and federal legislation that 
requires the U.S. to acknowledge the lasting impacts  
of slavery, and establish and execute a plan to address 
those impacts.”

“Democrats and Republicans are offering anemic 
solutions to the problems that our communities face,” 
said Marbre Stahly-Butts, a member of the eight-person 
Movement for Black Lives policy leadership team that 
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The BLM 
statement is 
a tool kit for 
grassroots 
advocacy.

44 TO 1
Odds of being 
denied bail for 
a black versus a 
white defendant

23
Average 
number of days 
spent in jail by 
low-income 
people because 
they couldn’t 
afford bail

75¢
Amount earned 
by formerly 
incarcerated 
black men for 
every dollar 
made by white 
men released 
from prison

$7.1K
Total median 
wealth of black 
households 
in 2011—more 
than 15 times 
less than the 
median wealth 
of white house-
holds ($111,146) 

“Black 
humanity 

and dignity 
requires 

black 
political 
will and 
power.”

Black Lives Matter 
vision statement, 

composed by a 
coalition of over 

50 black-led 
organizations
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ing property, as Gizmodo journalist Matt Novak wrote in a lengthy 2015 
treatment of Portland’s history. In the 1920s, the city was home to 9,000 
Ku Klux Klan members and frequent cross-burnings. White nationalists 
still have a presence throughout the state. That doesn’t mean you or your 
family need to be afraid of living in 21st-century Portland or of putting 
up a yard sign, simply that your perception of a very white environment 
is on the mark. 

Still, Closet Radical, I notice that while your letter eloquently explains 
the reasons not to put up the sign, you don’t say why you want to. This 
desire deserves more space and attention. 

You want to put it up for the same reason that you question that im-
pulse: because the sign would let people you see every day 
know what you think. You ask: “What difference does a 
sign in the front yard make anyway?” In a 2015 study of 
the impact of electoral yard signs, Columbia University 
political scientist Donald Green and fellow researchers 
found that yard signs did slightly increase the advertised 
candidates’ vote share. It would be harder to quantify the 
effect of a Black Lives Matter sign, but this recent data 
does tell us that our politics are indeed shaped by learn-
ing more about our neighbors’ commitments. Your Black Lives Matter 
sign would start some good conversations. It would also let others know 
that the movement has a presence in your community, perhaps inspiring 
potential activists to find the local chapter. 

And regarding the kids: It’s good to show them how to speak out 
against injustice, and it’s also OK to embarrass them. Go for it.

Asking for  
a Friend

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

Dear Liza, 
I recently moved to Portland, Oregon. I am black, 

my husband is white, and we have a kid in elemen-
tary school. Since the summer of 2014, I have been 
heartsick—like so many people—over the stream of 
reports on black people being murdered at the hands 
of the police. I haven’t been much of an activist since 
college, when I participated in the 1980s divestment 
movement. But I feel compelled to channel my fury 
and despair into activism now. Recently, I was able 
to join a local chapter of Black Lives Matter. I have 
been deeply moved by the wisdom and self-awareness 
of these young activists. 

I want to put up a Black Lives Matter sign in 
front of my house as a gesture of support for that 
movement. But I feel uncomfortable about it. It 
would embarrass my kids and make my husband 
feel awkward, and I would feel awkward too. We 
live in a neighborhood full of wealthy white peo-
ple—mostly liberals—but the sign would still make 
our house stand out like a sore thumb. I’m also 
imagining awkward silences from the neighbors. 
Should I do it? Maybe it’s not worth the (perhaps 
imagined) loss of social capital, since what difference 
does putting up a sign in my front yard make any-
way? Or is it cowardice to even think like that?  
 —Closet Radical

Dear Closet Radical,

A s the mother of a 10-year-old, I understand 
not wanting to embarrass your elementary-
school kid. My own kid, when I asked him, 

deemed your proposed sign “way too embarrassing. 
No one else on their street has a Black Lives Mat-
ter sign. Also, they are the only black people in the 
neighborhood? Mom! No—just no.” (Granted, my 
son is white and unlikely to be a victim of police 
violence.) 

In your household, race magnifies this problem 
like crazy. Your family looks different from your 
neighbors’, but you don’t want to emphasize those 
differences. Making matters worse, Portland is 76 
percent white, according to the US Census, and only 
6.3 percent of your fellow Portlandians are black. 
Plus despite its present-day farm-to-table liberalism, 
Portland does not come by its whiteness innocently or 
accidentally: Oregon was founded as a kind of utopia 
for white supremacists, with its 1859 constitution 
banning black people from living, working, or own-

Love Thy Neighbor

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

ILLUSTRATED BY JOANNA NEBORSKY

(continued on page 8)
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Ladies, if you’re ever the victim of 
sexual harassment or rape, try to 
make sure you have plenty of com-
pany. It’s not so hard to dismiss the 
claims of one woman—we all know 

the country is full of scheming females who will say 
anything to get attention, money, or revenge. This 
is true whether the woman is a hotel housekeeper, 
a university administrator like Andrea Constand—
the first of Bill Cosby’s victims to go public—or 
a famous TV personality, like former Fox News 
anchor Gretchen Carlson. When the news broke 
in mid-July that Carlson was suing her 
ex-boss, Roger Ailes, for sexual harass-
ment, her former colleagues didn’t ex-
actly rally around her cause. Greta Van 
Susteren told People that the charges 
didn’t have “a ring of truth”—after all, 
Van Susteren said, Ailes had never ha-
rassed her, and she’d been alone with 
him many times. Maybe Carlson was 
angry that her show hadn’t been re-
newed. It was only when other women 
came forward with similar accounts—25 in all, in-
cluding the network’s biggest star, Megyn Kelly—
that public sentiment shifted in favor of Carlson. 
Something that could be dismissed out of hand 
when one woman spoke up—Roger Ailes, that per-
fect gentleman? Nonsense!—became something 
that people had suspected all along. (Speaking 
of hotel housekeepers, the charges of Nafissatou 
Diallo against Dominique Strauss-Kahn look a lot 
more believable now that French women of his 
own social class have accused him of sundry sexual 
offenses and he was put on trial for “aggravated 
pimping.” DSK’s defense: How could he know the 
women were prostitutes? They were naked!)

Since Donald Trump must make every event on 
earth about himself, it didn’t take long for the Ailes 
story to become a story about Trump. The Orange 
One didn’t content himself with supporting his 
good friend Roger. (“Some of the women who are 
complaining, I know how much he’s helped them, 
even recently, and when they write books that are 
fairly recently released and they say wonderful 
things about him and all of a sudden they’re saying 
these horrible things about him, it’s very sad be-
cause he’s a very good person.”) Asked by Kirsten 
Powers what his daughter Ivanka should do if she 
were sexually harassed, Trump replied: “I would 
like to think she would find another career or find 

another company if that was the case.”
Eric Trump, his son and the killer of many wild 

animals, made matters worse: “Ivanka is a strong, 
powerful woman,” he offered. “She wouldn’t allow 
herself to be, you know, subjected to it.” So there 
you have it: Gretchen Carlson, weakling. All of 
Ivanka’s hard work at the convention, painting her 
father as the working woman’s champion—gone in 
an instant. As Megyn Kelly put it, “Sigh.”

Maybe it’s not such a hot idea to have your su-
per-privileged, super-rich children as your closest 
advisers. Had Trump had the benefit of guidance 

from some ordinary working women, 
he might have been a bit more clued 
in: Being harassed is not a matter 
of personal weakness; it’s about the 
enormous power differential between 
worker and boss. Sure, some women 
can walk away from a bad situation, 
and do. But many can’t: They need 
the work. And why should they have 
to leave a job they worked hard to get, 
and have invested time and energy 

in, and perhaps even love, to avoid the unwanted 
attentions of some creep? And really—give up a 
whole career, and just go do something else? Per-
haps, instead of working in TV, Gretchen Carlson 
should have become a brain surgeon. Trump would 
give harassers veto power over a woman’s work life. 
He also implies that a 
woman who doesn’t 
discreetly remove her-
self from the situation 
is in effect consenting 
to it. That’s an idea 
that far too many peo-
ple—including many 
women—already have, 
and it fuels the reluc-
tance of women to 
come forward. Those 
delicate attempts to put 
off harassment while 
retaining the goodwill 
of one’s harasser can look, in retrospect, like flirt-
ing. But realistically, women cannot usually af-
ford to flounce out of the room in high Victorian 
dudgeon.

Before you Nation readers congratulate your-
selves that Roger Ailes and Fox News and Trump 
père et fils belong to right-wing America, and that 

Credibility in Numbers
One woman’s sexual-harassment complaint is rarely enough for us.

Katha Pollitt

Let’s be real: If 
women are being 
harassed at work, 
they usually can’t 
afford to flounce 
out of the room 
in high Victorian 
dudgeon.
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Not Just Fox

E ven as Fox News 
finds itself increas-
ingly mired in an  

outpouring of sexual-
harassment charges against 
former CEO Roger Ailes, 
workplace harassment 
continues—and as Katha 
Pollitt notes at right, it is 
not confined to right-wing 
institutions like Fox. 

28K
Charges alleging harass-

ment received by the Equal 
Employment Opportunity 

Commission in FY2015

45%
Complaints that allege ha-

rassment on the basis of sex

25%
American women who 

say they’ve been sexually 
harassed in the workplace, 
when the survey doesn’t 
define sexual harassment

40% 
Women who say they’ve 
been sexually harassed 

when the survey describes 
specific behaviors

“We are deeply 
troubled by 

what we have 
seen during our 

tenure on the 
Commission.” 

Cochairs of the Equal 
Employment Opportunity 

Commission, describing 
the ongoing harassment 

they’ve seen reported 
during their term



Sit-stand desk workers were 78% more likely to report 

a pain-free day than those who only sat at work.

– Stanford University

Nearly 75% of sit-stand workers experienced decreased 

body discomfort compared to those who only sat.

– Texas A&M

Sedentary (sitting) jobs have risen 83% 

since 1960 and today 80% of American 

workers experience back pain.

46% Increase in Productivity. 

Call center/sales teams with sit-stand 

desks were 46% more productive than 

those with traditional, seated desk 

configurations. – Texas A&M 

How do you motivate 
your team to sit less and 
move more at work

  before lunch and at end of day so you

  always start work standing

  and exercise

  encourages you to make unconscious

  micro-movements to keep blood

  circulating

Buy an air-spring mat that feels 

  lively underfoot versus a foam based

  anti-fatigue mat that feels dead

Lose weight faster.  When you stand at your desk, you 

metabolize  fat more efficiently and burn 33% more calories.

- University of Minnesota School of Kinesiology

Walking breaks boosted everybody’s creativity by 60% 

- Stanford University 

These studies† all point to these two factors — the need 

to sit less and move more.

to move, not sit or stand still.  During movement the 

body has good blood and oxygen flow, so we feel 

better, we focus better, we think more clearly, and 

new technology, like the Wurf ™ Board, that 

stimulates micro-movements at a standing desk is 

so important.

Wurfin’ at Work
“Many small business owners and work-at-home 

warriors such as myself pay added attention to the 

health aspects of our career.  I agreed to try out a 

Wurf Board for a few days, but ended up using it for 

a couple weeks.... They were the most comfort-

able weeks of my writing life!” 

- Allena Tapia, Writer About.com

I have had 5 

surgeries on my feet and I can stand for hours on 

the Wurf without it hurting my feet.” 

- Mayra Marquez, Bridge Bank, Corporate Banking

“My husband had knee surgery back in January, he 

used the Wurf for rehabilitation, the therapists 

could not believe how fast he healed and gained 

back his strength! He has been back to work for over a 

creating a very well made product!” 

- S. Nunn, Lehigh Valley, PA
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Dear Liza,
I’m in contract to buy a beautiful, 

100-year-old, gut-renovated two-family 
house in an up-and-coming neighborhood 
in the New York City borough of Brooklyn. 
I’m dumping my life savings into the down 
payment and tapping into my retirement 
for the closing costs. This feels like a big 
accomplishment for a single woman who 
worked hard for her money, and who paid 
85 percent of her own way through col-
lege for her undergraduate degree (while 
working three jobs and never getting a day 
off) as well as 100 percent of her own way 
through grad school. I also come from a 
family where no one has ever lived in (let 
alone bought a house in) a high-density, 
overpriced real-estate market like New 
York City’s. I have just enough resources to 
make it happen. 

The born-and-raised Brooklyn house-
flipper selling it to me said, “You’re in the 
hood.” Given the hipster coffee shops and 
restaurants recently cropping up, I’m not 
sure this will be true for long.

Here’s my question: I’m torn between 
my objections to gentrification and the 
fact that it looks like I’m going to be part 
of it. What do I do? Not buying the house 
doesn’t seem like a real solution: no house 
for me, and it will get bought by another 
gentrifier anyway. 

So with all that being said, do I have 
a moral obligation to rent either the one-
bedroom unit downstairs or the master 
bedroom in my unit (I’ll live in the sunni-
er small room) below the market rate and 
invite someone with a background/profile 
that fits the neighborhood to join the house 

as a tenant at an affordable price? Even 
with every good intention, such a plan 
would be rife with paternalism and po-
tential outright disaster. And how would I 
know that my below-market tenant is not 
an opportunist? As it stands, I’ll be mak-
ing zero profit no matter the rent I charge, 
because I’ll be using the rent payments to 
abate the monthly mortgage, which will be 
a higher monthly obligation than I’ve ever 
incurred. 

To complicate things further, I can’t 
sustain my high-stress job forever and in-
tend to transition within the next year.  
I would need as much rent as I could collect 
to have a rainy-day fund for unexpected 
repairs or hiccups with any tenant, given 
the monthly mortgage and the fact that 
I won’t have my salary to fall back on. 
Shouldn’t I be allowed to bank some rent 
for that (which would require the higher 
rents I could get)? Then again, many resi-
dents of this neighborhood don’t have these 
luxuries, so why should I get them—or, at 
a minimum, bring them here? In sum, do 
I have a moral or political obligation? (I 
feel that I do.) If so, what is it?  
 —Guilty Gentrifier

Dear Guilty Gentrifier,

You are right to buy the house. If you 
don’t, you’ll end up being a victim 
of gentrification yourself, since rent 

will increase anywhere you choose to live in 
the city. 

Renting out part of the house below 
market rate is a generous idea, but I can’t 
see how it could be financially sustainable 
for you. You can barely afford this purchase 
as it is. If you do quit your job, you’ll have 
to raise the rent and end up displacing your 

tenant. You shouldn’t risk bringing chaos 
into someone else’s life by making a com-
mitment you can’t keep. Nor should you 
choose to put yourself into an untenable 
situation—staying in a job you don’t want 
or sacrificing rental income that could help 
you—out of guilt. 

Even if we live in a cardboard box, some-
one else is suffering more. That’s capitalism! 
Yet we still do have to look after ourselves. 
Don’t punish yourself for a situation that is 
not of your making—in this case, the sense-
less practice of allowing human needs like 
housing to be allocated by market forces. 

This is the problem, not your own 
homeownership, and you should seek to 
remedy it by lending your social capital to 
the anti-gentrification struggle. Commu-
nity groups in Brooklyn are fighting to pre-
serve, improve, and expand public housing 
and to strengthen protections for tenants. 
Families United for Racial and Economic 
Equality organizes mainly in Fort Greene/
Downtown Brooklyn and in Boerum Hill/
Gowanus, while the Coalition for Commu-
nity Advancement works in East New York 
and Cypress Hills. Find out who’s doing 
this work in your new neighborhood and 
join them. 

Finally, be a good neighbor! When a 
neighborhood gentrifies, residents fear los-
ing their community, often complaining 
that the new residents are unfriendly and 
self-involved. Say hello to neighbors on the 
street. Attend block-association meetings. 
Ask about people’s kids. If you’re able-
bodied, offer to shovel older people’s walks 
in the winter. Such courtesies won’t de-
stroy the Real Estate Board of New York, 
but they will make people happy to have  
you around. 

we blue or Green Americans are so much more evolved, 
consider the case of Thomas Pogge, professor of philoso-
phy at Yale University. In 2010, Pogge, a world-famous 
ethicist, was accused by Fernanda Lopez Aguilar of sexual 
harassment starting when she was an undergraduate and of 
cancelling a promised fellowship when she rejected him. In 
particular, Lopez Aguilar claimed that Pogge sent her too-
personal e-mails (“If you don’t understand me, Fernanda, 
who will?”), manipulated her into sharing a hotel room 
in Chile, pressed his erection against her, and more. Yale 
dismissed her complaint and offered her $2,000 in return 
for signing a confidentiality agreement. (So much for 
political correctness on campus.) However, Lopez Aguilar 
wasn’t alone: Other women—all young, pretty, and non-
white, from several different universities—began to come 
forward. It turned out that Pogge had earlier been accused 
of sexual harassment at Columbia University, credibly 

enough that he’d been barred from being in the philosophy 
department when his complainant was there for classes. 
Last spring, despite Lopez Aguilar’s attempts to reopen the 
case, Yale told her the matter was closed. Now she and oth-
ers are seeking an intervention by the US Department of 
Education. Some 169 philosophers, including 16 members 
of the Yale philosophy department, and hundreds of other 
academics have signed an open letter condemning Pogge’s 
behavior—but he’s still teaching. Where does that leave his 
female students? Pogge’s letters of recommendation are 
career poison now. What are they supposed to do?

So, Yale worse than Fox? World-famous ethicists as 
likely to abuse their power as right-wing media kings? 
Either way, it does seem that a woman’s best chance 
of being believed is getting public support from other 
women who have been in the same boat. Apparently, it’s 
a big one. 

Sexual  
harassment 
is a serious 
problem 
in blue 
and Green 
America,  
too. 

(continued from page 5)



THE JOURNEY
Travel to Havana and to Cuba’s scenic Pinar del Río Province on this unique 
trip specially curated for Nation travelers. Immerse yourself in Cuban politics, 
culture, and history at private seminars, concerts, and performances, featuring 
prominent Cuban professors, government offi  cials, health professionals, 
farmers, community activists, musicians, artists, and dancers. You will 
travel under The Nation’s OAFC people-to-people license, beginning your 
tour with a chartered fl ight from Tampa to Havana’s historic José Martí 
International Airport on January 14, 2017, and returning on the 21st.

