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L IKE MANY PEOPLE, I’ve lately been pre occupied 
by the mayhem-makers of the radical right, and by 
those in power who abet their work. But even as  
Nazis were invading Charlottesville, Virginia, in 
August, I found myself worrying about a more  

subtle, but still substantially pernicious, manifestation of 
democratic decay. This is the apparently deathless attempt by 
certain rightist Republicans to bring Hillary Clinton to “jus-
tice,” a cause rationalized this way by one such Republican, a 
freshman congressman from Florida named Matt Gaetz: “Just  
because Hillary Clinton lost the election doesn’t mean we 
should forget or forgive conduct that is likely criminal.” 

Let us lay aside the question of whether the charges of 
criminality leveled against Clinton are specious (they certainly 
seem to be) and focus instead on the novelty of Gaetz’s mission. 
The idea he is endorsing—if not on behalf of Donald Trump, 
then in the spirit of Donald Trump—is that the political party 
that wins power is duty-bound to hound to the point of actual 
prosecution the losing party. 

This is un-American, and I mean that in a very specific way. 
I’ve spent much of my reporting career covering countries that 
are not ruled by law, and that do not venerate the democratic 
norms of restraint, moderation, forgiveness, and compro-
mise. It is common for autocratic rulers, even those who took 
office through ostensibly democratic elections, to persecute 
the indi viduals and parties that they have vanquished, for rea-
sons ranging from paranoia to simple vindictiveness. America, 
though, has been different. It is not uncommon in the U.S. for 
the losers to challenge the victories 
of the winners, and this is as it should 
be. But it is a dangerous innovation to 
use the instruments of state power to  
harass powerless, defeated political 
foes. The fractures that this sort of 
beha vior causes are not easily healed.

On matters concerning the pos-
sible disintegration of democratic 
norms, I turn to the most urgent and 
acute text on the subject, “How to 
Build an Autocracy,” an Atlantic cover 
story by David Frum published earlier 
this year. Frum, a senior writer for the 
magazine (and a former speechwriter 
for President George W. Bush), made 
the argument in this ground breaking 
article that if autoc racy came to 
America, it would be not in the form 
of a coup but in the steady, gradual 
erosion of democratic norms. Frum’s 
eloquent writing and ruthlessly sharp 

analysis for The Atlantic has made him an indispensably 
important— perhaps even the leading— conservative critic of 
President Trump. 

I recently asked Frum about the attempt by many Repub-
licans to pursue criminal charges against the losing candidate 
in last year’s presidential contest. He called this pursuit “sin-
ister,” but then pointed me to something he considered even 
more pernicious: the quest to punish former National- Security 
Advis er Susan Rice for “unmasking” people associated with 
Trump’s campaign whose communications with foreign  
officials were captured during U.S. intelligence collection. 

“Rice was protecting the country from possible subversion, 
and they’re pursuing her for this,” Frum said. “It is not merely 
that they are trying to use the mechanisms of the law to attack 
political opponents; it is that they are trying to use the power of 
the state to conceal through diversion an attempt by an auto-
cratic government to steal an American election. 

“The autocratic element here is the abuse of power, but not 
only the abuse of power. This represents the reversal of truth.” 

I asked Frum to analyze his March cover story. Did he over-
play or understate any of the threats? “The thing I got most 
wrong is that I did not anticipate the sheer chaos and dys-
function and slovenliness of the Trump operation,” he said. “I 
didn’t sufficiently anticipate how distracted Trump could be by 
things that are not essential. My model was that he was greedy 
first and authoritarian second. What I did not see is that he is 
needy first, greedy second, and authoritarian third. We’d be 
in a lot worse shape if he were a more meticulous, serious-

minded person.” 
The Trump presidency is still young, 

but we thought it would be worthwhile 
to ask several writers to assess its first 
several months. Eliot A. Cohen, who 
served in the State Department under 
George W. Bush, examines how Trump 
has affected America’s global standing; 
Jack Goldsmith, who served as a high 
official in the Bush Justice Depart-
ment, investigates the possible damage 
Trump has done to American institu-
tions. And our nation al correspondent 
Ta-Nehisi Coates refracts the Trump 
presidency through the prism of race. 

As ever, our goal is to pursue the 
truth—empirical, verifiable truth— 
wherever it takes us. So I want to thank 
you, our readers and subscribers, for 
making our journalism possible. We 
need you now more than ever. 

— Jeffrey Goldberg

T H E  A U T O C R A T I C  E L E M E N T

David Frum, whose March 2017 cover story 
explained “How to Build an Autocracy,” says he 

underestimated how needy Donald Trump is. J
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Mark Bowden’s thoughtful 
article presents four equally 
ill-fated postures the U.S. 
might adopt toward North 
Korea, but fails to consider 
a fifth possibility: removing 
the thorn. 

The Kim dynasty has  
justified its insane military 
escalation by convincing 
the people of North Korea 
that the U.S. is determined 
to invade. And we provide 
all the evidence he requires: 
For decades, the U.S. has 
supplied the bulk of non-
Korean United Nations forces 
on the peninsula. About 
30,000 U.S. soldiers, sailors, 
and airmen are on constant 
alert; we garrison countless 
anti-aircraft batteries; we 
operate massive Air Force 
bases just dozens of miles 
from the border. In short, we 
validate the “looming threat” 
that Kim Jong Un warns his 
people about. 

When the Korean War 
broke out, in 1950, South 
Korea was an impoverished 
nation reeling from the 

de-escalate the conflict, 
discombobulate the North 
Koreans, and remove the 
issue from our problem list. It 
may still be a problem for the 
South Koreans, but they’ve 
clearly indicated that they’d 
rather handle it themselves 
via negotiations and dialogue. 

Our troop presence 
inflames the conflict and gives 
the North Koreans a plau-
sible reason in their minds to 
prepare for war with us. Since 
Bowden claims that the South 
Koreans could beat the North 
in a lopsided conventional 
war, why keep the troops 
there? To protect the South 
Koreans from the Chinese 
and the Russians, who would 
join in the North’s invasion? 

The key to the withdrawal-
and-disengagement policy is 
the recognition that after 64 
years—surprise—the environ-
ment has changed. If the U.S. 
hadn’t been the South’s mili-
tary guarantor in the 1950s 
and ’60s, the North very well 
may have invaded, imposed 
Communism on the South, 

ravages of World War II. 
Sixty-seven years later, 
South Korea boasts a thriv-
ing economy and can easily 
afford a robust military. Yet 
U.S. taxpayers still bankroll 
60 percent of the cost of the 
Pentagon’s 1950 scenario: 
thousands of steely-eyed GIs 
poised to repel the relentless 
horde of bayonet-wielding 
North Koreans swarming 
across the DMZ. But as 
Bowden chillingly describes, 
the reality of renewed aggres-
sion would be vastly different. 

The U.S. military would 
have us believe that our 
troops are essential to 
preventing Kim from invad-
ing. But to Kim, our very 
presence on the peninsula 
represents the tip of a spear 
pointed directly at him. 

So if our presence in South 
Korea is the thorn in North 
Korea’s side, let’s pull it out. 
Let South Korea man the 
trenches. The looming threat 
would no longer exist. Then 
we should encourage North 
Korea to curtail its (no longer 

necessary) weapons program 
and open a dialogue with its 
neighbor to the south. 

We would still respect our 
UN obligation, but from a 
distance—making it clear 
that our response to aggres-
sion against South Korea 
would be immediate, nuclear, 
and final. 

Continuing to invest Amer-
ican blood and treasure in a 
never-ending stalemate is 
not in our national interests.

Charles Bednar
OAKHURST, CALIF.

Somehow all the experts Mark 
Bowden consulted missed the 
fifth and best alternative: with-
drawal and disengagement. 

We should immediately 
announce our withdrawal 
from the mutual-defense 
treaty with South Korea and 
remove our troops. We should 
also commit ourselves to the 
eventual peaceful reunifica-
tion of the peninsula and 
sign an agreement that the 
Korean War is indeed over. 
This would immediately 

Neutralizing  
North Korea
In the July/August cover story, Mark 
Bowden examined the United States’ 
choices for dealing with “The Worst 
Problem on Earth”—a nuclear-armed 
North Korea. He laid out four options:  
a full-scale military strike, a limited 
strike, removal of Kim Jong Un from 
power, and “acceptance.” 
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and won the war. However, 
the South Koreans have 
won the peace. Do Bowden 
and his experts really think 
that the North would initi-
ate a war, win it, and then 
dominate the South, which 
has twice the population, 20 
times the GDP per capita, an 
obviously more sophisticated 
society, and visible physical 
size differences? 

Bowden somehow thinks 
even acceptance would be a 
bad option, as he describes 
the horrible specter of Kim 
potentially negotiating 
from strength and forcing 
a confederation with the 
South that would remove U.S. 
troops. But given that South 
Korean President Moon 
Jae-in wants something 
similar and that there is no 
sign of panic in Seoul, why is 
this a problem at all? The fact 
that our “experts” don’t put 
walking away as an option in 
the top four but do include 
de capitation strikes and 
military/ rebuilding efforts 
with the same scope as the 
original Korean War  
is alarming.

Jim Hemenway
NIWOT, COLO.

This article illustrates beauti-
fully the foolish, narcissistic 
nature of U.S. foreign policy 
and the neocon thinking that 
underlies it. Writing from 
the safety and comfort of 
the United States, a country 
responsible for untold misery 
in Syria, Libya, Afghanistan, 
Yemen, Iraq, and various 
other countries, the author 
is spectacularly oblivious to 
the chaos we have wrought. 
Can North Korea be stopped? 
Who, please explain, have 
the North Koreans bombed, 
invaded, or otherwise 
injured? What has North 
Korea done other than ignore 
the increasingly shrill and 

hysterical demands of the 
United States that it disarm 
unilaterally? The arrogance 
and sheer self-righteousness 
of our interventionist foreign 
policy are on stunning display.

If any nation today needs 
stopping, it is the United 
States. People all over the 
world will breathe a sigh of 
relief if and when the United 
States behaves as it expects 
others to behave. 

Jonathan Moses
OREGON CITY, ORE. 

Mark Bowden replies:
I would place the approaches 
suggested by Charles Bednar, 
Jim Hemenway, and Jonathan 
Moses in the broad category 
of “acceptance,” which was 
presented as the least bad of 
four bad options. All three 
readers suggest we accept the 
fact that North Korea will, 
without radically changing 
direction, soon be armed with 
nuclear-tipped intercontinental 
ballistic missiles. In response 
to Moses’s question, “Who … 
have the North Koreans 
bombed, invaded, or otherwise 
injured?,” the answer is South 
Korea, which they invaded 
in 1950 and bombed in 2010 
(Yeonpyeong Island). They also 
sank the South Korean warship 
Cheonan with a torpedo in 
2010, killing 46 crew members. 

The Democrats’ 
Immigration Policy

In the July/August issue, Peter 
Beinart advised the Democratic 
Party to stop emphasizing 
diversity over national unity 
(“The Democrats’ Immigration 
Mistake”).

Peter Beinart suggests that we 
need to coddle native-born 
Americans who fear diversity. 
By saying that immigrants 
need to assimilate further and 

learn English more quickly, 
Beinart implies that we should 
concede to the anxi eties that 
native-born folks have about 
people who “don’t look or 
talk like them.” He does not 
explore the reasons immi-
grants are acquiring English 
at slower rates. Work hours 
are changing and becom-
ing increasingly difficult to 
predict for low-wage earners. 
How could one possibly enroll 
in a class if one’s schedule is 
constantly in flux? And that 
is just one possibility for why 
people are acquiring English 
at slower rates. If native-born 
folks feel no affinity toward 
people who do not look or 
speak like them, they are less 
likely to want to live near 
them, making it less neces-
sary for immigrants to master 
the language. 

If greater diversity makes 
Americans less charitable, 
then the problem is not immi-
gration but the xenophobia 
embedded in the American 
psyche. This article is an 
excuse for those unwilling to 
cope with unfamiliarity.

Gloribel Rivas
BOSTON, MASS.

Excellent article. I’d say 
it’s also worth noting that 
Democrats may have made 
a tactical error in how the 
debate was even framed. In 
the previous election cycle, an 
attempt was made to call out 
any reticence toward blanket 
amnesty as the equivalent 

of racism. The logic was that 
anti-illegal-immigration 
sentiment is the same as 
being anti-immigrant, which 
in turn is covert xenophobia. 
Unfortunately, that argu-
ment doesn’t hold water with 
Trump supporters.

Many conservatives 
disagree that people here 
without permission possess an 
unalienable right to reside in 
the country. Conservatives see 
the current situation as being a 
result of personal—and osten-
sibly preventable— actions 
and choices. The prospective 
immigrant (outside of asylum 
seekers) chooses whether or 
not to break the law, they 
argue. As such, any conse-
quences resulting from said 
action are due to poor decision 
making rather than the racism 
of U.S. citizens. 

Progressives might be 
better served by addressing 
that viewpoint head on and 
eschewing clarion calls of 
xenophobia in favor of a frank 
and honest debate on how an 
immigration system ought 
to work. Whom should it 
benefit? How should prospec-
tive immigrants be selected? 
What effective enforcement 
measures are appropriate?

Gbadebo A. 
(RESIDENCE WITHHELD BY REQUEST)

Beinart’s policy argument is 
that liberals have given short 
shrift to the costs of immigra-
tion, especially the economic 
ramifications. He’s mistaken. 



Can the Democrats 
Win Again? 

Yes, says Franklin Foer—by 
learning how to appeal to the 
white working class (“What’s 
Wrong With the Democrats?,” 
July/August). 

Franklin Foer is very insight-
ful about why the Democratic 
Party is still wandering in 
the wilderness. But when he 
pivots to possible solutions, 
Foer, like almost every other 
commentator and Demo-
cratic official, focuses on what 
messages will help Demo-
crats win the next election 
cycle. How about actually 
solving the problem that 
led to Trump’s victory—the 
long-term structural shift in 
our economy that has now 
reached a tipping point? 

For most of a century, a 
strong manufacturing sector 
made it possible for anyone 
with good hands and a 
decent work ethic to live with 
dignity—own a home, send 
their kids to college, and hold 
their heads high as produc-
tive citizens. For too many 
Americans, this is no longer 
true. To succeed in today’s 
knowledge and innovation 
economy, you need a college 
degree (or more) and a willing-
ness to migrate to the mostly 
coastal cities where the new 
economy is blossoming. Those 
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The first item is smart, and 
promoting English is benign 
enough, I suppose … 

But the other two provisos 
are just code words for limit-
ing immigration, period. 

Calling for enforcement 
that punishes companies 
that hire undocumented 
immigrants, rather than the 
immigrants themselves, is 
a cruel sleight of hand. If 
you’re an undocumented 
immigrant working in a good 
job—maybe as a domestic-
care worker in a welcoming 
household, or for a compas-
sionate boss at a restaurant—
and your job gets taken away 
due to the enforcement of 
this provision, are you really 
being held harmless? Or is 
the government denying you 
your livelihood in service 
of upholding a manifestly 
unjust law? 

Dylan Matthews
EXCERPT FROM A VOX ARTICLE 

Almost 63 million people 
voted freely for a presiden-
tial candidate who openly 
bragged about committing 
sexual assault, mocked a 
disabled reporter, incited 
violence at his rallies, and 
supported the creation of a 
Muslim registry (among other 
racist, sexist, and cultural 
offenses too numerous to list 
here). I find it very hard to 
believe Peter Beinart’s sugges-
tion that a mere alteration to 
Hillary Clinton’s stance on 
immigration would have put 
her in the White House. The 
United States is more racist, 
sexist, and isolationist than 
most liberals could have imag-
ined, and to lay the blame on 
individual campaign issues is 
to put your fingers in your ears 
and block out reality.

Deepti Limaye
TORONTO, ONTARIO

If anything, Democrats are 
too hesitant about noting the 
enormous economic benefits 
immigration brings to most 
Americans, and certainly to 
immigrants themselves … 

But Beinart’s political argu-
ment is disconnected from 
this narrative of immigra-
tion battering the working 
classes. He doesn’t argue 
that Democrats should turn 
against immigration because 
doing so helps native work-
ers. He instead claims that 
they “must take seriously 
Americans’ yearning for 
social cohesion” and “[dust] 
off a concept many on the left 
currently hate: assimilation.”

The idea that the U.S. has 
gotten worse at assimilating 
new immigrants, though, is 
unfounded … 

Beinart’s concern about 
public opinion more gener-
ally is also odd, given that 
Americans have become more 
pro-immigration, not less, in 
recent decades.

Let’s suppose for a second 
that Beinart is right, and this 
pro-immigration American 
public would nonetheless like 
Democrats to be less pro-
immigration. For one thing, 
maybe this is a sincere desire 
of white voters without college 
degrees in states like Wiscon-
sin and Pennsylvania, who 
Democrats likely need to win 
over to retake the Senate and 
who remain important in the 
electoral college.

What policies should 
Democrats then champion? 
Here’s Beinart’s proposed 
agenda: a path to citizen-
ship for un documented 
immigrants; no guest-
worker programs; promot-
ing English learning among 
immigrants; tough enforce-
ment of companies that hire 
un documented immigrants.

left behind—a big chunk of the 
electorate—are so angry and 
disaffected that they’re willing 
to blow up the entire system 
until something changes.

Trump is all about messag-
ing. He dominates every news 
cycle but has no real solutions, 
so he’s left the field open to 
Democrats to sow the seeds 
of a more inclusive economy. 
What are the most promising 
new employment sectors up 
and down the income scale, 
and how can we prepare 
people for them? There are no 
easy answers, but if Demo-
crats figure this out, they’ll 
win the future. 

Matthew Kiefer
BOSTON, MASS.

Franklin Foer falls into the 
same trap as the Democrats, 
all while failing to name 
the problem: a myopic view 
centered entirely on the 
executive branch. The idea 
of midterm elections and 
congressional races is hardly 
mentioned at all. If the Demo-
crats want to return to power 
and, more important, see their 
policies enacted, they need to 
make inroads in more than just 
one branch of government.

Travis Bott
CHICAGO, ILL.

I grew up in a working-class, 
union home and eventually 
graduated from the University 
of Wisconsin with a bachelor’s 
degree in political science. 
Today I am a married family 
man in my 50s, a middle 
manager for a Fortune 500 
company. For many years I 
was a die-hard, dedicated 
Democratic Party activist. 
Indeed, I was a candidate for 
the Wisconsin State Assem-
bly as a Democrat twice, an 
executive-board member and 
membership director for the C

H
A

R
L

O
T

T
E

 D
E

L
A

R
U

E

T H E  C O N V E R S A T I O N



T H E  A T L A N T I C       O C T O B E R  2 0 1 7       1 3

G
R

A
H

A
M

 R
O

U
M

IE
U

local county party, and a dele-
gate to the Democratic Party’s 
state convention on several 
occasions. I have volunteered 
for many state and national 
campaigns, doing everything 
from knocking on doors to 
putting together voter-fi le lists 
to creating direct-mail pieces. 
I know how it all works on 
the ground. Needless to say, I 
have also attended countless 
fund- raisers for Democratic 
candidates. I now consider 
myself a political indepen-
dent, however. In fact, the 
only campaign cash I sent 
anyone last year was for a 
Republican, John Kasich.

The reason I left the party is 
largely because the leadership 
has abandoned the working 
class. They are concerned 
about issues like bathroom 
equity, the rights of illegal 
immigrants, and blaming 
working people for not adapt-
ing to globalization by going 
back to school (largely a false 
hope). If blue-collar workers 
were an endangered species 
of animal, they would have 
more infl uence in the party as 
presently confi gured.

In Wisconsin, the Demo-
crats have lost all there is to 
lose: the state Senate, the 
assembly, and the governor-
ship; in 2016, for the fi rst time 
since 1984, Wisconsin voted 
for a GOP candidate for presi-
dent. The story is largely the 
same around the country.

Whatever the cause of 
this  drift into obscurity, the 
Democrats are in trouble, 
and will continue to be in 
trouble despite their delu-
sions of being saved by 

demographic changes in the 
future. I know fi rsthand that 
as people mature, their views 
shift. Most of my working-
class friends are now voting 
Republican. Their political 
thinking can be summed up 
as follows: The GOP stinks, its 
trickle-down theory of econom-
ics is a proven 40-year-old lie … 
but at least I might get a tax 
cut; the Democrats have nothing 
to off er me.

There is hope. Elizabeth 
Warren and Bernie San ders 
have tried hard to turn 
things around. If Democratic 
candidates would relent-
lessly advocate for a public 
option for health care, and 
for a government-subsidized 
livable wage for small- 
business workers, average 
Americans would again look 
twice at a candidate with a D 
after their name. Until that 
day, Democrats will wander 
in the wilderness and our 
country will suff er.

 Donald Scott Waller
CAMBRIDGE, WIS.

   
  
Consider the 
Stethoscope  

A reader adds context to a reply 
to the July/August Big Question, 
“What is the most under-
appreciated medical invention 
in history?”   

 It is especially ironic that 
Dr. Jack Ende’s reason for 
nominating the stethoscope 
as the most under appreciated 
medical invention is that 
it “connects doctors to 
patients” and counters the 

erosion of the doctor-patient 
relationship. Dr. René 
Laënnec invented the device 
in 1816 specifi cally to distance 
himself from patients, 
against whose breasts he 
would otherwise have been 

expected to press his ear. 
Over the past two centuries, 
progressively longer tubing 
has been incorporated into 
stethoscopes, resulting in 
even greater distancing, both 
literal and metaphorical.

David L. Lerner, M.D .
SILVER SPRING, MD. 

Q: What was the most 
important letter in history? 

TH E  BIG QU ESTION  
On TheAtlantic.com, readers answered September’s Big Question and 
voted on one another’s responses. Here are the top vote-getters.

5. In eff ect, the Declaration 
of Independence was an 
open letter to King George III 
in which the ragtag American 
colonists enunciated the 
basis of human rights—that 
all people are created equal 
and deserving of unalienable 
rights—and created a model 
for untold rebellions. 

— David DeMarkey

4. Without Martin Luther’s 
95 theses starting the 
discussion that led to the 
Reformation, all Western 
Christians might still be 
Catholics today.

— Marguerite Katchen 

3. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
1963 “Letter From Birming-
ham Jail.” Writing from 
his cell after his arrest for 
demonstrating in Alabama, 
King eloquently explained 

the importance of staying 
committed to the ideals of 
nonviolent resistance in the 
face of segregation. 

— Mark Price
 

2. In August 1939, Albert 
Einstein sent a letter 
to President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt suggesting 
that an atomic bomb was 
possible and that Germany 
might be trying to build one. 
This was the first step in 
moving nuclear energy from 
esoteric science to the front 
of public consciousness.

— Michael Peskin 

1. In 1215, the Magna Carta, 
which originated as a missive 
to King John from his barons 
and liege lords, established 
a precedent of limits on 
monarchical authority.

— Leonard Klepner 

To contribute to The 
Conversation, please email 
letters@theatlantic.com. Include 
your full name, city, and state.
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One survey found that 
80 percent of adults 
would rather admit  

to a humiliating expe-
rience than divulge  
their daydreams.  

— Jake Pelini, p. 26I D E A S  &  P R O V O C A T I O N S
October 2017
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The War 
on Public 
Schools
Across the political 
spectrum, Americans have 
declared them a failure.  
But we’ve underestimated 
their strengths—and 
forgotten their purpose.
BY E R I K A  C H R I S TA K I S

• E D U C A T I O N

of reality: 21st-century public schools, 
with their record numbers of gradu-
ates and expanded missions, are noth-
ing close to the cesspools portrayed by 
political hyperbole. This hyperbole was 
not invented by Trump or DeVos, but 
their words and proposals have brought 
to a boil something that’s been simmer-
ing for a while—the denigration of our 
public schools, and a growing neglect of 
their role as an incubator of citizens.

Americans have in recent decades 
come to talk about education less as a 
public good, like a strong military or a 
noncorrupt judiciary, than as a private 

P U B L I C  S C H O O L S  H AV E 
always occupied prime space 
in the excitable American 
imagination. For decades, if 

not centuries, politicians have made 
hay of their supposed failures and 
extortions. In 2004, Rod Paige, then 
George W. Bush’s secretary of educa-
tion, called the country’s leading teach-
ers union a “terrorist organization.” In 
his first education speech as president, 
in 2009, Barack Obama lamented the 
fact that “despite resources that are un-
matched anywhere in the world, we’ve 
let our grades slip, our schools crumble, 
our teacher quality fall short, and other  
nations outpace us.” 

President Donald Trump used the 
occasion of his inaugural address to  
bemoan the way “beautiful” students 
had been “deprived of all knowledge” 
by our nation’s cash-guzzling schools. 
Educators have since recoiled at the 
Trump admin istration’s budget pro-
posal detail ing more than $9 billion 
in education cuts, including to after-
school programs that serve mostly poor 

children. These cuts came along with in-
creased funding for school-privatization  
efforts such as vouchers. Our secretary of 
education, Betsy DeVos, has repeatedly 
signaled her support for school choice 
and privatization, as well as her scorn 
for public schools, describing them as a 

“dead end” and claiming that unionized 
teachers “care more about a system, one 
that was created in the 1800s, than they 
care about individual students.” 

Few people care more about indiv-
idual students than public-school teach-
ers do, but what’s really missing in this 
dystopian narrative is a hearty helping 
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consumable. In an address to the Brook-
ings Institution, DeVos described school 
choice as “a fundamental right.” That 
sounds appeal ing. Who wouldn’t want 
to deploy their tax dollars with greater 
specificity? Imagine purchasing a gym 
membership with funds normally allo-
cated to the upkeep of a park. 

My point here is not to debate the 
effect of school choice on individual 
outcomes: The evidence is mixed, and 
subject to cherry-picking on all sides. I 
am more concerned with how the cur-
rent discussion has ignored public 
schools’ victories, while also detract-
ing from their civic role. Our public-
education system is about much more 
than personal achievement; it is about 
preparing people to work together to 
advance not just themselves but soci-
ety. Unfortunately, the current debate’s  
focus on individual rights and choices 
has distracted many politicians and 
policy makers from a key stakeholder: 
our nation as a whole. As a result, a cyni-
cism has taken root that suggests there 
is no hope for public education. This is 
demonstrably false. It’s also dangerous.

T H E  I D E A  T H A T  popular educa-
tion might best be achieved pri-

vately is nothing new, of course. The 
Puritans, who saw education as neces-
sary to Christian practice, experimented 
with the idea, and their experience is tell-
ing. In 1642, they passed a law—the first 
of its kind in North America—requiring 
that all children in the Commonwealth 
of Massachusetts receive an education. 
Puritan legislators assumed, naively, that 
parents would teach children in their 
homes; however, many of them proved 
unable or unwilling to rise to the task. 
Five years later, the legislators issued a 
corrective in the form of the Old Deluder 
Satan Law: “It being one chief project 
of that old deluder, Satan, to keep men 
from the knowledge of the Scriptures,” 
the law intoned, “it is therefore ordered … 
that everie Township [of 100 households 
or more] in this Jurisdiction” be required 
to provide a trained teacher and a gram-
mar school, at taxpayer expense.

Almost 400 years later, contempt 
for our public schools is common place. 

Americans, and especially Republicans, 
report that they have lost faith in the sys-
tem, but notably, nearly three-quarters 
of parents rate their own child’s school 
highly; it’s other people’s schools they 
worry about. Meanwhile, Americans 
tend to exaggerate our system’s former 
glory. Even in the 1960s, when inter-
national science and math tests were 
first administered, the U.S. was never 
at the top of the rankings and was often 
near the bottom. 

Not only is the idea that American test 
scores were once higher a fiction, but in 
some cases they have actually improved 
over time, espe cially among Afri can 
American students. Since the early 1970s, 
when the Department of Education 
began collecting long-term data, aver-
age reading and math scores for 9- and 
13-year-olds have risen significantly. 

These gains have come 
even as the student body 
of American public schools 
has expanded to include 
students with ever greater 
challenges. For the first 
time in recent memory, a 
majority of U.S. public- 
school students come from 
low-income households. 
The student body includes 
a larger proportion than 
ever of students who are 
still learning to speak Eng-
lish. And it includes many 
students with disabilities 
who would have been shut out of pub-
lic school before passage of the 1975 
law now known as the Individuals With 
Disabilities Education Act, which guar-
anteed all children a “free appropriate 
public education.” 

The fantasy that in some bygone era 
U.S. test scores were higher has pre-
vented us from acknowledging other 
possible explanations for America’s 
technological, scientific, and cultural 
preeminence. In her 2013 book, Reign 
of Error, Diane Ravitch—an education 
historian and former federal education 
official who originally supported but 
later became a critic of reforms like No 
Child Left Behind—cites surprising evi-
dence that a nation’s higher position on 

an international ranking of test scores 
actually predicted lower per capita GDP 
decades later, compared with countries 
whose test scores ranked worse. Other 
findings complicate the picture, but at 
a minimum we can say that there is no 
clear connection between test scores 
and a nation’s economic success. Surely 
it’s reasonable to ask whether some of 
America’s success might derive not from 
factors measured by standardized tests, 
but from other attributes of our edu-
cational system. U.S. public schools, at 
their best, have encouraged a unique 
mixing of diverse people, and produced 
an exceptionally innovative and indus-
trious citizenry. 

Our lost faith in public education 
has led us to other false conclusions, 
including the conviction that teachers 
unions protect “bad apples.” Thanks to 

articles and documentaries 
such as Waiting for “Super-
man,” most of us have an 
image seared into our brain 
of a slew of know-nothing 
teachers, removed from 
the classroom after years of 
sleeping through class, sit-
ting in state-funded “rubber 
rooms” while continuing 
to draw hefty salaries. If it 
weren’t for those damned 
unions, or so the logic goes, 
we could drain the dregs 
and hire real teachers. I am 
a public-school-certified 

tea cher whose own children attended 
public schools, and I’ve occasionally  
entertained these thoughts myself. 

But unions are not the bogey man 
we’re looking for. According to “The 
Myth of Unions’ Over protection of Bad 
Teachers,” a well-designed study by  
Eunice S. Han, an economist at the Uni-
versity of Utah, school districts with 
strong unions actually do a better job of 
weeding out bad teachers and retain-
ing good ones than do those with weak 
unions. This makes sense. If you have to 
pay more for something, you are more 
likely to care about its quality; when dis-
tricts pay higher wages, they have more 
incentive to employ good teachers (and 
dispense with bad ones). And indeed, 

When we 
neglect 
schools’ 
nation-
binding 
role, it 
grows hard 
to explain 
why we 
need public 
schools  
at all.
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many of the states with the best schools 
have reached that position in the com-
pany of strong unions. We can’t say for 
sure that unions have a positive impact 
on student outcomes—the evidence is 
inconclusive. But findings like Han’s 
certainly undermine reformers’ claims.

In defending our public schools, I do 
not mean to say they can’t be improved. 
But if we are serious about advancing 
them, we need to stop scapegoating 
unions and take steps to increase and 
improve the teaching pool. Teacher 
shortages are leaving many states in dire 
straits: The national shortfall is projected 
to exceed 100,000 teachers by next year. 

That many top college graduates hesi-
tate to join a profession with low 
wages is no great surprise. For 
many years, talented women 
had few career alternatives to 
nursing and teaching; this kept 
teacher quality artificially high. 
Now that women have more  
options, if we want to attract 
strong teachers, we need to pay 
competitive salaries. As one 
observ er put it, if you cannot find 
someone to sell you a Lexus for 
a few dollars, that doesn’t mean 
there is a car shortage. 

Oddly, the idea of addressing 
our supply- and-demand problem 
the old-fashioned American way, 
with a market-based approach, 
has been largely unappealing to 
otherwise free-market thinkers. 
And yet raising salaries would 
have cascading benefits beyond 
easing the teacher shortage. Because sal-
aries are associated with teacher quality, 
raising pay would likely improve student 
outcomes. Massachusetts and Connect-
icut have attracted capable people to the 
field with competitive pay, and neither 
has an overall teacher shortage.

Apart from raising teacher pay, we 
should expand the use of other strate-
gies to attract talent, such as forgiv-
able tui tion loans, service fellowships, 
hardship pay for the most-challenging 
settings (an approach that works well 
in the military and the foreign service), 
and housing and child-care subsidies for 
teachers, many of whom can’t afford to 

but maintained at the expense of the 
people themselves.” 

In the centuries since, the courts 
have regularly affirmed the special sta-
tus of public schools as a cornerstone 
of the American democratic project. In 
its vigorous defenses of students’ civil 
liberties— to protest the Vietnam War, 
for example, or not to salute the flag—
the Supreme Court has repeatedly held 
public schools to an especially high 
standard precisely because they play a 
unique role in fostering citizens. 

This role isn’t limited to civics instruc-
tion; public schools also provide students 
with crucial exposure to people of differ-
ent backgrounds and perspectives. Amer-

icans have a closer relation ship 
with the public- school system 
than with any other shared 
insti tution. (Those on the right 
who disparagingly refer to 
public schools as “government 
schools” have obviously never 
been to a school-board meeting, 
one of the clearest examples 
anywhere of direct democracy 
in action.) Ravitch writes that 

“one of the greatest glories of the 
public school was its success in 
Americanizing immigrants.” At 
their best, public schools did 
even more than that, inte grating 
both immigrants and American-
born students from a range of 
backgrounds into one citizenry. 

At a moment when our  
media preferences, political 
affiliations, and cultural tastes 

seem wider apart than ever, abandon-
ing this amalgamating function is a bona 
fide threat to our future. And yet we 
seem to be headed in just that direction. 
The story of American public education 
has generally been one of continuing 
progress, as girls, children of color, and 
children with disabilities (among oth-
ers) have redeemed their constitutional 
right to push through the schoolhouse 
gate. But in the past few decades, we 
have allowed schools to grow more seg-
regated, racially and socio economically. 
(Charter schools, far from a solution to 
this problem, are even more racially seg-
regated than traditional public schools.)

live in the communities in which they 
teach. We can also get more serious 
about de- larding a bureaucracy that 
critics are right to denounce: American 
public schools are bloated at the top of 
the organizational pyramid, with too 
many administrators and not enough 
high-quality teachers in the classroom. 

W H E R E  S C H O O L S  A R E  strug-
gling today, collectively speak-

ing, is less in their transmission of 
mathematical principles or writing skills, 
and more in their inculcation of what it 
means to be an American. The Found-
ing Fathers understood the educational 
prerequisites on which our democracy 

was based (having themselves designed 
it), and they had far grander plans than, 
say, beating the Soviets to the moon, or 
ensuring a literate workforce. 

Thomas Jefferson, among other 
historical titans, understood that a 
 functioning democracy required an 
educated citizenry, and crucially, he 
saw education as a public good to be 
included in the “articles of public care,” 
despite his preference for the private 
sector in most matters. John Adams, 
another proponent of public schooling, 
urged, “There should not be a district of 
one mile square, without a school in it, 
not founded by a charitable individual, 
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Simultaneously, we have neglected 
instruc tion on democracy. Until the 
1960s, U.S. high schools commonly  
offered three classes to prepare students 
for their roles as citizens: Government, 
Civics (which concerned the rights and 
responsibilities of citizens), and Prob-
lems of Democracy (which included 
discussions of policy issues and current 
events). Today, schools are more likely 
to offer a single course. Civics education 
has fallen out of favor partly as a result 
of changing political sentiment. Some 
liberals have come to see instruction in 
American values— such as freedom of 
speech and religion, and the idea of a 

“melting pot”—as reactionary. Some con-
servatives, meanwhile, have complained 
of a progressive bias in civics education. 

