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INTRODUCTION

Months after the event, the Electoral College’s selection of Donald Trump as 45th president of the United States still has the power to shock on many levels. A transition from the first African American president to someone who made racism a cornerstone of his campaign is one element. Another is the fact that Trump triumphed against what appeared to be a solid “popular front” of most of American business, the media, the political establishment, and liberal activists lined up behind Democrat Hillary Clinton. Despite all of these factors—or perhaps, more accurately, because of them—the United States’s dysfunctional political system delivered the world’s most powerful office to the loser of the national popular vote for the second time in sixteen years.

Trump’s election blindsided the political and media establishment. Even most of us on the left—who are much more attuned to the economic wreckage and despair on which Trump built his appeal—considered Trump’s election a distant prospect. The International Socialist Review’s first postelection editorial noted:

Very few of us on the left expected that the next president of the United States would be a corrupt, narcissistic billionaire swindler, an open sexist and self-confessed serial abuser, and a man the Far Right hails for his open racism and nationalist xenophobia. Donald Trump successfully positioned himself as a right-wing populist, anti-establishment candidate who would tear up free trade, deport immigrant “job-stealers,” and restore good jobs for “real” Americans. And it worked.1

With this in mind, Haymarket Books decided to publish this reader. We’ve brought together contributions, written by socialists, on different aspects of US politics in this era of transition from Obama to Trump. Many of these texts appeared originally in publications such as International Socialist Review, Jacobin, Dissent, or Catalyst. Others are original to this volume. Although some of them were written or published after Trump’s election, they generally do not speculate about the future course of a Trump administration. Instead, they attempt, as Trotsky once wrote, to “look reality in the face,” in order to develop an understanding of what happened in 2016.

To be sure, each writer has a particular perspective on the election. And each emphasizes different points. And while the authors may not agree on each point, the collection develops general themes. One of these is the corrosive impact that forty years of free market policy and ideology, known as neoliberalism, has had on living standards and political imagination. Neoliberalism has devastated working-class lives and organizations, and narrowed mainstream political choices to liberal and right-wing populist versions of the same basic economic program.

Sharon Smith and Lance Selfa show how the Democratic Party’s commitment to the neoliberal status quo, along with its own failure in government to address the real issues facing working-class Americans of all races and ethnicities, opened the door to Trump’s right-wing populism. With the election seemingly offering a choice between a candidate who proclaimed that “America is already great” (Clinton) and one who—however disingenuously—promised to “make America great again,” millions of voters opted for change. As Neil Davidson points out, this pattern, pitting what Nancy Fraser dubs “progressive neoliberalism” against right-wing populism, is a worldwide phenomenon, not just one observed in the United States.

Much postelection analysis and commentary focused on defining Trump’s “base” as emanating from what the media and political professionals describe as the “white working class,” a shorthand for “whites without four-year college degrees.”2 The contributions from Charlie Post, Mike Davis, Kim Moody, and Smith take up the question of the “white working class” from various angles. While it can’t be denied that some layer of white workers—including people who had voted for Obama twice—voted for Trump, locating Trump’s key support among white workers is sloppy and inaccurate. For one thing, as Davis shows, Trump’s percentage of the white vote hardly differed from what Mitt Romney received in losing to Obama in 2012. Moreover, as Moody and Post point out, the population segment of “whites without a college degree” includes significant percentages of lower-level supervisors and small business owners who are normally thought of as the Republican rank-and-file. Plenty of analyses of the Trump vote suggest it represented more of a middle-class backlash than a working-class revolt, especially when one considers, as Smith does, the always-high level of working-class abstention in US elections.3

Another tendentious reading of the election—especially on the liberal side of the political spectrum—is the notion that the Democrats lost because they championed “identity politics,” aimed at attracting groups of Blacks, Latinos, Muslims, women, and LGBTQ people, while eschewing a more inclusive “class” politics.4 Most authors in this collection would disagree with this assessment. Other than projecting a kind of patina of “lean-in feminism” and the rhetoric of “diversity” common in Corporate America, Clinton and the Democrats have actually advanced—or acceded to—policies that have encouraged mass incarceration, the erosion of abortion rights, Islamophobia, and mass deportations.

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s essay shows how “Obama’s presidency was not a gift to African Americans; instead, it represented the painful continuity of racism, discrimination, and inequality that has always been at the center of Black life in America.” Elizabeth Schulte contends that, while Trump and many of his Republican cohorts exude contempt for women, the Democrats’ feeble attempt to pose themselves as the “lesser evil” on women’s rights failed. The interviews with Deepa Kumar and Justin Akers Chacón remind us of how much the Obama and Bill Clinton administrations set in motion, or deepened, many of the policies that promote Islamophobia and “border security” and have now been placed in the xenophobic Trump administration’s hands.

This brief introduction can’t do full justice to the detailed and insightful analyses that each of the contributions collected here brings to an understanding of the 2016 election. These essays are offered with the knowledge that the social forces that drove the 2016 election remain with us still. For the left to build organizations and to project politics that can offer a real alternative to the working-class majority, we need to understand what these forces are.

Lance Selfa

October 2017


CHICKENS COMING HOME TO ROOST FOR THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY?

How Neoliberalism Quietly Devastated the US Working Class

Sharon Smith

Amid the shock and horror following Donald Trump’s election, mainstream news outlets all sounded the same alarm: white workers were getting their “revenge.” Indeed, the headlines were stunningly similar. “How Trump Won: The Revenge of Working-Class Whites” (Washington Post);1 “The Revenge of the White Man” (Time);2 “Revenge of the Forgotten Class,” (ProPublica);3 “Revenge of the Rural Voter” (Politico);4 “Why Trump Won: Working-Class Whites” (New York Times).5

In this way, the mainstream media created the postelection narrative, parroting Democratic Party leaders frantically seeking to blame someone (other than themselves) for Hillary Clinton’s loss. They settled on the slice of white voters in key Midwestern swing states (Iowa, Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Ohio) who voted for Trump. They labeled these voters “working class” based on the large number of Trump voters without a college degree—disregarding the fact that his supporters in the 2016 primaries earned an average of $72,000 per year, well above the median household income, indicating a solid middle-class component among Trump’s core backers.6

Just weeks after the election, researchers Konstantin Kilibarda and Daria Roithmayr convincingly challenged the media’s “blame the white working class” narrative. After studying the exit poll data in the Rust Belt swing states, they concluded, “Relative to the 2012 election, Democratic support in the Rust Belt collapsed as a huge number of Democrats stayed home or (to a lesser extent) voted for a third party. Trump did not really flip white, working-class voters in the Rust Belt. Mostly, Democrats lost them.”7 Voting analyst Nate Cohn reported that voter turnout fell significantly among people of color nationwide—and among Black residents in swing-state cities including Milwaukee, Cleveland, Detroit, and Philadelphia. In Detroit alone, turnout fell by 14 percent.8

Yet the blame game continued. Many Clinton supporters were openly contemptuous of the so-called white working class, also disparagingly labeled “low-information voters.”9 The Daily Kos, for example, reveled in its disdain: “Be Happy for Coal Miners Losing Their Health Insurance. They’re Getting Exactly What They Voted For,” its headline taunted.10 On the other hand, some commentators criticized the Clinton campaign for purportedly front-loading “identity politics” (i.e., championing the rights of the oppressed)—speculating that this alienated white voters with “economic anxiety” who then had no choice but to reject Clinton and turn to Trump. Columbia University professor Mark Lilla put it perhaps the most crudely in the New York Times, claiming to “paraphrase” Bernie Sanders: “America is sick and tired of hearing about liberals’ damn bathrooms,” Lilla wrote.11 (Fact check: Sanders declared his support for transgender bathroom rights in May 2016.)12

The mainstream debate thus counterposed “class” politics to so-called “identity” politics—as if combating class inequality and fighting racism, sexism, transphobia, and other forms of oppression are necessarily mutually exclusive. It also left hanging the issue of whether Clinton was a genuine fighter against oppression, or just cynically chasing the votes that her campaign mistakenly calculated could win her a majority in the Electoral College.

The working class is no longer (if it ever was) predominantly white and male, even though this remains the caricature. People of color will very soon become the majority in the US population, and are already close to 50 percent among younger generations.13 Moreover, people of color have always been disproportionately represented within the working class and the poor, due to the economic consequences of racism. This demonstrates why combating oppression is (and always has been) a working-class issue, and will be vital to rebuilding a fighting class-based movement. Today’s working class is multiracial, made up of multiple genders and nationalities, and many people with a variety of disabilities. While white male workers have suffered enormously in recent decades, Black people and other oppressed sectors of the working class have suffered yet more. There is no reason to counterpose their interests, when solidarity among all workers will advance the entire working class and all its oppressed members—if the movement champions the rights of all those who suffer oppression.

“Democrats for the Leisure Class”

Most in the media failed to ask the most important questions about the 2016 election before concluding that the white working class, especially in the “flyover country” of the Midwest, has become a bastion of reaction. How many of these same people voted for Obama four years earlier? Millions of them did, a fact the Clinton campaign discovered months before the November election. As Cohn described, “The [Clinton] campaign looked back to respondents who were contacted in 2012, and found large numbers of white working-class voters who had backed Mr. Obama were now supporting Mr. Trump.”14 It is also the case that self-described socialist Bernie Sanders experienced a groundswell of support in the Midwest during the 2016 primaries—winning the Michigan, West Virginia, Indiana, and Wisconsin primaries—which all went to Trump in the general election.

The real story of the 2016 election is the sharp political polarization that allowed both Sanders and Trump to attract mass popular support during the primary season. The mainstream media, with its fleeting attention span, failed to appreciate this fact in its election postmortem. Although Sanders spoke from the left and Trump from the right, both candidates acknowledged the failures of the political status quo, which no other politicians had done for many decades. The centerpiece of Sanders’s campaign message was that the Democratic Party establishment had sacrificed the interests of the working-class majority at the altar of its corporate donors. Trump succeeded in winning the nomination, but Sanders did not. Unfortunately, Sanders ran as a Democrat, but the party’s powerbrokers had anointed Clinton as their neoliberal candidate from the beginning. There is no way to know what a Sanders vs. Trump contest would have produced, but it is very possible that Sanders would have energized Democratic voters in ways that Clinton could not in the general election.

The 2016 election elevated voting for “the lesser of two evils” to a new level, as Clinton and Trump were the two most unpopular candidates in recent decades—and undoubtedly many voters and nonvoters alike considered the election as a choice of which road to take to hell. The Clinton campaign’s high-tech computer models couldn’t motivate people to get to the polls on Election Day in what were once Democratic Party strongholds. The 2016 election merely highlighted how the Democrats had frittered away their traditional voting base over a period of decades—taking their votes for granted yet offering less than nothing in return, even as working-class living standards plummeted in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis.

As it happens, Bill and Hillary Clinton were among the key architects of the Democratic Party’s open embrace of neoliberalism, beginning in 1985 with the founding of the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), shifting the party and its loyalists steadily right-ward in the process. The Rev. Jesse Jackson once called the DLC “Democrats for the Leisure Class,” and with good reason: its board of trustees, made up of major donors, included Koch Industries, Aetna, and Coca-Cola, while its executive board included Enron, AIG, Texaco, Chevron, and AT&T, among other corporate giants. The DLC spawned a generation of “New Democrats,” to carry out its mission—reshaping the Democratic Party as (more openly) probusiness and much less liberal. As Robert Dreyfuss described in The American Prospect, “The DLC thundered against the ‘liberal fundamentalism’ of the party’s base—unionists, blacks, feminists, Greens, and cause groups generally.”15 The DLC closed its doors in 2011, on the verge of bankruptcy, but it had already succeeded in its mission. The Clinton Foundation acquired its records, in a fitting conclusion.

The New Democrats had assumed that they could maintain the party’s voting base by offering a “Republican-lite” alternative as the “lesser evil” at the voting booth. But, as the decades passed, the Democrats’ voting base gradually hollowed out among those whose suffering steadily worsened, especially among young people with bleak futures—who also had no reason to be loyal to the Democrats. Many “low information voters” were very much aware that mainstream Democrats had turned their backs on them in search of a well-educated and higher-income constituency.

Together, the Clintons personify neoliberalism and its path of destruction for workers. In his 1996 State of the Union Address, Bill Clinton stole the Republican Party’s thunder, declaring, “The era of big government is over.” Reagan had invented the racist myth of the “welfare queen,” but it was Bill Clinton who ended “welfare as we know it.” He also oversaw the mass incarceration of Black and Latino nonviolent drug offenders in the name of the racist “War on Drugs”—while Hillary Clinton demonized young Black men with the racially charged term super-predator to bolster her husband’s efforts. Trump called for building a one-thousand-mile wall at the Mexican border, but Bill Clinton had already built a three-hundred-mile security “smart fence” in the 1990s, and both Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama voted for a seven-hundred-mile fence in 2006 when they were in the Senate.

Hillary Clinton voted in favor of the PATRIOT Act, which enabled the massive roundup and deportation of Arabs and Muslims after 9/11 but did not generate a single charge of terrorism. Throughout her political career, she has without exception strongly supported US military intervention abroad, including the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, still wreaking death and destruction in those countries with no end in sight. Indeed, just hours before the Trump administration announced it had launched fifty-nine cruise missiles on a Syrian airfield on April 6, 2017, Clinton had argued that the United States “should take out [Assad’s] air fields.”16

Surely, many would-be Democratic voters viewed Hillary Clinton with skepticism in 2016, since the Clintons’ record is well known. Perhaps her scripted commitment to Black Lives Matter activists seemed both insincere and hypocritical, as did her support for immigrants’ rights. The hundreds of thousands of dollars she earned giving speeches to Goldman Sachs and other Wall Street vultures could not have sat well with those who lost their homes and jobs during the financial crisis while those same bankers got bailed out.

Clinton demonstrated just how out of touch she was with the working-class and once solidly Democratic base when she announced at a West Virginia campaign stop that she planned to “put a lot of coal miners and coal companies out of business”—without offering new training or help finding new jobs for those coal miners who would be displaced.17 Her clueless comment sounded very much like Republican Mitt Romney’s call in 2008 to “let Detroit go bankrupt” without regard to the mass unemployment such bankruptcy would cause.18 As Cohn observed, “In retrospect, the scale of the Democratic collapse in coal country was a harbinger of just how far the Democrats would fall in their old strongholds once they forfeited the mantle of working-class interests.”19

Nature abhors a vacuum, the old saying goes. The same dictum holds true in politics, and a left—or even a genuinely liberal—flank has been missing in mainstream US politics for decades, in large part because of the rightward shift of the Democratic Party helmed by the Clintons. Once Sanders was out of the picture and Clinton became the Democratic Party candidate in 2016, the vacuum was filled by Trump among millions who could not stomach to vote for another Clinton. As left-wing author Christian Parenti observed after watching many hours of Trump’s speeches, “Contrary to how he was portrayed in the mainstream media, Trump did not talk only of walls, immigration bans, and deportations. In fact, he usually didn’t spend much time on those themes.” Mainly, Trump talked about bringing lost jobs back.20

There is no doubt that Trump fed the racism and sexism that already exists among large swathes of the white population, but he was also addressing the burning issue that Clinton ignored: the economic hardship of the working class, which has accelerated since the economic recovery began in earnest in 2010. Both these factors undoubtedly played a role in Trump’s popularity. But it is also the case that roughly 28 percent of Latino and 27 percent of Asian votes went to Trump, according to exit polls.21 Within the confines of the two-party system, voters are not given the opportunity to vote for their ideal candidate, but rather must settle for the one they perceive as the least harmful.

Clinton did, of course, win the popular vote by nearly three million yet lost the election. Only sixteen years earlier, Al Gore won the popular vote by roughly five hundred thousand, yet George W. Bush was elected president. The Electoral College in the so-called “world’s greatest democracy” is inherently undemocratic. It is a holdover from slavery, originally designed to give disproportionate weight to Southern slave states in elections. It is no coincidence that the Constitutional Convention of 1787 that formed the Electoral College also determined that slaves (denied the right to vote) would be counted as three-fifths of a person for the sole purpose of inflating the representation of slaveholders.22

Why Nonvoters Matter

Yet, even after her surprise loss, Clinton accepted the results without questioning the legitimacy of the Electoral College, speaking volumes about the Party’s commitment to preserving the political and social status quo that ultimately benefits both major parties, even when they lose elections. That status quo includes the power-sharing arrangement between the Democratic and Republican Parties, devised to prevent third parties from gaining a toehold. Voters unhappy with the state of politics are therefore given no other choice than to “kick the bums out”—only to replace them with the “bums” from the other party. The two-party system and its limited choices go a long way toward explaining why voters are used to backing candidates with whom they disagree on many issues, often as a vote against the other candidate. Perhaps for this reason, voter turnout in the United States is historically low overall.

Instead of focusing their discourse around white voters in swing states who voted for Trump, the media should have paid closer attention to the many millions of people who did not vote—who far outnumber those who voted for either party in 2016, and as a group tend to hold more liberal views than the rest of the population. This would give a much more accurate sense of the political leanings of the US population.

Voter turnout is strongly correlated to class position—extremely high among the wealthiest Americans and falling steadily as incomes decline. Policy analyst Sean McElwee showed that fewer than half of those with incomes of $20,000 or less voted in 2012, while those from households earning more than $75,000 voted at a rate of 77 percent.23 In 2008, fully 99 percent of those in the top 1 and 0.1 percent of incomes voted. As he summarized, “Since the end of World War II, voter turnout has never risen above 65 percent of the electorate. Disproportionately, these non-voting citizens are low-income, young, less educated, and people of color.”24

It is also worth bearing in mind (which mainstream commentators most often do not) the large number of voting-age people not allowed to vote, who are overwhelmingly poor and disproportionately made up of Black people and other people of color. The poor make up 55 percent of those who are not allowed to vote in presidential elections.25 Fully four million people who are technically US citizens are excluded from representation by the Electoral College because they live in US territories, including Puerto Rico, which are ruled by the US government but denied the right to vote for president.26 In addition, a total of 6.1 million Americans are barred from voting because of a prior felony conviction. One in every thirteen African Americans have lost their voting rights for this reason.27 The 2016 election was also the first since the Supreme Court struck down key protections of the Voting Rights Act, leading to a surge in voting restrictions, including voter ID requirements, that have been shown to depress the votes of Black, Latino, poor, and transgender people.

In 2014, McElwee documented why those who have the right to vote decide not to do so—and this large sector of society leans left of the political mainstream. There are many reasons why low-income people face practical difficulties in exercising this legal right, including difficulty in getting time off work, childcare responsibilities, lack of transportation, and long waiting lines, among other reasons. But 41 percent of nonvoters also said, “My vote doesn’t make a difference anyway,” while 59 percent said, “Nothing ever gets done; it’s a bunch of empty promises.”28 Likewise, the Rev. Charles Williams, pastor of King Solomon Baptist Church in Detroit and president of the National Action Network of Michigan, said that in 2016, especially among “young people and millennials,” he heard, “I feel like I’m just voting for the lesser of two evils. That doesn’t give you the push to vote.”29

But McElwee’s findings also confirmed that nonvoters tend to be more liberal than voters—favoring in much larger numbers policies that “make union organizing easier” and provide “more federal assistance for schools,” and agreeing that “government should guarantee jobs” and “government should provide health insurance.” And “while likely voters in the 2012 presidential election split 47 percent in favor of Obama and 47 percent in favor of Romney, 59 percent of non-voters supported Obama and only 24 percent supported Romney.”30

When the pro-Clinton super PAC Priorities USA surveyed Obama voters who switched to Trump, along with those who abstained from voting in 2016, it reported in May 2017 that Hillary Clinton had “a Wall Street problem,” and she was completely out of touch with the economic problems ordinary people faced. As the Washington Post reported, “A shockingly large percentage of these Obama-Trump voters said Democrats’ economic policies will favor the wealthy—twice the percentage that said the same about Trump,” while 53 percent said their vote was “more a vote against Clinton” than a vote for Trump. The pollsters concluded that “drop-off voters are decidedly anti-Trump,” describing former Obama voters who didn’t make it to the polls on Election Day.31 Obama, soon after leaving office, accepted a fee of $400,000 for a single speaking engagement with Wall Street’s Cantor Fitzgerald, underlining the Democrats’ problem with ordinary people.

The Wreckage of Neoliberalism

The United States is strewn with the wreckage of neoliberalism, its landscape dotted with once-thriving communities built around manufacturing jobs where Walmart is now the biggest employer, setting the low standard for local wages. Well before Trump ever ran for president, the scale of class inequality in the United States was already the worst in the industrialized world. The Allianz Global Wealth Report 2015, using figures from 2014, reported that the United States possessed a larger amount of personal wealth than any other country, at 41.6 percent of the global wealth total. At the same time, the report found that the United States also had the largest concentration of overall wealth in the hands of the proportionately fewest people, leading it to call the United States “the Unequal States of America.”32

In January 2017, the British business magazine the Economist reported that its Intelligence Unit, the research and analysis division of the Economist group, had downgraded the United States from a “full democracy” to a “flawed democracy”—based on low voter turnout, the degree of distrust that the population holds toward government institutions, and the high level of class inequality. “Popular trust in government, elected representatives, and political parties has fallen to extremely low levels in the US. This has been a long-term trend and one that preceded the election of Mr. Trump as the US president in November 2016,” stated the report. It added, “[Trump] appealed to the angry, anti-political mood of large swathes of the electorate who feel that the two mainstream parties no longer speak for them.”33

The neoliberal project over the last forty years has been entirely bipartisan, continuing unabated no matter which party occupied the White House. And both Hillary and Bill Clinton, alongside Republicans, played a major role in implementing it. The US ruling class began what was then called the “employers’ offensive” in the mid-1970s, before anyone had coined the term neoliberalism to describe it. In 1974, Business Week put forward the corporate class’s plan to shift the balance of class forces decisively in its favor: “It will be a hard pill for many Americans to swallow—the idea of doing with less so that big business can have more. Nothing that this nation, or any other nation, has done in modern economic history compares in difficulty with the selling job that must now be done to make people accept the new reality.”34

That new reality was straightforward, thanks to a coalition of Democrats and Republicans in Congress: a green light for union-busting, corporate deregulation, regressive taxation, and so-called globalization—allowing capital to cross national borders unrestrained in the search for low-wage labor and maximum profits around the world. Meanwhile, the global working class was yet more tightly controlled when attempting to migrate through borders, whether these migrants were fleeing from war, poverty, and hunger or from violent dictators. The neoliberal agenda forced workers on a global scale yet more directly in competition with each other, in a race to the bottom.

Employers have always threatened to relocate their companies elsewhere as a tactic to keep workers from organizing unions and demanding higher wages. Throughout much of the twentieth century, this usually pitted workers in the northern United States against those in the nonunion southern part of the country. Neoliberal globalization extended this competition among workers far beyond US borders, as capitalists scoured the world in search of the cheapest wages and operating costs to maximize profits. Thus, the textile industry moved most of its operations to the southern United States by the mid-twentieth century, only to relocate to the Global South in the 1990s and 2000s.

Free trade agreements like NAFTA came to symbolize neoliberalism’s assault on the US working class, but they were just one part of its multipronged attack. And while outsourcing US jobs, especially to China, certainly played a role in the downward spiral of US wages, it’s also true that increasing technology and automation allowed manufacturers to maintain and even increase output with far fewer workers. As labor activist and scholar Kim Moody argued:

A more likely explanation for manufacturing job losses on the scale of the last thirty years or so, one that is internal to the workings of US capitalism and, indeed, capitalism generally, is to be found in the rise of productivity extracted after 1980 by the introduction of lean production methods, new technology, and capital’s accelerated counteroffensive against labor—an explanation based in class conflict itself [emphasis added].35

But one of the most important goals of neoliberalism was simply crushing working-class organizations that could fight against lower wages. When Ronald Reagan took office in 1981, one of his first presidential actions was firing the striking members of the Professional Air Traffic Controllers’ Organization (PATCO), crushing the strike and destroying the union—a union that had endorsed his campaign—and sharply escalating the employers’ offensive. After that, employers were given free reign to force their workers to “give back” hard-earned wages and benefits during contract negotiations and to break unions by hiring professional union-busting firms, even when profits were high. It is not a coincidence that strike levels dropped significantly during the 1980s, falling steadily ever since. In February 2017, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that work stoppages over the last decade have been the lowest on record, noting that the “average number of major work stoppages by decade has declined over 95 percent since 1947.”36

Amid this one-sided class war, union membership also fell sharply, from 20.1 percent in 1983 to 10.7 percent overall in 2016, and just 6.4 percent in the private sector, a level comparable to that before the labor upheaval of 1930s won the legal right to organize unions.37 As of 2014, only 7.4 percent of young workers aged eighteen to twenty-nine were members of unions, even though 55 percent of them viewed unions favorably.38

Indeed, the war on unions escalated over the last decade, as Republican-dominated state legislatures went on an antiunion rampage in the Midwest, passing a wave of “right to work” laws that allow nonunion workers to withhold union dues even when they benefit from union contracts. Once a hallmark of the antiunion, low-wage South, twenty-eight states had adopted “right to work” by February 2017—including the Midwestern states of Indiana, Michigan, Wisconsin, West Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri—with no end in sight.

The Real State of the US Working Class

The US working class was the highest paid in the world during the postwar economic boom, but its wages entered a downward spiral in the mid-1970s. Today it is the lowest paid among OECD countries, with the greatest proportion of low-wage jobs, defined as paying less than two-thirds of the nation’s median income. Twenty-six percent of jobs in the United States fell into this category, earning less than $23,390 in the OECD’s 2014 report.39

While most media reports have described US wages as “stagnating” over recent decades, the reality is far worse. Most middle-income earners have fallen off the face of the map, either advancing into the upper income tier or, more likely for the working- and lower-middle class, joining lower-income earners.40 In addition, examining wages and incomes tells not even half the story about individuals in the lower-income tier, because so many more workers have joined that tier as the category of middle-income earners has hollowed out.

Far from its ostensibly “free market” ideology, neoliberalism has produced government austerity for the working class combined with economic welfare for the corporate class. This policy has taken many forms that have severely eroded working-class living standards, including regressive taxes (such as increased sales taxes); cuts in emergency heating and food-stamp subsidies; higher fees for everything from traffic tickets to public transportation; rising premiums and deductibles for health insurance coverage; higher rents; unaffordable childcare costs—among other expenses built into everyday life. Almost none of these is adequately incorporated into mainstream media analyses of the class divide.

The political establishment perhaps believed that shielding this reality from mainstream discourse would fool those suffering because of these policies. “Poverty Goes Down, Coverage Goes Up, and America Gets a Raise,” announced MSNBC on September 13, 2016, about the Census Bureau finding that not only did all US incomes rise in the previous year, but incomes also grew the fastest for the poorest people.41 We must ask whether this cheerful announcement fooled those workers whose lives have been turned upside down in recent decades. Even by the Census Bureau’s own measurement, in 2015 median household income (which is the level at which 50 percent of the population makes more and the other 50 percent makes less) was lower than in 2007, and lower still than the all-time high in 1999. Further examination also reveals that people in rural areas didn’t share in the increase, but rather experienced a 2 percent decrease in median income in 2015—which fell to just $44,657 for these households, far below the national median.

The Census Bureau generalizations about median income dramatically downplayed the deep concentrations of poverty that exist across the country. For example, North Dakota had the nation’s biggest drop in child poverty between 2011 and 2016, but the poverty rate for Native American children, the majority living on reservations, is five times higher than for the rest of the state’s children.42 Likewise, buried within a Detroit Free Press article headlined “Michigan Posts Its Largest Income Gain since the Recession” is the admission that the majority Black cities of Flint and Detroit continue to have some of the highest poverty rates in the United States, at 40.8 percent and 39.8 percent, respectively. The child poverty rate is even higher—more than half of the children who lived in Detroit and Flint in 2015 lived in poverty, at a rate of 57.6 percent and 58.3 percent, respectively.43

The Census Bureau figures also ignore the enormous income disparities, often along racial lines, within individual cities. According to the Census Bureau, Washington, DC’s median household income rose to $75,600 in 2015, but that breaks down to $120,000 for white households compared to just $41,000 for Black households. The poverty rate for the city’s Black population is 27 percent—and 75 percent of all D.C. residents living in poverty are Black.44

There is yet another way that the Census Bureau’s poverty statistics skew lower while its median income figures skew higher. In the introduction to its Current Population Survey, the Bureau makes the following caveat about its “sample” population: “People in institutions, such as prisons, long-term care hospitals, and nursing homes, are not eligible to be interviewed in the CPS…. People who are homeless and not living in shelters are not included in the sample.” The list of those excluded from the survey thus includes millions of the most impoverished people in the United States. Despite the flaws in the Census Bureau’s findings, they still show roughly one in four African Americans and Native Americans and more than one in five Latinos living under the official poverty line. One in five children overall are living in poverty by official standards, and 10 percent of US households are trying to survive on less than $13,300 a year.

But the most glaring problem with the Census Bureau’s methodology is its appallingly low poverty threshold. If the poverty line were scaled upward to a more accurate level, the official poverty rate of the US population would certainly skyrocket statistically. The Social Security Administration developed the current poverty measure back in 1963, adopting a formula based on the minimum amount of money necessary to buy a subsistence level of food, using data from the 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey. On the assumption that food expenditures made up one-third of what a family of four needed to survive at the time, that amount was then multiplied by three to define the poverty line. This definition, using obsolete fifty-year-old consumption patterns and even more antiquated sixty-year-old prices (adjusted annually based on the consumer price index), is still in use today. If that formula (food expenses times three) was ever adequate for survival—and it most certainly wasn’t in the era of Eisenhower—it is completely preposterous today. In 2015, the poverty threshold was set at just at $24,250 for a family of four and $11,770 for an individual. Even the Census Bureau recognizes some of the shortcomings of its formula. Since 2010, it has issued a “Supplemental Poverty Measure,” adding income from sources such as Social Security, tax credits, and food stamps, while subtracting some expenses, such as work costs, medical care, and child-support payments. While those cloistered in the bubble of the federal bureaucracy seem to find its poverty threshold adequate for survival, anyone with at least one foot in the real world is aware that no family of four can make ends meet on $24,250 a year. Just as every household needs a budget measuring its income in relation to expenses, we should examine the actual cost of just a few major household necessities to give a cursory sense of whether that 5.2 percent rise in median household income in 2015 actually made a dent in falling working-class living standards:

Rent: According to Apartmentlist.com, using Census data from 1960 to 2014, median rent has risen by 64 percent after adjusting for inflation, while real household income only increased by 18 percent. Between 2000 and 2010, rents rose by 18 percent while household income fell by 7 percent.45 As Apartmentlist.com concluded, “As a result, the share of cost-burdened renters [households spending more than one-third of their income on rent] nationwide more than doubled, from 24 percent in 1960 to 49 percent in 2014.”

Childcare: The cost of childcare has nearly doubled since the 1980s—yet it is not considered a necessary household expenditure, even though 75 percent of mothers with children six to seventeen years old are in the labor force, as are 61 percent of mothers with children under three years old. In 2015, the average childcare cost rose to over $143 a week. As a result, fewer working parents can afford to pay for it. Those who cannot end up keeping children with relatives or trading off childcare shifts with a working co-parent, if there is one.46 Whereas 42 percent of parents paid for child care in 1997, only 32 percent did so by 2011. The poorest families spend the largest proportion—one-third of their income—on child care.

Healthcare: The Supplemental Poverty Measure for 2015 showed that with medical expenses—including insurance premiums, copays, coinsurance, prescription drug costs, and other uncovered medical expenses—factored in, 11.2 million (or 3.5 percent) more people are living in poverty than the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey acknowledges. And we can expect the next survey’s statistics to be even worse, as employers continue to push more insurance costs onto their employees. More and more employers are turning to plans with higher copays and so-called high-deductible plans, offering premiums workers can barely afford and deductibles of $1,000 or much more—meaning workers must pay these amounts before insurance kicks in even a penny toward their medical care. In 2016, deductibles alone rose nearly six times faster than wages, according to the 2016 Employer Health Benefits Survey of the Kaiser Family Foundation. According to the Commonwealth Fund, higher-deductible plans on average cost $5,762 for individuals and $16,737 for families.47

A Downward Spiral

A Georgetown University study on job creation showed that workers with a high school diploma or less lost the most income during the recovery, as more jobs go to those with at least some postsecondary education—likely reflecting a glut of “over-educated” applicants for low wage jobs. “Of the 7.2 million jobs lost in the recession,” the Georgetown study states, “5.6 million were jobs for workers with a high school diploma or less…. On net, there are now more than 5.5 million fewer jobs for individuals with a high school education or less than there were in December 2007.”48 This downward trend began well before the Great Recession. A report by the Hamilton Project of the Brookings Institution found that between 1990 and 2003, real median wages had already fallen by 20 percent for male workers without a high school diploma age thirty to forty-five, and by 12 percent for women in the same category. As the New York Times, citing the report, concluded: “Less-educated Americans, especially men, are shifting away from manufacturing and other jobs that once offered higher pay, and a higher share are now working in lower-paying food service, cleaning, and groundskeeping jobs.”49

But this decline in wages is tied to more than the decline in manufacturing jobs. As the Times article added, “Pay levels are declining in almost all of the fields that employ less-educated workers, so even those who have held onto jobs as manufacturers, operators and laborers are making less than they would have a generation ago.” Inflation-adjusted annual pay for manufacturing jobs fell from $33,600 in 1990 to $28,000 in 2013. The greatest damage from neoliberalism was done early on, from the late 1970s through the early 1990s.50 The average real hourly wages of production and nonsupervisory workers fell by 15 percent between 1973 and the mid-1990s, lowering the ceiling for working-class wages ever since. Wages briefly rose during the economic boom of the late 1990s—only to be derailed by the early 2000s when wages began to stagnate again. The Great Recession once again accelerated the decline.

The Trump administration will undoubtedly further immiserate the working class, given the opportunity. But the “out of touch” Democratic Party establishment does not offer a viable alternative to the class and social status quo, in which it has embedded itself. It is unfortunate that Sanders chose to run as a Democratic Party candidate when the party establishment ruled him out from the beginning, in favor of its anointed neoliberal candidate. Meanwhile, the working class is desperately seeking a voice in electoral politics. The only way the working class can advance in this dire situation is to rebuild its fighting tradition, the same tradition that built unions from the ground up in the 1930s. It worked then, and it is the only way forward today.


WE GOT TRUMPED!

Charlie Post

On the night of November 8, 2016, I boarded a flight to London, on my way to the annual Historical Materialism conference. As the plane took off at 7:30 p.m., the polls across the United States were still open. I was confident that, when I arrived in London the next morning, Hillary Clinton would have been declared the president-elect of the United States. I believed that not only would Donald Trump be defeated, but that the Democrats might regain their majority in the Senate. Only three weeks before, I had predicted that Trump’s middle-class, right-wing populist insurgency, which had temporarily captured the main party of capital in the United States, would go down in flames.1

Clinton was the clear favorite of the US capitalist class, who were repelled by Trump’s nationalist hostility to neoliberal trade policies and the system of imperialist military-diplomatic alliances that guarantee US world domination, and his threats to deport all undocumented immigrants. According to the Center for Responsive Politics, Clinton received over 92 percent of corporate contributions in the 2016 election cycle, including over 80 percent of the contributions from finance, insurance, and real estate; communications/electronics; healthcare, defense, and “miscellaneous business.” Trump’s support was limited to 60 to 70 percent of contributions from construction, energy, and natural resources, transportation, and agribusiness—which together accounted for less than 10 percent of total capitalist donations.2 With such a huge war chest, I expected the Democrats to build a “get out the vote” machine across the United States that would deliver a victory for its unpopular candidate.