THE DETAILS
The all-inclusive cost of this weeklong tour is $5,585—$5,990 
per person (double/single occupancy) and includes round-trip 
chartered airfare from Tampa to Havana, six nights at the Hotel 
Capri, one evening at a private residence in Viñales, Cuban visas, all 
transportation within Cuba, tours, seminars, lectures, concerts, most 
of your meals, and many other captivating events and activities.

SPACE IS VERY LIMITED — PLEASE REGISTER TODAY!
For information or to register, contact Charles Bittner at 

charles@thenation.com or 617-833-1435.
Travel on The Nation’s OFAC license #CT-2104-307579-1

JOIN THE NATION FOR A 
WEEK OF EDUCATIONAL AND 
CULTURAL EXCHANGE IN 

HAVANA, CUBA!

THENATION.COM/CUBA

   Settle into the historic, newly remodeled, 
four-star NH Hotel Capri La Habana, centrally 
located in a vibrant part of the Vedado district 
and its nearby jazz clubs and bohemian cafés. 

   Discuss Cuban foreign policy and the coming 
changes with Carlos Alzugaray, former Cuban 
diplomat and expert on US-Cuba relations.

   Enjoy the beautiful Viñales Valley, stay in 
a private home for one night of dining and 
interaction with your Cuban host family, tour 
a bucolic private farm, and join the locals 
for their nightly fi esta in the town center.

   Explore La Habana Vieja, the oldest 
neighborhood in Havana, and discover Morro 
Castle, one of the oldest and most important 
Spanish forts anywhere in the Americas.

   Visit the Latin American Medical School, 
where Cuba trains thousands of doctors 
from all over the world, and the prestigious 
University of Havana for a private tour 
of the grounds and classrooms.

   Attend private music and dance 
performances all week long at venues 
throughout Cuba, and savor the tastes 
of traditional Cuban food at the island’s 
fi nest restaurants and markets.

   And much more! See the full itinerary 
at TheNation.com/Cuba.

HIGHLIGHTS

January 14-21, 2017

Join the community of Nation travelers to Cuba on Facebook at “Cuba | The Nation”

Peter Kornbluh 
The longtime Cuba correspondent for The Nation, Peter 
Kornbluh, is Cuba analyst at the National Security Archive in 
Washington, DC. He is the author of Bay of Pigs Declassifi ed, 
co-author of The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962, and co-author 
of the recently published Back Channel to Cuba: The Hidden 
History of Negotiations Between Washington and Cuba, 
chosen by Foreign Aff airs as Best Book of the Year. 

Charles Bittner
For almost two decades, Charles Bittner has served 
as The Nation’s academic liaison. He’s hosted eight 
previous Nation trips to Cuba and teaches in the 
sociology department at St. John’s University.

YOUR HOSTS
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Patricia J. Williams

He looked dangerous. He looked like a 
suspect. He looked like he was reach-
ing for a weapon. The officer feared 
for his life.

This familiar litany was recited 
on the news more than once in this vexed summer—
a time weighted with foreboding, anxiety, and grief. 
We are all afraid of something: terrorism, random 
outlaws with PTSD, ominous political forces. As a 
result, gun sales have soared. Paradoxically, rising 
gun sales mean that it’s increasingly reasonable to 
suspect that someone pulled over by police to the 
side of the road will have one. Writes Ted Shaw, 
director of the Center for Civil Rights 
at the University of North Carolina, 
“in a society that worships gun cul-
ture and advocates the right to carry 
weapons, it cannot be that the fact that 
an individual has a gun automatically 
justifies shooting him.”  

Yet it’s also true that the history 
of the right to bear arms is shaped by 
exclusionary privilege based on race 
and gender. It is almost exclusively 
white men who may “reasonably” carry firearms to 
protests outside Target or political conventions. It 
is almost exclusively white men who do not need 
to retreat from domestic disputes while on ground 
deemed “theirs.” Nonwhites and women, however, 
are much less likely to be able to walk through the 
world with assault rifles (or toy guns, or the shadow 
of anything that might resemble a gun) and not 
be mowed down for that reason alone—either by 
police or the idealized citizen-savior. 

Harvard professor Caroline Light has traced 
the history of our romance with legalized vigi-
lantism. She dates it to the Reconstruction era, 
“when post-war political and economic turmoil and 
the enfranchisement of African American men fed 
late-19th-century gender panic, and the legal ter-
rain shifted to characterize a man’s ‘castle’ and the 
dependents residing therein as an extension of the 
white masculine self.” Light (whose excellent new 
book Stand Your Ground: A History of America’s Love 
Affair With Lethal Self-Defense is forthcoming from 
Beacon Press next spring) asserts that current poli-
cies, including defunding basic public services, have 
led to a situation in which “the state’s retreat from 
the protection of its citizens creates a perceived 
need for (do-it-your)self-defense.” The supposedly 
race-neutral idea of “reasonable threat” actually en-

courages a “lethal response to black intrusions into 
spaces considered white.” 

Recently, an officer from the North Miami Po-
lice Department shot and wounded Charles Kinsey, 
a black therapist trying to help a severely autistic pa-
tient who had wandered away from a mental-health 
center and into traffic. Pictures taken by passersby 
showed that neither the patient nor Kinsey was 
armed. Indeed, Kinsey had identified himself, ex-
plained the situation, and was lying on the ground 
with his hands in the air when the police shot him.  
Such a twitchy hair-trigger response reminded 
me that the North Miami Police Department had 

been chastised just last year for using 
African-American mug shots for tar-
get practice. Maybe such “practice” 
had successfully trained the eye toward 
what to fear and whom to kill. 

Against this already charged 
backdrop, a judge recently extended 
Florida’s “stand your ground” law to 
protect police officers. The case at 
issue involved the death of Jermaine 
McBean, a 33-year-old black man who 

was shot three times after being spotted walking 
on a busy street carrying what turned out to be an 
unloaded Airsoft rifle. 
A judge dismissed all 
charges against Bro-
ward County Sheriff’s 
Deputy Peter Peraza, 
based on his assertion 
that he had no duty to 
retreat because he be-
lieved that McBean was 
trying to kill or seri-
ously harm him.   

But “stand your 
ground” laws are a sub-
species of self-defense. 
The idea is that 
“ground” is jurisprudentially defined as a space 
from which one has the reasonable expectation 
of excluding others—i.e., one’s property. What 
makes the idea of standing one’s ground so trou-
bling is precisely the question of whose ground it 
is anyway—yours or mine? What, indeed, of “our” 
ground? Law-enforcement officers, after all, are 
charged with a duty to serve and protect public, col-
lective geographies, not just “their” ground. 

“Stand your ground” laws have extended the 

Police officers  
are charged  
with a duty to 
serve and protect  
public, collec-
tive geographies, 
not just “their” 
ground.
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Artists and 
Magicians

I
n her essay this week 
on Kanye West, Angela 
Flournoy compares the hip-
hop artist to another gifted 

self-promoter: Norman Mailer. 
“In other times,” wrote Gore 
Vidal in his 1960 Nation review 
of Mailer’s Advertisements for 
Myself, “it would have been 
fatal for an artist not yet full 
grown to show us his sores and 
wounds, his real and his illusory 
strength. Until very recently 
the artist was a magician who 
did his magic in public view but 
kept himself and his effects a 
matter of mystery.” But Mailer 
flouted that tradition: “He is 
giving us now the storms and 
the uncertainties, private and 
public, which he has undergone. 
He has armed the enemy and 
not entirely pleased his allies.”

Even so, Vidal continued, “I 
am fairly certain that Mailer 
will survive everything. Despite 
a nice but small gift for self-
destruction, he is uncommonly 
adroit, with an eye to the main 
chance (the writer who has not 
this instinct is done for in Amer-
ica; excellence is not enough).” 
Mailer, Vidal wrote, “does not 
begin to know what he believes 
or is or wants. His drive seems 
to be toward power of a religio-
political kind. He is a messiah 
without real hope of paradise on 
earth or in heaven and with no 
precise mission except that dic-
tated by his ever-changing tem-
perament…. He appears to be 
looking for an identity and often 
it seems that he believes crude 
celebrity will give it him again.”

                    —Richard Kreitner

Whose Ground?
In a nation where firearms are legal, some people always look like a threat.

DIARY OF A 
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To lose the 
support of the 
GOP, Trump 
would have to do 
something truly 
appalling, like 
acknowledging 
the reality of 
climate change

@Sean 
McElwee,  
Demos policy 
analyst Sean 
McElwee

older defense of one’s “castle” beyond the walls of one’s 
home to one’s subjectively determined comfort zone—
which, in effect, allows a public street to be turned into 
conceptually private space. However problematic this may 
be in citizen encounters, judging police by this measure 
would represent a seismic shift in accountability. It is a cor-
nerstone of our legal system—and of international law—
that police, as state actors, respond to objective standards, 
not fleeting emotions. Our expectation is that they will be 
well-trained in techniques of defusing confrontation, and 
that they will deploy force only as a last resort. 

If the mere experience of fear justifies violence any-
place, anytime, we have set a dangerous precedent regard-
less of race, gender, or occupation—but especially in the 
case of police. As Nakia Jones, a black police officer in 
Ohio, stated in an impassioned video on YouTube, we 
must also look at the tension between the call of duty—

which is one of public service, even self-sacrifice—and the 
unmoored fears harbored by those who don’t know anyone 
in the neighborhoods they’re assigned to patrol. There are 
at least some who, in the absence of training, experience, 
self-restraint, and proper support, may fill that void with 
assumptions and panic—who would place self-protection 
so far ahead of the duty to protect the community that 
they succumb much too easily to an ethic of “Shoot first, 
ask questions later.”

Nikki Giovanni’s poem “Allowables” has gone viral of 
late, and perhaps it bears repeating as a counter-litany in 
these times of edgy stand-off: I killed a spider / Not a mur-
derous brown recluse / Not even a black widow /And if the truth 
were told this / Was only a small / Sort of papery spider / Who 
should have run / When I picked up the book / But she didn’t 
/ And she scared me / And I smashed her / I don’t think / I’m 
allowed / To kill something / Because I am / Frightened.  

TWEET THAT!

Backfire
“I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and 
shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose any voters.”

—Donald J. Trump

C O M I X  N AT I O N / S T E V E  B R O D N E R
What Trump Supporters 
May Be Thinking
A man who goes ballistic
At trivial rebukes 
Is just the sort of person
One wants in charge of nukes.

Calvin Trillin 
Deadline Poet



I 
sat here for a reason,” says mike meacher. 
“Put me somewhere else, and I’m not a happy 
camper.” 

We’re in the back corner of the dining room of 
the Mountain Falls Golf Club in Pahrump, Ne-
vada, about hour west of Las Vegas. A trim man 
in his 60s, Meacher wears a polo shirt tucked into 
pressed khakis, a scoped Glock and two maga-
zines on his belt.  Over his shoulders, the 18-hole 

green and water features contrast sharply with the bleak 
rocks of the Nopah range beyond. 

From where he sits, Meacher has a direct view of the 
entrance and an exit behind him. “If some guy comes in 
here and tries to stick up the bar, sure, I’ve got a line of 
sight,” he continues. “But odds are he wouldn’t be that 
good of a shot, and why would I engage when I could just 
hightail it out of here instead?”

Meacher is the vice president and chief operating of-
ficer of the Front Sight Firearms Training Institute and 

Home on the range: 
A Front Sight trainer 
before a live-fire 
test for the Nevada 
concealed-carry 
license exam.
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Resort, the largest private-sector institution of its kind in 
America. His work involves conjuring the image of such 
scenarios, encouraging others to be on guard against 
them, and, not coincidentally, enticing them to travel 
to Front Sight’s massive complex in the Mojave Desert 
and pay thousands of dollars to train with guns accord-
ingly. Meacher tells me that in any given year, more than 
35,000 people will. 

For many gun-rights advocates, firearms ownership 
isn’t just a constitutional right; it’s a duty that implies obli-
gations and responsibilities. Jeff Cooper, a lieutenant col-
onel in the Marine Corps, was one of the most significant 
figures for American gun culture in the second half of the 
20th century. The father of the “Modern Technique of 
the Pistol,” Cooper systematized a style of shooting that 
shaped firearms training across the board—military, civil-
ian, and law enforcement—for decades. For Cooper, who 
founded a training academy in Arizona, simply owning a 
gun didn’t cut it; you had to be trained in its use. “Owning 

“
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the end of 2015, 15 states required a permit or license to 
own or purchase a handgun. Of these, six had mandatory 
training requirements; the other nine did not. When it 
comes to carrying a concealed weapon, things get even 
more complex. As of July 2016, some 14.5 million Amer-
icans have been licensed to carry a concealed weapon, 
but 11 states don’t require a license. Reciprocity agree-
ments further complicate the picture. For example, any 
Pennsylvania resident who passes a background check, 
fills out a page of paperwork, and pays a $20 fee can re-
ceive a license to carry firearms that will be honored in 
30 other states. Over 1 million Pennsylvanians currently 
have such a license. But if they carry a concealed hand-
gun into Delaware, they’re committing a felony—unless 
they also have a nonresident permit from a state like 
Arizona ($60) or Florida ($102), in which case they’re 
in the clear. Arizona and Florida both require training in 
firearms competency; Pennsylvania does not.

But “competency” itself is a moving target. In some 

CONDITION YELLOW

Patrick Blanchfield 
is a freelance 
writer and aca-
demic based out 
of New York and 
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a handgun doesn’t make you armed any more than own-
ing a guitar makes you a musician,” Cooper said. He also 
postulated a “social duty to resist” violent crime: “Skill-
at-arms is everybody’s business. It is the proper concern 
of all free men. It cannot be left to the public sector.” 

Today, Cooper’s words are echoed in countless online 
forums, pro-gun websites, and gun ads—and after every 
high-profile mass shooting, calls for Americans to buy 
guns and prepare to defend themselves proliferate. After 
the Orlando shooting this past June, Florida news out-
lets reported not just a drastic increase in gun sales—well 
over 110 percent from the same period last year—but 
also a surge in enrollment in firearms-training courses.

Nationally, there isn’t much coherence when it comes 
to laws linking gun ownership and training. “Primary re-
sponsibility for regulating guns remains with the states,” 
explains Adam Winkler, a law professor at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, “and because of this, you have 
a lot of different gun-control regimes out there.” As of 

At the Front Sight Firearms Training Institute, fear is a booming business.

by PATRICK BLANCHFIELD
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states, all that involves is sitting through a lecture on the basic rules of fire-
arms safety: Don’t point your gun at anything you don’t want to shoot; treat 
all guns like they’re loaded; keep your finger off the trigger until you plan 
on firing. Other states spend hours walking students through the laws on 
self-defense, liability, and safe storage. Not all states require applicants to 
demonstrate ability to operate a gun: In Florida, firing one bullet is enough. 

Although Americans are generally more familiar with the National Rifle As-
sociation’s lobbying activities, the NRA also maintains a national network of 
certified firearms instructors. In states that mandate training for a concealed-
carry license, the NRA’s Institute for Legislative Action frequently takes a role 
in helping legislators draft the law—and in funneling applicants for such licens-
es to the NRA’s standardized courses. Such courses represent revenue for the 
NRA, and they’ve grown at breakneck speed: In 2013, 55,000 instructors were 
training some 750,000 Americans; by 2016, those numbers had risen to 125,000 
instructors and 1 million students. Indeed, over the course of the United States’ 
unprecedented liberalization of gun-carry laws in the last 30-plus years—con-

op-ed about a run-in I’d had with a would-be prowler 
that soured me on personal gun ownership. Proficiency 
at shredding paper targets and breaking clay pigeons, I 
learned, didn’t translate into much besides panic when 
someone tried to jimmy open my back door in the middle 
of the night. I didn’t take any particular policy stance—just 
confessed my rude awakening to the gap between fantasy 
and reality—but that didn’t matter much to pro-gun read-
ers, who inundated my mailbox with threats. Buried in 
that avalanche of ugliness, though, was something differ-
ent: a note from a former soldier. He and his friends had 
decided that I suffered from “unconscious incompetence,” 
a false confidence in my own untested abilities, and that I 
had neglected a necessary ingredient: training. If I were 
willing, he wrote, a buddy of his would transfer a Front 
Sight membership to me. The only condition was that I 
take a course and write about my experience as honestly 
as I could. He’d even spring for another membership to 
bring a friend along with me. I accepted this generous offer 
and enrolled in Front Sight’s most popular class, a four-day 
defensive handgun course, supplementing it with a one-
day concealed-carry class. An old friend, photographer and 
journalist Evan Simko-Bednarski, accompanied me.

Y
ou get to front sight by turning off nevada 
State Route 160 and driving west. Another turn, 
and the macadam gives way to bumpy gravel: 
Front Sight Road. There’s a harsh majesty to the 
landscape, with mountains rising up all around, 

hemming in the Pahrump Valley’s dry, cracked arroyos. 
The soil is clay and silt, sprinkled with creosote bush, 
hedgehog cactus, and other hardy scrub. A guard waves 
us through a security gate, past a complex of flat, prefab 
administrative buildings. An American flag flies over 
everything, and beneath it a yellow Gadsden flag: Don’t 
Tread On Me. Some 200 cars sit in a gravel parking lot, 
with plates from around the country. Uniformed employ-
ees are everywhere. All are visibly armed.

After picking up our ammo (1,200 rounds), gear (hol-
sters, belts, hearing protection), and handgun rentals (a 
pair of well-used 1911 Springfield .45s), Evan and I enter 
Front Sight’s main building. From outside, it looks like a 
Mission-style hacienda: adobe walls and terra-cotta tiles, 
squat palms, a gurgling fountain. Inside, it feels like a 
church basement, with wooden tables stretching from 
one end of the room to the other. 