Especially since the passage of 
No Child Left Behind, the class time  
devoted to social studies has declined 
steeply. Most state assessments don’t 
cover civics material, and in too many 
cases, if it isn’t tested, it isn’t taught. At 
the elementary-school level, less than 
40 percent of fourth-grade teachers say 
they regularly emphasize topics related 
to civics education. 

So what happens when we neglect 
the public purpose of our publicly 
funded schools? The discussion of 
vouchers and charter schools, in its  
focus on individual rights, has failed to 
take into account American society at 
large. The costs of abandoning an insti-
tution designed to bind, not divide, our 
citizenry are high. 

Already, some experts have noted a 
conspicuous link between the decline 
of civics education and young adults’ 
dismal voting rates. Civics knowledge 
is in an alarming state: Three-quarters 
of Americans can’t identify the three 
branches of government. Public- opinion 
polls, meanwhile, show a new tolerance 
for authoritarianism, and rising levels 
of anti democratic and illiberal think-
ing. These views are found all over the 
ideological map, from President Trump, 
who recently urged the nation’s police 
officers to rough up criminal suspects, 
to, ironically, the protesters who tried to 
block DeVos from entering a Washing-
ton, D.C., public school in February.

We ignore public schools’ civic and 
inte grative functions at our peril. To re-
vive them will require good faith across 
the political spectrum. Those who are 
suspicious of public displays of national 
unity may need to rethink their aversion. 
When we neglect schools’ nation- binding 
role, it grows hard to explain why we need 
public schools at all. Liberals must also 
work to better understand the appeal 
of school choice, especially for families 
in poor areas where teacher quality and 
attrition are serious problems. Conserva-
tives and libertarians, for their part, need 
to muster more generosity toward the 
institutions that have educated our work-
force and fueled our success for centuries. 

D I S P A T C H E S

P OL I T IC I A N S  I N  T H E  early American republic were novices in 
the democratic arts, but it didn’t take them long to recognize that 
the shortest route to a man’s vote was through a shot glass. The 
Founding Fathers were the first to treat their constituents to hard 
cider or whiskey. The advent of universal white-male suffrage 
propelled election-related drinking to new heights. “In many coun-
ties the candidates would hire all the groceries in the county seats 
and other considerable villages, where the people could get liquor 
without cost for several weeks before election,” a former governor 
of Illinois recalled. “Long before night a large portion of the vot-
ers would be drunk and staggering about town, cursing, swear-
ing, halloing, yelling, huzzaing for their favorite candidates.” The 
impor tance of alcohol was clear on the day Andrew Jackson was 
inaugurated in 1829. The rowdiness of his supporters at a reception 
threatened serious damage to the White House until the punch 
bowl was carried out to the lawn, drawing the crowd with it.

— From Drunks: An American History, by Christopher M. Finan,  
published by Beacon Press in June

• V E R Y  S H O R T  B O O K  E X C E R P T

THE DRUNK VOTE

The political theorist Benjamin 
Barber warned in 2004 that “America 
as a commercial society of individual 
consumers may survive the destruc-
tion of public schooling. America as a 
democratic republic cannot.” In this era 
of growing fragmentation, we urgently 
need a renewed commitment to the idea 
that public education is a worthy invest-
ment, one that pays dividends not only 
to individual families but to our society 
as a whole. 

Erika Christakis is the author of  
The Importance of Being Little:  
What Young Children Really Need 
From Grownups.
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How to Die 
As a psychotherapist, Irvin Yalom has helped others grapple 

with their mortality. Now he is preparing for his own end.
BY J O R DA N  M I C H A E L S M I T H

O NE MORNING IN MAY, the 
existential psycho therapist 
Irvin Yalom was recuperat-
ing in a sunny room on the 

first floor of a Palo Alto convalescent 
hospital. He was dressed in white pants 
and a green sweater, not a hospital gown, 
and was quick to point out that he is not 
normally confi ned to a medical facility. 

“I don’t want [this article] to scare my 
patients,” he said, laughing. Until a knee 
surgery the previous month, he had been 

Issues of The Times Literary Supple-
ment and The New York Times Book 
Review sat on the bed, alongside an iPad. 
Yalom had been spending his stay watch-
ing Woody Allen movies and reading 
novels by the Canadian writer Robert-
son Davies. For someone who helped 
introduce to American psychological 
circles the idea that a person’s confl icts 
can result from unresolvable dilemmas 
of human existence, among them the 
dread of dying, he spoke easily about 
his own mortality.

“I haven’t been overwhelmed by fear,” 
he said of his unfolding health scare. 
Another of Yalom’s signature ideas, 
expressed in books such as Staring at 
the Sun and Creatures of a Day, is that we 
can lessen our fear of dying by living a 
regret-free life, meditating on our eff ect 
on subsequent generations, and confi d-
ing in loved ones about our death anxiety. 
When I asked whether his lifelong pre-
occupation with death eases the prospect 
that he might pass away soon, he replied, 

“I think it probably makes things easier.” 
The hope that our existential fears 

can be diminished inspires people 
around the world to email Yalom daily. 
In a Gmail folder labeled “Fans,” he had 
saved 4,197 messages from admirers 
in places ranging from Iran to Croatia 
to South Korea, which he invited me to 
look at. Some were simply thank-you 
notes, expressions of gratitude for the 
insights delivered by his books. In addi-
tion to textbooks and other works of 
nonfi ction, he has written several nov-
els and story collections. Some, such 
as Love’s Executioner & Other Tales of 
Psychotherapy and When Nietz sche Wept, 
have been best sellers. 

As I scrolled through the emails, 
Yalom used his cane to tap a button that 
alerted the nurses’ station. A voice came 
through the intercom, and he explained 
that he needed some ice for his knee. It 
was the third time he’d called; he told 
me his pain was making it difficult to 
concentrate on anything else, though 
he was trying. Throughout his stay, his 
wife of more than 60 years, Marilyn, had 
been stopping by regularly to refresh his 
reading material. The day before, he’d 
had a visit from Georgia May, the widow 

seeing two or three patients a day, some 
at his offi  ce in San Francisco and others 
in Palo Alto, where he lives. Following 
the procedure, however, he felt dizzy 
and had diffi  culty concentrating. “They 
think it’s a brain issue, but they don’t 
know exactly what it is,” he told me in a 
soft, gravelly voice. He was nonetheless 
hopeful that he would soon head home; 
he would be turning 86 in June and was 
looking forward to the release of his 
memoir, Becoming Myself, in October.
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D I S P A T C H E S

For all its 
morbidity, 
existential 
psycho-
therapy  
is deeply life-
affirming. 

of the existential psychotherapist Rollo 
May, who was a colleague and friend 
of Yalom’s. When he runs out of other 
things to do, he plays on his iPad or his 
computer, using them with the dexterity 
of someone half his age. 

Many of Yalom’s fan letters are sear-
ing meditations on death. Some corre-
spondents hope he will offer relief from 
deep-seated problems. Most of the time 
he suggests that they find a local thera-
pist, but if one isn’t available and the  
issue seems solvable in a swift period— 
 at this point in his career, he won’t work 
with patients for longer than a year—he 
may take someone on remote ly. He is 
currently working with people in Tur-
key, South Africa, and Australia via the 
internet. Obvious cultural distinctions 
aside, he says his foreign patients are 
not that different from the patients he 
treats in person. “If we live a life full of 
regret, full of things we haven’t done, if 
we’ve lived an un fulfilled life,” he says, 

“when death comes along, it’s a lot worse. 
I think it’s true for all of us.”

 B E C OMING MYSELF  is clearly the 
memoir of a psychiatrist. “I awake 

from my dream at 3 a.m., weeping into 
my pillow,” reads the opening line.  
Yalom’s nightmare involves a childhood 
inci dent in which he insulted a girl. 
Much of the book is about the influ ence 
that his youth—particularly his relation-
ship with his mother—has had on his 
life. He writes, quoting Charles Dick-
ens, “For, as I draw closer and closer to 
the end, I travel in the circle, nearer and 
nearer to the beginning.” 

Yalom first gained fame among 
psychotherapists for The Theory and 
Practice of Group Psychotherapy. The 
book, published in 1970, argues that the 
dynam ic in group therapy is a micro-
cosm of every day life, and that address-
ing relation ships within a therapy group 
could have profound therapeutic ben-
efits outside of it. “I’ll do the sixth revi-
sion next year,” he told me, as nurses 
came in and out of the room. He was 
sitting in a chair by the window, fidget-
ing. Without his signature panama hat, 
his sideburns, which skate away from his 
ears, looked especially long. 

Although he gave up teaching years 
ago, Yalom says that until he is no 
longer capable, he’ll continue seeing 
patients in the cottage in his back-
yard. It is a shrink’s version of a man 
cave, lined with books by Friedrich  
Nietzsche and the Stoic philosophers. 
The garden outside features Japanese 
bonsai trees; deer, rabbits, and foxes 
make occasional appearances nearby. 

“When I feel restless, I step outside and 
putter over the bonsai, pruning, water-
ing, and admiring their graceful shapes,” 
he writes in Becoming Myself. 

Yalom sees each problem encountered  
in therapy as something of a puzzle, one 
he and his patient must 
work together to solve. He 
described this dynamic in 
Love’s Exe cutioner, which 
consists of 10 stories 
of patients undergoing 
therapy—true tales from 
Yalom’s work, with names 
changed but few other de-
tails altered. The stories 
concentrate not only on 
Yalom’s suffering patients but also on 
his own feelings and thoughts as a ther-
apist. “I wanted to re humanize therapy, 
to show the therapist as a real person,” 
he told me. 

That might not sound like the stuff 
of potboilers, but the book, which came 
out in 1989, was a commercial hit, and 
continues to sell briskly today. In 2003, 
the critic Laura Miller credited it with 
inaugurating a new genre. Love’s Execu-
tioner, she wrote in The New York Times, 
had shown “that the psychological 
case study could give readers what the 
short fiction of the time increasingly 
refused to deliver: the pursuit of secrets,  
intrigue, big emotions, plot.” 

Today, the people around the world 
who email Yalom know him mostly from 
his writing, which has been translated 
into dozens of languages. Like David 
Hasselhoff, he may well be more of a star 
outside the United States than at home. 
This likely reflects American readers’ 
religiosity and insistence on happy end-
ings. Mondays with Yalom are not Tues-
days With Morrie. Yalom can be morbid, 
and he doesn’t believe in an afterlife;  he 

says his anxiety about death is soothed 
somewhat by the belief that what fol-
lows life will be the same as what pre-
ceded it. Not surprisingly, he told me, 
highly religious readers don’t tend to 
gravitate toward his books. 

Yalom is candid, both in his memoir 
and in person, about the difficulties of 
aging. When two of his close friends 
died recently, he realized that his cher-
ished memory of their friendship is all 
that remains. “It dawned on me that 
that reali ty doesn’t exist anymore,” 
he said sadly. “When I die, it will be 
gone.” The thought of leaving Marilyn 
behind is agonizing. But he also dreads  

further physical deteriora-
tion. He now uses a walker 
with tennis balls on the bot-
toms of the legs, and he has 
recently lost weight. He 
coughed frequently dur-
ing our meeting; when I 
emailed him a month later, 
he was feeling better, but 
said of his health scare, “I 
consider those few weeks 

as among the very worst of my life.” He 
can no longer play tennis or go scuba 
diving, and he fears he might have to 
stop bi cycling. “Getting old,” he writes 
in  Becoming Myself, “is giving up one 
damn thing after another.”

In his books, Yalom emphasizes that 
love can reduce death anxiety, both by 
providing a space for people to share 
their fears and by contributing to a well-
lived life. Marilyn, an accomplished 
feminist literary scholar with whom 
he has a close intellectual partnership, 
inspires him to keep living every bit as 
much as she makes the idea of dying 
excru ciating. “My wife matches me 
book for book,” he told me at one point. 
But although Yalom’s email account has 
a folder titled “Ideas for Writing,” he 
said he may finally be out of book ideas. 
Meanwhile, Marilyn told me that she 
had recently helped someone write an 
obituary for Irvin. “This is the reality of 
where we are in life,” she said. 

Early in Yalom’s existential- psycho-
therapy practice, he was struck by how 
much comfort people derived from ex-
ploring their existential fears. “Dying,” 
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he wrote in Staring at the Sun, “is lonely, 
the loneliest event of life.” Yet empathy 
and connected ness can go a long way  
toward reducing our anxieties about 
mortality. When, in the 1970s, Yalom 
began working with patients diag nosed 
with untreatable cancer, he found they 
were sometimes heartened by the idea 
that, by dying with dignity, they could 
be an example to others.

Death terror can occur in anyone at 
any time, and can have life-changing  
effects, both negative and positive. 

“Even for those with a deeply ingrained 
block against openness— those who 
have always avoided deep friendships—
the idea of death may be an awakening  
experience, catalyzing an enormous 
shift in their desire for intimacy,” Yalom 
has written. Those who haven’t yet lived 
the life they wanted to can still shift their 
priorities late in life. “The same thing 
was true with Ebe nezer Scrooge,” he told 
me, as a nurse brought him three pills.

For all the morbidity of existential 
psychotherapy, it is deeply life- affirming. 
Change is always possible. Intimacy 
can be freeing. Existence is precious. “I 
hate the idea of leaving this world, this 
wonder ful life,” Yalom said, praising a 
metaphor devised by the scientist Rich-
ard Dawkins to illustrate the fleeting 
nature of existence. Imagine that the 
present moment is a spotlight moving 
its way across a ruler that shows the 
billions of years the universe has been 
around. Every thing to the left of the area 
lit by the spotlight is over; to the right is 
the un certain future. The chances of us 
being in the spotlight at this particular 
moment—  of being alive—are minus-
cule. And yet here we are.

Yalom’s apprehension about death 
is allayed by his sense that he has lived 
well. “As I look back at my life, I have 
been an overachiever, and I have few 
regrets,” he said quietly. Still, he con-
tinued, people have “an inbuilt impulse 
to want to survive, to live.” He paused.  

“I hate to see life go.” 

Jordan Michael Smith is the author of 
Humanity: How Jimmy Carter Lost  
an Election and Transformed the  
Post-Presidency.
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Y OU CAN marry 
for love, you can 
marry for money, 

or, in Beijing, you can 
marry for a license plate. 

As authorities try 
to cap the number of 
vehicles in China’s car-
choked capital, they’ve 
taken to doling out 
new license plates via a 
six-time-a-year lottery. 
The odds are daunting. 
This June alone, more 
than 2.8 million people 
entered the drawing, and 
offi cials handed plates 
out at the lowest rate 
ever: one per 843 entries. 

Since any driver who 
has resided in Beijing 
for more than a year can 
register, the drawing is 
fair in principle. But the 
license-plate system 
has a big loophole. While 
private sales of license 
plates are banned, the 
rules allow transfers 
between spouses. 

Thus one solution: 
sham marriages. In 
crowded forums and 
chat rooms, plate owners 
offer to tie the knot—for 
the right price. 

“All we need is a mar-
riage registration, and 
we can get you a license 

plate,” one middleman 
boasts in an online 
ad. “No need for the 
lottery— pay once and 
get the benefit for life!” 

But that benefit 
doesn’t come cheap.  
At current rates, a fake- 
marriage license plate 
costs some 90,000  
yuan, or about $13,350—
more than many 
Chinese-made cars. So-
called leopard numbers, 
which include the same 
digit at least three times, 
are most desirable, and 
licenses with 888 can run 
as high as 150,000 yuan. 
(The word for “eight”  
is considered lucky  
because it sounds like 
the word for “fortune.”)

It’s a steep price to 
pay for the dubious privi-
lege of driving in Beijing, 
with its clogged roads, 
angry drivers, and pau-
city of parking. But the 
booming middle class 
sees a car as a necessity, 
so demand is intense. 

One young man tried 
the lottery for three 
years before taking the 
fake-matrimony route. 
The woman he chose 
had posted an ad saying: 
“Men who are interested 

[in fake marriage] to 
transfer the license, 
contact me. Middlemen 
don’t bother.” 

A resident of Hebei 
was among the fortu-
nate ones. He had two 
plates, so he posted one 
online, and a woman 
offered 80,000 yuan for 
it. He accepted. They 
divorced their respective 
spouses, married each 
other, and arranged the 
transfer. Once the paper-
work was approved, 
they divorced a second 
time, and remarried their 
original spouses. 

Enticements for mat-
rimonial mischief extend 
beyond license plates. 
In Shanghai, people get 
sham divorces to take 
advantage of lower real-
estate down-payment 
requirements for first-
time buyers. One broker 
in the city married four 
different customers to 
help them satisfy regula-
tions restricting housing 
purchases to locals. 

Of course, some of 
this can be chalked up 
to the never-ending 
struggle between the 
bureaucrats who draw 
up rules and the citizens 
who do their utmost to 
skirt them. But the re-
cent nuptial shenanigans 
also appear to reflect 
a changing, and highly 
pragmatic, attitude 
toward marriage. 

Decades of the one-
child policy and parents’ 
preference for males has 
led to a glut of men and a 
dearth of women. Among 
middle-class Chinese, 
owning a house is seen 
as an “entry ticket” for 
male suitors to be con-
sidered eligible mates. 
Which raises an odd di-
lemma: To get a real wife, 
you need a house. But to 
get that house, you may 
first need a fake wife.

— Benjamin Carlson

BIG IN … CHINA

LICENSE-PLATE 
MARRIAGES

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  R A M I  N I E M I



The #1 trading app accolade applies to thinkorswim® mobile, also known as TD Ameritrade Mobile Trader. See tdameritrade.com/600offer for offer details/  
restrictions/conditions and information on account fees/expenses. This is not an offer or solicitation in any jurisdiction where we are not authorized to do  
business. TD Ameritrade, Inc., member FINRA/SIPC. © 2017 TD Ameritrade. App Store is a service mark of Apple, Inc.

TD Ameritrade’s Mobile Trader, the #1 mobile trading app in the App Store, lets you set 

custom alerts and monitor your watch lists from anywhere. Get live updates straight to your 

devices so when the market moves, you’ll be ready to move with it.

Our same great service along with a new, lower price of $6.95 per online equity trade. 

Open and fund an account and trade commission-free for 60 days.

When the market calls, answer it.

Download the app or visit tdameritrade.com/mobile



2 4       O C T O B E R  2 0 1 7       T H E  A T L A N T I C

D I S P A T C H E S

O N APRIL 30,  19 7 5,  when 
the last helicopter lifted 
off the roof of the U.S. 
Embas sy in Saigon, the 

Vietnam War, the most consequential 
event in American history since World 
War II, ended in failure. More than 
58,000 Americans and as many as 3 mil-
lion Vietnamese had died in the conflict. 
America’s illusions of invincibility had 
been shattered, its moral confidence 
shaken. The war undermined the coun-
try’s faith in its most respected institu-
tions, particularly the military and the 
presidency. The military eventually re-
covered. The presidency never has.

It did not happen all at once, this 
radical diminution of trust. Over more 
than a decade, the accumulated weight 
of critical reporting about the war, the 
publication of the Pentagon Papers in 
1971, and the declassification of mili-
tary and intelligence reports tarnished 
the office. Nor did the process stop when 
that last chopper took off. New evidence 
of hypocrisy has continued to appear, an 
acidic drip, drip, drip on the image of the 
presidency. The three men who are most 
responsible for the war, John F. Kennedy, 
Lyndon B. Johnson, and Richard Nixon, 
each made the fateful decision to record 
their deliberations about it. The tapes 
they left behind—some of them still 
newly public, others long obscured by 
the sheer volume of the material—are 

an aide: “There are just so many conces-
sions that one can make to the Commu-
nists in one year and survive politically.” 
With the Vietcong gathering strength in 
South Vietnam, he felt he had to act. 

If not for his untimely death, Ken-
nedy’s legacy might have been sul-
lied while he was in office. Instead, not  
until the Pentagon Papers were pub-
lished did Americans discover that he 
and his admin istration had harbored 
mis givings about the political and 
military progress in Vietnam but never 
shared their reservations with the public, 
even as they steadily increased Ameri-
ca’s commitment of special forces and 
military “advis ers.”

In August 1963, disturbed by the 
authori tarian South Vietnamese Presi-
dent Ngô Đình Diêm’s failure to win over 
the populace or thwart the Communist 
insurgency, Kennedy approved a plan to 
encourage a cabal of dissident generals 

to overthrow Diêm’s regime. 
In November, rebel troops 
seized key installations in 
Saigon and promised Diêm 
and his ruthless brother 
Ngô Đình Nhu safe passage 
out of the country. As soon 
as the brothers surrendered, 
they were murdered by rebel 
leaders. South Vietnam 
plunged into chaos, and a 
bad situation got worse. 

On November 4, 1963, 
shortly after the coup, Ken-

nedy recorded his thoughts about what 
he had allowed to happen. The Kennedy 
who speaks on this rarely heard tape is 
not the bold young man of the inaugu-
ral address, but a president consumed 
by doubt, even remorse. He rues having 
made such a crucial decision without 
adequate consideration. 

Over the weekend the coup in Sai-
gon took place. It culminated three 
months of conversation … which 
divided the government here and in 
Saigon … I feel that we must bear a 
good deal of responsibility for it, be-
ginning with our cable of … August 
in which we suggested the coup … I 
should not have given my consent to 
it without a roundtable conference … 

extraordinary. They expose the presi-
dents’ secret motives and fears, at once 
humanizing the men and deepening the 
disillusionment with the office they held. 

For most of American history, that 
office conveyed authority, dignity, 
and some measure of majesty upon 
its occupant. The great presidents— 
Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, the 
Roosevelts—came to be viewed not 
merely as capable exec utives but as 
figures of myth: They were heroic, self-
less, noble, godlike. Time has a way of 
burnishing reputations. But as late as the 
middle of the last century, Americans 
were inclined to view even incumbent 
presidents with reverence. Faith in the 
presidency may have reached its apogee 
soon after the Second World War. The 
public generally trusted Harry Truman 
and Dwight Eisenhower to be hon-
est and well inten tioned and to put the  
interests of the nation above their own. 

It is no coincidence that 
the last president to inspire 
such trust was also the last 
president elected before 
the Vietnam War began 
in earnest. Kennedy’s 
charis ma, and his military 
bona fides, encouraged 
Americans to believe in 
their young president as he 
confronted a complicated 
and dangerous world. His 
promise, in his inaugural 
address, that the United 
States would “pay any price, bear any 
burden, meet any hardship, support 
any friend, oppose any foe, to assure 
the survival and the success of liberty” 
reinforced Americans’ vision of their 
country as a muscular force for good 
around the globe. 

As president, Kennedy immediately 
faced the challenge of how to use that 
power. He refused to send American 
troops to secure a pro-Western govern-
ment in Laos. But after the Bay of Pigs 
fiasco, and having been bullied by Sovi et 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev at a summit 
in Vienna, he made a different calcula-
tion when it came to the continuing crisis 
in Vietnam, one influenced by domestic 
political concerns. Kennedy confided to 

How 
Americans 
Lost Faith 
in the 
Presidency
The Vietnam War opened 
the credibility gap.  
What we’ve learned since 
has only widened it.
BY K E N  B U R N S  A N D  LY N N  N OV I C K

• H I S T O R Y

“I don’t think 
it’s worth 
fighting for 
and I don’t 
think we can 
get out,” 
said Lyndon 
Johnson  
of Vietnam 
in 1964. 
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I was shocked by the death of Diêm 
and Nhu … The question now is 
whether the generals can stay  
together and build a stable govern-
ment or whether … public opinion in 
Saigon … will turn on this government 
as repressive and un democratic in 
the not-too-distant future.

Kennedy did not live to learn the  
answer to his question. He was mur-
dered in Dallas 18 days later. 

Lyndon Johnson inherited both the 
presidency and the rapidly deteriorating 
situation in Vietnam. As vice president, 
he had opposed the Diêm coup, and he 
now dreaded being drawn more deeply 
into the conflict. He hoped the South 
Vietnamese would “get off their butts 
and get out in those jungles and whip 
hell out of some Communists,” he told 
an aide. “And then I want ’em to leave 
me alone, because I’ve got some bigger 
things to do right here at home.” Yet, like 
Kennedy, he allowed political calcula-
tions to affect his approach to the war. 

It was not until the 1990s that most 
of the Johnson recordings began to be 
processed, digitized, and made acces-
sible to the public—they are still not fully 
transcribed, and some remain classified. 
But the 700 mesmerizing hours of tape 

that are available cast new light on the 
inner workings of his presidency. In pub-
lic, Johnson confidently reassured the 
country that the war in Vietnam was go-
ing well. Privately, his frustrations and 
misgivings were on excruciating display. 
In May 1964, less than six months be-
fore the presidential election, Johnson 
confessed to National-Security Adviser 
McGeorge Bundy that he did not know 
what to do.

JOHNSON: I just stayed awake last 
night thinking about this thing—the 
more I think of it, I don’t know what 
in the hell … It looks like to me we’re 
getting into another Korea. It just 
worries the hell out of me. I don’t see 
what we can ever hope to get out of 
there with once we’re committed … I 
don’t think it’s worth fighting for and 
I don’t think we can get out. And it’s 
just the biggest damn mess I ever saw.
BUNDY: It is, it’s an awful mess … 
JOHNSON: I just thought about order-
ing those kids in there, and what in 
the hell am I ordering [them] out 
there for?
BUNDY: One thing that has occurred 
to me—
JOHNSON: What the hell is Vietnam 
worth to me? … What is it worth to 
this country? … 

BUNDY: Yup. Yup.
JOHNSON: Now, of course, if you 
start running the Communists, they 
may just chase you right into your 
own kitchen.
BUNDY: Yup. That’s the trouble. And 
that is what the rest of that half of the 
world is going to think if this thing 
comes apart on us … 
JOHNSON: It’s damned easy to get in 
a war, but it’s going to be awfully hard 
to ever extricate yourself if you get in.

Johnson’s doubts about whether the 
war was winnable or worth fighting per-
sisted throughout his presidency. But 
he could not countenance being seen 
as the first commander in chief to lose a 
war. In 1965, Defense Secretary Robert  
McNamara told the president that even 
if he committed more men, the chances 
of victory were no better than one in 
three. Johnson still decided to escalate.

As American casualties mounted 
and news filtered back home that the 
war was not going nearly as well as the 
White House had been claiming, the 
public’s faith in Johnson began to wane. 
Politicians and journalists described 
a “credibility gap”—the space between 
the president’s assertions and the facts 
on the ground. Skepticism eventually 
gave way to disillusionment with the 
presidency itself. 

Richard Nixon’s presidency carried 
that process of disillusionment much 
further. Nixon’s fondness for audio 
record ings is notorious. We rightly 
remem ber that it was transcripts reveal-
ing the president’s crude, cutthroat 
willingness to conceal his crimes that 
shocked the nation and forced him 
from office. But we often forget that 
the war and the Water gate scandal 
were inextricab ly intertwined. Before 
the White House Plumbers botched 
the break-in at the headquarters of the 
Democratic Nation al Committee, they 
attempted to discredit Daniel Ellsberg, 
who had leaked the Pentagon Papers, by 
stealing files from his psychiatrist’s office. 

When audio of the Nixon tapes 
eventu ally became public in 1980—
2,658 of the 3,400 hours are now 
accessible— Americans could hear 
for themselves just how cynically the 

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  W G 6 0 0
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president had approached the war. On 
tape, he is frequently ruthless, amoral, 
and self-interested. Nixon had promised 
peace with honor, but as he weighed the 
consequences of American withdrawal, 
chief among his concerns was the poten-
tial eff ect on his reelection in 1972 if Sai-
gon fell to the North Vietnamese. Nixon 
and his national-security adviser, Henry 
Kissinger, returned to this worry again 
and again, including on May 29, 1971, in 
a conversation not released to the public 
until 1999: 

KISSINGER: The only problem is to 
prevent the collapse in ’72 … If it’s 
got to go to the Communists, it’d be 
better to have it happen in the fi rst 
six months of the new term than 
have it go on and on and on. 
NIXON: Sure.
KISSINGER: I’m being very cold-
blooded about it.
NIXON: I know exactly what we’re 
up to …
KISSINGER: But on the other hand, 
if Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam 
go down the drain in September ’72, 
then they’ll say you went into these … 
You spoiled so many lives, just to 
wind up where you could’ve been in 
the fi rst year.
NIXON: Yeah.

The revelations of the Nixon tapes 
destroyed his presidency and further 
eroded American faith in the offi  ce itself. 
The presidents of the post-Vietnam era 
have never managed to fully restore that 
faith, and lately, it seems, confi dence in 
the chief executive is at a new low, even 
if tape recorders are no longer running 
in the Oval Offi  ce. 

But we needn’t succumb to the cyni-
cism often on display in the Vietnam 
record ings. The war may have robbed 
America of its innocence, but it also 
reminded us that the duty of citizens in 
a democracy is to be skeptical— not to 
worship our leaders, who have always 
been fallible, but to question their deci-
sions, challenge their policies, and hold 
them accountable for their failures. 

Ken Burns and Lynn Novick are co-
directors and producers of the 10-part PBS 
documentary series The Vietnam War.
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When the 
Mind Wanders
An anatomy of daydreaming
BY J A K E  P E L I N I
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T H E  S T U D I E S :

considered the day-
dream’s content “highly 
disrupting/ distracting.” [4] 
And many studies have 
shown that mind- 
wandering interferes with 
cognitive functions such 
as reading comprehension 
and memory retention. [5]

Yet other research 
suggests that daydream-
ing has benefits. For one, 
much mind- wandering 
is future-oriented, and 
researchers have found 
that it gives us a chance 
to think about our 
goals. [6] It also seems to 
bolster creativity. In one 
experiment, 145 under-
graduates completed four 

“unusual uses” tasks, each 
requiring them to list as 
many uses as possible for 
an everyday object. After 
the first pair of tasks was 
completed, one group of 
subjects was assigned 
an undemanding activ-
ity intended to elicit 
mind-wandering. When 
the subjects proceeded 

to the second 
pair of tasks, 
the daydream-
ers performed 
40 percent better 
than the non-
dreamers. [7] 

So what are 
people daydreaming 
about at any given mo-
ment? Most of us prefer 
not to say. One University 
of Minnesota survey 
found that 79 percent 
of adults would rather 
admit to a humiliating 
experience than divulge 
their daydreams. [8] 
Even more embarrassing 
than falling off  a ladder, 
in other words, might be 
the thoughts that led you 
to do so.  

 I N 2014, ONE IN 16 
Americans visited 
the ER for home 

injuries that resulted 
from, among other things, 
fumbling knives (the 
cause of at least 249,000 
injuries), ladders (at least 
105,000), and cookware 
(at least 22,000). One of 
the main causes of these 
accidents? A wandering 
mind, says Steve Casner, 
the author of Careful: 
A User’s Guide to Our 
Injury-Prone Minds. 
By one estimate, he 
notes, people daydream 
through nearly half their 
waking hours.

Psychologists have 
recently focused 
more intently 
on the tendency 
to think about 
something other 
than the task at 
hand. For one 
experiment, two 
Harvard researchers 
devel oped an iPhone app 
to analyze the relation-
ship between daydream-
ing and happiness. The 
average person’s mind, 
the researchers found, 
wandered most fre-
quently (about 65 per-
cent of the time) during 
personal-grooming 
activities, and least often 
(10 percent of the time) 
during sex. Respond ents’ 
minds tended to wander 

more when they felt upset 
rather than happy, and 
were more likely to wander 
toward pleasant topics 
than unpleasant ones. [1]

Drinking alcohol and 
daydreaming also seem 
to go hand in hand. In 
one study, participants 
who imbibed a moder-
ate amount daydreamed 
roughly twice as much 
as those given a placebo 
drink. [2] And the younger 
we are, the more likely we 
may be to let our mind 
wander. People ages 18 
to 25 report significantly 
more task-unrelated 
thoughts than do those 
ages 60 to 85. [3]

How do daydreams 
aff ect daydreamers? 
Just as a wandering mind 
makes us accident-prone 
at home, it leaves us 
vulnerable behind the 
wheel. In an unusual 
study, French researchers 
visited an ER to interview 
955 patients involved 
in traff ic accidents. The 
majority of them reported 
having daydreamed 
just before the crash; 
more than 10 percent 
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T HERE AREN’T many 
unexplored places 
left on the planet, and 

most of those that remain 
are far beneath its surface. 
No one knows where the 
world’s deepest cave is, and 
vast expanses of the ocean 
floor remain unmapped. But 
if you want to explore the 
top of the world, one of the 
only places to go is, well, the 
top of the world. Few people 
have visited the central Arc-
tic Ocean; even fewer have 
observed it during winter—
its most fearsome season, 
and the world’s darkest.

Before long, though, scien-
tists will have a chance to do 
just that. Later this decade, 
a new project—the Multi-
disciplinary Drifting Observa-
tory for the Study of Arctic 
Climate, or MOSAiC—will set 
out to study the Arctic in 

unprecedented detail, across 
an entire year.

The icebreaker Polarstern 
will leave Norway in the fall 
of 2019, cruising to a point 
north of the Siberian archi-
pelago Severnaya Zemlya. 
From there, it will steer its 
way into the Arctic’s thin 
autumnal sea ice and—if all 
goes according to plan—get 
stuck. The Polar stern will 
remain trapped in sea ice for 
the next 12 months, carried  
along as the wind and 
ocean currents drive the ice 
through the central Arctic 
and, eventually, into the 
Greenland Sea. 1

This will be an un-
conventional mode of 
transport—most ships in 
the Arctic are desperate 
to avoid getting stuck in 
ice—but the Polar stern 
won’t be the first to try it. In 

1893, the Norwegian explorer 
Fridtjof Nansen 2   deliber-
ately engulfed his ship, the 
Fram, in ice, in the hope that 
it would carry him toward 
the North Pole. Though 
he never got there, he did 
travel farther north than any 
previous recorded voyage. 
More recently, in 2015, the 
Norwegian research vessel 
Lance spent five months 
conducting research while 
deliberately locked in ice. 3

The Polar stern will stay 
more than twice as long. 
Using the ship as their base, 
scientists hope to observe 
nearly every aspect of the 
Arctic system: the drifting 
ice, the turbulent ocean, the 
blustery atmosphere, and the 
organisms that make it home. 

Pressing questions about 
that ecosystem remain. 
Right now, scientists suspect 

that the Arctic Ocean may 
be a carbon sink—that 
is, it appears to capture 
more greenhouse gas than 
it releases—thanks to its 
phytoplankton, which absorb 
carbon dioxide via photo-
synthesis. But no one knows 
how these small creatures 
survive the world’s longest 
night. Nor do scientists know 
whether life in the Arctic is 
limited mostly by darkness 
or by scarce nutrients. 