When the plane landed on the morning of November 9 and I turned on my phone, I was greeted by the unexpected—Trump had been declared the winner of the 2016 presidential election and the Republicans had maintained their majorities in both the House and Senate. The media had declared Trump’s victory a “landslide,” with his win of 304 Electoral College delegates, compared with Clinton’s 227. The revolt of the “white working class” in the former industrial Midwest and Great Lakes region was credited for Trump’s sweep.

What Really Happened?

I was not alone in my failure to foresee a Trump victory. Most of the political commentators in the United States and globally, based on preelection polling, had predicted a Clinton victory. How do we explain this unexpected turn of events?

First, we cannot overlook the fact that Clinton won the majority of the popular vote. She led Trump by approximately 2.9 million votes. If the United States had direct election of the president, Clinton would have been on her way to the White House. However, the Electoral College—created by slave owners and merchant bankers to prevent challenges to their class rule—allowed a popular minority to elect the President. As in many elections in the past forty years, extremely small changes in the participation and preferences of minuscule portions of the US electorate produced a sharp swing in electoral votes and the continued Republican majority in Congress.

While it initially appeared that voter participation rates dropped in 2016,3 as paper ballots were counted, voter participation came within 1 percent of 2012 rates.4 Clinton’s vote was still about one million below Obama’s last election. More importantly, voter participation among traditionally Democratic segments of the electorate fell.5 African Americans dropped from 13 percent of all voters in 2008 and 2012 to 12 percent in 2016. In some predominantly African American communities, the drop was even more precipitous. In Milwaukee’s Council District 15, which is 84 percent Black, voter turnout was nearly 20 percent lower than in 2012.6 Households earning less than $50,000 per year, who made up 51 percent of the US population in 2014,7 dropped from 41 percent of voters in 2012 to 36 percent in 2016. The percentage of households earning over $100,000, a mere 17 percent of the population, rose from 28 percent to 33 percent of voters between 2012 and 2016. Put simply, the electorate in 2016 was ever more disproportionately well-off than in the last three elections.

Within these key categories, there were also small, but significant, shifts in voter preference. While 60 percent of voters in households earning less than $50,000 a year voted for Obama in 2008 and 2012, Clinton’s share of these voters dropped to 52 percent. Clinton only won 88 percent of the Black vote, down from 95 percent and 93 percent for Obama in 2008 and 2012. Especially alarming for the Democrats was their falling share of the Latino vote. Democratic pollsters had been confident that Trump’s racist diatribes would allow Clinton to sweep this key sector. However, the Democrats’ share of the Latino vote declined from 71 percent in 2012 to 65 percent in 2016. Finally, the percentage of union households voting Democratic fell from 58 percent in 2008 and 59 percent in 2012 to a mere 51 percent in 2016.

Trump’s ability to retain the core sectors of the Republicans’ voter base since 1980—primarily the traditional (self-employed and small businesses with less than ten employees) and new (professionals, managers, supervisors) middle classes, including evangelical Christians; and a minority of older, white workers—was clear in all the exit polling. However, Trump’s margin of victory—greatly exaggerated in the fun-house mirror of the Electoral College—came from a tiny group of voters who had supported Obama in 2008 and 2012.8 Of the 700 counties that had voted for Obama twice, nearly one-third (209) swung to Trump; and of 207 counties that Obama won once, almost 94 percent (194) went to Trump. The swing to Trump was concentrated in traditionally Democratic states of the Great Lakes and Midwest that had suffered the loss of manufacturing jobs and experienced a rise in the Latino population. However, Trump’s victory was primarily a result of a sharp drop in the participation of traditionally Democratic voters, rather than a sharp swing to Trump. Trump did gain approximately 335,000 more votes than Romney among households earning less than $50,000 per year in Iowa, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. However, Clinton received 1.7 million fewer votes than Obama among the same group.9 It was these minuscule shifts in voter preference and participation that gave Trump his razor-thin margins in a number of key states: less than 0.25 percent in Michigan, less than 1 percent in Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, and less than 1.5 percent in Florida. According to one analysis, had about one hundred thousand Trump voters in these areas voted for Clinton instead, she would have swept the Electoral College.10

Put simply, Trump did not so much win the 2016 election, as Hillary Clinton lost it. Despite her enormous campaign treasury, Clinton did not build a “get out the vote” operation to mobilize traditional Democratic constituencies—African Americans, Latinos, and working-class households.11 Instead, the Clinton campaign took these groups for granted, believing that they would have little or no choice but to turn out to defeat Trump. Time, funds, and energy were focused on “socially liberal” suburban, new middle-class professionals and managers. At a Washington Post symposium in July 2016, Chuck Schumer, the neoliberal Democratic senator from New York, was quite clear: “For every blue-collar Democrat we lose in western Pennsylvania, we will pick up two moderate Republicans in the suburbs in Philadelphia, and you can repeat that in Ohio and Illinois and Wisconsin.”12 Rather than knocking on doors in working-class and minority communities, and making a pretense of supporting the sort of social democratic policies championed by Sanders, the Clinton campaign targeted upper-middle-class suburbs, allowing her to win substantially more votes than Obama among households earning over $100,000.13 Traditionally Democratic working-class voters were faced with the choice between a neoliberal who disdained working people and a right-wing populist who promised to bring back well-paying manufacturing jobs. Many stayed home and a tiny minority shifted their allegiances from the first African American president to an open racist and xenophobe.

The Social Foundations of Trumpism

The core of Trump’s support, like that of Tea Party since 2009, is the older, white, suburban/exurban middle classes.14 His success among non-college-educated whites—he won 52 percent of all voters without bachelor’s degrees—appears to be concentrated among traditional small-business people (construction contractors, small shop keepers, etc.) and those supervisors (factory foreman, store and office managers, etc.) and semi-professionals (technicians, etc.) who do not require a college education. His success among households earning over $75,000 a year reflects the support of the managerial and professional elite of this class. Put another way, Trump’s social base is that of the Republican Party since 1980—politically and socially conservative, older, white middle-class voters. However, the politics of these groups have radicalized since the economic crisis of 2008.

Prior to 2008, hostility to the democratic gains of racial minorities, women, and LGBTQ folks animated the hearts and minds of Republican voters. For most of the past four decades, these voters were willing to settle for symbolic concessions on these issues (restrictions, but not a legal ban on abortions; limiting access to contraception; local anti-LGBTQ ordinances) while loyally supporting the neoliberal agenda of the mainstream Republicans—those who traditionally represented the majority of capitalists in the United States.

The 2008 recession radicalized this base, leading them to challenge key components of the Republican establishment’s agenda. Faced with declining living standards and the possibilities of downward social mobility into the working class,15 the Tea Party, and later the Trump campaign, put forward a distinctively populist political and economic agenda. The new middle-class right wanted the wholesale deportation of undocumented immigrants, threatening the supply of cheap and vulnerable workers capitalists in agriculture, large-scale construction, garment, and other industries depend upon. They opposed the pro-corporate immigration reform proposals that would institute a permanent guest-worker program in the United States and offer a circuitous “path to citizenship” for the undocumented. The Tea Party was also willing to shut down the federal government—threatening the US public debt and the entire global financial system—to achieve their goals, alienating the major organizations of the capitalist class, the Business Roundtable and the US Chamber of Commerce.

While the Chamber helped defeat a majority of Tea Party supporters in the 2014 Republican congressional primaries, their middle-class supporters radicalized further in 2016. Not only were traditionally Evangelical Christian voters willing to support a thrice-divorced, profane billionaire who routinely made jokes about his penis size, but they rejected key elements of neoliberal economic and political policies for a populist nationalism. No significant segment of the capitalist class in the United States wants to dismantle the North American Free Trade Agreement or slap prohibitive tariffs on Chinese imports.16 Nor is there a substantial group of capitalists willing to threaten the existing system of military and diplomatic alliances (NATO, alliances with conservative Arab and Muslim regimes, etc.) in favor of an “America First” foreign policy. It is the radicalized middle-class supporters of Trump who have embraced economic protectionism and diplomatic iso-lationism.17 Caught between a decimated labor movement and an extremely aggressive capitalist class, parts of the middle classes globally have been drawn to a politics that scapegoat immigrants, unions, women, LGBTQ people, and people of color, fueling the growth of Trumpism in the United States, as well as the United Kingdom Independence Party, French National Front, Italian Five Star Movement, and similar formations across Europe.18

Recent sociological studies demonstrate how populist nationalism, with its deadly mixture of antielitism, racism, sexism, and homophobia, has provided a “mental road map of lived experience” for the middle classes since 2008. Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson in The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism point to growing economic and social anxiety among the older, white middle classes, who see undocumented immigrants as threats to their “quality of life” and competitors for scarce social services, particularly Social Security pensions and Medicare.19 Mass deportations and denying the undocumented any path to citizenship (and access to social services), combined with lower federal deficits, would protect the “earned” social benefits (Social Security, Medicare) upon which they rely. Arlie Russell Hochschild’s Strangers in Their Own Land portrays people who believe they are “hard workers” who “play by the rules” and never ask for “handouts” (e.g., government subsidies) but are constantly falling behind socially and economically.20 They are threatened both by powerful economic and social elites and “line jumpers”—undocumented immigrants, refugees, and African Americans, Latinos, and women who benefit from affirmative action.

The Marxist left has a rich analysis of the attraction of the middle classes—what Trotsky described as the “human dust”—to right-wing populist demagogues. Caught between the fundamental social classes, capitalists and workers, the middle classes are attracted to political “strongmen” who promise to defend the “little man” against the forces that squeeze them from above and below. However, the socialist left has had a more difficult time explaining the support of a minority of workers for right-wing politics. Why have approximately 40 percent of union households supported Republicans or other right-wing candidates (e.g., Ross Perot in 1992) in most of the elections since 1980?21 Why did another, minute group of white, working-class voters embrace the nationalist populism of Trump?

For many on the left, working-class support for the right is some form of “false consciousness”—a mistaken identification of their own interests with those of their bosses as the result of capital’s control of the means of ideological production (press, media, etc.) For others, working-class racism and sexism is the defense of some form of racial or gender “privilege” against threats from below. Both of these explanations are inadequate. “False consciousness” makes capital and its ideologists all-powerful, and portrays workers as passive consumers of capitalist ideologies. Simplistic notions of “defense of privilege” ignore the increasing precarity all workers face today.

Grasping the contradictory character of capitalist social relations of production allows us to explain the attraction of some workers to right-wing politics. The objective, structural position of workers under capitalism provides the basis for both collective, solidaristic radicalism and individualist, sectoralist, and reactionary politics. As Bob Brenner and Johanna Brenner pointed out in their 1981 analysis of Reagan’s election,

workers are not only collective producers with a common interest in taking collective control over social production. They are also individual sellers of labor power in conflict with each other over jobs, promotions, etc. This individualistic point of view has a critical advantage in the current period: in the absence of class against class organization, it seems to provide an alternative strategy for effective action—a sectionalist strategy which pits one layer of workers against another.22

As competing sellers of labor power, workers are open to the appeal of politics that pit them against other workers—especially workers in a weaker social position. Without the lived experience of mass, collective, and successful class organization and struggle, it should not surprise socialists that segments of the working class are open to right-wing politics.

Workers in the United States have experienced forty years of attacks on their living and working conditions. The labor movement has responded with one surrender after another, as concession bargaining and futile attempts to forge “labor-management cooperation” have destroyed almost every gain workers made through mass struggles in the 1930s and 1970s. Faced with an impotent labor movement that tails after an ever-rightward-moving Democratic Party, it is not surprising that a minority of older white workers are attracted to politics that place responsibility for their deteriorating social situation on both the corporate “globalists” and more vulnerable workers—African Americans, Latinos, immigrants, Muslims, women, and queer folk. Kirk Noden, writing in the Nation, grasps why the Republican right wins working-class votes:

Two narratives emerged about the collapse of the industrial heartland in America. The one from the right has three parts: First, that industry left this country because unions destroyed productivity and made labor costs too high, thereby making us uncompetitive. Second, corporations were the victims of over-regulation and a bloated government that overtaxed them to pay for socialist welfare systems. Third, illegal immigration has resulted in the stealing of American jobs, increased competition for white workers, and depressed wages…. The second narrative, promoted by corporate Democrats, is that the global economy shifted and the country is now in transition from an industrial to a knowledge-based economy. This story tacitly accepts the economic restructuring of the heartland as inevitable once China and other markets opened up.23

Trump and his nationalist populist ideologues from Breitbart and the “alt-right” added a fourth element to the right’s narrative—the role of globalizing corporations and “free trade.” Given a choice between an elitist neoliberal who refused to speak to the realities of their lives (and rejected Sanders’s social democratic program as “unrealistic”) and a populist demagogue who offered an illusory solution to their problems, it is not at all surprising that a minority of white workers embraced Trump.24 Trumpism is the fruit of decades of the politics of “lesser evilism,” where the left tails after the labor officials who continually surrender to capital, while tailing after a rightward moving Democratic Party in the name of “fighting the right.” Without a clear and potent, independent, working-class political alternative—one rooted in mass struggles in the workplaces and communities—more and more workers will see no alternative to the neoliberal capitalist offensive other than white populist nationalism.

Trump in Office

Not only were left and liberal commentators shocked by the election results, but so, it seems, was Trump himself. Like a drunken frat boy who wakes up after a bender to discover that he is now the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, Trump appears to be completely out of his depth. Ultimately, the chaos in his transition team and the behind-the-scenes struggles over key appointments was the result of the contradictory pressures pulling on Trump.25 On the one hand, there are the establishment Republicans, with their ties to key segments of the capitalist class, whom Trump consistently denounced throughout his campaign. On the other, there are the alt-right nationalist-populists, who helped script his simultaneously anti-corporate, isolationist, and racist appeals. A situation of veritable “dual power” exists within Trump’s team with his concurrent appointment of Republican National Committee Chair Reince Priebus as White House chief of staff, and his campaign manager, former Breitbart editor Steve Bannon, as senior counselor and strategist.26 The Republican establishment is outraged that a “right-wing media provocateur”—an economic populist and “America First” critic of the US role in the world—has the ear of the President. The alt-right is deeply angered by Priebus’s appointment, denouncing him as “the enemy within” and “everything the voters rejected.”27

What are the politics of Breitbart and the alt-right? Despite their claims to the contrary, the alt-right is racist. They eschew the biological racism of openly white supremacist and fascist groupings, whom they refer to as the “1488ers”—a reference to a neo-Nazi slogans “We Must Secure the Existence of Our People and a Future for White Children” and “Heil Hitler.” The alt-right instead embraces cultural racism—that certain groups have superior, and others inferior, values and behaviors—to justify the exclusion of non-European immigrants and the segregation of “cultural groups.”28 Trump and Breitbart have attempted to distance themselves from open white nationalists, like Richard Spencer, who originally coined the term alt-right, defining themselves as primarily nationalists and populists.29

In a multipart article in Breitbart, the pseudonymous “Virgil” argued that a successful Trump administration would need to achieve two goals. First, it must revamp US foreign policy, ending the subordination of America to its historic allies (NATO). Trump needs to put “America first” and “treat China and Russia as great powers to be dealt with as potential partners, not as bad actors to be ‘reformed’ by America.” Second, Trump has to defend “blue-collar America” against the “globalist” corporate elite.30 In an interview with the Hollywood Reporter, Bannon insisted: “I’m not a white nationalist, I’m a nationalist. I’m an economic nationalist…. The globalists have gutted the American working class and created a middle class in Asia. The issue now is about Americans looking to not get f-ed over.”31 Central to saving “blue-collar Americans” is the dismantling of neoliberal “free trade” deals and the deportation of all undocumented immigrants. The forces around Bannon are clear that they are at war with the Republican establishment, and, in particular, House Speaker Paul Ryan, over both cabinet appointments and economic and military policy.32

The battle over cabinet appointments has produced mixed results.33 Most of Trump’s appointees come from the extreme right of the Republican establishment. Betsy DeVos, the secretary of education, is a bitter foe of public education and teacher unions, but is a mainstream Republican on economic policies and did not support Trump’s candidacy. Attorney General Jeff Sessions, a nasty racist and early Trump supporter, is well within the Republican consensus on trade and diplomatic alliances. Nikki Haley, his UN ambassador, broke with many southern Republicans’ defense of the Confederate flag in the aftermath of the racist shootings in a Charleston church in 2015 and opposed Trump’s populist nationalism. Elaine Chao, the second Bush’s labor secretary and wife of Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, and Trump’s pick for transportation secretary, is a consummate Washington insider. Scott Pruitt, the Oklahoma attorney general tapped to lead the Environmental Protection Agency, is a close ally of the energy companies and a climate change denier, but not an opponent of “free trade.” General John F. Kelly, the homeland security secretary, shares the bipartisan consensus for “greater border security,” but is not an advocate of wholesale deportations. Ben Carson, secretary of housing and urban development, advocates massive privatization of public housing, but is a mainstream neoliberal on trade.

Several supporters of the populist camp were nominated but face real limits on their ability to implement their politics. Tom Price, the choice for Health and Human Services, is a militant critic of Obamacare and “free trade.” Mike Pompeo, nominee for director of the CIA, has been highly critical of “free trade” and is hostile to the United Nations. Michael Flynn, Trump’s choice for national security advisor, is a former Democrat and Islamaphobe whose ties to Putin’s Russia led to his resignation. Price appeared to have the greatest room to pursue his agenda of dismantling Obamacare, but now supports the mainstream Republican alternative, which not only preserves the popular aspects of the program (coverage for preexisting conditions and coverage for children to the age of 26) but provides massive tax subsidies to private healthcare corporations as well.34 Pompeo will have to negotiate any changes in policy with the “professional staff” of the CIA.

Ultimately, the appointments to head the four most important cabinet offices—State, Defense, Commerce, and Treasury—will shape the Trump agenda. Trump chose two Wall Street financiers for Commerce and Treasury. Both Wilbur Ross at Commerce and Steven Mnuchin at Treasury, have made statements hostile to “free trade” in general and Chinese “currency manipulation” in particular. However, it is unclear whether they actually want to dismantle the neoliberal financial and trade policies of the past three decades. In fact, Trump has selected Iowa governor, Terry Branstad, a longtime advocate of free trade with China, as US ambassador to the People’s Republic.35 James “Mad Dog” Mattis, the choice for secretary of defense, was critical of the Obama administration but has unswerving allegiance to NATO and the traditional US alliance system. The actions of Exxon Mobil CEO Rex Tillerson, Trump’s secretary of state, are at odds with Trump’s pronouncements—including Tillerson’s moves to strengthen sanctions on Russia and to continue diplomatic engagement with China and his public commitments to NATO.36

In Congress, the populist nationalists will face resistance from the Republican establishment. Despite Trump’s victory in the presidential election, the congressional Republican party is solidly pro-corporate. The US Chamber of Commerce announced that “95 percent of Chamber-endorsed candidates in House and Senate won.”37 This is reflected in Ryan’s “A Better Way” legislative proposals.38 Most of Ryan’s proposals continue “business as usual,” with new cuts to public education and social welfare and more deregulation of capital. However, in both “A Better Way” and in public statements, Ryan and the establishment Republicans in Congress have made clear their opposition to any retreat from “free trade” or the central military and political role of the United States in preserving and defending global capitalism. They are also adamantly opposed to mass deportations of undocumented immigrants, other than the “felons” already targeted by Obama, and support expanding guest-worker programs to provide cheap and vulnerable workers to capital in labor-intensive industries.39 Despite the bitter opposition of the remnants of the Tea Party, Paul Ryan was overwhelmingly renominated for Speaker of the House by the Republican caucus.40

What’s Next? Neoliberalism Is Not Dead!

Despite riding to the White House on the revulsion of a segment of the white middle and working classes to the political class (“Drain the swamp”) and its commitments to neoliberal policies, the Trump administration will continue and intensify neoliberal attacks on working people, racial minorities, immigrants, women, and LGBTQ folks. Put another way, do not expect a sharp break with the forty-year-long bipartisan capitalist offensive. There is no question that the minor regulations placed on the financial industry after the economic meltdown of 2008 will be repealed, while new cuts to corporate taxes are on the agenda. Although Wall Street overwhelmingly supported Clinton in the elections, they appear willing to give the new administration “a chance.”41

Similarly, there are few obstacles to Trump’s removing the modest environmental regulations the Obama administration imposed. He can easily rely on the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs, a creation of the Clinton administration, which has the final say on authorizing new regulations.42 Both Trump and the Republican congressional leadership agree that the time is ripe to massively reduce funding for antipoverty programs like Head Start, Medicaid, and food stamps (which suffered their sharpest cuts under Obama).43

Trump will also intensify the Obama administration’s policy of deporting “criminal” undocumented immigrants, utilizing the massive deportation apparatus created under Obama,44 while back-pedaling on Trump’s own promise of wholesale deportations and even hinting he may not roll back Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), which protect undocumented immigrants who arrived as children.45 For all of Trump’s “law and order” rhetoric, his policies will continue the Obama presidency’s toleration of police killings. The first two African American attorney generals in US history, Eric Holder and Loretta Lynch, did not indict a single cop for violating the civil rights of the young Black men they have murdered. We can expect the Justice and Defense Departments to continue the sale of surplus military equipment to local police forces that began under Clinton. While the Democrats, who are the primary beneficiaries of union election contributions and support, will oppose a National Right to Work Act, they are unlikely to stop its serious consideration.46

Trump’s nationalist-populist proposals will face much more resistance both from congressional Republicans and the unelected, permanent professional bureaucracy in the executive branch of the federal government.47 His infrastructure program, which relies primarily on tax credits to encourage private companies to rebuild and repair roads, bridges, and the like, rather than massive federal spending, may well pass Congress. However, it is unlikely to provide the sort of Keynesian stimulus that would create the “good paying jobs” that many of his middle- and working-class supporters hoped for.48 However, on the key populist elements of his program—repealing neoliberal trade pacts, wholesale deportations of undocumented immigrants, and a realignment of US foreign policy toward Putin’s Russia—Trump will either continue to backpedal or face concerted opposition.

Trump has already backpedaled on some of his more populist and nationalist proposals. Not only is Trump no longer threatening to indict Bill and Hillary Clinton, but he has also waffled on calls for withdrawing from the Paris climate accord (which would require congressional approval) and reinstituting waterboarding and other forms of “enhanced interrogation” (torture).49 Other key elements, like the renegotiation or withdrawal from NAFTA or the imposition of tariffs on companies moving production abroad, will likely require the cooperation of Congress to implement. The repeal or restructuring of Obamacare and the building of a wall on the US-Mexico border also require congressional approval. Other policies, like the suspension of immigration from “terror-prone areas” (having abandoned a blanket ban on Muslim immigrants), ending foreign trade “abuses,” and leaving the negotiations for the Trans-Pacific Partnership, could be done through executive order.50 However, it is clear that key congressional Republicans and key groups of capitalists organized in the Business Roundtable and the US Chamber of Commerce will oppose any and all attempts to undermine the neoliberal order.51 Any attempt to realign US imperialist alliances away from traditional allies in Western Europe and the Middle East, in favor of Putin’s Russia, will face resistance from the permanent officialdom of the State, Defense, Commerce, and Treasury Departments.52 Put another way, Trump will face the same structural-institutional obstacles social democrats face when attempting to implement anticapitalist reforms through the capitalist state.53

The clearest indications of capitalist pushback on the Trump administration can be seen in his speech to Congress on February 28, 2017, and his enthusiastic support for Speaker Ryan’s proposal to replace Obamacare. Trump’s first speech to both houses of Congress was filled with Bannonite rhetoric—complete with attacks on “globalism” and NAFTA. Trump actually quoted Lincoln, who argued that protective tariffs are necessary to defend the living standard of American workers.54 However, its substance affirmed Trump’s willingness to accept the limits capital has placed on his actions. Despite calling on NATO partners to “meet their financial obligations,” Trump reaffirmed US support for “NATO, an alliance forged through the bonds of two World Wars that dethroned fascism, and a Cold War that defeated communism.” His calls for “fair trade,” were not followed by calls for renegotiating NAFTA or ruling out future multilateral trade deals.

Most importantly, Trump embraced “a merit-based immigration system.” This is the foundation of the McCain-Schumer bill that has been languishing in Congress since 2007, blocked by Tea Party populists who rejected any bill that includes provisions allowing undocumented immigrants to achieve legal status. The McCain-Schumer proposal does include a long and tortuous road to citizenship, which would involve millions returning to their countries of origin for indefinite periods before being allowed to come to the United States as legal immigrants who only then become eligible for US citizenship. The most important element of the plan, “merit-based immigration,” would move the United States away from a system of nationality-based quotas that allow legal immigrants to become permanent residents and citizens. In its place would be a system where people with certain “skills”—not just those with computer science and engineering degrees, but workers in agriculture, construction, garment, and other low wage industries—to come to the United States to work for defined periods of time. Put another way, the United States would move toward a guest-worker program, where immigrants would be allowed to come to the United States to work, have no legal rights (in particular the right to unionize), and be forced to return to their country of origin when their employers no longer need them. The main supporter of this proposal is the National Immigration Forum—a coalition that includes the US Chamber of Commerce, executives from agribusiness and the healthcare industry, religious leaders, heads of police departments, and the leaders of two of the largest US trade unions, the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and the American Federation of Teachers (AFT).55

Trump’s enthusiastic support for Ryan’s plan to replace the Affordable Care Act also demonstrates his support for a neoliberal solution to healthcare. While dropping the individual mandate and replacing income with age-based tax breaks to purchase individual plans, Ryan’s proposal would preserve Obamacare’s large public subsidies for private insurance companies.56 However, key aspects of the plan are still opposed, from different directions, by the remnants of the Tea Party in Congress and the healthcare industry. For the Tea Party Republicans, the Ryan-Trump proposal is “Obamacare lite,” and the tax subsidies to pay for individual health insurance create another monstrous “entitlement program.”57 On the other side, the healthcare industry—major insurers, hospital associations, and the American Medical Association—are joining Democrats in denouncing the end of individual mandates and the restructuring of Medicaid, with the federal government substituting fixed-block grants (along the lines of Bill Clinton’s 1996 “Welfare Reform Act”) for federal funding of state expenditures on healthcare for the poor.58 Ryan and Trump may well find themselves caught between the Democrats and the healthcare industry, which fears the loss of 24 million potential customers; and the Tea Party right, which welcomes a potential $337 billion reduction in the deficit over the next ten years but opposes any public funding of healthcare.59 The end result will likely be a plan that will have much more in common with Obamacare than Trump and his nationalist-populist supporters promised.

Trump’s vacillations and the opposition to his nationalist populist proposals portend a continued civil war within the Republican Party. In this battle, the Republican establishment, with its historic ties to old-line WASP capitalists, has all the advantages in a confrontation with the populist nationalists. The Republican leadership controls the party’s purse strings and they are well situated to change the rules for the next presidential nominating race. They already have the Democrats’ road map to prevent any future insurgency: the creation of unelected “super-delegates.”60 Trump’s failure to “Make America Great Again”—the rollback of neoliberal trade deals, mass deportation of undocumented immigrants, and the revival of industrial employment—will disillusion many of his white middle- and working-class supporters. Without their support, the populist nationalists may find themselves marginalized in the Republican Party well before the 2020 election.61

The biggest danger issuing from Trump’s victory comes not from the corridors of power, but from the streets. Small groups of organized fascists and individual right-wingers believe they have the “wind at their back,” freeing them to assault people of color, immigrants, Muslims, queer folks, and leftists. Through November 16—just one full week after Trump’s election—the Southern Poverty Law Center counted approximately seven hundred violent hate crimes in the United States.62 The greatest number occurred in the three days following the election, but incidents continue to be reported from across the United States. Approximately 29 percent of the attacks targeted immigrants, 22 percent African Americans, 11 percent LGBTQ folks, 7 percent Muslims, and 5 percent women. Another 11 percent involved swastika vandalism, while less than 4 percent involved verbal or physical attacks on Trump supporters.

The fightback against Trumpism will have to take various forms—organized, collective anti-fascist defense against attacks; mass protest demonstrations; and, ultimately, in a struggle in the workplace. Strategically, new organizers need to understand that we cannot rely on either the Democrats or the forces of official reformism (labor officials, middle-class leaders of people of color, women, immigrants, LGBTQ folks, etc.) in these battles. With most leading Democrats, from Clinton to Sanders, arguing that we “need to give Trump a chance,” any notion that the Democrats will tack to the left after their 2016 defeat is illusory. The “insurgent” bid of African American representative Keith Ellison (MN) for chair of the Democratic National Committee went down to defeat, following the routing of Representative Tim Ryan’s (OH) challenge to Nancy Pelosi for House Democratic leader. While the labor officials and their allies may be more willing to mobilize against Trump than they were against Obama, we can expect them to “double down” on their support of the Democrats in the 2018 congressional election. Given the commitment of most of what passes for a left in the United States—social democrats and former Stalinists who share a commitment to a “strategic alliance” with the forces of official reformism—it will be an uphill battle to build movements capable of acting independently of the Democrats and their reformist supporters.

The spontaneous protests in many cities, the disruptions at the airports protesting Trump’s de facto ban on Muslims entering the United States, and the March 8th Women’s Strike are all promising beginnings. However, the danger is that these struggles, like the Wisconsin Uprising, Occupy, and Black Lives Matter, will be short-lived and leave little independent organization in their wake. The way forward for the left is rebuilding the militant minority—the layer of activists with a strategy and tactics that go beyond reformism, if not explicitly to revolution—in workplaces and social movements. Without such a layer rooted among broader layers of working people, the labor officials, Democratic Party politicos, and the middle-class leaders of the social movements will be able to continually derail and demobilize promising struggles—as they have for most of the last forty years.

 

This essay first appeared in the Spring 2017 issue of the International Socialist Review. It was updated on March 14, 2017, and does not reflect developments since that date.


WHO PUT DONALD TRUMP IN THE WHITE HOUSE?

Kim Moody

The media story in the days following the 2016 election was that a huge defection of angry white blue-collar workers from Rust Belt communities from their traditional Democratic voting patterns put Donald J. Trump in the White House in a grand slap at the nation’s “liberal” elite. But is that the real story? While he didn’t actually win the popular vote, Trump did carry the majority (58 percent) of white voters. Furthermore, he won the key “battleground” states in the Rust Belt that are the basis of the media story, which raises serious questions. The first question is, who were these white voters? Second, was this the major shift that sent Trump to victory or was there something else?

Exit polls taken during the primaries, when the Trump revolt began, showed the whole election process was skewed toward the better-off sections of US society and that Trump did better among them than Clinton. Looking at those voters in the general election from the 26 percent of US households earning more than $100,000, who are unlikely to be working class these days, we see that Clinton got 34 percent of her vote and Trump a slightly larger 35 percent of his from these well-to-do voters.1 In other words, upper-income groups were overrepresented in the voting electorate as a whole, and both candidates drew a disproportionate part of their vote from the well-to-do, with Trump a bit more reliant on high-income voters. This, in itself, doesn’t rule out a working-class shift to Trump, but the media’s version of this is based on a problematic definition.

Aside from the narrower measure of the union household vote, which we will examine below, in most exit polls and media accounts of this blue-collar rebellion, white “working class” was defined as those white voters without a college degree. There are a number of problems with this definition. One problem is that a large majority of those without a college degree don’t vote at all, so that any measure of patterns among those who do vote is a measure of a minority who, as we will see, are likely to be among the higher-income voters. Furthermore, as we will see below, people who don’t vote are generally to the left of those who do on economic issues and the role of government. Hence the minority of little more than a fifth of the 135.5 million white Americans without degrees who voted for Trump do not represent this degreeless demographic very well. Another problem is that there are only about 18.5 million white, “blue-collar” production workers—the prototype of the defecting white industrial worker.2 If we double this to account for adult spouses to make it just under 40 million, and assume that none of them have degrees, it still only accounts for a little more than a third of those white adults lacking the allegedly class-defining degree. Of course, there are another 14 million or so white, “service” workers who are working class, but, even if we bring them and their spouses in, we still account for only about half of the huge 70 percent of white adults in the United States who lack a college degree.

The other side of this definitional problem is that there are also millions of Americans who don’t have a college degree, who are not working class, and who are actually more likely to vote than the “left behind” industrial workers. There are some 17 million small business owners without that degree. As a 2016 survey by the National Small Business Association tells us, 86 percent of small business owners are white, they are twice as likely to be Republicans as Democrats, almost two-thirds consider themselves conservative (78 percent on economic issues), and 92 percent say they regularly vote in national elections. Plus, they drew an average salary of $112,000 in 2016 compared to $48,320 for the average annual wage.3 It is doubtful that any significant group of blue-collar workers can match that salary or level of voter turnout, even assuming these small entrepreneurs exaggerated their civic virtue. Add in the spouses and this classically petty-bourgeois group alone could more than account for all the 29 million of those lacking a college degree who voted for Trump.4

There are also 1.8 million managers, 8.8 million supervisors, and 1.6 million cops whose jobs don’t require a college degree. To this we could add insurance and real estate brokers and agents, and so on.5 Some may have a degree, but it is clear that there are tens of millions of nonworking-class people in the United States who lack such a degree, and who are more likely to be traditional and frequent Republican voters than a majority of white, blue-collar workers. Thus, the proportion of those without a college degree who are petty bourgeois or genuinely middle class, who are more likely to vote and to vote Republican, is clearly very large, and the equation of the missing degree with working-class status misleading. The relatively high income levels of much of Trump’s vote point toward a majority petty-bourgeois and middle-class base for Trump, something The Economist concluded in its earlier survey of Trump primary voters when they wrote, “but the idea that it is the mostly poor, less-educated voters who are drawn to Mr. Trump is a bit of a myth.”6 The first point, then, is that Trump’s victory was disproportionately a middle-class, upper-income phenomenon.

To test the extent to which white, blue-collar or related workers handed Trump victory, we will look at the swings in union household voting in national elections. This is far from perfect, of course, since only a minority of workers belong to unions these days, about half are public employees, and nonwhite workers make up a third of the total. Nevertheless, we can safely assume that any swings toward the Republicans came mostly from white union members and their families. It is important to bear in mind as well that the union household vote has declined as a percentage of the total vote in presidential elections from about 27 percent in 1980 to 18 percent in 2016. The impact of the union household vote has diminished, though not disappeared.7

Table I
Union Household Vote in Presidential Elections, 1976–2016
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Sources: Roper Center, “How Groups Voted,” 1976–2012, http://ropercenter.cornell.edu/polls/us-elections/how-groups-voted/how-groups-voted/; “Election 2016: Exit Polls; President,” CNN Politics, November 23, 2016, www.cnn.com/election/results/president.

Two things are clear from table I. First, an average of about 40 percent of union members and their families have been voting Republican in presidential elections for a long time, with the Democrats winning a little under 60 percent of the union household vote for the last four decades. Only in 1948 and 1964 did over 80 percent of union household members vote for the Democratic candidate, Harry Truman and Lyndon B. Johnson respectively.8 Nevertheless, in 2016, a relatively small number shifted to Trump from 40 percent for the Republican in 2012 to 43 percent in 2016. These 3 percentage points represent a shift of just under 800,000 union household voters across the entire country, which is 3.5 percent of the more than 23 million of them who voted in 2016. Even more interesting is that the Democratic vote fell by seven points from 2012 to 2016 as union household members defected to a third party, refused to answer the question when surveyed, or didn’t vote and weren’t surveyed. While the unspecified “no answer” group of those surveyed lends some credibility to the theory of the “silent Trump voter,” this drop nonetheless points to the fact that the Democrats have lost votes since 2012.