There are some 350 students in the room. The crowd 
is more diverse than you might expect. In front of us 
sits a white woman with deep-red dyed hair and a full-
back tattoo of Chinese characters. To our right is a lean, 
olive-skinned man with a perfectly groomed five-o’clock 
shadow. He’s got a desert-camo baseball cap with a patch 
that reads Infidel on his head and a keffiyeh around his 
neck. A black woman in her 30s sits next to him, her 
hand on his forearm. About a quarter of the students are 
women. There are around 20 African Americans that I 
can see, and about as many Latinos and Asian Americans. 
At least a dozen children are seated around the room. 
Farther down our table, a white woman and her teen-
age daughter wear matching pink Front Sight hats. Even 
so, the overwhelming majority of people here are white, 

Gun Ed: Students 
sit through a Front 
Sight lecture.

Over the 
last 30-plus 

years of 
liberalizing 
gun-carry 
laws, the 

market for 
trainers 
(NRA- 

certified and 
otherwise) 
has grown.

cealed carry, open carry, campus carry—the market for 
trainers (NRA-certified and otherwise) has grown. 

But while many states don’t have training require-
ments, many gun owners still want to train; others want 
to go above and beyond their state requirements or 
the very basic NRA offerings. Enter the private-sector 
players. Numerous firearms academies offer advanced 
training on dedicated campuses in several states; the 
larger ones will train several thousand students a year.  

On the far end of that spectrum—to the point that it 
is effectively sui generis—is Front Sight. Situated on a 
dusty 550 acres in Nye County, Nevada, the sprawling 
facility includes 24 outdoor ranges designed for pistol, 
rifle, and shotgun training; eight simulators, including 
“shoot houses” that mimic dwelling places; gunsmith fa-
cilities; an armory; and more. Lasting from two to four 
days, the courses at Front Sight run the gamut from 
defensive handgun use to long-range precision rifle 
shooting to training with military-style M16s and Uzis. 
The classes are geared for different levels of expertise, 
from beginner to advanced to “combat master.” Front 
Sight promises a caliber of firearms training light-years 
beyond that required by any state in the nation, rais-
ing “responsible citizens to levels that far exceed law 
enforcement and military standards.” Not counting the 
considerable cost of ammunition, lodging, and travel, a 
four-day course at Front Sight will run $2,000. 

I’m not currently a gun owner, although I have owned 
guns in the past. Shortly after Sandy Hook, I wrote an 
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male, and skew middle-aged or older. After a brief lec-
ture on basic gun-range safety, we sign a stack of liability 
waivers and then break up into smaller groups. 

Fraternizing isn’t exactly encouraged, and the empha-
sis on security culture is intense: People go by first names 
only, writing them on tags affixed to our hats, or by aliases 
or nicknames. Some have professional motivations: At 
least two are in law enforcement, the military, or private 
military contracting. Others have their own reasons. 

Some students are more forthcoming than others. 
Jeff, a slight, middle-aged white man, is from Connecti-
cut. By his own admission, he’s “not a gun guy.” But since 
his work involves traveling between shopping malls, he’s 
grown worried about mass shootings and wants to apply 
for a concealed-carry license: “You never know what could 
happen.” Another student, a white-collar professional 
from California in her 30s, is there with her brother; her 
dad taught them both how to shoot as kids, and now she’s 
at Front Sight with her first handgun, which another rela-
tive, a retired law-enforcement officer, helped her pick 
out. “I’m a single girl and I live alone,” she tells me. “I’m 
tough but I don’t weigh a lot, and I’m cognizant of the 
possibility of being physically overpowered. I grew up in 
a pretty tough neighborhood, so I guess I’m a little more 
aware of the dangers than perhaps someone who grew up 
in a very well-to-do family or an affluent neighborhood.” 
While the students generally don’t announce their poli-
tics, there comes an awkward moment while we’re wait-
ing by a food truck for lunch when a man from Arizona 
volunteers that he’s a fan of Chris Christie and doesn’t 
trust Barack Obama: “Honestly, I think he’s a Muslim.” 

And then there’s the kid, Cayden. Four days in a row, 
I’m shooting next to him. He is lanky and pale, with a 

mop of unruly blond hair. The minimum age to enroll in 
the defensive handgun course is 11, provided the child is 
accompanied by a parent. When I first meet him, I think 
he can’t be more than 13. His father, Ron, tells me that 
he’s actually 17. “He’s been shooting since he was 12, 
though. He really likes guns.”

O
ver four days, we spend just over 30 hours 
shooting and just under three hours in lectures. 
These include “The Color Code of Mental 
Awareness and the Combat Mindset”; “The 
Moral and Ethical Decisions Associated With the 

Use of Deadly Force”; and “Criminal and Civil Liability.” 
Their overall thrust, captured succinctly by Front Sight’s 
operations manager and range master, Rick Morello, is 
that “the world is a dangerous neighborhood,” and we 
must be prepared for violence at all times.

Morello, who has trained SWAT teams and diplo-
matic security personnel, presents a version of the “color 
code” system of situational awareness generally associ-
ated with Jeff Cooper, modified for civilians. “Condition 
White” represents blissful ignorance of your surround-
ings: “In Condition White,” Morello says, “you are ask-
ing to be a victim…. You might as well stab yourself and 
save the bad guy the trouble.”

Morello pitches a “solution” to this state of vulner-
ability: “Condition Yellow,” or active vigilance.  To illus-
trate the hazards of Condition White, Morello tells us 
a hypothetical story. A Nevadan is walking in New York 
City, an iPhone in one hand, a briefcase in the other, 
a pair of $4,000 cowboy boots on his feet. The man is 
absorbed in his iPhone’s screen. A “bad guy” sees he’s in 
Condition White, leaps at him “from a firebreak,” robs 

Open-door policy: 
Students practice 
clearing rooms with 
plastic training
weapons before 
graduating to live-
fire exercises.

According to 
Front Sight’s 
Rick Morello, 
“the world is 
a dangerous 

neighbor- 
hood,” and 
we must be 
prepared for 
violence at 
all times.
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invasion, and fighting our loved ones’ would-be rapists 
till our last dying breath. But the odds of suffering such 
an assault are exceptionally low: According to the Bu-
reau of Justice Statistics, from 2003 to 2007, nearly a 
third of all burglaries occurred when at least one person 
was home, but household members were the victims of 
direct physical violence only 7 percent of the time.

F
ront sight’s firing-range curriculum takes 
an incremental approach. We spend most of the 
first day not shooting at all; instead, we adopt a 
buddy system and drill on safe firearms handling 
using orange plastic dummy pistols. Everything 

unfolds under the watchful eye of our lead teacher, Carol, 
and two assistant instructors. Then the lessons ramp up: 
We learn how to draw, handle malfunctions, fire “con-
trolled pairs” to a target’s center of mass, and more. 

“Why wouldn’t someone stop after two shots to 
the thoracic cavity?” Carol asks. A chorus of answers 
comes in response: “Zombie!” “Body armor!” “He’s a 
big dude!” “Drugs!” Carol proceeds with the script: Yes, 
the bad guy might be “hopped up on PCP,” but there’s 
also the fact that bullets can behave in unanticipated 
ways once they’ve entered a body, and adrenaline can 
lead some people to power through otherwise disabling 
wounds. “If thoracic shots don’t work, where can you 
aim? Hit the pelvic girdle, and it’ll crumble like a sack of 
potatoes.” Cayden, sitting next to me, laughs like Car-
ol’s said something hilarious. (Earlier, when an instruc-
tor was demonstrating reloading techniques, he leaned 
over to Ron, whispering: “That’s what I love about Call 
of Duty—you can pick up and use anybody’s ammo just 
by running over it.”) “What you want to do,” Carol con-
tinues, pointing at a target, “is go for here—the cranial 
ocular cavity. It’s all eye sockets and spongy sinus tissue; 
a shot to this region has a 98 percent chance of being 
lethal.” But in the eyes of the law, she adds, head shots 
are frowned upon; we should aim for the chest first, then 

escalate to the head if there’s a “failure to stop.” 
The drill that follows involves firing pairs of shots at 

the target’s chest until the instructor yells “Head!”; then 
we aim there. I do OK with the pairs, but I’m not feel-
ing right. I can’t stop thinking about Cayden’s laugh, and 
after emptying my pistol, I freeze up. I’m staring at it 
blankly when Carol sneaks up behind me and yells, “He’s 
coming for the one you love!” Before I even realize what I’m 
doing, I eject the spent magazine with my right hand, 
pull a fresh one from my belt and slam it home with my 
left, thumb the release, and fire a round dead-center into 
the head box. My next four shots cluster right on top of 
it, leaving the target looking like someone has punched a 
fist through the center of its face. Carol laughs and slaps 
me on the back. “That’s how you do it! You just gotta get 
the adrenaline running.”

F
ront sight’s founder, ignatius piazza, looms 
larger than life. A chiropractor turned fire-
arms evangelist and a self-described “Millionaire 
Patriot,” Piazza markets his school with breath-
less daily e-mails that hit all the right buzzwords. 

“Hey Hillary! Hey Obama! What do you Gun Grabbers 
have to say about this? The Jews are right…” reads one 
subject heading. The e-mail links to an Israel Defense 
Forces video of a civilian shooting a man who has driven 
a car onto the sidewalk, slamming into pedestrians before 
leaping out and slashing wildly with a machete. Piazza’s 
e-mail continues: “Only a gun, in the hands of respon-
sible citizens can stop mass murderers.” 

After every high-profile mass shooting, Piazza makes 
the same pitch: firearms training at Front Sight. Five 
days after the killings in San Bernardino, Piazza wrote: 
“Whether tomorrow’s mass shooting is carried out by 
another psych drug failure or home grown religious ex-
tremist or border crashing international terrorist, there 
is really only ONE answer… IMMEDIATELY SHOOT 
BACK AND STOP THE ATTACK.” 

While many in Pahrump quietly admit that they find 
Front Sight’s promotions embarrassing or even repulsive, 
Piazza’s marketing clearly gets customers in the door. 
And the plan is only to scale up. Front Sight is currently 
building another 26 firing ranges, with the goal of accom-
modating no fewer than 2,000 shooters at once. With 
ever more people pursuing firearms training nationwide, 
Mike Meacher thinks Front Sight is poised for enormous 
expansion. He shows us the blueprint for a massive devel-
opment plan, spanning “dorms for college students who 
only have two nickels to rub together, to time-shares, to 
luxury houses for Fortune 500 guys who want to fly in 
once or twice a year to spend a week.” Meacher, who has 
a background in golf courses, wants to make Front Sight 
into something similar: a Disneyland or resort destina- PA
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him, and cuts his throat. When Morello says “firebreak,” Evan and I—New 
Yorkers born and bred—exchange bewildered glances, then realize he means 
an alley. Morello reboots the scenario: The Nevadan, iPhone in his pocket, 
is now in Condition Yellow. He sees the alley and the bad guy, makes eye 
contact, communicates a silent “No way, hombre,” and moves on. No gun is 
drawn, no shots fired—but “Combat Mindset” saves his life.

Morello tells us to “live in Condition Yellow,” that such vigilance is ap-
propriate because of “how it is in the world these days.” Avoiding any dog-
whistles—the word “thug” isn’t used once—the sources of fear Morello con-
jures are more about the generalized terror provoked by daily headlines than 
specific aggressors of any complexion or creed. That said, one trope invoked 
at least three times in this talk—and deployed all weekend long as the ne plus 
ultra trump card of horror—is the prospect of sexual violence against loved 
ones. “If you’re wounded, finish the fight,” he advises. “Or the other guy will 
have his way with your family.” We are repeatedly asked to imagine a home 
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tion, but with guns. Planned “experiences” include us-
ing $25,000 computer-guided sniper rifles, virtual-reality 
gunfighting simulators, and a setup where anyone willing 
to pay $4,000 can hop into an all-terrain vehicle with a 
machine gun mounted on top and tear through a canyon 
shooting targets rigged with pyrotechnics. 

Meacher insists that enticing tourists with these 
high-adrenaline “experiences” will lead them to become 
responsible gun owners. “While you’re here, we’ll say, 
‘Why not also take a basic self-defense course?’” 

T
he number of americans who have used guns 
to defend themselves is highly contested, in large 
part due to Congress’s NRA-backed opposition to 
such research. Privately funded studies of “defensive 
gun uses” (DGUs) put the number of Americans 

who have brandished or discharged a gun to avoid being  
a victim in a crime in the low thousands to an (absurd) 2.5 
million a year. Extrapolating from the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics’ National Crime Victimization Survey, which 
relies on self-reported data from some 90,000 households, 
a team of researchers led by David Hemenway of Harvard 
University has estimated approximately 70,000 DGUs 
per year—while also questioning whether the presence 
of a gun was the deciding factor in those encounters (as 
opposed to, say, a baseball bat or a willingness to walk 
away). But Hemenway’s figure has also been challenged, 
and leading researchers wonder whether, when it comes 
to changing minds on guns, data actually matter at all. 

Current political rhetoric may give Americans the 
impression that their country is spiraling into violent 
chaos. But while recent months have indeed seen a 
marked and, as yet, unexplained spike in homicides in 
many urban centers, the broader picture for years has 
been one of steadily dropping crime rates. Nonetheless, 
since the early 2000s, a majority of Americans have told 
pollsters that they believe crime is rising. This percep-
tion correlates with increasing support for the propo-
sition that gun ownership makes people safer. Jennifer 
Carlson, a sociologist who stud-
ies gun culture, has observed 
concealed-carry licenses sky-
rocketing in some states even as 
the crime rate plummeted.

Training that stresses a pre-
paredness to respond to per-
ceived threats with lethal force, 
but that neglects critical reflec-
tion on how people form those 
perceptions in the first place, is 
a recipe for mayhem. Research 
psychologists like B. Keith 
Payne have identified a cogni-
tive “weapons bias,” whereby 
individuals regularly misidentify 
nonthreatening objects as guns 
when they’re held by people 
with darker skin. While police 
departments increasingly ac-
knowledge the role of weapons 
bias in their training, there’s no 

reason to think that armed civilians are immune from 
it. In her research on NRA training materials—which, 
like Front Sight’s, are scrupulously color-blind—Carlson 
voices this very concern: “The avoidance of race and oth-
er stereotypes about criminals may actually increase the 
likelihood that individuals make split-second decisions 
based on subconscious prejudicial beliefs rather than rea-
sonable evaluations of a threat.”

On our last day at Front Sight, the instructors pro-
duce a series of hostage targets: a human form in the 
center with two bad-guy heads peeking out behind it. 
We’re told to line up; then they ask us to spell the name 
of a person we love so they can write it on the hostage.

I’m getting married in less than a month. When it’s 
my turn, I give the instructors my fiancée’s name, and 
one of them writes it in big block letters. We’ll get six 
shots. Carol starts pacing, repeating a sentence like a 
prayer: “Aim to hit the hostage taker, don’t aim to miss 
the hostage—otherwise you miss everything.” 

I draw and feel myself going somewhere, the mechan-
ical unthinking somewhere I went after Carol yelled be-
hind me earlier. I aim at the hostage taker on the left and 
squeeze off three rounds. Each lands true, right where 
the eye socket would be, as far away from the hostage as 
I can get while still landing in the head box. I turn my 
attention to the other bad guy and put one in his eye, too.

And then, suddenly, I snap out of it and realize what’s 
happening. This is a scripted, psychologically engi-
neered “come to Jesus” moment. Between the heat, the 
exhaustion, and the constant invocation of horrifying 
scenes, we may as well be at the apogee of a revival or vi-
sion quest, the desert one giant sweltering tent or sweat 
lodge. It’s ingenious, but contrived. My next shot grazes 
the hostage’s ear, and my last goes totally wide. “It’s OK, 
she’ll be fine!” one of the trainers says. 

We’re supposed to take the targets home, as objects 
of contemplation, and show them to our loved ones. 
“Until next time,” the Front Sight instructors bid us 
farewell, “stay in Condition Yellow!” 
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True grit: “John 
Wayne,” an active-
duty serviceman, 
watches his trainer 
demonstrate a 
“controlled pair”— 
two shots to the 
center of a target.

The Front 
Sight 

trainers 
write the 

name of my 
fiancée on 
the hostage 

target.



The Fear Industry  
Goes Back to School

A spike in spending on high-tech school security is diverting 
funds from cash-strapped districts across America.

by SASHA ABRAMSKY
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in America and roughly 3.5 million adults employed 
as teachers. There are, in addition, millions of support 
staff—janitors, nurses, cooks, after-school-program pro-
viders, and so on. Even in the deadliest years, the chance 
of a student or adult being killed at school is roughly 
one in a million. By contrast, roughly five out of every 
100,000 American residents are murdered each year. 
Extrapolating from this, schools are somewhere in the 
region of 50 times safer than society overall.

And yet you’d never know that from the level of fear 
that exists around schools—or from the vast amount of 
money we spend attempting to make them more secure. 
The research company IHS Technology recently es-
timated that schools and universities spent about $768 
million on security measures in 2014—a sum that it 
predicted would rise to roughly $907 million for 2016. 
That’s an awful lot of money to spend at a time when 
state and local budget cuts are limiting educational op-
portunities for students across the country.

T
he spike in spending on school security 
began in the mid-1990s, when the Clinton 
administration, seeking to co-opt the pre-
vailing tough-on-crime, zero-tolerance 
message, pushed an array of measures that 

led to the hiring of several thousand new “school resource 
officers.” Thousands more police officers were funded by 
state and city grants, making the presence of armed police 
a daily reality in schools around the country. At the same 
time, one school after another, especially in inner cities, 
brought in airport-style metal detectors and introduced 
“clear bag” policies so that school officials could easily 
check everything students brought into the building.

As schools came to resemble prisons—which, per-
haps not coincidentally, were also expanding during 
these years—an increasing number of students ended up 
being arrested on school grounds. In cities like Stock-
ton, California, where even nonpolice “resource offi-
cers” are granted arrest powers, thousands of kids have 
acquired criminal records for minor offenses. Students 
in these districts are arrested at rates far higher than 
those reported in places where resource officers aren’t 
given such powers. The construction of this “school-to-
prison pipeline” has disproportionately affected minor-
ity students—who, in turn, face harsher penalties once 
they come into contact with the criminal-justice system. 
Sometimes the confrontations with security officers can 
be horrendous. Last October, for example, students 
in a South Carolina school filmed an officer violently 
dumping a teenage girl out of her chair and dragging 
her across the floor before arresting her—all because 
she used her cell phone during math class. 