They don’t understand 
how Arctic weather works, 
either: Does the wind cool off 
sea ice as it skips along the 
surface? Can eddies of water 
break up ice? Researchers 
hope that data gathered by 
MOSAiC will improve mod-
els of day-to-day Arctic 
weather. Those predictions 
are important not only for 
the industries and militaries 

D I S P A T C H E S

A Year on Ice
Why scientists are preparing to freeze the 
research vessel Polarstern in sea ice near the 
North Pole 
BY R O B I N S O N  M E Y E R
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For much of the year, the 
standard way for researchers 
to access the central Arctic 
is to pay for a trip to Camp 
Barneo, a Russian-operated 
tourist camp that sets up 
annually somewhere near 
the North Pole. Freezing 
the Polarstern in place will 
circumvent this—although 
MOSAiC will still depend on 
nearby countries to help 
transport new scientists out 
to the craft every two months 
via helicopter, airplane, or 
another icebreaker. 

Soon, access will be 
much easier. The extent of 
Arctic sea ice 1  this year is 
expected to be among the 
least ever recorded. And if 
carbon emissions continue 
at current rates, by about 
2043—150 years after the 
Fram’s journey— summer 
sea ice in the Arctic will 
almost certainly be a thing 
of the past.  

measure ice thickness. They 
will also leave behind a net-
work of ice-tethered sensors 
and “snow buoys.” 4

For now, the hard-
est part of working in the 
Arctic is reaching it. “Novem-
ber, Decem ber, January, 
February— those are typically 
the no-access months for 
scientists,” says Benjamin 
Rabe, who is leading ocean 
research for the project. 

it warms, keep absorbing 
carbon—or will it one day 
begin to belch CO

2
 back into 

the atmosphere? 
In search of answers, 

the Polarstern’s crew will 
set loose a constellation of 
sensors across all levels of 
the environ ment. Researchers 
plan to use weather balloons 
to monitor the atmosphere 
and planes outfitted with 
electro magnetic sensors to 

looking to exploit the Arctic 
in the decades to come, but 
for everyone else, too. For 
one thing, recent research 
suggests that warm spells in 
the Arctic are linked to un-
usually unproductive years 
for American crops.

The answers to these 
questions will in turn help 
scientists answer perhaps 
the largest question of all: 
Will the Arctic Ocean, as 

1
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“T
HE PER S ONAL -E SSAY BOOM Is Over,” declared the head-
line of a much-circulated article on The New Yorker’s website
earlier this year. It was the “God Is Dead” of the Jezebel gener-
ation, reporting that the craze for essays with titles like “My 
Gynecologist Found a Ball of Cat Hair in My Vagina”—a story by 
a writer named Michelle Barrow that became a fl eeting sensa-

tion in 2015—had come to an end. To borrow a late-19th-century saying about the United 
States patent offi  ce, everything that could be found inside a vagina had been found. 

Let young essayists fi nd hope in the life and letters of Joyce Maynard, who has withstood 
market corrections to the personal-essay economy for 50 years, ever since her fi rst one 
appeared in Seventeen magazine when she herself was 14. She is the Joyce Carol Oates of 
women’s confessional essays, fi ring them off  in such rapid succession that she will probably 
begin and fi nish one in the time it takes you to read this paragraph. Her subject is herself, 
and although she has but one life to live, she is never short of material, because she reads 
and rereads her own story according to market demands. Teach a woman to describe a 
ball of cat hair, and she will sell an essay. Teach her to regard that ball of cat hair as an 
illustrative example of a handful of recurring themes, and she will sell essays for a lifetime.

It all began, as do so many things, in the bed of a devouring mother. Fredelle Maynard was 
an artistically frustrated housewife with a doctorate in English who was stuck in a small New 

Hampshire town with an alcoholic 
husband (failed painter, English pro-
fessor at the state university) and two 
smart daughters. She had an intense, 
intrusive, and sexualized relationship 
with the younger girl, Joyce. “Can 
you imagine what she’ll be like with 
men?” she would announce after 
a morning “snuggling” with her in 
the marriage bed, teaching her vari-
ous kisses: “Suction,” “Movie star,” 

“Cutie.” (It’s a fact that constitutes 
one of the few underexplored topics 
in her daughter’s oeuvre.) She also 
had the desire that both girls would 
become magazine writers, an area in 
which she had achieved some modest 
success. She and her husband would 
sit with the girls in the living room 
and auto-tune their submissions until 
they fi t seamlessly into the pages of a 
big-circulation publication: the rising 
action of a girls’-magazine problem 
(no dates; too many dates; breasts 
too small; breasts too big) leading 
to the falling action of its solution (a 
talk with Mother; a sudden epiphany; 
a call to character) and an adorable, 
girl-tastic kicker. 

In 1971, Maynard arrived at 
Yale, which was then a kind of Cape 
Canaveral for the Boomer revolu-
tion, sending one brilliant rocket 
into the sky and then another. Garry 
Trudeau was in her fi lm- animation 
class; Bill Clinton and Hillary 
Rodham were students at the law 
school. Everyone on campus was 
emotionally engaged with the draft. 
But Maynard was listening to diff er-
ent music, the soundscape of the 
Seven Sisters magazines— McCall’s, 
Ladies’ Home Journal, Redbook, 
etc.— magazines that were deeply, 
intentionally square, and that were 
always a decade or two behind the 
popular culture. During her fi rst year 
of college, Seventeen sent Maynard 
to Texas to write about the Miss 
Teenage America pageant and to 

T H E  O M N I V O R E

The Confessionalist
Joyce Maynard can’t stop writing about herself.

BY  C A I T L I N  F L A N AG A N
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recent appearance, he was gently reaching for his 
ex-wife’s hand at their son’s wedding. 

T
H E  B O OM E R S  A R E  getting old now; 
we know this because there’s a Fidelity 
ad that plays “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida,” 

and Joyce Maynard has started to appear in the 
AARP magazine. Her new book, The Best of Us, 
is about a topic of interest to this aging demo-
graphic: widowhood. In her late 50s, she met a 
man online and they married. Tragically, he was 
soon diagnosed with cancer; he died three years 
after the wedding. It was a cruel thing to happen, 
a wretched turn of luck. 

Just as she dropped the depth charge of her moth-
er’s quasi-incest into an early chapter of At Home in 
the World yet expected readers to stay focused on 
the fact that J. D. Salinger was a bad boyfriend, The 
Best of Us tucks a whopper into an opening chapter. 
At age 55, her children grown, Maynard had “missed 
being a parent as much as a person crossing the des-
ert misses water.” So she sent away for a CD-ROM 
from an inter national adoption agency, liked what 
she saw at an Ethiopian orphanage, and traveled 
to Africa to adopt two sisters: “They were ravenous 
for meat. ‘I love you I love you I love you,’ they told 
me.” But she soon tired of the responsibility. After 
14 months, she drove them across the country and 
handed them off to a different family, and they were 
adopted a second time. 

So there, on page 56, she loses the crowd. 
When she describes meeting her future husband 
just six months later and having the time of her 
life with him—traveling, eating, sleeping in the 
nude, throwing a wedding rapturously covered 
by The New York Times—the reader is back with 
those little girls she impulsively adopted and 
then abandoned. Always, Maynard wants our 
sympathies. “Of all the losses I’d known, this had 
been the worst,” she tells us about relinquishing 
the girls, a few pages before going on to describe 
her new beau’s silver Porsche Boxster. 

And so yet again, we leave the girl writer where 
we found her, in the pages of her endless testi-
mony, burbling it all up, the stream of experience 
un mediated by any meaning beyond itself. If Saint 
Augustine was the father of the auto biography as a 
form of confession, Maynard is one of the mothers 
of the “My Gynecologist Found a Ball of Cat Hair in 
My Vagina” genre. “When I got two cats, I knew their 
fur was going to get everywhere,” that essay begins, 
its writer surely aware that never since the begin-
ning of time has there been anybody just like her.  

Caitlin Flanagan, the author of Girl Land and To 
Hell With All That, will be sharing the Omnivore 
column with James Parker through next summer.

Washington, D.C., to interview Julie Nixon Eisen-
hower. She could not have been more out of step—
intellectually, politically, or culturally—with her 
peers if she’d invited them to a Tupperware party. 
But when she sent a pitch to The New York Times, 
she got an assignment that changed her life.

“Please go ahead with a 3,500-word personal 
essay about what it is like to be eighteen years 
old in this country,” wrote The Times Magazine’s 
editor. The resulting essay describes sweeping 
trends, self-consciously positions its young author 
as the voice of her generation, and locates almost 
nothing fresh about the nature of youth. It didn’t 
matter. Her photograph—a sprite of a girl, with 
huge brown eyes, sitting on the floor of the Yale 
library—ran on the cover of The Times Magazine 
under the career-making headline “An 18-Year-
Old Looks Back on Life.” 

Famously, the essay and photo attracted the 
attentions of J. D. Salinger, for whom she dropped 
out of Yale at the start of her sophomore year. Their 
11-month love affair, conducted in his isolated 
New Hampshire house and apparently a gulag 
experience for both of them, was the subject of 
her 1998 memoir, At Home in the World. The book 
inflamed an easily inflamed demographic: people 
who have an intense, almost irrational hatred of 
Joyce Maynard’s literary output and by extension 
of the writer herself. It’s not the prose they dislike; 
Maynard’s writing is clean and engaging. She’s 
written more than a dozen popular books and a 
very good true-crime novel. What drives the crit-
ics wild is her personal writing and its nonstop 
examination of self, one damn hair ball at a time. 

Fredelle Maynard once published a book about 
parenting in which she averred that the most 
important gift to give a child was the certainty that 

“never since the beginning of time has there been 
anybody just like you.” It is this lesson (perhaps 
the ultimate Boomer credo) that animates Joyce’s 
collected essays and memoirs. She pours out 
confession after confession, but not in search of 
expiation. The goal is to get it all out on the page, 
shape it around a conventional narrative structure, 
find a lesson in it, and move on.

Her first husband and her three children are 
Snowy to her Tintin: reliable sidekicks yoked to 
the central character for the length of the run. 
The husband spent the duration of her 1980s 
syndicated column, “Domestic Affairs,” as the 
ideal partner; in the ’90s (after the divorce) he 
was revealed in subsequent essays and books as a 
cruel bastard who pressured her to get an abortion 
and filed a motion to have her declared an unfit 
mother. Lately, he has emerged as the co-victim of 
a bad union, as she has confessed that she actually 
had a long affair with his close friend. In his most 
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We leave the 
girl writer 
where we 
found her, 
burbling it 
all up, 
experience 
unmediated 
by any 
meaning 
beyond 
itself.
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THE BEST OF US
JOYCE MAYNARD
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The Remarkable 
Laziness of Woody Allen

Putting next to no effort into his films is  
the secret to sustaining his reputation. 

BY  C H R I S T O P H E R  O R R

Blue Jasmine—are solid but overrated, perhaps 
because so many of us dream of a return to his 
early form. (A. O. Scott of The New York Times, 
who accurately described Match Point as Allen’s 

“most satisfying film in more than a decade,” then 
couldn’t resist hyperbole: “a Champagne cocktail 
laced with strychnine.”) The rest run the gamut 
from middling—Vicky Cristina Barcelona, Midnight 
in Paris—to genuinely bad: Scoop, Whatever Works, 
To Rome With Love. While the former have a habit 
of garnering plaudits anyway (Midnight in Paris 
won an Oscar for best original screenplay), the 
latter are often politely ignored in discussions 
of the overall quality of his work.

The upshot has been that Allen’s stature as an 
important filmmaker (unlike his personal reputa-
tion) has proved surprisingly sturdy—despite the 
withering self-assessments he offers every so 
often. In an interview during the filming of Match 
Point, he described himself as “functioning within 
the parameters of my mediocrity,” and went on 
to note that if he were ever to make another great 
film, it would be “by accident.” False modesty? 
Some, no doubt. But we would do best to take his 
words at face value. 

For years the evidence has accumulated: Allen 
is an astonishingly lazy director. Often this fact 
gets a positive spin, as when he is described as 

“an actor’s director”— code for the reality that he 
offers his performers little or no guidance and 

F
O R  R O U G H LY  A  Q U A RT E R  C E N T U R Y—from Take 
the Money and Run in 1969 to, say, Bullets Over Broadway 
in 1994—Woody Allen was among America’s most fasci-
nating and iconic filmmakers. His early comedies were a 
revelation; his more mature works (in particular Annie Hall, 
Manhattan, The Purple Rose of Cairo, and Hannah and Her 

Sisters) were among the best films of the period. Frequently casting himself 
in central roles, he mined a vein of humor that was emphatically Jewish yet 
accessible to a wide audience. And if his occasional homages to great Euro-
pean directors such as Bergman (Interiors and Another Woman) and Fellini 
(Stardust Memories and Alice) weren’t entirely successful, they nonetheless 
deepened the intellectual reputation of an oeuvre also known for its allusions 
to art, literature, and philosophy. Alone among major directors, he seemed to 
be speaking almost intimately to his audience, playing repeated variations on 
the same character, a man who was a recognizable variation on Allen himself.

Though Allen, now 81, has maintained his frenetic pace of one feature 
film a year since 1982, his more recent output has been generally, yet gently, 
judged a disappointment. His best films of the past 20 years—Match Point, 
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tries to complete every scene in as few takes as 
possible. Here, again, Allen is bluntly honest. “I’m 
lazy and an imperfectionist,” he explained in a 
2015 NPR interview. “Steven Spielberg and Martin 
Scorsese will work on the details until midnight 
and sweat it out, whereas for me, come 6 o’clock, 
I want to go home, I want to have dinner, I want 
to watch the ballgame. Filmmaking is not [the] 
end-all be-all of my existence.”

The most recent grist for this assessment 
comes from Eric Lax, an Allen acolyte, whose 
fourth book on the director, Start to Finish: Woody 
Allen and the Art of Moviemaking, is essentially an 
indictment framed as an encomium. Focused 
on the making of 2015’s Irrational Man, a film 
seen by few and liked by fewer, it functions as a 
third-person diary of a directorial indifference so 
extreme that one would expect it to have eroded 
the Allen brand by now. So how and why does 
Allen still enjoy his current level of prestige? 
Lax’s otherwise tedious account is a good occa-
sion to explore that mystery, the key to which 
is something of a paradox: Allen’s reputation 
depends in no small part on the very indolence 
that undermines so many of his films.

D
ESPITE THE art in his title, Lax reveals 
Allen’s moviemaking technique as some-
thing more akin to an assembly line. 

From beginning to end, the enterprise is designed 

to maximize efficiency, all but inevitably at the cost 
of quality. Screenwriting, casting, shooting—  at 
almost every stage of the process, Allen performs, 
to judge from Lax’s account, a fraction of the labor 
customarily expected of a director. How else could 
he keep up a filmmaking pace that smacks more of 
neurotic obsession than of intensive dedication? 
(When the character he plays in To Rome With Love 
is told, “You equate retirement with death,” the 
line lands close to home.) 

Allen’s oft-quoted dictum that “80 percent 
of success is showing up” seems to apply to 
almost every aspect of the endeavor. This las-
situde is enabled by an arrangement that is 
virtually unique among major directors: Allen is 
answerable to no one on his films. Though they 
are distributed by major studios (most recently 
Amazon Studios), those studios play no role in 
their production. Allen arranges his own financ-
ing, and investors sign on with barely any idea of 
what they’re investing in. (As he explains, “I’ve 
never given anybody who’s done one of my films 
more than three or four lines” of description.) 
Allen’s longtime producer (and sister) Letty 
Aronson, and his editor, Alisa Lepselter, offer 
advice throughout, as do the cinema tographer 
and others on set. But that advice is always Allen’s 
to take or leave.

Start to Finish, well over half of which consists 
of a scene-by-scene account of the 32-day shooting 
schedule of Irrational Man, sheds limited light on 
Allen’s writing process. But another of his longtime 
producers, Robert Greenhut, marveled in Woody 
Allen: A Documentary, “I’ve never seen anybody 
write so fast.” Allen once boasted that he rewrote a 
central character in Match Point in “about an hour” 
after changing her nationality from English to 
American—scarcely a sign of thoughtful revision. 
And anyone who has watched recent Allen films 
knows that he leans on the crutch of voice-over 
to an extraordinary degree. On this count, too, 
he is his own most astute critic: Lax quotes him 
saying, “Don’t ruin it by making the characters 
talk to the audience because that distances you 
from the intense reality of it.”

When it comes to casting, Lax’s description 
of Allen’s method is unintentionally comical. 
His longtime casting directors, Juliet Taylor and 
Patricia DiCerto, will propose actors, show him 
footage, and 

if he likes what he sees, there is a quick face-
to-face interview, “quick” meaning about one 
minute … [The actors] are not told what part 
they are being considered for or anything 
about the film. Each interview is an almost 
verbatim repetition of the last … [Allen] is 
standing toward the middle, comes over, 
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that the director David Fincher frequently does 
30 or more takes of a single shot: “Really? … Well, 
his movies are terrific.” Allen’s rather different 
approach was crystallized by Liam Neeson in 
a 2014 interview in which he spoke about his 
experience working on the 1992 picture Husbands 
and Wives:

“Not a lot of takes, right?”
“Oh no, no, no.”
“Because he wants to be done by six o’clock 

every day.”
“Oh, we were out at four in the afternoon.  

It was fucking great.”

N
EESON’S DELIGHT OFFERS a crucial 
clue to the endurance of Allen’s repu-
tation. Filmmaking can be a grueling 

process, and Allen has settled upon an alterna-
tive business model that serves the interests of 
all involved. The limited time and effort that he 
expects not only of himself but of his cast surely 
helps him continue to attract topflight talent 
to his films, despite paying his actors just over 
the Screen Actors Guild minimum. He is one of 
the few genuine household names—and inter-
nationally recognized figures—working in cinema, 
and appearing in one of his movies checks off a 
useful career box. Especially for younger actresses 
eager to signal their desire to work with serious 
material, the experience is an ideal credential. 
Think of Scarlett Johansson (who appeared in 
three Woody Allen pictures from 2005 to 2008) 
and Emma Stone (who was in two in 2014 and 
2015, including Irrational Man). 

The minimal commitment that appearing in 
an Allen film entails is a highly relevant consid-
eration for a time-strapped actor. Lax himself 
notes the contrast with Mike Leigh—another 
director of small, art-house films—who rehearses 
his actors for weeks before shooting even starts. 
For Damien Chazelle’s La La Land, Stone and her 
co-star, Ryan Gosling, rehearsed for four months 
before the cameras rolled. Among other chores, 
they practiced singing, dancing, and, in Gosling’s 
case, piano. The fact that Stone’s Irrational Man 
character plays piano is less central to that movie’s 
plot, but Allen didn’t expect her even to fake it. 
He simply shot her recital with the piano blocking 
her hands. Similarly, in Match Point, Jonathan 
Rhys Meyers plays a retired tennis pro who once 
almost beat Andre Agassi. But the scenes of him 
on court give every indication that tennis lessons 
were not required. He looks as though he’s never 
lifted a racket before in his life. 

Such shortcuts result in a feedback loop of cin-
ematic prestige: Allen is considered an important 
director in part because so many big stars still 

shakes hands, and says a version of, “Hi, I’m 
shooting a film starting in July. We thought 
you might be right for one of the parts, and to-
day I just want to see how you look.” Usually 
the actor stammers out something reasonably 
appropriate. Then Woody thanks the actor 
and he or she leaves.

Those wondering how Andrew Dice Clay came 
to appear in Blue Jasmine, visibly straining to act, 
have their answer.

Other corners are comparably cut. Allen’s 
editor sometimes has to live with technical 
im perfections in the footage because he hasn’t 
shot enough takes for her to choose from. He 
selects his music from the decidedly limited 
range of his own personal taste—jazz, classical, 
American standards—because he “does not like 
working with a composer.” And so on.

Allen’s laziness becomes most glaring as the 
shoot approaches and then unfolds. In Lax’s 
telling, Allen is disengaged prior to the shoot, 
sometimes leaving his collaborators (location 
scouts, costume designers, etc.) to spin their 
wheels. “Woody has paced himself to be at top 
strength when the filming begins” is how Lax 
puts it, “often to the frustration of those who 
want only to do their best work on his behalf but 
cannot always get his attention to make a choice 
on what he wants.” As for the shoot itself, Allen 
has confessed, “I don’t do any preparation. I don’t 
do any rehearsals. Most of the times I don’t even 
know what we’re going to shoot.” Indeed, Allen 
rarely has any conversations whatsoever with his 
actors before they show up on set. Those with 
smaller parts will not even have seen the full 
script, merely their own scenes. (Parker Posey 
showed up for her first Irrational Man shoot not 
knowing whether it was a comedy or a drama.)

On the set, Allen typically offers his actors no 
direction before the camera rolls. If he is unhappy 
with a performance, though, he will weigh in with 
recommendations. In addition to limiting the num-
ber of takes on any given shot, he strongly prefers 

“master shots”—those that capture an entire scene 
from one angle—over multiple shots that would 
subsequently need to be edited together. In the 
past, Allen budgeted sufficient time and money to 
go back and reshoot scenes: 1987’s September and 
1989’s Crimes and Misdemeanors, for example, were 
both extensively reshot. But he stopped doing that 
about 20 years ago, according to Lax. Allen now 
tries to stay as close to the allotted schedule as 
possible, in part because his financing agreements 
stipulate that any budget overage come out of his 
own fee for writing and directing. 

In a passage in Start to Finish, Allen seems 
genuinely astonished when his editor tells him 
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forged his reputation, he pursued themes very 
close to home, with films that were set almost 
exclusively in his native New York City and 
frequently dealt with the fields of comedy or 
show business. More recently, he has worked in 
locales—London, Paris, Rome, Barcelona—he 
evidently knows only from the perspective of an 
unenthusiastic tourist. Match Point was knocked 
for its unfamiliarity with London; To Rome With 
Love looks as though it was shot with a copy of 
Fodor’s in hand.

Early in his career, Allen was often his own 
star, and his distinctive patter—the phobias and 
neuroses and literary references—worked effort-
lessly in a way that it does not when it emanates 
from the mouths of his various surrogates since 
then. And the filmmaker who these days has so 
little contact with his actors used to have his 
female stars close at hand: Between them, his 
longtime love interests Louise Lasser, Diane 
Keaton, and Mia Farrow starred in 22 out of 23 
consecutive films during his heyday.

So it is perhaps good news that Allen’s next 
film, Wonder Wheel, is set in 1950s Brooklyn, where 
he spent his youth. In fact, the movie takes place 
on Coney Island, where his long-ago Annie Hall 
character, Alvy Singer, claimed to have grown up 
in a house beneath the roller coaster. His 48th 
movie—scheduled for release on December 1, 
Allen’s 82nd birthday—will be the first one he 
has released during awards season since Match 
Point more than a decade ago. No one will be 
more pleased than I if the film turns out to be 
a return to prime form for Allen. But even if 
Wonder Wheel is a triumph, it will likely be, as 
Allen himself has suggested, a happy accident.  

Christopher Orr is a senior editor at The Atlantic.

want to work with him. Meanwhile, his perceived 
importance as a director draws those stars for 
the short period it will take to film a movie and 
acquire their Allen credential. The accumulated 
prestige also rubs off on his investors, some of 
whom have even gotten bit parts. And their risk 
of a financial loss is low. Allen’s films almost 
always recoup their modest budgets—here, the 
actors’ willingness to work at a deep discount is 
essential—and now and then one strikes gold. 
(Midnight in Paris made more than $150 million 
on a $17 million budget.) The fact that so few of 
them wind up being any good barely enters into 
the director-actor-investor equation.

Given that Allen’s movie-a-year schedule 
extends well back into his prime, one might 
wonder what explains such a precipitous decline 
in quality since the 1990s. Presumably age, how-
ever healthy and fit he remains, has something 
to do with it. His shoots are typically shorter now 
than they were in his earlier years. (The shoot 
for 1973’s Sleeper lasted a full 101 days.) Ambi-
tion simply isn’t on the agenda. When asked 
whether his films would benefit from more time 
and effort, he has consistently maintained that 
they are as good as they can be and no amount of 
additional work would improve them. Moreover, 
it is hardly unusual for a director’s later work to 
grow somewhat stale, particularly when the direc-
tor’s preoccupations—death, philosophy, older 
men sleeping with younger women—remain as 
constant as Allen’s have. 

But once again, Allen himself is ready with 
the most astute diagnosis. “I’m not a curious 
person,” he noted in that 2015 NPR interview. 

“I’m not curious to travel … I’m not curious to 
see other places, I’m not curious to try new 
things.” During the fertile years in which he 

ANYBODY  
considering medical 
school, or already 
toiling there, has 
to read this book. 
Everyone else should 
too. Victoria Sweet’s 
account of discov-
ering her vocation 
never once uses 
the word passion. 
Instead, she calls 
attention to time’s 
mysterious power to 
reveal purpose. Her 
memoir of growing 
slowly into her calling 
is about learning not 
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Slow Medicine:
The Way  
to Healing
V I C T O R I A  S W E E T
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just to save lives but 
to make a life. 

Sweet’s first book, 
God’s Hotel, was 
about her quest to 
set her patients— 
ailing and destitute 
people at one of 
the last remain-
ing almshouses in 
the U.S.—on a path 
of gradual healing 
unavailable from hur-
ried, high-tech health 
care. This time her 
observant gaze and 
artful prose focus 
on signposts along 

her path toward that 
mission. 

As a California 
college student in 
the late ’60s and 
early ’70s, Sweet 
boarded with a family 
whose “sort of hippie” 
ethos left its mark. In 
medical school, key 
moments of guidance 
(and also arrogance) 
came when least 
expected. Stints at 
out-of-the-way clinics 
supplied rare col-
leagues and unusual 
crises. A trek across 

Nepal as a physician 
proved essential, too, 
in shaping a version of 
medicine that, without 
renouncing mechani-
cal fix-it prowess, aims 
to nurture patients’ 
own curative powers. 

That cause now 
has a name, “slow 
medicine,” and it 
couldn’t have a better 
champion than Sweet. 
Her personal odyssey 
is more stirring than 
any polemical mani-
festo could be. 

— Ann Hulbert
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G
R E AT  P O E T S  FA L L  into two categories: those whose 
public personas are of a piece with their work, and those 
whose personalities seem to contradict their work. If you 
met, say, Lord Byron, you would have no doubt that this was 
the man who wrote “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.” Byron 

was as dramatic, world-weary, and scandalous in a drawing room as he was 
on the page. By contrast, if you were introduced to T. S. Eliot, you might have 
trouble making the connection between this buttoned-up bank clerk and 
the nightmare enchantment of “The Waste Land.” The patron saint of this 
latter type—the poet whose poetry is conspicuously at odds with his or her 
person—would have to be Alfred Edward Housman, the author of A Shrop-
shire Lad and a writer who became, over the course of the 20th century, a 
kind of tutelary genius of Englishness.

The 63 lyrics in that book, first published in 1896, have a purity of speech 
and intensity of feeling that lent the collection the aura of a classic from the 
moment of its appearance. “You may read it in half-an-hour,” said one early 
reviewer of the book, “but there are things in it you will scarce forget in a 
lifetime.” What Housman writes about, almost without exception, is sorrow: 
lost love, nostalgia, mutability, grief, and death. He seems to understand 

everything about the pain of life, and the beauty 
of that pain—the way suffering itself can become 
a source of bittersweet pleasure. He is a poet who 
can’t listen to a blackbird sing without hearing a 
summons to the grave:

Lie down, lie down, young yeoman;
What use to rise and rise?
Rise man a thousand mornings
Yet down at last he lies,
And then the man is wise.

The emotional directness of his delivery reads like 
an invitation to intimacy, giving unhappy readers, 
especially young ones, the sense that they have 
finally found a sympathetic heart in an unfeeling 
world. The last poem in A Shropshire Lad is an 
appeal to the “luckless lads” who will enjoy the 
poet’s “flowers” after he is gone:

So up and down I sow them
For lads like me to find,
When I shall lie below them,
A dead man out of mind.

Yet as the English biographer and journalist 
Peter Parker shows in Housman Country, his 
new study of the poet’s work and legacy, “luck-
less lads” who came to Housman prepared to 
open their hearts were shocked by the wary, 
acerbic, pedantic man they encountered. His 
obituary in The Times of London described him 

B O O K S

The Poet Laureate  
of Englishness

Revisiting A. E. Housman in the age of Brexit
BY  A D A M  K I R S C H
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as “so unapproachable as to diffuse a frost … 
[He] appeared of all men least tolerant of senti-
ment.” When the novelist E. M. Forster wrote 
to Housman expressing enthusiasm for his 
poetry, Housman responded with a letter that 
Forster described as “absolutely hateful … I 
was so disappointed and hurt that I destroyed 
it after one rapid perusal.” Another writer was 
stunned, too. “Far from believing that man 
wrote [A] Shropshire Lad,” he said after meeting 
Housman, “I shouldn’t even have thought him 
capable of reading it!” 

To perceptive observers, however, the vast 
gulf between the poetry and the poet only added 
to Housman’s pathos. Clearly this was a man so 
sensitive to pain that he had to wear heavy emo-
tional armor. Indeed, the poems themselves are 
often about the deflection of feeling by an ironic 
stoicism, which ends up highlighting the very 
emotion it is meant to conceal. What, readers 
from the beginning must have wondered, was 
the wound behind Housman’s bow? What made 
him so well acquainted with grief? 

 This was a matter for speculation and rumor 
during Housman’s lifetime (the man wasn’t about 
to give anything away), but the answer has long 
since been established as a central part of his 
legend. In 1879, when he was 20 years old and a 
star student at Oxford, Housman fell in love with 
a classmate, Moses Jackson—a hearty, athletic, 
and entirely straight man. In his distress that his 
romantic feelings were not reciprocated, Hous-
man ended up failing his final exams, to the shock 
of his teachers and family. Although he eventually 
did become a classical scholar, his career was 
sidetracked for a decade by the fiasco.

Housman was left convinced that his sexuality 
doomed him to loneliness—or worse. During his 
lifetime, public attitudes toward homo sexuality 
in England were growing more hostile and vindic-
tive. Most of the poems in A Shropshire Lad were 
written in 1895, the same year that Oscar Wilde 
was sentenced to two years’ hard labor for the 
crime of being gay. (“Oh they’re taking him to 
prison for the color of his hair,” Housman wrote 
bitterly, in a poem that remained un published for 
years.) No wonder he kept his deepest feelings 
to himself; and no wonder gay men, as Parker 
shows, constituted one of the best audiences 
for his poetry. They picked up on subterranean 
emotions and themes that might be read entirely 
differently by the straight reader:

Others, I am not the first,
Have willed more mischief than they durst;
If in the breathless night I too
Shiver now, ’tis nothing new.

More than I, if truth were told,
Have stood and sweated hot and cold,
And through their reins in ice and fire
Fear contended with desire.

Any reader who has ever experienced a moral 
crisis can identify with this poem, but readers for 
whom sexual desire was linked to a very specific 
kind of fear might well gather that it was written 
especially for them. At the same time, Housman’s 
combination of intense feeling and intense inhi-
bition struck his first readers as quintessentially 
English. “It is not that the Englishman can’t feel—
it is that he is afraid to feel,” Forster observed. “He 
has been taught at his public school that feeling 
is bad form … He must bottle up his emotions, or 
let them out only on a very special occasion.” Is 
it English reserve or sexual caution, or both, that 
we hear in Housman’s lines?

Because I liked you better
Than suits a man to say,
It irked you, and I promised
To throw the thought away.

This poem ends with the speaker lying in his 
grave, boasting that he “kept his word”—with 
the implication that his refusal to speak about his 
love has actually killed him. It is a masterpiece of 
repression and self-pity, two emotions that help 
form Housman’s poetic climate.

 

B
UT THE HOUSMAN COUNTRY Parker 
writes about is not only an emotional 
territory. It is also an actual landscape, 

the county of Shropshire in the west of England, 
on the border with Wales. For many readers, Hous-
man conjured a nostalgia for English country life 
that was all the more powerful because it bore less 
and less resemblance to reality. By the end of the 
19th century, England was predominantly urban, 
more Dickens than Wordsworth. But people who 
were one or two generations removed from the 
farm delighted in Housman’s timeless visions of 
village games and plowing oxen. 

The mythic nature of Housman’s Shropshire 
is ironically fitting. “While he undoubtedly put 
Shropshire on the map for many readers,” Parker 
writes, “he often acknowledged that he did not in 
fact know the county well at all.” Actually, he was 
born in the neighboring county of Worcester shire; 
Shropshire was the western landscape he could see 
only at a romantic remove. This separation made 
it a highly appropriate setting for a book whose 
central theme is longing. “The preferred view of 
Housman Country is … from a distance, both in 
time and geography,” Parker writes. Happiness 
is always elsewhere: 

Housman 
seems to 
understand 
everything 
about the 
pain of life. 
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Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows:
What are those blue remembered hills,
What spires, what farms are those?

That is the land of lost content,
I see it shining plain,
The happy highways where I went
And cannot come again.

The opening sections of Housman Country 
offer an excellent, if familiar, introduction to the 
man and his work. Parker’s real contribution is 
to explore the influence of Housman’s work on 
English culture. When A Shropshire Lad was pub-
lished, it made a very small splash, selling fewer 
than 400 copies in its first year. But an enterprising 
publisher kept the book alive, aided by Housman’s 
willingness to take no royalty on sales—a decision 
that cost him thousands of pounds, but kept the 
price down, making the book more accessible to 
his “luckless lads.” 

By 1914, A Shropshire Lad was selling upwards 
of 10,000 copies a year, and it went to war in the 
packs of many literary-minded soldiers. (Hous-
man commented wryly on this phenomenon: 

“The advertisement to which I am always look-
ing forward: a soldier is to receive a bullet in 
the breast, and it is to be turned aside from his 
heart by a copy of A Shropshire Lad which he is 
carrying there. Hitherto it is only the Bible that 
has performed this trick.”) On the Western Front, 
Housman’s doomed lads and English nostalgia 
spoke powerfully to young soldiers, and Parker 
traces the echoes of his poems in the work of war 
poets such as Edward Thomas and Rupert Brooke. 
Later, Housman’s poems would be set to music 
by a wide range of English composers; the glum 
rocker Morrissey was a natural fan. 

Today, in the age of Brexit and the renewed 
movement for Scottish independence, the question 
of what Englishness means is once again up for 
debate. For nativist movements like the UK Inde-
pendence Party, as for xenophobes across Europe, 
national identity is usually a matter of ethnic exclu-
sivity and economic isolation. Reading Housman 
suggests an alternative to this kind of aggressive 
nationalism—  an Englishness whose sources are 
nature and memory, melancholy and reserve. Of 
course, this poetic vision can encompass only a 
small part of what England means; not everyone 
can live in Housman country. But after more than a 
century, his poetry remains one of England’s most 
humane and appealing reflections. 

Adam Kirsch is the author, most recently, of  
The Global Novel: Writing the World in the  
21st Century.