Putting this in historical context, Trump’s shift of union household voters is actually less dramatic than the swing from 1976 to 1980 for Reagan and even less so than the fourteen-point desertion of union household voters from Carter in 1980, half of which went to independent John Anderson rather than Reagan in 1980, when the union-householders composed 26 percent of all voters.9 In other words, Trump attracted both a smaller proportion and number of these voters than Reagan or Anderson. These same voters have swung between Democrats, Republicans, and high-profile third party candidates such as Anderson; Perot, who got 21 percent of union household voters in 1992; and Nader, who got 3 percent in 2000, for some time.10 The meaning of the 2016 shift was more sinister to be sure, but it was also long in the making as the Democrats moved to the right.

This is not to say that the swing of union household or white, working-class voters away from the Democrats doesn’t reflect the conservative social views, racism, and in the case of Clinton, sexism of many white, working- and middle-class people as well as their anger at their deteriorating situation. Nor is Trump the same as Reagan. Clearly Trump won almost 10 million union household votes, compared to almost 12 million for Clinton. We might assume that the broader nonunion, white, working-class electorate is even more conservative-leaning than union members, but since the level of education turns out to be a dubious measure of working-class status, we have no way of measuring just how many white, working-class people actually shifted from the Democrats, either in 2016 or at some point in the past. We only know that the numbers are significant, but that many are not as new to voting Republican as is often thought. This, of course, is not something to take comfort in, but it is an indication of the results of the Democratic Party’s choice to emphasize higher-income people who are more likely to vote that began under Bill Clinton and the Democratic Leadership Council.11

Nevertheless, it seems clear that a significant number of white, working-class people who had voted for Obama in 2008 or 2012 voted for Trump—even if more just didn’t vote. To get a closer look at how this might have worked across the Rust Belt, where the Democrats lost both the vote and the Electoral College, we will look more closely at Ohio and at heavily white and blue-collar counties that moved from Obama in 2012 to Trump in 2016.

In this Rust Belt state, the union household vote was a dramatic 54 percent for Trump. This was a huge change from 2012, when only 37 percent went for Romney and 60 percent for Obama. The Republicans lost Ohio in 2012, but won it in 2016 by 446,841 votes. This would seem to justify the media story. The total two-party vote, however, declined by 253,859 votes between 2012 and 2016, and the union household vote by 74,366. Trump’s gain of 151,054 union household votes over Romney, and 166,867 more than Clinton, is obviously significant, but less so than the huge drop in the Democratic vote from 2012 to 2016, and not enough to explain Trump’s majority. The Ohio Latino vote, alone, slumped from 10 percent of the total vote to 3 percent in 2016 according to the exit polls. In the actual results, Clinton got 433,547 fewer votes than Obama, while Trump got 179,598 more than Romney, not enough to absorb all the missing Democrats.12 The biggest story here was the drop in Democratic voters.

Thus, the biggest shift was not to Trump, despite the large percentage of union household votes for him, but away from Clinton and the Democrats. The third-party vote increased by two-and-a-half times to 261,318, but not in a way that would have harmed Clinton, as the Libertarian took the lion’s share. The Greens at about forty-five thousand were not a “spoiler” and couldn’t have a made a difference. Clinton’s overall loss of votes was almost two-and-a-half times larger than Trump’s gain.13 Trump won Ohio because the total Democratic vote had declined more than the drop in the total two-party vote, and significantly more than the Republican increase. Furthermore, the 2016 Ohio electorate saw an increase in the proportion of higher-income voters. The Ohio electorate saw those earning $50,000 or more go from 59 percent in 2012 to 63 percent in 2016, while those earning $100,000 more increased from 28 percent to 30 percent. Trump got 57 percent of voters in the $100,000 plus income level, compared to 39 percent for Clinton.14 This certainly smells like a petty-bourgeois/middle-class movement.

To examine the Ohio vote a little more deeply, we will look at four of Ohio’s Rust Belt counties along Lake Erie, stretching from Cleveland to Toledo, both of which, like most cities, went Democratic in both 2012 and 2016. These four counties, Lorain, Erie, Sandusky, and Ottawa, all went for Obama in 2012 by a total of 124,330 to 98,564. In 2016, this vote was somewhat reversed, with Trump getting 113,081 votes to Clinton’s 98,789.15 Again, the two-party vote dropped by 11,024, while the loss of 25,541 from the Democratic column was larger than the shift of 14,517 to Trump and larger than his margin of victory in these four counties. Presumably, the story is similar in other blue-collar counties, such as those in northeast Ohio, home to Youngstown and the legendary GM Lordstown plants. What seems clear about these deindustrialized blue-collar counties is that disillusioned Democrats and demoralized labor leaders forced to “sell” Clinton as an establishment neoliberal could not prevent either the drop in Democratic voters or the shift to Trump, even though the latter was relatively small. A look at Lorain County, the largest of the four, will tell us more.

Lorain County’s population of just over 300,000 is 80 percent white. It includes the small, upper-income Cleveland suburb of Amherst, the small, liberal-college community of Oberlin, a number of small farming communities and townships, as well as larger working-class Lorain City and Elyria City. The county’s workforce is still 42 percent blue-collar. While it still has many employed industrial workers, the local Ford plant has closed, and employment at its biggest steel mill went from 15,000 jobs to fewer than 4,000 in 2014. This is, of course, the county where labor elected three independent candidates on the “Lorain Independent Labor Party” slate in 2014, due to disgust with the local Democrats.16 In 2012 it chose Obama 78,112 to Romney’s 58,092, a majority of over 20,000 votes. In the 2016 primaries, Bernie Sanders got almost as many votes in the Democratic primary (16,587) as Trump did in the Republican primary (16,776).17

In 2016 the county went narrowly for Trump—65,346 votes to Clinton’s 64,958, a margin of just 388 votes. Voter turnout was down by 5,900 voters, but the Democratic vote dropped by over 13,000 votes from that in 2012. The fact that Lorain County is 80 percent white means a lot of white people voted for Clinton, but a significant number just stopped voting. Trump won not only the upper-income Cleveland suburb of Amherst, but all the more rural small towns and townships in the county, with the sole exception of the tiny college community of Oberlin. Trump’s slight majority did not come from the two largest and most “proletarian” towns in the county: Lorain City and Elyria City, the two places where the Independent Labor candidates won in 2014. Lorain City is just over two-thirds white, while Elyria City is closer to 78 percent white. Thus, both have substantial white majorities, but also a significant African American and/or Latino population.18

Table II
Number of Votes per Candidate in the 2012 and 2016 General Elections: Lorain County, Lorain City, Elyria City
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Sources: Lorain County Board of Elections, 2016, 2102, “General Election”; New York Times, 2012, “President 100% reporting,” http://elections.nytimes.com/2012/results/states/ohio.

Both towns went for Obama by large margins: three-to-one in Lorain City and two-to-one in Elyria City in 2012, and for Clinton by smaller two-to-one and five-to-four margins respectively in 2016. As the figures in table II show, the turnout in 2016 was down by over 6,000 votes in these two towns, while the increase in the Republican vote for Trump of 2,094 votes was almost four times smaller than the drop in the Democratic vote of 8,209. In other words, the drop in the Democratic votes surpassed that of the decline in voter turnout and the increase in the Republican vote in these two heavily blue-collar towns. This is consistent with the larger statewide drop in the Democratic vote of 433,547 compared to the drop in the total two-party turnout in Ohio of over 250,000.

One can hardly avoid the conclusion that the Democrats lost the 2016 presidential election, and those for state office as well, in these and other similar Rust Belt counties due to the fact that former Democratic voters in Rust Belt states with relatively large white, blue-collar populations failed to turnout for Clinton and other Democrats, but did not necessarily vote for Trump. More failed to vote at all. While there was a swing among white, blue-collar and union household voters to Trump, it was significantly smaller than the overall drop in Democratic voters. Below we will see why.

While recent voter-suppression laws demanding state-issued photo IDs in some seventeen states, along with the racial cleansing of voter rolls in many states, have undoubtedly limited voting for Blacks, Latinos, and low-income whites, most nonvoters don’t vote because they don’t see anything compelling to vote for. At the same time, working-class voter participation has remained low in part because the political parties have reduced the direct door-to-door human contact with lower-income voters in favor of purchased forms of campaigning from TV ads to the new digitalized methods of targeting likely voters.19 Vast amounts of personal data are accumulated by firms specializing in this, turned into voter-targeting algorithms, and sold. Among the firms specializing in voter targeting are Artistole, Xaxis, Voter Contact Services, and DSPolitical, the latter of which specifically serves Democratic campaigns. According to John Aristotle Phillips, the CEO of Aristotle, they can provide customers with “up to 500 different data points on each individual.”20

The parties or campaigns that purchase this service, in turn, use it to spread targeted messages to specific groups or even individual voters mostly via the internet through various platforms, including Facebook, which apparently made a bundle off the 2016 election. Digitalized politics cost more and more money. As one recent academic study of voter mobilization said of these new techniques, “campaign consultants have a business interest in deploying these kinds of tactics and the fact that no one knows for sure whether such tactics generate votes allows sub-optimal campaign tactics to persist.” Spending on digital political ads rose from $22 million in 2008 to $158 million in 2012 and is expected to hit $1 billion for the 2016 election and over $3 billion by the 2020 elections. No doubt these amounts will continue to soar as digital political ads are increasingly available for elections way down the ballot to the local level, according to the Democratic digital outfit DSPolitical.21

Aside from the soaring costs this invasive digital targeting adds to US elections and the further erosion of our privacy, it further removes political campaigning from any direct human contact. As reporters for the Guardian put it, “campaigns of the future will depend as much on being able to track people across screens and apps as knocking on doors or sending out flyers.”22 It’s not that no doors are knocked on or phone calls made, but that it is the algorithm that decides the limited number of actual voters to be visited or called to turn out the vote. In practice, this has meant identifying those most likely to vote; that is, the better-off part of the population. The Get-Out-The-Vote campaign has become the Get-Out-The-Well-To-Do-Vote canvass. Most of the persuasion side of campaigning by these outfits is done online through ads on Facebook, YouTube, your smart phone, etc. The knowledge about local voters once in the head of the precinct captain is no longer needed, as far more data are fed through an algorithm that has your number. More importantly, the shaping of the political process, already an auction, is being even further outsourced to the profitmaking “expert” firms that provide this service. The result is that the proportion of relatively higher-income people in the electorate has grown, as the votes for both Clinton and Trump show.

In other words, despite all the vast amounts of money raised and deployed, all the digital and “expert” sophistication available to this “party of the people,” and Clinton’s allegedly massive “ground war” force in the “battleground” states, the Democratic Party as a whole cannot or no longer tries to mobilize enough of those among its traditional core constituencies—Blacks and Latinos, as well as white workers and union members—to win national and even state offices in these key states and possibly elsewhere, despite the demographic trends in its favor. While race was certainly a factor in Trump’s appeal, the fact is, in much of the country, the Democrats at every level could not get the turnout of African Americans or Latinos they needed to balance out their losses among white voters of all classes. To be sure, Clinton won a majority of the popular vote nationally, perhaps, as John Nichols gloated in the Nation, an “unprecedented” majority that might run as high as two million by the time the official state votes are counted. [Editor’s note: The final tally, according to certified results recorded for the Electoral College at the National Archives, showed a difference of 2.839 million votes in Clinton’s favor.] The problem is that 1.5 million of that majority can be accounted for from Clinton’s vote in New York City alone; that is, by just her majority over Trump, not her total vote.23 The majorities in the coastal states of California and New York by themselves account for more than her net final majority count of 2.8 million. The rest of the country continues to see its Democratic vote stagnate or decline. Aside even from the digital demobilization, the reason is not hard to find.

The Democrats are and have been for decades the party of the (neoliberal) status quo, when millions of all races have seen their living standards shrink and future prospects disappear and, as a result, have come to despise the status quo. And, as not only the Clintons’ social position, but the many millionaire Democrats in Congress (average wealth of a Democratic Representative is $5.7 million), and their business buddies demonstrate for all to see, they are part of the nation’s elite. The decline in manufacturing jobs, the shrinking of union representation, the creation of more and more lousy jobs, the withdrawal of aid to the cities, etc. have created, not just “angry white men” who voted for Trump, but angry white, Black, Latino, and Asian men and women who, for good and sound reasons, no longer see the Democrats as their defenders. Many in the ranks of this legion have voted with their feet, and it wasn’t to the polls. According to one estimate, over 100 million eligible voters didn’t cast a ballot in the 2016 presidential election. In 2014, the last off-year congressional election, nonvoters numbered almost 128 million adult citizens—a majority of eligible voters.24 And, the vast majority of these were middle-to-lower-income, working-class people.

Strong evidence that the Democrats can no longer motivate or mobilize the majority in much of the country is found in the fact that the millions of nonvoters are on average and in their majority politically to the left of those who do vote on key economic issues. As one study put it, “Nonvoters tend to support increasing government services and spending, guaranteeing jobs, and reducing inequality” more than voters and do so by about 17 percentage points. This includes whites as well as Black and Latino nonvoters. Furthermore, these nonvoters are as likely to support legal abortion and gay marriage as those who vote. Specifically, they are to the left of voters on economic issues in that a consistently higher percentage of them think the government should “make union organizing easier,” increase funds to the poor and for schools, “guarantee jobs,” and “provide health insurance.”25 In short, the Democrats cannot mobilize the forces needed to defeat the right, including Blacks and Latinos, in part because they cannot implement any policies capable of addressing the plight of the majority that might attract these left-leaning nonvoters.

In fact, nationally, the Democrats have been losing elections at just about every level since 2009. In that year, during the 111th Congress, the Democrats had 257 members in the House of Representative. By 2015, in the 114th Congress, that was down to 188 Democrats, the lowest number since the 80th Congress in 1947–49, over which time voter participation rates fell from 48 percent to 42 percent in off-year congressional elections. In 2016 the Democrats won back just six seats in the House.26 Between 2009 and 2015, the Democrats lost 203 seats in State Senates and 716 in State Houses or Assemblies. An indication of what was to come in Ohio and Pennsylvania in 2016 could be seen in the loss of 21 Democratic seats in the state legislatures of each of these states between 2009 and 2015.27

This time, however, the falling Democratic vote meant the victory not of a run-of-the-mill conservative or even a Tea-Bagger, but of a racist demagogue bent on doing serious damage. And he already is. There will be resistance. Rather, there is increased resistance. And this will offer new possibilities for organizing, even in a more hostile atmosphere. At the same time, many, including not a few on the socialist left, will run for cover in the Democratic Party’s “Big Tent,” arguing now is not the time to take on the Democrats, that the great task is to elect a Democratic Congress, any Democratic Congress, in 2018 to rein in Trump just as the Republicans blocked Obama after 2010, and so on. It will not even be an argument for reforming the party, just stopping the Trump rampage. It will be a tempting and effective argument, particularly if Trump has, indeed, pulled out all the stops or hasn’t already appointed someone to the Supreme Court. But such a political direction will only reinforce the Democrats’ neoliberalism, digital-dependency, and failed strategies.

In addition to all the structures and money behind the Democrats at all levels and the reality of party discipline in most legislative bodies, there stands the mass of elected Democratic Party office holders. In what was surely a real-life test of their politics, Bernie Sanders’s campaign for the presidency, they stuck with the neoliberal mainstream in their vast majority. While Sanders got nearly 13 million votes from rank and file Democrats, his support among Democrats in office was marginal, even among self-styled progressives: 10 out of 232 Dems in both houses of Congress endorsed Sanders; five of the 75 of his fellow members of the Congressional Progressive Caucus; 91 out of 3,170 Democratic state legislators; three of the 48 Democrats in New York’s city council; only two of that council’s 19 Progressive Caucus members; and so on.28

We had better bear in mind what this approach has not done for the past four decades and will not do in the coming years. It will not significantly or permanently increase voter turnout for working-class people, especially African American and Latino voters. The rate of voter turnout has fallen for the past few decades and particularly for off-year congressional elections. Both Black and Latino rates of voter participation in off-year elections, long below average, have nosedived since 2010 and did not recover in 2016 despite the threat of a Trump victory.29 Nor will the off-the-rack centrist liberalism, much less neoliberalism, of the vast majority of Democratic incumbents and most-likely candidates win back those white, working-class people or those in union households who have been voting Republican for decades, much less the recent angry Trump converts. Politics as usual have failed! Who put Trump in the White House? The Democrats.


THE GREAT GOD TRUMP AND THE WHITE WORKING CLASS

Mike Davis

History has been hacked. Trump’s “impossible” victories in June and November, together with the stunning challenge of Sanders’s primary campaign, have demolished much of elite political wisdom as well as overthrowing the two dynasties, the Clintons and Bushes, that have dominated national politics for thirty years. Not since Watergate has so much uncertainty and potential disorder infected every institution, network, and power relationship, including the Trump camp itself. What was unimaginable recently has now come to pass: the alt-right has a foot inside the White House, a white supremacist controls the machinery of the Justice Department, the coal industry owns the Commerce Department, hedge funds dictate deregulation, oil makes foreign policy, and a wealthy school-wrecker is in charge of national education policy. Obscure Midwestern billionaires, like the DeVoses and Hendrickses, who have spent years transforming Michigan and Wisconsin into right-wing policy laboratories, are now cashing their support for the president elect into the kind of national influence once enjoyed by Rockefellers and Harrimans. Carbon has won the battle of the Anthropocene and Roe v. Wade has been put on the butcher’s block. Out of an election that was supposed to register the increasing clout of women, millennials, antiwarming activists, and people of color, a geriatric far right has wrested policymaking power on a terrifying scale.1

Trump’s victory, of course, may yet turn out to be the ghost dance of a dying white culture, quickly followed by a return to Obamian, globalist normalcy or, conversely, we may be heading into the twilight zone of homegrown fascism. The parameters of the next four years are largely unknown. Much depends on whether the Republicans succeed in incorporating the old industrial states of the upper Midwest into their midcontinental reich of solidly red southern and plains states. In this case, their gerrymandered electoral advantages, as the National Review recently pointed out, might override the popular vote for another decade.2 But whatever the scenario, the issue of the utmost immediate importance to the left is whether or not the Sanders coalition, including the progressive unions that backed him, can be kept alive as an independent movement bridging the racial and cultural divides amongst American working people. An extraordinary restructuring of political camps, cadre, and patronage is taking place in an atmosphere of chaos and uncertainty, but we need to understand more clearly whether 2016 actually reflects, or necessarily anticipates, a fundamental realignment of social forces.

Breaking Bad

This is not going be an election on niceness.

—Donald Trump

The mainstream narrative, accepted by much of the right and the left, is that Trump rode a wave of white, working-class resentment, mobilizing traditional nonvoters as well as alienated, blue-collar Republicans and Democrats, some of whom were also attracted to Sanders. Political analysts, as well as Trump himself, emphasized the campaign’s affinities with European right-nationalist movements that likewise claim to fight against globalization in the names of forgotten workers and small businesses. Endlessly cited have been exit polls that demonstrate Trump’s extraordinary popularity amongst noncollege, white men, although the same polls indicate that he ran up his highest margins in middle-class Republican constituencies. (If the polls in Wisconsin and elsewhere are to be believed, moreover, a fifth of Trump voters had an unfavorable opinion of their candidate and held their noses when they checked his box.)3 In any event he flipped a third of the counties that had voted for Obama twice. However, until the US Bureau of the Census’s Current Population Survey releases its analyses of turnout demographics, political scientists can only speculate on whether changes in allegiance or changes in turnout were chiefly responsible for the results.4 (Although turnout was slightly higher than in 2012, one hundred million eligible voters stayed away from the polls.)

What follows is skeptical interrogation of this narrative using county-level vote data to compare the 2016 presidential campaign with the 2012 campaign in older industrial regions of the Midwest and Appalachia.5 A number of distinct voting patterns emerge, only one of which actually conforms to the stereotype of the “Trump Democrats.” The phenomenon is real but largely limited to a score or so of troubled Rust Belt counties, from Iowa to New York, where a new wave of plant closure or relocation has coincided with growing immigrant and refugee populations. Election punditry has consistently conflated blue-collar votes long captured by Republican presidential candidates with the more modest and localized defection of working-class Democrats to Trump. Several hundred thousand white, blue-collar Obama voters, at most, voted for Trump’s vision of fair trade and reindustrialization, not the millions usually invoked. I’m not suggesting that these substantial beachheads cannot be expanded in the future by continued appeals to white identity and economic nationalism, but merely that have been overinterpreted as the key to Trump’s victory.

The true “miracle” of the mogul’s victory, apart from his cunning success in manipulating negative media coverage to his advantage, was capturing the entirety of the Romney vote, without any of the major defections (college-educated Republican women, conservative Latinos, Catholics) that the polls had predicted and Clinton had counted upon. As in an Agatha Christie mystery, Trump eliminated his dazed primary opponents one after another with murderous innuendo while hammering away on his master themes of elite corruption, treasonous trade agreements (“greatest job theft in the history of the world”), terrorist immigrants, and declining white economic opportunity. With the support of Breitbart and the alt-right, he essentially ran in Patrick Buchanan’s old shoes.

But if visceral nationalism and white anger gave him the nomination, it was not enough to ensure that the big battalions of the GOP, especially the evangelicals who had supported Ted Cruz, would actively campaign for him. Trump’s stroke of genius was to allow the religious right, including former Cruz cheerleaders David Barton and Tony Perkins, to draft the Republican program and then, as surety, to select one of their heroes as his running mate. As the New York Times editorial board epitomized “the most extreme platform in memory,” its “retrograde positions [included] making no exceptions for rape or women’s health in cases of abortion; requiring the Bible to be taught in public high schools; selling coal as a ‘clean’ energy source; demanding a return of federal lands to the states; insisting that legislators use religion as a guide in lawmaking; appointing ‘family values’ judges; barring female soldiers from combat; and rejecting the need for stronger gun controls.”6 To ensure implementation of this agenda, Trump promised to recompose the federal judiciary with evangelical fellow travelers, beginning with the vacancy left by the death of Justice Antonin Scalia.

At the same time, Rebekah Mercer, sometime “queen of the altright,” whose family super PAC had been Cruz’s largest backer, seconded Trump her crack political team: pollster Kellyanne Conway, Citizens United head David Bossie, and Breitbart chair Stephen Bannon. (“It would be difficult to overstate Rebekah’s influence in Trump World right now,” one insider told Politico after the election.)7 This fusion of the two antiestablishment Republican insurgencies, subsidized by the Mercers and other hedge-fund billionaires, was the crucial event that many election analysts overlooked. They exaggerated the blue-collar “populist” factor while underestimating the equity acquired by the right-to-life movement and other social-conservative causes in Trump’s victory. With the Supreme Court at stake and Mike Pence smiling from the dais, it was easier for the congregation to pardon the crouch-grabbing sinner at the head of the ticket. Trump, as a result, received a larger percentage of the evangelical vote than Romney, McCain, or Bush, while Clinton underperformed Obama among Catholics, including Latinos.8 Against all expectations, Trump also improved on Romney’s performance in the suburbs.

But—and this is a very important qualification—he did not increase Romney’s total vote in either the South or the Midwest; indeed he fell slightly shy in both regions. Clinton, however, received almost one million fewer votes than Obama in the South and almost three million less than the president in the Midwest. (See tables 1 and 2.) Abdicating any serious effort in smaller industrial towns and cities, she focused almost entirely on major metropolitan counties and media markets in battleground states. (An astonishing 99 percent of campaign ad spending by both sides was targeted on just fourteen states, with Florida, North Carolina, Ohio, and Pennsylvania alone constituting 71 percent of national spending.)9

Furthermore, in contrast to Obama, she had no outreach strategy toward evangelicals and her position on late-term abortion, even if misrepresented, alienated untold numbers of Obama Catholics. Likewise, she ignored agriculture secretary Tom Vilsack’s urgings to invest campaign resources in rural areas. While Trump was factory-hopping in the hinterlands, her itinerary skipped the entire state of Wisconsin as well as major contested centers such as the Dayton, Ohio, area. The Clinton camp obviously believed that aggressive campaigning in the last weeks by the Obamas and Sanders, reinforced by celebrities such as Springsteen and Beyoncé, would ensure strong turnouts by African Americans and millennials in the urban cores while she harvested votes from irate Republican women in the suburbs.10

Table 1
The Regional Vote, 2016 vs 2012 (millions)
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Table 2
Vote Margins for Clinton vs Obama (2012) Compared to Green Party Vote
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Note: There were 10.7 million more eligible voters in 2016 than in 2012.

Her campaign refused to heed the dangerous signals from the Rust Belt, going “totally silent on the economy and any future plan that would be helpful to people,” was veteran pollster and former Clinton adviser Stanley Greenberg’s incredulous response. “She no longer ran on change, she ran on continued progress [the Obama legacy] in a change election. She lost the election in the final two weeks because of avoidable things that could have put them in the lead.”11 Her stupefying inattention to voter unrest in long-Democratic nonmetropolitan counties contrasted with the strategy urged upon Trump by his “pugnacious pollster” Tony Fabrizio. “From the beginning he assumed a lower Black turnout, a surge of white Catholic Democrats who voted for Obama but would move to Trump, and the exodus of older white women, 53 percent of whom ended up voting for Trump. Fabrizio pushed relentlessly to ‘expand the map’ into Wisconsin and Michigan as well as doubling down on western Pennsylvania.”12 In the event, Clinton’s huge popular majorities on the West Coast were worthless currency in the Electoral College while Trump reaped a windfall from his final few weeks of barnstorming the Rust Belt.

Clinton equaled or exceeded Obama’s 2012 proportion of the vote only in Massachusetts, Georgia, Texas, Arizona, and California—the latter three, of course, proof of a tremendous Latino mobilization.13 In three key states, Wisconsin, Michigan, and Florida, an additional factor in her defeat was a smaller, less energized African American vote than in 2012. Her Achilles’ heel in Florida, despite massive efforts in the southern half of the state, was the desultory Black turnout in the Tallahassee, Gainesville, and Hillsborough areas, while in Michigan, the smaller vote in Wayne County made her vulnerable to the swing toward Trump in suburban Macomb County, the home of the original “Reagan Democrats.”14 The legacy of welfare reform and super-incarceration had come back to haunt her, especially amongst younger Black urban voters. Furthermore, in Wisconsin and Michigan she failed to rally Sanders’s youth support, and in both states Jill Stein’s vote ended up larger than Clinton’s margin of defeat.

But we should be cautious about dumping all the blame on Clinton and her troubled inner circle. If she had been the principal problem, then local Democrats should have consistently outperformed her. In fact, that seldom happened, and in several states her vote was significantly higher than that of the hometown Democrats. The malaise of the Democrats, it should be clear, permeates every level of the party, including the hopelessly inept Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. In the Midwest, in particular, the Democrats have largely been running on retreads, nominating such old inventory as former Milwaukee mayor Tom Barrett (who lost to Scott Walker in 2012) and ex-Ohio governor Ted Strickland (slaughtered by Rob Portman in the 2016 Senate race). Writing recently in the American Prospect, John Russo portrayed the Ohio party as an entrenched clique of incompetent pols and expensive consultants, mutually addicted to failure, who have failed to create a modern party infrastructure or address demands for change from Sanders’s supporters and others.15

Meanwhile, the relentless and at times exclusive priority for the gifted team around Obama had always been holding on to the White House, not strengthening sclerotic state parties. East of the Rockies, as a result, Republicans have surpassed their 1920 benchmark in state legislative seats. Twenty-five states are now Republican “trifectas” (control of both chambers and the governorship) versus a mere six for the Democrats. Progressive initiatives by Democratic cities such as Minneapolis (paid leave) and Austin (sanctuary) face the veto of reactionary legislatures.

In addition, as Brookings researchers have recently shown, since 2000 a paradoxical core-periphery dynamic has emerged within the political system. Republicans have increased their national electoral clout yet have steadily lost strength in the economic powerhouse metropolitan counties. “The less-than-500 counties that Hillary Clinton carried nationwide encompassed a massive 64 percent of America’s economic activity as measured by total output in 2015. By contrast, the more-than-2,600 counties that Donald Trump won generated just 36 percent of the country’s output—just a little more than one-third of the nation’s economic activity.”16 Trump voters, the countryside against the cities, have become something like the American version of the Khmer Rouge. Parts of this “other America,” to be sure, have always been Stone Age Republican territory, dominated by big farmers, small industrialists, and bankers, and the descendants of the KKK. But the not-so-benign neglect of once staunchly Democratic factory towns and mountain coal country is a reflection both of the marginalization of the former CIO unions within the party and—here the stereotype is accurate—the preempting priorities of Hollywood, Silicon Valley, and Wall Street. Digital America is blue and Analog America, despite being poorer, is red.

Finally, we need to acknowledge the bizarre framework of the contest. In comparative election analysis, the structure of the system is usually assumed to be unchanging between cycles. This was manifestly not the case in 2016. Thanks to the Supreme Court’s Citizens United (2010) decision, this was the second presidential election with the dark money floodgates wide open, and, in contrast to 2012, the national party apparatuses lost control of the primaries to the shadow parties of Trump and Cruz and, in the case of the Democrats, to the unprecedented grassroots-financed crusade of Sanders. It was also the first election conducted after the gutting of key sections of the Voting Rights Act and the widespread adoption of “voter suppression” strategies by Republican state legislatures. As a result, according to a Brennan Center for Justice report, “14 states had new voting restrictions in effect in 2016, including strict voter ID laws, fewer opportunities for early voting and reductions in the number of polling places.”17 Poll closures were outrageously extensive in Arizona, Texas, Louisiana, and Alabama.

And, as a horrified David Brooks emphasized, this was first “post-truth” election, surreally awash in Trumpian lies, false news manufactured in Macedonia, invading chatbots, “dark posts,” dog whistles, conspiracy theories, and a deadly drip of hacked email revelations. Of all the thumbs on the scale, however, including the interventions by Comey and Putin, the most disastrous for the ex-secretary of state was the mainstream media’s decision to “balance” reportage by giving equal coverage to her emails and Trump’s serial sexual assaults. “Over the course of the 2016 campaign, the three network news shows devoted a total of 35 minutes combined to policy issues—all policy issues. Meanwhile, they devoted 125 minutes to Mrs. Clinton’s emails.”18

The Mythic Blue Wall

Looking ahead to future presidential elections, the Trump strategy points to a red wall that could be bigger and more beautiful than the Democrats’ blue one.19

Clinton’s “blue firewall” cracked in Minnesota, was narrowly breached in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania, and totally collapsed in Ohio (and Iowa, if we consider it a Democrat-leaning state.) Whole swathes of 2012 Obama counties in northwestern Illinois, eastern Iowa, western Wisconsin and Minnesota, and northern Ohio and New York were won by Trump. The “margin shift”—the win or loss percentage of Clinton 2016 versus Obama 2012—was more than 15 points in West Virginia, Iowa, and North Dakota; 9 to 14 points in Maine, Rhode Island, South Dakota, Hawaii, Missouri, Michigan, and Vermont. In southern Wisconsin’s former auto belt (Kenosha and Rock counties), where Obama had crushed Romney by huge margins in 2012, the Democratic vote was down 20 percent and the former UAW stronghold of Kenosha went for Trump. Even in New York, Clinton finished seven points behind Obama, thanks to a massive Republican surge in eastern Long Island (Suffolk County) and poor support from blue-collar Democrats in older industrial districts upstate. According to exit polls, she won 51 percent of union households, a poor showing compared to the 60 percent of Obama in 2008 and 2012. Trump beat the union vote of the previous three Republican candidates and in Ohio won a flatout majority.

This pattern is particularly ironic since Democrats in many of these areas had cast outsized votes for her during the 2008 primaries. Indeed, this had been presumed to be Clinton country. “How could they lose Michigan with 10,000 votes!” groused Stanley Greenberg, a key architect of Bill Clinton’s 1992 victory, when he saw the final figures.20 But one overriding fact determined the outcome: the Republicans have had an aggressive strategy for winning dominance in the Rust Belt, supported by an elaborate infrastructure of state-level think tanks, regional billionaire donors, ready-to-wear legislation from the Koch-funded American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), and wizard gerrymanderers from the Republican State Leadership Committee. In contrast, the Democrats, especially those in the industrial but nonmetropolitan counties so common throughout the upper Midwest, have been left to swing in the wind by a national party that offers no serious remedies (the 2009 GM and Chrysler rescues aside) to further decline and communal pauperization.21

As readers of David Daley’s bestselling Ratf**ked know, Karl Rove and his conservative quants had responded to the meltdown of Republican power in 2008 with an audacious scheme for retaking power in Washington through control of decennial redistricting. The Midwest was the bullseye. “There are 18 state legislatures,” Rove wrote in the Wall Street Journal, “that have four or fewer seats separating the two parties that are important for redistricting. Seven of these are controlled by Republicans and the other 11 are controlled by Democrats, including the lower houses in Ohio, Wisconsin, Indiana and Pennsylvania. Republican strategists are focused on 107 seats in 16 states. Winning these seats would give them control of drawing district lines for nearly 190 congressional seats.”22

In the event, as Daley shows, chump change (about $30 million) spent on targeted state races in 2010 produced a revolution in party power, with the Republicans winning nearly seven hundred seats and control of key legislatures in Wisconsin, Ohio, and Michigan as well as Florida and North Carolina. Computer-generated redistricting punctually produced a dream map that made Republican control of the House virtually invulnerable until the 2020 Census, despite the demographic forces favoring Democrats. The pièce d’résistance was the gerrymandering of Ohio overseen by John Boehner. “The GOP controlled the redrawing of 132 state legislative and 16 congressional districts. Republican redistricting resulted in a net gain for the GOP state house caucus in 2012 and allowed a twelve-to-four Republican majority to return to the US House of Representatives—despite voters casting only 52 percent of their vote for Republican congressional candidates.”23 (There are worse cases: in North Carolina in 2012 Democrats won a majority of the congressional vote statewide but gained only four out of thirteen House seats.)

Table 3
Republican Lock on Midwestern State Houses (as of December 2016)
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In the Midwest the 2010 Tea Party victories brought a new generation of feral Republicans to power, many of them groomed by far-right think tanks such as Indiana’s Policy Review Foundation (once headed by Mike Pence), Michigan’s Mackinac Center, Wisconsin’s MacIver Institute and Minnesota’s Center of the American Experiment, all of them spoiling for a fight to the death with the region’s public-sector unions and progressive big-city governments. Coordinating through the State Policy Network (sixty-five conservative think tanks) and ALEC, they launched campaigns to destroy public-sector bargaining rights, defund unions through right-to-work laws, and privatize public education through vouchers. They focused, in other words, on increasing their structural and legal advantages in ways that Democrats would find difficult, even impossible, to roll back. Unions and students, of course, conducted an epic resistance in Wisconsin but were unable to recall Scott Walker, in large part because of the lackluster character of the Democratic candidate. In Ohio, the unions were more successful and repealed right-to-work by referendum, but in Indiana, Michigan, and West Virginia, Republican majorities rammed through right-to-work and, in Michigan, a Mackinac Center–inspired receivership for Detroit’s schools.24

The Republican “down ticket” in 2016, from Senate incumbents to state representatives and judges, ironically benefited greatly from Trump’s poor backing from the Kochs and other conservative megadonors who switched funding from the presidential race to preserving control of Congress. For the first time, super PACs spent more on the Senate races than on the presidential campaign. Trump, whom the New York Times estimated received $2 billion of free publicity from the media, was little affected, but the huge injection of dark money into state races was revolutionary. More than three-quarters of Senate campaign funding came from out-of-state sources in 2016 and “just three groups, One Nation [Adelson], the Koch network’s Americans for Prosperity, and the US Chamber of Commerce, account[ed] for 67 percent in dark money spending.”25 The result, according to some political scientists, has been the “nationalization” of state politics. “As a result of the growing connection between presidential and state elections, the once clear divide between state politics and national politics has largely disappeared in most of the country.”26 Thus, for the first time in history, there were no split votes in 2016 between Senate candidates and presidential contenders; the thirty-four states with Senate contests all voted the same party for both offices.