In recent years, the school-security industry has ex-
panded to include high-tech surveillance among its of-
ferings. The school district in Las Vegas has been install-
ing surveillance cameras in schools since 2000, and they 
are now standard in new schools. All told, according to 
a 2014 article in the Las Vegas Sun, more than 12,000 
surveillance cameras are recording in Sin City’s schools, 
complementing the hundreds of cameras in school buses 
and on major thoroughfares, and the tens of thousands 

Overblown 
fears of 
mass 

shootings 
are causing 

many 
schools 
to invest 
in state-
of-the-art 

surveillance.

“S
ecurity was the number-one factor for me in choosing 
a school,” explained one of the mothers I met late last winter 
at a Montessori preschool in an affluent suburb of Salt Lake 
City. A quality-control expert at a dietary-supplement com-
pany, the woman said she vividly remembers the jolt of horror 

she felt when she first learned of the Columbine massacre in 1999. So when 
the time came to send her child to preschool, she selected one that markets 
itself not only as creative, caring, and nurturing, but also as particularly 
security-conscious.

To get the front door of the school to open, visitors had to be positively 
ID’d by a fingerprint-recognition system. In the foyer, a bank of monitors 
showed a live feed of the activity in every classroom. After drop-off, many 
parents would spend 15 minutes to half an hour staring at the screens, mak-
ing sure their children were being treated well by their teachers and class-
mates. Many of the moms and dads had requested Internet access to the 
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images, but the school had balked, fearing that online 
sexual predators would be able to hack into the video 
stream. All of the classroom doors had state-of-the-art 
lockdown features, and all of the teachers had access to 
long-distance bee spray—which, in the case of an emer-
gency, they were instructed to fire off at the eyes of in-
truders. The playground was surrounded by a high con-
crete wall, which crimped the kids’ views of the majestic 
Wasatch Mountains. The imposing front walls, facing 
out onto a busy road, were similarly designed to stop 
predators from peering into the classrooms.

“I fear a gunman walking into my child’s school 
and gunning up the place,” the mother continued. (I 
have withheld her name, and that of the school, upon 
request.) “And I fear someone walking onto the play-
ground and swiping a kid. And I fear an employee of the 
school damaging my child. These things happen more 
commonly than people expect.”

Actually, they don’t. Despite the excruciating angst 
suffered by this woman and so many other parents, 
school violence is a rarity in America. According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics, 34 children in 
the United States were murdered while in school during 
the 1992–93 school year. From 2008 to 2013, the most 
recent years for which the NCES provides data, the av-
erage annual figure was 19. In recent decades, the num-
bers have waxed and waned, hitting 34 again in 1997–98 
and going as low as 11 in 2010–11. Generally, the trend 
has been downward. 

If one adds the deaths of teachers and other staff, as 
well as suicides by students during the school day, the 
numbers go up, of course. In the 20-year period cov-
ered by the NCES data, 2006–7 was the deadliest, with 
63 violent deaths occurring in America’s schools. That 
is unquestionably 63 too many violent deaths, and for 
the families directly affected by the killings, it represents 
unfathomable—and inextinguishable—anguish. 

But it isn’t quite the national epidemic that one might 
picture based on the vast media coverage these killings 
receive. In fact, far more children and young adults are 
killed on the impoverished streets of America’s large cit-
ies every year. By several orders of magnitude, far more 
kids die each year in car crashes or drowning accidents—
or from asthma. And far more young lives are lost to a 
host of other diseases closely correlated with poverty.

There are approximately 55 million K–12 students 
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is now saturated with cameras linked into the nearest po-
lice station. Every teacher wears a panic button around 
his or her neck, and pressing it sends the entire campus 
into instant lockdown. For good measure, police officers 
watching from miles away can set off blinding smoke 
cannons and ear-splitting sirens at a moment’s notice. 

Much as anticrime advocates convinced government 
agencies in the 1990s and 2000s to fund an increasing 
array of punitive programs, today school-security com-
panies and trade associations are lobbying legislators in 
several states to change building codes so that schools 
will be mandated to spend more on their security sys-
tems. If they get their way, the Shelbyville experiment 
could well be a harbinger of things to come.

L
ately, america’s school-security fetish 
has reached a whole new level of bizarre. 
In the wake of the December 2012 Sandy 
Hook massacre in Newtown, Connecticut, 
one company after another has rushed to 

take advantage of the opportunities presented by the 
epidemic of fear that emerged in response to school 
violence, and to exploit the emotional vulnerabilities of 
terrified parents. As a result, a huge number of utterly 
inane products have entered the market. 

School-security specialist Kenneth Trump, longtime 
president of the Cleveland-based National School Safety 
and Security Services, likens the surge of “overnight ex-
perts, gadgets, and gurus who have popped up out of the 
blue” to a feeding frenzy. “Every time we have a high-
profile shooting, we see another business or product, 
well intended but not well thought out,” he says. After 
the Columbine massacre, Trump recalls, there was a 
“fairly reasonable conversation” about security. By con-
trast, in the years since the slaughter at Sandy Hook, “it’s 
been the worst I’ve seen in 30-plus years, in terms of 
people responding emotionally and businesses preying 
on the emotions of people who are afraid.” 

Take, for example, Bullet Blockers, a company work-
ing out of Lowell, Massachusetts, that manufactures bul-
letproof backpacks for elementary-school children. The 
ones for young girls come in raspberry pink or red plaid; 
the ones for boys come in red, black, navy blue, and 
more. The company also markets bulletproof jackets, 
bulletproof iPad cases, and bulletproof whiteboards for 

use in classrooms. It even sells a “survival pack and safety 
kit,” complete with fire starters, first-aid guides, cold 
compresses, and other items that would allow a child to 
survive a prolonged school lockdown.

Bullet Blockers CEO Ed Burke won’t divulge how 
many items his company has sold, but he does say that 
“since the Paris attacks [of November 13, 2015], our 
business has grown 80 percent and continues to grow.” 
Have his products actually saved lives? “Thank God, 
none as yet,” he answers—meaning that none of his 
products have thus far been used to foil an attacker in a 
school shooting. But “they’ve been tested randomly, to 
test ballistic capabilities.”

None of Burke’s clients would agree to talk for this 
article, but Burke does aver that his company sold prod-
ucts to “a grandmother who lives in Sandy Hook, who 
got her grandchildren a couple of backpacks.” He adds, 
“I got a phone call from a gentleman in California whose 
wife was involved in the massacre in San Bernardino. She 
was in the building. He wanted to get her a backpack.” 
Burke also cited a family that ordered a man’s farm coat, 
a woman’s leather coat, a child’s nylon jacket, and three 
backpacks, all bulletproof as well.

In Hauppauge, New York, Derek Peterson runs a 
tech start-up called Digital Fly, which enables school of-
ficials to monitor all social-media postings within a ra-
dius chosen by the school. The intent, which would be  
eerily familiar to government spy agencies the world 
over, is to drill down into communications used near 
schools as a way to identify potential shooters, bombers, 
bullies, or would-be suicides. The postings of everyone 
within that catchment area—whether they’re students, 
local residents, or simply people passing through—are 
monitored. “My software will identify it,” Peterson 
enthuses, seemingly oblivious of (or indifferent to) the 
extraordinary privacy implications of his work. “The 
school administrator will get e-mails. At that point, every 
school has a different policy—they get the parents, the 
police involved. I provide you with a hammer: Here’s the 
tools to build the house.”

Peterson claims that his system is being used in more 
than 50 schools around the country, as well as some in 
Ireland and South Africa. His ambitions are large. “It 
could go global,” he says. “We’re hoping it does. I’m a 
serial entrepreneur; this is right in my sweet spot. How 
do you put a price on protecting little ones? Unfortu-
nately, we live in a crazy world where kids are targeted. 
So any way we can protect children, I’m all for it.” 

Much like Burke, Peterson acknowledges that he has 
no real way of knowing if Digital Fly is working—al-
though he does claim that it helped prevent two suicides 
in New York City schools. But since he charges only 
$1.50 to $2.75 per student, Peterson hopes that schools 
will decide it’s worth adding to their tool kit just on the 
off chance it works. He tells parents at PTA meetings 
that his service costs the equivalent of one can of soda 
per year for each kid, and then adds a spiel about how, 
if even one bloody nose is avoided, it will be money well 
spent. “Right now, there are 50 million K–12 matriculat-
ing students just in the US,” Peterson says as he ponders 
his company’s future. “The sky is the limit.”

of cameras in the city’s giant casinos. The Sun didn’t report on how much 
this system cost, but a much smaller project at St. Mary’s High School in 
St. Louis reportedly cost the school $500 a month to lease two cameras, or 
$15,000 to buy them outright. 

Newark Memorial High School, in the San Francisco Bay Area, has 
embedded ShotSpotter technology, an advanced sound-recognition sensor 
system deployed by police departments in many urban neighborhoods to 
identify when and where gunshots are occurring. Although the school hasn’t 
had to pay ShotSpotter for the technology—the company views it as a test-
ing ground for how such a system could be used in a school setting—police 
departments around the country pay anywhere from $65,000 to $90,000 per 
year for each square mile covered by the sensors.

And then there’s the Indianapolis suburb of Shelbyville, where school su-
perintendent Paula Maurer recently became so worried about the possibility 
of a shooting that she installed a $400,000 security system in the town’s high 
school. The entire campus, located in open countryside just outside of town, 

School  
Security  
By the Numbers

55M 
Number of school-
children in the 
United States

19 
Average number 
of students killed 
at school per year 
from 2008 to 2013

872 
Number of chil-
dren who died in 
car crashes in 2014
 

16,121 
Number of homi-
cides in the United 
States in 2013

$768M
Amount that 
schools and uni-
versities spent 
on security mea-
sures in 2014

$400K 
Cost of the  
security system  
at the “safest 
school in America,” 
Southwestern  
High School  
in Shelbyville,  
Indiana
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M
any experts worry that the new 
school-security measures can endanger 
the people they’re supposed to protect. 
Anti-intruder doors were installed in 
some schools in Ohio without overrides 

built in, making it hard for first responders to reach 
stranded kids in the event of a crisis. There is some 
anecdotal evidence that lockdown drills injure teachers; 
they have reputedly resulted in a flurry of workers’-com-
pensation claims across the country. And at the Kaimuki 
Middle School in Honolulu, a lockdown drill in which a 
teacher ran through the school wielding a hammer and 
playing an attacker drew criticism after several young 
children were traumatized by the sight of their seem-
ingly crazed teacher on a rampage.

The increasing cost of high-tech safety measures has 
become a concern, too. At a time when many schools 
can’t rustle up enough money to keep art and music 
classes running, and when parents are often asked to 
purchase such necessities as notebooks, pencils, and even 
toilet paper, all of this militarization and surveillance 
represents a scandalous diversion of education funds. 

Shelbyville’s $400,000 security system, for example, 
could have been used to pay the salaries and benefits of 
roughly eight full-time teachers for a year (the average 
salary for a teacher in the town is $43,000). That’s not an 
insignificant fact in a city that shed five teachers in April 
2010 as a way of saving $250,000 during the dog days of 
the recession. All told, according to the Indiana Economic 
Digest, Shelbyville schools lost access to over $1 million 
that year. Three years later, the school district cut the 
hours for scores of teaching aides, bus drivers, and other 
staff to avoid the cost of covering their health insurance 
under the terms of the Affordable Care Act. 

Ronald Stephens, the executive director of the Cali-
fornia-based National School Safety Center, who teaches 
a graduate course on school-safety is-
sues at Pepperdine University, recalls 
talking with the superintendent of a 
school near his home in Oak Park, one 
of Los Angeles’s many affluent sub-
urbs. The superintendent explained 
that he was under tremendous public 
pressure to put security fences around 
the district’s schools, at a cost of $1.6 
million. He was resisting it because he 
believed the schools had bigger needs: 
The teachers hadn’t received a pay 
raise in five years. 

Back at the Montessori school in 
Utah, I met a father in his mid-40s 
who bemoaned the fact that kids could 
no longer roam freely, walking to and 
from school alone, playing unsuper-
vised outdoors for hours with their 
friends, as he’d done growing up in 
the Bay Area. “Times are different 
now,” he explained sadly. “There are 
more crazy people in the world.” 

The man, who worked for a 
large plumbing and air-conditioning 

company, had a bachelor’s degree in criminal-justice stud-
ies. Intellectually, he knew the statistics. He knew that 
violent-crime rates were higher when he was growing up 
than they are today. So I asked him if he was sure that the 
environment was less safe for his 17-year-old daughter 
than it had been for him. “Probably not,” he said after a 
long pause. “It’s hard. She is way too sheltered. I’d love to 
let her spread her wings a little bit more. But we do keep 
our thumbs on her. There’s always the fear of a kidnap, 
a traffic accident. Turn on the news at night—we watch 
the news while we eat dinner. The media loves to create a 
sense of panic. They love bad news.” 

On one level, he knew that the media were selling 
him a bill of goods. But he couldn’t bring himself to turn 
away—and the more he watched, the more fearful he be-
came. The man told me that he’s had nightmares about 
mass shootings and kidnappings; his face got beet red with 
tension even while discussing it. 

Unfortunately, this is the sort of circular reasoning 
that our society is increasingly trapped in when it comes 
to raising and educating our children. Television, news-
papers, and social media focus on sensational but statis-
tically anomalous horror stories about school violence. 
Parents and the broader community work themselves 
into a panic, prompting politicians to vow that they will 
do “whatever it takes” to make everyone safer. Security 
technologies emerge to fill the perceived need for stron-
ger safety measures, and schools end up spending money 
they don’t necessarily have to implement solutions they 
almost certainly will never need. The presence and the 
media coverage of these heightened security measures 
increase the public’s sense of fear, and the spiral descends 
even further.

“We’re preparing for the 1,000-year flood,” says 
Ronald Stephens. “Children are safer at school than any-
where else.”  

Testing ground:
Police in Castro 
Valley, California, 
secure a classroom 
during a school-
shooter exercise, 
October 26, 2013.

One district 
in Indiana 
installed a 
$400,000 
security 

system, even 
as staff were 
facing cuts 

to hours and 
benefits.
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Nashville 

“T
he republicans i talk to don’t feel 
any more represented by their party than the 
Sanders Democrats,” says Corbin Trent. It’s a 
steamy night a few weeks after the California 
primary, in a hall belonging to Local 737 of 

the United Auto Workers. Bernie Sanders hasn’t yet 
endorsed Hillary Clinton, but even his most die-hard 
supporters know he isn’t going to be president. Trent, 
the founder of Tennessee for Bernie, is talking about the 
widening gap between Americans and the people who are 
supposed to represent us in Washington. 

The big ask: Is Brand New Congress the 
future of electoral politics—or a dead end?

by D.D. GUTTENPLAN 

CLEAN SWEEP
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Foundation before joining the Sanders campaign—whose 
success in raising money from small donors proved that 
relying on corporate funding is a choice, not a necessity. 

Trent is younger and more solid; with his calm good 
humor, he’d be an asset in a bar fight. He also seems less 
self-conscious—at least here in his home state, where his 
familiar accent and easy manner soften the radicalism 
of his message. While both Trent and Exley share their 
audience’s acute frustration with the outcome of a cam-
paign that came tantalizingly close to victory, they’re in 
Nashville not to mourn, but to organize. 

Their pitch is simple: Even if Sanders had won the 
nomination, and then the election, his ability to effect 
change—to bring about the political revolution—would 
have been severely limited by a dysfunctional Congress in 
thrall to corporate interests. So why not harness the en-
ergy, enthusiasm, national organization, and fund-raising 
muscle of the Sanders volunteers to elect a brand-new 
Congress—all at once, in 2018—committed to the same 
platform of greater economic equality, climate justice, 
civil rights, criminal-justice reform, and fair trade? Why 
not elect a Congress that not only looks like us—more 
women, more people of color—but that will actually 
work for us instead of for lobbyists and special interests? 

This was the start of the Brand New Congress (BNC) 
campaign. “It sounds like a crazy idea,” admits Exley—
and if anyone else were behind it, I’d probably agree. 
But in state after state, wherever I found Sanders vol-
unteers phone-banking, canvassing, or holding Bernie 
Fest events to recruit their neighbors, when I asked how 
they managed to do so much with so little direction from 
the national campaign, the answer was always the same: 
“This guy Zack Exley came down for a couple of days…” 

Wendy Sejour, a veteran of Florida progressive politics 
who got scores of volunteers onto the streets of Miami—
right in Debbie Wasserman Schultz’s backyard—tells me: 
“We put out the word four to five days in advance. Found 
a local union hall. A hundred people showed up. Basi-
cally it’s just Corbin and Zack. They talked about what 
the campaign was doing, and how they wanted us to fit 
in.” With the national campaign focused on the four early 
states, the rest of the country was left to Exley and Trent’s 
“distributed organizing.” And while the national office 
can claim credit for Sanders’s stunning victory in New 
Hampshire, it lost Iowa, Nevada, and South Carolina. 

Meanwhile, the volunteers went on to win another 22 
primaries. Sejour has already signed on to BNC. 

So when Exley says “I think we can do better than 
40, 50 seats. I think we can pick up a couple of hundred 
seats,” I’m inclined to take him seriously. Because of what 
he’s already accomplished. And because of the numbers. 

“O
ur job is to identify 100,000 peo- 
ple in each district who are pissed off with 
Congress,” says Debra Mayes, one of the 
group’s African American–outreach team 
leaders. “In most districts, you only need 

30,000 votes to win the primary.” (Making a conscious, 
early, transparent effort to attract a truly diverse team 
is one way Brand New Congress is trying to learn from 
the mistakes of the Sanders campaign; this is one of the 
fruits of what Exley calls “this shared experience of how 
things should not be done.”) 

For decades, pundits have lamented the decline in vot-
er participation, especially in midterm elections. Brand 
New Congress looks at those figures the way the Bar-
row Gang looked at backcountry banks—as opportuni-
ties. “Turnout in midterm primaries is typically between 
8 and 13 percent,” says Exley. And if the idea of a small, 
ideologically cohesive force challenging the party estab-
lishment sounds familiar, that’s not an accident either. 