S
OME NOVEL S GROW so popular that they overwhelm 
a writer’s career. Like one jagged peak in a range of 
well-proportioned hills, the novel towers over the 
author’s other books and holds them in shadow. For 
Katherine Dunn, Geek Love (1989) is that novel. The 
epic saga of the Binewskis, a family of circus freaks, and 

the tragic fate of their traveling sideshow, Geek Love was a finalist for 
the National Book Award and has since inspired cultish devotion (just 
Google “Geek Love tattoos”). It has sold more than 475,000 copies in 
the United States alone. 

In championing weirdness over “the horror of normalcy,” the 
novel became scripture to readers on the margins of the mainstream, 
attracting such high-profile admirers as Kurt Cobain and Courtney 
Love. Dunn grafted vaudeville vernacular onto a cool classicism, a 
prose style at once effortless and extravagant. And in Geek Love’s 
fun-house mirror, conventional hierarchies of beauty and worth are 
upended—an alluring inversion for legions of readers to whom the 
Binewskis are folk heroes. Dunn once said her ambition was “to write 
something that will punch out through time,” and almost 30 years on, 
Geek Love does exactly that.

A success of such magnitude guarantees posterity, but it also 
threatens to make Dunn, who died in 2016 at the age of 70, seem like 
a narrower artist than she was. Lost in the Geek Love phenomenon 
were the two novels that Dunn had published some 20 years earlier, 
which have struggled to remain in print. “Most people didn’t even 
know I’d ever written anything else,” Dunn recalled in 2009. Now, 
with the reissue of Attic (1970), her astonishing debut, readers have 
a chance to see Katherine Dunn not only as Geek Love’s author, but as 
an expansive novelist giving voice to American estrangement.

Attic is a jail novel. Largely set on the 13th floor of the Jackson County 
Jail in Kansas City, Missouri, it provides a barred window into one 
woman’s pitilessly violent, radically sexual psyche in the early 1960s. 
That the narrator shares a name with the author suggests that it’s also 
a book of artistic awakening, a portrait of the artist as a young convict.

Katherine, the late- adolescent narrator, has run away from her Oregon 
home and finds herself in Independence, Missouri, with a traveling posse 
hawking magazines door-to-door. Attic functions as an early exposé of 
these crews, still a scourge in America, which hire vulnerable youth to 
peddle magazine subscriptions at wildly inflated prices. Part of the trick 
is to pitch a sob story to potential marks, to say anything that will make 
them cut a check—a criminal perversion of the author’s relationship to 
her readers, and a hint at her developing rhetorical powers.

Katherine is given to spinning exceedingly dark fantasies out of 
everyday moments. Setting the tone of this often twisted novel, an early 
passage elaborates the sight of small children on a merry-go-round into 

B O O K S

A Portrait of the Artist 
as a Young Convict

Katherine Dunn’s cult classic, Geek Love, has 
eclipsed her debut, Attic, for too long. 
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listen. Take Patsy, who, after being raped as a 
young woman, cut her hair short and blackened 
it with shoe polish, becoming someone who 

“couldn’t say ‘Pass the butter’ without putting into 
that voice a plea not to be hated.” Patsy is in jail 
for attempting to murder her rapist, and is now 
obsessed with a private, theological justice: “She 
was always reading her Bible but she only read 
the parts that were on her side.” 

AT TI C  REQUIRE S an iron stomach. An 
early New York Times review complained 
that “a great deal of the action takes 

place near or on the toilet”—but surely this 
complaint applies to any time spent in the scant 
interior of a jail cell. Attic’s scatology speaks to 
what Katherine’s ravenous imagination must feed 
on when incarcerated. The toilet becomes a kind 
of shrine for Katherine, a space in which to work 
out the neuroses of confinement: 

I could piss over [my cell mate’s] piss but I 
can’t piss over her shit, much less shit over 
it and have them mix. It would be terrible if 
mine came out lighter or darker than hers—
you could tell whose they were. Even worse if 
they were the same. 

Dehumanized by imprisonment, Katherine seeks 
remnants of identity in excrement.

Yet this consummate jail novel is also a novel 
of escape. As the plot slows, the days beginning 
to blend into something like a stable routine, 
Katherine’s imagination expands outward again 
into fantasy and memory. Many of her fantasies 
involve spasms of violence, including what must 
be one of the earliest visions of a school shooting 
in American literature: “Walk into the dining hall 
with a machine gun and spray into their faces—
stop them all dead in the laughing with their war 
stories about Wittgenstein.” 

But Katherine’s memories turn the violence 
back upon herself. She sees memory as “an aggres-
sive thing,” and indeed the recollections come as 
unwilled visitations. Her mother, who frequently 
inspected the young Katherine’s genitals for signs 
of abuse or masturbation, looms largest. In these 
fragments of memory (Dunn said that Attic was 
composed in five-minute washroom breaks while 
working three part-time jobs), we see the genesis 
of Katherine’s psychodramatic blend of pleasure 
and shame: “Even when I was very young I giggled 
when my mother whipped me.” Dimly, we also 
perceive an emerging artistic intelligence, one 
that instinctively retreats to the safety of observa-
tion and rejects the instinct for some apocalyptic 
outburst that might impose her inner torment on 
the world. When her mother violates her privacy, 

a pornographic vision of sexual initiation, the chil-
dren “screaming and laughing” as they submit to 
the suddenly virile horses of the carousel. Angela 
Carter’s most subversive fairy tales come to mind: 
Just as Carter foregrounds the savagery inherent in 
children’s stories, so Katherine unleashes violent 
impulses onto innocent pictures.

When she tries cashing a fraudulent check, 
Katherine is thrust into the Jackson County Jail. 
That sprawling imagination of hers is now barri-
caded in a cell, and the honed result is a fierce 
observational gaze. This witness has the power to 
annihilate a cell mate with scornful precision: She 
has “the phony fecundity of a belly full of slack 
muscles”; “her breasts are heavy and dead at her 
navel and I can tell.” Attic is a gallery of vividly 
drawn prisoners—an alpha-dog lesbian, a pregnant 
thief, and the mysterious Sister Blendina. The only 
murderer in the cell, Blendina plays solitaire day 
and night, never appearing to sleep or eat, “her 
ancient face and her newborn eyes unchanging” 
even during a fire in the cell.

Katherine tells the stories of her cell mates, 
offering a brutal, often heartbreaking glimpse of 
what working-class Midwestern women endured 
in a society that would rather lock them up than 
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assuming mock-living shapes.”) Elsewhere, Dunn 
is given to breathless run-on sentences that read 
like Molly Bloom’s castoffs, complete with the 
punctuating “yes.” Dunn herself was impatient 
with her lack of craft, later remarking that in her 
two early works (Truck appeared a year after Attic), 
she’d “been cranking the stuff all those years 
only semiconsciously. I opened my mouth and it 
poured out. It was about as deliberate and artful 
as belly-button lint.” 

Determined “to learn how to write,” she then 
embarked on the 18-year journey that finally 
resulted in Geek Love. Dunn published only essays 
and journalism, not fiction, and in 1979 quietly 
began focusing on what turned out to be her last 
completed novel. She emerged a changed writer, 
dedicated to agonizing perfectionism. She worked 
on her next novel, Cut Man, set in the world of 
small-time boxing, until the end of her life, never 
bringing it to a satisfactory state. Yet for all the 
distance she traveled, fans of Geek Love may be 
surprised to find that Attic is the crucible in which 
Dunn undertook an experiment she kept returning 
to in different ways. 

Her lifelong interest, and creative impetus, 
lay in social arrangements outside the norm. 
The family dynamic at the heart of Geek Love 
is a baroque elaboration of the ad hoc family of 
Katherine’s cell. Both are collections of designated 
freaks on the margins of society, gnarled souls 
seeking some sense of belonging. Though she 
yearns for freedom, Katherine recognizes that 
inside the jail, perhaps for the first time in her 
life, “the food’s good. It’s warm. Outside I could 
only shiver and scrounge.” 

A Hobbesian vision of human nature under-
girds Dunn’s art. Violence animates all her novels, 
as well as her considerable output as a journalist 
covering the sport of boxing. In a 2009 interview 
she said, “My perception of the human animal is 
as an extremely dangerous predator,” an insight 
that seems already fully formed in Attic. “We are 
so afraid of eating each other,” Katherine observes 
of the women in the cell. “Sharks do—wolves 
do—it is irresistible.” As in the catastrophic Geek 
Love, family bonds can suddenly give way to a 
war of all against all.

But Attic shouldn’t be seen simply as an 
apprentice ship to the later work. With its ruth-
less, utterly unsentimental depiction of a closed 
female society, imprinted in explosive, expres-
sionistic language, this shattering prison novel 
deserves to capture its own audience. Dunn’s 
debut has served a long enough sentence in the 
shadow of Geek Love.  

Michael LaPointe is a writer in Toronto, Canada.

Katherine says, in a telling switch to the second 
person, “You draw back further and further into 
some quiet place and watch.” What she sees there 
hints at why she fled into the American heartland.

D
UNN’S UNUSUAL DEBUT came with 
an unusual author profile. “Before turn-
ing to writing Katherine Dunn tried the 

following occupations,” read the dust jacket of 
the first edition of Attic, citing jobs as an artist’s 
model, a Sugar Daddy wrapper, and an “Invalid’s 
companion,” among others. The closer-to-fiction 
reality went unsaid: Dunn, as she later wrote, had 
been “big on running away” from her artistic 
mother and family of storytelling migrant workers, 
and had often found herself in juvenile-detention 
centers, even once landing in the Jackson County 
Jail for peddling magazines. 

But the strange book made readers curious 
to know more. Upon Attic’s publication, The 
Kansas City Star asked the local sheriff whether 
he could corroborate its particulars. He indeed 
remembered Dunn—“different from most of the 
women”—and then nitpicked one of the book’s 
most disturbing sequences: “Yes, she could have 
heard a boy being raped in the men’s section but 
the sounds would have come through a ceiling 
grill, not through a steel plate on the same floor.” 

Attic’s truth doesn’t reside in such details—or in 
the other specifics drawn from Dunn’s life. It lies 
in how jail reshapes Katherine’s—and Dunn’s— 
consciousness. For the author, certainly, incar-
ceration changed everything. “I saw myself at 
a fork in the road,” Dunn wrote in 1989 in an 
autobiographical note, “where my choices were 
a life of petty and extremely unglamorous crime, 
or getting my shit together in a major way.” She 
pulled that off at Reed College, where she won 
a Rockefeller grant for writing, which sustained 
her until she went back to part-time jobs. But to 
judge by her first, autobiographical narrator, her 
writing practice was profoundly shaped by her early 
experience of jail. The word attic doesn’t appear 
in the novel, yet it suggests a childhood refuge, a 
private incubator for the imagination, a height 
from which to contemplate the world below. For 
better and for worse, the towering Jackson County 
Jail was Dunn’s attic.

The novel is far from perfect. Visibly learning 
on the job, Dunn tries out different, not always 
appropriate, angles from which to approach her 
subject. The compulsion to render an image 
in an original way—one of the book’s central 
strengths— sometimes leads to a tortured oblique-
ness. (Her cell’s metalwork is “steel—but more 
natural, allowed to flow in its own nonorganic 
forms, pure tubes and plates without the strain of 
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“Ranger Games is about Ben Blum’s obsessive quest to understand why 
his 19-year-old cousin participated in an inexplicable, ham-handed bank robbery…. 

It is an astonishing book, 
unlike anything else I have ever read.”

jon krakauer, New York Times bestselling author of Missoula and Into Thin Air

“ Engaging and disturbing…
heartbreaking and 
suspenseful.”

mary gaitskill,

author of The Mare and Somebody with a Little Hammer

“Relentlessly gripping.”
geoff dyer,

author of Otherwise Known as 
the Human Condition and White Sands

“ A sprawling American 
saga, Ranger Games will 
captivate, transport and 
madden readers all at once.” 

matt gallagher, 
author of Youngblood
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“ Ben Blum’s search for the truth leads him down many paths into an inner turmoil 

and boil about family, fidelity, identity, good and evil, and military service.

Once you start reading you won’t put it down.”
anthony swofford, New York Times bestselling author of Jarhead  
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“Most descriptions of troubled marriages don’t seem to fit my 

situation,” Priya insists. “Colin and I have a wonderful relationship. 

Great kids, no financial stresses, careers we love, great friends. He 

is a phenom at work, fucking handsome, attentive lover, fit, and 

generous to everyone, including my parents. My life is good.” Yet 

Priya is having an affair. “Not someone I would ever date—ever, 

ever, ever. He drives a truck and has tattoos. It’s so clichéd, it pains 

me to say it out loud. It could ruin everything I’ve built.”

condoned for men, this pain was over-
looked, since it was mostly experienced 
by women. Contemporary culture, to its 
credit, is more compassionate toward the 
jilted. But if we are to shed new light on 
one of our oldest behaviors, we need to 
examine it from all sides. In the focus on 
trauma and recovery, too little attention 
is given to the meanings and motives of 
affairs, to what we can learn from them. 
Strange as it may seem, affairs have a lot to 
teach us about marriage—what we expect, 
what we think we want, and what we feel 
entitled to. They reveal our personal and 

cultural attitudes about love, lust, and commitment— attitudes 
that have changed dramatically over the past 100 years.

A
ffairs are not what they used to be because marriage is 
not what it used to be. For much of history, and in many 
parts of the world today, marriage was a pragmatic alli-

ance that ensured economic stability and social cohesion. A 
child of immigrants, Priya surely has relatives whose marital 
options were limited at best. For her and Colin, however, as 
for most modern Western couples, marriage is no longer an 
economic enterprise but rather a companionate one—a free-
choice engagement between two individuals, based not on 
duty and obligation but on love and affection. 

Never before have our expectations of marriage taken on 
such epic proportions. We still want everything the traditional 
family was meant to provide—security, respectability, property, 
and children—but now we also want our partner to love us, to 
desire us, to be interested in us. We should be best friends and 
trusted confidants, and passionate lovers to boot. 

Contained within the small circle of the wedding band are 
vastly contradictory ideals. We want our chosen one to offer 
stability, safety, predictability, and dependability. And we 
want that very same person to supply awe, mystery, adventure, 
and risk. We expect comfort and edge, familiarity and novelty, 
continuity and surprise. We have conjured up a new Olympus, 
where love will remain unconditional, intimacy enthralling, 
and sex oh so exciting, with one person, for the long haul. And 
the long haul keeps getting longer.

We also live in an age of entitlement; personal fulfillment, we 
believe, is our due. In the West, sex is a right linked to our indi-
viduality, our self- actualization, and our freedom. Thus, most 
of us now arrive at the altar after years of sexual nomad ism. By 
the time we tie the knot, we’ve hooked up, dated, cohabited, and 
broken up. We used to get married and have sex for the first time. 
Now we get married and stop having sex with others. The con-
scious choice we make to rein in our sexual freedom is a testa-
ment to the seriousness of our commitment. By turning our back 
on other loves, we confirm the uniqueness of our “significant 
other”: “I have found The One. I can stop looking.” Our desire 
for others is supposed to miraculously evaporate, vanquished by 
the power of this singular attraction. 

At so many weddings, starry-eyed dreamers recite a list of 
vows, swearing to be everything to each other, from soul mate 
to lover to teacher to therapist. “I promise to be your greatest 
fan and your toughest adversary, your partner in crime, and 
your consolation in disappointment,” says the groom, with a 

Priya is right. Few events in the life of a couple, except ill-
ness and death, carry such devastating force. For years, I have 
worked as a therapist with hundreds of couples who have 
been shattered by infidelity. And my conversations about  
affairs have not been confined within the cloistered walls of my 
therapy practice; they’ve happened on airplanes, at dinner par-
ties, at conferences, at the nail salon, with colleagues, with the 
cable guy, and of course, on social media. From Pittsburgh to 
Buenos Aires, Delhi to Paris, I have been conducting an open-
ended survey about infidelity. 

Adultery has existed since marriage was invented, yet this 
extremely common act remains poorly understood. Around 
the globe, the responses I get when I mention infidelity range 
from bitter condemnation to resigned acceptance to cautious 
compassion to outright enthusiasm. In Paris, the topic brings 
an imme diate frisson to a dinner conversation, and I note how 
many people have been on both sides of the story. In Bulgaria, a 
group of women I met seem to view their husbands’ philander-
ing as unfortunate but inevitable. In Mexico, women I spoke 
with proudly see the rise of female affairs as a form of social 
rebel lion against a chauvinistic culture that has long made 
room for men to have “two homes,” la casa grande y la casa 
chica—one for the family, and one for the mistress. Infidelity 
may be ubiquitous, but the way we make meaning of it—how we 
define it, experience it, and talk about it—is ultimately linked to 
the particular time and place where the drama unfolds.

In contemporary discourse in the United States, affairs 
are primarily described in terms of the damage caused. Gen-
erally, there is much concern for the agony suffered by the  
betrayed. And agony it is—infidelity today isn’t just a violation 
of trust; it’s a shattering of the grand ambition of romantic love. 
It is a shock that makes us question our past, our future, and 
even our very identity. Indeed, the maelstrom of emotions un-
leashed in the wake of an affair can be so over whelming that 
many psychologists turn to the field of trauma to explain the 
symptoms: obsessive rumination, hyper vigilance, numbness 
and dissociation, inexplicable rages, uncontrollable panic. 

Intimate betrayal hurts. It hurts badly. If Priya’s husband, 
Colin, were to stumble upon a text, a photo, or an email that 
revealed his wife’s dalliance, he would be devastated. And 
thanks to modern technology, his pain would likely be mag-
nified by an archive of electronic evidence of her duplicity. (I 
am using pseudonyms to protect the privacy of my clients and 
their families.)

The damage that infidelity causes the aggrieved partner is 
one side of the story. For centuries, when affairs were tacitly 
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The more I’ve listened to these tales of improbable 
transgression— from one-night stands to passionate love 
affairs— the more I’ve sought alternate explanations. Once the 
initial crisis subsides, it’s important to make space for explor-
ing the subjective experience of an affair alongside the pain it 
can inflict. To this end, I’ve encouraged renegade lovers to tell 
me their story. I want to understand what the affair means for 
them. Why did you do it? Why him? Why her? Why now? Was 
this the first time? Did you initiate? Did you try to resist? How 
did it feel? Were you looking for something? What did you find? 

One of the most uncomfortable truths about an affair is 
that what for Partner A may be an agonizing betrayal may be 
trans formative for Partner B. Extramarital adventures are 
painful and destabilizing, but they can also be liberating and 
empower ing. Understanding both sides is crucial, whether 
a couple chooses to end the relationship or intends to stay  
together, to rebuild and revitalize.

In taking a dual perspective on such an inflammatory sub-
ject, I’m aware that I risk being labeled “pro-affair,” or accused 
of possessing a compromised moral compass. Let me assure 
you that I do not approve of deception or take betrayal lightly. 
I sit with the devastation in my office every day. But the intri-
cacies of love and desire don’t yield to simple categorizations 
of good and bad, victim and perpetrator. Not condemning 
does not mean condoning, and there is a world of difference 
between understanding and justifying. My role as a therapist 
is to create a space where the diversity of experiences can be 
explored with compassion. People stray for a multitude of rea-
sons, I have discovered, and every time I think I have heard 
them all, a new variation emerges.

Half-fascinated and half-horrified, Priya tells me about 
her steamy assignations with her lover: “We have nowhere to 
go, so we are always hiding in his truck or my car, in movie  
theaters, on park benches—his hands down my pants. I feel 
like a teenager with a boyfriend.” She can’t emphasize enough 
the high-school quality of it all. They have had sex only half 
a dozen times during the whole relationship; it’s more about 
feeling sexy than having sex. Unaware that she is giving voice 
to one of the most common experiences of the unfaithful, she 
tells me, “It makes me feel alive.”

As I listen to her, I start to suspect that her affair is about 
neither her husband nor their relationship. Her story echoes 
a theme that has come up repeatedly in my work: affairs as a 
form of self-discovery, a quest for a new (or lost) identity. For 
these seekers, infidelity is less likely to be a symptom of a prob-
lem, and more likely an expansive experience that involves 
growth, exploration, and transformation. 

“Expansive?!,” I can hear some people exclaiming. “Self- 
discovery?! Cheating is cheating, whatever fancy New Age 
labels you want to put on it. It’s cruel, it’s selfish, it’s dishonest, 
and it’s abusive.” Indeed, to the one who has been betrayed, 
it can be all these things. Intimate betrayal feels intensely 
personal—   a direct attack in the most vulnerable place. And yet 
I often find myself asking jilted lovers to consider a question 
that seems ludicrous to them: What if the affair had nothing to 
do with you? 

Sometimes when we seek the gaze of another, it’s not our 
partner we are turning away from, but the person we have 
become. We are not looking for another lover so much as  
another version of ourselves. The Mexican essayist Octavio 

tremble in his voice. Through her tears, the bride replies, “I 
promise faithfulness, respect, and self-improvement. I will not 
only celebrate your triumphs, I will love you all the more for 
your failures.” Smiling, she adds, “And I promise to never wear 
heels, so you won’t feel short.” 

In such a blissful partnership, why would we ever stray? The 
evolution of committed relationships has brought us to a place 
where we believe infidelity shouldn’t happen, since all the rea-
sons have been removed; the perfect balance of freedom and 
security has been achieved. 

And yet, it does. Infidelity happens in bad marriages and in 
good marriages. It happens even in open relationships where 
extramarital sex is carefully negotiated beforehand. The free-
dom to leave or divorce has not made cheating obsolete. So 
why do people cheat? And why do happy people cheat?

P
riya can’t explain it. She vaunts the merits of her conjugal 
life, and assures me that Colin is everything she always 
dreamed of in a husband. Clearly she subscribes to the 

conventional wisdom when it comes to affairs— that diversions 
happen only when something is missing in the marriage. If 
you have everything you need at home—as modern marriage 
promises—you should have no reason to go elsewhere. Hence, 
infidelity must be a symptom of a relationship gone awry. 

The symptom theory has several problems. First, it reinforces 
the idea that there is such a thing as a perfect marriage that will 
inoculate us against wanderlust. But our new marital ideal has 
not curbed the number of men and women who wander. In fact, 
in a cruel twist of fate, it is precisely the expectation of domestic 
bliss that may set us up for infidelity. Once, we strayed because 
marriage was not supposed to deliver love and passion. Today, 

we stray because marriage 
fails to deliver the love and 
passion it promised. It’s 
not our desires that are dif-
ferent today, but the fact 
that we feel entitled—even 
obligated—  to pursue them. 

Second, infidelity does  
not always correlate neatly  
with marital dysfunction. 
Yes, in plenty of cases an 
affair compensates for a 
lack or sets up an exit. In-
secure attachment, con-
flict avoidance, prolonged 

lack of sex, loneliness, or just years of rehashing the same old 
arguments—many adulterers are motivated by domestic dis-
cord. And then there are the repeat offenders, the narcissists 
who cheat with impunity simply because they can.

However, therapists are confronted on a daily basis with 
situations that defy these well-documented reasons. In session 
after session, I meet people like Priya—people who assure me, 

“I love my wife/my husband. We are best friends and happy  
together,” and then say: “But I am having an affair.” 

Many of these individuals were faithful for years, some-
times decades. They seem to be well balanced, mature, car-
ing, and deeply invested in their relationship. Yet one day, they 
crossed a line they never imagined they would cross. For a 
glimmer of what?

In session after session, I 
meet people who assure 
me, “I love my wife/
my husband. We are 
best friends and happy 
together,” and then say: 

“But I am having an affair.”
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can end the affair for good—since that’s 
the outcome she says she wants. It’s clear 
this is not a love story that was meant to 
become a life story (which some affairs 
truly are). This started as an affair and 
will end as such— hopefully without de-
stroying Priya’s marriage in the process. 

S
ecluded from the responsibilities 
of everyday life, the parallel uni-
verse of the affair is often idealized,  

infused with the promise of transcen-
dence. For some people, like Priya, it is a 

world of possibility—an alternate reali ty in which they can re-
imagine and reinvent themselves. Then again, it is experienced 
as limitless precisely because it is contained within the limits of 
its clandestine structure. It is a poetic inter lude in a prosaic life.

Forbidden-love stories are utopian by nature, especially in 
contrast with the mundane constraints of marriage and fam-
ily. A prime characteristic of this liminal universe—and the 
key to its irresistible power—is that it is un attainable. Affairs 
are by definition precarious, elusive, and ambiguous. The 
in determinacy, the uncertainty, the not knowing when we’ll 
see each other again—feelings we would never tolerate in our 
primary relationship—become kindling for anticipation in a 
hidden romance. Because we cannot have our lover, we keep 
wanting. It is this just-out-of-reach quality that lends affairs 
their erotic mystique and keeps the flame of desire burning. 
Re inforcing this segregation of the affair from reality is the fact 
that many, like Priya, choose lovers who either could not or 
would not become a life partner. By falling for someone from 
a very different class, culture, or generation, we play with pos-
sibilities that we would not entertain as actualities. 

Few of these types of affairs withstand discovery. One 
would think that a relationship for which so much was risked 

Paz described eroticism as a “thirst for 
otherness.” So often, the most intoxicat-
ing “other” that people discover in an 
affair is not a new partner; it’s a new self.

T
o doggedly look for marital flaws 
in order to understand cases like 
Priya’s is an example of what’s 

known as the “streetlight effect”: A drunk 
man searches for his missing keys not 
where he dropped them but where the 
light is. Human beings have a tendency 
to look for the truth in the places where it 
is easiest to search rather than the places where it’s likely to be. 

Perhaps this explains why so many people subscribe to 
the symptom theory. Blaming a failed marriage is easier than 
grappling with our existential conun drums, our longings, our 
ennui. The problem is that, unlike the drunk, whose search is 
futile, we can always find problems in a marriage. They just 
may not be the right keys to unlock the meaning of the affair. 

A forensic examination of Priya’s marriage would surely 
yield something— her disempowered posi tion as the partner 
who earns less; her tendency to repress anger and avoid conflict; 
the claustrophobia she sometimes feels; the gradual merging of 
two individuals into a “we,” as in, Did we like that restaurant? If 
she and I had taken that route, we may have had an interesting 
chat, but not the one we needed to have. The fact that a couple 
has “issues” doesn’t mean that those issues led to the affair.

“I think this is about you, not your marriage,” I suggest to 
Priya. “So tell me about yourself.” 

“I’ve always been good. Good daughter, good wife, good 
mother. Dutiful. Straight A’s.” Coming from a traditional 
family of modest means, for Priya, What do I want? has never 
been separated from What do they want from me? She never 
partied, drank, or stayed out late, and she smoked her first 
joint at 22. After college, she married the right 
guy, and helped to support her family, as so 
many children of immi grant parents do. Now 
she is left with a nagging question: If I’m not per-
fect, will they still love me? A voice in her head 
wonders what life is like for those who are not 
so “good.” Are they more lonely? More free? 
Do they have more fun?

Priya’s affair is neither a symptom nor a 
patholo gy; it’s a crisis of identity, an internal  
re arrangement of her person ality. In our ses-
sions, we talk about duty and desire, about age 
and youth. Her daughters are becoming teen-
agers and enjoy ing a freedom she never knew. 
Priya is at once supportive and envious. As she 
nears the mid-century mark, she is having her 
own belated adolescent rebellion.

These explanations may seem superficial—
petty First World problems, or rationalizations 
for immature, selfish, hurtful behavior. Priya 
has said as much herself. We both agree that 
her life is enviable. And yet, she is risking it all. 
That’s enough to convince me not to make light 
of her behavior. If I can help her make sense of 
her actions, maybe we can figure out how she 

I often say to my patients 
that if they could bring 
into their marriage one-
tenth of the boldness  
and the playfulness that 
they bring to their affair, 
their home life would feel 

quite different.
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with people who exited our lives long ago. Never before have 
we had so much access to our exes, and so much fodder for our 
curiosity. “Whatever happened to so-and-so?” “I wonder if 
she ever got married?” “Is it true he’s having difficulties in his 
relation ship?” “Is she still as cute as I remember?” The answers 
are a click away. One day, Dwayne searched for Keisha’s profile. 
Lo and behold, they were both in the same city. She, still hot, 
was divorced. He, on the other hand, was happily married, but 
his curiosity got the better of him and “Add Friend” soon turned 
into a secret girlfriend. 

It seems to me that in the past decade, affairs with exes 
have proliferated, thanks to social media. These retrospec-
tive encounters occur somewhere between the known and the 
unknown— bringing together the familiarity of someone you 
once knew with the freshness created by the passage of time. 
The flicker with an old flame offers a unique combination of 
built-in trust, risk taking, and vulnerability. In addition, it is a 
magnet for our lingering nostalgia. The person I once was, but 
lost, is the person you once knew.

P
riya is mystified and mortified by how she is putting her 
marriage on the line. The constraints she is defying are 
also the commitments she cherishes. But that’s precisely 

where the power of transgression lies: in risking the very things 
that are most dear to us. No conversation about relationships 
can avoid the thorny topic of rules and our all-too-human  
desire to break them. Our relationship to the forbidden sheds 
a light on the darker and less straightforward aspects of our 
humanity. Bucking the rules is an assertion of freedom over 
convention, and of self over society. Acutely aware of the law 
of gravity, we dream of flying. 

Priya often feels like she’s a walking contradiction— 
alternately dismayed by her reckless behavior and enchanted 
by her daredevil attitude; tormented by fear of discovery 
and unable (or unwilling) to put a stop to the affair. She is  
bewitched by this thought: What if just this once, I act as if the 
rules don’t apply to me? 

Our conversations help Priya bring clarity to her confus-
ing picture. She is relieved that we don’t have to pick apart her 
relation ship with Colin. But having to assume full responsibil-
ity leaves her heavy with guilt: “The last thing I’ve ever wanted 
to do is hurt him. If he knew, he would be crushed. And know-
ing that it had nothing to do with him wouldn’t make a differ-
ence. He would never believe it.” 

She may be right. Perhaps knowing what motivated his 
wife’s duplicity would do nothing to alleviate Colin’s pain. Or 
perhaps it would. Even after decades of this work, I still can-
not predict what people will do when they discover a partner’s 
infidelity. Some relationships collapse upon the discovery of a 
fleeting hookup. Others exhibit a surprisingly robust capacity 
to bounce back even after extensive treachery. 

Priya has tried to end her affair several times. She deletes 
her lover’s phone number, drives a different route home from 
dropping the kids off at school, tells herself how wrong this 
entire thing is. But the self-imposed cutoffs become new and 
electrify ing rules to break. Three days later, the fake name is 
back in her phone. Yet her torment is mounting in proportion 
to the risks she is taking. She’s beginning to feel the corroding 
effects of the secret, and getting sloppier by the day. Danger 
follows her to every movie theater and secluded parking lot. 

would survive the transition into daylight. Under the spell of 
passion, lovers speak longingly of all the things they will be 
able to do when they are finally together. Yet when the prohi-
bition is lifted, when the divorce comes through, when the 
sublime mixes with the ordinary and the affair enters the real 
world, what then? Some settle into happy legitimacy, but many 
more do not. In my experience, most affairs end, even if the 
marriage ends as well. However authentic the feelings of love, 
the dalliance was only ever meant to be a beautiful fiction. 

The affair lives in the shadow of the marriage, but the mar-
riage also lives in the center of the affair. Without its delicious 
illegitimacy, can the relationship with the lover remain entic-
ing? If Priya and her tattooed beau had their own bedroom, 
would they be as giddy as they are in the back of his truck? 

T
he quest for the unexplored self is a powerful theme of 
the adulterous narrative, with many variations. Priya’s 
parallel universe has transported her to the teenager 

she never was. Others find themselves drawn by the memory 
of the person they once were. And then there are those whose 
reveries take them back to the missed opportunity, the one that 
got away, and the person they could have been. The sociologist 
Zygmunt Bauman wrote that in modern life, 

there is always a suspicion … that one is living a lie or a mis-
take; that something crucially important has been over-
looked, missed, neglected, left untried and unexplored; that 
a vital obligation to one’s own authentic self has not been 
met, or that some chances of unknown happiness completely 
different from any happiness experienced before have not 
been taken up in time and are bound to be lost forever. 

Bauman speaks to our nostalgia for unlived lives, unexplored 
identities, and roads not taken. As children, we have the oppor-
tunity to play at other roles; as adults, we often find ourselves 
confined by the ones we’ve been assigned or the ones we have 

chosen. When we select a 
partner, we commit to a story. 
Yet we remain forever curi-
ous: What other stories could 
we have been part of? Affairs 
offer us a view of those other 
lives, a peek at the stranger 
within. Adultery is the revenge 
of the deserted possibilities.

Dwayne had always cher-
ished memories of his col-
lege sweetheart, Keisha. She 
was the best sex he’d ever 
had, and she still featured 
prominently in his fantasy 
life. They’d both known they 
were too young to commit, 
and parted reluctantly. Over 
the years, he had often asked 
himself what would have 
happened had their timing 
been different.

Enter Facebook. The digital 
universe offers unprecedented 
opportunities to reconnect 
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negotiate these questions while also dealing with the ravages 
of betrayal, dishonesty, and broken trust. 

Every affair will redefine a marriage, and every marriage 
will determine what the legacy of the affair will be. Although 
infidelity has become one of the prime motives for divorce in 
the West, I’ve seen many couples stay together after the rev-
elation of an affair. I believe the odds are in favor of Priya and 
Colin’s marriage surviving, but the quality of their future con-
nection will depend on how they metabolize her transgression. 
Will they emerge stronger as a result? Or will they bury the  
affair under a mountain of shame and mistrust? Can Priya step 
out of her self-absorption and face the pain she caused? Can 
Colin find solace in knowing that the affair was not meant to be 
a rejection of him? And will he get to meet the carefree, youth-
ful woman Priya became in her parallel life?

These days, many of us are going to have two or three sig-
nificant long-term relationships or marriages. Often when a 
couple comes to me in the wake of an affair, it is clear to me 
that their first marriage is over. So I ask them: Would you like 
to create a second one together? 

Esther Perel, a couples therapist, is the author of  Mating in 
Captivity: Unlocking Erotic Intelligence and the host of the 
podcast Where Should We Begin? This article is adapted from 
her book The State of Affairs: Rethinking Infidelity, which is 
being published this month by Harper. 

It is not my place to tell Priya what she should do. Besides, 
she has already made it clear that for her, the right thing is 
to end the affair. She’s also telling me, however, that she 
doesn’t really want to. What I can see, and what she has not 
yet grasped, is that the thing she is really afraid to lose is not 
her lover—it’s the part of herself that he awakened. This dis-
tinction between the person and the experience is crucial. She 
needs to know that if she lets Truck Man go, she isn’t doomed 
to lose herself as well. 

“You think you had a relationship with Truck Man,” I tell her. 
“Actually, you had an intimate encounter with yourself, medi-
ated by him. I don’t expect you to believe me right now, but you 
can terminate your relationship and keep some of what it gave 
you. You reconnected with an energy, a youthfulness. I know 
that it feels as if, in leaving him, you are severing a lifeline to all 
of that, but I want you to know that over time you will find that 
the otherness you crave also lives inside you.” 

I often say to my patients that if they could bring into their 
marriage even one-tenth of the boldness, the playfulness, and 
the verve that they bring to their affair, their home life would 
feel quite different. Our creative imagination seems to be 
richer when it comes to our transgressions than to our com-
mitments. Yet while I say this, I also think back to a poignant 
scene in the movie A Walk on the Moon. Diane Lane’s character 
has been having an affair with a free-spirited blouse salesman. 
Her teenage daughter asks, “You love [him] more than all of 
us?” “No,” the mother replies, but “sometimes it’s easier to be 
different with a different person.”