Obama ended his presidency with the Democrats having lost nearly one thousand legislative seats across the country. With all attention now riveted on Congress and the Kremlin West, the media has largely ignored the Republican ALEC-scripted blitzkriegs in the state legislatures they won in 2016. In Iowa, for example, where the Democrats lost control of the senate, the Republicans took little more than three weeks in the new session to decimate public-sector bargaining rights. Similarly, Republican legislators are now targeting Missouri and Kentucky—possibly Ohio again, as well as Pennsylvania and New Hampshire—as the next right-to-work states. In Missouri and New Hampshire, right-to-work amendments recently had been passed by the legislatures but were vetoed by Democratic governors. Both states now have Republican governors and the counter-revolution continues.

Cradles of the CIO

In 1934, a konor predicted not merely the coming of a four-funnelled steamer with Mansren on board but an event which was to become a very important element in the Cargo ideology of northern Dutch New Guinea movements: the miraculous coming of a factory.27

The millenarian aspects of the Trump campaign—the magical nativism and promise of a world restored—have received surprisingly little comment, although together with his raving Tourette’s syndrome they were perhaps its most striking features. Clinton’s promise to competently manage the Obama legacy seemed utterly jejune next to Trump’s assurance, more chiliastic than demagogic, that “jobs will return, incomes will rise, and new factories will come rushing back to our shores.” Amongst “Trump Democrats,” especially those white, working-class Obama voters who flipped Ohio and Pennsylvania, the embrace of Trump took on the desperate overtones of the Papuan cargo cult, its members praying for a magical factory, described in Peter Worsley’s classic The Trumpet Shall Sound.

If Trump is one part P. T. Barnum and one part Mussolini, he’s become another part John Frum: the “mysterious little man [an American sailor?] with bleached hair, high-pitched voice and clad in a coat with shining buttons” whom some Melanesians worship because he supposedly brought “cargo” out of the sky to the island of Tanna during the Second World War.28 At the end of the day, is the Trumpian field of dreams—Mexicans depart, Chinese surrender, factory jobs return home—that much different from a landing strip hacked out of the jungle?

But perceived anthropological condescension is precisely what drives people in Dubuque, Anderson, and Massena to pick up their pitchforks against “elite liberals” as well as “establishment conservatives.” “Deplorables” indeed. The counties in table 4 all have industrial unionism in their DNA; they were the cradles of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the great labor wars of the New Deal. With few exceptions (1972 and 1984), they remained loyally Democratic in rain, sleet, and snow, voting strongly for Obama in 2008. So why, in the face of positive economic indicators and the lowest national unemployment rate in a decade, did these older industrial counties suddenly desert the Democrats and embrace Trump’s reindustrialization cargo cult?29 Fumbling with the odd pieces of the Trump puzzle, the Economist decided that “the pitch of economic anxiety motivating Mr. Trump’s supporters has been exaggerated.”30 But when analysis goes micro, plentiful reasons for such anxiety emerge. Table 5 itemizes plant closures that occurred during the campaign season—striking evidence of a new wave of job flight and deindustrialization. In almost all of these “flipped” counties, a high-profile plant closure or impending move had been on the front page of the local newspaper: embittering reminders that the “Obama boom” was passing them by.

Some examples: Just before Christmas, West Rock Paper Company, the major employer in Coshoctin County, closed its doors. In May, GE’s century-old locomotive plant in Erie announced that it was transferring hundreds more jobs to its new facility in Fort Worth. The day after the Republican Convention ended in Cleveland, FirstEnergy Solutions announced the closure of its huge generating plant outside of Toledo, “the 238th such plant to close in the United States since 2010.” At the same time in Lorain, Republic Steel formally reneged on its promise to reopen and modernize the enormous three-mile-long US Steel plant that had once been the area’s largest employer. In August, meanwhile, GE warned of the closing of its light bulb plants in Canton and East Cleveland. Simultaneously, pink slips were being handed out to workers at Commercial Vehicle Group’s big stamping plant in Martin’s Ferry on the Ohio River (Belmont County). “I think 172 job losses in the community and even the county in an area like ours is devastating,” said the local superintendent of schools. “This is another kick in the gut to the valley, with the coal mines closing, the power plant and now this. It’s just one piece of bad news after another.31

Table 4
“Trump Democrat” Counties
(Table shows percent change in vote for Democrats and Republicans from 2012 to 2016)
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Table 5
Plant Closures during the 2016 Presidential Election Campaign

[image: image]

But what about race? Trump, of course, won the white vote nationally by 21 points (one point more than Romney), and his campaign rallies were Woodstocks for bigots. Yet, as commentators on both the right and the left have emphasized, these flipped counties had with only one exception voted at least once for Obama. (Trump nationally won 10 percent of Obama supporters.) Perhaps a distinction should be made between the true Sturmtrumpen who mobbed the rallies and the former Obama voters who joined the cargo cult in protest. As a British journalist, contradicting his own paper’s characterization of the white working class as the “engine” of the insurgency, pointed out: “At over a dozen Trump rallies, in almost as many states, over the past year, your correspondent has met lawyers, estate agents, and a horde of middle-class pensioners—and relatively few blue-collar workers.”32

On the other hand, there is evidence for a regionally generated backlash, long nurtured by Tea Party types, against immigrants and refugees. In part, this may be the result of federal policies that allocate refugees to areas with cheap housing and a low cost of living, where they’re often perceived as competitors for remaining service-sector jobs as well as beneficiaries of state support denied to citizens. Erie, where refugees now constitute a tenth of the population and a labor reserve army for the nearby casino industry, is a well-known example. In other Rust Belt areas, such as Reading, Pennsylvania, rapidly growing Mexican communities have been the target of sustained nativist attacks, encouraged by Tea Party and alt-right types. In a recent study of state policies and programs, Ohio was ranked worst in its treatment of undocumented immigrants, a rating that was confirmed when Republicans in the legislature drafted a congratulatory message (HCR 11) to Arizona and Sheriff Joe Arpaio.

A Note on a Forgotten Land

“We’re going to put the miners back to work!” Trump declared just minutes into his speech. The crowd roared, Trump smiled, and several miners frantically waved aloft signs that read “Trump digs coal.”33

Newfoundland, Ordinary, Sideway, and Spanglin are hamlets in Elliot, a typical Appalachian county in eastern Kentucky. Its residents once grew tobacco and corn; now many of them—“fortunate” by local standards—work at the Little Sandy state prison. Elliot’s great distinction, however, is its voting record: the last white county in the South to vote Democratic. Indeed, it has been blue in every presidential election since the county was formed in 1869. George McGovern, Walter Mondale, and Michael Dukakis all won here, and in 2008 Obama buried McCain by a two to one margin. In 2012, despite having endorsed gay rights, he nudged past Romney. Last year, however, Elliot finally put out the lights for the Democrats, voting 70 percent for Trump and the old-time religion of the Republican platform.

In all of postwar political history, Appalachia (defined by its regional commission as 428 upland and mountain counties, from Alabama to New York) has had only a single season in the sun. Thanks to bestselling books by a New York socialist, Michael Harrington (author of The Other America), and maverick Kentucky lawyer Harry Caudill (Night Comes to the Cumberlands), the region briefly became a major focus of the War on Poverty, but then was shunted aside after the inauguration of Nixon. The largest concentration of white poverty in North America, the Southern mountains have been orphaned not just in Washington but also in Frankfort, Nashville, Charlestown, and Raleigh, where coal lobbyists and big-power companies have always dictated legislative priorities. Traditionally, their henchmen were county Democratic machines, and the blue faded from Appalachia only reluctantly at first. Carter won 68 percent of the vote in the region and, in 1996, Clinton won 47 percent. However, as the national Democrats became increasingly identified with “the war on coal,” abortion, and gay marriage, local Blue Dogs were euthanized by popular vote.34 The United Mine Workers (UMW) and Steelworkers, under the best leadership in decades, fought desperately in the 1990s and 2000s for a major political initiative to defend industrial and mining jobs in the region but were turned away at the door by the Democratic Leadership Council and the ascendant New York/California congressional leadership.

Ironically, Clinton this time around did have a plan for the coal counties, although it was buried in the fine print of her website and poorly publicized. She advocated important safeguards for worker health benefits tied to failing coal companies and proposed federal aid to offset the fiscal crisis of the region’s schools. Otherwise, her program was conventional boilerplate: tax credits for new investment, boutique programs to encourage local entrepreneurship, and subsidies for the cleanup and conversion of mining land into business sites (Google data centers were mentioned—talk about cargo cults). But there was no major jobs program or public-health initiative to deal with the region’s devastating opiate pandemic. It was a mirror image, in other words, of her equally slim offerings to the urban poor. Ultimately the plan made no difference, as the only Clinton promise that everyone remembered was: “We’re going to put a lot of coal miners and coal companies out of business.” Her only Appalachian victories were a couple of college counties. Trump, meanwhile, hitched a ride with Jesus and recapitulated Romney’s vote.

The exception was formerly blue West Virginia where the Democratic wipeout was so enormous that it will probably end up in the Guinness Book of Records. Only Wyoming gave Trump a higher percentage of its presidential vote. But even more striking than his 42-point margin of victory was the fact that Clinton received 54,000 fewer votes than were cast earlier for candidates in the Democratic primary—a contest that Sanders won (125,000 votes total) in every single county. The failure to carry primary voters was a stunning index of her unpopularity. Meanwhile, the Mountain Party, West Virginia’s sui generis affiliate of the Greens, focused on the governor’s race (won by billionaire Democrat and self-proclaimed pro-coal populist Jim Justice) and picked up 42,000 votes, an encouraging result. Otherwise the Republicans took over the legislature and congressional delegation of this once famous Democratic state for the first time since dinosaurs roamed the earth.

Making sense of West Virginia’s nonlinear politics is not always easy, especially since the Democratic Party has largely devolved into a personal election machine and survivalist cult for Joe Manchin (ex-governor, now senator) and his sidekick, Jim Justice. But one lesson is clear and it probably holds true for most of Appalachia: a large minority of working people, custodians of a heroic labor history, are ready to support radical alternatives, but only if they simultaneously address the economic and cultural crises of the region. The struggles to maintain traditional kinship networks and community social fabrics in Appalachia or, for that matter, in the embattled Black-majority counties of the former cotton South, should be every bit as important to socialists as defending individual rights to make free reproductive and gender choices. They’re usually not.

What Witches Brew

Any future demagogue who attempts to carve a road to power in the United States—for instance through the next depression if one comes—is almost certain to follow Huey’s path.35

“Huey Long, had he lived,” wrote John Gunther in Inside U.S.A. (1947), “might very well have brought Fascism to America.” Is Trump giving good-ole-boy fascism a second chance?

Like Gunther’s Long, he’s also “an engaging monster,” as well as “a lying demagogue, a prodigious self-seeker, vulgar, loose… a master of political abuse.” Likewise, he has “made every promise to the underpossessed,” appearing “a savior, a disinterested messiah.”

But the great Kingfish actually made good on most of his pledges to the plain folk of Louisiana. He did bring them “cargo” in the form of public services and entitlements. He built hospitals and public housing, abolished the poll tax, and made textbooks free. Trump and his billionaire cabinet, on the other hand, are more likely to reduce access to healthcare, increase voter suppression, and privatize public education.36 “Fascism,” if that’s our future lot, will not “come in disguised as socialism,” as Gunther predicted (and Sinclair Lewis before him), but as a neo-Roman orgy of greed.37

This analysis has focused on only one part of the puzzle of the heartland: the old industrial and coal counties, now in decline for two generations. It is hardly a comprehensive account. The regional portrait, for example, might look considerably different if we took the perspective of the larger public-sector and health-industry workforces. Moreover, the story of the Rust Belt is in many ways the old political news; the major novelty of the last election was the politicization of the downward mobility of young college graduates, especially those from working-class and immigrant families. Trumpism, whatever its temporary successes, cannot unify millennials’ economic distress with that of older, white workers because it interposes geriatric white privilege as the touchstone of all of its policies. The Sanders movement, in contrast, has shown that heartland discontent can be brought under the canopy of a “democratic socialism” that reignites New Deal hopes for fundamental economic rights and the civil rights movement’s goals of equality and social justice. The real opportunity for transformational political change (“critical realignment” in a now archaic vocabulary) belongs to the Sandernistas, but only to the extent that they remain rebels against the neoliberal Democratic establishment and support the resistance in the streets.

Trump’s election has unleashed a legitimation crisis of the first order and the majority of Americans who opposed him have only two credible political rally points: the Sanders movement and the ex-president and his coterie. While our hopes and energies should be invested in the first, it would be foolish to underestimate the second. With Hillary’s descent into hell, there is no successor to Obama. The only world-class political figure left on the American scene, he will become even more formidable out of office, particularly as his presidency becomes heavily burnished with nostalgia. (Most will forget that the current debacle, beginning with the rout of Democrats in 2010, bears the signature of a president who pardoned Wall Street while deporting 2.5 million immigrants.) Chicago is likely to become the capital of a government in exile with the Obamas directing efforts to reinvigorate the Democratic Party and centrist politics without ceding power to the left. (If this dual power scenario seems fanciful, one should recall the precedent of Teddy Roosevelt at Sagamore Hill during the Taft years.) Those who believe that the Progressive Caucus now holds the balance of power within the Democratic Party may be rudely disenchanted when Obama again picks up the lance on behalf of the party’s elites.

Meanwhile, Trump, augur of fascism or not, seems destined to be the American Macbeth, sowing brutal chaos throughout the dark highlands of the Potomac. The political and social war that is now inevitable in the United States could shape the character of the rest of the century, especially since it is synchronized with similar eruptions across the European Union and the collapse of left-populist rule in South America. As Trump’s spiritual godfather, Pat Buchanan, recently gloated, “The forces of nationalism and populism have been unleashed all over the West and all over the world. There is no going back.”38 Hair-raising global scenarios are only too easy to imagine. One could envision, for instance, an angry, foundering Trump regime that represses protest and incites late 1960s-like revolts in US cities, while futilely trying to reconcile its contradictory economic policies and promises. The ensuing geo-economic turmoil might prompt Europeans to invite China to take increasing monetary and financial leadership within the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) bloc. The year 2016, in this scenario, would mark the end of the American Century. Alternately, Beijing might be unwilling or unable to arrest a world downturn or prevent a partial unraveling of transnational production chains. It might pivot from the Pacific toward Eurasia. In that case, 2016 might be remembered as the birthday of deglobalization and a world more recognizably like the 1930s than the 2000s.


CHOOSING OR REFUSING TO TAKE SIDES IN AN ERA OF RIGHT-WING POPULISM

Neil Davidson

Two events during 2016—the UK referendum on membership in the European Union (EU) and the US presidential election—raised the question of whether or not socialists should take sides in situations where there are two alternatives, both opposed, in different ways, to working-class interests. The most obvious answer would be to abstain from the vote, argue against both options, and make the case for a socialist alternative capable of forcing its way onto the ballot in the future. But if one of the existing alternatives represents the politics of the populist hard right, as it did in both these cases, can socialists avoid supporting the other, however unpalatable doing so might be?

Faced with the xenophobia and outright racism, which respectively dominated and constituted the Leave and Donald Trump campaigns, sections of the left in both countries argued that, whatever problems there may be with the EU as an institution or with Hillary Clinton as a candidate, a vote to remain within the former and to elect the latter was “the lesser of two evils.” The same argument has already been raised in advance of the 2017 French presidential elections, where the Thatcherite François Fillon of the Republicans has been proclaimed the lesser evil compared to Marine Le Pen of the Front National, just as Jacques Chirac was the lesser evil in the runoff against Le Pen’s father, Jean-Marie, in 2002. In some respects, these are more plausible cases than those of the United Kingdom and United States since, unlike Nigel Farage or Trump, the Le Pens are actual fascists.

France is unlikely to be the last place where the left is faced with this type of choice, which indicates the urgency with which the left needs to establish an independent position. Before addressing the concrete question of on what basis we should make such choices, I want to explore the roots and nature of what is usually regarded as “the greater evil”: the populist right, in both its fascist and non-fascist variants.1

Neoliberalism’s Crisis

But first, it is perhaps worth briefly discussing why it has become—temporarily at least—the main alternative to the current orthodoxies of capitalist governance. The economic crash of 2007 was at one and the same time a general crisis of capitalism comparable to those of 1873, 1929, and 1973, and a crisis of a particular form of capitalist organization we have come to know as neoliberalism. But the latter has occurred at a particular phase in its history, that of “social” neoliberalism, which emerged after 1989, first within the EU, then in the administrations of Bill Clinton in the United States (from 1992) and of Tony Blair in the UK (from 1997). Perhaps the greatest ideological success of social neoliberalism was to turn the categories of “left” and “right” to essentially cultural concepts. When everyone—or at least, everyone who mattered—came to accept neoliberal economics, then the only terrain on which debate was permissible was that of identity: the so-called culture wars. So, to be on the left was, for example, to be in favor of gay marriage and migration, and to be on the right was to oppose them: the legitimacy of capitalism was never in doubt on either side.

In reality, what had happened was that right-wing politics—that is, politics openly supportive of the capitalist system—had effectively split in two, or perhaps returned to the classic pre-socialist “conservative” versus “liberal” division of the nineteenth century, with both sides supporting the same economic model, but the latter being more willing to accept rights for what were usually (and in the case of women, inaccurately) referred to as “minorities.” To be clear: the problem with the latter position is not, as Mark Lilla and others are arguing, that the Democrats became obsessed with identity at the expense of economics, but that their policies did nothing to stop the oppression of these groups, in particular their working-class members, since, under the Obama administration in which Hillary Clinton served, women continued to be sexually assaulted with impunity, people of color continued to be incarcerated, and migrants continued to be deported in record numbers.2

Two changes have taken place since 2007, both associated with shifts in the position of a faction within the conservative wing of the ruling class—the populist hard right. One is that it has also adopted a politics of identity, in this case a majoritarian identity based on that most pernicious of invented categories, “the white working class,” whose interests have supposedly been sacrificed to those of the minority populations. However, perhaps realizing that the plight of unemployed coal miners in Pennsylvania is hard to blame on government handouts supposedly being showered on Black lesbians in North Carolina, it has also adopted another position, which is to—rhetorically at least—abandon many neoliberal shibboleths and argue for protectionism and government investment in infrastructure.

Ironically, it was under Bill Clinton, rather than Reagan or Bush the First, that the United States finally abandoned protectionism, which had been used to protect the steel industry during the 1980s. But this simply added to the case for Democrats having abandoned workers to the ravages of the market. Now, whether Trump is serious about implementing his economic policies is still unclear, and he may not even know himself; but what is perhaps more interesting is not only that a break with neoliberalism is being articulated within the ruling class, but that many of the proposals associated with it would actually be detrimental to US capitalism, which is one of the reasons why so many capitalists were opposed to his candidacy.

Contesting Lesser-Evilism and Right-Wing Populism

One consequence of these changes is that previous arguments against choosing the lesser evil have to be revised, although not, I will argue, the stance itself. The classic discussion is generally thought to be a much-reprinted piece by Hal Draper, first published in 1967.3 The context was the presidential election of the following year, in which it was expected that the incumbent, Lyndon Johnson, would stand for the Democrats against an as yet unknown Republican candidate. As it turned out, Johnson refused to stand and Hubert Humphrey ultimately won the Democratic nomination, only to lose the presidency to Richard Nixon. Johnson had, of course, been the lesser evil against Barry Goldwater in 1964, although, as Draper pointed out, the former subsequently unleashed far greater violence against the Vietnamese than the latter had ever contemplated—and was able to get away with it precisely because he knew that most of the left were paralyzed by their fear of the greater evil. But, although Draper was primarily concerned with the United States, he did examine the most extreme example possible in order to demonstrate where the lesser-evil argument could lead: the rise of Nazism in Germany.

In the presidential elections of March and April 1932, both the Social Democratic Party and Centre Party had refused to stand their own candidates, but called on their members and supporters to vote for the incumbent, the independent but deeply conservative candidate Paul von Hindenburg, in an attempt to block the greater evil represented by Adolf Hitler. Once reelected with the help of the left, Hindenburg appointed Hitler as chancellor, in the misplaced expectation that he would be constrained by the responsibilities of office. Draper rather foreshortens the actual process, as Hitler was not appointed immediately, but the following January, on the grounds that the Nazis were the largest political party in the Reichstag. His central point, however, remains valid: support the lesser evil and you might well end up getting the greater evil too. Draper was careful to point out the extremity of the situation in Germany during the early 1930s, both in relation to the extent of the crisis and the nature of the Nazi program, but argued that if the lesser evil argument was wrong in these conditions, it was far more so in the relatively stable context of the USA in the late 1960s.

Draper made two general points. First, the left has to create its own political alternative, or it will endlessly be faced with choices ultimately determined by defenders of capitalism. Second, even though serious differences remained between parties and candidates—such as had also existed between Hindenburg and Hitler—these were becoming less significant in practice: the increasing centrality of state intervention, ownership, and control after the crisis of 1929 meant that all political formations (other than those committed to the overthrow of capitalism) were effectively forced to follow the same core policies, whatever their beliefs or electoral rhetoric. The retreat of state capitalism in the West began after the return of economic crisis in 1973, but Draper’s argument was still relevant as the subsequent neoliberal era involved as great a convergence around economic policy as there had been between 1929 and 1973, albeit in the opposite direction.

But, as I have suggested, since the onset of a further crisis in 2007, this agreement has begun to break down. In other words, anyone wanting to oppose arguments for supporting the lesser evil can no longer simply argue that supporting one alternative rather than another will lead to the same result: it would scarcely be credible to argue that it makes no difference whether the UK is in or out of the EU, or to claim that Clinton would have pursued the same foreign policy as Trump. But before turning to the alternative posed by the populist hard right, we need to understand the nature of political leadership under capitalism, which it seeks to command.

The Political Incapacities of the Capitalist Ruling Class

Under all precapitalist modes of production, exploitation took place visibly through the extraction of a literal surplus from the direct producers by the threat or reality of violence: economics and politics were “fused” in the power of the feudal lord or the tributary state. Under the capitalist mode of production, exploitation takes place invisibly in the process of production itself through the creation of surplus value over and above that required in reproducing the labor force. The late Ellen Wood identified a resulting “division of labor in which the two moments of capitalist exploitation—appropriation and coercion—are allocated separately to a ‘private’ appropriating class and a specialized ‘public’ coercive institution, the state: on the one hand, the ‘relatively autonomous’ state has a monopoly of coercive force; on the other hand, that force sustains a private ‘economic’ power which invests capitalist property with an authority to organize production itself.” Furthermore, unlike previous exploiting classes, capitalists exercise economic power without “the obligation to perform social, public functions”: “Capitalism is a system marked by the complete separation of private appropriation from public duties; and this means the development of a new sphere of power devoted completely to private rather than social purposes.”4

The implications of this division for capitalists as a ruling class were noted by earliest social theorists to concern themselves with the emergent system. Since Adam Smith is—quite unfairly—treated as the patron saint of neoliberalism it may be worth reminding ourselves of his actual views on capitalists and the narrowness of their interests: “As their thoughts… are commonly exercised rather about the interest of their own particular branch of business, than about that of the society, their judgment, even when given with the greatest candor (which it has not been upon every occasion) is much more to be depended upon with regard to the former of those two objects than with regard to the latter.”5 For the purposes of our discussion, the interest in this passage lies not in Smith’s still refreshingly candid views about the capacity of business interests for deception and oppression, but their inability to see beyond their own immediate interests. This was one of the reasons why he also wrote (thinking of the East India Company): “The government of an exclusive company of merchants is, perhaps, the worst of all governments for any country whatsoever.”6

Nearly a century later, in the 1860s, Smith’s greatest successor, Karl Marx, was able to point in Capital to the British Factory Acts as an example of how the state had to intervene to regulate the activities of capital in the face of initial opposition from the capitalists themselves: “It is evident that the British Parliament, which no one will reproach with being excessively endowed with genius, has been led by experience to the conclusion that a simple compulsory law is sufficient to enact away all the so-called impediments opposed by the nature of the process to the restriction and regulation of the working-day.”7 Reflecting on the entire legislative episode, Marx noted: “But for all that, capital never becomes reconciled to such changes—and this is admitted over and over again by its own representatives—except ‘under the pressure of a General Act of Parliament’ for the compulsory regulation of the hours of labor.”8

The thesis concerning bourgeois incapacity was restricted not only to critics like Marx, but to supporters of capitalism and even of fascism. Carl Schmitt, for example, complained after the First World War that, unlike working-class ideologues, members of the bourgeoisie no longer understood the friend/enemy distinction, which was central to his concept of “the political”; the spirit of Hegel, he thought, had moved from Berlin to Moscow.9 Joseph Schumpeter argued a more general case during World War II. Yielding to no one in his admiration for the heroic entrepreneur, he nevertheless also noted that, with the possible exception of the United States, “the bourgeois class is ill-equipped to face the problems, both domestic and international, that normally have to be faced by a country of any importance”; the bourgeoisie needs “protection by some nonbourgeois group”; ultimately, “it needs a master.”10 Without the kind of constraints provided by this precapitalist framework, the more sober instincts of the bourgeois would be overcome by the impulse towards what Schumpeter called “creative destruction.”

The delegation of power to the state therefore exists because of what Draper calls “the political inaptitude of the capitalist class” compared to other ruling classes in history. It is not only that feudal lords combine an economic and political role while capitalists perform only the former; it is also that the necessity for capitalists to devote their time to the process of accumulation and their own multiple internal divisions militates against their functioning directly as a governing class.11 More broadly, Bernard Porter notes that capitalists “tend to be hostile to ‘government’ generally, which they see mainly as a restraint on enterprise and, on a personal level, don’t find ‘ruling’ half so worthwhile or satisfactory as making money.”12 This arrangement is quite compatible with the exercise of bourgeois hegemony over society as a whole, although even in this respect, some sections of the bourgeoisie tend to play a more significant role than others; but politically, as Fred Block has written, “the [capitalist] ruling class does not rule.”13

As a result, two other forces have tended to rule jointly in place of the capitalists themselves: politicians and state managers, in other words, the senior component of the permanent state bureaucracy. In both cases the very distance of the groups involved from direct membership of the capitalist class allowed them to make assessments of what was required by the system as a whole. Politicians need not belong to the same class as the capitalists: indeed, it was landed aristocracies who played this role for much of modern European history down to 1945. “A plainly bourgeois society—nineteenth-century Britain—could, without serious problems, be governed by hereditary peers,” noted Eric Hobsbawm.14 Social democracy—originally a working-class political tendency at least nominally committed to overturning capitalism—has intermittently done so afterwards, and similar patterns can be found in most other Western nation-states.

Throughout the long boom after World War II, the capitalist class had called to order social democratic politicians when their policies were perceived, however unreasonably, as being too concerned with defending the interests of their supporters. Their normal methods for disciplining disobedient politicians involved currency speculation, withholding investment, and moving production—or at least threatening to do so, which was often sufficient to achieve the desired effect. These police actions by capital were often aided by state managers who tended to be more conscious of what capital would find acceptable or permissible than mere elected representatives of the people.

But economic or bureaucratic resistance to government agendas is a blunt instrument, capable of blocking or reversing one set of policies and making others more likely, not of bringing about a complete reorientation in policy terms. Capitalist states are sets of permanent institutions run by unelected officials who act in the interests of capital more or less effectively; parliamentary government is a temporary regime consisting of elected politicians who act in the interests of capital, more or less willingly. But, in times of crisis, capital requires politicians who will decide on a particular strategy and fight for it with absolute conviction, if necessary against individual members of the capitalist class themselves.

During the 1930s, Antonio Gramsci discussed this type of ruling class response to crisis as “an organic and normal phenomenon”: “It represents the fusion of an entire social class under a single leadership, which alone is held to be capable of solving an overriding problem of its existence and of fending off a mortal danger.”15 Gramsci was thinking of Italian fascism, but a similar shift took place during what I call the “vanguard” phase of neoliberalism under Thatcher and Reagan. It would be quite wrong, however, to imagine that new strategic initiatives are necessarily beneficial to the operation of capitalism.

Contrary to extreme functionalist or economic determinist positions, representatives of the dominant classes are not infallible or all-knowing. As Gramsci once noted, we have to allow for the possibility of error, but “error” is not reducible to a “mistake”: “The principle of ‘error’ is a complex one: one may be dealing with an individual impulse based on mistaken calculations or equally it may be a manifestation of the attempts of specific groups or sects to take over hegemony within the directive grouping, attempts which may well be unsuccessful.”16

In one sense, however, neoliberalism has been too successful. For it has weakened, to varying degrees, the capacity of capitalist states to act in the interest of their national capital as a whole. The relationship between neoliberal regimes and capital has, since the 1970s, prevented states from acting effectively in the collective, long-term interest of capitalism and leading instead to a situation where, according to Robert Skidelsky, “ideology destroys sane economics.”17 It is true that neoliberal regimes have increasingly abandoned any attempt to arrive at an overarching understanding of what the conditions for growth might be, other than the supposed need for lowering taxation and regulation and raising labor flexibility.

Apart from these, the interests of the total national capital are seen as an arithmetical aggregate of the interests of individual businesses, some of which, to be sure, have rather more influence with governments than others. These developments have led to incomprehension among remaining Keynesians of the liberal left.18 But their assessments are correct in noting that, insofar as there is a “strategic view,” it involves avoiding any policies that might incur corporate displeasure, however minor the inconveniences they might involve for the corporations, which of course includes regulation.

The weakening of the labor movement and consequent rightward shift by social democracy may therefore ultimately prove self-destructive for capital since, as we have seen, one of the inadvertent roles that it historically played was to save capitalism from itself, not least by achieving reforms in relation to education, health, and welfare. These benefited workers, of course, but also ensured that the reproduction of the workforce and the conditions for capital accumulation more generally took place. But with the weakening of trade union power and the capitulation of social democracy to neoliberalism, there is currently no social force capable of either playing this “reformist” role directly or by pressurizing nonsocial democratic state managers into playing it.

That leaves the state apparatus itself, but the necessary distance between the state and capital (or between state managers and capitalists), to which I earlier alluded, has been minimized. Any longer-term strategy in the overall interests of capital would have to address the dysfunctionality of the financial system, the refusal of firms to invest in productive capacity, and low levels of tax intake attendant on a fiscal system massively skewed towards the wealthy. But state managers are no longer prepared to do this and neither are most politicians—with the exception of one tendency: right-wing populism.

Varieties of Right-Wing Populism

Given the hysteria about Trump’s supposed incipient fascism, it is important to begin by distinguishing between fascist and non-fascist variants of the hard right. All wings are united by two characteristics. One is a base of membership and support in one or more fraction of the middle class (i.e., the petty bourgeoisie, traditional middle-class professionals, or the technical-managerial new middle class)—although as we shall see, this does not mean that they necessarily lack working-class support. The other is an attitude of extreme social conservatism, always in relation to race and nation, sometimes in relation to gender and sexual orientation: far-right politicians in the Netherlands, for example, have rhetorically invoked the relative freedoms of women or gays in the West as way of denouncing the supposedly oppressive beliefs of Muslims. The political goal is always to push popular attitudes and legal rights back to a time before the homogeneity of “the people” was polluted by immigration, whenever this Golden Age of racial or cultural purity is deemed to have existed, which is usually at some undetermined period before World War II.

There are nevertheless large differences between these two types of organization. As Jan-Werner Müller has pointed out, “National Socialism and Italian Fascism need to be understood as populist movements—even though, I hasten to add, they were not just populist movements but also exhibited traits that are not inevitable elements of populism as such: racism, a glorification of violence, and a radical ‘leadership principle.’”19 More specifically, Michael Mann argues that non-fascist far-right parties are distinguished from fascism by three characteristics: 1) they are electoral and seek to attain office through the democratic means at local, national, and European levels; 2) they do not worship the state and, while they seek to use the state for welfare purposes for their client groups, some (e.g., the Austrian Freedom Party or the Tea Party) have embraced neoliberal small-state rhetoric; 3) they do not seek to “transcend” class: “These three ambiguities and weaknesses of principle and policy make for instability, as either extremists or moderates seek to enforce a more consistent line that then either results in splits and expulsions, such as the makeover of the Italian MSI and the disintegration of the German Republikaner in the mid-1990s.”20

The first of these distinctions, adherence to bourgeois democracy, is crucial, since it indicates the fundamental distinction between the fascist and non-fascist far right: the latter, as Peter Mair notes, “do not claim to challenge the democratic regime as such.”21 Activists and commentators often draw an absolute distinction between fascism and other forms of right-wing politics, based on the way the former rely on paramilitary organization and violence as part of their strategy for attaining power. In that sense, Golden Dawn in Greece is a classic fascist formation in a way that the Northern League in Italy is not. The distinction is important, not least in determining the tactics of their opponents, but fascism is not defined simply by its recourse to extraparliamentary or illegal activity. Here, Trotsky’s analysis remains relevant: “When a state turns fascist… it means, primarily and above all, that the workers’ organizations are annihilated; that the proletariat is reduced to an amorphous state; and that a system of administration is created which penetrates deeply into the masses and which serves to frustrate the independent crystallization of the proletariat. Therein precisely is the gist of fascism.”22

Fascism, then, is revolutionary, and the non-fascist far right is not; but what does revolutionary mean in this context? Many Marxists are reluctant to use this term in relation to any modern political movement not of the left, with the possible exception of nationalisms in the Global South. But if we consider fascist seizures of power as political revolutions—in other words, as those which change the nature and personnel of the regime without changing the mode of production, then there is no reason why the term should not be applicable.23

The second major difference, which flows directly from the first, is their respective attitudes to society, which they are trying to build. As Roger Griffin points out, the “revolution from the right” in both fascist Italy and Nazi Germany claimed to be using the state to socially engineer a “new man and woman” with “new values.” This is a project of transformation. The non-fascist far right, however, insists that the people are already the repositories of homogeneity and virtue: “By contrast, the enemies of the people—the elites and ‘others’—are neither homogeneous nor virtuous. Rather, they are accused of conspiring together against the people, who are depicted as being under siege from above by the elites and from below by a range of dangerous others.”24 The purpose of the non-fascist far-right is to return the people to their formerly happy condition before these twin pressures began to be applied: “This is not a Utopia, but a prosperous and happy place which is held to have actually existed in the past, but which has been lost in the present era due to the enemies of the people.”25 This is a project of restoration.