Like the Tea Party, BNC is in part an expression of 
frustration with a status quo that paralyzes government’s 
machinery while allowing insiders to prosper. But while 
the Tea Party (aided, funded, and directed by donors like 
the Koch brothers) works to pull the center of debate to 
the right, targeting only wayward Republicans, BNC aims 
not to take over the Democratic Party, but to do an end run 
around both parties, returning government to the people. 

“We’re looking for people who are really good at 
what they do, with a deep history of service—teachers, 
nurses, social workers, firefighters—who had chances to 
sell out but refused. That guy who keeps turning down 
promotions so he can stay in the union. The principal 
who doesn’t want to become a superintendent. The nurse 
who keeps everything together,” says Exley. 

“Think of what we’re doing as a reboot of Congress,” 
he continues. In Democratic districts, the group’s strate-
gy is straightforward: make sure every corporate or blue-
dog Democrat faces an aggressive primary challenge 
like the one Tim Canova, a law professor and Sanders 
supporter in Florida, is now running against Wasserman 
Schultz. “And if we lose those primaries, we’re gonna 
run our candidates again as independents,” says Exley. 

What’s new—and what distinguishes BNC from ef-
forts like the Working Families Party, or from the Sand-
ers-led Our Revolution—is the group’s commitment to 
finding progressive Republicans to run in red states and 
districts. “That probably makes working with us a non-
starter for Our Revolution,” says Trent. 

“In Tennessee, the candidates would be mostly Repub-
licans,” Mayes adds. What about the platform? “They’d 
be running on Bernie’s platform—plus a bigger-scale jobs 
program,” she says. Including abortion and gay rights? 
“Non-negotiable,” she replies. 

Do such Republicans exist? “We live in my wife’s 

“Our job 
is to identify 

100,000 
people 
in each 

district who 
are pissed 

off with 
Congress.”— Debra Mayes of 

BNC

D.D. Guttenplan 
is editor at large 
of The Nation. 

“We have a Congress made up mostly of millionaires who spend all their 
time talking to each other,” he says. “Our country is becoming an oligarchy.” 

When Trent finishes, Zack Exley stands up. The people in the room are 
all Bernie volunteers, and Exley, the Sanders campaign’s senior digital ad-
viser, begins by acknowledging their grief—and their frustration with the 
Vermont-based national campaign. “I was one of those people up in Burling-
ton, and I want you to know you guys did 10 times what was required to win. 
In a whole bunch of ways, we let you down.” 

Exley and Trent are a formidable double act. As the inventors of the “Ber-
nie barnstorm”—a concentrated training session designed to turn green vol-
unteers into the disciplined organizers who went on to build the biggest grass-
roots electoral movement this country has ever seen—they’ve been on the road 
since September. Exley, a tall, lean man with spiky silver hair and geeky glasses 
that make him look more like a film director than a veteran political operator, 
worked on Howard Dean’s pioneering campaign and then for MoveOn.org. 
A brilliant online organizer, he was chief revenue officer for the Wikimedia 

ILLUSTRATION BY KARL-RAPHAEL BLANCHARD

Zack Exley.
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ment” side of the Sanders campaign remain dubious about 
the group’s investment in electoral politics—and skeptical 
about its ability to find Republicans, even nominal Repub-
licans, willing to run on the Sanders platform. 

Saikat Chakrabarti, who led the Sanders data team 
and is now part of BNC’s “core leadership,” says the 
group’s critics underestimate two critical factors. “There 
are so few things 80 percent of Americans agree on. But 
regardless of party affiliation, they agree that Congress is 
broken,” he says. The BNC’s other secret weapon is the 
size of the task. Far from being daunted, he says, “people 
get excited when it’s something big. Something transfor-
mational. When you ask them to do a lot.” 

Yolanda Gonzalez, a teacher from California, spent 
two months traveling Nevada with a life-size cardboard 
cutout of Sanders and a bullhorn, spreading the message 
through the state’s immigrant communities. When we 
meet in Tennessee, she seems exhilarated, not discour-
aged—though when Exley broaches a plan for a “What’s 
Killing White People?” tour to persuade working-class 
white voters to support BNC, she rolls her eyes. 

The next time I cross paths with Gonzalez is in Phila-
delphia, where she’s a member of the California delega-
tion to the Democratic National Convention, festooned 
with Sanders buttons and shouting “Lock her up!” as part 
of the #NeverHillary brigade. “We definitely have some 
Bernie-or-bust folks,” Trent tells me a few days later. 
“People who believe the DNC is completely broken. But 
we also have plenty of pragmatists”—like Chakrabarti, 
who e-mailed me after Clinton’s speech to say he had 
“some hope that she might try to do something real. Hill-
ary Clinton is someone who follows the tide, and…she’s 
possibly begun to realize the tide has shifted.” 

B
ernie sanders won’t be on the ballot in 
November. But his campaign revealed a hunger 
for progressive ideas (and unbought candidates) 
that no one suspected. Win or lose, Clinton is 
unlikely to satisfy that yearning—which doesn’t 

mean that Brand New Congress will either. 
The night before Nashville, BNC had a meeting in 

Memphis at a barbecue joint in a white neighborhood 
near the primarily white high school I went to. Apart 

from the BNC organizers, the crowd could have been my 
homeroom. “The people that are coming to see us are 
Bernie’s base,” said Trent when I challenged him on this. 
“On our core team, I’m the only white person.” Legally, 
BNC is a political-action committee—and with Exley 
currently acting as more of a mentor, the day-to-day deci-
sions are made by Trent, Chakrabarti, Stacey Hopkins (an  
African-American activist from Atlanta), and Alexandra 
Rojas, a Californian who’s in charge of local organizing. 

It’s also true that representation isn’t always a simple 
matter of color. The Ninth District in Memphis “is the 
blackest district in America,” says Steve Cohen, the white 
Jewish progressive whom the city has sent to Congress 
since 2007. Cohen was first elected because the Fords, a 
local African-American political dynasty, overplayed their 
hand: sitting out the primary, then running a ne’er-do-
well son (multiple arrests; never graduated high school) 
as an independent. 

Though he endorsed Clinton, Cohen has a high re-
gard for Sanders. “Bernie and I spoke together at a rally 
against the Keystone pipeline,” he says. But he has little 
sympathy for the view that blue-dog Democrats are the 
enemy: “Blue dogs gave us a majority. Blue dogs made 
John Conyers Judiciary [Committee] chairman. Made 
Nancy Pelosi speaker. Made Henry Waxman a chairman.” 

Exley bristles when I relay Cohen’s comments. But 
Trent tells me, “We’re not going after progressives. 
Steve Cohen’s got a decent voting record.” Out of 535 
members of Congress, he reckons they’ll put up some 
400 candidates. And while BNC wants to make trouble 
for both Democrats and Republicans, in swing dis-
tricts, the group could determine the outcome. Dave 
Cambron, who worked on the Clinton campaign in 
Memphis, says, “We’re a little dot of blue in a sea of 
red. If BNC wants to run someone in the Eighth CD 
[just east of Cohen’s district] in two years, Democrats 
will come out in force.” 

All radical groups have to navigate a path between pu-
rity and pragmatism. What makes Brand New Congress 
distinctive is the scale of its ambition, its disregard for par-
ty labels, its respect for local knowledge—and its openness 
to argument about everything except its core beliefs. 

On September 20, the group will host a nationwide 
live-stream event. Trent reports that “we’ve had a good 
turnout” on their organizing tour, and “fund-raising is 
up.” Next March, it plans to announce the first 50 BNC 
candidates. This should allow plenty of time to organize—
another lesson learned the hard way during the Sanders 
campaign. With their candidates freed from the need to 
raise funds—and all running on a unified platform—BNC 
aims to run a national campaign with a local accent. 

“The real barrier now is candidate recruitment,” says 
Trent. “A lot of the candidates we’ve been getting are 
not breaking the mold. We need to get outside the Ber-
nie bubble.” He remains optimistic. “The candidates we 
want are out there; we just have to find them. Last night, 
a guy asked me if he could nominate himself. I told him 
if you can’t find one other person to nominate you, you 
probably don’t have a future in politics.” 

Does Brand New Congress have a future in politics? 
We’re about to find out.  

Saikat Chakrabarti. 

Tennessee Rep. 
Steve Cohen.

“The 
candidates 

we want are 
out there; 
we just 

have to find 
them.”—Corbin Trent of BNC

hometown in the Missouri Ozarks,” says Exley. “Our kids go to school there. 
We go to church on Sundays. Everyone you meet is a Republican, but there are 
plenty of people who really believe that ‘love thy neighbor’ stuff in the Bible.” 

“All of our candidates will have to support the living wage, access to 
health care, and education,” says Trent. “They’ll have to be committed to 
civil rights and social justice—and opposed to trade deals that don’t help us as 
a country. But if you want to win here in Tennessee, that also means they’re 
going to have to be Republicans. The First Congressional District here is R 
plus-20”—that is, a 20-point Republican advantage. “We’d be in a primary 
with [Tea Party stalwart] Phil Roe. And if you know Phil Roe, you’re gonna 
be excited to see him go home.” 

Even among the Bernie faithful in Nashville, it isn’t an easy sell. “I’m 
a lifelong Democrat,” Sidney Bennett tells me after the meeting. “I would 
have a really hard time supporting Republicans to do anything. They just 
don’t see the value of social progress.” 

Officials in the Working Families Party—who have been struggling to build 
an independent left faction inside the Democratic Party for nearly 20 years—
dismiss Brand New Congress as a distraction. Others on the more “move-
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meet the political and economic 
challenges particular to India. 
Nor is Teach for All the global 
arm of Teach for America: It 
is a global network of 40 inde-
pendent member organizations, 
each one arising from and adapt-
ed to local circumstances. 

Instead of undercutting 
good-faith efforts to transform 
educational inequities, why not 
focus on the political forces 
combating such efforts: the  
1 percent’s refusal to pay their 
fair share of taxes, the politi-
cians who fight against greater 
investment in education, even 
the unions that have been 
alienated by these efforts?  
It’s not in our enlightened self- 
interest to fight among our-
selves. Diana M. Smith

boston

George Joseph Replies

Shaheen Mistri rightly criticiz-
es the deplorable state of Indi-
an educational development—
and then praises her own or-
ganization, mentioning a study 
carried out by a for-profit 
consultancy and unnamed fig-
ures affiliated with Columbia 
University on Teach for India’s 
behalf. It is difficult for me to 
comment on the study’s find-
ings or methodological quality, 
as the scant information about 
it online lacks details about the 
classroom-selection process. It 
is also unclear how well a class-
room comparison could have 
been made, given that multiple 
TFI fellows often share the 
same teaching load as one gov-
ernment-school teacher (and 
often do not bear the same 
clerical, janitorial, and munic-
ipal-election responsibilities). 
Mistri’s final point—that “over 
60 percent of our alumni stay 
full-time in education”—is also 
difficult to assess, as it evades 
the frequent charge that Teach 
for India lumps its potential 

long-term teachers in with 
its many alumni in education 
technology, consulting, non-
profit management, etc. Over-
all, Mistri’s vague point that 
TFI is working “for education” 
does not address criticisms that 
the program fails to challenge 
the inequality built into Indian 
schools and society, and thus 
will always come up short. 
After the article’s publication, 
many TFI alumni contacted 
me to voice this criticism.

Diana M. Smith’s argument 
is more convoluted. On the 
one hand, she claims Teach for 
America and Teach for India are, 
contrary to years of institutional 
collaboration and programmatic 
overlap, “totally independent.” 
On the other hand, her first 
two points seem to address my 
article on TFI by drawing on her 
personal experience with Teach 
for America. Her claim that no 
one she knows in “educational 
nonprofits” supports educational 
privatization belies the fact that a 
TFI board member was involved 
in pushing through public-
private partnerships in Mumbai, 
to say nothing of its board mem-
bers’ connections with explicitly 
pro-privatization groups. Smith 
concludes by calling for a focus 
on “the 1 percent’s refusal to 
pay their fair share of taxes,” 
ironically missing the key point 
of the article: TFI itself fails to 
call for wealth redistribution 
and greater state investment in 
education, in part because of its 
close ties to and dependence on 
many of India’s powerful corpo-
rate families. George Joseph

washington, d.c.

Correction

Aaron Thier’s “Shelf Life” 
[Aug. 15/22] stated that Máir-
tín Ó Cadhain’s Cré na Cille 
has a set piece in which two 
characters argue about who 
won a soccer match between 
Galway and Kerry. In fact, it 
was a Gaelic football match.
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Books & the Arts.

T
he French writer Georges Perec was drawn to self-imposed chal-
lenges. He wrote one short novel without ever using the letter E, 
and another in which E is the only vowel used. With Raymond 
Queneau and Italo Calvino, he belonged to the literary cohort 
known as Oulipo, an acronym for Ouvroir de littérature potentielle

(“Workshop of Potential Literature”), 
whose members shared the belief that for-
mal constraints could have a liberating 
effect. As Perec put it, “I set myself rules 
in order to be totally free.” Setting strict 
rules governing time and place in his novel 
Life, A User’s Manual (1978), he produced a 
work that is simultaneously capacious and 
intimate, forthcoming and wily. By Perec’s 
own count, the novel tells no fewer than 
107 tales, among them “The Tale of Four 
Young Folk stuck in the lift,” “The Tale 
of Freischütz the Dachshund,” “The Tale 
of the Acrobat who did not want to get 
off his trapeze ever again.” Mixed into the 
pages are recipes, plot summaries for serial 
mysteries, genealogical trees, inventories, 
nursery rhymes, crossword puzzles, and a 
list of things found on the stairs. 

When Life, A User’s Manual was pub-
lished in the United States in 1987, it was 
widely recognized as a major work. In a 
review for The New York Times, Paul Auster 
described it as a “crazy-quilt monument to 
the imagination.” Richard Eder of the Los 
Angeles Times called it an “extraordinary 
work.” He also expressed some frustration: 
“When, after 581 pages, we are through, we 
are not through.” For 99 chapters, actions 
have been held in suspension and examined 
in detail, yet the book’s puzzles remain 
unsolved. An “Alphabetical Checklist,” an 
index and a chronology full of sly reminders, 
adds to sense that there is more to discover, 

inviting us to make our way back through 
the text and notice what we’ve missed. “The 
ironical thing,” Perec himself acknowledges, 
is that the book reaches its end before the 
central actions can be brought to comple-
tion. With its endless looping, the novel 
anticipates the kind of text that keeps on 
going for as long as we keep scrolling down 
the screen. In this case, though, the author 
is daring us not just to keep reading, but to 
read a little more closely.

In the years since Perec wrote his novel, 
reading habits have evolved in unforeseen 
ways. Andrew Dillon, a professor of infor-
mation science at the University of Texas, 
Austin, describes how the process of “touch-
ing, pushing, linking, scrolling and jumping 
through text” is changing the way we read. As 
we learn to process language through agile 
skimming, it is tempting to quit in the middle 
of a long, complex book, especially one that 
doesn’t allow its characters to finish what 
they’ve started. Yet it is this very quality that 
makes Perec’s novel newly relevant, given the 
recent interest in all things unfinished.

Gracefully translated from the French by 
David Bellos, Life, A User’s Manual revolves 
around life inside an apartment building 
in Paris. Perec tells stories about all of the 
inhabitants, touching on their habits, their 
histories, their possessions, even their pets. 
The book’s many parts are bound together 
by the story of Percival Bartlebooth, who 
moves into an apartment at 11 rue Simon-
Crubellier to be near the painter Serge 
Valène and take watercolor lessons from 
him. After 10 years, the quixotic Bartlebooth 
sets out on a journey, his faithful servant 
Smautf by his side, with the aim of painting 

seafront scenes from around the world. He 
paints 500 watercolors, which he sends to 
Gaspard Winckler, another resident of 11 
rue Simon-Crubellier. Winckler is charged 
with the task of cutting up Bartlebooth’s 
watercolors and making jigsaw puzzles out 
of them. The puzzles are packed in spe-
cial boxes made by Madame Hourcade, 
yet another resident of the building. The 
boxes are then delivered to Bartlebooth, 
who spends his remaining years back in his 
apartment, putting each puzzle together. 
Once the puzzle has been assembled, he 
sends it to another neighbor, a lab technician 
who has the job of reconstituting the puzzle 
as a painting. In the final step, the painting 
is returned to its place of origin and dipped 
in a detergent that washes away the colors. 
Art, craft, and industry are joined in a series 
of actions that leads to complete erasure.

It is tempting to read Bartlebooth’s en-
terprise as a self-indulgent obsession, or 
worse. By his own direction, all he will 
have left to show of his life’s work is blank 
paper. There is something terribly foolish 
and sad about this effort; the critic Fredric 
Jameson describes it as a “peculiar hobby” 
designed by Bartlebooth to distract him 
from the “empty meaninglessness of ex-
istence.” Perec reminds us, however, that 
Bartlebooth’s hobby is also infused with 
the delight of pure absorption. Bartlebooth 
knows he isn’t a great painter, and the water-
colors he makes probably wouldn’t survive 
for long after his death anyway, so why 
not turn the work into a game, especially 
if the game has unexpected benefits? After 
20 years, Bartlebooth can still remember 
every detail of a scene he painted because 
he stared “with sufficiently close attention.”

In a preamble to the novel, Perec offers 
reflections on the virtues of puzzle-making. 
Putting together a puzzle involves a series of 
blunders and successes: The “puzzler” tries 
one combination of pieces, and when that 
doesn’t work, he tries another. The puzzle is 
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not just a problem that the puzzler sets out to 
solve—it’s a carefully constructed problem, 
and at its best it asks us to keep thinking 
imaginatively about the maneuvers of the 
puzzle’s creator. Puzzling turns a solitary 
effort into a dialogue between the puzzle 
maker and the puzzler. “Every move the 
puzzler makes, the puzzle-maker has made 
before,” writes Perec, offering a model for 
reading the fictive puzzle he has constructed 
out of uniquely shaped pieces.