I
f Priya succeeds in ending the affair, and doing so with  
finality, a new dilemma will arise: Should she tell her  
husband, or should she keep her secret to herself? Could 

her marriage survive the pain of revelation? Could it continue 
with a lie undisclosed? I have no tidy answer to offer. I don’t 
condone deception, but I’ve also seen too many carelessly  
divulged secrets leave unfading scars. In many instances, how-
ever, I have helped couples work toward revelation, hopeful that 
it will open up new channels of communication for them. 

Catastrophe has a way of propelling us into the essence of 
things. In the wake of devastating betrayals, so many couples 
tell me that they are having some of the deepest, most honest 
conversations of their entire relationship. Their history is laid 
bare—unfulfilled expectations, unspoken resentments, and 
unmet longings. Love is messy; infidelity, more so. But it is also 
a window, like none other, into the crevices of the human heart.

The revelation of an affair forces couples to grapple with 
unsettling questions: What does fidelity mean to us and why 
is it important? Is it possible to love more than one person 
at once? Can we learn to trust each other again? How do we  
nego tiate the elusive balance between our emotional needs 
and our erotic desires? Does passion have a finite shelf life? 
And are there fulfillments that a marriage, even a happy one, 
can never provide? 

For me, these conversations should be part and parcel of 
any adult, intimate relationship from the beginning. It’s far 
better to address these issues before a storm hits. Talking 
about what draws us outside our fences, in an atmosphere of 
trust, can actually foster intimacy and commitment. But for 
many couples, unfortunately, the crisis of an affair is the first 
time they talk about any of this. Priya and Colin will have to 

S L E E P I N G  O N  M Y  S I D E

Every night, no matter where I am
when I lie down, I turn
my back on half the world.

At home, it’s the east I ignore,
with its theaters and silverware,
as I face the adventurous west.

But when I’m on the road
in some hotel’s room 213 or 402
I could be pointed anywhere,

yet I hardly care as long as you
are there facing the other way
so we are defended in all degrees

and my left ear is pressing down
as if listening for hoofbeats in the ground.

— Billy Collins

Billy Collins’s most recent collection is The Rain in 
Portugal (2016).
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Buried deep under an island in the Baltic, 
the world’s fi rst permanent nuclear-waste 

repository is nearing completion. 
If all goes according to plan, future 

generations may not know it’s there.

WHAT LIES 
BENEATH

BY  A N D R E W  C U R RY
P H OTO G R A P H S  BY  B E R N H A R D  L U D E W I G

In Finland’s nuclear-waste repository, 26 miles of storage tunnels 
will fan out into bedrock deep below the sea.



 In 19 80, a 29-year-old Finnish geolo-
gist named Timo Äikäs accepted a 
huge responsibility: He joined a 
team in charge of finding a way to 
permanently store his country’s 
growing stockpile of nuclear waste. 

Doing so would require Äikäs 
and his colleagues to think far, far into the future. They would 
need to build something to last as long as the spent fuel from 
nuclear-power plants remains dangerous—between 100,000 
and 1 million years. Considering that the pyramids are a mere 
4,500 years old, this is an essentially unimaginable span.

When Äikäs began working on the project, repositories 
were already on the drawing boards in the United States, Swe-
den, Germany, and elsewhere. The Finns figured that other 
countries would do the early research and development, and 
Finland could copy their best ideas. Indeed, the plan Äikäs and 
his team settled on was borrowed from Sweden, which sits on 
the same slab of bedrock that Finland does.

Almost 40 years later, Finland is the only country in the world 
that has a permanent nuclear-waste repository under construc-
tion. The projects Äikäs had assumed would be completed long 
before Finland’s have faltered on NIMBY politics. (Around the 
world, an estimated 250,000 tons of spent nuclear fuel are stored 
in temporary facilities that are showing their age, and accidents  

are surprisingly common; several have occurred at U.S. facilities 
in the past few years alone. Accidents risk exposing people and 
the environment to radiation, and cleanup costs can run into the 
billions of dollars.) “Our original strategy—  to follow others— has 
failed,” Äikäs says. Never theless, the facility he spent his career 
planning, known as Onkalo—which means “cave” or “hiding 
place” in Finnish— is on the verge of completion. 

The facility’s entrance is nestled in an evergreen forest on 
Olkiluoto, a sparsely inhabited island off Finland’s western 
coast; three nearby nuclear reactors are just out of view, hid-
den by the surrounding trees. Beyond what looks like an over-
size garage door, a tunnel descends nearly 1,500 feet into the 
bedrock. Eventually, 137 additional tunnels will fan out from 
the bottom. When the facility is up and running, spent fuel will 
be packed into 25-ton canisters made of cast iron wrapped in 
pure copper. The canisters will be stored in specially carved 
chambers sealed with bentonite clay (the active ingredient in 
kitty litter), which swells on contact with water.

Onkalo’s design is deceptively simple. The near-seamless 
local bedrock, a type of rock called gneiss, is geologically 
stable and keeps water out. The bentonite clay will absorb 
any water that does seep in. The groundwater deep below the 
surface has a low oxygen content, which makes it less corro-
sive. And because copper is one of the most stable substances 
on Earth, geologists say it would take millions of years for 
groundwater to eat through the canisters.  

2.

CONTINUED ON P. 57
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1.

3.

1. Spent nuclear-fuel 
rods will be encased 
in cast-iron canisters 
with a shell made of 
pure copper, which is 
extremely resistant to 
corrosion. The shell 
is almost two inches 
thick—equal to a  
little more than 32 
stacked pennies.

2. Beyond Onkalo’s 
entrance, a tunnel 
extends nearly 1,500 
feet below the surface. 
Planners expect 
to begin storing 
radioactive waste here 
by 2024. In the U.S., 
local opposition to a 
repository at Yucca 
Mountain, in Nevada—
once expected to open 
in 2017—helped derail 
the project after billions 
had already been spent 
on an exploratory tunnel 
and geological surveys.

3. Geologists and 
engineers working for 
Posiva, the Finnish 
company responsible 
for building the 
facility, use chambers 
like this to measure 
groundwater seepage in 
the local bedrock and to 
gather other data.
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4. 4-5. Canisters full of 
nuclear waste will  
be welded shut and 
then lowered into 
storage shafts  
as deep as 26 feet.  
The shafts will then  
be filled with bentonite 
clay, a substance  
that absorbs water. 

6. A drill used to place 
blasting charges. The 
geologist Ismo Aaltonen 
likens the underground 
construction work to 
mining, with one impor-
tant difference: Workers 
will still be active 
underground a century 
or more from now. 

7. As the repository is 
filled, operators will 
use remote-controlled 
machinery to backfill 
the tunnels and seal 
them off. One day, the 
entire facility may 
be covered by the 
surrounding forest 
and—perhaps—
forgotten forever.

6.

7.

5.
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By then, the radioactive isotopes inside will have degraded to a 
form that no longer poses a threat to the environment.

Planners have also devoted lots of thought to the question of 
how to warn our distant descendants, “Don’t dig here!” That’s 
because if humans still inhabit the Earth in 100,000 years, they 
probably won’t be able to read our writing. After all, just 10,000 
years ago humans were roaming the planet in small groups of 
hunter-gatherers and using stone tools; we’re baffled by Stone-
henge, which is only 5,000 years old. One hundred millennia 
from now, the human race might be totally unrecognizable.

A short-lived academic subfield called nuclear semiotics 
arose in the 1980s to answer the warning-sign question. It 
yielded proposals ranging from fields of jagged, menacing 
stone spikes to cats genetically engineered to change color 
when exposed to radiation. The idea was that if you were dig-
ging and saw cats changing color, you’d be freaked out enough 
to stop. (The cat plan called for seeding global religions and 
folklore with the belief that fur fluctuations are a bad omen.)

The Finns have taken a simpler—and much more Finnish—
tack: At least for now, they’ve decided against putting any kind 
of warning sign on the site at all. “If we mark it, we’d most 
likely invite people to look and see what’s down there,” Äikäs 
says. Instead, they’ve designed Onkalo to be as inconspicuous 
as possible.

Äikäs says he purposely chose a location where the boring 
bedrock wouldn’t interest future prospectors looking for metal, 
ore, or oil deposits. As the tunnels are packed full, they will be 

backfilled with absorbent clay blocks. Sometime in the early 
2100s, the repository will reach capacity. Once that happens, 
it should require no oversight or management, no guards or 
electricity. One day, it will likely be covered by the surround-
ing forest. A few hundred years from now, Onkalo may be all 
but forgotten. 

The Finns avoided the NIMBY problems that have stalled 
other projects by garnering consensus from the outset. Nearby 
communities were granted veto rights during the planning pro-
cess. Äikäs and his team at Posiva, the company in charge of 
building the facility, spent years organizing town halls, giving 
tours of mine shafts, and patiently answering questions about 
the potential risks of a direct meteor strike or future ice age. 

Äikäs retired in 2014. Today, Ismo Aaltonen, another 
young Finnish geologist, is shepherding Onkalo through the 
final phases of construction and preparation. Aaltonen’s col-
leagues are already planning final practice runs of the disposal 
procedure, with real canisters and components but no spent 
fuel, for 2022.

If the practice runs go well, Aaltonen expects to start fill-
ing the tunnels with radioactive waste by 2024. It’ll be up to 
his successors, or rather their successors, to complete the task 
a century or more from now. “I hope I’m not retired when 
we start disposal,” he says. “But I’m sure I’ll be dead when  
we’re finished.” 

Andrew Curry is a journalist based in Berlin.

8.

8. Engineers use 3-D 
scanners to measure 
the tunnels after drilling 
and blasting.

9. For safety, the tunnel 
roofs are covered in 
spray concrete and 
loose rocks are  
pried from the walls 
after blasting. 
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BY JACK GOLDSMITH

H e  d i s d a i n s  t h e  r u l e  o f  l a w . 
H e ’ s  t r a m p l i n g  n o r m s 

o f  p r e s i d e n t i a l  b e h a v i o r . 
A n d  h e ’ s  b r i n g i n g  v i t a l 

i n s t i t u t i o n s  d o w n  w i t h  h i m .

W I L L 
D O N A L D 
T R U M P

D E S T R O Y

T H E
P R E S I D E N C Y ?



I L L U S T R A T I O N S  B Y  M I K E  M C Q U A D E
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“ H E  I S  U N L I K E LY 
T O  B E  C O N TA I N E D 

B Y  N O R M S  A N D 
C U S T O M S ,  O R 

E V E N  B Y  L A W S 
A N D  T H E 

C O N S T I T U T I O N . ”

D O N A L D 

T R U M P  I S 

T E S T I N G 

T H E 

I N S T I T U T I O N 

O F  T H E 

P R E S I D E N C Y 

chief executive and would use his 
power responsibly, they established 
an unstructured office with ambigu-
ous authori ties. Article II vests the 
president with “executive Power,” but 
it doesn’t defi ne the term, and it gives 
the president only a few rather modest 
enumerated powers.

These vague constitutional con-
tours allowed the presidency to grow, 
in response to changes in society and 
the world, into a gargantuan institu-
tion that the Framers never could have 
foreseen. The president’s control over 
the bully pulpit, federal law enforce-
ment, and the national-security 
establish ment has made the offi  ce the 
dominant force in American govern-
ment and a danger to constitutional 
liberties. The fl exible structure of the 

offi  ce has meant that it is defi ned largely by the person who 
occupies it—his character, competence, and leader ship skills. 
Great presidents, such as Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, exercised power wisely (though contro-
versially) to lead the nation through crisis. But Richard Nixon 
debased the offi  ce and betrayed the Constitution and our laws, 
while others, like Ulysses S. Grant and Warren G. Harding, 
allowed the exec utive branch to become engulfed in corrup-

tion and scandal. 
This was the background to the near-

hysterical worries when Trump became 
president. During the campaign, he 
pledged to act in illegal ways; expressed 
illiberal attitudes toward freedom of 
speech, religion, and the press; attacked 
immi grants and minorities; tolerated, 
and even incited, thuggery at his ral-
lies. The man who on January 20, 2017, 
took a constitutional oath to “preserve, 
protect, and defend the Constitution 
of the United States” seemed disdain-
ful of the rule of law and almost certain 
to abuse his power. “He is unlikely to 
be contained by norms and customs, 
or even by laws and the Constitution,” 

wrote Peter Wehner, a circumspect Republican commentator, in 
The New York Times the day after Trump’s inaug uration. Wehner 
captured, in an understated way, prevalent fears about 
Trump’s presidency.

Thus far, however, Trump has been almost entirely blocked 
from violating laws or the Constitution. The courts, the 
press, the bureaucracy, civil society, and even Congress have 
together robustly enforced the rule of law.

Trump’s initial executive order on immigration—a tem-
porary ban on entry for people from seven Muslim-majority 
countries that were not obvious sources of terrorist activity 
inside the United States—was widely seen as his first step 
toward authoritarianism. Issued seven days into his presidency, 
the ban was sloppily written, barely vetted inside the execu-
tive branch, legally overbroad, and incompetently rolled out. 

unlike any of his 43 predecessors. We have never had a presi-
dent so ill-informed about the nature of his offi  ce, so openly 
mendacious, so self-destructive, or so brazen in his abusive 
attacks on the courts, the press, Congress (including mem-
bers of his own party), and even senior offi  cials within his 
own administration. Trump is a Frankenstein’s monster of 
past presidents’ worst attributes: Andrew Jackson’s rage; 
Millard Fillmore’s bigotry; James Buchanan’s incompetence 
and spite; Theodore Roosevelt’s self- 
aggrandizement; Richard Nixon’s 
paranoia, insecurity, and indiff erence 
to law; and Bill Clinton’s lack of self-
control and refl exive dishonesty. 

“Enlightened statesmen will not 
always be at the helm,” James Madison 
wrote in one of the Federalist Papers dur-
ing the debates over the ratifi cation of the 
Constitution. He was right, but he never 
could have imagined Donald Trump.

At this point in the singular Trump 
presidency, we can begin to assess its 
impact on American democ racy. The 
news thus far is not all bad. The Con-
stitution’s checks and balances have 
largely stopped Trump from breaking 
the law. And while he has hurt his own administration, his 
successors likely won’t repeat his self-destructive antics. The 
prognosis for the rest of our democratic culture is grimmer, 
however. Trump’s bizarre behavior has coarsened politics and 
induced harmful norm-breaking by the institutions he has 
attacked. These changes will be harder to undo.

Trump, in short, is wielding a Soprano touch on American 
institutions. “I’m fucking King Midas in reverse here,” Tony 
Sopra no once told his therapist. “Everything I touch turns to shit.” 

T h e  Fra m e r s  o f  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n  wanted to cre-
ate a powerful, independent executive branch, but they 
didn’t want to stoke fears that the new United States 

would replicate the monarchy from which it had just sepa-
rated. Confi dent that George Washington would be the fi rst 
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Trump wouldn’t have been the fi rst president to fl out a court 
order. Six weeks into the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln defi ed a 
ruling by Chief Justice Roger B. Taney that the president lacked 
the authori ty to suspend the writ of habeas corpus, and Franklin 
Roosevelt threatened to ignore the Supreme Court in a World 
War II case involving Nazi saboteurs. But during the next few 
decades, judicial authority solidifi ed. Though many worried 
that Nixon would disobey the Supreme Court in 1974 when it 
ordered him to turn over his incriminating tapes to a special 
prosecutor, Nixon famously acquiesced. Would Trump? 

We can imagine that he didn’t want to. We can imagine 
him ranting deliriously after Robart issued his decision. But 
at 10:05 p.m., the White House put out a statement declaring 
that the Justice Department would seek to stay the “outrageous 
order,” which meant that the executive branch would pursue 
review in higher courts. And 10 hours later, at 8:12 a.m., the 
incensed chief executive tweeted the fi rst of many attacks 
against Robart. “The opinion of this so-called judge, which 
essentially takes law-enforcement away from our country, is 
ridiculous and will be overturned!,” Trump wrote. He would 
appeal, rather than defy, Robart’s injunction.

We don’t know why Trump acquiesced. Perhaps his staff  con-
vinced him that ignoring the ruling would spark resignations in 
the White House and the Justice Department, as well as con-
gressional reprisal, which would jeopardize his two-week-old 
presidency. Whatever the reason, the most powerful man in 
the world complied with the edict of a little-known federal trial 
judge on an issue at the top of his agenda. The Constitution held.

The administration gave the people subject to the ban’s edicts 
no notice, which led to bedlam at airports. Many observers 
believed the immigration order indulged the “symbolic politics 
of bashing Islam over any actual security interest,” as Benja-
min Wittes of the Brookings Institution put it at the time. 

A crucial moment occurred during the week after Trump 
issued the order. Civil-society groups such as the ACLU quickly 
fi led habeas corpus petitions asking federal courts to enjoin 
the order in various ways, which they did. For several days, it 
was unclear whether border agents were complying with the 
injunctions, and rumors that Trump or his Department of 
Homeland Security had ordered them not to fi lled the news. 
When a federal district-court judge in Seattle named James 
Robart halted the entire immigration order nationwide in the 
middle of the afternoon on Friday, February 3, Twitter and the 
cable shows were aquiver for several hours with the possibility 
that Trump would defy the court.

“What would happen if the administration were to simply 
ignore this court order and continue to deny people entry?,” 
MSNBC national correspondent Joy Reid asked her guests on 
All In. Washington State Attorney General Bob Ferguson, who 
had brought the case against Trump, treated the question as 
a live possibility. “I don’t want to be overly dramatic, Joy,” he 
said, “but you would have a constitutional crisis.”

The hardest question in American constitutional law was 
suddenly raised: Why does a president, who controls what 
Alex ander Hamilton described as “the sword of the commu-
nity,” abide by a judicial decision he abhors? 
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trying to delegitimize the committee’s investi gation. But the 
press uncovered his shenanigans, Nunes stepped aside, and 
the House has since been pursuing the matter more seriously. 
Repub lican senators also rose to Sessions’s defense when 
Trump openly attacked him, and they have signaled strong 
support for Mueller. These eff orts refl ect unusual Republican 
distrust of a Repub lican president, and would surely ramp up 
if Trump fi red Sessions or Mueller. 

A symbiotic relationship between the bureaucracy and 
the press has also exposed abuses and illegalities. National- 
Security Adviser Michael Flynn’s lies about his Russian con-
tacts were leaked and reported, and forced his resignation. 
When The New York Times published a leaked draft of an exec-
utive order that would have restored CIA authority for black 
sites and enhanced interrogation, the outcry in Congress and 
elsewhere killed the order. Trump and his family have not yet 
been brought to heel on their business confl icts of interest. 
Checks have been weakest here, but that is mainly because 
the Constitution and laws are ambiguous on such confl icts, 
and are not designed for judicial enforcement. Nonetheless, 

several imaginative lawsuits have been fi led against Trump 
and his asso ciates, and the press has done a good job of bring-
ing confl icts to light. 

In these and other ways, actors inside and outside the exec-
utive branch have so far stymied Trump’s tendencies toward 
lawless ness. One might even say that in the fi rst year of his 
presidency, Trump has invigorated constitutional checks and 
balances, and the nation’s appreciation for them.

T rump has b e en less constrained by norms, the non-
legal principles of appropriate behavior that presidents 
and other offi  cials tacitly accept and that typically struc-

ture their actions. Norms, not laws, create the expectation that 
a president will take regular intelligence briefi ngs, pay public 
respect to our allies, and not fi re the FBI director for declining 
to pledge his loyal ty. There is no canonical list of presidential 
norms. They are rarely noticed until they are violated. 

T
h e  s t i l l - u n f o l d i n g  R u s s i a  i nve s t i g a t i o n
is a second context in which checks and balances 
have worked well thus far. The possibility that the 

president’s inner circle might have colluded with our fi erc-
est adversary to sway the 2016 election, or might have other 
in appropriate ties to Russian interests, is the most serious 
instance of potential presidential malfeasance since Water-
gate. In trying to infl uence the investigation, Trump has acted 
much like Nixon did. He has pressured his senior intelligence 
and law-enforcement offi  cials to help clear his name and fi red 
the original lead investigator, FBI Director James Comey. 
Unlike Nixon, Trump has also publicly attacked just about 
every one involved in investi gating him. And yet every institu-
tion has stood fi rm.

Attorney General Jeff  Sessions made his boss furious by 
following the Justice Department’s rules and recusing himself 
from the matter because of his involvement in the Trump cam-
paign. Many feared that the FBI’s investigation would fl ounder 
when Trump fi red Comey. But the opposite happened. Deputy 
Attorney General Rod Rosenstein, another Trump appointee, 
angered the president but also followed 
the rules in appointing a special coun-
sel, the esteemed former FBI director 
Robert Mueller, to investigate the mat-
ter. Mueller has assembled a formidable 
squad of prosecutors and investigators 
and impaneled a grand jury. 

Trump has sharply criticized Ses-
sions’s and Mueller’s roles in the Rus-
sia investigation, raising concerns that 
he might fi re one or both. (As of press 
time, he had not done so.) But such a 
step would not take the heat off  him any 
more than canning Comey did. Firing 
Mueller in particular would be almost 
exact ly like Nixon’s infamous order to 
dismiss the Watergate special prosecu-
tor Archibald Cox, known as the “Sat-
urday Night Massacre,” and it would 
invite the same heightened suspicion 
and blowback as befell Nixon. Justice 
Department leaders would face pres-
sure to appoint a new and un deniably 
inde pendent special counsel, who 
would have every incentive to replicate 
Mueller’s aggressive investigation.

The Republican-controlled Congress 
would also likely act. Many believe Con-
gress hasn’t done enough to stand up to 
Trump. But in the context of facing a 
Republican president in his honey moon 
fi rst year, it has been remarkably tough. This summer, by large 
bipartisan majorities, it passed a law impos ing sanctions on 
Russia that Trump abhorred and that curbed his power. Con-
gress has also shown backbone in investigating the Trump cam-
paign’s connection to Russian election meddling. The Senate 
Intelligence Committee has been conducting a “notoriously 
bipartisan” investigation, as The Washington Post put it. Rep-
resentative Devin Nunes of California, the chair of the House 
Intelligence Committee, appeared to be in Trump’s pocket and J
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Past presidents 
have broken 
norms, too. 
But Trump’s 
norm-breaking 
is diff erent, 
both in scale 
and in intent.
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one does in private, much less the utility of exploiting that dif-
ference,” Henry Farrell and Martha Finnemore have noted in 
Foreign Aff airs. He is incapable of keeping his crass thoughts to 
himself, or of cloaking his speech in other-regarding principle.

Commentary about Trump’s behavior has tended to 
assume that presidential norms, once broken, are hard if not 
impossible to restore. This can be true, but in Trump’s case 
isn’t. Presidents don’t embrace their predecessors’ norm 
entrepreneur ship unless it brings political advantage, and 
Trump’s hasn’t. His successors are no more likely to replicate 
his self-destructive antics than they would be if he yelled at 
the fi rst lady during a public dinner or gave a televised address 
from the White House Rose Garden in his bathrobe. 

Another reason presidential norms will prove resilient is that 
Trump’s aberrant actions have been sweepingly condemned. He 
has been rebuked for his attacks on investigatory independence 
not just by his political opponents but by more- sympathetic 
voices in the Republican Party and on the Wall Street Journal 
editorial page, and even, implicitly, by his own Justice Depart-
ment appoint ees, who have continued the Russia investigation 

despite his pushback. Trump’s response 
to the violent demonstrations in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 
produced a uniform outcry that will 
re inforce norms for future presidents 
about denouncing racism and racial 
violence. The majority of the other 
presidential norms that Trump has 
defi ed will similarly be strengthened by 
the reactions to his behavior, and will 
snap back in the next presidency. 

But that doesn’t mean virtuous 
norms will hold elsewhere. 

D
u r i n g  t h e  presidential 
campaign, Trump gave 
his challengers deroga-

tory nicknames. Hillary Clinton was 
“Crooked Hillary.” Jeb Bush was “Low-

Energy Jeb.” Ted Cruz was “Lyin’ Ted.” And Marco Rubio was 
“Little Marco.” Trump’s taunts exceeded the bounds of cam-

paign decorum but generated attention and helped distinguish 
him from the stale, conventional elite wisdom reflected by 
other candidates in both parties. (Norm-breaking helped him 
more during the campaign than it has in the presidency.)

Two days before Super Tuesday, on February 28, 2016, 
Rubio decided to fight back. “Have you seen his hands?,” 
Rubio asked the audience at a rally at Roanoke College. “You 
know what they say about men with small hands.” The college 
students loved the juvenile humor, and Rubio briefl y got the 
increased cable coverage he sought. But he had sacrifi ced his 
integrity, and his campaign collapsed. Immediately after the 
remark, “Rubio’s aides were besieged with dazed and irate 
missives from donors, allies, and friends” because his “repu-
tation as conservatism’s upbeat, optimistic standard-bearer—
so metic ulously crafted over so many years—was dissolving 
before their eyes,” Tim Alberta reported in National Review. 
Rubio later admitted that the gambit had been a mistake, and 
apologized. “I didn’t like what it refl ected on me,” he said. “It 
embarrassed my family. It’s not who I am.”

Donald Trump is a norm-busting president without parallel 
in American history. He has told scores of easily dis provable 
public lies; he has shifted back and forth and back again on 
his policies, often contradicting Cabinet offi  cials along the 
way; he has attacked the courts, the press, his predecessor, his 
former electoral opponent, members of his party, the intelli-
gence community, and even his own attorney general; he has 
failed to release his tax returns or to fi ll senior political posi-
tions in many agencies; he has shown indiff erence to ethics 
concerns; he has regularly interjected a self-regarding politi-
cal element into apolitical events; he has monetized the presi-
dency by linking it to his personal business interests; and he 
has engaged in cruel public behavior. The list goes on and on. 

Presidential norm-breaking is neither new nor always bad. 
Thomas Jeff erson refused to continue the practice begun by 
George Washington and John Adams of delivering the State 
of the Union address in person before Congress, because he 
believed it resembled the British monarch speaking before Par-
liament. For the next 112 years, presidents conveyed the State 
of the Union in writing—until Woodrow Wilson astonished 
Congress by addressing it in person, a 
practice that once again settled into a 
norm. Wilson’s novel step was part of a 
broader change from the 19th century, 
when giving policy speeches before the 
public was rare and controversial for a 
president, to the 20th century, when 
mass oratory became a routine tool 
of presidential leadership. Although 
the Constitution allowed presidents 
to serve for more than two consecu-
tive terms, no one did so until Franklin 
Roosevelt won a third term, in 1940. 
Roosevelt tried but failed to break an-
other norm when he sought to increase 
the number of Supreme Court justices 
in order to secure more favorable inter-
pretations of his New Deal programs. 

These and countless other exam-
ples show that presidential norm violations have often been 
central to presidential leadership. Even if presidents don’t 
always get the calculation right (Roosevelt’s court-packing 
plan was and remains almost universally derided), they usually 
break norms to try to improve the operations of government.

Trump’s norm violations are diff erent. Many of them appear 
to result from his lack of emotional intelligence—a “president’s 
ability to manage his emotions and turn them to constructive 
purposes, rather than being dominated by them and allowing 
them to diminish his leader ship,” as the Princeton political sci-
entist Fred I. Greenstein has put it. Trump’s behavior seems to 
fl ow from hypersensitivity untempered by shame, a mercurial 
and contrarian personality, and a notable lack of self-control. 

A corollary to Trump’s shamelessness is that he often 
doesn’t seek to hide or even spin his norm-breaking. Put 
another way, he is far less hypocritical than past presidents—
and that is a bad thing. Hypocrisy is an underappreciated politi-
cal virtue. It can palliate self-interested and politically divisive 
government action through mollifying rhetoric and a call to 
shared values. Trump is bad at it because he can’t “recognize 
the diff erence between what one professes in public and what 
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national- security adviser, Michael Flynn, that included a dis-
cussion of U.S. sanctions against Russia. (This was the leak that 
exposed Flynn’s lies and led to his resignation.) Other leaks by 
current and former intelligence offi  cials have involved inter-
cepts of Russian government offi  cials discussing “derogatory” 
information about Trump and his campaign staff ; of other Rus-
sian offi  cials bragging that they could use their relationship with 
Flynn to infl uence Trump; of Kislyak claiming to have discussed 
campaign- related issues with then-Senator Sessions; and of 
Kislyak reporting to Moscow that Trump’s son-in-law, Jared 
Kushner, wanted to establish a secure communication channel. 

The leaks of Russia intercepts may seem common place, but 
they violated taboos that had been respected even in the wild 
west of unlawful government disclosures. The fi rst was a taboo 
against publishing the contents of foreign intelligence inter-
cepts, especially ones involving a foe like Russia. It is hard to 
recall another set of leaks that exposed so much specific 
informa tion about intelligence intercepts of a major adver-
sary. This form of leaking risks compromising a communi-
cation channel and thus telling an adversary how to avoid 
detection in the future. The Russia leaks may well have burned 
large invest ments in electronic surveillance and constricted 
future U.S. surveillance opportunities. 

The Russia leaks also breached a taboo against revealing 
information about U.S. citizens “incidentally collected” during 

surveillance of a foreign agent. The government acquires 
this type of data without suspicion that the citizen has 
engaged in wrongdoing, and thus without constitutional 
privacy protections. For this reason, it is typically treated 
with special care inside the government. The gush of this 
information to the public was an astounding breach of 
privacy.  It also violated yet another taboo—against using 
intel ligence information for political ends. In the bad old 

What happened to Marco Rubio on the campaign trail is 
now happening to a variety of American institutions. These 
institutions have risen up to check a president they fear. But in 
some instances, they have defi ed their own norms, and harmed 
themselves and the nation in the process. Unfortunately, many 
of these norm violations will be hard to reverse.

Since the day of Trump’s election, members of the federal 
bureaucracy have taken unusual steps to stop him. Soon after 
November 8, online guides for how to “resist from below” or 
to “dissent from within” the administration popped up. During 
the transition, and continuing after the inauguration, federal 
employees who were repulsed by the new president and his 
agenda discussed strategies to hide or alter documents, leak 
damaging information, and slow down the process of changing 
government policy. “You’re going to see the bureaucrats using 
time to their advantage,” an anonymous Justice Department 
offi  cial told The Washington Post in January. “People here will 
resist and push back against orders they fi nd unconscionable.” 

These tactics had been used before; clashes between the 
governing class and a new administration are not uncommon. 
But the scale of the eff ort, and especially how it was coordi-
nated, was new. “Federal workers are in regular consultation 
with recent ly departed Obama-era political appointees about 
what they can do to push back against the new president’s initia-
tives,” The Washington Post reported. Federal employees used 
encrypted communications to avoid detec-
tion by the president’s team, and a number 
of anonymous Twitter accounts attributed 
to government officials—@Rogue_DoD, 
@alt_labor, and the like—cropped up to 
organize resistance and release damaging 
information about the admin istration.

Leaks are not new, but we have never 
seen anything like the daily barrage of 
leaks that have poured out of Trump’s exec-
utive branch. Not all of them have come 
from bureaucrats; Trump appoint ees have 
engaged in leaking too. But many of the 
leaks appear to have come from career civil 
servants who seek to discredit or under-
mine the president. And many involve 
types of information that have never been 
leaked before. In August, The Washington 
Post published complete transcripts of con-
versations Trump had had with the prime 
minister of Australia and the president of 
Mexico. These leaks were “unprecedented, 
shocking, and dangerous,” as David Frum 
wrote for The Atlant ic’s website. “No leader 
will again speak candidly on the phone to 
Washington, D.C.—at least for the duration 
of this presidency, and perhaps for longer.” 

The most-harmful leaks have been of 
infor mation collected in the course of sur-
veillance of Russian offi   cials. The fi rst, in 
February 2017, concerned a December 2016 
court-approved National Security Agency 
wiretap of a phone conversation between 
the Russian ambassador to the United 
States, Sergey Kislyak, and the incoming 

Among Trump’s 
countless norm 
violations: giv-
ing an overtly 
political speech 
at the National 
Scout Jambo-
ree, in July
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respect. This is especially true in cases touching on immigration 
and national security, where the executive branch’s authority is 
at its height.

In the Trump immigration cases, the judges sometimes 
abandoned these norms. They were in a tough spot because 
they were reviewing extraor dinary executive- branch actions 
in a highly charged context. But they reacted with hasty and, 
in some ways, sloppy judicial opinions. They issued broad 
injunc tions unsupported by the underlying legal analysis. They 
seemed to extend constitutional protections to non citizens 
who lacked any connection to the United States. And they 
failed to give the government’s national-security determina-
tions proper deference.

The judges had many avenues to rule against Trump on 
many issues, especially with regard to the fi rst order. They 
had plenty of reasons to be angry or defensive because of his 
tweeted attacks. But they neglected principles of restraint, 
prudence, and precedent to rule against him across the board 
based on what seemed to many a tacit determination that the 
just-elected president lacked legitimacy on immigration issues.

If judges were to continue such behavior for four or eight 
years, judicial norms and trust in the judiciary might take a 
serious hit. But there are reasons to think this won’t happen. 
Federal judges sit in a hierarchical system with the Supreme 
Court at the top. The highest court in the land doesn’t just 
overrule lower-court legal decisions; it can also model proper 
judicial behavior. This is what the Supreme Court did in its 
opinion in late June announcing that it would review the lower-
court decisions about Trump’s second immigration order. 
The nine justices rarely agree on any issue of importance. But 
they unanimous ly ruled that, at a minimum, the lower-court 
injunc tions were too broad and had failed to take his national- 
security preroga tives seriously enough. 

The Court did not indicate how it will ultimately rule. But its 
sober, respectful, low- temperature opinion sent a strong signal 
about the importance of judicial detachment. For this reason, 
the judiciary has a fi ghting chance to return to normal patterns. 

T
he same cannot be said  of the norms that gov-
ern the news media. Journalistic practices, of course, 
were already evolving as a result of social media, the 

de centralization of news production, and changing fi nancial 
models. But Trump has had a distinct eff ect. 

The vast majority of elite journalists have a progressive 
outlook, which influences what gets covered, and how, in 
ways that many Americans, especially outside of big cities, fi nd 
deeply biased. The press was among the least trusted of Ameri-
can institutions long before Trump assaulted it as the “enemy 
of the people” and the “lowest form of life.” Members of the 
media viewed these attacks, correctly, as an eff ort by Trump to 
discredit, marginalize, and even dehumanize them. And they 
were shocked when the strategy worked. “The country was 
really angry at the elite, and that included us, and I don’t think 
we quite had our fi nger on it,” Dean Baquet, the executive edi-
tor of The New York Times, said with exquisite understatement 
during a roundtable discussion with his reporters in June. 