The revival of the far right as a serious electoral force is based on the apparent solutions it offers to what are now two successive waves of crisis, which have left the working class in the West increasingly fragmented and disorganized, and susceptible to appeals to blood and nation as the only viable form of collectivism still available. This is particularly true in a context where the systemic alternative to capitalism—however false it was—had apparently collapsed in 1989–91. The political implications are ominous. The increasing interchangeability of political parties gives the far right an opening to appeal to voters by positioning themselves as outside the consensus in ways that speak to their justifiable feelings of rage.26

The potential problem for the stability of the capitalist system is, however, less the possibility of far-right parties themselves coming to power with a program destructive to capitalist needs than their influence over the mainstream parties of the right, when the beliefs of their supporters may inadvertently cause difficulty for the accumulation process—as in the impending withdrawal from the EU in the case of the United Kingdom or, potentially at least, a halt to migration from Mexico and Central America and the mass deportation of all undocumented immigrants at the behest of the Trump presidency in the case of the United States. Here we see emerging a symbiotic relationship between one increasingly inadequate regime response to the problems of capital accumulation and another increasingly extreme response to the most irrational desires and prejudices produced by capital accumulation. Again, this is not a new problem for capital.

There is a problem with some left analyses of the hard right and its far-right component in particular, which is the assumption that it represents the “real” face of capitalism unmasked (“the naked dictatorship of monopoly capital” and so forth). In fact, in the developed world at least, it is only in very rare situations of dire extremity—and usually after facing the kind of threat from the labor movement that has unfortunately been absent for several decades—that capital has ever relied on the far right to solve its problems. Right-wing social movements can relate to the accumulation strategies of capital in three ways: 1) they are directly supportive; 2) they are compatible with and/or indirectly supportive through strengthening ideological positions that are associated with capitalist rule, but that may not be essential to it; or 3) they are indirectly and possibly unintentionally destabilizing.

Until recently, at any rate, examples of type 1 have been very rare indeed, since, as I have argued above, capitalists prefer to use corporate pressure rather than mass movements to achieve their political goals. Examples of type 2 are the most frequent, but, as I will argue below, we are currently seeing, and are likely to see more, examples of type 3, which raises the question: What is the relationship between the far-right politics and capitalism? What if a fascist or far-right movement came to power that implemented policies against the needs of capital—not because they were “anticapitalist” in the way that the Strasserite wing of the Nazi Party were (falsely) supposed to be, but simply because their interests lay elsewhere?

The Nazi Regime performed two services for German capital: crushing an already weakened working class and launching an imperial expansionist drive to conquer new territory. But while racism and anti-Semitism were important for the Nazis, notes Ulrich Herbert, they were not for German national capitals:

Any attempt to reduce the Nazi policy of mass annihilation solely or largely to underlying economic, “rational” interests, however, fails to recognize that, in the eyes of the Nazis, and in particular the advocates of systematic racism among them, the mass extermination of their ideological enemies was itself a “rational” political goal. It was supported by reference to social, economic, geopolitical, historical and medical arguments, as well as notions of “racial hygiene” and “internal security.” Racism was not a “mistaken belief” serving to conceal the true interests of the regime, which were essentially economic. It was the fixed point of the whole system.27

It is therefore true, as Alex Callinicos points out, that “the extermination of the Jews cannot be explained in economic terms.” He sees the connection between the Holocaust and German capitalism as an example of an interpenetration of interests, in this case between “German big business” and “a movement whose racist and pseudo-revolutionary ideology drove it towards the Holocaust.”28 The position that Callinicos is articulating here was first expressed by Peter Sedgwick in 1970: “German capitalism did not need Auschwitz; but it needed the Nazis, who needed Auschwitz.”29 But where did the Nazi “racist and pseudo-revolutionary ideology” come from in the first place? Callinicos only sees a connection with capitalism as arising from the immediate needs of the economy at a time of crisis; but the ideological formation of the Nazi worldview took place over a much longer period, which saw the combination of a series of determinations arising from the contradictions of German and European capitalism, and including the authoritarian character of a subordinate middle-class that had never successfully developed its own political identity; extreme right-wing nationalism first formed in response to the French Revolution, racism in its anti-Semitic form, disappointed imperialism, a taste for violence acquired in the trenches, and so on.30

Adapting Sedgwick then, we might say that German capitalism didn’t need the Holocaust, but the long-term development of German capitalism produced, through a series of mediations, the ideology of Nazism, which contained the possibility of a Holocaust, and when German capitalists turned to the Nazis in its moment of crisis, they were given the opportunity to realize that possibility, however irrelevant and outright damaging it was to German capital’s more overarching imperial project. In other words, the barbaric ideology of Nazism and the socioeconomic crisis of Germany (to which the Nazis provided one solution) were already connected as different moments in the mediated totality of capitalism.

But if the Holocaust was a barbaric irrelevance—except incidentally—for German capital, the Nazi regime also presents us with examples of policies that were instrumentally irrational from the perspective of the capitalist state. As Detlev Peukert writes: “To see fascism as an effective answer to the weakness of the bourgeois democratic state, i.e., as a functional solution to the crisis in the interests of capital, is to be taken in by the self-image of National Socialism created by its own propaganda.” For one thing, it led to the creation of a deeply fragmented and incoherent institution:

The equipping of state bodies with economic functions, and of business enterprises with quasi-state powers, led not to a more effective and rationally functioning “state monopoly capitalism,” but to a welter of jurisdictions and responsibilities that could be held in check only by short-term projects and campaigns. The splintered state and semi-state managerial bodies adopted the principle of competition. The “nationalization” of society by Nazism was followed by the “privatization” of the state. This paradox meant that, on the one hand, there were huge concentrations of power as a result of internal and external Blitzkrieg campaigns, while, on the other hand, inefficiency, lack of planning, falling productivity and general decline prevailed.31

This had the most serious implications in relation to German war-making. Götz Aly claims that the plundering of conquered territories and externalization of monetary inflation undertaken by the Nazis as World War II progressed served to bind the German masses to the regime by raising their living standards.32 The thesis is massively exaggerated and ignores such opposition and resistance that did take place.33 Nevertheless, it inadvertently identifies a central problem for the regime: the provision of material resources for German industry and provisions for the German population would have been impossible without territorial expansion through war; yet this was precisely what the nature of the regime undermined. As Tim Mason noted, “The racial-ethical utopia… was taken so seriously by the political leadership, in particular by Hitler and by the SS, that in decisive questions even the urgent material needs of the system were sacrificed to it.”34

Germany had higher rates of female participation in the workforce than either Britain or the United States at the beginning of the war, although many of these jobs were in roles considered suitable for women and which would not be detrimental to their roles as wives and mothers.35 Yet, despite a desperate shortage of labor, Hitler resisted female conscription until after German defeat at the battle of Stalingrad, apparently for ideological concerns over a potential decline in the birth rate (and hence to the strength of the “Aryan” race) and the threat to female morals; but even then his resistance was applied halfheartedly and was widely evaded.36

Thus, there can be situations where there is a genuine “non-identity of interest” between capitalists and what are—from their point of view—the irrational demands made by the social base of the political party that they prefer to have custody of the state. This may appear to be sheer stupidity, but as Theodor Adorno once pointed out, specifically in relation to the Nazi regime, “Stupidity is not a natural quality, but one socially produced and reinforced.” Hitler failed to invade the United Kingdom when he had the chance and invaded the Soviet Union when he did not need to:

The German ruling clique drove towards war because they were excluded from a position of imperial power. But in their exclusion lay the reason for the blind and clumsy provincialism that made Hitler’s and Ribbentropp’s policies uncompetitive and their war a gamble…. Germany’s industrial backwardness forced its politicians—anxious to regain lost ground and, as have-nots, specially qualified for the role—to fall back on their immediate, narrow experience, that of the political façade. They saw nothing in front of them except cheering assemblies and frightened negotiators: this blocked their view of the objective power of a greater mass of capital.37

The contemporary relevance of this experience is limited: The working class is not currently combative enough to inspire fear in the bourgeoisie, and the states in which the fascist far right is large enough even to conceive of achieving power, like Greece or Hungary, are not imperialist powers capable of attempting continental domination in the way that Germany or even Italy was capable of doing. The point is that, in the contemporary situation, all that may remain are those aspects of the far-right program that are irrational for capital, particularly in its current neoliberal manifestation.

The Appeal of the Populist Right

Fascist movements cannot base themselves on working-class organizations, since one of their defining characteristics is to seek the destruction of such movements. This is why a movement like Ulster Loyalism in Northern Ireland, based as it was on the skilled Protestant working class, cannot be described as fascist, however reactionary and divisive it may otherwise have been. But if fascist movements are incompatible with working-class organizations, they can and do draw support from individual members of the working class, as can the far right more generally. This is the real threat posed by Trump in the United States and the UK Independence Party (UKIP) in the United Kingdom.

Chip Berlet and Matthew Lyons observe that, in the context of the United States, there are “two versions of secular right-wing populism,” each drawing on a different class base: “one centered around ‘get the government off my back’ economic libertarianism coupled with a rejection of mainstream political parties (more attractive to the upper-middle class and small entrepreneurs); the other based on xenophobia and ethnocentric nationalism (more attractive to the lower-middle class and wage workers).”38 As the reference to “wage-workers” in relation to the second version suggests, the reactionary role played by sections of the middle classes does not exhaust the social basis of right-wing social movements. Since the majority of the population are exploited and oppressed, such movements must draw at least some support from their ranks.

Unfortunately, the spectacle of the working class, or the oppressed more generally, mobilizing against their own interests alongside members of other social classes has produced a number of inadequate responses from socialists. One is the claim that working-class demands or actions, which might appear reactionary, actually contain a rational core that renders them defensible by the left: in relation to migration this is sometimes expressed as the need for socialists to pay heed to the “genuine concerns” of the working class, as if the sincerity of the belief rendered it valid. The other inadequate response is the argument that, even if working-class people participate in them, right-wing movements are illegitimate because they are funded or led by wealthy corporations or individuals.

This argument inverts the classic conservative theme that popular unrest against the established order is never, as it were, natural, but always orchestrated by external forces (“outside agitators”), inventing or, at most, manipulating grievances in order to further their own ends.39 Some of the people who supported Trump may well be morally wrong and politically misguided, but it is patronizing—and above all politically useless—to pretend that they are simply being manipulated by elite puppet masters. Sara Diamond is therefore correct that left critics of the US Christian right are wrong to adopt what she calls “a view of conspiracies by small, right-wing cliques to stage-manage what was truly a mass movement.” She is also right to emphasize the complexity of right-wing populism towards “existing power structures,” being “partially oppositional and partially… system supportive”40

Why, then, might working-class people be predisposed to respond positively to right-wing arguments? There are both general reasons true at all periods in the history of capitalism and specific reasons relevant to the present neoliberal conjuncture. Marxists, above all Gramsci, have shown that most members of the subordinate classes have highly contradictory forms of consciousness.41 Nevertheless, the capitalist system could not survive unless it was accepted at some level, most of the time, by the majority of the people who live under it. The implications of this are darker than is sometimes supposed. A characteristic form of contradictory consciousness involves a reformist inability to conceive of anything beyond capitalism, while opposing specific effects of the system.

But the alternatives are not restricted to active rejection at one extreme and passive acceptance at the other. There can also be active support, the internalization of capitalist values associated with the system to the point where they can lead to action. Marxists and other anticapitalist radicals frequently point out that, rather than men benefiting from the oppression of women, whites from the oppression of Blacks, or straights from the oppression of LGBTQ people, it is capitalism and the bourgeoisie that do so. This is a useful corrective to the argument, common in many left-wing movements, that each form of oppression is separate from the others and that none has any necessary connection to the capitalist system.

Nevertheless, it fails to take seriously the distinction made by Lukács between “what men in fact thought, felt and wanted at any point in the class structure” and “the thoughts and feelings which men would have in a particular situation if they were able to assess both it and the interests arising from it in their impact on immediate action and on the whole structure of society.”42 For we cannot assume that members of the working class are not only capable of having, but actually have the thoughts and feelings “appropriate to their objective situation.” If the workers do not attain this level of consciousness, a significant minority take positions supportive of, for example, racial oppression, which may not have benefited them compared with the benefits they would have received by struggling for racial equality, let alone full social equality. Without some degree of class consciousness, however, they need not ever consider this alternative: in the immediate context of their situation, a stance that is detrimental to working-class interests as a whole may not make sense to particular individual members of the working class.

The victories of neoliberalism have left the working class in the West increasingly fragmented and disorganized, and, for some workers, appeals to blood and nation appear as the only viable form of collectivity still available, particularly in a context where any systemic alternative to capitalism—however false it may have been—had apparently collapsed in 1989–91. Dismissing their views on grounds of irrationality is simply an evasion. As Berlet and Lyons write: “Right-wing populist claims are no more and no less irrational than conventional claims that presidential elections express the will of the people, that economic health can be measured by the profits of multimillion dollar corporations, or that US military interventions in Haiti or Somalia or Kosovo or wherever are designed to promote democracy and human rights.”43 Yet these beliefs, which are accepted by many more people than those who believe in, say, the literal truth of the Book of Genesis, are not treated as signs of insanity. The issue, as Berlet has argued elsewhere, is not “personal pathology” but collective “desperation.”44

The increasing interchangeability of mainstream political parties, including those on the social democratic left, gives the far right an opening to voters by positioning themselves as outside the consensus in relation to social policy.45 Michael Kimmel points out that, although it would be absurd to claim that “women or gay people or people of color are being treated equally,” it is true that “we have never been more equal than we are today”; but “at the same time… economically we are more unequal than we have been in about a century”:

So it’s easy to think these phenomena are related—that the greater class inequality is somehow attendant upon, even caused by, greater social equality. Perhaps we can be convinced that the reason for the dramatic skewing of our country’s riches is somehow that these newly arrived groups are siphoning off the very benefits that were supposed to be trickling down to middle- and lower-middle-class white men.46

Kimmel follows the characteristic, everyday discourse in the United States, in which working-class people are described as, or contained within the categories of, “middle- and lower-middle-class,” but his conclusion is apt: “To believe that greater social equality is the cause of your economic misery requires a significant amount of manipulation, perhaps the greatest bait and switch that has ever been perpetuated against middle- and lower-middle-class Americans.”47

A majority of the people involved in right-wing social movements do so because of underlying economic concerns; the more relevant question is perhaps whether, in the absence of any left-wing solution to those concerns, they continue to demand the implementation of their social program as a condition of support for politicians who claim to represent them. In these circumstances, a deeper problem for the stability of the capitalist system than the possibility of far-right parties themselves coming to power with a program destructive to capitalist needs might be their influence over the mainstream parties of the right, when the beliefs of their supporters may inadvertently cause difficulty for the accumulation process. As Muller writes, from the perspective of the liberal left:

It’s hard to deny that some policies justified with reference to “the people” really can turn out to have been irresponsible: those deciding on such policies did not think hard enough; they failed to gather all the relevant evidence; or, most plausibly, their knowledge of the likely long-term consequences should have made them refrain from policies with only short-term electoral benefits to themselves. One does not have to be a neoliberal technocrat to judge some policies as plainly irrational.48

The clearest examples of this type of irrationality are to be found in the Anglo-Saxon heartlands of neoliberalism: the United States and Britain. Take an important area of Republican Party support. Since the late Sixties, Republicans have been increasingly reliant on communities of fundamentalist Christian believers, whose activism allows them to be mobilized for voting purposes. The problem, and not only for the Republicans, is not only that the extremism of fundamentalist Christianity may alienate the electoral “middle ground” on which the result of American elections increasingly depends, but that politicians are constrained from undertaking policies that may be necessary for American capitalism. Unwanted outcomes for capital need not be the product of a coherent religious worldview, simply one that no longer believes anything produced outside its own experience—or the way in which that experience is interpreted by their trusted sources of information.

But it is not only religious belief that can cause difficulties for US capital; so too can overt anti-migrant racism. One concrete example of this is the Tea Party-inspired Beason-Hammon Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act—HB56, as it is usually known—which was passed by the state legislature in June 2011, making it illegal not to carry immigration papers and preventing anyone without documents from receiving any provisions from the state, including water supply. The law was intended to prevent and reverse immigration by undocumented immigrants, but the effect was to cause a mass departure from the many of the agricultural businesses that relied on these workers to form the bulk of their labor force: “In the north of the state, the pungent smell of rotting tomatoes hangs in the air across huge tranches of land that have been virtually abandoned by workers who, through fear or anger, are no longer turning up to gather the harvest.”49 But the effects went deeper. Before the laws introduced it was estimated that 4.2 percent of the workforce, or ninety-five thousand people, were undocumented but paying $130.3 million in state and local taxes. Their departure from the state or withdrawal to the underground economy threatened to reduce the size of the local economy by $40 million. Moreover, employers had to spend more money on screening prospective employees, on HR staff to check paperwork, and on insuring for potential legal liabilities from inadvertent breaches of the law.50

These developments are not equivalent to the type of policies with which social democracy occasionally (and decreasingly) attempts to ameliorate the excesses of capitalism. On the one hand, social democratic reforms are usually intended to enable the system as a whole to function more effectively for capitalists and more equitably for the majority, however irreconcilable these aims may be. But far-right reforms of the type just discussed are not even intended to work in the interests of capitalists, nor do they: they really embody irrational racist beliefs that take precedence over all else.

Independent Class Politics in a New Era

I have tried here to set out a general argument about the nature of the populist hard right and, in particular, to show that it plays a contradictory role: always opposed to the actual interests of the working class, but sometimes also undermining—albeit uninten-tionally—the interests of capital. What does it mean in relation to the two episodes with which I began: the UK vote to leave the EU and the election of Trump? These required different responses: a choice in one and a refusal to choose in the other, despite the presence of the populist hard right in both.

In one, socialists were faced with a particular outcome, UK withdrawal from the EU, which was indeterminate in its effects (there are both left- and right-wing reasons for leaving) and in which the pro-Leave sections of the bourgeoisie were (in Gramsci’s terms) “in error” over what it meant for British capital. In the other, socialists were being asked to support a party (the Democrats) that had engineered the exclusion of the only genuine left-winger from the ballot and a particular candidate (Clinton) standing on a platform of maintaining the very neoliberal policies that the left is opposed. This is the difference between a situation in which socialists can at least attempt to shape events and one in which they are effectively their prisoners. The key, as always, is being able to tell which is which.


FROM HOPE TO DESPAIR

How the Obama Years Gave Us Trump

Lance Selfa

The Trump presidency dawned with the opposition Democratic Party finding itself at its lowest ebb since the 1920s. The Democrats lost the executive branch, remained minorities in both houses of Congress, and stood to see the Republicans lock in another generation of control of the Supreme Court and US judiciary. At the state level, Republicans controlled sixty-eight of the ninety-nine state legislative bodies and held thirty-three of fifty governorships, and the Democrats held more than one thousand fewer state legislative seats than they controlled in 2009.1 Republican dominance at the state level brought a counterrevolution against labor rights, women’s rights, and voting rights.

Of course, it wasn’t supposed to be like this. In 2006 and 2008, two “wave” elections swept Democrats to power. In 2008, with the US and world economies melting down, with neoliberal dogma discredited (“We’re all socialists, now!” proclaimed Newsweek), and with George W. Bush departing office as the most unpopular president since Jimmy Carter, a new Democratic era seemed to be dawning. The conservative pundit and former Bush speech writer David Frum voiced conservative dread:

The stage has been set for the boldest and most dramatic redirection of US politics since Reagan’s first year in office. Of course, there are no guarantees in politics. An inept president could bungle his or her chances. Unexpected events could intrude: a nuclear test in Iran, a major terrorist attack on US soil or some attention-grabbing political scandal. But given moderate luck and skill, the next president could join Reagan, Lyndon Johnson and Franklin Roosevelt as one of the grand reshapers of politics and government.2

Barack Obama’s 2008 election certainly marked a historic high point in history—the election of an African American president in a country that was founded and sustained for most of its history on slavery. A sense of hope and optimism pervaded the multiracial crowd of hundreds of thousands who rallied in celebration of Obama’s win in 2008 in Chicago’s Grant Park.

And yet, eight years later, Obama’s secretary of state and one of the world’s most influential politicians lost the Electoral College to an admitted sexual predator, bigot, and buffoon whom Obama had insisted the American people would never support.

“Change” Many Believed In

Obama assumed power at a time when the US economy was in free fall in the worst recession since the Great Depression of the 1930s. On the eve of President Barack Obama’s inauguration in January 2009, Obama’s popularity reached 80 percent, and large numbers of Americans had high expectations of the incoming administration. A USA Today poll showed that seven of ten people believed the country would be better off after Obama’s first term.

After two straight national elections in which the Republicans took a beating, the largest Democratic majority since the 1970s looked set to shift American mainstream politics away from three decades of conservative domination. The American right looked small, irrelevant to the concerns of most Americans, and appeared ready to spend years in the political “wilderness.” Two years later, the formerly discredited and out-of-touch Republican Party scored a historic landslide in the 2010 midterm election. In the largest congressional midterm shift since 1938, the Republicans captured sixty-three seats, ending the four-year Democratic majority in the House of Representatives.

Much liberal commentary portrayed Obama as a good and decent president who tried to accomplish big goals against unscrupulous opponents who used every dirty trick they could—including promoting the racist myth that Obama wasn’t born in the United States—to undercut him at every turn. Obama himself often compared implementing change in Washington to “turning an ocean liner.” It was as if Obama, the most powerful man in the world for eight years, was a helpless bystander to historical events.

That’s why any evaluation of “the Obama years” has to focus on the first two years of his term, when Obama held huge Democratic majorities in the Congress and a mandate to enact big changes in an atmosphere of national crisis. The “Great Recession,” which most acknowledged stemmed from the bursting of a Wall Street-engineered credit bubble, dominated every aspect of politics and popular consciousness through most of Obama’s term. The administration would rise or fall on how it dealt with the economic crisis.

But Obama was dedicated to the pro-business neoliberal agenda that has dominated Democratic Party circles since the Clinton administration of the 1990s. Millions voted for Obama hoping for a decisive shift in Washington politics and policy. But Obama and his elite backers were more interested in restoring the capital to its pre-2008 “business as usual.” The gap between expectation and reality sapped Obama of mass support.

The economic rescue bill Obama pushed through the Congress early in his term came in at less than $800 billion, which was about half the size that many independent economists estimated it should have been. To win more “bipartisan” support, the administration limited the amount of money allocated to jobs creation and explicitly ruled out direct government jobs programs modeled on the 1930s-era Works Progress Administration. It dedicated far too much of the stimulus, upwards of 40 percent of the total, to a variety of tax cuts and credits to individuals and business that were useless in creating jobs. These concessions won the votes of three Republican senators and no Republicans in the House, but they further limited the bill’s impact.

When the administration pushed for the stimulus bill, it released studies claiming that the stimulus package would push the unemployment rate down to 7 percent by 2010. In reality, the unemployment rate increased to over 10 percent. The stimulus bill may have helped avert a plunge into depression, but it failed to reduce unemployment in any noticeable way.

The administration cost itself greater damage when it became associated in the public’s mind with coddling Wall Street. Following a March 2009 meeting at the White House between Obama, Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner, and the CEOs of the largest thirteen banks in the United States, the president reassured the bankers that he had no intention of forcing a change in the way Wall Street did business. Journalist Ron Suskind quoted one of the CEOs who attended: “The sense of everyone after the big meeting was relief…. The president had us at a moment of real vulnerability. At that point, he could have ordered us to do just about anything, and we would have rolled over. But he didn’t—he mostly wanted to help us out, to quell the mob.”3

No wonder more and more Americans came to see the Obama administration as a bankers’ administration—in the same way that they viewed the Bush-Cheney regime as an “oil and gas” administration. A September 2009 Economic Policy Institute poll asked a national sample of registered voters to say who they thought had “been helped a lot or some” from the policies that the administration had enacted. The result: 13 percent said the “average working person,” 64 percent identified “large banks,” and 54 percent said “Wall Street investment companies.”4

The sense of restoring the status quo pervaded much of Obama’s response to the crisis the Bush administration left behind. With the economy teetering on the brink, Obama continued to implement the Bush administration’s Wall Street bailouts and reap-pointed Bush’s Federal Reserve chairman, Ben Bernanke. With the United States bogged down in two failed wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Obama reappointed Bush’s defense secretary, Robert Gates, to run the Pentagon.

Using only executive action, Obama could have unwound the Bush administration bailouts for the Wall Street bankers and pressed bankruptcy judges to reduce or wipe out the mortgage holders’ debt. At the very least, he could have refused to allow executives from the insurance giant AIG to collect their multimillion-dollar bonuses from the taxpayers’ dime. Yet he did none of these things. In fact, billions appropriated to help homeowners avoid foreclosure remained unspent. And after using the excuse of the “sanctity of contracts” to justify allowing the AIG bonuses, the Obama administration enacted a bailout of the auto industry that tore up union contracts and imposed two-tiered wage structures.

And what of Obama’s signature healthcare reform that Republicans have promised to repeal since the day it passed? This was indeed a “heavy lift” and did result in some significant reforms to health insurance that benefited working people. But in its origin, the Affordable Care Act (ACA) was modeled on healthcare reforms that the conservative Heritage Foundation promoted and that Republican governor Mitt Romney—Obama’s presidential opponent in 2012—implemented in Massachusetts.

Supporters of genuine healthcare reform knew that the “compromise” bill was a huge gift to the insurance industry. At the same time, they felt that Democrats got far less than they could or should have, in large part because they didn’t even try.5 In fact, the Obama administration worked with lobbyists from the insurance, hospital, and pharmaceutical industries to craft a bill that would be sufficiently pro-corporate to keep them from opposing it. Healthcare advocates pressed for a public insurance component to Obamacare, but Obama batted them away. As journalist Glenn Greenwald pointed out at the time, Obama’s support for the “public option” was always more rhetorical than real: “The evidence was overwhelming from the start that the White House was not only indifferent, but opposed, to the provisions most important to progressives. The administration is getting the bill which they, more or less, wanted from the start—the one that is a huge boon to the health insurance and pharmaceutical industry.”6

Several years later, the ACA has reshaped the healthcare industry along neoliberal lines, but it has still never managed to win the popular support that Obama thought it would. That’s because it retains the role of the private insurance industry, which has continued to shift costs to individuals, while still leaving millions uninsured. Opinion polls have consistently shown that a substantial number of people who say they oppose Obamacare do so because they think it doesn’t go far enough. Because Obamacare never reached the level of popularity of programs such as Medicare or Social Security, Republicans were confident they could repeal it without much consequence.7

Austerian-in-Chief

After the GOP took the House in 2010 and until it took the Senate in 2014, the Obama administration helped drive an austerity agenda that further cut into working-class living standards. In 2010, the administration and the Democratically dominated Congress agreed to extend the Bush administration’s tax cuts for the rich for two more years. And in 2012, when the tax cuts were set to expire, Obama agreed to allow most of them to remain.

In 2011, the Tea Party-addled Republicans in the House threatened to plunge the United States government into default to force through huge cuts in government spending. Instead of calling their bluff, Obama agreed to cutting $1.5 trillion in federal spending over the next decade. In fact, the GOP had to rely on Democratic votes to pass the deal that lifted the debt ceiling. Noting this, Greenwald commented:

Therein lies one of the most enduring attributes of Obama’s legacy: in many crucial areas, he has done more to subvert and weaken the left’s political agenda than a GOP president could have dreamed of achieving. So potent, so overarching, are tribal loyalties in American politics that partisans will support, or at least tolerate, any and all policies their party’s leader endorses—even if those policies are ones they long claimed to loathe.8

During the negotiations over the 2011 government shutdown, Obama offered the Republicans unprecedented cuts to Social Security and Medicare. Feeling perhaps that Obama was on his way to becoming a one-term president, the GOP rejected him. But like the spurned yet determined suitor, an Obama reelected in 2012 was back to courting the GOP for a “grand bargain.” Only belatedly did he give up, but he had wasted years legitimizing GOP talking points about the need for working people to accept more austerity.

Ironically, Obama only won reelection by adopting a pose as “fighter for the middle class” against the plutocrat Romney. Working-class voters of all races were willing to give Obama another chance, especially since—picking up on the sense of class inequality that the 2011 Occupy movement had highlighted—his reelection stump speech foregrounded inequality as “the challenge of our times.” Rolling Stone’s Matt Taibbi was more than a little skeptical:

Hearing Obama talk about jobs and shared prosperity… reminded me that we are back in campaign mode, and Barack Obama has started doing again what he does best—play the part of a progressive. He’s good at it. It sounds like he has a natural affinity for union workers and ordinary people when he makes these speeches. But his policies are crafted by representatives of corporate/financial America, who happen to entirely make up his inner circle.9

The “Lame Duck” President

After the GOP took the Senate in 2014, Obama was mostly a lame duck. His main initiatives came in foreign affairs, such as concluding an opening to Cuba and the Iran nuclear deal. The most progressive recent change in US law and cultural norms—the Supreme Court’s legalization of marriage equality in 2015—resulted from grassroots pressure. Obama officially opposed the demand until 2012.

Though official indicators show improvements in the economy, Obama left office with a majority of the US population enduring lower living standards than when he moved into the White House. In real terms, median household income did not make it back to 2007 levels and is far away from its all-time high of 1999 levels. And, perhaps more significantly, given how the 2016 election turned out, the maldistribution of economic gains in the recovery has meant that people in rural areas suffered a 2 percent decline in median income in 2015.10

In assessing the Obama years, much more could be written. For example, about how the president became the “deporter in chief.” Or how his administration transformed the Bush administration’s civil-liberties-shredding “war on terror” policies into accepted parts of the bipartisan consensus. Or how his administration abetted a coup in Honduras, or sold record amounts of arms to Saudi Arabia and Israel. Or how he let the union-supporting Employee Free Choice Act die in Congress, or refused to comment when the right-wing state government in Wisconsin gutted public sector unions in 2011. Or how his administration tried to steer clear of speaking out on race, except when Obama was lecturing Black audiences about the need for “personal responsibility.” Or how, after signing an executive order directing the closure of the Guantânamo Bay prison camp on his first day in office, the camp remained open as he “passed the baton” to Trump.11

Each of those Obama administration actions (or inactions) eroded support from key Democratic constituency groups. In the end, the Republicans didn’t so much win the 2016 elections as Democrats lost it.12 Years of empty rhetoric about “fighting for working families” finally caught up to the Democratic establishment. For the establishment, Vermont senator Bernie Sanders’s strong challenge to Clinton in the 2016 Democratic primaries should have been the proverbial “canary in the coal mine.” Yet, its contempt for Sanders, for the issues he raised, and for his supporters blinded them to the disaster that loomed in November.

Given how the miserable election ended up, it’s difficult to remember that Trump wasn’t the only candidate who turned out thousands to huge rallies. In fact, when Sanders packed in more than ten thousand people to an arena in Madison, Wisconsin, in June, 2015, it was the biggest rally for any candidate during the primary season. Thousands responded to his indictment of the “billionaire class” and eagerly sought to join up with his “political revolution.” Yet the Democratic Party establishment succeeded in pushing the Sanders campaign out of contention.

To the Democrat leadership, the Sanders campaign was supposed to perform a service of energizing people that Clinton couldn’t. He’d have his chance on the public stage, and then would move into the wings in favor of Clinton. The revelations from hacked Democratic National Committee emails, released by WikiLeaks, demonstrated that the supposedly “neutral” DNC wired the process in favor of Clinton from the start. In fact, those revelations were so damning that they forced DNC chair Debbie Wasserman Schultz to resign during the Democratic convention in July. By then, the deed was done, and Clinton was assured the nomination.

Moreover, the chatter between Clinton advisers revealed in the WikiLeaks email drops showed them planning right-wing smears against Sanders. One of her advisers even likened Democratic-base supporters of Sanders’s signature call for a fifteen-dollars-per-hour minimum wage to the “Red Army.”13 Finally, WikiLeaks demonstrated that all of the criticisms that Sanders leveled against Clinton during the primaries—that she was in the pocket of the Wall Street banks, that her Democratic primary opposition to the Keystone XL pipeline was opportunistic, and that party primaries were rigged against him, among others—were more correct than he even knew.14

And yet, by the time all these revelations saw light—and long after they were useful as fodder in the Clinton-Sanders election contest—they disappeared from the national political conversation. Of course, the media obsession with “horse-race coverage” of the Trump-Clinton contest partially explained this. But a more pertinent—and important—explanation was found in the fact that Sanders himself refused to make them an issue.

“The job of the progressive movement now is to look forward, not backward,” Sanders said in a statement to NBC News. “No matter what Secretary Clinton may have said years ago, behind closed doors, what’s important today is that millions of people stand up and demand that the Democratic Party implement the most progressive platform in the history of our country.”

From “Political Revolution” to Lesser Evilism

During the Democratic primaries, Sanders gained support with segments of the “rising American electorate” for one main reason: he spoke directly to the realities of class inequality in the United States and raised the expectations of his supporters that something could be done about it.15 His appeals and policy positions fell under his call for a “political revolution.” This slogan was both savvy and telling: Savvy in that it appealed to millions whom the political system had abandoned, and for whom the idea of a radical shakeup (or “revolution”) didn’t sound so bad. Telling because the actual content of Sanders’s “political revolution” amounted to reforming the Democratic Party, encouraging “progressives” to run for office as Democrats, and campaign finance reform to check the influence of “millionaires and billionaires” on the US electoral and government system.

Even though Sanders advocated policy positions that are radical when compared to today’s neoliberalized and corrupted conventional wisdom, his campaign was actually quite conventional. It was, as were Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition campaigns of the 1980s before it, an electoral campaign waged inside one of the two main political parties of American capitalism. Campaign “insider” reports emerging near the end of the primary season noted that Sanders’s top command chose to spend much of its prodigious fundraising haul on expensive, old-school television ads rather than grassroots field organizing.16 If the Sanders campaign wasn’t willing (or able) to organize a “grassroots army” during its primary campaign, it’s unlikely that it will leave much of an infrastructure of activists behind.

Subsequent developments seemed to bear this out. When Sanders announced his continuing vehicle, Our Revolution, in August 2016, four key staffers quit in protest.17 They objected to Sanders’s choice of Jeff Weaver, his longtime campaign manager, as director of the organization. They also opposed the group’s tax status as a nonprofit that can accept large anonymous contributions. To them, this indicated that Our Revolution would be just another Democratic Party super PAC accepting unlimited and anonymous donations and funneling them into Democratic Party electoral campaigns rather than into grassroots organizing.

The announcement of Our Revolution followed a few weeks after Sanders rendered his greatest service to the Democratic Party. In the midst of its Philadelphia convention, when the first WikiLeaks revelations were exposing the DNC’s blatant favoritism toward Clinton, Sanders moved to quell a revolt of a minority of his pledged delegates on the convention floor. Some Sanders delegates chanted “no war” during a speech by former CIA director Leon Panetta, and a few hundred walked out of the convention. But Sanders stepped into his long-established role. Not only did he endorse Clinton, he actually moved to throw all of his delegates behind her nomination. This allowed Democratic leaders to tout unprecedented party unity, and saved Clinton the embarrassment of seeing how Sanders delegates really felt about her during the convention roll-call vote. Sanders, having performed these “sheepdog” duties, received fulsome praise from Clintonite operatives who had, only a few months earlier, been calling Sanders and his supporters racist, sexist, “privileged,” and the like.18

Television coverage of Sanders’s Clinton endorsement speech zoomed in on groups of young Sanders delegates shouting or weeping as Sanders threw his support behind someone he had rightly criticized as one of the worst representatives of the corrupt bipartisan Washington establishment. And while one could sympathize with the sense of betrayal some young Sandernistas may have felt, Sanders and his closest advisers were hardly babes in the woods. They knew what they were getting into, and they knew what would be expected of them.