W
hen Life, A User’s Manual 
opens, it is shortly before 
8 pm on June 23, 1975; it is 
the same time throughout 
the novel’s next 500 pages. 

One woman is putting on makeup; 
another is mending a jacket; a man 
named Cinoc is opening up a tin of 
herring; two kittens are asleep in a 
drawing room; Bartlebooth is seated 
at his desk, trying to fit the last piece 
into one of the puzzles. These and 
other lives are caught at an arbitrary 
point in time, a moment as ephemeral 
as the clouds that Bartlebooth tries to 
fix “in all their unforeseeable, split-
second splendour.”

On one side of the moment, the 
future looms, and all will be lost: “One 
day, above all, the whole house will dis-
appear, the street and the quartier will 
die. That will take time to happen.” 
On the other side, the past presses 
in. We read about one character who 
fought for the Resistance in World 
War II, and another who stayed neutral. 
We read about past crimes, love affairs, and 
deaths. We read about worm-eaten furniture 
and the history of the building’s elevator. 
We read about the painting that the art-
ist Serge Valène, Bartlebooth’s teacher, has 
been working on, an elaborate canvas that 
is meant to represent, like the novel itself, 
the whole of the apartment building, all its 
spaces, its furnishings and wallpaper, its in-
habitants and their histories and everything 
else imaginable.

In a passage that provides a clear equa-
tion between Valène’s painting and the 
novel, Perec writes: “Sometimes Valène 
had the feeling that time had been stopped, 
suspended, frozen around he didn’t know 
what expectation.” It is a vision that stirs 
in Valène sometimes, a feeling of “unbear-
able sadness.” But sometimes is not all the 
time; Valène, along with Perec, is out to 
capture life in all its fullness. Yes, life can 
be ugly, pathetic, aimless, and sometimes 
he despairs, but at other times, much like 

Bartlebooth, or the character named Mar-
guerite, who spends her life painting min-
iature reproductions on signet rings and 
snuff boxes, or Monsieur Marcia, who reads 
any book he can get his hands on because 
“the more he learnt, the more he wanted 
to find out,” Serge Valène delights in his 
purposeful absorption. In a novel bursting 
at the seams with descriptions of things, 
Perec proves that the world is an utterly 
fascinating place, and we do well to pause 

and pay attention to it while we can. 
In the novel’s epilogue, a woman climbs 

the stairs to bring two boiled eggs and 
tea to Serge Valène. When she enters his 
room, she finds the artist lying on his bed, 
“fully dressed, peaceful and puffy, with his 
arms crossed on his chest.” Valène has died 
before he could finish his painting. De-
spite his concerted efforts, the large canvas 
he leaves behind is “practically blank.” It 
contains nothing but a few square boxes 

drawn in charcoal, “the sketch of a 
cross-section of a block of flats which 
no figure, now, would ever come to 
inhabit.” The artist’s attempt to cap-
ture all of life—an ambition expressed 
by the novel itself—has fallen short. 
At the same time, Valène has suc-
ceeded in illustrating a process, show-
ing lines as they were being drawn 
and thus suggesting what the artist 
had in mind. The unfinished paint-
ing—interrupted by the death of the 
painter—conveys the power of its po-
tential and, by implication, provides a 
culminating image to match the whole 
novel. Despite the intense, extensive 
examination of his subject, Perec’s 
representation of life is only partial. 
This immense book makes the case 
that there is always more to say.

V
alène’s painting has its real-life 
counterparts in the works on 
display in the Met Breuer’s “Un-
finished,” an exhibit that brings 
together major examples of un-

finished art from the 15th century to the pres-
ent. In the story that the curators tell about 
“unfinishedness” in Western art, the focus 
turns inevitably to the question of intent. Did 
Donatello deliberately leave his Lamentation 
Over the Dead Christ unfinished, or was he 
kept from finishing it? Did Rosso Fiorentino 
deliberately use broad, rough brushstrokes 
in order to give his paintings an unfinished 
look? Among the many paintings in the 
exhibit that may or may not be finished is 
Titian’s renowned The Flaying of Marsyas. 
Can it even be called “unfinished”? Portions 
of the painting have a blurry aspect, while 
certain details, like one of the eyes of the 
suffering Marsyas, are carefully delineated. 
The contrasting techniques have a haunting 
effect, but despite critical scrutiny, we don’t 
know whether Titian considered his canvas 
complete or if it was altered after his death. 

In interviews with the contemporary art-
ists featured in the exhibit, there is a shared 
ambivalence. Marlene Dumas, who associ-
ates a finished state with achieving “the 
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right tone,” describes the “tense moment 
when you decide that the work is enough. 
You don’t go and overkill it because then 
it would lose that state you call becom-
ing.” Asked how he knows when a work is 
finished, Brice Marden replies, “I’ve always 
just… felt I finished it.” Luc Tuymans goes 
so far as to say that he doesn’t think a work 
of art “is ever really, really finished.”

This reluctance to finish a work defini-
tively has a long history. In a prefatory letter 
to his encyclopedic Natural History, Pliny the 
Elder called attention to works of art signed 
in the imperfect tense. Such a signature 
indicated that the artist was making rather 
than made the work, leaving open a crucial 
opportunity: An artist who was making could 
return to making it later. The “Plinian signa-
ture,” as it came to be called, was later used by 
artists in the Renaissance, including Titian, 
who expressed his own deep ambivalence 
about finishing his late painting of the An-
nunciation. At the bottom of the painting is 
the signature Titianus fecit fecit (“Titian made 
it, made it”), reinforcing the proud claim with 
the repetition. Studies have revealed, how-
ever, that beneath this signature lies an earlier 
one, Titianus faciebat: “Titian was making it.” 
In this case, the painting made and made 
again is the same one the artist was making.

Among the works of art most famously left 
unfinished are the late sculptures of Michel-
angelo; among those great sculptures is the 
Pietà in the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo in 
Florence. Like Titian’s Flaying of Marsyas, this 
Pietà combines a fuzzy roughness with me-
ticulous detail. But it is more than unfinished: 
Intended for Michelangelo’s own tomb, the 
sculpture was not merely abandoned by the 
artist before completion. In late 1555, Mi-
chelangelo attacked the work, pounding and 
hacking at it in an attempt to break it apart. 

Why did the artist try to destroy his own 
sculpture, which he had labored to perfect? 
Why didn’t he finish destroying it? Beyond 
any speculation is the reality of the Pietà as 
it exists in its final, incomplete state. In the 
relation between its rough portions, the 
cracks and gouges, and the polished, carved 
marble, the sculpture tells a story about the 
transformation of a block of stone into a 
work of art, as if it were being made con-
tinuously before our eyes. 

The poet Paul Valéry’s famous remark 
about unfinishedness, often paraphrased as 
“An artist never finishes a work, he merely 
abandons it,” sheds a provocative light on 
the process of making art. Not all abandon-
ments are intentional, however. In many 
cases, we just can’t know whether a work of 
art has been decisively finished. All we can 

say for certain is that, sooner or later, the 
process stops. Even when the work has been 
brought to a satisfying completion, when no 
more canvas is showing, when the instru-
ments have fallen silent, when the curtain 
has dropped or the threads of the plot have 
all been neatly tied together, the ending is 
necessarily the result of an interruption. 

W
hen the unnamed person from 
Porlock knocked on Samuel Tay-
lor Coleridge’s door, the poet 
was in the midst of transcribing 
the poem that had come to him 

in a dream. “Kubla Khan,” according to 
Coleridge’s account of the interruption, re-
mains unfinished. For Coleridge, though, a 
sudden interruption wasn’t necessarily a bad 
thing. To the contrary, there is evidence that 
he welcomed interruptions.

Indeed, a letter interrupts Coleridge’s 
critical work Biographia Literaria (1817). In 
Chapter XIII, he is in the midst of under-
taking a careful survey of nothing less than 
“the fulness of the human intelligence.” He 
has been quoting Milton and Leibniz and 
the fourth-century bishop Synesius to shore 
up his complicated argument. He has just 
begun to posit that the human imagination 
consists of counteracting forces—but then, 
abruptly, he stops, right in the middle of a 
sentence, and announces that he has just 
received a letter from a friend.

The friend, Coleridge explains, is some-
one he has “ample reason to estimate and 
revere.” This friend responded to Coleridge 
with his opinion of the portion of the incom-
plete chapter that his letter interrupts. The 
friend thinks it’s important for Coleridge to 
know the effect of his argument, which is 
so new and strange that, even for a reader 
as sympathetic as this friend, everything 
seems turned inside out: “In short, what I 
had supposed substances were thinned away 
into shadows, while everywhere shadows 
were deepened into substances.” The friend 
goes on to warn that the public may not un-
derstand “the study of so abstruse a subject 
so abstrusely treated.” Plus, adds the friend, 
the argument will end up being so long and 
convoluted that it will have “probable effects 
on the sale of your present publication.” But 
that’s hardly worth mentioning, because 
the poet values his writing too much to 
care what he earns for it. When it comes to 
practical concerns, scoffs the revered friend, 
Coleridge has “a pig-nature”! 

Who wouldn’t value such an honest 
friend? The surprising secret, Coleridge 
admitted to his publisher, is that there is no 
friend: He was a fictional character invented 

by Coleridge to bring an abrupt end to 
the long chapter. As both the letter writer 
and the recipient, Coleridge aims the com-
ment about his “pig-nature” at himself. The 
consequence of the letter is to condense, il-
logically but economically, the chapter he’d 
been writing. The poet stops his own argu-
ment in its tracks. The result is a brilliant en-
actment of the same suggestive interruption 
that Perec illustrates with the unfinished 
painting at the end of his novel. When we 
make something, it may never be finished 
with absolute certainty, but its making will 
always, one way or another, be stopped.

E
ndings are big business these days. 
Construction companies are coax-
ing consumers to invest large sums 
of money in fortified bunkers, where 
families can wait out nuclear war, cli-

mate change, a scourge of locusts. Mean-
while, artists in different genres, past and 
present, offer examples of resilience in the 
face of endings. While the process of mak-
ing art cannot go on forever, the work keeps 
becoming itself every time it’s experienced. 
This is not to say that art is merely a dis-
traction from real calamity. Rather, as soon 
as the work is brought to a stop, the piece 
is ready for its audience, and a fresh con-
sideration of its content becomes possible. 
The imaginative dialogue between artist and 
viewer goes on, and on again.

Life, A User’s Manual demonstrates how 
inconclusive endings can be. The whole book 
may be seen as one long interruption, with the 
ongoing action inside the apartment building 
brought to a standstill by the author. Building 
from a single moment in time, looking into 
the past and the future, Perec has given us a 
refreshingly flexible model for narrative. He 
also gives us much to remember.

In his personal life, Perec, a French 
Jew, suffered brutal tragedies. His father 
was killed fighting for France in World 
War II; his mother died at Auschwitz. It is 
easy to assume that Perec cast literature as 
a game to escape painful memories. Yet he 
demonstrated over and over that he wasn’t 
afraid of remembering. Just the opposite: 
In his short book I Remember (1978), he 
does nothing but that. The book consists 
of an itemized list of his memories: “I re-
member Reda Caire performing live at the 
Porte de Saint-Cloud cinema” is Memory 
#1. “I remember that during his trial 
Eichmann was enclosed in a glass cage” is 
#268. The last, “I remember…” at #480, 
is unfinished. “To be continued…,” Perec 
promises, offering one of his signature 
endings, turning a final interruption into 
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by FREDERIKA RANDALL

W
hat does a society ripe for revolu-
tion look like? Federico De Ro-
berto’s unjustly neglected novel  
I vicerè, or The Viceroys, published 
in 1894, shows us one. At the top 

is a tribe of Sicilian aristocrats, the Uzeda 
clan—devious, mean, and anything but 
noble in spirit—who are festering in their 
own greed and privilege during the years of 
Italy’s transition to modernity, the Risorgi-
mento of 1815 to 1861. They live in Catania, 
on the eastern side of the island, and proudly 
trace their title of viceroy (the king’s right 
hand) back to the Aragonese/Spanish crown 
that ruled Sicily from the early 15th century. 
That lineage, the Uzedas imagine, entitles 

them to power and wealth in perpetuity, and 
the only challenge they face in life is devising 
ingenious ways to maintain their expensive 
standard of living.

The story begins in 1855 with the death 
of Teresa Uzeda, princess of Francalanza. 
Her seven children, their spouses, and her 
in-laws (the brothers and sister of her dead 
husband) are arriving at the palace. None of 
them want to miss the reading of her last will 
and testament. Will the family property pass 
down as usual by primogeniture to the eldest 
son, Giacomo, or has the despotic Teresa left 
it to her youngest and favorite son, Raimon-
do? We’re introduced to the wily and avid 
Giacomo; the spoiled and vain Raimondo; 
the cloistered nun Angiolina; the histrionic 

Meet the Uzedas 

Chiara and her sister Lucrezia, who, being 
women, can only exert their powers through 
marriage; their brothers Lodovico, an ambi-
tious and clever monk, and the inept Ferdi-
nando, dubbed “the Booby” by his mother. 
We meet their father’s siblings, still hoping 
for some piece of the estate that the widow 
inherited: the ultrareactionary Ferdinanda, 
who is building a personal fortune lend-
ing at usurious rates; the pitiful aspiring 
scholar Don Eugenio; the fat, scurrilous 
Don Blasco, the nastiest and greediest cleric 
in the San Nicola monastery, keeper of a 
mistress known as the “Cigarwoman”; and 
the ambitious and duplicitous Don Gaspare, 
who “gambles on Liberty,” the first to see 
that political office and its spoils may offer 
the aristocrats a new lease on life. 

Society, in this novel, is made up almost 
entirely of the 1 percent, the nobility. The 
peasants who toil on their distant estates are 
almost never mentioned, and the family’s 
servants appear only rarely. The Uzedas hog 
the stage and never seem to waste a moment’s 
thought on people from other social strata. 
Great historical events always take place as 
a backdrop to family weddings, funerals, and 
births. The viceroys believe that history—the 
periodic cholera epidemics, the arrival of the 
revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi in Sicily, 
the seizure of Rome and the ousting of the 
pope from temporal rule in 1870—is just a 
series of tableaux adorning their family tree. 
Don Blasco, on learning that the famous gen-
eral has landed on the island at Marsala, sniffs, 
“Who’s Garibaldi? Never heard of him…”

Only near the novel’s end, when Teresa’s 
grandson Consalvo is making a bid for the 
Italian Parliament in Rome, does a member 
of the family give a thought—albeit a self-
serving one—to the rest of the population:

‘Prince of Francalanza’: those words 
were the passport, the talisman that 
worked the miracle of opening all 
doors. He knew that declarations of 
democracy could do him no harm 
with electors of his class, as the latter 
did not consider them sincere and felt 
sure of having him on their side at the 
proper time. On the other hand he 
felt that accusations of aristocracy did 
him no great harm with the majority 
of a people brought up for centuries 
to respect and admire nobles and 
even to take pride in their scale of 
living and their power.… He was sure 
that if he had a heart-to-heart talk 
with those crying out most for ‘Lib-
erty and Equality’ and said to them, 
‘Now if you were in my place, would 

The Viceroys
By Federico De Roberto.
Translated from the Italian by  
Archibald Colquhoun.
Verso. 627 pp. Paper $24.95.
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a perpetual loop of possibility. 
Whatever its level of finishedness, a work 

of art necessarily exists within a frame. 
Its materials are captured, held in suspen-
sion. An ending provides both a continuous 
entry for reconsideration of the work’s ex-
plicit content and a provocation to consider 
meaning that exists only by implication. 
Stick with Perec all the way through his 
books, and you will find that the unwritten 

portion has a special importance. His end-
ings are designed to stir readers to ruminate 
on what’s been left out, to guess at undocu-
mented loss, even to go so far as to pick up 
where he has left off and fill in the unfinished 
canvas, to think actively, freshly, and imagi-
natively about what could have been, and 
what might come next if the remembering 
were to continue. The point where the work 
stops is only the beginning. 
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you shout that?’ the proud republican 
would be in a fix. 

In the very first pages of the book, a series 
of faces fleetingly appear that we will seldom 
or never meet again: the porter Giuseppe 
dandling his baby beside the gate; an array 
of servants and retainers from the palace; a 
crowd of tradesmen and townspeople, all 
abuzz with the news that the old lady has 
expired without the comfort of any of her 
children by her side. 

It is only roughly 25 years and 600 mes-
merizing pages later, upon hearing Con-
salvo’s thoughts and his oration, that a reader 
suddenly notices how the tale of the repellent 
but fascinating Uzedas has gripped our at-
tention almost to the point of suffocation, 
with De Roberto having starved us of anyone 
like those ordinary folk with their ordinary 
human concerns so rapidly glimpsed in the 
opening pages. His skill in keeping a tight 
focus on this selfish, unattractive, dislikable 
family over so many pages is a real tour de 
force of verismo, as Italian realism or natural-
ism was called. The Viceroys, says the Stanford 
University literary scholar Franco Moretti 
in a brief foreword to this edition, offers “a 
unique combination of naturalistic lucidity 
over the fate of impoverished aristocracies, 
and a Goya-like inventiveness in extracting 
from social disintegration a whole gallery of 
grotesques and monstrosities.” The dark and 
brilliant 20th-century Sicilian writer Leon-
ardo Sciascia hailed The Viceroys as “the great-
est novel Italian literature can claim after The 
Betrothed,” by Alessandro Manzoni. Edith 
Wharton, chronicler of Gilded Age folly, was 
another great fan of De Roberto. 