After the election, news organizations devoted more 
resources than ever to White House coverage, and they have 
produced exceptional in-depth reporting that has been integral 
to the constitutional checks on the presidency. Reporting on a 

days when J. Edgar Hoover ran the FBI, the bureau regularly 
leaked (or threatened to leak) secretly collected intel ligence 
infor mation about U.S. citizens, including government offi  -
cials, in order to influence democratic politics. The intelli-
gence reforms of the mid-1970s and beyond eliminated this 
pernicious practice for four decades and were believed to have 
created a culture that would prevent its recurrence. The anti-
Trump leaks mark a dangerous throwback. 

These norm violations are an immune response to Trump’s 
attacks on the intelligence community. But the toll from the 
leaks has been signifi cant and may outlast the Trump presi-
dency. Although a future president likely won’t fi nd advantage 
in following Trump’s example, intelligence offi  cials who have 
discovered the political power of leaking secretly collected 
information about Americans may well continue the practice. 
A world without norms to prevent the disclosure of sensitive 
information about U.S. citizens is not just a world in which 
Michael Flynn is revealed as a liar and removed from offi  ce. 
It is also a world in which intelligence bureaucrats repeat the 
trick for very diff erent political ends that they deem worthy but 
that might not be. 

T r u m p  h a s  n o t  a t t a c ke d the U.S. military while 
president, but he has taken a wrecking ball to customs 
of civilian–military rela tions. More than other presidents, 

he has staff ed senior positions with current and former military 
brass. He has attempted to leverage popular admiration for the 
military into backing for his policies, such as by signing his ini-
tial exec utive order on immigration in the Pentagon’s Hall of 
Heroes and by giving political speeches before military audi-
ences. He has even urged soldiers to contact members of Con-
gress in support of his policies, contrary to regulations and 
customs forbidding them from lobbying. These practices 

threaten to politicize the military and leave 
“tattered shreds of the military’s ethics and 

values in their wake,” Phillip Carter of the 
Center for a New American Security wrote 
for Slate. Even if future presidents don’t 
repeat Trump’s practices, he will have 
done great harm if attitudes change within 
the military toward the chain of command 
and the appropriate ness of service mem-
bers’ engagement in politics.

Trump is also politicizing the judi-
ciary. He has accused the judges review-
ing his January immigration order, and a 
replace ment order he signed in March, of 
trampling presidential prerogatives and 
endangering national security. But the 
judges reviewing Trump’s orders engaged 
in norm-breaking behavior of their own. 

Courts have always been political, in 
the sense that laws and precedents don’t 
always yield obvious answers and, espe-
cially in high-stakes cases, judges’ per-
sonal views can matter. But it is important 
to judi cial legitimacy that judges appear 
neutral and detached, that they appear to 
follow precedent, and that they appear to 
pay presidents appropriate deference and 
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on their current trajectories. And because Trump’s extreme 
media- bashing is perceived to have served him relatively well, 
other Republicans will likely perpetuate his strategy. Many on 
the right increasingly agree with a point Ron Unz, the infl uen-
tial former publisher of The American Conservative, made in a 
memo last year. “The media is the crucial force empowering 
the opposition and should be regarded as a primary target of 
any political strategy,” Unz wrote. “Discrediting the media 
anywhere weakens it everywhere.” 

C
it izens’  trust in American institutions has been 
in decline for a while. That’s one reason Donald 
Trump was elected. His assault on those insti tutions, 

and the defi ant reactions to his assault, will further diminish 
that trust and make it yet harder to resolve social and politi-
cal disputes. The breakdown in institutions mirrors the break-
down in social cohesion among citizens that was also a major 
cause of Trumpism, and that Trumpism has churned further. 
This is perhaps the worst news of all for our democracy. As 
Cass Sunstein lamented in his book #Republic, “Members of a 
democratic public will not do well if they are unable to appreci-
ate the views of their fellow citizens, if they believe ‘fake news,’ 

or if they see one another as enemies or 
adversaries in some kind of war.” 

To that depressing conclusion I 
will add another. The relatively hope-
ful parts of the analysis off ered here—
that the Constitution has prevented 
presidential law-breaking, and that 
most of Trump’s norm violations will 
not persist— rest on a pair of assump-
tions that have so far prevailed but that 
might not hold in the future. The fi rst 
is that Trump’s presidency, which has 
accom plished little, will continue to fail 
and that he will not be reelected. But it 
is conceivable that he will turn things 
around—for example, by pulling off 
tax and infrastructure reform and put-
ting Kim Jong Un in a box—and win the 

2020 election, perhaps in a three-way race. If Trump succeeds 
and makes it to a second term, his norm-breaking will be seen 
to serve the presidency more than it does today. If that happens, 
the offi  ce will be forever changed, and not for the better. 

The second assumption is that the country is fundamen-
tally stable. In Trump’s fi rst seven months in offi  ce, the stock 
market boomed and the United States faced no full-blown 
national- security crisis. But what if the economy collapses, 
or the country faces a major domestic terrorist attack or even 
nuclear war? What if Mueller fi nds evidence that Trump col-
luded with the Russians—and Trump fi res not just Mueller but 
also scores of others in the Justice Department, and pardons 
himself and everyone else involved? These are not crazy pos-
sibilities. The Constitution has held thus far and might con-
tinue to do so under more-extreme circumstances. But it also 
might not. 

Jack Goldsmith, a former assistant attorney general in the 
George W. Bush administration, teaches at Harvard Law School 
and is a senior fellow at the Hoover Institution.

fl agrantly norm-breaking president produces a novel conun-
drum, however. A Harvard study found that Trump’s main-
stream coverage during the fi rst 100 days of his presidency “set 
a new standard for negativity”: four negative stories for each 
positive one and no single major topic on which he received 
more positive than negative coverage. Many Trump critics insist 
that his behavior justifi es this level of adverse scrutiny. But even 
if that is true, the overall eff ect can make the press seem heavily 
biased and out to get Trump. “Every time he lies you have to 
point out it’s a lie, and there’s a part of this country that hears 
that as an attack,” the New York Times media columnist, Jim 
Rutenberg, said at the June roundtable. “That is a serious prob-
lem.” Trump’s extremes require the mainstream press to choose 
between appearing oppo sitional or, if it tones things down, “nor-
malizing” his presidency. Either way, Trump in some sense wins.

The appearance problem that Rutenberg described is real. 
But it is also true that many reporters covering Trump have 
overreacted and exaggerated and interjected opinion into their 
stories more than usual. In doing so, they have veered from 
the norm of “independence” and instead are “binge-drinking 
the anti-Trump Kool-Aid,” as the venerable Bob Woodward 
argued in May. Such excesses lend credence to Trump’s attacks 
on “the fake-news media.”

So, too, do other changes in the 
norms of covering the president. Many 
journalists let their hair down on Twitter 
with opinionated anti-Trump barbs that 
reveal predispositions and shape the 
way readers view their reporting. And 
news outlets have at times seemed to 
cast themselves as part of the resistance 
to Trump, and seen their revenues soar. 
(It cannot be an accident that The Wash-
ington Post’s “Democracy dies in dark-
ness” motto, though used in-house for 
years, was rolled out publicly in Febru-
ary.) Just as Trump drew energy and 
numbers on the campaign trail from the 
excessive coverage of his norm-busting 
behavior, the news media seem to draw 
energy and numbers from their own norm-busting behavior. 

But while Trumpism has been good for the media busi-
ness, it has not been good for overall media credibility. An 
Emerson College poll in February indicated that more vot-
ers found Trump to be truthful than the news media, and a 
Suff olk University/ USA Today poll in June concluded that the 
historical ly unpopular president still had a slightly higher favor-
ability rating than the media. Trump is not just dis crediting 
the mainstream news, but quickening changes in right-wing 
media as well. Fox News Channel always leaned right, but 
in the past year several of its programs have become open 
propa ganda arms for Trump. And sharply partisan outlets like 
Breitbart News and The Daily Caller have grown in infl uence 
among conservatives. 

“Does it ever go back?” chief White House correspondent 
Peter Baker asked his Times colleagues. “Have we changed 
something in a fundamental way in terms of the relationship 
between the person in the White House, people in power, and 
the media?” The answers to those questions are no and yes, 
respective ly. The media have every incentive to continue 
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t h i n g s  a r e 
m u c h  w o r s e 
b e l o w  t h e 
s u r f a c e . 

 I S  T R U M P  E N D I N G  T H E



D onald Trump was r ight. He 
inherited a mess. In January 2017, 
American foreign policy was, if 

not in crisis, in big trouble. Strong forces 
were putting stress on the old global 
poli tical order: the rise of China to a 
power with more than half the produc-
tive capacity of the United States (and 
defense spending to match); the partial 
recovery of a resentful Russia under a 
skilled and thuggish autocrat; the dis-
crediting of Western elites by the fi nan-
cial crash of 2008, followed by roiling 
populist waves, of which Trump himself 
was part; a turbulent Middle East; eco-
nomic dis locations worldwide.

An American leadership that had 
partly discredited itself over the past 
generation compounded these prob-
lems. The Bush admin istration’s war 
against jihadist Islam had been under-
mined by reports of mistreatment and 
torture; its Afghan campaign had been 
inconclusive; its invasion of Iraq had 
been deeply compromised by what 
turned out to be a false premise and 
three years of initial mismanagement. 

The Obama administration’s pol-
icy of retrenchment (described by a 
White House offi  cial as “leading from 
behind”) made matters worse. The 
United States was generally passive as 
a war that caused some half a million 
deaths raged in Syria. The ripples of the 
confl ict reached far into Europe, as some 
5 million Syrians fl ed the country. A red 
line about the use of chemical weapons 
turned pale pink and vanished, as Iran 
and Russia expanded their presence and 
infl uence in Syria ever more brazenly. A 
debilitating freeze in defense spending, 
meanwhile, left two-thirds of U.S. Army 
maneuver brigades unready to fi ght and 
Air Force pilots unready to fl y in combat.

These circumstances would have 
caused severe headaches for a com-
petent and sophisticated successor. 
Instead, the United States got a presi-
dent who had unnervingly promised a 
wall on the southern border (paid for 
by Mexico), the dismantle ment of long-
standing trade deals with both competi-
tors and partners, a closer relationship 
with Vladimir Putin, and a ban on Mus-
lims coming into the United States.

Some of these and Trump’s other 
wild pronouncements were quietly 
walked back or put on hold after his 
inauguration;  one defense of Trump is 
that his deeds are less alarming than his 
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apparently ignorant of the vast American air base in the latter 
country. He has seemed unaware that he is feeding an inchoate 
but violent confl ict between the Gulf kingdoms and a counter-
vailing coalition of Iran, Russia, Syria, Hezbollah, and even 
Turkey—which now plans to deploy as many as 3,000 troops 
to Qatar, at its fi rst base in the Arab world since the collapse of 
the Ottoman empire at the end of World War I. 

The administration obsesses about defeating the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria, and yet intends to sharply reduce the 
kinds of advice and support that are needed to rebuild the are as 
devastated by war in those same countries—support that might 
help prevent a future recurrence of Islamist fanaticism. The 
president, entranced by the chimera of an Israeli– Palestinian 
peace, has put his inexperienced and over burdened son-in-law, 
Jared Kushner, in charge of a process headed nowhere. Either ig-
norant or contemptuous of the deep-seated maladies that have 
long affl  icted the Arab world, Trump embraces authoritarians 
like Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (“Love your shoes”) 
and seems to dismiss the larger problems of governance posed 
by the crises within Middle Eastern soci eties as inter nal issues 
irrelevant to the United States. A freedom agenda, in either its 
original Bush or subsequent Obama form, is dead.

In Europe, the administration has 
picked a fight with the Continent’s 
most important democratic state, 
Germany (“Bad, very bad”). Trump is 
suffi  ciently despised in Great Britain, 
America’s most enduring ally, that he 
will reportedly defer a trip there until 
his press improves (it will not). Para-
lyzed by scandal and internal division, 
the administration has no coherent 
Russia policy: no plan for getting Mos-
cow back out of the Middle East; no 
counter to Russian political subver-
sion in Europe or the United States; 
no response to reports of new Rus-
sian meddling in Afghanistan. Rather 
than pushing back when the Russians 
announced in July that 755 U.S. gov-

ernment employees would be expelled, Trump expressed his 
thanks for saving taxpayers 755 salaries.

America’s new circumstances in Asia were not much bet-
ter as this story went to press, in mid-August—and with the 
world on edge, they could quickly get much worse. Though 
North Korea is on the verge of developing a nuclear-tipped 
intercontinental ballistic missile, Trump neglected to rally 
American allies to confront the problem during his two major 
trips abroad. His aides proclaimed that they had discovered the 
solution, Chinese intervention— apparently unaware of the re-
peated failure of that gambit in the Clinton, Bush, and Obama 
administrations. Trump did, however, take a break from a golf-
ing holiday to threaten North Korea with “fi re and fury” in the 
event that Kim Jong Un failed to pipe down. To accom modate 
a president fi xated on economic deals, an anxious Japan has 
pledged investments that would result in American jobs. A 
prickly Australia, whose prime minister Trump snarled at dur-
ing their fi rst courtesy phone call, has edged further from its 
traditional alliance with America—an alli ance that has been 
the cornerstone of its security since World War II. (In a gesture 

words. But diplomacy is about words, and many of Trump’s 
words are profoundly toxic.

Trump seems incapable of restraining himself from insult-
ing foreign leaders. His slogan “America First” harks back to 
the isolationists of 1940, and foreign leaders know it. He can 
read speeches written for him by others, as he did in Warsaw 
on July 6, but he cannot himself articulate a worldview that 
goes beyond a teenager’s bluster. He lays out his resentments, 
insecurities, and obsessions on Twitter for all to see, opening 
up a gold mine to foreign governments seeking to understand 
and manipulate the American president. 

Foreign governments have adapted. They fl atter Trump 
outrageously. Their emissaries stay at his hotels and off er the 
Trump Organization abundant concessions (39 trademarks ap-
proved by China alone since Trump took offi  ce, includ ing one 
for an escort service). They take him to military parades; they 
talk tough-guy-to-tough-guy; they show him the kind of defer-
ence that only someone without a center can crave. And so he 
fl ip-fl ops: Paris was no longer “so, so out of control, so danger-
ous” once he’d had dinner in the Eiff el Tower; Xi Jinping, dur-
ing an April visit to Mar-a-Lago, went from being the leader 
of a parasitic country intent on ripping off  American workers 
to being “a gentleman” who “wants 
to do the right thing.” (By July, Trump 
was back to bashing China, for doing 

“NOTHING” to help us.)
In short, foreign leaders may con-

sider Trump alarming, but they do not 
consider him serious. They may think 
they can use him, but they know they 
cannot rely on him. They look at his 
plans to slash the State Department’s 
ranks and its budget— the latter by 
about 30 percent— and draw conclu-
sions about his interest in traditional 
diplomacy. And so, already, they have 
begun to reshape alliances and re-
confi gure the networks that make up the 
global economy, bypassing the United 
States and diminishing its standing. In 
January, at the World Economic Forum, in Davos, Switzerland, 
Xi made a case for Chinese global leadership that was startlingly 
well received by the rich and powerful offi  cials, businesspeople, 
and experts in attendance. In March, Canada formally joined a 
Chinese-led regional development bank that the Obama admin-
istration had opposed as an instrument of broadened Chinese 
infl uence; Australia, the United Kingdom, Germany, and France 
were among the founding members. In July, Japan and Europe 
agreed on a free-trade deal as an alternative to the Trans-Pacifi c 
Partnership, which Trump had un ceremoniously discarded. 

I n almost  every region of  the world,  the admin-
istration has already left a mark, by blunder, inattention, 
miscomprehension, or willfulness. Trump’s fi rst offi  cial 

visit abroad began in Saudi Arabia—a bizarre choice, when 
compared with established democratic allies—where he and 
his senior advisers off ered unreserved praise for a kingdom 
that has close relations with the United States but has also been 
the heartland of Islamist fanaticism since well before 9/11. The 
president full- throatedly took its side in a dispute with Qatar, 
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met with Saddam Hussein. Glaspie assured Saddam of Presi-
dent George H. W. Bush’s friendship and, although the admin-
istration was concerned about a possible Iraqi attack on Kuwait, 
blandly remarked that “we have no opinion on the Arab–Arab 
confl icts, like your border disagreement with Kuwait.” A week 
later, Saddam’s troops invaded Kuwait, and he was surprised 
when Bush did not take it well. Again, this happened in a com-
petent administration. One shudders to think what the Trump 
equivalent might be with regard to, say, Chinese aggression in 
the South China Sea. 

The first Bush administration recovered from the disas-
ter of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait because it was an eff ective 
and cohesive team of highly experienced professionals—Brent 
Scowcroft, James Baker, Dick Cheney—led by a prudent and dis-
ciplined president. They built a coalition, reassured and mobi-
lized allies, placated neutrals, and planned and executed a war. 
They disagreed with one another in open and productive ways. 
They shrewdly used the career civil servants and able political 
appoint ees who served them energetically and well. Even so, the 
war’s ragged end and unexpected consequences are with us still.

Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, North Korea’s invasion of the 
South in 1950, the Soviet invasion of Hungary, the Cuban mis-
sile crisis, the 1967 and 1973 Middle East wars, the collapse of 
communism, 9/11, the 2011 Arab Spring—all were surprises. 
So too were lesser episodes like the 2007 discovery of a North 
Kore an nuclear reactor in Syria. Surprises are unavoidably what 
international politics is all about; what matters is how well an 
administration copes with them. Trump was lucky to avoid an 
external crisis in his fi rst seven months. That luck will run out.

A
dd to this fractured foundation the errat ic beha-
vior of the president himself, who will be less and 
less likely to accede to (or even hear) contrary advice 

as he passes more time in the Oval Offi  ce. Septua genarian ty-
coons do not change fundamental qualities of their personalities: 
They are who they are. Nor is someone who has spent a career in 
charge of a small, family-run corporation without share holders 
likely to pay much attention to external views. These argu-
ments have been well ventilated. But what many people have 
not weighed adequately is the eff ect of the White House itself, 
the trappings and the aura, on those who inhabit it. After an ini-
tial period of awe, presidents become more confi dent that they 
know what they’re doing. Particularly for someone whose ego 
knows few bounds, it can be a dangerously intoxicating place.

The longer someone is in high offi  ce and becomes accus-
tomed to supreme power, the less opposition and disagreement 
he will encounter and the less disagreement he is likely to heed. 
This may explain Obama’s Syria failure throughout his second 
term. This process is already well advanced within Trump’s 
White House, as evidenced by the bizarre and deeply worrying 
spectacle orchestrated by the president on June 12, in which all 
members of his Cabinet, with the honorable exception of De-
fense Secretary James Mattis, off ered up competitively obse-
quious compliments to the boss while on national television. 
As old advisers and offi  cials fall by the wayside— exhausted, 
disgraced, or both—the new ones will be more likely to accom-
modate a man they have known chiefl y as “Mr. President” and 
whose favor has required self-abasement. 

Consider this contrast: In July 2005, I published in The 
Washington Post a searing critique of the Bush administration’s 

that may seem trivial but signifi es much, in July Australia’s 
foreign minister, Julie Bishop, slapped at Trump for his ogling 
of the French president’s wife, suggesting that his admiring 
looks had gone unreciprocated.)

On issues that are truly global in scope, Trump has abdi-
cated leadership and the moral high ground. The United States 
has managed to isolate itself on the topic of climate change, 
by the tone of its pronouncements no less than by its precipi-
tous exit from the Paris Agreement. As for human rights, the 
president has taken only cursory notice of the two arrests of the 
Russian dissident Alexei Navalny or the death of the Chinese 
Nobel Prize winner and prisoner of conscience Liu Xiaobo. 
Trump did not object after Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan’s security detail beat American protesters on Ameri-
can soil, in Washington, D.C. In April, he reportedly told Fili-
pino President Rodrigo Duterte, who has used death squads to 
deal with off enders of local narcotics laws, that he was doing an 

“unbelievable job on the drug problem.” Trump’s secretary of 
state, Rex Tillerson, made it clear in his fi rst substantive speech 
to State Department employees that American values are now 
of at best secondary importance to “American interests,” pre-
sumably economic, in the conduct of foreign policy.

All this well before a year was out.

T H E  S P R E A D I N G  R O T
Matters wi l l  not  improve.  Trump will not learn, will not 
moderate, will not settle into normal patterns of behavior. And 
for all the rot that is visible in America’s standing and ability 
to infl uence global aff airs, more is spreading beneath the sur-
face. Even when Trump’s foreign policy looks shakily medio-
cre rather than downright crazy, it is affl  icting the U.S. with a 
condition not unlike untreated high blood pressure. Enormous 
foreign-policy failures are like heart attacks: unexpected and 
dangerous discontinuities following years of neglect and hid-
den malady. The vertigo and throbbing pulse one feels today 
augur something much worse tomorrow.

To a degree rarely appreciated outside Washington, it is vir-
tually impossible to conduct an eff ective foreign policy without 
poli tical appointees at the assistant-secretary rank who share a 
president’s conceptions and will implement his agenda. As of 
mid-August, the administration had yet to even nominate a new 
under secretary of state for political aff airs; assistant secretaries 
for Near Eastern, East Asian and Pacifi c, or Western Hemisphere 
Aff airs; or ambassadors to Germany, India, or Saudi Arabia. At 
lower levels, the State Department is being actively thinned out—
2,300 jobs are slated for elimination—and is losing experience by 
the week as disaff ected professionals quietly leave. 

High-level diplomatic contact with allies and adversaries 
alike has withered. Meanwhile, for fear of contradicting him, 
Trump’s underlings avoid saying too much publicly. As a re-
sult, the administration’s foreign policy will continue to be as 
opaque externally as it is confused internally.

One consequence will be a corresponding confusion on the 
part of foreign powers about the administration’s goals, com-
mitments, and red lines—and the likely misinterpretation of 
stray signals. Even well-run administrations can fail to com-
municate their intentions clearly, with dire consequences. On 
July 25, 1990, the American ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, 
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value. At that point we may fi nd another Donald Trump emerg-
ing: the Trump who paid $25 million to the victims of Trump 
University, who rages at The New York Times and then truckles to 
its reporters. Like most bullies, he can be stared down. But when 
he folds, American foreign policy will fold with him.

T h i s  d a n g e r o u s  a n d  d i s p i r i t i n g  chapter in Ameri-
can history will end, in eight years or four—or perhaps in two 
or even one, if Trump is impeached or removed under the 
Twenty-Fifth Amendment. But what will follow? Will the 
United States recover within a few years, as it did from the 
disgrace of Richard Nixon’s resignation and the feckless ness 
of Jimmy Carter during the Iranian hostage crisis? Alas, that 
is unlikely. Even barring cataclysmic events, we will be living 
with the consequences of Trump’s tenure as chief executive 
and commander in chief for decades. Damage will continue 
to appear long after he departs the scene.

Americans, after trying every other alternative, can always 
be counted on to do the right thing, Winston Churchill suppos-
edly said. But who will count on that now, after the victory of 
a man like Trump? Other countries interpret Trump’s election 
as America’s repudiation of its role as guarantor of world order. 
Canadian Foreign Minister Chrystia Freeland put it bluntly in 
a speech in June: “The fact that our friend and ally has come to 
question the very worth of its mantle of global leadership puts 
into sharper focus the need for the rest of us to set our own 
clear and sovereign course.”

Indeed, that is what is happening. Trump is not entire ly a 
historical fl uke, and it is reasonable to see his foreign policy 
as refl ecting some Americans’ attitudes toward the outside 
world. Our politicians and our foreign-policy establishment— 
the former consumed by domestic matters, the latter largely 
by technocratic concerns—have lost the ability to make the 

conduct of the Iraq War. The 
besieged defense secretary, Don-
ald Rumsfeld, did not fire me 
from the Defense Policy Board, a 
senior advisory committee to the 
Department of Defense, on which 
I served. Within months I was 
advising the National Security 
Council staff , and eventually Sec-
retary Condoleezza Rice asked 
me to serve in one of the most se-
nior positions in the Department 
of State  without a murmur of dis-
approval from the White House. 
This refl ected less my value to the 
admin istration than the large- 
spiritedness of President George 
W. Bush and those who worked 
for him, and their awareness that 
expressing criticism or dissent 
was an act of patriotism, not per-
sonal betrayal.

Trump lacks that spirit, and his 
advisers—one way or another— 
will fi nd themselves sapped of it as well. Mattis and Tillerson 
have, by all accounts, raged at a White House obsessed with 
loyalty, which fi red a junior staff er for unfl attering retweets 
more than a year old and had trouble attracting fi rst-tier or 
independent-minded experts to begin with. At some point 
these advisers will either give up in frustration or simply be 
replaced by more-pliable individuals. 

Trump unrestrained is of course a frightening prospect. His 
instincts are not reliable—if they were, he and his campaign 
would have kept their distance from Russian operatives. A man 
who has presided over failed casinos, a collapsed airline, and a 
sham university is not someone who knows when to step back 
from the brink. His domestic political circumstances, already 
bad, seem likely to deteriorate further, which will only make 
him more angry, and perhaps more apt to take risks. In a fi t 
of temper or in the grip of spectacular misjudgment—possibly 
infl uenced by what he’s just seen on TV—he could stumble into 
or launch an uncontrollable war. 

In one of the worst scenarios, Trump, as a result of his alter-
nating overtures to and belligerence toward China, might bring 
about a confl ict with Xi Jinping, who is consolidating his own 
power in a way not seen since the days of Mao Zedong. Mili-
tary confl ict between rising and preeminent global powers is 
hardly anomalous, after all, and the Chinese are no longer in 
the mood to accept American hegemony. In 1990, when George 
H. W. Bush confronted Saddam, an isolated dictator, a paralyzed 
Russia and weak China were powerless to inter fere. He had at his 
disposal the American military at the peak of its post–Cold War 
strength, and a ready set of allies. The United States has grown 
used to wars with limited risk against minor and isolated rivals. 
A confl ict with China would be something altogether diff erent. 

Trump is, and is likely to be to the end, volatile, truculent, and 
impul sive. When he does face a crisis, whether or not it is of his 
own making, he will discover just how weak his hand is, because 
no one—friends or ene mies, the American public or foreign 
leaders—will take anything that he promises or threatens at face 
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tolerant of dissent, it can provide consistency and stability.
Veterans of Trump’s administration will include some patri-

ots who knowingly took a reputational hit to save the country 
from calamity—plus a large collection of mediocrities, cynics, 
and trimmers willing to equivocate about American values and 
inter ests, and indeed about their own beliefs. Many of them 
even now can say, as the old Soviet joke had it, “I have my per-
sonal opinions, but I assure you that I don’t agree with them.” 
Or, as one person explained his decision to me as he began 
working for the administration, “It’s my last shot at a big job.”

Most of these veterans, knowing what their former friends 
and colleagues think of their decision, will be angrily self- 
justifying. Many of the “Never Trumpers” who have held back 
from working for an odious man will be disdain ful. That is hu-
man nature. But the upshot will be a Republican establish ment 
riven, like the conservative intellectual class more broadly, by 
antag onisms all the more bitter because they rest as much on 
personal feelings of injury or vindication as on principled beliefs. 

“Every thing I’ve worked for for two decades is being destroyed,” 
a senior Repub lican experienced in foreign policy told Susan 
B. Glasser of Poli tico in March. One should not expect from such 
individuals ready forgiveness of the destroyers. All the while, 
the Democratic Party will be going through its own turmoil as its 
foreign-policy experts, who had aligned overwhelmingly with 

Hillary Clinton, come under pressure 
from members of the party’s left wing, 
some of whose views on foreign aff airs 
are not that far from Trump’s.

America’s astonishing resilience 
may rescue it once again, particu-
larly if Trump does not fi nish his fi rst 
term. But an equally likely scenario is 
that Trump will leave key government 
institutions weakened or corrupted, 
America’s foreign-policy establishment 
sharply divided, and America’s posi-
tion in the world stunted. An America 
lacking confi dence, coupled with the 
rise of undemocratic powers, populist 
movements on the right and left, and 

failing states, is the kind of world few Americans remember. 
It would be like the world of the late 1920s or early 1930s: dis-
orderly and unstable, but with much worse to follow.

There are many reasons to be appalled by President Trump, 
including his disregard for constitutional norms and decent 
beha vior. But watching this unlikeliest of presidents strut 
on the treacherous stage of international politics is diff erent 
from following the daily domestic chaos that is the Trump 
administration. Hearing him bully and brag, boast and blus-
ter, threaten and lie, one feels a kind of dizziness, a sensation 
that underneath the throbbing pulse of routine scandal lies the 
potential for much worse. The kind of sensation, in fact, that 
accompanies dangerously high blood pressure, just before a 
sudden, excruciating pain.   

  Eliot A. Cohen served as the Counselor of the State Department 
under Secretary Condoleezza Rice. He teaches at the Johns 
Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies 
and is the author, most recently, of  The Big Stick: The Limits 
of Soft Power and the Necessity of Military Force. 

case to the country for prudent American management of an 
international system whose relative peace for 70 years owes 
so much to Washington’s leadership. Americans who oppose 
Trump may conclude (also reasonably) that the country’s 
internal problems, including the fundamentals of its civic cul-
ture, demand their attention. They too may turn inward, not 
least because they have lost confi dence in the strength of politi-
cal institutions and the competence of the political class.

B
ut there is also  a more structural development 
that will make the recovery of America’s global status 
diffi  cult: Trump is accelerat ing the de composition of 

the Republican foreign- policy and national-security establish-
ment that began in the 2016 campaign. Two public letters signed 
by some 150 of its members during the spring and summer of 
last year denounced Trump not merely for bad judgment but 
also for bad character. (I co-organized one letter and assisted 
with the other.) Few who signed the letters cared to recant after 
the election. The administration clearly wanted nothing to do 
with any of them anyway, although it would have been wise to 
display magnanimity and recruit some of them. Magnanimity is 
not, however, part of the Trump playbook.

These would have been some of the leading candidates to 
serve in a normal Republican administration. Finding other 
candidates has been difficult, but 
eventually the jobs will be fi lled. If the 
admin istration lasts four years, and 
even more so if it lasts eight, those who 
fi ll them will be the GOP’s successor 
generation, much of the anti-Trump 
group being too old, or too compro-
mised within a Republican Party that 
has dutifully rallied around its leader, to 
hold sway. Because the Trump admin-
istration prizes personal loyalty above 
all other qualities—most emphati-
cally including competence, creativity, 
integ rity, and even, in some measure, 
patriotism— this is a serious problem. 

Establishments exist for a reason, 
and, within limits, they are good things. Despite what popu-
lists think, foreign policy is not, in fact, safely handed over to 
teams of ideologues or adven turous amateurs. Dean Ache-
son, Harry Truman’s secretary of state, who helped stabilize 
the post–World War II world, was not a corporate head who 
suddenly took an interest in what goes on abroad; neither was 
George Shultz, who, as Ronald Reagan’s secretary of state, 
helped orchestrate the fi nal stage of the Cold War. Behind each 
of those men were hundreds of experts and practitioners who 
had thought hard about the world, and had experience steering 
the external relations of the Great Republic. 

An elite consensus that spans both parties means a gov-
ernment that does not shift radically from administration 
to admin istration in its commitments to allies or to human 
rights, in its oppo sition to enemies, or in its support for inter-
national insti tutions; that has a sense of direction and purpose 
that transcends partisan politics; that can develop the political 
appointees our system uniquely depends on to staff  the up-
per levels of government. As long as that elite is honest, able, 
open to new talent and to considered course alterations, and 
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DONALD TRUMP’S PRESIDENCY IS PREDICATED NEARLY ENTIRELY ON THE NEGATION OF A 
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BLACK PRESIDENT. AND THE CONSTITUENCIES HE HAS ACTIVATED ARE NOT GOING AWAY.

BY TA-NEHISI COATES
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Trump cracked the glowing amulet open, 
releasing its eldritch energies. The reper-
cussions are striking: Trump is the fi rst 
president to have served in no public 
capacity before ascending to his perch. 
But more telling, Trump is also the fi rst 
president to have publicly affi  rmed that 
his daughter is a “piece of ass.” The mind 
seizes trying to imagine a black man 
extol ling the virtues of sexual assault on 
tape (“When you’re a star, they let you 
do it”), fending off  multiple accusations 
of such assaults, immersed in multiple 
lawsuits for allegedly fraudulent busi-
ness dealings, exhorting his followers 
to violence, and then strolling into the 
White House. But that is the point of 
white supremacy—to ensure that that 
which all others achieve with maximal 
eff ort, white people (particularly white 
men) achieve with minimal qualifica-
tion. Barack Obama delivered to black 
people the hoary message that if they 
work twice as hard as white people, any-
thing is possible. But Trump’s counter is 
persuasive: Work half as hard as black 
people, and even more is possible.

For Trump, it almost seems that the 
fact of Obama, the fact of a black presi-
dent, insulted him personally. The insult 
intensifi ed when Obama and Seth Mey-
ers publicly humiliated him at the White 
House Correspondents’ Dinner in 2011. 
But the bloody heirloom ensures the 
last laugh. Replacing Obama is not 
enough—Trump has made the negation 
of Obama’s legacy the foundation of his 
own. And this too is whiteness. “Race is 
an idea, not a fact,” the historian Nell 
Irvin Painter has written, and essen tial 
to the construct of a “white race” is the 
idea of not being a nigger. Before Barack 
Obama, niggers could be manufactured 
out of Sister Souljahs, Willie Hortons, 
and Dusky Sallys. But Donald Trump 
arrived in the wake of something more 
potent—an entire nigger presidency 
with nigger health care, nigger climate 
accords, and nigger justice reform, all 
of which could be targeted for destruc-
tion or redemption, thus reifying the 
idea of being white. Trump truly is 
something new—the first president 
whose entire political existence hinges 
on the fact of a black president. And so 
it will not suffi  ce to say that Trump is a 
white man like all the others who rose to 
become president. He must be called 
by his rightful honorifi c— America’s fi rst 
white president.

forced Barack Obama to 
present his birth certificate, 
Trump demanded the presi-
dent’s college grades (offer-
ing $5 million in exchange for 
them), insist ing that Obama 
was not intelligent enough to 
have gone to an Ivy League 
school, and that his acclaimed 
memoir, Dreams From My 
Father, had been ghost written 
by a white man, Bill Ayers. 

It is often said that Trump 
has no real ideology, which 
is not true—his ideology is 
white supremacy, in all its 
truculent and sanctimonious 

power. Trump inaugurated his cam-
paign by casting himself as the defend er 
of white maiden hood against Mexi-
can “rapists,” only to be later alleged 
by mul tiple accusers, and by his own 
proud words, to be a sexual violator him-
self. White supremacy has always had a 
perverse sexual tint. Trump’s rise was 
shepherded by Steve Bannon, a man 
who mocks his white male critics as 

“cucks.” The word, derived from cuckold, 
is specifi cally meant to debase by fear 
and fantasy— the target is so weak that 
he would submit to the humiliation of 
having his white wife lie with black men. 
That the slur cuck casts white men as vic-
tims aligns with the dicta of whiteness, 
which seek to alchemize one’s profl igate 
sins into virtue. So it was with Virginia 
slave holders claiming that Britain sought 
to make slaves of them. So it was with 
marauding Klansmen orga nized against 
alleged rapes and other outrages. So it 
was with a candidate who called for a for-
eign power to hack his opponent’s email 
and who now, as president, is claiming to 
be the victim of “the single greatest witch 
hunt of a politician in American history.”