After the Democratic convention, Sanders served as a Clinton surrogate, one of whose main tasks was to dissuade his supporters from supporting the Green Party’s Jill Stein for president. “When we’re talking about president of the United States, in my own personal view, this is not the time for a protest vote,” Sanders told the Washington Post. “This is [the] time to elect Hillary Clinton and then work after the election to mobilize millions of people to make sure she can be the most progressive president she can be.”19

In the long history of “insurgent” campaigns inside the Democratic Party—Eugene McCarthy’s run against LBJ in 1968, Jesse Jackson’s “Rainbow Coalition” runs in the 1980s, or Dennis Kucinich’s antiwar campaigns in the George W. Bush years—the challenger may win “hearts and minds” of the most committed Democratic partisans. But, in the end, they become loyal soldiers in helping to herd their supporters behind the establishment choice. As it was in the past, so it was in 2016. Only this time, the “insurgent” was a self-described socialist and (formerly) political independent who animated millions—only to deliver them over to the candidate social democratic scholar Adolph Reed Jr. dubbed a “lying, neoliberal warmonger.”20 Tragically, Sanders not only campaigned for Clinton but also promoted her as the standard-bearer of his platform.

Far from helping to popularize “progressive” issues in the general election, Sanders’s work to elect Clinton helped her to marginalize any commitments to them. For most of the general election campaign, Clinton tailored her appeals to “moderate” Republicans repelled by Trump’s vulgarity and worried that Trump’s election would damage the US image overseas. Needless to say, a strategy of wooing suburban Republicans didn’t foreground issues of class and racial inequality in the United States. So Sanders tagged along to assure Democratic “base” voters that Clinton really was committed to implementing “the most progressive Democratic platform in history.” Yet, Clinton hardly mentioned the platform or any issue besides Trump’s “fitness” to serve as president.21 And she still managed to lose to the weakest major party candidate in a generation.

The Price of Defending “Hollow Tenets”

Assuming power in 2009 as the economic crisis hit with full ferocity, the Democrats were destined to face a difficult situation. But they also had an opportunity because they were thrust into a position to reorder American politics in the face of obvious crises. As Aziz Rana explained the conjuncture:

At a moment when the country faced convulsive social crises, and more and more of [Obama’s] supporters called for a fundamental reconstruction of American institutions, Obama marshaled his personal story and oratorical gifts to defend hollow tenets: the righteousness of American primacy, the legitimacy of global market liberalism, the need for incremental reform, the danger of large-scale structural overhaul. The consequence—intensified by a virulent right—was that fundamental problems continued to fester and became harder to ignore: mass incarceration and structural racism, dramatic class disparities in power and opportunity, interventionism abroad, and national-security abuses at home.22

The price of Obama’s defense of these, in Rana’s words, “hollow tenets” and the Democrats’ “suspicion of politics formed through mass democratic mobilization” was demoralization and despair that led eventually to the Trump disaster.

An honest assessment of the Obama years would also note the myriad ways—from championing austerity politics, to education privatization, to building a machine that deported more than two million undocumented immigrants—paved the way for Trump’s policies. Obama and the Democratic Party—the so-called party of the people—managed to position themselves as the chief defenders of a status quo that had led millions of Americans to despair. However cynically, the GOP managed to channel public outrage with that status quo into two “wave” midterm elections and an improbable presidential victory in 2016.

In the summer of 2009, when liberal commentators were waxing on about the potential of Obama to become another transformative president in the mold of Franklin Roosevelt, the writer Kevin Baker aired the unorthodox view that Obama was more comparable to Herbert Hoover, the Republican Roosevelt defeated in 1932.

Much like Hoover, “Barack Obama is a man attempting to realize a stirring new vision of his society without cutting himself free from the dogmas of the past—without accepting the inevitable conflict. Like Hoover, he is bound to fail.” Obama’s penchant to reach for compromise and “bipartisanship” was exactly the opposite of what the dire situation he inherited required—and what the American populace was ready for. Obama’s first term, Baker wrote, offered “one of those rare moments in history when the radical becomes pragmatic, when deliberation and compromise foster disas-ter.”23 In the wake of the election of Trump, Baker’s analysis looks more prescient than ever.


BLACK POLITICS IN THE TRUMP ERA

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor

Not so long ago, when Barack Obama became president of the United States, the national conversation in the country was whether or not the United States was going to become a postracial society. Indeed, in December 2008, Forbes magazine ran an overex-uberant editorial that claimed, “Racism in America is over.”

Nearly eight and a half years later, we could not be further from that conversation. Not only is racism not over in the United States, but an unabashed racist sits at the country’s helm. Donald Trump ran a campaign fueled on racism, anti-Muslim bigotry, sexism, and rabid nationalism. It is not hyperbole to say that white supremacy sits at the heart of the American government. Not only did Donald Trump choose as his chief strategist Steve Bannon, the former editor of the race-baiting, hate-mongering Breitbart News, which Bannon bragged was a platform for the so-called “altright”—simply a new name for the old term white supremacists—but there is also Stephen Miller, the architect of the first Muslim travel ban, who was a protégé of white supremacist Richard Spencer when they were both students at Duke University. As a candidate, Trump received the enthusiastic endorsement of white racists like David Duke and the Ku Klux Klan. Indeed, Trump’s entire posture as a “law and order” candidate developed in response to the growth of the Black Lives Matter movement. Some of his supporters have referred to the Black Lives Matter movement and affiliated organizations as “terrorists.”

With the election of Donald Trump, not only have the campaign promises of a bigot and sexual predator been brought to life, but Trump’s rise has also imbued the confidence of white supremacists and other racists who have had to operate at the margins of our society. They have been emboldened to come out into the open, spewing racism and instigating violence against nonwhite people. The growth of anti-Muslim organizations has tripled since Trump began his campaign for president in 2015 and continued to rise in the opening months of his presidency. Hate crimes and violence have occurred across the country, from the desecration of Jewish cemeteries to the burning of mosques and violent attacks on immigrants. When Srinivas Kuchibhotla, an Indian immigrant living in Kansas, was shot and murdered by a white racist, the shooter initially asked, “What visa are you here on?” before yelling “Get out of my country!” Donald Trump’s election has unleashed the beasts of racism and reaction.

Despite the so-called populist rhetoric of Trump during the campaign and his fake concern for the plight of “working-class white people,” his cabinet choices—an array of billionaires, campaign donors, and wholly unqualified individuals—betray an agenda intended to gut the living standards of ordinary and working-class people across this country, while continuing to line the pockets of the rich.

The already anemic and fragile remnants of social welfare and public services, intended to protect the general public from the ravages of the free market status quo, will be further shredded. Trump has put a fox in every henhouse with regards to the individuals he has chosen to lead the Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Justice, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, and the Department of Education, to name only the most egregious examples. These individuals question the very necessity of the agencies they have been tasked with overseeing—creating a recipe for either inaction or ineptitude. This unbridled effort to “deconstruct the administrative state,” as Steve Bannon has termed it, will have a disproportionate impact on the lives of Black people who disproportionately rely on public services and regulations. This is where the real harm of a Trump administration can be measured. It is not just his racist and dangerous rhetoric, but this threat to further weaken public institutions by starving them of desperately needed human and financial resources. It will also continue the perilous slide of the Black middle class, many of whom rely on government jobs for employment. The promises to “shrink” government will mean a rise in unemployment for Black women, for example.

Perhaps the greatest threat associated with gutting federal agencies, however, is the impact on the quality of life for African Americans. For example, the threats to dismantle and defund the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) will be devastating for Black families who are overexposed to hazardous and toxic living environments. Environmental racism created the conditions for the lead-poisoned water of Flint, Michigan, and the lead-infested housing across Baltimore. In real terms, this means that Black children are twice as likely to have asthma as white children. It means that nearly half of Latino-majority communities live in counties that do not meet EPA air quality standards. Trump’s planned budget cuts to the EPA will wipe out the organization’s already flawed and insufficient plans to protect communities at risk of environmental poisoning.

The same story could be relayed about the attacks on public education. In the major metropolitan areas across this country, Black and brown children disproportionately rely on public schools as their source of education. All of the efforts to redistribute public dollars from public schools into charter schools and vouchers for private schools will come at the expense of public schools, where the majority of the students, nationally, are Black and brown.

All of these attacks on public institutions are what fuel the righteous fear and revulsion of Trump. They also animate the urgency of the budding movement of resistance to the dangerous administration. But the horrors and challenges presented by the Trump administration should not obscure the very important discussion of how the administration came into power. Our understanding of how we came to this moment in history impacts and guides what we do next. This also means locating that which connects the Trump administration to the past while allowing for what sets his administration apart.

After all, if we assign Trump and his band of rogues, racists, and reactionaries an exceptional or unprecedented place in American history, then we cannot even make sense of the most recent past. Plainly stated, if things were so great before Trump, why did Ferguson, Missouri, erupt in the summer of 2014; why did Baltimore explode eight months later; why, indeed, did a movement called Black Lives Matter arise during a time of the greatest concentration of Black political power in American history?

You cannot, in fact, understand the emergence of Trump without taking account of this recent history and the failure of the liberal establishment to provide a real alternative to the reactionary populism and isolationism of Trump. As wholly opposite in demeanor, aptitude, and temperament as Barack Obama and Donald Trump are, we cannot actually understand the rise of Trump without taking account of the failure of Obama to deliver on his promises of hope and change.

The multiple media narratives locating Trump’s rise solely in his ability to connect with the dispossessed white working class is incomplete at best and disingenuous and exaggerated at worst—the most unfortunate example of this being Van Jones’s suggestion that the election results were proof of a “whitelash,” or the idea that white voters voted for Trump as revenge for the role African Americans played in the election of Barack Obama. The first problem with this narrative, aside from the fact that tens of millions of white people voted for Obama twice, is that it promotes a mistaken story that African Americans somehow have benefited from the presidency of Barack Obama, and that those supposed benefits have come at the expense of ordinary white people. The genuine fear and disgust of Trump has contributed to intense revisionism and mythology of Barack Obama’s record as president. While we can all recognize the power of symbolism and even subscribe to the notion that there was meaning in the election of an African American to the highest office in a nation born and built on the backs of enslaved Black labor, we should not let that acknowledgment cloud our ability to think clearly and tell the truth.

Obama’s presidency was not a gift to African Americans; instead, it represented the painful continuity of racism, discrimination, and inequality that has always been at the center of Black life in America. Eight years later, Black unemployment remains twice the rate of whites; eight years later, 38 percent of Black children continue to live below the official poverty line; eight years later, a shocking 55 percent of Black workers—mostly Black women—make under fifteen dollars an hour. It was precisely the inability of the Obama administration to improve the conditions of ordinary Black people that gave rise to the Black Lives Matter movement.

Trump’s rise is a story about who did not vote more than who did vote. Trump won with fewer voters than Republican candidate Mitt Romney had in 2012. The 2016 presidential election was about the tens of millions of Americans who did not bother to vote at all. There are 238 million eligible voters in the United States and of that number, only 60 million voted for Trump—and, even among that number, 17 percent of people who voted for him said he was unfit to be president. This doesn’t mean that racism was not a key and effective part of Trump’s electoral strategy. It clearly was. But we must also look more deeply into what could motivate millions of people to sit out the election in the first place. The media and the political establishment often describe the decision not to vote as apathy. It is an easy description that requires little analysis of what problems exist within our two-party system that create so little confidence and so much indifference, even when it appears that so much is at stake.

It is precisely the lack of real choices that underlines the problem. American voters are regularly told to “hold their noses” when voting, or we describe our vote as the choice between “a lesser of two evils.” But within the narrow space of choosing between one party of millionaires over another party of millionaires, the key questions facing ordinary people in this country go unanswered. In the narrow choices constrained between the Democrats and the Republicans, what go unanswered are the questions of who will stop police brutality; who will stop the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids in immigrant communities; who will stop the wars and occupations that feed the racism and bigotry of Islamaphobia; who will be for free education, universal healthcare, and an actual living wage—it all goes unanswered.

We typically expect this kind of callous indifference to the everyday questions of life from the Republican Party, but what about the Democrats, the party that presents itself as representing the interests of ordinary people?

Since the shock of the election, the Democratic Party has blamed its losses on Fox News, the FBI and Clinton’s emails, Trump’s race-baiting, bad campaign messaging, and the Russians. We cannot say with any certainty that none of these issues factored into the outcome of the election, but what can be said is that the Democratic Party’s singular obsession with these other factors has allowed it to ignore the deep and profound political crisis within the party. There is absolutely no reckoning with how this party that purports to be a “party of the people” consistently fails to deliver actual change for the ordinary people it claims to represent.

For example, the presidency of Barack Obama is deemed a success simply because of the absence of any real scandal that marred his presidency. This measure of “success” for the Obama administration is a lesson in how the performance and appearance of “civility” often passes as political accomplishment or legitimacy in this country. While Obama could be complimented for his good manners and wholesome disposition, we can understand the election results in part because of the former president’s inability to challenge the political and economic status quo for millions of people. For the political and economic elite, including the leadership of the Democratic Party, the absence of scandal or catastrophe registered as success. This was not like the administration of George W. Bush that took the country into an illegal and immoral war with Iraq. This was not the Bush administration’s collective shrug in the face of the catastrophe of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. This was not Bush crashing the American economy in 2007 and 2008.

But for millions of people in this country, it is the status quo that is increasingly intolerable. It gnaws away at the millions of tiny threads that ordinary people are barely hanging onto in their daily struggles to make ends meet. For those who pine for the good old days of Obama or who wistfully long for what could have been with Hillary Clinton as president, it is only because the unspectacular and unglamorous struggles of ordinary people in their daily lives have been rendered invisible. We live in a celebrity culture that glorifies the rich and the famous while ignoring the quotidian and mundane struggles of ordinary people. Imagine if we had a press, a popular culture, or political class that was curious about the lives of working-class people. If we did, what would they find? What is the status quo?

The status quo can be found in the continuing crisis of opioid and narcotic addiction in the country. There are two million people addicted to opioids in the United States, a disproportionate number of whom are white. Half of those people are addicted to heroin. From 2009 to 2014, almost half a million people died from opioid overdoses—a fourfold increase since 1999. In March, in a town in Ohio, a cold-storage trailer was needed to hold dead bodies from suicides and drug overdoses caused by opioid abuse because the morgue was already full from heroin overdoses. In this state, which Trump won, there has been a 775 percent increase in opioid-related deaths in the last thirteen years.

The status quo can be found in the briefly reported story about the reported decline in life expectancy for working-class white women. It is unprecedented for life expectancy to reverse in a so-called first-world country. In the United States’ peer countries, life expectancy is actually growing. Why is life expectancy for working-class white women in decline? Drug overdose, suicide, and alcohol abuse. Indeed, a recent study has found that the life spans of working-class whites and working-class Blacks are merging as working-class and poor whites more generally are dying from suicide and alcohol abuse. The United States is projected to have a life-expectancy rate on par with Mexico and Croatia by the year 2030.

The status quo over the last several years is found in the quiet deportation and removal of 2.5 million undocumented people during the tenure of Barack Obama. In 2012 alone, more than 400,000 undocumented individuals—women, children, men, families—were detained, held in private detention centers with few rights recognized by their captors, until they were forcibly returned to the countries they had fled. We can all look in horror at the indiscriminate way that Trump has empowered ICE agents to swoop into immigrant communities and round people up, but we must acknowledge that Obama’s administration greased the wheels to this machinery of injustice long ago.

The status quo in Chicago has been the rise in shootings and murders in the city’s working-class Black neighborhoods. In 2016, there were 4,379 people shot and 797 people killed in the city. The overwhelming majority of both groups were African American. The news media offers nonsensical explanations for the violence, including gang retaliation and revenge, but its nonsense is matched by the nonsense offered by elected officials that blames the absence of role models and poor parenting. What is almost never offered, as at least part of the answer, is how Chicago has the highest Black unemployment rate of the nation’s five largest cities, at 25 percent; that nearly half of Black men aged twenty to twenty-four in Chicago are neither in school nor employed; or that Chicago has the third-highest poverty rate of large cities, and that it is the most segregated city in the United States.

Finally, there is the status quo of the “shrinking middle class.” In the 1970s, 61 percent of Americans fell into that vague but stable category of “middle class.” Today that number has fallen to 50 percent. It is driven by the growing wealth inequality that exists in the country. In the last year alone, the “1 percent” saw their income rise by 7 percent, and the “0.1 percent” saw their income rise by 9 percent. In general, the richest 20 percent of households in the United States own 84 percent of the wealth in the country, while the bottom 40 percent own less than 1 percent. The media would have us believe that this is a story primarily about the Rust Belt and disgruntled white workers. In fact, it is also a story about the 240,000 Black homeowners who lost their homes to foreclosure in the last eight years. It is about urban school closures and the decimation of employment for Black educators. Thousands of Black teachers have been fired in the last decade, as school districts retract in size and opt to hire cheaper and whiter replacements for charters that are being used to replace public education.

Eight years later, when we put these conditions of the status quo together, they tell a complete story of deprivation and desperation that exists all over this country. They tell the story of the millions of people left behind. This is the status quo. This is life in the United States without some spectacular catastrophe. This is the so-called lesser evil.

It is the inability of this political and economic system to change this dynamic, and thus deliver actual changes for the better in people’s lives, that lead so many people to ignore elections. When people believed that electing Obama would transform the country and their lives, they voted in historic numbers. With big expectations and big hope vested in Obama came even bigger disappointment when he failed to deliver. It is also true that the Republicans were obstinate, recalcitrant, racist, and opposed to giving Obama an inch as president. It speaks to the complete dysfunction of our political system. But it is not only the obstinacy of the Republicans that was the problem. The narrow and limited vision of Obama’s political agenda and the Democratic Party in general is what drives the apathy surrounding the party.

Hillary Clinton also ignored the everyday conditions experienced by ordinary people. She ran a campaign where her main slogan was “America is already great.” She ran a campaign focused on the abhorrent behavior of Trump, instead of articulating how the Democratic Party could actually transform the hardship experienced by millions of people. Clinton promised to be the third term of Obama, failing to realize that for millions of voters, two terms was enough.

It is easy to understand why Clinton stuck to this message. The Democratic Party is committed to the economic status quo represented by free-market capitalism. It is free-market capitalism’s champion. The Democratic Party has also championed the political ethos of what some refer to as “neoliberalism,” or the idea that the market is the best way to deliver public services and that competition is what drives efficiency. But if the market is predicated on the idea that there are winners and losers then this, of course, is a terrible way to run a government. It is a terrible way to deliver education, water, housing, food, healthcare, justice, and other vital necessities that any civilization is dependent upon. When this is the root of your political commitment, as I would argue it is for the Democratic Party, then it necessarily limits the range of political change you can advance.

It was impossible for Clinton to argue that her party would deliver change and break the grip of a political order that privileges the rich and powerful, when the Democrats have been in power for the last eight years supporting policies that have maintained the division between the 1 percent and the 99 percent. In other words, we cannot understand the rise of Trump and Trumpism by only looking at what he and the Republicans have done; we must also understand it in terms of what the American center-left party—the Democrats—have not done.

Bernie Sanders recognized this. He ran a campaign in the primaries that tapped into the realization that for most ordinary people, things are getting worse. He recognized it is the responsibility of government to alleviate deprivation through provision. And, with no money, almost no name recognition, and with the entire Democratic Party establishment trained against him, he nearly won the party’s nomination for president. If you want to understand the depth of suffering in this country, know that thirteen million people cast their vote for an open socialist here. You need some appreciation of American history to grasp the unprecedented aspect of this. In the 1950s, during the Cold War, the United States was the epicenter of the Red Scare and the witch hunts of Communists. In a moment of macabre illustration, in 1953, the United States executed Ethel and Julius Rosenberg under the pretext of their being Russian spies. It did not hurt if people believed that they were executed because of their membership in the Communist Party. The insurgent campaign of Sanders can be read as an indictment of an economic system that has failed repeatedly to deliver a better way for most people in this country. During the Democratic Party primaries, 44 percent of Black voters aged eighteen to thirty voted for Sanders, compared with the 32 percent of young, Black voters who voted for Clinton—even as the news media, led by the Clinton campaign, continued to refer to Black voters as a “firewall” for Clinton. And today, among nonwhite voters, Sanders has a 72 percent approval rating, which is higher than his 52 percent approval rating among whites. And yet, the leadership of the Democratic Party continues to ignore Sanders’s political agenda of massive economic redistribution, because the party has spent a generation trying to distance itself from the reputation that it is the party of social welfare and “big government.”

While the Democratic Party continues to insist that it is a party of the mainstream, a growing number of polls indicate that large majorities of Americans actually want a party of “big government.” There is massive discontent and bitterness in the United States, but it has no political home. Consider the following poll results: 58 percent of Americans think Obamacare should be replaced with federally funded healthcare for all; most Americans support raising the minimum wage; 61 percent support a minimum wage of at least ten dollars per hour; 59 percent support a minimum wage of twelve dollars per hour; 48 percent support fifteen dollars per hour, a proposal that has been demonized by Dems and Republicans alike; 61 percent of Americans say the rich pay too little in taxes, up from 52 percent a year ago; 69 percent of Americans believe that providing affordable housing is important; 63 pecent of Americans say money and wealth distribution is unfair; 53 percent of whites think the country still has work to do for Blacks to achieve equal rights with whites; 50 percent of whites say Blacks are treated less fairly by the police than whites; 64 percent of white Democrats support Black Lives Matter, 29 percent of whom say they “strongly support” the movement. Even 20 percent of Republicans think the movement will help achieve racial equality in the United States.

The Sanders phenomenon was not an accident, but he tapped into the sentiment reflected in these poll results.

None of this is to imply or say that it is inconsequential that Trump is now president. He is dangerous. But he is also hobbled by reality. Even though he was adept at identifying and exploiting the fears and anxieties of millions of white Americans and hand-fuls of other people who also voted for him, he cannot deliver on his promise to make America great again. It’s a promise based on a foundation of lies that misidentify the problems afflicting the United States. Trump and his white supremacist advisers say that the United States is suffering from an influx of immigrants, “radical Islamic terrorism,” crime, and violence. Much of this is racist drivel intended to stoke fear and promote scapegoating to blame the most vulnerable among us. We are told that undocumented Mexican immigrants are to blame for unemployment. We are told that Black criminals are to blame for poverty. We are told that Muslim terrorists are to blame for shifting billions of dollars from domestic spending to foreign policy. In effect, we are told that the least powerful and influential among us are the problem, while the millionaires and billionaires who are literally running the government are innocent bystanders.

It can almost be guaranteed that when Trump is unable to deliver on his promises to make America great again, he and his administration will double down on racism and disorder. They will use that as a pretext to justify repression. We can already see this taking shape. The executive orders dealing with immigration and law enforcement are designed to stoke fear while rapidly expanding the powers of all police and law enforcement agents. Trump wants to give local police the power of immigration control agents, not necessarily to deport the eleven million people living in this country without papers, but to stoke fear and suspicion, to turn neighbor against neighbor, classmate against classmate, worker against worker.
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But it is not just immigration control. It is not a coincidence that the attempts to expand police powers (including the signaling from the misnamed Department of Justice that police departments will face no scrutiny) coincide with what will be an austere, cruel budget that casts poor and working-class people to fend for themselves. Policing in this context will be the public policy of last resort, intended to contain crime to certain neighborhoods, not actually stop it. In a country where both political parties ignore structural factors in the perpetuation of poverty, both parties are then hostile to the kinds of social and public programs necessary to keep people out of poverty. For the Republicans this is obvious, but we should not forget that 2016 marked the twentieth-year anniversary of the Democratic Party’s crusade to end welfare as an entitlement to poor people. In other words, these are bipartisan attacks on programming intended to raise the quality of life for ordinary people. And when federal, state, and city leaders have no intention of creating or funding programs necessary to keep people out of poverty, the police are dispatched to manage the crisis. Police violence, brutality, and murder are built into a system that has no answers to the poverty and inequality that it constantly generates. This is why police reform is so hard. We should not be naïve to believe that a country that can put a man on the moon cannot rein in its own police forces. But the reason why mayors and councilpersons regularly turn a blind eye to brutal policing is because it is simply the cost of doing business. And the cost of doing business is quite high.

In Chicago alone, the city has spent $500 million over the last ten years to settle or pay out lawsuits against the city for police brutality and wrongful death suits. The NYPD has averaged $100 million in settlements for police brutality and wrongful death lawsuits a year, since 2007, adding up to $1 billion. The ten cities with the largest police departments paid out $248 million last year in settlements and court judgments in police misconduct cases, up 48 percent from 2010. In the last five years, those same ten cities have paid out $1.2 billion. Any other public institution that incurs this kind of expense has its budgets and services shrunken, or the institution is shut down. When, in 2013, the Chicago Board of Education claimed it was running a billion-dollar deficit, it simply closed fifty-two public schools and never looked back.

The expansion of policing powers of the state is also intended to lay the foundation for the repression of the growing resistance movement. The Trump administration is well aware of the opposition and resistance it has provoked. They have been met with unprecedented protests. The day after Trump was inaugurated, an estimated four million people participated in protests directed at his administration. In the aftermath of his illegal Muslim travel ban, dozens of spontaneous protests erupted at the nation’s airports, involving tens of thousands of ordinary people—many of whom were not directly affected by the ban itself. There is organizing happening in every corner of the United States. Some of it is brand new. Some of it is building on campaigns that have been under way for years now. Despite whatever delusions the Trump administration engages in in repeating the lie that it has massive public support, it knows that its political agenda will continue to inspire protest, and so it wants to create the conditions to help repress the social movements. Indeed, Republican governors and supporters of Trump in five states have proposed legislation to ban or curtail protests.

This is not a call for retreat, but the suggestion that we must retool. To begin with, it means that we need larger and more effective protests. Some have asked whether or not protests and demonstrations matter. What can protests do? Black Lives Matter is only one example to look to when understanding the importance of protests themselves. Police brutality was not a new issue in 2014. It is a very old issue in African American life in this country. But the rebellion in Ferguson, when Mike Brown was killed in August 2014, drew national attention to the phenomenon of police murder and judicial misconduct. It also provided a model for communities to know how to respond to police violence—through protest, activism, and organizing. At a time when the political establishment, led by Barack Obama, believed that it could get the movement off the streets by seducing activists with roundtable meetings and seats on commissions, protests and rebellion in Baltimore eight months later reminded the political establishment, and indeed the world, that the entire Black movement would not be bought off with cheap flattery and the appearance of reform. Protests force the mass media, and then the public, to have a deeper engagement with issues that elected officials would like to sweep away or minimize. The Black Lives Matter movement changed the conversation about police brutality in the United States. It provided language for people to articulate their frustrations with police violence and abuse. It provided an analysis for why this violence was happening.

But the Black Lives Matter movement also shows the limitations of social movements that do not advance beyond exposing injustice. Knowledge alone of abuse, injustice, and oppression will not actually change those conditions. The issue is, how do we use that knowledge to draw in the thousands of people that are necessary for an effective mass movement? How do we create the entry points into struggle, the organizations necessary to coordinate struggles? We can only even begin to imagine a movement on that scale when individuals move beyond the specific issue that directly affects them to also seeing the relationship or connection between oppressions.

While it can appear as if we are a long way from that kind of struggle, when individuals are demonstrating and confronting the political status quo, people are suddenly open to new ideas and approaches that they may not have considered at an earlier time, when organizing was more difficult or when an individual did not consider themselves political. In moments like the one we are living through, political consciousness can develop very quickly and people’s ideas and expectations can change rapidly.

But more importantly, we have to stop constraining our own political imagination into what is deemed pragmatic and possible. No social movement has ever begun with the question of what is realistic. Black people in the South called what we now refer to as the “civil rights movement” the “freedom movement.” When that movement did not go far enough, Black organizers in the south and north engaged in what they called the “Black Liberation Movement.” Even though these struggles included all kinds of people who had different ideas of how to achieve these goals, the point was that we have to say what we want. This is especially true today when there are those who will insist that we quiet down and be reasonable. Yes, we have to fight battles in the here and now but we also have to fight for what we want. We must also build independent organizations and political parties that are not connected to the Democratic Party, that do not rise and fall with the electoral cycle. We have to build organizations that are democratic, multiracial, and militant with a foundation in solidarity—“solidarity” meaning that even if you don’t experience a specific oppression, you understand that as ordinary people our fates are tied together and that one group’s liberation is dependent on the liberation of all the oppressed and exploited.

This year marks the fortieth anniversary of the publication of one of the most important political statements to come out of the Black Liberation Movement of the 1960s. I want to quote from it because, to me, it embodies the spirit of solidarity and the struggle that is necessary to get to the world we want to live in. The Combahee River Collective was a Black feminist collective and political organization of Black and brown women that formed in the early 1970s and emerged as a radical left wing of the women’s movement of the era. They were not content with talk of shattering glass ceilings; rather, they wanted to shatter a system built on the exploitation and oppression of Black people, and especially Black women:

We realize that the liberation of all oppressed peoples necessitates the destruction of the political-economic systems of capitalism and imperialism as well as patriarchy. We are socialists because we believe that work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the work and create the products, and not for the profit of the bosses. Material resources must be equally distributed among those who create these resources. We are not convinced, however, that a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and antiracist revolution will guarantee our liberation.

In other words, we must fight a system based on the exploitation and theft of labor and resources, but we must also have the struggle against oppression, in all its forms, at the center of the struggle—or indeed there will be no struggle at all.

Another world is possible, but it is an altogether different world from the one we are living in today. A world free of racism, nationalism and borders, religious bigotry, sexism, homophobia is possible—but it is a world that must be organized and fought for.


THE MISOGYNIST-IN-CHIEF

The Stakes for Women’s Rights in the Trump Era

Elizabeth Schulte

Lying in my bed this morning, I began to cry, not for myself but for the future girls who would someday have this feeling. For the girls headed to college this time next year, who will be facing a culture of misogyny that has been excused by Trump’s campaign and now validated by his victory.

—Anonymous

This is how a sexual assault survivor described her feelings in the pages of Teen Vogue the day after Donald Trump won the election. People all over the country shared her shock and fear, as the reality sunk in that someone who bragged about sexual assault was about to become leader of the “world’s greatest democracy.”

Just weeks before the election, a 2005 tape of Trump bragging about using his celebrity to “do anything” to women, including grabbing them “by the pussy,” was released.1 Trump laughed off the incident, claiming that it was being blown out of proportion, that this was just “locker room banter.” That, however, wasn’t everyone’s reaction to the leaked tape of Trump joking about sexual assault. In the days after the tape’s release, the call volume to the Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network hotline increased about 35 percent.2

Trump’s misogyny and contempt for women is in keeping with the anti-women policies he intends to carry out. During his first hundred days in office, he hit the ground running on a series of attacks on women’s rights. In his first month, he nominated conservative “constitutionalist” judge Neil Gorsuch to the Supreme Court and antiabortion Republican Georgia representative Tom Price as secretary of health and human services. In April, he announced he was discontinuing US funding for the United Nations Population Fund, which provides reproductive healthcare around the world.

As part of the administration’s proposal to “repeal and replace” the Affordable Care Act in March 2017, “Trumpcare” included a provision to defund Planned Parenthood, the women’s healthcare provider that is the target of Republican lawmakers because it offers abortion services. This would have an impact not only on women seeking abortion services but on the millions of people who rely on Planned Parenthood for contraception and other healthcare.

On March 27, 2017, “Equal Pay Day,” Trump revoked the Fair Pay and Safe Workplaces order, which was instituted in 2014 to ensure that federal contractors don’t discriminate against women employees. And he remains completely unrepentant on the issue of sexual assault, publicly defending Fox News “personality” Bill O’Reilly, who was forced to resign amid charges of sexual harassment.3

The Trump administration’s attack on women is linked to the other facets of its multipronged assault on working people—like the victims of domestic abuse who dropped their cases because they were undocumented and afraid they would be spotted by Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents at court and be deported;4 or the Muslim airline employee wearing a hijab who was harassed and kicked by a Trump supporter who told her “Trump is here now. He will get rid of all of you”;5 or the fast-food workers protesting a pattern of sexual harassment in their workplaces who could have faced a Labor Department headed by Carl’s Jr. CEO Andrew Puzder.6 These are just a few of many fronts in Trump’s war on working people.

Attacking Women’s Reproductive Rights

Through the years, Trump’s personal opinions about abortion have been hard to pin down—for example, in 1999, he told NBC’s Tim Russert, “I’m very pro-choice”—but he made his stance clear during the presidential campaign. When MSNBC’s Chris Matthews pressed him on his actual position on abortion, Trump responded that he was “pro-life” and “there has to be some form of punishment” for women who have illegal abortions.7

Since Ronald Reagan, Republican candidates have relied on the support of the conservative religious right for votes, and that means candidates must oppose women’s right to choose. Trump isn’t the first to reverse his position on abortion—George H. W. Bush did the same when he ran for president, which only underscores the fact that the Republicans’ anti-choice platform has less to do with “morality” or being “pro-life” and everything to do with cynical political calculations.

But this isn’t the only reason. The antiabortion stance fits nicely with a larger worldview shared by Trump and rest of the right, who would like nothing better than to turn back the clock on the gains of the women’s movement of the late 1960s and 1970s, and women’s reproductive rights in particular. One of Trump’s first acts was an executive order that bans federal money going to international groups that perform or provide information on abortions. The “global gag order” will have a terrible impact on poor women around the world who depend on these funds to obtain necessary healthcare.

Trump’s win also gave the green light to congressional Republicans who immediately rolled out their plan to ban federal funds to Planned Parenthood, and, in the states, anti-choice lawmakers couldn’t wait to get started with dozens of new restrictions on abortion services and abortion providers. As of January 12, 2017, at least forty-six antiabortion bills had already been introduced or were pending in fourteen states, according to the Guttmacher Institute. Fifteen of them were all in the state of Missouri alone.8 And many more are expected to come.

In recent years, the anti-choice right’s focus has been on laws claiming to “protect” women, like those that impose burdensome regulations on abortion facilities and doctors, or Targeted Regulation of Abortion Providers (TRAP) laws. However, the anti-choice tactic may be changing, as the bills focus more on the “rights” of the fetus or the beginning of conception. “More legislation we’re seeing now is focusing on the fetus and really ignores the woman and her situation completely,” said Elizabeth Nash at the Guttmacher Institute in January 2017. She added that activists expected to see “several hundred more provisions” before the first three weeks of Trump’s presidency had passed.9

These restrictions will have terrible and even deadly consequences for women, particularly working-class and poor women, who will have a harder time gaining access to abortion services. These restrictions on reproductive rights also attempt to reinforce the idea the women can’t be trusted to make decisions about their own bodies and scapegoats them in many ways, like the divide-and-conquer policies that target immigrants and Muslims. On top of this, anti-choice activists demonstrated new confidence after Trump’s election to take their anti-women message to the streets, when they organized a day of action on February 11, 2017, that targeted Planned Parenthood clinics to demand they be defunded.