A
lthough its point of view is never 
identified with any character, The 
Viceroys reflects the judgments and 
expectations of a class of citizens 
that was very tiny in Catania even 

in the 1890s, when it was written, and 
perhaps even smaller in the 1860s, when 
most of the story takes place. These are the 
novel’s invisible townspeople, merchants 
and professionals, the new men who led 
the Risorgimento, a class more evident in 
the north of Italy. It included people like 
Ippolito Nievo, who studied law in Pa-
dova; wrote a huge, stirring novel about the  
Risorgimento, Confessions of an Italian; 
joined Garibaldi in Sicily in 1860; and died 
in a shipwreck on the way back to the main-
land the following year, just 29 years old. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, De Roberto 
spent some of his productive years far from 
Sicily, mostly in Milan. He was born in 

1861 in Naples, where his father had been 
a high-ranking officer in the Bourbon army. 
But after his father’s death 10 years later, De 
Roberto moved to his mother’s family home 
in the considerably less cosmopolitan city of 
Catania. (Her family is thought to be one 
of the models for the Uzedas.) De Roberto 
began his professional career working as a 
journalist, and he soon made friends with 
Giovanni Verga, the leading verista novelist. 
Sojourns in Milan introduced him to a lively 
literary community with ties to France. He 
translated Baudelaire and wrote about Tol-
stoy and Nietzsche. But he always returned 
to his mother’s side in Catania and never 
married. The Viceroys, published in Milan, is 
his best-known work among many, includ-
ing an interesting series of novellas written 
from his experience on the front in World 
War I, of which La paura (Fear) is especially 
haunting. He died in 1927.

The muckraking of The Viceroys couldn’t 
be more different from the mood of another, 
better-known Sicilian novel set in the very 
same years but published much later, in 1958, 
when naturalism was thought to be anti quated 
and overblown and postwar neorealism was 
fading. The Leopard, by Giuseppe Tomasi di 
Lampedusa, scion of a noble Sicilian family, 
also takes place during the Risorgimento, 
specifically during the spring and summer of 
1860, when Garibaldi landed with his volun-
teer soldiers, the One Thousand, to free the 
island and the south of Italy from Bourbon 
rule. While The Viceroys is tough and unfor-
giving about the ignorant and shortsighted 
Uzedas, The Leopard is veined with nostalgia 
for its cultivated protagonist, Don Fabrizio 
Corbera, prince of Salina, and often adopts 
his point of view as he watches his class fall 
into decline, elbowed aside by the energetic 
and boorish new men of Italy. 

The great director Luchino Visconti 
made a visually memorable film of Lampe-
dusa’s novel starring Burt Lancaster in 1963, 
a work still screened today. A film version of 
The Viceroys released in 2007 and directed by 
Roberto Faenza was less inspired, although 
admittedly the task was tougher than that 
facing Visconti, where sumptuousness was 
pretty much all that was needed. As for the 
two novels, perhaps we shouldn’t be sur-
prised that The Leopard has long been the 
more popular of the two. Its lyrical, elegiac 
mood, along with its generally attractive 
portrait of one particular representative of 
the ancien régime, flatter us by suggesting 
that the end of aristocratic privilege was 
complicated—a mixed blessing. This is an 
illusion that no reader of The Viceroys can 
maintain before De Roberto’s unforgettable 

portrait of the grasping Uzedas.
Both novels were translated in the early 

1960s by Archibald Colquhoun, who also 
produced the English versions of many other 
novels by writers like Manzoni, Calvino, 
Svevo, and Sciascia. He directed the British 
Institute in Naples before World War II, 
worked in intelligence during the war, and 
was later posted to Seville; he then super-
vised Italian works in translation at Oxford 
University Press. The Leopard was his biggest 
success. His version of The Viceroys is lively 
and knowledgeable, if by now somewhat 
dated, as can happen to a translation. 

T
he Risorgimento is often called Italy’s 
age of revolution. But was it? Yes, 
but probably more in spirit than in 
outcome. Although there was a strong 
republican current behind Garibaldi 

and the radical democrat Giuseppe Mazzini, 
Italy was ultimately united under the con-
servative auspices of the Piedmontese King 
Victor Emmanuel II, albeit with a par-
liamentary government and an expanding 
democratic electorate. Antonio Gramsci and 
other 20th-century Italian intellectuals saw 
the Risorgimento as a rivoluzione mancata, 
a missed opportunity for class revolution, 
because the small elite who led the fight 
for nationhood didn’t enlist the peasants in 
their cause. (Italy, lacking both a substan-
tial industrial bourgeoisie and proletariat, 
should have mobilized the rural workers 
and pushed for strong land reform, Gramsci 
argued.) In Sicily, in particular, the estates 
held by the nobles were sometimes huge 
latifundia, and many of the farmers who 
worked them were not much freer than the 
slaves who had worked those same lands in 
ancient Roman times. 

Like many southerners, De Roberto was 
skeptical that the Italian government would 
bring progress to Sicily. In The Viceroys, his 
reasons couldn’t be more clear: The Uzedas 
corrupt everything they touch, beginning 
with Benedetto Giulente, a young liberal 
from a not very distinguished middle-class 
family whom the stubborn Lucrezia insists 
on marrying to spite her family. Once mar-
ried, Giulente becomes a craven admirer of 
the reactionary, royalist Uzedas, while his 
wife, her appetite for rebellion quenched, 
begins to look down on her humble husband 
and despise him. Similarly, Raimondo mar-
ries a young woman named Matilde after his 
mother advises him that because her family is 
of lesser nobility, Matilde will make a submis-
sive wife; first Raimondo reduces her to great 
unhappiness, then he deserts her for another. 
Status is all-important to the Uzedas, because 
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their ability to bully and coerce others is guar-
anteed by their rank.

Money is the family’s most urgent need. 
Theirs is a class of wastrels and cadgers, for 
whom something as bourgeois as work is 
an unthinkable route to an income. “Land 
poor,” they’re always scheming about how 
to get some cash. Reckless gambling, loan-
sharking, bullying and cheating other mem-
bers of the family, and grabbing government 
spoils are among the preferred solutions. 
The Uzedas know they’re entitled, so it’s just 
a question of working out the details.

Capriciousness is another of family’s hall-
marks. The Uzedas are constantly changing 
sides and opinions, often for the most trivial 
reasons. Reversing their views comes easy, 
because they don’t hold anything dear ex-
cept their own privilege. In The Leopard, the 
prince is dismayed by his nephew Tancredi’s 
similar readiness to back the garibaldini and 
reap the benefits. “If we wish everything to 
remain the same, everything must change,” 
Tancredi says in a famous line that encap-
sulates what Italians call gattopardismo (from 
the novel’s Italian title, Il Gattopardo). In 
the 21st century, Italians still accuse their 
leaders of trasformismo, the not-so-unusual 
custom of switching sides quickly under the 
flimsy pretext of a change of heart. 

But the class opportunism displayed by 
De Roberto’s viceroys is even more shame-
less. The politicians in the family, Duke 
Gaspare and the young Prince Consalvo, 
are so effortlessly opportunistic that to call 
them hypocrites is to flatter them by attrib-
uting forethought. “Monarchy or republic, 
religion or atheism…to him there was noth-
ing apart from self-interest,” De Roberto 
writes of Consalvo. As the novel ends, we 
watch him triumph in the 1882 election, 
having made shrewd alliances, espoused 
radical causes, and pursued the peasant vote, 
although he remains a staunch reactionary 
at heart. Visiting his ultraconservative aunt 
Ferdinanda on her deathbed, Consalvo jus-
tifies himself in a rare moment of sincerity:

Once the power of our family came 
from kings; now it comes from the 
people. The difference is more in name 
than fact.… Of course it’s not pleasant 
to depend on the mob, but lots of those 
sovereigns were not exactly saints. And 
one man alone who holds the reins of 
power in his own hands and considers 
himself invested by divine right and 
makes a law of his every whim is more 
difficult to win over and keep on good 
terms with than the human flock, nu-
merous but servile by nature.… Even 

the Viceroys of long ago had to propi-
tiate the mob; otherwise ambassadors 
went and complained in Madrid and 
had them recalled by the Court. 

Like his great-uncle Gaspare, Consalvo 
will use his mandate from the “servile” to 
sit in Parliament and enrich himself and 
his friends back in Sicily with government 
contracts and licenses.

Along with opportunism, superstition is 
another hallmark of these nobles. Prince 
Giacomo is so accustomed to absolute rule 
over the rest of the family that when his son 
Consalvo rebels, Giacomo is convinced that 
the young man is possessed by the evil eye and 
will not even touch him. Along with supersti-
tion comes a lordly ignorance: Some nobles 
prided themselves on being illiterate. Reli-
gious piety and bigotry are the province of the 
women, while the men, including the monk 
Don Blasco and the prior Don Lodovico, 
use clerical institutions to accumulate money 
and power. Anticlerical though he was, De 
Roberto showed a rare understanding of the 
position of women, recognizing that feudal 
rules gave them few rights and no real role 
except to produce offspring. 

De Roberto’s perspective is utterly un-
like that of The Leopard, in which events are 
filtered through a nobleman’s eyes. The Vice-
roys, Lampedusa once sniffed, was “a picture 
of the Sicilian aristocracy seen from the ser-
vants’ hall.” He was wrong, though, for the 
servants in the novel—as becomes evident in 
the case of the butler Baldassarre—identify 
deeply with their masters. After unification, 
Baldassarre buys votes for Consalvo through 
a working men’s organization and becomes 
the respectable face of his Mafia backers, 
along with a gang of thugs who were the 
young prince’s buddies in adolescence. This 
is how Sicilian organized crime works in 
tandem with politics to this day.

A
s De Roberto foresaw, the unifica-
tion of Italy didn’t bring progress to 
Sicily. Southern Italy still lags be-
hind the north economically. While 
the reasons have been thoroughly 

de bated by Italian historians, there is no 
full consensus even today. Did unification 
merely bring other exploitative masters—
the new Italian state with a Parliament in 
Rome and a king from the north—to take 
the place of the Bourbon monarchy and the 
old regime? Did the economic imbalance 
between north and south condemn the 
south to merely supplying resources, taxes, 
migrant labor, and cannon fodder while 
the north industrialized? Was the south 
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effectively reduced to colonial status by a 
rapacious north? 

Perhaps one reason that The Leopard has 
been more popular than The Viceroys as a 
portrait of the era—even among progressives, 
and despite its evident nostalgia for the days 
of aristocratic privilege—is that its view of 
southerners as romantic victims harmonizes 
with the 20th-century perception that the 
Risorgimento badly failed southern Italy. The 
Viceroys offers a different and quite plausible 
argument: A region without a substantial pro-
fessional or industrial middle class, in which a 
deeply reactionary nobility was able to put on 
sheep’s clothing and take public office, would 
remain paralyzed by its contradictions. Today, 
many historians blame southern Italy’s back-
wardness on a harsh and distant Piedmontese 
administration. De Roberto, however, blamed 

the south’s own fossilized elite for impeding 
change and growth. A curiosity in this regard: 
While the titles of the nobility were stripped 
of legal standing in 1948, many southerners 
continued to use them informally, and the 
prince of Lampedusa was one. 

It’s tempting to draw parallels between 
the likes of the Uzedas and that slim mi-
nority at the top of our own society, the 
ones protected from neoliberalism’s fierce 
scouring away of democratic rights and eco-
nomic security. The Sicilian elite and today’s  
1 percent sit atop profoundly different bases, 
of course. Still, Verso Books has done a good 
deed in this timely republication of a remark-
able novel. The capriciousness, the blind 
avarice and superstition, the arrogance and 
unearned license that the Uzedas embody 
cannot but resonate today. 

by ANGELA FLOURNOY

W
hat could we possibly not know 
about Kanye West? He has rapped, 
tweeted, blogged, and ranted about 
his feelings for years. His wife’s 
television show is dedicated to 

“keeping up” with her life. And yet the 
sweeping constellation of facts about Kanye 

contributes more to obscurity than to clarity. 
What had been missing, before 2013, was a 
specific piece of rhetoric, some overarch-
ing ethos to help contextualize the albums, 
videos, apparel, and media frenzies he cre-
ates. What’s still missing is comprehension. 
With every appearance, Kanye makes an 
appeal for us to understand something about 
him. It seems that he needs us to, desperately.

In 2013, West sat for a handful of 
long interviews with radio and television 

Brand Yeezy

outlets, ostensibly in support of his album 
Yeezus. In 2015, he again agreed to do in-
terviews, this time to promote his new shoe 
and clothing lines. Outside of his music, 
these conversations granted us the most ac-
cess to West’s thoughts during those years. 
(There was also, of course, the occasional 
Twitter proclamation and the grainy foot-
age of him haranguing audiences while 
wearing a designer mask.) Video clips from 
the interviews went viral, spawning scores 
of “Kanye rant” memes and speculations 
about his mental health. Some of his fans 
created YouTube compilations of the most 
fortifying quotes delivered therein. “This 
is just an educational video to show the 
true inspirational words that Kanye West 
has for the world,” one fan explains. Such 
is the dichotomy of West as a public figure: 
The same remarks that spurred the presi-
dent to call him a jackass may have inspired 
at least one young black woman to follow 
her dreams.

The interviews amount to West’s attempt 
at sustained exposition. They’re worth ana-
lyzing, in the same way one might exam-
ine a writer’s essays searching for common 
themes, literary or rhetorical flourishes, 
and lessons to be gleaned. West, despite 
being one of the most celebrated stars of 
our time, still has dreams of his own, and 
an agenda when speaking with the press. 
He presents different versions of himself, 
performs in order to steer the conversation. 
He is, depending on his aims, the bullied, 
misunderstood artist; the righteous activist; 
the calm and collected populist; or the rant-
ing eccentric. In the case of these particu-
lar interviews, West’s conversation centers 
around art, money, and independence: He is 
compelled to create the first and wants more 
of the second to garner the third. As a result, 
the performance that West most frequently 
enacts is less in line with the ravings of a 
man unhinged—never mind the resulting 
memes—and more akin to the calculated 
solicitation of a brand unsponsored.

“I
’m speaking to everybody,” West 
announced in an October 2013 in-
terview with Zane Lowe for BBC 
Radio 1. “But I’m also speaking and 
sending cues to the right people to 

say, ‘Come and help me help everybody 
else. You will win with me. You will win.’” 
“It’s important for me to simplify and re-
peat,” he told the hosts of Power 105.1’s 
The Breakfast Club in November 2013. 
“I’m like Marina Abramovic. This is like 
performance art. The thing is: I ain’t got a 
problem with looking stupid.”

Kanye West.
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West spent considerable time in these 
interviews making a case for himself as a 
fashion designer and singling out those in the 
industry who’d snubbed him. In some inter-
views, it takes less than five minutes for West 
to steer the conversation to his obstacles in 
the fashion industry. In reference to the set 
production for the Yeezus tour, The Breakfast 
Club’s DJ Envy asks, “Why did you want to 
take so much pride into the show?” In the 
beginning, West sounds game to answer the 
question: “I’m just a creative; I’m more like 
a Walt Disney or something. Like, rap is just 
a chamber of my thoughts.” Before long, 
he pivots to feeling “marginalized and held 
back,” which shifts the conversation to one 
about his clothing line. West prefers long, 
multipronged answers, the type of responses 
that make it difficult for the interviewer to 
get a word in edgewise. They also give him 
the opportunity to move from the actual 
question to what he intends to communicate. 
This repeated co-opting of the conversation 
is both fascinating and frustrating to watch. 
But because he is Kanye West, his hosts play 
along, likely hoping for a viral clip. 

When those moments take flight across 
the Internet, it becomes easier to ridicule 
West, further obscuring his message. In 
November 2013, Sway Calloway, host of 
the nationally syndicated Wake-Up Show, 
responded to West’s appeal for someone 
to be the “Medici family and stand up and 
let me create more” by asking: “Well, why 
don’t you empower yourself—[you] don’t 
need them—and do it yourself?” Kanye’s two 
mercurial responses became prime material 
for jokes among friends: “How, Sway?” and 
“You ain’t got the answers!” The full inter-
view has nearly 7 million views, and several 
popular clips have been edited to show only 
Kanye’s responses. I saw the memes well 
before I watched the interview and steeled 
myself for footage of what I assumed would 
be a meltdown. Instead, I saw a classic failure 
to communicate: West was unable to articu-
late the finer points of his argument to an old 
friend who’d asked for more detail than he 
had the patience to provide.

What does it mean that one of the biggest 
stars of popular music in the last decade uses 
interviews to solicit financing—or at least 
public support—for his pet projects? It may 
be indicative of a moment in our culture 
when everyone, including your neighbor 
who posts Instagram photos of her yoga 
poses, seizes every opportunity to gain vis-
ibility for their “brand,” sometimes before 
they quite know what they’re selling. Inten-
tionally or not, anytime artists post online 
or sit for interviews, they are displaying 

themselves— their likability, their charm, 
their capacity to influence—to corporations 
in search of ambassadors. For West, keeping 
the conversation focused on his own abilities 
and desires is part of leveraging his power as 
a popular artist.

I
n 1959, Norman Mailer published a 
strange book that foreshadowed this 
moment and West’s brand of grandiose 
artist-celebrity. A collection of essays, 
stories, and novel excerpts, Advertisements 

for Myself is sprinkled with Mailer’s commen-
tary on his own writing, including whether 
it’s worth reading, and whether he is indeed 
as great a writer as others think he is. The 
overarching pitch made in Advertisements 
is no less transactional than West’s: Mailer 
wants to be seen as a superior thinker, and he 
requires an adoring, book-buying public to 
achieve that goal. Advertisements is at once a 
critique of the way that commerce influences 
art and an unabashedly commercialized art 
object. And like West, Mailer is acutely aware 
of his own critical and commercial standing. 
He openly discusses how he might alter his 
public persona in order to gain status and 
sell books:

Truman Capote did it bravely when 
he began, and my hat is off to him. 
James Jones did it and did it well.… 
I, in my turn, would love to be one of 
the colorful old-young men of Ameri-
can letters, but I have a changeable 
personality, a sullen disposition, and 
a calculating mind. I never have good 
nor accurate interviews since I always 
seem to be in disagreeable situations 
with reporters—they sense that no 
matter how pleasant I try to be, that I 
do not like them.… So I do not care 
to approach the public as a lover, nor 
could I succeed for that matter.