In Trump, white supremacists see 
one of their own. Only grudgingly did 
Trump denounce the Ku Klux Klan 
and David Duke, one of its former 
grand wizards—and after the clashes 
between white supremacists and 
counter protesters in Charlottesville, 
Virginia, in August, Duke in turn praised 
Trump’s contentious claim that “both 
sides” were responsible for the violence. 

To Trump, whiteness is neither 
notion al nor symbolic but is the very 
core of his power. In this, Trump is not 
singular. But whereas his forebears car-
ried whiteness like an ancestral talisman, 

 I T  I S  I N S U F F I C I E N T  T O  S TAT E 
the obvious of Donald Trump: that he is 
a white man who would not be president 
were it not for this fact. With one imme-
diate exception, Trump’s predecessors 
made their way to high offi  ce through 
the passive power of whiteness—that 
bloody heirloom which cannot ensure 
mastery of all events but can conjure a 
tailwind for most of them. Land theft 
and human plunder cleared the grounds 
for Trump’s forefathers and barred oth-
ers from it. Once upon the fi eld, these 
men became soldiers, statesmen, and 
scholars; held court in Paris; presided at 
Princeton; advanced into the Wilder ness 
and then into the White House. Their 
individual triumphs made this exclusive 
party seem above America’s founding 
sins, and it was forgotten that the former 
was in fact bound to the latter, that all 
their victories had transpired on cleared 
grounds. No such elegant detach ment 
can be attributed to Donald Trump—a 
president who, more than any other, has 
made the awful inheri tance explicit.

His political career began in advo-
cacy of birtherism, that modern recast-
ing of the old American precept that 
black people are not fi t to be citizens of 
the country they built. But long before 
birtherism, Trump had made his world-
view clear. He fought to keep blacks out 
of his buildings, according to the U.S. 
government; called for the death pen-
alty for the eventu ally exonerated Cen-
tral Park Five; and railed against “lazy” 
black employees. “Black guys counting 
my money! I hate it,” Trump was once 
quoted as saying. “The only kind of peo-
ple I want counting my money are short 
guys that wear yarmulkes every day.” 
After his cabal of conspiracy theorists 
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TRUMP’S POLITICAL CAREER BEGAN 
IN ADVOCACY OF BIRTHERISM. 

BUT LONG BEFORE THAT, HE HAD 
MADE HIS WORLDVIEW CLEAR. 

driven into the arms of Trump does not 
trouble these theoreticians. After all, in 
this analysis, Trump’s racism and the 
racism of his supporters are incidental 
to his rise. Indeed, the alleged glee with 
which liberals call out Trump’s bigotry 
is assigned even more power than the 
bigotry itself. Ostensibly assaulted by 
campus protests, battered by arguments 
about inter sectionality, and oppressed 
by new bathroom rights, a blameless 
white working class did the only thing 
any reasonable polity might: elect an 
orcish reality- television star who insists 
on taking his intelligence briefings in 
picture-book form.

Asserting that Trump’s rise was pri-
marily powered by cultural resentment 
and economic reversal has become 
de rigueur among white pundits and 
thought leaders. But evidence for this is, 
at best, mixed. In a study of pre election 
polling data, the Gallup research ers 
Jonathan Rothwell and Pablo Diego-
Rosell found that “people living in 
areas with diminished economic oppor-
tunity” were “somewhat more likely to 
support Trump.” But the researchers 
also found that voters in their study who 
supported Trump generally had a higher 

mean household income ($81,898) than 
those who did not ($77,046). Those who 
approved of Trump were “less likely 
to be unemployed and less likely to be 
employed part-time” than those who 
did not. They also tended to be from 
areas that were very white: “The racial 
and ethnic isolation of whites at the zip 
code level is one of the strongest predic-
tors of Trump support.”

An analysis of exit polls conducted 
during the presidential primaries esti-
mated the median household income of 
Trump supporters to be about $72,000. 
But even this lower number is almost 
double the median household income of 
African Americans, and $15,000 above 

T H E  S C O P E  O F  T RU M P ’S commit-
ment to whiteness is matched only by the 
depth of popular disbelief in the power 
of whiteness. We are now being told 
that support for Trump’s “Muslim ban,” 
his scape goating of immigrants, his 
defenses of police brutality are somehow 
the natural outgrowth of the cultural and 
economic gap between Lena Dunham’s 
America and Jeff  Foxworthy’s. The col-
lective verdict holds that the Democratic 
Party lost its way when it abandoned 
every day economic issues like job cre-
ation for the softer fare of social justice. 
The indictment continues: To their 
neoliberal economics, Democrats and 
liberals have married a condescending 
elitist affect that sneers at blue-collar 
culture and mocks the white man as his-
tory’s greatest monster and prime-time 
television’s biggest doofus. In this ren-
dition, Donald Trump is not the product 
of white supremacy so much as the prod-
uct of a backlash 
against contempt 
for white working-
class people.

“We so obviously 
despise them, we 
so obviously conde-
scend to them,” the 
conservative social 
scientist Charles 
Murray, who co-
wrote The Bell Curve, 
recently told The 
New Yorker, speaking of the white work-
ing class. “The only slur you can use at a 
dinner party and get away with is to call 
somebody a redneck—that won’t give 
you any problems in Manhattan.”

“The utter contempt with which priv-
ileged Eastern liberals such as myself 
discuss red-state, gun-country, working-
class America as ridiculous and morons 
and rubes,” charged the celebrity chef 
Anthony Bourdain, “is largely responsi-
ble for the upswell of rage and contempt 
and desire to pull down the temple that 
we’re seeing now.”

That black people, who have lived 
for centuries under such derision and 
condescension, have not yet been 

the American median. Trump’s white 
support was not determined by income. 
According to Edison Research, Trump 
won whites making less than $50,000 
by 20 points, whites making $50,000 to 
$99,999 by 28 points, and whites mak-
ing $100,000 or more by 14 points. This 
shows that Trump assembled a broad 
white coalition that ran the gamut from 
Joe the Dishwasher to Joe the Plumber 
to Joe the Banker. So when white pun-
dits cast the elevation of Trump as the 
handiwork of an inscrutable white work-
ing class, they are being too modest, 
declin ing to claim credit for their own 
economic class. Trump’s dominance 
among whites across class lines is of a 
piece with his larger dominance across 
nearly every white demographic. Trump 
won white women (+9) and white men 
(+31). He won white people with college 
degrees (+3) and white people without 
them (+37). He won whites ages 18–29 
(+4), 30–44 (+17), 45–64 (+28), and 65 
and older (+19). Trump won whites in 
midwestern Illinois (+11), whites in mid-
Atlantic New Jersey (+12), and whites in 
the Sun Belt’s New Mexico (+5). In no 
state that Edison polled did Trump’s 
white support dip below 40 percent. 

Hillary Clinton’s did, 
in states as disparate as 
Florida, Utah, Indiana, 
and Kentucky. From 
the beer track to the 
wine track, from soccer 
moms to NASCAR dads, 
Trump’s performance 
among whites was 
dominant. According 
to Mother Jones, based 
on pre election poll-
ing data, if you tallied 

the popular vote of only white America 
to derive 2016 electoral votes, Trump 
would have defeated Clinton 389 to 81, 
with the remaining 68 votes either a 
toss-up or unknown.

Part of Trump’s dominance among 
whites resulted from his running as a 
Republican, the party that has long culti-
vated white voters. Trump’s share of the 
white vote was similar to Mitt Romney’s 
in 2012. But unlike Romney, Trump 
secured this support by running against 
his party’s leadership, against accepted 
campaign orthodoxy, and against all 
notions of decency. By his sixth month in 
offi  ce, embroiled in scandal after scan-
dal, a Pew Research Center poll found 
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servitude in favor of a more enduring 
labor solution. From these and other 
changes of law and economy, a bargain 
emerged: The descendants of indenture 
would enjoy the full benefits of white-
ness, the most definitional benefit being 
that they would never sink to the level 
of the slave. But if the bargain protected 
white workers from slavery, it did not 
protect them from near-slave wages or 
backbreaking labor to attain them, and 
always there lurked a fear of having their 
benefits revoked. This early white work-
ing class “expressed soaring desires to be 
rid of the age-old inequalities of Europe 
and of any hint of slavery,” according to 
David R. Roediger, a professor of Ameri-
can studies at the University of Kansas. 

“They also expressed the rather more 
pedestrian goal of simply not being mis-
taken for slaves, or ‘negers’ or ‘negurs.’ ” 

Roediger relates the experience, 
around 1807, of a British investor who 
made the mistake of asking a white 
maid in New England whether her 

“master” was home. The maid admon-
ished the investor, not merely for imply-
ing that she had a “master” and thus was 
a “sarvant” but for his basic ignorance 
of American hierarchy. “None but neg-
ers are sarvants,” the maid is reported 
to have said. In law and economics 
and then in custom, a racist distinction 
not limited to the household emerged  
between the “help” (or the “freemen,” 
or the white workers) and the “ser-
vants” (the “negers,” the slaves). The 
former were virtuous and just, worthy 
of citizen ship, progeny of Jefferson and, 
later, Jackson. The latter were servile 
and parasitic, dim-witted and lazy, the 
children of African savagery. But the 
dignity accorded to white labor was situ-
ational, dependent on the scorn heaped 
upon black labor—much as the honor 
accorded a “virtuous lady” was depen-
dent on the derision directed at a “loose 
woman.” And like chivalrous gentlemen 
who claim to honor the lady while raping 
the “whore,” planters and their apolo-
gists could claim to honor white labor 
while driving the enslaved.

And so George Fitzhugh, a prominent 
19th-century Southern pro-slavery intel-
lectual, could in a single stroke deplore 
the exploitation of free whites’ labor 
while defending the exploitation of en-
slaved blacks’ labor. Fitzhugh attacked 
white capitalists as “cannibals,” feeding 
off the labor of their fellow whites. The 

Trump’s approval rating underwater 
with every single demographic group. 
Every demographic group, that is, ex-
cept one: people who identified as white.

The focus on one subsector of Trump 
voters—the white working class—is puz-
zling, given the breadth of his white coali-
tion. Indeed, there is a kind of theater  
at work in which Trump’s presidency 
is pawned off as a product of the white 
working class as opposed to a product 
of an entire whiteness that includes the 
very authors doing the pawning. The 
motive is clear: escapism. To accept 
that the bloody heirloom remains potent 
even now, some five decades after Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. was gunned down on 
a Memphis balcony—even after a black 
president; indeed, strengthened by the 
fact of that black president—is to accept 
that racism remains, as it has since 1776, 
at the heart of this country’s political life. 
The idea of acceptance frustrates the 
left. The left would much rather have a 
discussion about class struggles, which 
might entice the white working masses, 
instead of about the racist struggles 
that those same masses have histori-
cally been the agents and beneficiaries 
of. Moreover, to accept that whiteness 
brought us Donald Trump is to accept 
whiteness as an existential danger to the 
country and the world. But if the broad 
and remarkable white support for Don-
ald Trump can be reduced to the righ-
teous anger of a noble class of smallville 
firefighters and evangelicals, mocked 
by Brooklyn hipsters and woman ist pro-
fessors into voting against their interests, 
then the threat of racism and whiteness, 
the threat of the heirloom, can be dis-
missed. Consciences can be eased; no 
deeper exis tential reckoning is required.

This transfiguration is not novel. It is 
a return to form. The tightly intertwined 
stories of the white working class and 
black Americans go back to the pre-
history of the United States—and the use 
of one as a cudgel to silence the claims 
of the other goes back nearly as far. 
Like the black working class, the white 
working class originated in bondage— 
the former in the lifelong bondage of  
slavery, the latter in the temporary bond-
age of inden ture. In the early 17th cen-
tury, these two classes were remarkably, 
though not totally, free of racist enmity. 
But by the 18th century, the country’s 
master class had begun etching race 
into law while phasing out indentured 

white workers were “ ‘slaves without 
masters;’ the little fish, who were food 
for all the larger.” Fitzhugh inveighed 
against a “professional man” who’d 

“amassed a fortune” by exploiting his 
fellow whites. But whereas Fitzhugh 
imagined white workers as devoured by 
capital, he imagined black workers as ele-
vated by enslavement. The slaveholder 

“provided for them, with almost parental 
affection”—even when the loafing slave 

“feigned to be unfit for labor.” Fitzhugh 
proved too explicit— going so far as to 
argue that white laborers might be bet-
ter off if enslaved. (“If white slavery be 
morally wrong,” he wrote, “the Bible 
cannot be true.”) Nevertheless, the argu-
ment that America’s original sin was not 
deep-seated white supremacy but rather 
the exploitation of white labor by white 
capitalists— “white slavery”—proved 
durable. Indeed, the panic of white slav-
ery lives on in our politics today. Black 
workers suffer because it was and is our 
lot. But when white workers suffer, some-
thing in nature has gone awry. And so an 

• The Republican National Convention, 
Cleveland, July 2016. According to pre-
election polling, if you tallied only white 
voters, Trump would have defeated  
Clinton 389 to 81 in the Electoral College. 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  G A B R I E L L A  D E M C Z U K 
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working class and white oligarchs could 
not exist at all without black slavery:

I say that the lower race of human 
beings that constitute the sub-
stratum of what is termed the slave 
population of the South, elevates 
every white man in our community … 
It is the presence of a lower caste, 
those lower by their mental and 
physical organization, controlled 
by the higher intellect of the white 
man, that gives this superiority to 
the white labor er. Meni al services 
are not there performed by the white 
man. We have none of our brethren 
sunk to the degradation of being 
menials. That belongs to the lower 
race—the descend ants of Ham.

Southern intellectuals found a shade 
of agreement with Northern white 
reform ers who, while not agreeing on 
slavery, agreed on the nature of the most 
tragic victim of emerging capitalism. “I 
was formerly like yourself, sir, a very 
warm advocate of the abolition of slav-
ery,” the labor reformer George Henry 
Evans argued in a letter to the abolition-
ist Gerrit Smith. “This was before I saw 
that there was white slavery.” Evans was 
a putative ally of Smith and his fellow 
abolitionists. But still he asserted that 

opioid epidemic among mostly white 
people is greeted with calls for compas-
sion and treatment, as all epidemics 
should be, while a crack epidemic among 
mostly black people is greeted with scorn 
and mandatory minimums. Sympathetic 
op-ed columns and articles are devoted 
to the plight of working-class whites 
when their life expectancy plummets to 
levels that, for blacks, society has simply 
accepted as normal. White slavery is sin. 
Nigger slavery is natural. This dynamic 
serves a very real purpose: the consistent 
awarding of grievance and moral high 
ground to that class of workers which, by 
the bonds of whiteness, stands closest to 
America’s aristocratic class. 

This is by design. Speaking in 1848, 
Senator John C. Calhoun saw slavery as 
the explicit foundation for a democratic 
union among whites, working and not:

With us the two great divisions of 
soci ety are not the rich and poor, but 
white and black; and all the former, 
the poor as well as the rich, belong 
to the upper class, and are respected 
and treated as equals.

On the eve of secession, Jefferson 
Davis, the eventual president of the Con-
federacy, pushed the idea further, argu-
ing that such equality between the white 

“the landless white” was worse off than 
the enslaved black, who at least enjoyed 

“surety of support in sickness and old age.”
Invokers of “white slavery” held that 

there was nothing unique in the enslave-
ment of blacks when measured against 
the enslavement of all workers. What 
evil there was in enslavement resulted 
from its status as a subsidiary of the 
broader exploitation better seen among 
the country’s noble laboring whites. 
Once the larger problem of white 
exploi tation was solved, the dependent 
problem of black exploitation could be 
confronted or perhaps would fade away. 
Abolitionists focused on slavery were 
dismissed as “substitutionists” who 
wished to trade one form of slavery for 
another. “If I am less troubled concern-
ing the Slavery prevalent in Charleston 
or New-Orleans,” wrote the reformer 
Horace Greeley, “it is because I see 
so much Slavery in New-York, which  
appears to claim my first efforts.”

Firsthand reports by white Union 
soldiers who witnessed actual slav-
ery during the Civil War rendered 
the “white slavery” argument ridicu-
lous. But its operat ing premises—white  
labor as noble archetype, and black  
labor as something else—lived on. This 
was a matter of rhetoric, not fact. The 
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approvingly quoted Nixon’s formulation 
of the white working class: “A new voice” 
was beginning to make itself felt in the 
country. “It is a voice that has been  
silent too long,” Nixon claimed, alluding 
to working-class whites. “It is a voice of 
people who have not taken to the streets 
before, who have not indulged in vio-
lence, who have not broken the law.”

It had been only 18 years since the 
Cicero riots; eight years since Daisy and 
Bill Myers had been run out of Levit-
town, Pennsylvania; three years since 
Martin Luther King Jr. had been stoned 
while walking through Chicago’s Mar-
quette Park. But as the myth of the vir-
tuous white working class was made 
central to American identity, its sins 
needed to be rendered invisible. The 
fact was, working-class whites had been 
agents of racist terrorism since at least 
the draft riots of 1863; terrorism could 
not be neatly separated from the racist 
animus found in every class of whites. 
Indeed, in the era of lynching, the daily 
newspapers often whipped up the fury 
of the white masses by invoking the 
last species of property that all white 
men held in common—white women. 
But to conceal the breadth of white rac-
ism, these racist outbursts were often 

noble-white-labor arche type did not 
give white workers immunity from 
capitalism. It could not, in itself, break 
monop olies, alleviate white poverty 
in Appalachia or the South, or bring a  
decent wage to immi grant ghettos in the 
North. But the model for America’s orig-
inal identity politics was set. Black lives 
literally did not matter and could be 
cast aside al together as the price of even 
incre mental gains for the white masses. 
It was this juxtaposition that allowed 
Theo dore Bilbo to campaign for the Sen-
ate in the 1930s as someone who would 

“raise the same kind of hell as President 
Roosevelt” and later endorse lynching 
black people to keep them from voting.

The juxtaposition between the valid 
and even virtuous interests of the “work-
ing class” and the invalid and pathologi-
cal interests of black Americans was not 
the province merely of blatant white 
supremacists like Bilbo. The acclaimed 
scholar, liberal hero, and future senator 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, in his time 
working for President Richard Nixon, 

• The fact of a black president seemed to 
insult Donald Trump personally. He has  
made the negation of Barack Obama’s legacy 
the foundation of his own. 

disregarded or treated not as racism but 
as the unfortunate side effect of legit-
imate grievances against capital. By 
focusing on that sympathetic laboring 
class, the sins of whiteness itself were, 
and are still being, evaded.

When David Duke, the former grand 
wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, shocked 
the country in 1990 by almost winning 
one of Louisiana’s seats in the U.S. Sen-
ate, the apologists came out once again. 
They elided the obvious—that Duke had 
appealed to the racist instincts of a state 
whose schools are, at this very moment, 
still desegregating—and instead decided 
that something else was afoot. “There 
is a tremendous amount of anger and 
frustration among working-class whites, 
particularly where there is an economic 
downturn,” a researcher told the Los 
Angel es Times. “These people feel left out; 
they feel government is not responsive to 
them.” By this logic, postwar America— 
with its booming economy and low 
unemployment— should have been an 
egalitarian utopia and not the violently 
segregated country it actually was.

But this was the past made present. 
It was not important to the apologists 
that a large swath of Louisiana’s white 
population thought it was a good idea 
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WHITE AMERICANS ELECTED 
AN ORCISH REALITY-TV STAR 

WHO INSISTS ON TAKING 
HIS INTELLIGENCE BRIEFINGS IN 

PICTURE-BOOK FORM.

to send a white supremacist who once 
fronted a terrorist organization to the 
nation’s capital. Nor was it important 
that blacks in Louisiana had long felt left 
out. What was important was the fraying 
of an ancient bargain, and the poten tial 
degradation of white workers to the level 
of “negers.” “A viable left must fi nd a way 
to diff erentiate itself strongly from such 
analysis,” David Roediger, the University 
of Kansas professor, has written.

That challenge of differentiation 
has largely been ignored. Instead, an 
imagined white working class remains 
central to our politics and to our cul-
tural understanding of those politics, 
not simply when it comes to addressing 
broad economic issues but also when it 
comes to addressing racism. At its most 
sympathetic, this 
belief holds that 
most Americans— 
regardless of race—
are exploited by an 
unfettered capitalist 
economy. The key, 
then, is to address 
those broader pat-
terns that affl  ict the 
masses of all races; 
the people who 
suffer from those 
patterns more than others (blacks, for 
instance) will benefi t dis proportionately 
from that which benefits everyone. 

“These days, what ails working-class 
and middle-class blacks and Latinos is 
not fundamentally diff erent from what 
ails their white counterparts,” Senator 
Barack Obama wrote in 2006:

Downsizing, outsourcing, auto mation, 
wage stagnation, the dis mantling 
of employer-based health-care and 
pension plans, and schools that fail 
to teach young people the skills they 
need to compete in a global economy.

Obama allowed that “blacks in particu-
lar have been vulnerable to these trends”—
but less because of racism than for reasons 
of geography and job-sector distribution. 
This notion— raceless antiracism— marks 
the modern left, from the New Demo-
crat Bill Clinton to the socialist Bernie 
Sanders. Few national liberal politicians 
have shown any recognition that there is 
something systemic and particular in the 
relation ship between black people and 
their country that might require specifi c 
policy solutions.

newfound consciousness to be lacking.
It’s worth asking why the country has 

not been treated to a raft of sympathetic 
portraits of this “forgotten” young black 
electorate, forsaken by a Washington 
bought off by Davos elites and special 
inter ests. The un employment rate for 
young blacks (20.6 percent) in July 2016 
was double that of young whites (9.9 per-
cent). And since the late 1970s, William 
Julius Wilson and other social scientists 
following in his wake have noted the dis-
proportionate eff ect that the decline in 
manufacturing jobs has had on African 
American communities. If anyone should 
be angered by the devastation wreaked 
by the fi nancial sector and a government 
that declined to prosecute the perpetra-
tors, it is Afri can Americans— the hous-

ing crisis was one of 
the primary drivers 
in the past 20 years 
of the wealth gap 
between black fam-
ilies and the rest of 
the country. But the 
cultural condescen-
sion toward and 
economic anxiety of 
black people is not 
news. Toiling blacks 
are in their proper 

state; toiling whites raise the specter of 
white slavery.

Moreover, a narrative of long-neglec-
ted working-class black voters, injured 
by globalization and the fi nancial crisis, 
forsaken by out-of-touch politicians, 
and rightfully suspicious of a return of 
Clinton ism, does not serve to cleanse 
the conscience of white people for having 
elected Donald Trump. Only the idea of 
a long-suff ering white working class can 
do that. And though much has been writ-
ten about the distance between elites and 

“Real America,” the existence of a class-
transcending, mutually dependent tribe 
of white people is evident.

Joe Biden, then the vice president, 
last year:

“They’re all the people I grew up 
with … And they’re not racist. 
They’re not sexist.”

Bernie Sanders, senator and former 
candidate for president, last year: 

“I come from the white working class, 
and I am deeply humiliated that the 
Democratic Party cannot talk to the 
people where I came from.”

I N  2 0 1 6 ,  H I L L A R Y  C L I N T O N 
acknowl edged the exis tence of systemic 
racism more explicitly than any of her 
modern Democratic predecessors. She 
had to—black voters remembered too 
well the previous Clinton administra-
tion, as well as her previous campaign. 
While her husband’s administration had 
touted the rising-tide theory of economic 
growth, it did so while slashing welfare 
and getting “tough on crime,” a phrase 
that stood for specifi c policies but also 

served as rhetorical bait for white voters. 
One is tempted to excuse Hillary Clin-
ton from having to answer for the sins 
of her husband. But in her 2008 cam-
paign, she evoked the old dichotomy be-
tween white workers and loafi ng blacks, 
claiming to be the representative of 

“hardworking Americans, white Ameri-
cans.” By the end of the 2008 primary 
campaign against Barack Obama, her 
advisers were hoping someone would 
uncover an apocryphal “whitey tape,” 
in which an angry Michelle Obama was 
alleged to have used the slur. During 
Bill Clinton’s presidential-reelection 
campaign in the mid-1990s, Hillary 
Clinton herself had endorsed the “super- 
predator” theory of William J. Bennett, 
John P. Walters, and John J. DiIulio Jr.
This theory cast “inner-city” children of 
that era as “almost completely unmoral-
ized” and the font of “a new generation 
of street criminals … the youngest, big-
gest and baddest generation any society 
has ever known.” The “baddest genera-
tion” did not become super-predators. 
But by 2016, they were young adults, 
many of whom judged Hillary Clinton’s 
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that the people who voted for Trump 
are racists and sexists and homophobes 
and just deplorable folks,” Sanders said 
later. “I don’t agree.” This is not excul-
patory. Certainly not every Trump voter 
is a white supremacist, just as not every 
white person in the Jim Crow South was 
a white supremacist. But every Trump 
voter felt it acceptable to hand the fate 
of the country over to one.

One can, to some extent, understand 
politicians’ embracing a self-serving 
identity politics. Candidates for high 
office, such as Sanders, have to cobble 
together a coalition. The white working 
class is seen, understandably, as a large 
cache of potential votes, and capturing 
these votes requires eliding uncomfort-
able truths. But journalists have no such 
excuse. Again and again in the past year, 
Nicholas Kristof could be found plead-
ing with his fellow liberals not to dismiss 
his old comrades in the white working 
class as bigots—even when their bigotry 
was evidenced in his own reporting. A 
visit to Tulsa, Oklahoma, finds Kristof 
wondering why Trump voters support a 
president who threatens to cut the pro-
grams they depend on. But the problem, 

Nicholas Kristof, the New York Times 
columnist, in February of this year:

My hometown, Yamhill, Ore., a 
farming community, is Trump 
country, and I have many friends 
who voted for Trump. I think they’re 
profoundly wrong, but please don’t 
dismiss them as hateful bigots.

These claims of origin and fidelity are 
not merely elite defenses of an aggrieved 
class but also a sweeping dismissal of 
the concerns of those who don’t share 
kinship with white men. “You can’t eat 
equality,” asserts Joe Biden—a statement 
worthy of someone unthreatened by the 
loss of wages brought on by an unwanted 
pregnancy, a background-check box at 
the bottom of a job application, or the 
deportation of a breadwinner. Within a 
week of Sanders lambasting Democrats 
for not speaking to “the people” where 
he “came from,” he was making an ex-
ample of a woman who dreamed of rep-
resenting the people where she came 
from. Confronted with a young woman 
who hoped to become the second Latina 
senator in American history, Sanders  
responded with a parody of the Clinton 
campaign: “It is not good enough for 
someone to say, ‘I’m a woman! Vote 
for me!’ No, that’s not good enough … 
One of the struggles that you’re going 
to be seeing in the Democratic Party is 
whether we go beyond identity politics.” 
The upshot— attacking one specimen 
of identity politics after having invoked 
another— was un fortunate.

Other Sanders appearances proved 
even more alarming. On MSNBC, he 
attrib uted Trump’s success, in part, to 
his willingness to “not be politically cor-
rect.” Sanders admitted that Trump had 

“said some outrageous and painful things, 
but I think people are tired of the same 
old, same old political rhetoric.” Pressed 
on the definition of political correct ness, 
Sanders gave an answer Trump surely 
would have approved of. “What it means 
is you have a set of talking points which 
have been poll-tested and focus-group-
tested,” Sanders explained. “And that’s 
what you say rather than what’s really 
going on. And often, what you are not  
allowed to say are things which offend 
very, very power ful people.”

This definition of political correctness 
was shocking coming from a politician of 
the left. But it matched a broader defense 
of Trump voters. “Some people think 

according to Kristof ’s interviewees, isn’t 
Trump’s attack on benefits so much as 
an attack on their benefits. “There’s a 
lot of wasteful spending, so cut other 
places,” one man tells Kristof. When 
Kristof pushes his subjects to identify that 
wasteful spending, a fascinating target is  
revealed: “Obama phones,” the products 
of a fevered conspiracy theory that turned 
a long-standing government program 
into a scheme through which the then-
president gave away free cellphones to 
undeserving blacks. Kristof doesn’t shift 
his analysis based on this comment and, 
aside from a one- sentence fact-check 
tucked between parentheses, continues 
on as though it were never said.

Observing a Trump supporter in the 
act of deploying racism does not much 
perturb Kristof. That is because his de-
fenses of the innate goodness of Trump 
voters and of the innate goodness of the 
white working class are in fact defenses 
of neither. On the contrary, the white 
working class functions rhetorically not 
as a real community of people so much 
as a tool to quiet the demands of those 
who want a more inclusive America.

Mark Lilla’s New York Times essay 
“The End of Identity Liberalism,” pub-

lished not long after last year’s election, 
is perhaps the most profound example 
of this genre. Lilla denounces the perver-
sion of liberalism into “a kind of moral 
panic about racial, gender and sexual 

• The KKK and counterprotesters in 
Charlottes ville, Virginia, July 8, 2017. Not 
every Trump voter is a white supremacist. 
But every Trump voter felt it acceptable to 
hand the fate of the country over to one.
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AN OPIOID EPIDEMIC IS GREETED 
WITH CALLS FOR COMPASSION 

AND TREATMENT; A CRACK EPIDEMIC 
IS GREETED WITH SCORN AND 

MANDATORY MINIMUMS. 
 

He off ers no sense of how their views 
and their relationship to Trump diff er 
from other workers’ and other whites’.

That is likely because any empirical 
evaluation of the relationship between 
Trump and the white working class 
would reveal that one adjective in that 
phrase is doing more work than the 
other. In 2016, Trump enjoyed majority 
or plurality support among every eco-
nomic branch of whites. It is true that his 
strongest support among whites came 
from those making $50,000 to $99,999. 
This would be something more than 
working-class in many nonwhite neigh-
borhoods, but even if one accepts that 
branch as the working class, the dif-
ference between how various groups 
in this income bracket voted is reveal-
ing. Sixty-one percent of whites in this 

“working class” supported Trump. Only 
24 percent of Hispanics and 11 percent 
of blacks did. Indeed, the plurality of all 
voters making less than $100,000 and 
the majority making less than $50,000 
voted for the Democratic candidate. 
So when Packer laments the fact that 

“Democrats can no longer really claim 
to be the party of working people—not 
white ones, anyway,” he commits a kind 
of category error. The real problem is 
that Democrats aren’t the party of white 
people—working or otherwise. White 
workers are not divided by the fact of 
labor from other white demographics; 
they are divided from all other laborers 
by the fact of their whiteness.

Packer’s essay was published before 
the election, and so the vote tally was not 
available. But it should not be surprising 
that a Republican candidate making a 
direct appeal to racism would drive up 
the numbers among white voters, given 
that racism has been a dividing line for 
the national parties since the civil-rights 
era. Packer fi nds inspiration for his thesis 
in West Virginia—a state that remained 

identity,” which distorted liberalism’s 
message “and prevented it from becom-
ing a unifying force capable of govern-
ing.” Liberals have turned away from 
their working-class base, he says, and 
must look to the “pre-identity liberal-
ism” of Bill Clinton and Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt. You would never know from this 
essay that Bill Clinton was one of the 
most skillful identity politicians of his 
era—flying home to Arkansas to see a 
black man, the lobotomized Ricky Ray 
Rector, executed; upstaging Jesse Jack-
son at his own conference; signing the 
Defense of Marriage Act. Nor would 
you know that the “pre-identity” liberal 
champion Roosevelt depended on the lit-
erally lethal identity politics of the white-
supremacist “solid South.” The name 
Barack Obama does not appear in Lilla’s 
essay, and he never attempts to grapple, 
one way or another, with the fact that it 
was identity politics— the possibility of 
the fi rst black president— that brought a 
record number of black voters to the polls, 
winning the election for the Democratic 
Party, and thus enabling the deliver-
ance of the ancient 
liberal goal of na-
tional health care. 

“Identity politics … is 
largely expressive, 
not persuasive,” 
Lilla claims. “Which 
is why it never wins 
elections—but can 
lose them.” That 
Trump ran and won 
on identity politics is 
beyond Lilla’s pow-
ers of conception. What appeals to the 
white working class is ennobled. What 
appeals to black workers, and all others 
outside the tribe, is dastardly identitari-
anism. All politics are identity politics—
except the politics of white people, the 
politics of the bloody heirloom.

White tribalism haunts even more-
nuanced writers. George Packer’s New 
Yorker essay “The Unconnected” is a 
lengthy plea for liberals to focus more 
on the white working class, a population 
that “has succumbed to the ills that used 
to be associated with the black urban 

‘underclass.’ ” Packer believes that these 
ills, and the Democratic Party’s failure 
to respond to them, explain much of 
Trump’s rise. Packer off ers no opinion 
polls to weigh white workers’ views on 

“elites,” much less their views on racism. 

Democratic through the 1990s before 
turning decisively Republican, at least 
at the level of presidential politics. This 
relatively recent rightward movement 
evinces, to Packer, a shift “that couldn’t 
be attributed just to the politics of race.” 
This is likely true—the politics of race 
are, themselves, never attributable “just 
to the politics of race.” The history of 
slavery is also about the growth of inter-
national capitalism; the history of lynch-
ing must be seen in light of anxiety over 
the growing independence of women; 
the civil-rights movement can’t be dis-
entangled from the Cold War. Thus, to 
say that the rise of Donald Trump is 
about more than race is to make an empty 
statement, one that is small comfort to 
the people—black, Muslim, immigrant— 
who live under racism’s boot. 

The dent of racism is not hard to 
detect in West Virginia. In the 2008 
Democratic primary there, 95 percent of 
the voters were white. Twenty percent 
of those—one in fi ve—openly admitted 
that race was infl uencing their vote, and 
more than 80 percent voted for Hillary 

Clinton over Barack 
Obama. Four years 
later, the incum-
bent Obama lost the 
primary in 10 coun-
ties to Keith Judd, a 
white felon incar-
cerated in a federal 
prison; Judd racked 
up more than 40 per-
cent of the Demo-
cratic-primary vote 
in the state. A simple 

thought experi ment: Can one imagine 
a black felon in a federal prison running 
in a primary against an incumbent white 
president doing so well?

But racism occupies a mostly pas-
sive place in Packer’s essay. There’s no 
attempt to understand why black and 
brown workers, victimized by the same 
new economy and cosmopolitan elite 
that Packer lambastes, did not join the 
Trump revolution. Like Kristof, Packer is 
gentle with his subjects. When a woman 

“exploded” and told Packer, “I want to 
eat what I want to eat, and for them to 
tell me I can’t eat French fries or Coca-
Cola—no way,” he sees this as a rebel lion 
against “the moral superiority of elites.” 
In fact, this elite conspiracy dates back 
to 1894, when the government fi rst be-
gan advising Americans on their diets. 
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• January 6, 2017. Republicans applaud after 
Congress certifies Donald Trump’s victory in 
the Electoral College. The American tragedy 
now being wrought will not end with him. 

and White House economist, who last 
year labeled the Democratic Party “a 
coalition of the cosmopolitan élite and 
diversi ty.” The inference is that the 
party has forgotten how to speak on 
hard economic issues and prefers dis-
cussing presumably softer cultural 
issues such as “diversity.” It’s worth 
unpacking what, precisely, falls under 
this rubric of “diversity”—resistance to 
the monstrous incarceration of legions 
of black men, resistance to the destruc-
tion of health providers for poor women, 
resistance to the eff ort to deport parents, 
resistance to a polic ing whose sole legiti-
macy is rooted in brute force, resistance 
to a theory of education that preaches 

“no excuses” to black and brown chil-
dren, even as excuses are proff ered for 
mendacious corporate exec utives “too 
big to jail.” That this suite of concerns, 
taken together, can be dismissed by 
both an elite economist like Summers 
and a brilliant journalist like Packer as 

“diversity” simply reveals the safe space 
they enjoy. Because of their identity.