These attempts to restrict women’s control over their bodies go hand in hand with other attacks on working-class women. By almost any measure—wages, housing, access to healthcare, discrimination, and harassment on the job—women are a long way from achieving equality. Let’s take the example of women with children, a group conservatives must at least claim they care about. According to the National Women’s Law Center, mothers who work outside the home make 71 percent of every dollar a man makes, Black mothers are paid 51 percent, and Latina mothers make just 46 percent.10 Now consider the fact that women are the sole or primary source of income in 40 percent of households with children, according to the Pew Research Center.11

Emboldening the Right Wing

In a broader sense, Trump’s polices emboldens the right, like the protests against Planned Parenthood, and also contributes to a general atmosphere that denigrates women and doesn’t take their liberation seriously, minimizing the effects of sexism and discrimination. It contributes to the fear felt by people like the anonymous rape survivor writing in Teen Vogue that sexist behavior and violence against women could become more acceptable with an unapologetic misogynist like Trump in power.

In fact, just weeks after Trump’s election, there were some sickening examples of this, including a Greenwich, Connecticut, Republican politician named Christopher von Keyserling who grabbed a woman by the genitals and pinched her after telling her, “I love this new world, I no longer have to be politically correct.” The woman said von Keyserling—who was charged with fourth-degree sexual assault—told her, “It would be your word against mine, and nobody will believe you.”12

Part of the fear is fed by the knowledge that millions of people actually voted for Trump and supported the sexist and racist ideas that he spouted during his campaign. While in the end Trump lost the popular vote by almost three million, he did win enough votes to make it a narrow race against Hillary Clinton, someone the Democratic Party leadership and the media and political pundits all thought couldn’t possibly lose against Trump. His campaign rhetoric aimed to appeal to people’s anger and frustration over the status quo in Washington and the enormous gap between the people in the halls of power and the majority of people they claim to serve.

Hillary Clinton on the other hand represented the model establishment candidate—decades in service of the Democratic Party, the ultimate insider whose response to Trump’s “Make America Great Again” slogan was to claim that “America is already great.” For millions of people, Clinton’s slogan rang hollow and was a perfect example of how out of touch her campaign, and the Democratic Party establishment, were with working people, even those on whom the party ordinarily depends for votes. This was the Democratic Party leadership’s choice for candidate—she sat on the board of Walmart in the 1980s, backed the crime bill and welfare reform in the 1990s, and supported a coup in Honduras in the 2000s, along with the Iraq War and covert drone warfare.

And while Trump used a phony outsider populist pose to try to appeal to an audience fed up with business as usual in Washington, he also tried to appeal to another layer of people by providing scapegoats to their problems, appealing to them on the basis of racist, anti-immigrant, Islamophobic, and sexist ideas. He let the sexist comments fly, and if anyone called him on this filth, he replied that they should stop taking this so seriously. Gross sexist attacks aimed at Clinton were a central part of Trump’s campaign. At Trump’s speaking events, some supporters wore sexist T-shirts and buttons directed at Clinton—like the one that read “Trump That Bitch.”

For many people making a choice in the 2016 election, and not just Trump supporters but those who looked to other alternatives like Bernie Sanders or the Green Party’s Jill Stein, Clinton symbolized the political establishment that has presided in Washington, an elite enriching itself while the working class’s living standards stagnated or declined. When that critique of Clinton came from people on the left, it explained why so many people were dissatisfied with Clinton and the Democratic Party and were looking for an alternative to both major parties. But in the hands of Trump, who added women-hating rhetoric to the mix, the bitterness toward Clinton became a toxic brew of class anger diverted into sexism—with feminism being attacked as one of the root problems of society.

As Trump attacked Clinton for “playing the woman card” or laughed off accusations of sexual harassment, he was also taking aim at feminism generally, especially the gains of the women’s rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which was responsible for many of the rights that women have today and completely transformed the way that women are viewed in society. In the eyes of Trump and his supporters, that movement went “too far,” but the daily realities of working class women show the opposite—they still have a very long way to go.

One of the alarming outcomes of the 2016 election was that some women actually turned out to vote for Trump. According to polling data released just after the election by FiveThirtyEight, among white women voters, Clinton lost to Trump by 10 percentage points, and among white women voters without a college degree by 28 points.13 In an interview just before the election, historian Stephanie Coontz explained how women facing economic precariousness were often hostile to a woman like Clinton, whose fortunes were rising as theirs were falling. “When they hear feminists talk about the glass ceiling, they don’t see that as the main issue,” Coontz said.14

Coontz situated Trump’s popularity in the deterioration of the living standards for the working-class family since the 1950s and 1960s, alongside the increasing fortunes of those at the very top of American society. These conditions made some low-paid workers an audience for ideas about how immigrants or Blacks were taking away their jobs, as well as conservative ideas about the traditional family. “The fact remains that women who have the fewest opportunities to compete successfully in the labor market are the ones who are much more likely to support the policies and values that reward a traditional division of labor in the household,” Coontz said.

The Trump administration is likely on a collision course with many of these supporters, who may have voted for Trump with the hope of some kind of change and will see more attacks on their living standards and rights. Already, Trump’s budget promises to slice and dice at programs that benefit working families, such as heating and food assistance.

While the Clinton campaign emphasized breaking the glass ceiling and voting for the first woman president, it had nothing to offer working women. By and large, the problem wasn’t how popular Trump was but how deeply unpopular Clinton and the party she represents turned out to be.

Clinton and the Democratic Party Strategy

It’s impossible to explain the result of the election without taking into account how, among a layer of people, support for Trump coincided with a rejection of Clinton and the politics she represented. While women who voted by and large chose Clinton over Trump—including 94 percent of Black women and 68 percent of Latina women—Clinton failed to turn them out in the numbers she needed to win.15

As The Democrats: A Critical History author Lance Selfa pointed out in an interview after the election, “Women composed about 52 percent of the electorate—about equal to their percentage of the voting-eligible population. In 2012, however, women made up 54 percent of the electorate—higher than their share of the voting-eligible electorate. So, women turned out to be one more group that Clinton couldn’t motivate to the polls in the numbers they did for Obama.”16

So, as Trump fed red meat to his supporters, Clinton didn’t lift a finger to invigorate supporters and, to quote Listen, Liberal! author Thomas Frank, played the role of the “complacency candidate,” sure that the promise of the status quo was enough to win the election.17 Instead of offering something positive for the left to vote for, Clinton offered more of the same, and because she was so sure that people would vote for her because she wasn’t Trump, the lesser-evil Clinton offered very little to working-class voters, including women.

The major middle-class women’s organizations, such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), NARAL Pro-Choice America, and Planned Parenthood, fell in line behind Clinton. More left-wing voters who dared to support Democrat Bernie Sanders were either condemned as “brocialists” who didn’t care about sexism or, worse, spoilers who would be responsible for Trump’s taking the White House. The reality, however, is that it wasn’t just white males who supported Sanders and his message. According to an April 2017 Harvard-Harris Poll, 73 percent of African Americans, 68 percent of Hispanics, 62 percent of Asian Americans, and 58 percent of women approved of Sanders.18

The Democratic Party establishment responded with what could be called “identity politics from above”—shaming people into voting for Clinton with the argument that only the most privileged could even consider not voting for the only candidate that could defeat Trump. The same threats applied to supporters of Green Party candidate Jill Stein, because even though she was a woman, she wasn’t the woman, Hillary Clinton.

According to the Democratic Party, women had no choice but to vote for Clinton, because if they didn’t, women’s rights would be in peril. Relying on revulsion toward Trump and the fear of what his presidency would mean for women’s rights, Clinton refused to put forward demands that would actually have an impact on working-class women and, in fact, opposed these demands, including a federal fifteen-dollar minimum wage.

What the Clinton campaign failed to understand, or ignored, was that a growing number of people, including women, were repelled by Trump but also by the Democratic Party status quo that Clinton exemplified. They decided to sit out the election. Many voters, among them women, didn’t want to vote for a candidate with such a long history of enriching Corporate America at the expense of workers. They were also fed up with a party that manipulated supporters’ fear of what could happen to women’s rights if a Republican won, yet did nothing to actually fight for these rights itself.

Democratic Party leaders, however, drew their own conclusions from the election. Their takeaway from their pathetic failure to mobilize support for their candidate was not that they needed to find ways to appeal to their traditional liberal support, but, instead, to attract Trump supporters. Some have concluded that the party is too closely associated with hot-button social issues like abortion rights and should begin focusing on purely “economic” issues (as if having a child doesn’t have a profound economic effect on a woman).

As part of its “Come Together, Fight Back” tour in April, the Democratic National Committee (DNC) made a stop to lend support to anti-choice Democratic Omaha mayoral candidate Heath Mello. Ilyse Hogue of NARAL Pro-Choice America pointed out that the DNC decision made this “fight back tour” look more like “a throwback tour for women and our rights…. If Democrats think the path forward following the 2016 election is to support candidates who substitute their own judgement and ideology for that of their female constituents, they have learned all the wrong lessons and are bound to lose. It’s not possible to have an authentic conversation about economic security for women that does not include our ability to decide when and how we have children.”19

The Resistance to Trump

This was the backdrop to Trump’s taking office in January. And while the Democratic Party politicians and the liberal organizations that support them fought fiercely to coerce people on the left into voting for Clinton, they didn’t have much fight in them once Trump was actually elected.

Hillary Clinton set the tone the day after the election when she told supporters, “I still believe in America, and I always will. And if you do, we must accept this result. We owe him an open mind and the chance to lead.” More Democratic politicians followed her lead, as did several trade union leaders. Women’s organizations like NOW followed their lead and, despite their huge mailing lists, didn’t call a protest in response to Trump’s election in the immediate aftermath of the election.

But that doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a response. Within weeks, a Facebook invitation started by a grandmother in Hawaii grew into a much larger call for a march in Washington, DC, on inauguration weekend, involving experienced activists who saw the importance of putting the demands of women of color at the center of the march. The resulting statement of principles included decidedly progressive demands for equal pay; paid family leave; freedom from sexual violence; the “dismantling” of the gender and racial inequities within the criminal justice system; the expansion and protection of LGBTQ rights; and reproductive justice, including access to safe, legal, affordable abortion and birth control for all people.20

When January 21, 2017, came, some four million protesters took the streets in Washington, DC, and in local demonstrations around the United States. Described as the largest day of demonstrations in US history, and far outpacing anyone’s expectations, it revealed an important truth about Trump’s America—there are people who not only are angry about what Trump might do in the White House but also are ready to be counted in the streets. The messages of the homemade signs that protesters brought to the Women’s Marches showed not only their anger at the Trump administration but also their diverse concerns: “Women’s rights are human rights,” “No human is illegal,” “Black Lives Matter,” “No means no,” and “This is not normal.” Many of the signs reflected a thirst for solidarity and showed the potential to organize a fightback against Trump’s many-fronted war—from defending reproductive rights to ending deportations to defending Arabs and Muslims to fighting for LGBTQ rights.

Similar early signs of a willingness and eagerness to protest were demonstrated on February 11, 2017, when thousands of women turned out to counterprotest anti-choice forces demanding that the federal government defund Planned Parenthood. In most cases, the political wing of Planned Parenthood tried to stop the counter-protests from happening, but women still came out to defend their clinic. As one protester explained, “I’m tired of being told to write letters that never get read. I’m done with writing letters!”21 One could imagine what would have happened if Planned Parenthood had called demonstrations itself.

As women’s rights supporters look down the barrel of four years of Donald Trump and an emboldened right wing, there will be a lot of fights ahead. There are also a number of important debates about the best way to organize that struggle. For several decades, focusing on electing Democrats to protect women’s rights has been the dominant strategy of liberal women’s organizing. In the process, these groups have echoed the positions of the Democratic Party.

So, for instance, as Democratic politicians like Bill and Hillary Clinton changed the conversation away from the confident defense of women’s right to abortion that existed during the reproductive rights struggles of the 1960s and 1970s, so did liberal women’s organizations. In the 1990s, the Clintons’ refrain was that abortions should be “safe, legal, and rare” and that Democrats should even seek “common ground” with those who opposed abortion. Instead of challenging this position, liberal women’s groups took up this message as their own. Instead of acting as groups that pressure the Democrats to do the right thing, they were the ones that were pressured—into doing the wrong thing.

Meanwhile, the Democratic Party has taken women’s votes for granted and done very little to earn them. During his 1992 campaign for president, Bill Clinton vowed to help enact the Freedom of Choice Act (FOCA), which would have codified Roe v. Wade in federal law. In the first year of his administration—and with Democratic control of both the Senate and House—the measure died without reaching the floor of either chamber. Barack Obama made the same promise to enact FOCA before he got into office; he also broke that promise.

There’s a potential to build a movement to take on Trump, and it’s a good time to start a conversation about what will make our movement stronger. With the sides in this fight so clear, there has been no better time in years for activists to make a confident defense of women’s rights, including the right to safe, legal, and affordable abortion. Activists can’t allow the Democratic Party to dictate our demands to suit the party’s electoral ambitions.

The Women’s Marches provided an important snapshot of what public opinion really looks like in the United States—a largely spontaneous outpouring of anger and resistance to Trump’s election. After decades of the mainstream women’s organizations prioritizing campaigning for Democrats over an unapologetic defense of women’s rights, you could see the potential for more grassroots organizing for women’s rights in the streets, expanding on recent campaigns like those of campus activists who demanded that their university administrations take sexual assault seriously or fast-food workers who shone a light on sexual harassment at work.

The Women’s Marches—as well as the many other protests that followed in the weeks and months after the inauguration, like the protests against Muslim bans at the airports and, in spring 2017, marches for science and for climate justice—also showed the widespread eagerness to express solidarity with those under attack. As the Trump administration continues, it will take careful and determined organizing to build the kind of networks and organizations that will be strong enough to stand up to Trump’s attack on our rights and create a political climate where sexists like Donald Trump are protested, not elected president. In the process, we can build the groundwork for a resistance, and a left, strong enough to start putting its own demands for equality and liberation on the table.


TRUMP, ISLAMOPHOBIA, AND US POLITICS

An Interview with Deepa Kumar

Donald Trump is no lone wolf. Islamophobia can be found across the political mainstream. In the first few months after Trump’s election, hate crimes against Muslims and those who “look Muslim” spiked.1

In the first week of the Trump administration, Trump issued an executive order banning the entry of all refugees and travelers from seven Muslim-majority countries into the United States. Spontaneous mass demonstrations and several court decisions blocked Trump’s “Muslim ban,” but the administration’s Islamophobic policies continued in other ways.

As Deepa Kumar, the author of Islamophobia and the Politics of Empire, reminds us, to dismiss Trump as a crank overlooks the pervasiveness of Islamophobia and how its conservative and liberal variants have reinforced one another. This interview, a version of which first appeared in Jacobin in December 2015,2 discusses how US politics came to this point.

Kumar refers to several incidents contemporary to the time of the interview: the coordinated attacks in Paris by gunmen claiming loyalty to the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in November 2015, killing 130; a mass shooting of attendees at a public health department holiday party in San Bernardino, California, by a married couple of immigrants from Pakistan in December 2015; and an antiabortion extremist’s late November 2015 assault on a Planned Parenthood clinic in Colorado Springs, Colorado, killing three.

We’re seeing a toxic rise in Islamophobia that reaches its apex on the far right, but also extends to the center left. The same week that Donald Trump proposed halting all Muslim immigration in December 2015, for instance, the liberal writer Michael Tomasky effectively called on Muslims in the United States to prove that they’re good Americans. What do you make of the current climate? How worried should we be about the uptick in this sort of rhetoric?

We should worry for at least two reasons. First, we have seen an escalation of Islamophobia and the hate crimes that accompany it in the aftermath of San Bernardino and Paris. Glenn Greenwald has compiled a list of threats and attacks on Muslims over just a one-week period, and it is quite alarming. I know of friends who, for the first time since 9/11, are wearing hoodies over their hijabs because they are fearful of attacks by random strangers.

While racist and xenophobic attacks are not new, they have been intensifying. We have seen waves of this kind of backlash since 9/11, such as during the “Ground Zero mosque” controversy and the Boston Marathon bombing, to name just two, and with every new incident the rhetoric reaches new heights. This is the new reality of the “war on terror,” with Islamophobia integrated into the very fabric of US society because it serves to justify empire and the bloated national security state.

The second reason we should be concerned is the timing. First, the upsurge of anti-Muslim rhetoric comes on the heels of the Paris attacks, and the already polarized international climate that those attacks created. Second, it has been swept into election-year politics, with the Republicans jumping onto the Islamophobia bandwagon to score political points, as they have in previous election years.

The far right and the well-funded Islamophobic network have espoused blatantly racist ideas for some time now, but their rhetoric can spill over into the mainstream only when mainstream politicians and figures echo their talking points. What we have seen since the Paris attacks is that far-right ideas produced by a global Islamophobic network, or what has been called the “counterjihad movement,” have been echoed and amplified by various Republican presidential candidates, Trump being the most vitriolic of them.

A recent report from a UK-based group on the counterjihad movement documents the global scope of this movement and how their ideas have moved from the margins to the mainstream. People like Trump play an instrumental role in facilitating this process.

Now, many people have denounced Trump for his comment about halting Muslim immigration, including the other Republican candidates. The general consensus in the political establishment, and among pundits, is that he went too far and should be disqualified from running for the presidency.

Trump countered by saying that his plan is not unlike what President Roosevelt did in 1942 following the attack on Pearl Harbor, when he signed an executive order authorizing the internment of 110,000 Americans of Japanese descent (of which over 60 percent were American-born). Indeed, Trump is correct in pointing out that both Democrats and Republicans have made use of racist policing to help consolidate the national security state and promote US imperialism, from the era of the Cold War to the war on terror. In fact, one could make a strong case that the connection between the two phenomena dates to the very founding of the country itself.

But Trump need not have looked to 1942, or earlier, for a historical precedent. His internment proposal has already been in process, albeit in different forms, since 9/11, with tens of thousands of Muslim immigrants and citizens having passed through the prison-industrial complex.

Immediately after 9/11, about twelve hundred Muslim citizens and noncitizens were summarily arrested and questioned by the FBI and various state and local law enforcement agencies. Despite the fact that not even one of these twelve hundred was found to have connections to 9/11 or terrorism, the pattern of detention and deportation has only grown since then. Mosques, community centers, and even children’s sports leagues have been subjected to surveillance, during both the Bush and the Obama presidencies.

When Trump called for a database to register all Muslims, Hillary Clinton tweeted that this was “shocking rhetoric.” Yet, she ignored similar processes that have been at work for over a decade, such as the 2002 National Security Entry-Exit Registration System, which had its origins in her husband’s 1996 terrorism bill. The system requires that male immigrants aged sixteen and older from twenty-five different countries be photographed, fingerprinted, and interviewed, and their financial information declared. Already by fall 2003, more than eighty-three thousand immigrant residents were registered through this system.

So, we have to remember that we are in this situation today because both Democrats and Republicans have contributed to it. Donald Trump is playing today the kind of role that Enoch Powell once played in the United Kingdom with his infamous “Rivers of Blood” speech, which included racist, anti-immigrant rhetoric and made him a politically polarizing figure.

A. Sivanandan described Powell’s effect as follows: “What Enoch Powell says today, the Conservative Party says tomorrow, and the Labour Party legislates on the day after.” We have seen a similar dynamic in the United States since the late 1970s, which is why the range of political discussion is so narrow in this country. This is why one cannot dismiss Trump as a crank or a lone wolf who will have little impact on the system.

When Michael Tomasky called for Muslim Americans to prove their loyalty, he was simply reinforcing what President Obama had said in his December 6, 2015, speech. Obama argued that because “an extremist ideology has spread within some Muslim communities,” it is the responsibility of Muslims to “confront, without excuse” this problem.

Presumably, in Obama’s book, an example of such an excuse is the argument that Muslims are no more to blame for San Bernardino than white Christians are for the actions of Robert Dear, the Planned Parenthood shooter. Yet, we know that Dear is an evangelical Christian who idolizes the Army of God, an antiabortion group that is responsible for numerous bombings and murders, and that right-wing terrorists have been responsible for more murders since 9/11 than jihadists.

Why then are white Christians not being called upon to take “responsibility” for the far right, and why has all attention shifted from Dear’s crimes to those in San Bernardino? When Obama states that it is “the responsibility of Muslims around the world to root out misguided ideas that lead to radicalization,” he is articulating a liberal version of Islamophobia, according to which Islam is culpable for violence committed by Muslims, even if most Muslims are “peaceful.”

Thus, following every controversy, the range of debate remains restricted to right-wing and liberal variants of Islamophobia, although with an overall steady shift to the right. Hence, just as it is correct to point out that Republican denunciations of Trump’s rhetoric ring hollow, given strong Republican support for the logic that underpins it, the same applies to Democratic denunciations of Republicans, and for the same reasons.

While the right views all Muslims as a problem and as a fifth column in Western nations, the liberal establishment sounds more reasonable in that it differentiates between terrorists and the majority of Muslims—between “good” and “bad” Muslims. But it nevertheless holds an entire group of people responsible. This is why establishment liberals believe that “moderate Muslims” should “take responsibility” for denouncing the terrorists, that leftists and antiracists should get over their political correctness, and that everyone should join them in supporting the war on terror and its practices of war, surveillance, indefinite detention, and drone strikes.

Absent from the discussion is the context of empire, i.e., what imperial intervention produces abroad, how those interventions produce blowback on US soil, what they mean for racialized subjects, and what role the entire US political establishment has long played in advancing imperialist intervention and provoking violence both at home and abroad.

What role do the media play in stoking this sort of panic and bigotry?

There is a lot of discussion about how Trump’s crazy rhetoric is getting so much play only because the corporate media have devoted so much attention to it. There is some truth to this, of course.

The corporate media eagerly cover controversial and sensational material because it draws larger audiences and serves to pad the bottom line. Trump’s horrific rhetoric—e.g., his calls to deport millions of Latino/a immigrants or to bring back waterboarding—is thus seen as newsworthy for this reason. The major broadcasting companies therefore certainly have a financial interest in cheering on the Trump phenomenon.

But it would be wrong to see the escalation of Islamophobia as simply the product of Donald Trump or the corporate media by themselves. In my book on Islamophobia, I examine what I call the “matrix of Islamophobia,” which outlines the structures and institutions responsible for shaping anti-Muslim ideology and practice. These include the political establishment (including both Democrats and Republicans), the national security apparatus, and universities and think tanks—all of which contribute to the production of the two strands of Islamophobia (liberal and conservative).

The key arena in which these ideas are propagated to the public is in the mainstream media. They amplify the rhetoric from these other institutions, but also play a part in limiting the range of debate between the liberal and conservative poles. It is only on rare occasions that anyone to the left of the permissible range can enter this space, and those occasions are almost always the product of protests and social movements that are strong enough to force the media to broaden the range of debate (a phenomenon I examined in my book on the 1997 UPS strike).

After receiving pushback for his Muslim ban, Trump snorted that the media do not report on terrorist attacks. He stated that “radical Islamic terrorists are determined to strike our homeland, as they did on 9/11, as they did from Boston to Orlando to San Bernardino and all across Europe,” and that “it’s gotten to a point where it’s not even being reported, and in many cases, the very, very dishonest press doesn’t want to report it.”

This is exactly the opposite of the truth, as a study at Georgia State University found. Researchers studied all attacks between 2011 and 2015, and found that even though a minority are committed by Muslims, Muslims received disproportionate media coverage. In fact, the corporate media not only report on a continuous loop every attack committed by a Muslim in the West, they also cover fake terror plots instigated by the FBI with great zeal. As Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) has repeatedly documented, sting operations by the FBI, where undercover agents or informants recruit vulnerable individuals to carry out attacks, are covered extensively by the media, who fail to reveal that without the help of the FBI the “terrorist plot” would not have come into being in the first place.

In the absence of attacks, other events carried out by the national security state—such as the apprehension of high-profile terrorism suspects or the execution of leaders of various jihadist groups through drone strikes or other such methods around the world—become major news stories and serve as reminders that the world is a dangerous place and that the United States is a guarantor of global safety and security. Each of these moments—the attacks on Western targets, the announcements of arrests, the assassination of jihadist leaders, and the prevention of real and fake terror plots, all covered extensively by the corporate media—serves to entrench US imperialism and to sustain the war on terror.

A December 2015 mass shooting/suicide in San Bernardino, California, led police to talk about the gunman’s “radicalization” into a jihadist, and led politicians to call for halts to Muslim immigration into the United States. How have the media covered San Bernardino and other acts of violence committed by Muslim Americans compared to those committed by non-Muslims?

First off, let me say a few things about gun violence, which, by the way, is as American as apple pie. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has reported that 406,496 Americans have been killed by firearms on US soil since 2001, in comparison to 3,380 killed worldwide due to terrorism. In the United States, jihadists have killed forty-five people since 9/11—in other words, a ratio of almost ten thousand to one between deaths from gun violence and those from terrorism.

In cases of school shootings or other mass shootings, the perpetrators are overwhelmingly white men and boys. Yet, when a Muslim American is involved in this most American of traditions, as we saw with San Bernardino, it becomes the occasion to justify war, empire, and the national security state.

There are two different frames used to cover violent acts in the United States, one that is applied to white perpetrators and another to Muslims. In the first case, the causes of violence are seen as individual (e.g., the product of mental illness), the solution to which lies in apprehending the perpetrator and bringing him or her (though usually him) to justice.

In the case of Muslims, violence is explained as a product of the “clash of civilizations,” to which war on entire groups of people is seen as the only appropriate response. This is what Albert Memmi, the French philosopher, meant when he talked about the “mark of the plural,” in which the acts of racialized others are seen to be generalizable to entire groups, while those of whites are limited to the individual.

This logic is true not only of those we call conservatives, but also of liberals. Proponents of liberalism, which champions individual rights and freedoms, have long denied individuality—and therefore rights—to racialized “others,” whether in the metropole or in the colony.

What impact has Trump’s anti-Muslim racism and immigrant-bashing had on national politics?

The Trump effect, as I noted earlier, is very much like the Enoch Powell effect. There is a codependent relationship that exists between the Democratic and Republican parties.

On the one hand, the Democrats’ complicity in the war on terror, the construction of the national security state, and the systematic discrimination against Muslims not only serves to legitimize the Republicans’ own role in these developments, but also gives the latter the freedom to adopt ever more extreme positions.

On the other hand, as the Republicans move further and further to the right, the Democrats are able not only to obscure their own culpability by pointing fingers at Republican extremism, but also to adopt more extreme measures themselves, albeit with less incendiary rhetoric and accompanied by assurances that they’re only after “bad” Muslims.

In this respect, Donald Trump represented a political godsend for the Democratic Party establishment, a bogeyman whom they could use to frighten voters into supporting an “anybody-but-Trump” option in the 2016 general election. This strategy failed, and Clinton lost in an election that was widely regarded as a contest between the two most unpopular candidates in a generation, if not all time. Since then, with an eye towards the 2018 congressional elections and the 2020 presidential election, the liberal establishment has denounced Trump as a fascist. While Trump’s agenda is vile and reprehensible, to call him a fascist plays into the hands of the Democrats, because the whole notion of a united front against fascism gives the Democratic Party greater freedom to carry out its own imperialist agenda, unencumbered by any criticism from its left.

To be sure, Trump does represent a frightening turn in US politics. However, to see him as an anomaly in US politics is to downplay and misunderstand the no-less-frightening political dynamic that makes Trump possible, a dynamic that is a product of the political system in its entirety. It bears reiterating that we need to understand this phenomenon in systemic terms—not as the product of a single individual or a single political party.

For instance, Trump’s anti-immigrant bashing, whether directed at Mexicans or Muslims, fits into a long-established pattern of scapegoating. Like virtually all members of his class, Trump understands that immigrants are a source of cheap labor that has long been integral to the US economy, and that is especially true today. He also understands that keeping immigrants vulnerable keeps them cheap, while scapegoating them serves to distract attention from the dismal conditions affecting the US working class as a whole.

And here, too, we would be remiss to ignore the role that US administrations have long played both in generating displacement and immigration (e.g., NAFTA, the wars in the Middle East, the drug war in Mexico and Central America) and in subjecting immigrants to punitive treatment (e.g., Obama’s policies of mass deportation). All of this is a reminder that racism is a product of the class oppression and imperialist domination that are integral to the history of capitalist development.

I would add that, at least in part, the obsession with Russian meddling in the US elections is a reflection of the liberal establishment’s attempt to place blame elsewhere, outside the fundamentally flawed US electoral system. The logic is that it must be the Russians, otherwise a character like Trump would never have come to power in the “exceptional” United States. To admit otherwise would be a blow to US exceptionalism, the idea that the United States is a beacon of democracy and an example to the rest of the world—an image, moreover, that has served to justify US imperialism.

How should we think about Islamophobia and the far right in the United States and in Europe?

The relationship of the far right to Islamophobia is, in fact, different in Europe. The main difference is that Europe has a long colonial history in the Middle East, North Africa, and South Asia. What this means is that racist discourses about Muslims are much more entrenched both ideologically and in practice in various European countries.

In the case of France, Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 and France’s later conquest of Algeria were instrumental in the production of racist and Orientalist rhetoric. France also created systematic discrimination through the Code de l’indigénat, a set of laws first applied in Algeria and later to other French colonies, where the native population was accorded inferior status. Even after decolonization, racist ideas and practices continued. The National Front is a reflection of this longer historical process.

In the United States, however, the history of Islamophobia is more recent. It is only after the United States took over the imperial reins from France and Britain in the Middle East and North Africa following World War II that it had seriously to contend with the region. US Orientalism and Islamophobia have also been shaped by its close relationship with Israel. The production of the “terrorist threat” began in the 1970s, with the 1979 Iranian Revolution playing a key role in shaping this construction. As I have argued elsewhere, the neocon-Likud alliance shaped the development of the “Islamic threat” in the 1980s.

Thus, it was only in the 1990s that the far right in the United States began to engage with Islamophobia, and even then it was only after 9/11 that it started to get some traction around it. This is in part because anti-immigrant rhetoric in the United States does not neatly line up with Muslim immigrants, as in Europe. It is primarily Latino/a immigrants who are scapegoated here in the United States. That said, the US far right collaborates with and learns from its European counterparts and vice versa in this global counterjihad movement.

The far right in Europe has also seen much more electoral success using anti-Muslim rhetoric than its counterpart here. The key turning point was 2010, when far-right-wing parties across Europe, using anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant rhetoric, made unprecedented electoral gains both domestically and in the European Parliament elections.

The British National Party, which has its roots in fascist parties of the past, got almost a million votes and its first two seats in the European Parliament. Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom in Holland made significant gains as well. Even in countries considered liberal, such as Holland and Sweden, far-right-wing parties had breakthroughs. In Sweden, the Sweden Democrats gained power in the parliament running on a blatantly anti-Muslim campaign. Its leader, Jimmie Akesson, called for restricting immigration and stated that Islam was the greatest threat facing the Swedish nation.

The European far right has made gains in the context of a prolonged economic crisis, once again illustrating the connection between the diminished life conditions of the working class and the salience of racist appeals. European governments responded through imposing austerity measures and attacking the most vulnerable. Unfortunately, traditional left parties have failed to offer an alternative. In this political vacuum, the right has been able to tap into voter anxiety by scapegoating Muslim immigrants.

In 2010, France’s upper house voted almost unanimously to ban the burqa. When the vote passed in the lower house, the left parties (the Socialists, Greens, and Communists) abstained. Rather than put up a principled defense of Muslims and try to defeat the measure, they decided to sit out the vote instead. The Socialist Party then came forward and stated that it too objected to the veil, but didn’t support constitutional measures banning it. This pathetic response from the left has only strengthened the far right.

How do those similarities and differences from Europe affect how we organize against racism and Islamophobia? What should the left in the United States and elsewhere be doing to combat the increase in Islamophobia?

The first lesson from Europe is that we cannot fight the right from the center. In the face of hyperbolic rhetoric that blatantly demonizes Muslims, a weak-kneed response that attempts to be moderate only strengthens the far right. This is what the Democrats have done in the United States, which paved the way for a Trump victory.

The second lesson is that the right is facing resistance from ordinary people, sometimes organized by smaller far-left groups who have tied together anti-austerity with antiracism. The nonmain-stream left in various European nations has a historical memory of what it takes to fight the right.

For instance, the Anti-Nazi League in Britain that successfully pushed back the fascist National Front, the precursor to the British National Party, organized on two fronts. First, they articulated a principled defense against racism. And second, they also articulated a broader politics that situated racism within the broader political economy, thereby putting forward a systematic critique and a progressive alternative.

Brexit and the Trump victory represent racist and xenophobic solutions to the crisis of neoliberal globalization. While Geert Wilders and Marine Le Pen couldn’t reproduce the Trump victory in the Dutch and French elections in 2017, their parties nonetheless gained significantly. What is noteworthy is that far-left parties also did well in these elections.

The lessons for us in the United States is to build a left, independent of the Democratic Party, around a program that opposes racism in all its forms and offers a positive solution to the crisis of neoliberalism. We need a strategy that not only deals with the immediate threats posed by the far right emboldened by Donald Trump but also addresses the root causes that make these (and other) threats possible. In other words, we need to learn how to walk and chew gum at the same time, devising short-term tactics that put out fires in the present but without undermining the prospects for long-term change and thereby forcing us to confront even larger and more frequent fires in the medium- to long-term.

For too long, this has been the central weakness of the left—too often opting for short-term tactics born in a moment of fear and divorced from any clear sense of what got us here, much less where we want to go or how we’re going to get there.

Thus, in order to combat Islamophobia, or racism more generally, it is going to take a great deal more than uniting in opposition to its most egregious manifestations (whether a single individual or a single political party). Far more important is dismantling the institutional and structural foundations upon which Islamophobia is built and which provide sustenance to both its liberal and conservative variants.

In other words, it is going to require a radical approach, one that gets at the very root of the problem, and that means, at a minimum, putting an end to the war on terror, dismantling the national security state, and undoing the class power that underpins that apparatus. That, in turn, is going to require a politics in which the strengthening of mass social movements, the building up of class struggle, and the democratization of our political system is paramount.

This may seem like a tall order, but if we set our sights on anything short of that, we would be underestimating the real threat that we and the rest of the world face at this moment and how best to fight it.


FROM “DEPORTER-IN-CHIEF” TO XENOPHOBIA UNLEASHED

Immigration Policy under Trump

An Interview with Justin Akers Chacón

Justin Akers Chacón is an activist, writer, and educator in the San Diego–Tijuana border region. He is a professor of Chicana and Chicano studies at San Diego City College. His previous work includes No One Is Illegal: Fighting Racism and State Violence on the U.S.-Mexico Border (with Mike Davis). His forthcoming book, Radicals in the Barrio, uncovers the lost history and rich tradition of political radicalism behind some of the twentieth century’s most important social movements, documenting the ways that migrant workers carried with them radical political ideologies, new organizational models, and the shared experience forged in the flames of intense class struggle in Mexico as they crossed the border into the southwestern United States during the first three decades of the twentieth century. This interview appeared originally in International Socialist Review 105, published in spring 2017.

Trump has made attacking immigrants, Muslims, and refugees central to his presidency. What impact is this having on immigrants?

The Trump administration issued an executive order that explicitly restricts the entry of Muslim travelers from Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen to the United States, imposing a three-month ban on those seeking to apply for a visa. It also places a similar four-month comprehensive ban on refugees, by suspending the already woefully inadequate United States Refugee Admissions Program. The rationale for the targeted exclusions is, according the order, “each of these countries is a state sponsor of terrorism, has been significantly compromised by terrorist organizations, or contains active conflict zones.”