Mailer, who was fond of writing off his 
contemporaries as cowards and queers, had 
license to be as chauvinistic, homophobic, 
and competitive as he was by virtue of his era 
and his skin color. For many readers, Mailer’s 
artistic output still outweighs his arrogance 
and bad politics. Though West approaches 
the media with similar wariness, he has cre-
ated a considerably more likable persona 
than Mailer did. West is rarely preoccupied 
with denigrating his contemporaries, often 
taking an amiably competitive stance if he 
mentions them at all. (Taylor Swift is the 
obvious exception, but that dispute seems to 
exist more in the media’s imagination than in 
reality.) He acknowledges his influences and 
collaborators, both in the music world (Jay 

Z and the producer No ID, among others) 
and in visual art (he says a lamp designed by 
the architect Le Corbusier inspired Yeezus).

Still, West is arrogant, impulsive, and 
possesses terrible ideas about women, too. 
In his 2015 Breakfast Club interview, West 
asserted: “I had to take 30 showers before 
I got with Kim,” referring to his two-year 
relationship with Amber Rose, the former 
stripper turned entrepreneur—as if Rose’s 
sexual history had left an indelible stain. 
This statement is hardly beyond the pale 
in hip-hop, where the lyrics are often laden 
with braggadocio and crude gender politics. 
The intensity of some people’s hatred for 
West, though, exists because a black man’s 
arrogance rankles many observers in a way 
that a white man’s does not. This, and his 
own big mouth, aren’t the only challenges 
West faces: It is West’s insistence on his right 
as an artist to redefine himself, to slip out of 
one self and into another, that confounds his 
critics the most.

During a nearly two-hour-long interview 
with Lou Stoppard broadcast on the fashion 
website SHOWstudio in 2015, West agreed 
to take questions from people writing in 
to the show. According to Stoppard, many 
viewers wanted to know why he feels such 
a need to call himself a genius. West’s re-
sponse: 

All of my aspirations are things that 
currently only 60-year-old white peo-
ple do, so I have to redefine and let 
people know exactly who I am. And it’s 
not letting them know by, you know, 
wearing a suit, or letting them know 
by wearing a Rolex, or letting them 
know by bragging about how much 
money a sponsorship made on top of 
a rap. It’s letting them know by saying, 
“Let’s start with this: I’m a creative 
genius.”

West smiles and chuckles, and Stoppard 
laughs awkwardly in response.

W
est challenges his listeners to fol-
low him as he explores his preoc-
cupations and finds his way out 
of the boxes that others create 
for him—and the PR disasters he 

creates for himself. In the last decade, West 
has been a producer, a backpack rapper, a 
pop-rap champion, an Auto-Tune crooner, 
an ornate maximalist, a gritty minimalist, 
and—on his latest project, The Life of Pablo, 
released in February—a benevolent choir 
director. For the most part, fans accept 
each new iteration, though his post-2013 
versions (what people collectively call “New 
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Kanye”) strain some people’s love, patience, 
and understanding. Even so, that strain is 
useful to an artist like West. When he likens 
himself to Walt Disney, or Steve Jobs, or 
Andy Warhol, or Michelangelo, he’s hoping 
that his audience pushes back, that the idea 
creates some dissonance. When we write 
him off as delusional, more cognitive and 
imaginative space opens up for him to one 
day become someone else. 

West’s father Ray, a former Black Panther 
and photographer, was a salesman for a time. 
“My dad would say, ‘Yo, sir, pick your head 
up and explain to me what you want to say 
and what you want to sell,’ ” West recalled 
for SHOWstudio’s Stoppard. Perhaps as a 
result, he identifies the ability to make and 
sell products as integral to self-determina-
tion, particularly black self-determination. 
“I had so many interviews where I’m trying 
to express that I can create outside of just 
the music box, and I’m giving examples of 
work that I did that was really successful, and 
I’m just getting completely shut down,” he 
recounted to the BBC’s Lowe in 2015. “No 
one wanted to allow me to think or be in-
volved in the product.” This thinking about 
art, compensation, and black labor is as old as 
the recording industry itself, and the issue of 
economic independence and the limits of it 

for black men has been a recognizable theme 
in West’s music since his debut album, The 
College Dropout, from 2004. (“Even if you in 
a Benz / You still a nigga in a coupe,” he raps 
on “All Falls Down.”)

I 
saw West perform Dropout back in 2004 
at the House of Blues on Sunset Boule-
vard in Los Angeles. I was sweaty by the 
end of the show, with the crowd behind 
me pressing my body against the barri-

ers in front of the stage. To close, Kanye 
played “Last Call,” a song about his days 
as an outsider, as “The Rudolph, the red-
nosed reindeer of the Roc,” when he fought 
to be seen as more than a producer. West 
was also sweaty, and his hype man—these 
were the days before the slick, stylized live 
productions we’ve come to expect from 
him—handed him a glass of champagne and 
a towel to wipe his face. “Last Call” is part 
monologue and part rap, and as West took 
us through the phone calls and meetings 
and near successes on his way to landing a 
recording deal, I saw a fatigued grin on his 
face. It looked like a smile of relief at having 
that particular battle behind him. 

Just after the release of his debut album, 
West founded his own record label, G.O.O.D. 
(Getting Out Our Dreams) Music—  
a nod to the importance he places on bring-
ing his and others’ ideas to fruition. Perhaps 
the name was also an early indication of the 
pitching that was to come.

It’s difficult to reconcile West’s collab-
orative, entrepreneurial spirit with his seem-
ingly insatiable desire for attention from 
major financiers. “Fuck you and your corpo-
rations,” West raps on Yeezus’s “New Slaves,” 
yet he spends entire interviews wishing out 
loud that the right corporation would be 
interested in his ideas. For West, the way to 
avoid becoming a slave to big business is not 
to boycott it altogether, but to align himself 
with a company that lets him be involved in 
the creative process. “You see it’s leaders and 
it’s followers / But I’d rather be a dick than a 
swallower,” he raps on the song’s chorus, as 
though those are the only options. 

The desire to be an artist capable of 
creating in multiple arenas, not a celebrity 
who leverages his fame into moneymaking 
ventures, is at odds with what we expect of 
our pop stars, particularly our rappers. They 
should be their “authentic” selves, the same 
ones they were when we first encountered 
them. “I’m not really a rapper,” West insists 
in response, because he knows that to be au-
thentic in one area hamstrings him in others. 

Ultimately, a corporation bit. In 2015, 
West secured a deal with Adidas that the 

company extended this June, calling it 
“the most significant partnership ever cre-
ated between a non-athlete and an athletic 
brand.” Soon after their partnership started, 
West became more amiable in interviews 
and exhibited a greater willingness to re-
spond to questions. But the pitching hasn’t 
stopped. Disparate rants have synthesized 
into a more cohesive vision of the world, 
giving us a glimpse into what may be be-
hind his desire for support in the fashion 
industry and beyond. ( In an August inter-
view with BBC Radio 1, he said: “Yo, Ikea, 
allow Kanye to create. Allow him to make 
this thing because, you know what, I want 
a bed that he makes. I want a chair that he 
makes.”) He has branched out into pitch-
ing himself as he’d like us to see him: as an 
artist, a visionary, an “ideas guy” worthy of 
billion-dollar backing. 

The question remains: To what extent 
can West continue to foreground the com-
mercial components that make his art pos-
sible before we no longer consider him an 
artist at all? This is a question that West 
himself toys with openly these days. In 
late July, he released the music video for 
“Wolves,” a fan-favorite track from The 
Life of Pablo, featuring pop singer Sia and 
rapper Vic Mensa. The video, starring 
West and Kim Kardashian clad in the 
custom Balmain outfits they wore to last 
spring’s Met Gala, is dark and minimal-
ist. (West also sported ice-blue contact 
lenses at that event, a provocative nod to 
becoming someone else.) Kendall Jenner 
and other popular models, including Joan 
Smalls and Jourdan Dunn, stalk around 
a black set in their own metallic Balmain 
getups, while Olivier Rousteing, the la-
bel’s creative director, is shown dancing 
for the camera at a party scene. The video 
is a seven-minute Balmain commercial, 
yes, but like the video for “Famous” that 
West released in June, it is also an explo-
ration of fame, excess, and, in a tiny way, 
gender expectations. The first scene with 
West focuses on his tear-streaked face; as 
he raps, “What if Mary was in the club / 
’Fore she met Joseph around hella thugs?,” 
several pairs of hands smear a clear, greasy, 
unpleasant-looking substance over Kim’s 
face. Both husband and wife appear at once 
vulnerable and untouchable, giving us a 
glimpse of how their world works, but not 
revealing much we couldn’t have guessed. 
Despite watching it several times, I haven’t 
considered the song “Wolves” anew, as the 
best music videos encourage us to do. I do, 
however, have a newfound appreciation for 
thigh-high Balmain boots.   
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Firewall.” Cyberspace has also become the 
latest battleground of the 21st century, with 
the US government alone reporting 77,183 
attacks on its servers last year. After recall-
ing that the Internet’s forebear, ARPANET, 
was a communications system funded by the 
Department of Defense and designed to with-
stand a nuclear attack, Malcomson observes, 
“It’s tempting to see a long-term pattern at 
work: technology born in war returns to war.”

But he resists that temptation, opting 
instead to see the Internet as a realm of real-
politik. Malcomson’s “Splinternet,” a cyber-
realm disintegrating along geopolitical fault 
lines, isn’t a rupture of the World Wide Web, 
but rather a pointed reminder of the ines-
capability of this global condition. Perhaps 
the greatest example of this is the Edward 
Snowden documents, released over three 

by TEKENDRA PARMAR

Yet while an Internet free of government 
intervention still seems like a pipe dream, 
Malcomson reminds us that in the wake of 
Snowden’s revelations, major tech companies 
have pivoted into “vehement direct opposi-
tion” to the US government, as evinced by 
Apple’s recent battle with the FBI over an 
iPhone belonging to one of the shooters in 
the San Bernardino, California, terror attack. 
In response to the federal government’s calls 
for a back door into the iOS, Apple CEO 
Tim Cook wrote: “Ultimately, we fear that 
this demand would undermine the very free-
doms and liberty our government is meant 
to protect.”

Malcomson’s argument seconds the idea 
of “allies of convenience” promoted by 
some civil libertarians—namely, that cor-
porate and state actors can be pitted against 

each other in order to preserve in-
dividual liberties on the Web—and 
he expands this argument to include 
geopolitics: “the public Internet…will 
be just one Internet among many. But 
because other Internets will be made 
safe, this global public Internet should 
be able to survive.” 

The Economist, in its own review 
of Malcomson’s book, made the fol-
lowing comparison: “Air travel today 
may be less luxurious but it is vastly 
more affordable and democratic. So 
too, for all its flaws, is the internet.” 
Perhaps there’s a better analysis:  Just 
as air travel today is a commingling 
of class and geopolitics that deter-
mines how free one really is to travel 
through various parts of the world, so 
too is the Internet a complex system 
of geopolitical and economic interests, 
with America currently the dominant 
power in a new global struggle for 
control. Yet as Malcomson points out,  
“China, Russia, and to a lesser extent 

India and some European powers are striv-
ing to eliminate this American advantage.” 
Presumably, this will “become another field 
for regional competition.” 

Will democracy survive this new power 
struggle? Civil liberties on the Web are 
by no means guaranteed when even the 
Democratic presidential nominee calls for 
a “Manhattan-like project” to break en-
cryption. In the post-Snowden moment, 
there are still ways to fight back against the 
ever-encroaching control of state and cor-
porate actors. And as Malcomson reminds 
us, while the Internet is “not a utopia…
it is still a precious victory over the weary 
giants of flesh and steel, and profoundly 
worth defending.” 

over 20 years ago, john perry
Barlow, the Grateful Dead lyricist and a 
cofounder of the Electronic Frontier Foun-
dation, was stranded among wonks and pols 
at the annual World Economic Forum in 
Davos. After hearing presentations by world 
leaders pretending to understand the nascent 
technology of the Internet, he decided to 
write a manifesto stating some of the core 
principles of cyber-libertarianism. 
“Governments of the Industrial 
World,” it read, “you weary giants 
of flesh and steel, I come from Cy-
berspace, the new home of Mind. 
On behalf of the future, I ask you of 
the past to leave us alone. You are 
not welcome among us. You have no 
sovereignty where we gather.” Barlow 
e-mailed the text to about 600 people, 
who spread the word that the Internet 
would be independent of geopoliti-
cal systems, relics of a soon-to-be-
bygone time. Or so he thought. 

Barlow, like many Silicon Valley 
bohemians of the day, believed that 
the government could do little to the 
Internet besides “screw it up.” His vi-
sion of cyberspace as a sovereign realm 
is now tinged with a foregone futility, 
as Scott Malcomson explains in Splin-
ternet: How Geopolitics and Commerce 
Are Fragmenting the World Wide Web 
(OR Books; Paper $16). The Inter-
net “is slowly returning to Earth and 
its entanglements: states, laws, cultures,” he 
writes. “Cyberspace, for a host of commercial 
and political reasons, is becoming many cy-
berspaces, some of which fit distressingly well 
onto the old political maps of nation-states.”

Thanks to commerce and censorship, the 
Web of today has very little in common with 
the nascent Web of the 1990s—or, for that 
matter, of the early 2000s. Wi-Fi has left dial-
up in the dust; the dark depths of YouTube, 
assuming they still exist, are buried under 
layers of Vevo; China’s cyber-censorship re-
gime has earned the nickname “The Great 
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years ago. For Malcomson, being able to 
peer behind the curtain of the National Secu-
rity Agency’s massive surveillance apparatus 
wasn’t as interesting (“What are spy agencies 
for, if not to spy?”) as learning of the complic-
ity of Silicon Valley’s largest corporations: 
“These were not quite global companies after 
all…. They were not extra-territorial. Cy-
berspace was an illusion.” Snowden revealed 
a burgeoning struggle for control over the 
Internet, in which the United States has the 
clear advantage. “Whatever the degree and 
nature of ‘public-private cooperation’ might 
be,” Malcomson writes, “the NSA has never 
left any doubt that it will do whatever it can 
to get the information it considers necessary 
to carry out its mission.” 

Tekendra Parmar is a writer who covers technol-
ogy, the humanities, and human rights.
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ACROSS
 1 Lose weight ahead of surprisingly sturdy business 

opportunity (6,8)

10 “Flipper Returns”: story is comparatively cool (7)

11 Terrible boredom in the boudoir (7)

12 Confused nineties scientist (8)

13 Letters from Doug, Rob and Josh (6)

15 After failed raid, incomplete lines coming from the 
center (5)

16 Uses a hook to keep time for musical notes (9)

19 Summer employee changes gear fluid (9)

21 Confederate soldier: American puzzle (5)

23 Type of hit! (6)

25 Advertise a lightweight on the radio (8)

27 Symbol of St. Louis, surrounded by some chaos (7)

28 FRANKEN CLAPS, GOES CRAZY? (3,4)

29 Heralds providing necessary contributions for dry run 
(5,9)

DOWN
 2 Having good taste is penalized again? (7)

 3 Signaling young game? (9)

 4 That woman’s in Germany with taxi containing red 
crustacean (6,4)

 5 Points raising fashionable nonsense (4)

 6 Florence leaves fish below (5)

 7 Butler gets nothing after treatment for pains (7)

 8 Nation’s desire to imprison me (5)

 9 Triangle reconfiguration is a key concept in calculus (8)

14 Grand, ancient head of government took in a California 
landmark (6,4)

17 Commuter to complain about bathroom on the way 
back (9)

18 Doctor Seuss to grab a writing implement? That makes 
you nervous (8)

20 Piece of music with peanuts and crackerjack? (7)

22 BA gives you something to put around your neck (7)

23 Small, tough fragment (5)

24 Adds a substance to something needed to bring back 
house calls (5)

26 Child heard flying toy’s return (4)
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EMBER~TRADITION
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DOLPHIN~INFERNO
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LATERALLY~MINOS
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NASTY~FIVESIDED
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STRIDES~MELISSA
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OVERJOYED~MAJOR
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ACROSS 1 DI (SIN + TEG (rev.) + 
RAT)E 9 initial letters 
10 TRA(DITIO)N (rant anag., idiot 
anag.) 11 DOLP (rev.) + HI + N 
12 INFER + NO 13 LATER + ALLY 
15 M’I + NOS (rev.) 16 NA (rev.) + STY 
18 F + IVES + ID’ED 20 ST + RIDES 
22 anag. 24 OVERJO(YE)D (OJ drove 
anag.) 25 MAJ (rev.) + O + R 
26 INTER + MINABLE

DOWN 1 anag. 2 SU(BP)LOTS (louts 
anag.) 3 anag. 4 hidden 5 anag. 
6 T + HIE + F 7 GI + BRAN 8 anag. 
13 LONGS + HOT 14 anag. 
15 “mussel-man” 17 2 defs. 
19 D(ESKJO)B (jokes anag.) 21 D(I)J + 
ON 22 M(ODE)M 23 A + ERIE
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“Lynne Sagalyn’s Power at Ground Zero offers a blow-by-blow 
account of an only-in-New York real estate saga, 

as she chronicles the forces that transformed the site of Manhattan’s 
greatest tragedy into its biggest development opportunity.” 

—Inga Saffron, Architecture Critic, The Philadelphia Inquirer

Available wherever books are sold. | www.oup.com/us

“Never has so much 
complexity and emotion 

been packed into one 
16-acre site. Lynne Sagalyn 

unpacks it 
brilliantly, 

at great depth without 
ever losing sight of the big, 

important themes.”
—Daniel L. Doctoroff, CEO, 
Sidewalk Labs, and former 
Deputy Mayor for Economic 
Development and Rebuilding, 

New York City

“Lynn Sagalyn has produced 

a classic. 
Power at Ground Zero is 

so comprehensive, 
so thoroughly researched, 

and so persuasively 
argued that it will remain 

the standard work on 
the rebuilding of lower 

Manhattan for decades.”
—Kenneth T. Jackson, Editor 
in Chief, The Encyclopedia of 
New York City, and President 

Emeritus, The New-York 
Historical Society

“Sagalyn has produced 

a defi nitive history and an urban studies classic.”
—Kirkus (starred review)

“Sagalyn’s book will be alongside The Power Broker as 

a guide for current and future generations’ 
policymakers and practitioners.”

—Carl Weisbrod, Chairman, New York City Planning Commission