W H E N  BA R AC K  O BA M A  came into 
offi  ce, in 2009, he believed that he could 
work with “sensible” conservatives by 
embracing aspects of their policy as 
his own. Instead he found that his very 
imprim atur made that im possible. Sen-
ate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell 
announced that the GOP’s primary goal 
was not to fi nd common ground but to 
make Obama a “one-term president.” A 
health-care plan inspired by Romney-
care was, when proposed by Obama, 
suddenly considered socialist and, not 
coincidentally, a form of reparations. 
The fi rst black president found that he 
was personally toxic to the GOP base. 
An entire political party was organized 
around the explicit aim of negat ing one 
man. It was thought by Obama and some 
of his allies that this toxicity was the re-
sult of a relentless assault waged by Fox 
News and right-wing talk radio. Trump’s 
genius was to see that it was something 
more, that it was a hunger for revanche 
so strong that a political novice and 

As recently as 2002, President George 
W. Bush launched the HealthierUS ini-
tiative, urging Americans to exercise 
and eat healthy food. But Packer never 
allows himself to wonder whether the 
explosion he witnessed had anything 
to do with the fact that similar advice 
now came from the country’s fi rst black 
fi rst lady. Packer concludes that Obama 
was leaving the country “more divided 
and angrier than most Americans can 
remem ber,” a statement that is likely 
true only because most Americans 
identify as white. Certainly the men 
and women forced to live in the wake of 
the beating of John Lewis, the lynching 
of Emmett Till, the fi rebombing of Percy 
Julian’s home, and the assassinations 
of Martin Luther King Jr. and Medgar 
Evers would disagree.

The triumph of Trump’s campaign 
of bigotry presented the problematic 
spectacle of an American president suc-
ceeding at best in spite of his racism and 
possibly because of it. Trump moved 
racism from the euphe mistic and plau-
sibly deniable to the overt and freely 
claimed. This presented the country’s 
thinking class with a dilemma. Hillary 
Clinton simply could not be correct 
when she asserted that a large group of 
Americans was endorsing a candidate 
because of bigotry. The implications—
that systemic bigotry is still central to 
our politics; that the country is suscep-
tible to such bigot ry; that the salt-of-the-
earth Americans whom we lionize in our 
culture and politics are not so diff erent 
from those same Americans who grin 
back at us in lynching photos; that Cal-
houn’s aim of a pan-Caucasian embrace 
between workers and capitalists still 
endures—were just too dark. Leftists 
would have to cope with the failure, yet 
again, of class unity in the face of racism. 
Incorporating all of this into an analy-
sis of America and the path forward 
proved too much to ask. Instead, the 
response has largely been an argument 
aimed at emotion—the summoning 
of the white working class, emblem of 
America’s hardscrabble roots, inheritor 
of its pioneer spirit, as a shield against 
the horrifi c and empirical evidence of 
trenchant bigotry.

Packer dismisses the Democratic 
Party as a coalition of “rising profes-
sionals and diversity.” The dismissal is 
derived from, of all people, Lawrence 
Summers, the former Harvard president 
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successfully capturing the presidency. 
Trump, more than any other politician, 
understood the valence of the bloody 
heirloom and the great power in not 
being a nigger.

But the power is ultimately suicidal. 
Trump evinces this, too. In a recent New 
Yorker article, a former Russian military 
offi  cer pointed out that interference in 
an election could succeed only where 

“necessary conditions” and an “existing 

background” were present. In America, 
that “existing background” was a per-
sistent racism, and the “necessary con-
dition” was a black president. The two 
related factors hobbled America’s ability 
to safeguard its electoral system. As late 
as July 2016, a majority of Republican 
voters doubted that Barack Obama had 
been born in the United States, which is 
to say they did not view him as a legiti-
mate president. Republican politicians 
acted accord ingly, infamously deny-
ing his final Supreme Court nominee 
a hearing and then, fatefully, refusing 
to work with the administration to de-
fend the country against the Russian 
attack. Before the election, Obama 
found no takers among Republicans for 
a bipartisan response, and Obama him-
self, under estimating Trump and thus 
under estimating the power of white-
ness, believed the Repub lican nominee 
too objectionable to actually win. In this 
Obama was, tragically, wrong. And so 
the most powerful country in the world 
has handed over all its aff airs—the pros-
perity of its entire economy; the secu rity 
of its 300 million citizens; the purity of 
its water, the via bility of its air, the safety 
of its food; the future of its vast system of 
education; the soundness of its nation al 
highways, airways, and railways; the 
apocalyptic potential of its nucle ar 
arsenal—  to a carnival barker who intro-
duced the phrase grab ’em by the pussy
into the national lexicon. It is as if the 

accused rapist could topple the leader-
ship of one major party and throttle the 
heavily favored nominee of the other.

“I could stand in the middle of Fifth 
Ave nue and shoot somebody and I 
wouldn’t lose any voters,” Trump 
bragged in January 2016. This statement 
should be met with only a modicum of 
skepticism. Trump has mocked the dis-
abled, withstood multiple accu sations 
of sexual violence (all of which he has 
denied), fired an 
FBI director, sent 
his minions to 
mislead the public 
about his motives, 
personally exposed 
those lies by boldly 
stating his aim to 
scuttle an investiga-
tion into his possible 
collusion with a 
foreign power, then 
bragged about that 
same obstruc tion to representatives of 
that same foreign power. It is utterly im-
possible to conjure a black facsimile of 
Donald Trump—to imagine Obama, say, 
implicating an opponent’s father in the 
assassination of an American president 
or comparing his physical endowment 
with that of another candidate and then 

white tribe united in demonstration to 
say, “If a black man can be president, 
then any white man—no matter how 
fallen—can be president.” And in that 
perverse way, the democratic dreams of 
Jeff erson and Jackson were fulfi lled.

The American tragedy now being 
wrought is larger than most imagine 
and will not end with Trump. In recent 
times, whiteness as an overt political 
tactic has been restrained by a kind of 

cordiality that held 
that its overt invoca-
tion would scare off  

“moderate” whites. 
This has proved to 
be only half true 
at best. Trump’s 
lega cy will be expos-
ing the patina of 
decen cy for what it 
is and reveal ing just 
how much a dema-
gogue can get away 

with. It does not take much to imagine 
another politician, wiser in the ways of 
Washington and better schooled in the 
methodology of governance—and now 
liberated from the pretense of antiracist 
civility—doing a much more eff ective 
job than Trump.

It has long been an axiom among 
certain black writers and thinkers that 
while whiteness endangers the bodies 
of black people in the immediate sense, 
the larger threat is to white people them-
selves, the shared country, and even the 
whole world. There is an impulse to 
blanch at this sort of grandiosity. When 
W. E. B. Du Bois claims that slavery 
was “singularly disastrous for modern 
civilization” or James Baldwin claims 
that whites “have brought humanity 
to the edge of oblivion: because they 
think they are white,” the instinct is to 
cry exaggeration. But there really is no 
other way to read the presidency of Don-
ald Trump. The fi rst white president in 
American history is also the most dan-
gerous president—and he is made more 
dangerous still by the fact that those 
charged with analyzing him cannot 
name his essential nature, because they 
too are implicated in it. 

Ta-Nehisi Coates is an Atlantic 
national correspondent. His new book, 
We Were Eight Years in Power, from 
which this essay is drawn, is being 
published this month. 

TRUMP’S LEGACY WILL BE 
EXPOSING THE PATINA OF DECENCY 

FOR WHAT IT IS AND REVEALING 
JUST HOW MUCH A DEMAGOGUE 

CAN GET AWAY WITH. 
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O N E  T H I N G  A B O U T  the investment- 
counseling business: The surroundings are 
almost always nice. Wherever my work takes 
me, prosperity has beat me there.

Prosperity beat me to the Millennium Club 
by about 100 years. As I walked through the 
door for the first time, my cares dropped away. I 
felt as though I’d just finished two brandies and 
a good cigar. Here was peace.

It was a club downtown—six stories of snug 
hideaways and playthings and apartments for 
rich gentlemen. It overlooked a park.

The foyer was guarded by an elegant old man 
behind a rosewood desk.

I gave him my card. “Mr. Quick? Mr. Sheldon 
Quick?,” I said. “He asked me to come over.”

He examined the card for a long time. “Yes,” 
he said at last. “Mr. Quick is expecting you. 
You’ll find him in the small library—second door 
on the left, by the grandfather clock.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I started past him.
He caught my sleeve. “Sir—”

“Yes?,” I said.
“You aren’t wearing a boutonniere, are you?”
“No,” I said guiltily. “Should I be?”
“If you were,” he said, “I’d have to ask you to 

check it. No women or flowers allowed past the 
front desk.”

I paused by the door of the small library. 
“Say,” I said, “you know this clock has stopped?”B
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E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E :  While reading through Kurt 

Vonnegut’s papers in the Lilly Library, at Indiana 
University, as they worked on the first comprehensive 

edition of his short fiction, Vonnegut’s friend 
Dan Wakefield and Jerome Klinkowitz, a scholar 

of Vonnegut’s work, came across five previously 
unpublished stories. Klinkowitz dates “The Drone 

King,” one of those five, to the early 1950s, when 
Vonnegut hadn’t yet written a novel and was only 

beginning to publish short fiction. Complete Stories 
will be published this month by Seven Stories Press.
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“Mr. Quick stopped it the night Cal-
vin Coolidge died,” he said.

I blushed. “Sorry,” I said.
“We all are,” he said. “But what can 

anyone do?”

S H E L D O N  Q U I C K  WA S  alone in the 
small library. We were meeting for the 
fi rst time.

He was about 50—very tall, and 
handsome in a lazy, ornamental way. 
His hair was golden, his eyes blue, and 
he stroked his mustache with his little 
fi nger as he shook my hand.

“You come highly recommended,” 
he said.

“Thank you, sir,” I said.
He brought his fi nger away from his 

mustache, and I saw that his upper lip 
was swollen on one side, as fat as a Ping-
Pong ball. He touched the swelling. “A 
bee,” he said.

“It must be very painful,” 
I said.

“It is,” he said. “I won’t 
deceive you about that.” He 
smiled sourly. “Don’t let any-
body tell you this isn’t a woman’s world.”

“How’s that, sir?,” I said.
“Only a female bee can sting,” he said.
“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know that 

about bees.”
“You knew that about females, didn’t 

you?” he said. He closed one eye, and, 
with his face already lopsided from the 
bee sting, he looked crazy as a bedbug. 

“Law of life!” he said sharply. “If you 
get yellow fever, you’ll have the female 
mosquito to thank. If a black widow spi-
der does you in, my boy, again—cherchez 
la femme.”

“Huh,” I said. “I’ll be darned.”
A sweet, doddering old waiter came 

in with coff ee and cigars on a silver tray. 
“Is they anything else you wants, Mr. 
Quick?” he said.

“Anything else I wants?” said Quick. 
He rolled his eyes unhappily. “Wealth, 
George? Power? Instant success?”

The waiter shrugged and seemed 
close to tears. “Mr. Quick, suh—we’s 
goin’ to miss you, sir,” he said.

Quick threw back his head and tried 
to laugh heartily. It was a horrible laugh, 
full of fear and peevishness. “Why must 
everybody act as though resigning from 
the Millennium Club was the same 
thing as death?” he said. “Don’t depress 
me, man! Wish me luck!”
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“Oh, I do, I do, sir!” said the waiter.
“I’ll have plenty of expert help on the 

outside,” said Quick. He nodded at me. 
“He’ll be handling the fi nancial end, while 
I take care of research and production.”

The waiter looked at me miserably. 
“It ain’t gonna be the same aroun’ here 
without Mr. Quick,” he said. “I’ll come 
to work in the mornin’, an’ I’ll look in the 
barbershop, an’ I’ll look in the bar, an’ 
I’ll look in the shower room, an’ I’ll look 
up on the roof where the beehives is.” 
His eyes widened, as though he were 
telling a ghost story. “An’ Mr. Quick, he 
won’t be none of them places.

“An’ when I gets ready to go home 
at night,” said the waiter, “I’ll look in 
the periodical room, an’ Mr. Quick, he 
won’t be in there, sippin’ his brandy—
just a-underlinin’ an’ a-underlinin’ an’ 
a-underlinin’.”

“Underlining?,” I said.
“Important things in the maga-
zines,” said the waiter respect-
fully. “I reckon in the past 25 years 

Ah done throwed out tons of maga-
zines Mr. Quick done under lined.”

Every word seemed to snap a verte-
bra in Sheldon Quick’s back. When the 
waiter left, Quick lay down on the couch. 
He murmured something, and his voice 
was like wind in the treetops.

“Beg your pardon?,” I said, leaning 
close to him.

“You are in the stock-and-bond busi-
ness?” he said.

“I sell advice on them,” I said.
“I want you to sell some stock for me,” 

he said.
“I’ll be glad to look at your portfolio 

and give you my recommendations as 
to what to hold and what to sell,” I said.

He waved his hand feebly. “You 
miss my meaning,” he said. “I want you 
to sell stock in a new company of mine. 
That’s the way new companies raise 
money, isn’t it? Sell stock?”

“Yessir,” I said. “But that’s way out of 
my line. First of all, you’ll need a lawyer.”

Again he said something I missed.
“Are you sick, sir?,” I said.
He sat up, blinking blindly. “I wish 

he hadn’t said all those things,” he said. 
“The agreement was that nobody was 
going to say goodbye. Someday soon, 
nobody knows when, I’m simply going to 
walk out, as though for a breath of fresh 
air. And I won’t come back. The next 
thing they hear from me will be a letter, 
telling them where to send my things.”
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“When, exactly?,” I said.
“It’s up to the bees,” said Quick.
“Where are they?,” I said.
“On the roof,” said Quick. “Then you 

and I will call a press conference, to tell 
the world what it is we have to sell.”

The clock on the mantelpiece 
struck noon.

Quick winced with each strike. “In 
exactly 30 days,” he said, “my member-
ship expires.”

He shook my hand, and opened the 
door for me. “When I call, come at once,” 
he said.

In the corridor outside, the old waiter 
was talking to a young one. “With Mr. 
Quick gone,” he said, “who’s gonna be 
Santy Claus at the Christmas party for 
the help? You tell me that!”

T E N  DAYS  L AT E R ,  Quick called me 
up. He was awful ly excited. “They’re 
doing it!” he yelled into the phone. “It’s 
going on right now!” He hung up.

The man behind the rosewood desk 
waved me into the Millennium Club. 
The old waiter was waiting for me. He 
handed me a beekeeper’s mask and 

T H E  A T L A N T I C       O C T O B E R  2 0 1 7       9 1

My own voice seemed to come back to 
me from a distance—sweet and flute-
like. “Nossir,” I said. “Are you off ering 
me that?”

“Nature is off ering us that,” said Quick. 
He reached out and closed his hand on air. 

“We have only to reach out and take it.”
“Uranium?,” I whispered.
“Bees!” he said. His face twisted into 

a look of wild triumph.
“Bees?,” I said. “What about bees?”
“Sometime in the next month I shall 

call you,” he said, “and you shall see 
what you shall see.”

“Um,” I said.
He looked around the room wistfully. 

“Well, I’m neither the fi rst nor the last 
to go out into the world, to recoup my 
fortunes, to return.”

“Something happened to your 
fortunes, sir?,” I said uneasily.

“The money my father left to me is at 
an end,” he said. “I’ve seen the end com-
ing for some time.” He curled his swol-
len lip, baring a long, white, wet fang. 

“I’m not unprepared. I’ve been planning 
this business for more than a year.”

“Look—about this business of yours,” 
I said, “I—”

“Business of ours,” he said.
“Ours?,” I said.
“I want you to be general manager,” he 

said. “I want you to see the lawyer, and 
get us incorporated, and do whatever 
needs to be done to put us in business.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Quick,” I said, “but I 
couldn’t take an assignment like that.”

Quick looked at me levelly. “Does 
$200,000 a year sound like inadequate 
compensation for a man of your cali-
ber?” he said.

The room seemed to go around 
slowly, like a stately merry-go-round. 
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gloves, and hustled me to an elevator. 
The elevator operator took me straight 
to the roof.

On the roof was Sheldon Quick 
and 10 beehives. He was gloved and 
masked, wearing plus fours, a sport 
coat, and shoes with gum soles as thick 
as fruitcakes.

He was furious about what the bees 
were doing. He pointed to a hive. “Look! 
Just look, would you!”

Fat, clumsy, colorful bees were stag-
gering out of the hive doors, bumping 
into one another, fl oundering around in 
circles, buzzing in hurt surprise.

Then little bees came out, whining 
in high-pitched rage. They stung the big 
ones again and again, and tried to tear 
them to pieces.

Quick lashed out at the little bees 
with one gloved hand, and with the 
other hand he scooped up the big bees. 
He stepped back, and dropped the big 
bees into a mason jar—tenderly.

“What is it?,” I said. “A bee war?”
“War?” said Quick, his nostrils fl aring. 

“I’ll say it’s a war! A war to the bitter fi n-
ish! No quarter given!”

“Gee,” I said, “you’d think 
the big ones would be 
knocking the stuffi  ng out 
of the little ones, instead of 
the other way around.”

“The big ones have no 
sting,” said Quick.

“Whose hives were they in the 
fi rst place?,” I said.

Quick’s laughter clanked with irony. 
“Your question is good enough to be 
chiseled in granite for all time to pon-
der,” he said. “The little ones are the 
females. The big ones are the males.”

W E  W E N T  F R O M  the roof to the base-
ment, with Quick carry ing his jar of bees. 
We went to a big room that opened off  
the stairwell. The only thing in the room 
was an offi  ce desk, which sat in the mid-
dle of the cement fl oor.

The old waiter had arrived ahead of 
us with cocktails and sandwiches. He 
bowed and left.

“Have you guessed it—the wonderful 
thing we’re going to sell?” said Quick.

I shook my head.
“I will give you the key word, and it 

will hit you like a thunder clap,” he said. 
“Are you ready?”

“Ready,” I said.
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“Communications!” he said. He raised 
his glass. “To the so-called drones! If 
nature has no use for them, we do!” He 
nudged me. “Eh? Eh?”

He set his glass down hard on the 
desk, and a deep, lazy, fuzzy buzzing 
sound came from inside.

“This wholesale slaughter of the 
males takes place after the males 
have performed their most basic func-
tion,” said Quick. “They have risen in 
an insane spiral, pursuing the queen—
higher and higher and higher!”

He swung his arms around, portray-
ing a swarm of drones chasing a queen. 

“Until—presto!” he said. “One lucky 
devil gets her, the jewel beyond price. 
He dies instantly.” He bowed his head. 

“And when the rest go home, they are 
murdered—  as you saw.”

“Gosh,” I said. “And 
you rescue the males?”

“Like the Scarlet Pimper-
nel in the French Revolution,” 
said Quick. “I attend the executions, 
and spirit away the innocent victims. I 

feed them and shelter them, and teach 
them to lead useful lives.”

Coyly, he off ered me a riddle. “When 
is a drone not a drone?”

“I give up,” I said.
“When is a file drawer not a file 

drawer?” said Quick. He opened the fi le 
drawer of the desk. In the drawer was a 
big wooden box with a hole in its top.

Two drones came out of the hole, 
buzzed stupidly, bumped into each 
other, waddled back to the hole, and 
fell in.

“Here,” said Quick raptly, “we have 
the fi rst all-male beehive in history—
a sort of bee Millennium Club, if you 
like. The food, which I provide, is rich 
and plentiful. Fellowship is the order of 
the day. And there is time for refl ection 
and a relishing of life, away from the 
senseless, thankless, harrowing rush-
rush-rush and moodiness of the female 
workers. Take a drone away from his 

“I will give you the key 
word, and it will hit you 

like a thunderclap,” 
Mr. Quick said. “Are you 
ready?” “Ready,” I said. 
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Millennium Club, and he will be back 
like a shot!”

Quick opened the top drawer of the 
desk and took from it a magnifying glass, 
a needle-sharp pencil, tissue paper, 
string, and soda straws chopped in half-
inch lengths.

“A drone is not a drone,” said Sheldon 
Quick, “when he carries messages.”

He opened the lid of the bee Millen-
nium Club. It was teeming with drones. 
He dumped in the drones from the 
mason jar. “Welcome to civilization, lit-
tle brothers,” he said. “It’s been a long 
time coming.”

“ F O R  T H E  S A K E  of drama,” Quick 
called down to me as he climbed the 
basement stairs, “you will be the presi-
dent of a motorcar company, and I will 
be the president of a taxicab company. I 
am about to order a new fl eet.”

“Anything you say,” I said, from my 
post by the desk.

Gaily, Quick waved a drone over 
his head, holding it firmly between 
his thumb and forefinger. The drone 
buzzed in alarm. Quick had kidnapped 
it from the fi le drawer.

He disappeared from sight, going to 
the top of the stairs. I heard him talking 
reassuringly to the drone.

A moment later, the drone plum-
meted down the stairwell, pulled up 
inches from the fl oor, and blundered 
across the room to the desktop. There 
was a piece of soda straw tied under 
his belly.

The drone rested, then 
started groggily for the 
open fi le drawer.

“Grab him!” yelled Quick. 
“Get the message!”

I chased the drone around 
the desktop with my hands cupped, but 
I didn’t have the nerve to grab him.

Quick had to come down the stairs to 
do the job. He handed me the straw with 
the message in it.

The drone, with a buzz of joy, dived 
into his club. There was a murmur of 
welcome inside.

The message was on a scrap of tis-
sue paper. The writing was so tiny, I 
needed the magnifying glass to make it 
out. “Quote price on 400 taxis,” it said. 

“Reply by beegram. Quick Taxi Corp.”
“See?” said Quick. “You would have 

bees from my club, and I would have 
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bees from yours. And a penny’s worth 
of honey would keep one of our little 
messengers operating for a year.”

“Don’t they make their own honey?,” 
I said bleakly. It was just something to 
say—something to cover up my feel-
ings. I felt awful. Quick was so happy 
about the drone business, was staking 
so much on it—and it seemed to be 
up to me to tell him what a fatheaded 
enterprise it was.

“Only the female workers make 
honey,” said Quick.

“Oh,” I said. “Huh. I guess that’s why 
the female workers knock off  the males, 
eh? The males are nothing but a drain 
on the community.”

The color left Quick’s fine face. 
“What’s so wonderful about making 

honey?” he said. “Can you make honey?”
“Nope,” I said.
He was excited, upset. “Is that any 

reason to condemn you to death?” he said.
“Nope—heck no,” I said.
Quick gathered up my lapel in his 

fist. “Consider the philosophical and 
moral implications of what you’ve just 
seen!” he said intensely. “Bees are just 
the beginning!”

“Yessir,” I said, smiling and sweating.
His eyes narrowed. “The female 

praying mantis eats the male as you or 
I would eat a stalk of celery,” he said. 

“The female tarantula pops her little 
lover into her mouth like a canapé!” 

He backed me into the wall. “What 
are we going to do with the male praying 
mantis and the male tarantula?” he said. 
He stabbed my chest with his finger. 

“We’re going to teach them to 
carry interoffice memos, to 

carry orders from foxhole to fox-
hole on the front lines!”

Quick let go of my lapel 
and looked at me disappoint-

edly. “My God, man,” he said irrita-
bly, “you stand there with fi shy eyes and 
a slack jaw, and I’ve just showed you the 
greatest thing in humani tarianism since 
the New Testament!”

“Yessir,” I said, “but—”
“The greatest advance in communi-

cations since the invention of wireless 
telegraphy!” he said.

“Yup. Yessir,” I said. I sighed and 
squared my shoulders. “If you’d dis-
covered this before somebody else had 
discovered wireless telegraphy,” I said, 

“maybe you’d have something. But, good 
gosh, what person in this day and age 
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decide: Have I got the seeds of some-
thing useful to humanity, or have I not?”

Quick laid his hand on my shoulder. 
“We will call a press conference at once. 
Will you help?”

There was a lump in my throat. 
“Yessir, I will,” I said.

“Good boy!” he said. “You tear up 
tissue paper while I chop straws.”

F O R  T H E  P R E S S  C O N F E R E N C E , 
Quick chose a sober blue suit and the 
air of a historian. His eyes were red, and 
his head ached. For three hours he had 
been writing tiny beegrams. The mes-
sages were a secret, known only to him 
and to God.

The conference took place in the 
auditorium of the Millennium Club. 
Quick had splurged, using some of the 
little money he had left, on a buff et and 
cocktails for the gentlemen of the press.

Five gentlemen of the press came—
three reporters and two photographers. 
Quick had prepared for 100.

The fi ve sat in the front row, eating 
and drinking. Quick stood on the stage. I 
stood behind him, with his entire fl eet of 

is going to want to write eensy-teensy 
messages on tissue paper and send 
them by bee?”

He leaned against the desk, closed 
his eyes, and nodded to himself. “I 
should have expected it,” he said. “The 
chorus of ‘No, no, no—it can’t be done.’ 
Every innovator has faced that.”

“Yessir, I guess that’s so,” I said. “But 
sometimes the chorus is right. I mean, 
good gosh, what you’ve got here is com-
petitive with carrier pigeons.”

His eyes lit up. “Aha!” he said. “And 
look how wide-open you have to leave 
a window for carrier pigeons!” He 
waggled his finger at me. “And tell 
me this: Can you use carrier pigeons 
indoors as well as outdoors?”

I scratched my head. “Everything 
you say against carrier pigeons is 
true,” I said. “But who uses carrier 
pigeons anymore?”

Quick looked at me blankly. His lips 
moved, but no sounds came. An auto-
mobile backfi red in the outside world, 
and fear crossed Quick’s face like a 
cloud. “I’m no genius,” he said softly. 

“I never claimed that, did I?”
“Nossir,” I said.

“Living quietly and decently seemed to 
be the best I could expect of myself, with 
my small store of talents,” said Quick. He 
was humble and reverent. “But once in 
this life, as I sat in the small library where 

we met, I was reading Maeterlinck’s The 
Life of the Bee—and I heard the thunder-
clap and saw the fl ash of inspiration.”

“Um,” I said.
“In that divine trance,” he said, “I 

bought my bees, experimented— and 
here we are.”

“Yup,” I said, wretchedly.
He raised his chin bravely. “Very 

well,” he said. “I have gone this far—I 
will go the rest of the way. I will put 
my fi ndings before the greatest jury of 
all, the American public, and let them 

“Here we have the 
first all-male beehive 
in history—a sort of 
bee Millennium Club, 

if you like.”
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The line started down, and we 
cheered. And then something went 
wrong. The line went up again, and 
drifted out over the park.

“Down! Down, boys!” cried Quick.
The drones seemed to be looking for 

something. And then they found it—not 
down, but up. They arose in an insane 
spiral, higher and higher above the park, 
until they were out of sight.

“A queen!” sobbed Quick. “A queen!”

T H E  P R E S S  conference moved into 
the basement with its refreshments, to 
wait by the bee Millennium Club. The 
hive in the fi le drawer was empty. A base-
ment window was propped open, but 
nothing came in except little gusts of soot.

Quick was strangely at peace. The 
appearance of the queen seemed to have 
blown every fuse in his nervous system.

After an hour of waiting, he said in a 
distant voice to me, “Go up on the roof 
and keep a lookout for our faithful mes-
sengers from there.”

I went to the roof, and found the 
drone fl eet there. They were back from 
the mating, dragging their message 

drones in a wooden box. Each drone had 
a message tied under his belly. By a win-
dow stood the faithful old waiter, ready to 
open the window at a signal from Quick.

Quick had explained his experi-
ments, his theories, and his inspiration. 
The time was coming when I was to 
open the box and release the history-
making cloud that would fly out the 
window, down three stories, through 
an open basement window, and into the 
fi rst all-male beehive in the desk.

The bees themselves seemed to 
sense the excitement around them. 
They bumped their heads against the lid 
of the box and kept up a steady, anxious, 
eager buzzing.

“The history of man’s advance,” said 
Quick impressively, “has been the 
history of encouraging that which is 
good in nature, and discouraging that 
which is bad. For millions of years now, 
nature has been throwing away, like so 
much garbage, one of her wisest, gen-
tlest, most beautiful creations—the 
drone, whose only crime is that he does 
not make honey.”

Quick raised his fi nger. “Now!” he 
said. “Man comes along, and declares 

in the face of this cruel waste: ‘There is 
more to life than this crazy, sick-headed 
preoccupation with honey, honey, 
honey, everything for honey—and death 
to anybody who can’t make honey!’ ”

Quick’s voice became husky with 
emotion, as though he were praying for 
a multitude. “We welcome the drones 
today to the fruits of freedom and 
equality. Down with tyranny wherever 
we find it! Down with the tyranny of 
honey! Down with the tyranny of the 
self-centered and vain queen! Down 
with the tyranny of the narrow-minded, 
materialistic female workers!”

Quick turned to address the box. 
“Life and liberty are yours!”

I opened the lid and dumped the box.
The drones tumbled to the fl oor in 

a seething heap. And then, one by one, 
they took to the air, forming a ragged 
circle over our heads.

“Pursue happiness!” shouted Quick.
The old waiter threw open the window.
The drones bungled around the 

room for several minutes, until some 
found the open window. The swarm 
strung out in a line and went out the 
window, over the park below.
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“With him, we might have 
sired a new and nobler race 
of bees.”

He shook hands all 
around. “A fiasco, gentle-
men. I apologize.” There 
were tears in his eyes. 

“Report me as a fool, if you 
must,” he said. “But report 
me as a fool with one of the 
kinder, grander dreams of 
our time.”

He bowed, and left, 
climbing the stairs alone.

T H E  N EWS PA P E R M E N
and the old waiter left soon 
after, and I was alone.

Footsteps passed the 
open window, and I saw 
Quick’s feet go by. He had 
picked the moment in 
which to leave the Millen-
nium Club, probably never 
to return.

I closed the window, and 
drank to the health of Shel-

don Quick, to the memory of his drones.
There was a gentle bumping sound 

against the window.
I opened the window, and let in a 

single drone. He was horribly maimed, 
with wings torn, legs gone.

He fl ew to the fi le drawer, crawled 
to the hole in the bee Millennium Club, 
and fell in. There was a weak buzz 
inside—the buzz of a soul fulfi lled.

He was dead.
I took his message, and read the 

words Quick had written over and over 
again for all his bees to carry.

“What,” Quick had written, “hath 
God wrought?” 

Kurt Vonnegut, who died in 2007, was 
the author of 14 novels, four short-story 
collections, seven plays, and fi ve works 
of nonfi ction.  

cases, swaggering triumphantly toward 
the homes of their birth—the hives from 
which Quick had rescued them.

The female workers came whining 
out to meet their brothers. In a matter 
of minutes, Quick’s drones lay dead 
or dying, buzzing their last in mourn-
  ful mystifi cation.

W I T H  A H E A RT  as heavy as a stone, 
I went back to the basement and told 
Quick the news.

He took the news calmly. He had 
banked the fi res of his hopes during the 
long wait. And now, like the gentleman 
he was, he let the fi res die quietly.

“You would think,” he said, “that 
there would be one out of the many 
whose intellect would rise above his 
instincts.” He stood and smiled gamely. 
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Want to see your name on this page? 
Email bigquestion@theatlantic.com 
with your response to the question 
for our December issue: What was 
the most significant event to 
happen on a holiday?

What crime most 
changed the course 
of history?

ble murder, but our entire 
judicial system was on trial 
for evidentiary integrity and 
racial sensitivity. The jury 
rendered a not-guilty deci-
sion in 1995, but America 
is still guilty of disharmony 
in 2017.

Josh Braun, executive 
producer, The Keepers
The Manson-family 
murders were one of the 
fi rst crimes that became a 
celebrity spectacle. They 
also changed people’s day-
to-day perception of how 
safe they were at home: 
Suddenly the bogeyman 
was real.

Peter Landesman, writer 
and director, Mark Felt—
The Man Who Brought 
Down the White House
In crimes of ideology, it’s 
rarely the crime itself 
that sends people to 
ruination, but the cover-up. 
Watergate ended a 
presidency, and ever since, 

-gate has been stuck to 
political crimes like an STD. 

Benjamin Percy, 
writer, Green Arrow and 
Teen Titans
If the Sons of Liberty, in 
defi ance of the Tea Act, 
hadn’t boarded those ships 
in Boston Harbor in 1773 
and heaved overboard 
shipments from the East 
India Company, then the 
British Parliament wouldn’t 
have responded with 
the Intolerable Acts. The 
American Revolution might 
not have erupted into all-out 
war, and the Constitution 
might not have been written. 

Tana French, author, 
The Trespasser
Gavrilo Princip’s assassi-
nation of Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand and his wife, 
Sophie, precipitated World 
War I, which reshaped large 
parts of the world politically, 
culturally, and psychologi-
cally and laid the ground-
work for World War II. 

Reginald Hudlin, director, 
Marshall
Some of the greatest crimes 
are not considered illegal. 
The African slave trade 
changed history by forcibly 
disrupting millions of lives 
in two worlds—it robbed 
Africa of its people and per-
verted the foundation of 
America with a national sin, 
while leaving more than 
1 million bodies dead in 
the Atlantic. 

Erin L. Thompson, 
art-crime specialist
An Italian wishing to 
return Leonardo da Vinci’s 
master piece to its home-
land stole the Mona Lisa 
from the Louvre in 1911. 
Museum offi  cials swear 
they recovered the paint-
ing in 1913, but the theft 
launched our modern age 
of artistic skepticism: Some 
still think the painting on 
display is a copy.

Anthony E. Zuiker, creator 
and executive producer, 
CSI franchise 
People of the State of Cali-
fornia v. Orenthal James 
Simpson was the crime of 
the century. Not only was 

“The Juice” on trial for dou-

  READER RESPONSES
Jim Lee III, Charlotte, N.C.
Caesar’s murder by stab-
bing in the Roman Sen-
ate in 44 B.C., which led to 
major political changes and 
helped Rome become a 
great empire.

Paul Jones, L’Île-Perrot, 
Quebec
Hitler used the Reichstag 
fi re of February 27, 1933, as 
an excuse to crack down 
on his opposition. He per-
suaded German President 
Paul von Hindenburg to 
pass draconian laws that 
suspended civil liberties, 
allowing the Nazis to seize 
control.

Gloria Kottick, Iowa City, 
Iowa
For the civil-rights move-
ment in the United States, 
a pivotal awakening came 
with the horrifi c murder, 
in 1955, of Emmett Till 
by two racially motivated 
white men, who accused 
him of whistling at a white 
woman. Gradual, painful 
progress toward a civilized 
society has ensued since 
that event.  
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