Iraq was originally included but then removed, after it became apparent that significant Iraqi military and political personnel working alongside US military forces, the CIA, and private contractors as part of the continuing US occupation would not be able to travel to Washington for training and debriefing. What the order fails to mention is that the United States government has already been targeting these predominantly Muslim nations through aerial bombings, proxy wars, drone attacks, and a variety of other forms of clandestine warfare as part of the larger “War on Terror”—a generational effort to project its power and influence in the Arab and Muslim world. While claiming that this order is to “protect… citizens from terrorist attacks, including those committed by foreign nationals,” the administration ignores the fact that no citizens from these countries have committed any acts of terrorism on US soil. Rather, this is part of a long tradition in the United States of using immigration policy as another type of weapon in the empire’s arsenal.

There is no doubt in my mind that Trump and his inner circle of advisors are patently racist Islamophobes. In practice, though, the administration’s mounting attack on Muslims is not a departure from, but rather an intensification of, the ideological war on people who have been the immediate subjects in the crosshairs of US imperialism over the last two decades. Characterizing Yemeni refugees as potential terrorists legitimizes the US government’s ongoing drone assassinations in that country and reinforces support for a bloody invasion and sustained bombing campaign against the Yemeni population by the US-allied and armed Saudi Arabian government.

It should be noted that Trump’s attempted bans on people from countries such as Syria and Iraq reveal the depths of hypocrisy in US politics, as refugees from these countries are fleeing US-led wars in their countries. In 2015 and 2016, according to the Council on Foreign Relations, the United States dropped over forty-seven thousand bombs on Syria and Iraq alone, killing untold thousands. On March 17, 2017, for example, a US-led airstrike killed over two hundred people huddled in a bomb shelter in a residential district in Mosul, Iraq, after allegedly targeting ISIS positions. Claiming Syrian and Iraqi refugees are therefore a “threat to national security” is the ultimate irony, as millions of Syrians and Iraqis have been displaced as a result of US policies.

A second front on this attack targets undocumented Mexican and Central American immigrants within the United States. Again, the order falsely characterizes this population as a threat, claiming, “Aliens who illegally enter the United States without inspection or admission present a significant threat to national security and public safety…. Among those who illegally enter are those who seek to harm Americans through acts of terror or criminal conduct. Continued illegal immigration presents a clear and present danger to the interests of the United States.” Researchers have long dispelled the notion of the “criminal immigrant,” including researchers who collect crime data for police departments and the FBI, but that is not the point.

The order rhetorically affirms the continuation of the trajectory of immigration politics and policy from Reagan to Clinton, and from Bush to Obama: increased militarization of border enforcement and further expansion of the already-existing six-hundred-mile wall, augmentation of enforcement personnel and their authority, police participation in immigration enforcement, and expansion of the detention and deportation capacities. While Congress must approve the funding for Trump’s increased expenditures for the Department of Homeland Security (already $65 billion in 2016), the proposals are based on existing policy statutes that enable such increases. The presidents of both parties have made use of these statutes to ratchet up enforcement over the last generation.

The most immediate threatening act of the Trump Administration has been a series of rule changes (“guidance memos”) that are currently being implemented by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) under executive authority. The memos give a broader mandate for Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents to arrest, detain, and deport undocumented people, as well as authorizing them to act on their own impulses and target people more generally in the course of conducting their “duties,” without restriction or checks.

Under the new rules, if someone can’t prove that they have been living in the United States continuously for two years, they are eligible for “expedited removal,” that is, without the opportunity for legal consultation or a court hearing. Previously, this was limited in practice to those apprehended within one hundred miles of the border and who had arrived within the past two weeks. This rule is designed to allow the Border Patrol, ICE agents, and the bureaucrats of the DHS themselves to become the handmaidens of mass deportation. Deportations in the first year of the Trump presidency are already projected to surpass the annual average for the last two years of the Obama administration.

Trump has also ominously stripped federal privacy protections for undocumented youth who registered with the federal government in order to qualify for the Obama administration’s Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). This program has shielded over 750,000 people from deportation and allowed them to apply for work permits. By repealing the privacy provisions, the Trump administration is indicating that their names and information could be turned over to immigration agents if DACA is repealed.

It should be noted that the union representing the Border Patrol officially endorsed the candidacy of Donald Trump, showing the alignment of thinking with the twenty-thousand-member armed border force. The national police union, the Fraternal Order of Police, also endorsed Trump. In other words, this order is designed to allow more impunity to the federal border police, a federal agency already accused of widespread human rights abuses, as well as police auxiliaries in cities that work with immigration agencies. In effect, the Trump administration is unleashing and encouraging the policing agencies to go on the offensive and unleash a more far-reaching reign of terror on undocumented immigrants, which will undoubtedly increase and intensify high rates of state violence and abuse.

The Arizona-based human rights organization No More Deaths, for instance, produced a comprehensive report that documents thirty thousand incidents where human rights abuses occurred between fall 2008 and spring 2011. Since 2010, according to the Southern Border Communities Coalition, forty-six people have been killed on the border. Another study conducted by the Kino Border Initiative, a binational organization promoting humane immigration policies, found that about “40 percent of Mexican migrants deported from the United States said Border Patrol agents violated their human rights, and two-thirds said their families were returned to Mexico separately.” These daily abuses were committed during a period when the border police had at least minimal restrictions on their policing tactics.

ICE agents operating within the interior are no different, although their patterns of arrest have been more selective and targeted. Even though their stated purpose is to catch and deport “criminals,” the initial results under Trump show a different reality. Guadalupe Garcia de Rayos, an Arizona-based worker and mother of two, was detained and deported after an annually required “check-in” with ICE. She had previously, during a workplace raid in 2008, been arrested for using false documents to work and charged with “identity theft” under the regime of notoriously racist Sheriff Joe Arpaio; she spent one year in prison.

In the era of Trump, such injustices have the potential to be even more political, as illustrated by the fact that another early detainee in the interior of the country was DREAM activist Daniela Vargas. A twenty-two-year-old DACA college student, Vargas was arrested moments after speaking publicly at an immigrant-rights rally in Jackson, Mississippi, and transferred to a detention center in Jena, Louisiana.

Enrique Balcazar, Zully Palacios, and Alex Carillo-Sánchez, community and labor organizers with Migrant Justice, a workers’ rights organization in Vermont, were also arrested in late March. Since they had no deportation orders, criminal records, or any other factor that would have brought them to the attention of ICE, this shows that they were surveilled, arrested, and detained by regional agents for no other reason than for their immigrant-rights advocacy.

Not only are the armed enforcers of Trump’s immigration orders animated by their new license to target immigrants, but the far right is also emboldened. For example, racists in the well-funded, right-wing information production industry are jubilant. The fake think tank “Center for Immigration Studies,” an overt anti-immigrant organization that produces bogus research to justify exclusion and receives access to practically every mainstream media outlet, rejoiced at the new rules. Director of the group, Mark Krikorian, claimed that “the message is: The immigration law is back in business.” After declining in the first few years of the Obama administration, when it was believed that immigration reform would pass through a Democratic “supermajority” in Congress, the number of anti-immigrant hate groups and membership is once again on the rise.

The political attack on immigrants has also increased the confidence of racist hate groups and individuals to commit acts of violence and terrorism. Encouraged by the rhetoric of Trump and the ratcheting up of state repression, the far right has increased its activities. The Southern Poverty Law Center documented more than seven hundred incidents of hate crimes in the first week of the Trump administration alone, and further attacks have targeted a broad spectrum of people including immigrants, African Americans, Jewish people, South and Central Asians, and others. For instance, in late February, a racist gunman in Kansas walked into a bar near Kansas City and opened fire on two Indian men, killing Srinivas Kuchibhotla while yelling, “Get out of my country!” This is the violence of the anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim policies at the center of US politics in its most unfiltered, toxic form.

Much of this was under way before Trump, under Obama, so much so that Obama was termed the “deporter-in-chief.” What did Obama do and how did this pave the way for Trump? Given that Obama and the Democrats have been party to the war on immigrants, how should activists and the left relate to the Democratic Party in today’s struggle?

Immigration reform was an issue Obama promised Latino groups he would take up within his first “hundred days” in office. That didn’t happen. The narrative of the Democratic Party attributes the failure to Republican opposition and congressional gridlock. But a closer examination shows that the Democratic Party leadership allowed the Republican Party to determine the narrative and to effectively kill the possibility for legalization. After this failure, the administration walked away from its promise for legalization and instead became the most aggressive enforcer of restrictions in modern presidential history.

The Democratic Party strategy under Obama was doomed from the start. During the campaign, Obama outlined the emerging strategy that would unfold under his administration. According to a campaign email, he believed that immigration reform must include a “three-pronged response”: 1) strengthen border security; 2) establish a path to legalization that includes fines and adherence to the rule of law for immigrants and their families who may have entered the United States illegally but are now contributing and responsible members of society; and 3) create a “guest-worker” program, whereby American businesses can temporarily recruit foreign workers for jobs that American workers cannot or refuse to fill.

The Democratic Party’s prescription for “reform” was hardly discernable from the mainstream of the Republican Party, although the right preferred to ditch even the extremely vicarious “path to legalization.” When the Obama administration introduced its policy guidelines, it bypassed the House and pushed the issue through the Senate first.

According to Democratic Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, this was carried out ostensibly to protect “vulnerable Democrats” who might lose in more conservative districts if they tangled with such a thorny issue. In reality, it was an effort to preempt and sideline efforts by Congressman Luis Gutierrez and the Congressional Hispanic Caucus to introduce a bill considered “too liberal” by Democratic leaders.

The Democratic leadership’s vision for immigration policy followed a carefully worded script that would not allow for deviation. Like with the debacle over the passage of Obamacare, the Democrats squandered the opportunity to use their practical super-majority status in both houses of Congress to push for substantial reform, mobilize public support, and force the Republicans on the defensive. Instead, they conceded leadership to the minority-status Republicans in 2009, stating that any bill would have to pass through committee with “bipartisan” support.

Their unilateral commitment to bipartisanship allowed the Republican minority to steer the negotiation. This was despite the fact that Republicans running on an anti-immigrant platform took heavy losses in the 2006 and 2008 elections, as well as in the Republican presidential primaries of 2008. Given that context, the Democrats had a golden opportunity to carry out a legalization program, with or without Republican support.

Given this opportunity to lead on the issue, the Republicans torpedoed any possibility for reform and the Democrats dutifully conceded. Through the negotiations, the proposal was loaded with repressive, enforcement-only measures. When the Republicans called for the legalization component to be postponed, in order to “secure the border first,” the effort collapsed.

A similar effort again tanked after Obama’s reelection. Following the same path of “bipartisanship”—albeit after the Democrats lost their majority in the House and maintained only a slight majority in the Senate—the next attempt at immigration policy reform crashed even more abruptly. The Republicans learned that even as a defeated minority they could win, so why even bother with bipartisanship?

In the meantime, the Obama administration enhanced the machinery of immigrant repression in the United States during Obama’s tenure. Between 2005 and 2012, a period spanning the second term of George W. Bush and the first completed term of Obama, the Customs and Border Protection budget was nearly doubled, from $6.3 billion to $11.7 billion. The ICE budget increased from $3.1 billion to $6.3 billion, and total enforcement personnel increased from 41,001 to over 61,354, including the vast expansion of ICE offices, field operations, and detention centers throughout the interior of the country.

This helps explain why detentions and deportations accelerated under Obama, reaching a record of over three million over the course of his tenure, a majority of which were connected to no crime whatsoever. The ramping up of repression, even while the Obama administration claimed to be championing the rights of immigrants and striving for humane reform, only goaded the Republicans and conservative Democrats to take an even harder line against any relief for undocumented workers. Furthermore, this ninety-degree shift led liberal supporters to become muted, lower their expectations, or even drop the issue altogether as a policy priority.

The failure of the Democrats to make more than a symbolic gesture at immigration reform greatly demoralized the prolegalization base of the Democratic Party who showed up at the polls in fewer numbers in the elections of 2010 and 2012. This failure energized the hard-right Tea Party, which mobilized bigoted, anti-immigrant sentiment to get to the polls in greater numbers in 2010 and 2012, helping to pave the way for the Republican Party and Trump to ascend on a reactionary and racist platform once again centered on attacking immigrants.

The Democratic Party has failed, on a national level, to present any coherent or principled opposition to Trump’s initial policies. While governors of the predominantly liberal states with substantial immigrant populations, like New York and California, have rhetorically postured against the federal government, a new round of deportations has commenced with little actual outcry beyond immigrant-rights activists. A new movement in defense of immigrants will need to hold Democrats and their auxiliaries accountable when they are complicit or silent, put massive pressure on them to take public stances against Trump and Republican immigrant-bashing policies, and block Trump and the Republicans by all means at their disposal. At the same time, this new movement will need to retain complete independence from the Democratic Party, resisting its multifaceted capabilities to coopt, divide, and demobilize social movements.

How have immigrant-rights activists responded to this assault?

One of the first responses took place before Trump even assumed office. Across the country, student activists began organizing to get their school administrations to declare themselves “sanctuary campuses.” While the definition of “sanctuary” varies, it generally involves the campus administration making a public declaration to refuse to comply with immigration enforcement on the campus, to not share student information with federal immigration agents, and to keep campus police from collaborating or assisting in any form of immigration policing.

Perhaps the most impressive response since the inauguration was the airport protests following the executive order imposing a travel ban on Muslims. Immediately after the ban was announced, an estimated one hundred people had arrived from the banned countries and were detained at various airports across the country. In an amazing display of opposition to the ban, and in support for those detained, tens of thousands of people converged at airports across the country on short notice, from San Diego to New York City, to confront overzealous ICE agents and demand that detainees be released. The outpouring undoubtedly cajoled a group of federal judges to overturn the order in a matter of days.

To defend undocumented workers, immigrant-rights activists across the county have returned to the strategy that was developed after previous waves of repression unleashed by the Bush administration in the wake of the May 1, 2006, protests and in Arizona in 2010. Namely, they are forming, or reactivating, “emergency response networks” to mobilize rapidly to protest and protect immigrants being targeted.

In Arizona, for instance, when Guadalupe Garcia de Rayos was detained during her “check-in,” a group of about two hundred activists affiliated with the long-standing immigrant-rights organization “Puente Movement” quickly gathered at the Phoenix offices of ICE. For several hours, until they were physically repressed by the Phoenix police, they blocked federal vehicles attempting to leave with Garcia de Rayos. In other parts of the country, similar networks are forming or reconnecting and conducting legal workshops and civil disobedience trainings, establishing communication networks, and setting up other strategies to intervene on behalf of targeted people and communities.

Scattered immigrant-rights marches have been organized in different parts of the country. Where immigrant-rights organizations have some continuity and connection to the labor movement, such as in Milwaukee, the actions have been impressive. On February 13, 2017, for instance, a crowd estimated at thirty thousand marched through the Latino-majority south side of the city in response to the call for “a day without an immigrant,” and for people not to work, shop, or go to school. This protest also directed its message of opposition to Milwaukee County Sheriff David Clarke, a Trump partisan who has stated his intention to volunteer local police to assist in federal roundups. These actions show the possibility for larger and coordinated mass actions as organizations and networks take shape. The dominant slogan that has emerged from these protests—“No Ban, No Wall, Sanctuary for All!”—shows how a new generation of activists is making the convergence of struggle against Islamophobia and a reinvigorated anti-immigrant right.

The last time immigrants were attacked in such a frontal manner was back in 2006, with the Sensenbrenner-King Bill. That provoked mass marches and work shutdowns called “A Day Without an Immigrant.” How does today’s situation compare with that response?

What happened in 2006 was very important, and worth recalling. The House of Representatives approved the reactionary Sensenbrenner-King Bill in December 2005, named after congressmen James Sensenbrenner from Wisconsin and Peter King from New York. Its provisions would have turned twelve million undocumented immigrants and anyone who aided them into felons. Millions of immigrant workers, their families, and supporters were pushed into opposition, flocking to protests called by small groups. Since no national structure existed, few were prepared for the size of the protests. Nevertheless, organizations were created and grew significantly during this period.

Following a mass protest of twenty thousand people in Washington, DC, at least three hundred thousand protesters took to the streets of Chicago on March 10, 2006. This was the largest protest in Chicago history, and it shut down the city as workers left their jobs and students walked out of schools to join the human streams that jammed several city blocks. Entire families marched together, and the vast majority had clearly never been to a protest in their lives.

After Chicago, the dam broke. Mass protests of immigrant workers took place in more than fifty cities within two weeks. About 150,000 people crowded onto Denver’s streets, 50,000 marched through the streets of Phoenix, and over 30,000 took to the streets in Milwaukee. In Atlanta, more than 80,000 protesters heeded a call to not go to work. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, 5,000 people came out to oppose anti-immigrant legislation; 15,000 marched across the Brooklyn Bridge in New York; 3,000 took to the streets of Fort Smith, Arkansas; and thousands more clogged the downtowns in a constellation of other cities and towns across the country. The turnout reached new heights in Los Angeles, where over one million people transformed the downtown area into a human sea, every open space commandeered by the otherwise hidden workforce of the city’s vast street-level economy.

These demonstrations also inspired student actions. Sons and daughters of the Latino working class shut down schools across the country in protest against anti-immigrant racism. In California, tens of thousands of students walked out of classes across the state. In Dallas, four thousand walked out of school, with another two thousand in El Paso, three thousand in Las Vegas, and a thousand in Aurora, Illinois. In Tucson, a thousand middle-school students walked out of their schools, showing that many young teens were keenly aware of what’s at stake and were making their voices heard.

Some union organizations also got on board, joining with the National Council of La Raza and other civic and religious organizations calling for a day of protest. On April 9, 2006, half a million more came out in Dallas, one hundred thousand in San Diego, and twenty thousand in Salt Lake City. Protests also sprouted in smaller towns and in rural regions. Three thousand people converged on the small agricultural community of Garden City, Kansas. Thousands more turned out in South Bend, Indiana; Portland, Maine; Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; and Lake Worth, Florida.

On April 10, protests continued in ninety-four cities. Half a million came out in New York City, thirty thousand in Boston, and ten thousand in Madison, Wisconsin. More than fifty thousand came out in Atlanta, and an equal number in Phoenix, ten thousand protested in Boston, and another ten thousand in Omaha. The protest movement culminated in the call for a general strike and economic boycott on May 1, 2006, when an estimated two to three million people left their homes, work, and schools to participate in the single largest protest action in US history. In response to this popular outpouring of opposition, the repressive bill was killed.

Many of the immigrants’ rights organizations that were developed during the mass marches, strikes, and boycotts of 2006 have disappeared or were dismantled after the successful election of Obama and the Democrats in 2008. With Democrats in power, many believed some form of immigrant legalization was imminent. When it didn’t materialize—and when the persecution persisted and intensified—the largest organizations, which were aligned with the Democratic Party, organized little public opposition.

This included liberal membership groups, nongovernmental organizations, labor unions, church groups, and think tanks. With the exception of DREAM activist networks, which went against the stream and intensified their activism, including repeated sit-ins at Democratic Party offices, disruption at several of Obama’s speeches, and other high-profile actions, the opposition demobilized under the Democrats and has yet to recover. Nevertheless, some of these groups are once again emerging and coalescing. It will also be important that the veteran organizers in the unions and on the left who played a pivotal role in the mass movement of 2006 bring their experience and organizational networks back onto the field of struggle.

In 2017, the Trump administration is determined to terrorize immigrant working-class communities and to undermine opposition as much as possible. It’s worth recalling that George W. Bush authorized a national campaign of workplace raids in the weeks following the mass actions in 2006, which set back the movement as people understandably retreated from the streets in fear.

How has the labor movement responded to the attack on immigrants? What should labor militants be demanding from their unions?

Unfortunately, there has been no substantial, positive response from the national leadership of labor. Shamefully, the AFL-CIO leadership under Richard Trumka has set the wrong tone for labor, bending to Trump instead of resolutely, on principle, opposing his policies. Trumka recently met with Trump—hat in hand—claiming a desire to “work with him,” especially on renegotiating trade deals and immigration. Trumka also appeared on Fox News right after Trump’s first address to Congress, stating that the speech, in which Trump declared his intention to publish a list of immigrant “criminals” as part of his larger war on immigrants, “was one of his finest moments.”

He further went on to congratulate Trump for including “legal immigrants” as well as “undocumented immigrants” being “used to drive down wages.” Aligning himself with Trump, he concluded, “We partner with him to write the rules of immigration, absolutely.” Cozying up to Trump and trying to align unions with his anti-immigrant project will be a poison pill for organized labor. Trump’s criticism of “free trade” isn’t that it is unjust for workers; rather, he believes trade rules can be “improved” so that they are less regulatory, provide even fewer rights for workers, and give even more power to corporate profiteers. Any immigration policy that this president presides over will be designed to oppress immigrant workers more, to further isolate them, to stoke more racism, and to widen the divides in the working class along racial and national lines as part of a larger strategy to weaken and break unions.

The organization and incorporation of immigrant workers, documented and undocumented, is essential to rebuilding labor unions in this country. Unions have been in a state of perpetual decline and represent the lowest percentage of workers in modern history. The failure to take a consistent stand to combat the anti-immigrant policies embedded in both capitalist parties has allowed for the current recycling of right-wing reactionaries into the highest echelons of government. To reverse course, unions will need to build on previous gains made in defending and organizing the immigrant workforce.

In California, the state that boasts the largest immigrant worker population, immigrant workers have been the fastest growing segment of organized labor over the last few decades. Nationally, the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) has become the largest and fastest growing labor union in the United States, claiming a membership of 1.9 million, with immigrant workers accounting for two-thirds of that figure. In the Midwest and South region, the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union now represents over 250,000 workers, nearly half of them Latino immigrants. Unions and locals at the state and regional levels will need to take action, in some cases despite their own leadership.

Right now, we are witnessing the largest migration in human history, with over sixty million people in flight from their countries. Why has this happened?

War and violence have played a role. As previously mentioned, the US-led “War on Terror” has had a major destabilizing impact on the Middle East, displacing millions in the region. In Mexico and Central America, the US-led “War on Drugs” has amounted to the militarization of the drug trade. Regional policies pushed by Washington, such as Plan Mérida Initiative (in Mexico) and similar efforts in Central America, have allocated billions of dollars of military support and equipment to repressive state regimes to supposedly fight drug cartels, but in practice are also used against the population.

In Mexico, over 100,000 people have been killed as a result of the conflict since it began in 2006, and 25,000 have been “disappeared,” including the missing forty-three students from Ayotzinapa, Guerrero.1 According to the Mexican think tank Parametria, over 2 million people have been displaced. In Central America, a study conducted by the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center estimates that over 850,000 people have been displaced by state repression and drug-war violence from El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala.

Even larger numbers are displaced by the economic logic of world capitalism. Global economic integration along neoliberal lines—where corporations write the rules of trade, investment, and regulation in their own interest—has destabilized laboring classes internationally. As a predictable result, labor itself has become internationalized. By 2013, an estimated 231.5 million people migrated and took up residence in a foreign country. If that number was the population of a country, it would be the fifth-largest in the world, roughly larger than the population of each of the remaining 189 other countries. In the United States, the Pew Research Center estimates that forty-two million residents, primarily workers and their families, were born in another country. This number has more than doubled over the last three decades.

Displaced workers that cannot be absorbed within their own national economies as a result of corporate-led trade policies have been compelled to cross boundaries into foreign labor markets where they can find work. This has altered workforce demographics internationally, from Qatar to the Dominican Republic, from Japan to the United States. The end result of US-led free-trade policies exported south has been destructive for the laboring classes of Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean nations, dislodging millions of small agricultural producers and urban workers made redundant through skewed competition, “debt-servicing,” privatization of state industry, and the downsizing of the welfare state.

Migration has flowed in reverse through these same channels from poorer to richer capitalist nations, as workers follow the profit streams that translate into disproportionate job creation or opportunities in other nations. Once drawn into US labor markets, undocumented workers are regulated not by the “invisible hand of the free market,” but by immigration enforcement and employers themselves.

Most recently, thousands of Haitians have been entering Mexico with the hopes of crossing into the United States. Haiti, a country where three-quarters of the people live on less than two dollars a day, has been wracked by US-led military intervention and destabilizing economic policies. For example, the US government passed the Haitian Hemispheric Opportunity through Partnership Encouragement Act of 2006 under the existing Caribbean Basin Trade Partnership Act. This policy gives garments manufactured on the island duty-free access to US markets. As a result, US-based corporations such as Levi Strauss, Haneswear, Nautica, Dockers, and others have relocated production to the island to take advantage of lower wages alongside the corporate tax breaks, with assembled garments now comprising 90 percent of the country’s exports. These companies, with the support of the State Department operating through the Haitian embassy, helped block a planned minimum-wage increase from being implemented in the garment industry in 2009, which would have tripled the minimum wage of $1.75 a day to over $5 a day. As a result of pressures placed on the Haitian government, including the threat of capital flight, the garment industry was exempted and limited to an increase of only $3 per day.

After the great earthquake of 2010, which devastated the already poor country, the lack of significant and meaningful international aid further accelerated an exodus of migrants from Haiti. Many went to Brazil, while others flowed into Tijuana, hoping to apply for a type of refugee status under a humanitarian parole provision granted after the earthquake. Then, in September 2016, the Obama administration reversed its policy, denying Haitians entry and vowing to deport them if they entered the country without authorization. By Trump’s inauguration, over five thousand Haitians were still languishing in the Mexican border region, largely housed in privately run shelters, since the Mexican government of Enrique Peña Nieto has ignored their plight.

What should the left agitate for in terms of demands in the short term as well as in the long term?

In the immediate term, the left will need to stand shoulder to shoulder with all those willing to struggle to defend targeted communities, and the undocumented immigrant workers, students, and their family members facing arrest and deportation. This will likely require a higher level of militancy and confrontation with emboldened and empowered agents of the state.

In the current social environment, politically polarized along class, racial, and generational lines, a mass opposition to Trump and the right has already emerged and has quickly situated itself to the left of the Democratic Party. Millions of people have already registered some form of action against or discontent with the reactionary turn in US politics and the ideological bankruptcy of the Democratic Party. In the first two months of Trump’s presidency alone, there has been some visible convergence between anti-Trump, feminist, and pro-immigrant sectors of the protest movement. This will have to be strengthened and expanded if there is to be any substantial challenge from the left to the scale of the attacks yet to come.

Even small victories can galvanize a sustained resistance and draw wider segments of the population into active opposition. This will be necessary to build a revitalized left that can sustain longterm social movement opposition, especially important in order to build a more powerful base of opposition rooted in the labor unions. Building that more powerful base is crucial because “Trumpism” is providing an opening for the Republican establishment to advance its reactionary agenda, while also nurturing the resurgence of the far right and fascist movements in the streets. Any long-term possibilities for the left depend on how fast and how well we can organize and sustain active opposition over the next four years.


THE END OF PROGRESSIVE NEOLIBERALISM

Nancy Fraser

The election of Donald Trump represents one of a series of dramatic political uprisings that together signal a collapse of neoliberal hegemony. These uprisings include the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom, the rejection of the Renzi reforms in Italy, the Bernie Sanders campaign for the Democratic Party nomination in the United States, and rising support for the National Front in France, among others. Although they differ in ideology and goals, these electoral mutinies share a common target: all are rejections of corporate globalization, neoliberalism, and the political establishments that have promoted them. In every case, voters are saying “No!” to the lethal combination of austerity, free trade, predatory debt, and precarious, ill-paid work that characterize financialized capitalism today. Their votes are a response to the structural crisis of this form of capitalism, which first came into full view with the near meltdown of the global financial order in 2008.

Until recently, however, the chief response to the crisis was social protest—dramatic and lively, to be sure, but largely ephemeral. Political systems, by contrast, seemed relatively immune, still controlled by party functionaries and establishment elites, at least in powerful capitalist states like the United States, the United Kingdom, and Germany. Now, however, electoral shockwaves reverberate throughout the world, including in the citadels of global finance. Those who voted for Trump, like those who voted for Brexit and against the Italian reforms, have risen up against their political masters. Thumbing their noses at party establishments, they have repudiated the system that has eroded their living conditions for the last thirty years. The surprise is not that they have done so, but that it took them so long.

Nevertheless, Trump’s victory is not solely a revolt against global finance. What his voters rejected was not neoliberalism tout court, but progressive neoliberalism. This may sound to some like an oxymoron, but it is a real, if perverse, political alignment that holds the key to understanding the US election results and perhaps some developments elsewhere too. In its US form, progressive neoliberalism is an alliance of mainstream currents of new social movements (feminism, antiracism, multiculturalism, and LGBTQ rights), on the one side, and high-end “symbolic” and service-based business sectors (Wall Street, Silicon Valley, and Hollywood) on the other. In this alliance, progressive forces are effectively joined with the forces of cognitive capitalism, especially financialization. However unwittingly, the former lend their charisma to the latter. Ideals like diversity and empowerment, which could in principle serve different ends, now gloss policies that have devastated manufacturing and what were once middle-class lives.

Progressive neoliberalism developed in the United States over the last three decades and was ratified with Bill Clinton’s election in 1992. Clinton was the principal engineer and standard-bearer of the “New Democrats,” the US equivalent of Tony Blair’s “New Labor.” In place of the New Deal coalition of unionized manufacturing workers, African Americans, and the urban middle classes, he forged a new alliance of entrepreneurs, suburbanites, new social movements, and youth, all proclaiming their modern, progressive bona fides by embracing diversity, multiculturalism, and women’s rights. Even as it endorsed such progressive notions, the Clinton administration courted Wall Street. Turning the economy over to Goldman Sachs, it deregulated the banking system and negotiated the free-trade agreements that accelerated deindustrialization. What fell by the wayside was the Rust Belt—once the stronghold of New Deal social democracy, and now the region that delivered the electoral college to Donald Trump. That region, along with newer industrial centers in the South, took a major hit as runaway financialization unfolded over the course of the last two decades. Continued by his successors, including Barack Obama, Clinton’s policies degraded the living conditions of all working people, but especially those employed in industrial production. In short, Clintonism bears a heavy share of responsibility for the weakening of unions, the decline of real wages, the increasing precarity of work, and the rise of the two-earner family in place of the defunct family wage.

As that last point suggests, the assault on social security was glossed by a veneer of emancipatory charisma, borrowed from the new social movements. Throughout the years when manufacturing cratered, the country buzzed with talk of “diversity,” “empowerment,” and “nondiscrimination.” Identifying “progress” with meritocracy instead of with equality, these terms equated “emancipation” with the rise of a small elite of “talented” women, minorities, and gays in the winner-takes-all corporate hierarchy instead of with the latter’s abolition. These liberal-individualist understandings of “progress” gradually replaced the more expansive, anti-hierarchical, egalitarian, class-sensitive, anti-capitalist understandings of emancipation that had flourished in the 1960s and 1970s. As the new left waned, its structural critique of capitalist society faded, and the country’s characteristic liberal-individualist mindset reasserted itself, imperceptibly shrinking the aspirations of “progressives” and self-proclaimed leftists. What sealed the deal, however, was the coincidence of this evolution with the rise of neoliberalism. A party bent on liberalizing the capitalist economy found its perfect mate in a meritocratic corporate feminism focused on “leaning in” and “cracking the glass ceiling.”

The result was a “progressive neoliberalism” that mixed together truncated ideals of emancipation and lethal forms of financialization. It was that mix that was rejected in toto by Trump’s voters. Prominent among those left behind in this brave new cosmopolitan world were industrial workers, to be sure, but also managers, small businessmen, and all who relied on industry in the Rust Belt and the South, as well as rural populations devastated by unemployment and drugs. For these populations, the injury of deindustrialization was compounded by the insult of progressive moralism, which routinely cast them as culturally backward. Rejecting globalization, Trump voters also repudiated the liberal cosmopolitanism identified with it. For some (though by no means all), it was a short step to blaming their worsening conditions on political correctness, people of color, immigrants, and Muslims. In their eyes, feminists and Wall Street were birds of a feather, perfectly united in the person of Hillary Clinton.

What made possible that conflation was the absence of any genuine left. Despite periodic outbursts such as Occupy Wall Street, which proved short-lived, there had been no sustained left presence in the United States for several decades. Nor was there in place any comprehensive left narrative that could link the legitimate grievances of Trump supporters with a fulsome critique of financialization, on the one hand, and with an antiracist, antisexist, and anti-hierarchical vision of emancipation, on the other. Equally devastating, potential links between labor and new social movements were left to languish. Split off from one another, those indispensable poles of a viable left were miles apart, waiting to be counterposed as antithetical.

At least until the remarkable primary campaign of Bernie Sanders, who struggled to unite them after some prodding from Black Lives Matter. Exploding the reigning neoliberal common sense, Sanders’s revolt was the parallel on the Democratic side to that of Trump. Even as Trump was upending the Republican establishment, Bernie came within a hair’s breadth of defeating Obama’s anointed successor, whose apparatchiks controlled every lever of power in the Democratic Party. Between them, Sanders and Trump galvanized a huge majority of American voters. But only Trump’s reactionary populism survived. While he easily routed his Republican rivals, including those favored by the big donors and party bosses, the Sanders insurrection was effectively checked by a far less democratic Democratic Party. By the time of the general election, the left alternative had been suppressed. What remained was the Hobson’s choice between reactionary populism and progressive neoliberalism. When the so-called left closed ranks with Hillary Clinton, the die was cast.

Nevertheless, and from this point on, this is a choice the left should refuse. Rather than accepting the terms presented to us by the political classes, which oppose emancipation to social protection, we should be working to redefine them by drawing on the vast and growing fund of social revulsion against the present order. Rather than siding with financialization-cum-emancipation against social protection, we should be building a new alliance of emancipation and social protection against financialization. In this project, which builds on that of Sanders, emancipation does not mean diversifying corporate hierarchy, but rather abolishing it. And prosperity does not mean rising share value or corporate profit, but the material prerequisites of a good life for all. This combination remains the only principled and winning response in the current conjuncture.

I, for one, shed no tears for the defeat of progressive neoliberalism. Certainly, there is much to fear from a racist, anti-immigrant, anti-ecological Trump administration. But we should mourn neither the implosion of neoliberal hegemony nor the shattering of Clintonism’s iron grip on the Democratic Party. Trump’s victory marked a defeat for the alliance of emancipation and financialization. But his presidency offers no resolution of the present crisis, no promise of a new regime, no secure hegemony. What we face, rather, is an interregnum, an open and unstable situation in which hearts and minds are up for grabs. In this situation, there is not only danger but also opportunity: the chance to build a new new left.

Whether that happens will depend in part on some serious soul-searching among the progressives who rallied to the Clinton campaign. They will need to drop the comforting but false myth that they lost to a “basket of deplorables” (racists, misogynists, Islamophobes, and homophobes) aided by Vladimir Putin and the FBI. They will need to acknowledge their own share of blame for sacrificing the cause of social protection, material well-being, and working-class dignity to faux understandings of emancipation in terms of meritocracy, diversity, and empowerment. They will need to think deeply about how we might transform the political economy of financialized capitalism, reviving Sanders’s catchphrase “democratic socialism” and figuring out what it might mean in the twenty-first century. They will need, above all, to reach out to the mass of Trump voters who are neither racists nor committed right-wingers but themselves casualties of a “rigged system,” who can and must be recruited to the anti-neoliberal project of a rejuvenated left.

This does not mean muting pressing concerns about racism or sexism. But it does mean showing how those long-standing historical oppressions find new expressions and grounds today, in financialized capitalism. Rebutting the false, zero-sum thinking that dominated the election campaign, we should link the harms suffered by women and people of color to those experienced by the many who voted for Trump. In that way, a revitalized left could lay the foundation for a powerful new coalition committed to fighting for all.
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