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Out of the Ruins
Natasha Lewis

When we planned this issue’s special section on the 
global left, we had no idea that we would be confronted 
with a devastating crisis in the Middle East, one that has 
had major ripple effects on politics around the world. the 
war Israel launched in Gaza after Hamas’s brutal attack on 
October 7 has created new divides and exacerbated old 
tensions. A growing peace movement is calling for an end 
to Israel’s bombardment and ground invasion, which has 
killed over 23,000 people in Gaza, 40 percent of them chil-
dren, and displaced almost 2 million more, many of whom 
are on the edge of starvation. In many countries, protest-
ers have taken to the streets to call for an end to the killing, 
and politicians have been pushed to respond.

the special section includes analysis of some of this 
political turmoil. In an essay on the British Labour Party, 
James Stafford argues that Keir Starmer’s attempt to force 
his MPs to vote against a ceasefire exposed a weakness 
in his top-down leadership, when a significant number 
of Labour politicians—not only leftists—took the unusual 
decision to rebel against his diktat. In a short postcard 
from France, Cole Stangler describes how Jean-Luc 
Mélenchon’s refusal to call Hamas a terrorist organization 
has further strained an already fragile coalition, threat-
ening the unity the French left needs to defeat the right 
and the center. And in a roundtable, representatives of the 
Israeli left—Sally Abed, Yael Berda, and Eli Cook—talk with 
Joshua Leifer about their attempts to overcome repression 
and isolation and push for a permanent ceasefire, along 
with the prospects of building a new progressive electoral 
project out of the ruins.    

In the Articles section, our contributors examine ten-
sions in the United States. Anthony O’Rourke and Wadie 
E. Said warn against a series of extreme threats to free 
speech that may be on the horizon for pro-Palestinian 
activists on campuses. And Brian Morton follows up on 
the debate that began on the Dissent website between 
Leifer and Gabriel Winant, arguing that older leftists have a 
responsibility to guide younger leftists in thinking through 
difficult questions about the ethics of resistance. Morton 
contends that the left needs to reject the logic of “by any 
means necessary”—a logic invoked by some to defend, or 
ignore, Hamas’s attack on civilians—because the means 
can, and often do, shape the ends. 

Morton focuses on the left’s response to October 7 
because his essay is about a younger left—and it’s Hamas 
he’s seen some younger leftists defend. the same standard 
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should be applied to those liberals and leftists who have 
excused or not forthrightly condemned Israel’s conduct 
in the war. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has 
claimed that high civilian casualty numbers are “collateral 
damage” in the mission to eradicate Hamas. But as +972 has 
reported, and Morton notes in his essay, Israel’s army and air 
force have “abandon[ed] prior policies that aimed at avoiding 
harm to civilians.” In this war, there has been a dramatic 
increase in the bombing of “power targets,” including high-
rise buildings full of people, which have minimal military 
value and are destroyed with little or no warning. the inten-
tion, according to Israeli intelligence officials, is to “‘create a 
shock’ that, among other things, will reverberate powerfully 
and ‘lead civilians to put pressure on Hamas.’” If this is the 
war the Israeli government is fighting, then the widespread 
destruction in Gaza and Palestinian civilian deaths are not 
regrettable accidents but an essential part of the plan.

Showing solidarity with the people who currently live in 
Israel and in Palestine does not mean shilling for the Israeli 
government, or for Hamas. If we reject the brutal logic of 
“by any means necessary” for one side, we must do so for 
the other, and we must call for an end to both Israel’s war 
in Gaza and its occupation of the West Bank. As Abed puts 
it succinctly, “Palestinian liberation necessitates Jewish 
safety, and vice versa.”

Natasha Lewis is co-editor of Dissent.
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Marvel action figures (Hannaford/Flickr) 
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Culture Front

Marvel World
Sam Adler-Bell

As a kid, my favorite superhero was Bat-
man. For me, superheroes are all about 
their origin story—not necessarily how they 
got their superpowers (Batman, after all, 
doesn’t have any), but why they’re driven to 
super-heroism. And Batman’s origin story 
is great: billionaire Bruce Wayne uses the 
financial bequest of his murdered parents 
to become strong enough to save them; 
only he can’t do that, because they’re 
already dead. So he spends his time com-
pulsively regenerating the traumatic situ-
ation of their passing, inviting villainy and 
menace into his life, where it endangers 
whomever he loves. Batman is stuck in a 
loop, ever recreating the conditions for his 
primal failure, so that he may fail again. 
Freudians call this a “repetition compul-
sion.” We might just call it misery; the only 
love he knows is failure. 

 But that’s grownup bullshit. the real 
reason I loved Batman, as a kid, was the 
toys. And let me tell you, these were awe-
some toys. I accumulated dozens of 
Batman action figures, along with var-
ious Batmobiles, Batplanes, and a much-
cherished, delightfully intricate Batcave, 
sized appropriately for my army of plastic, 
crime-fighting orphans.

My abiding preference for figurines 
depicting Batman himself, rather than any 
of his friends or foes, created story prob-
lems, however. Why, in this universe, were 
there so many Batmen? Were they all the 
same guy in different outfits? that would 

mean playing with only one at a time! And 
who would he face off against? Luke Sky-
walker? that didn’t make any sense! (I was 
a neurotic kid.) My solution was elegant: I 
imagined scenarios involving evil imposter 
Batmen, terrorizing Gotham in his name—
and team-ups between doppelganger 
Batmen from alternative universes. Kid 
logic is a flexible thing, but it demands 
satisfaction. Armies of android Batmen 
controlled by a demonic super-computer? 
It played. 

I was reminded of this boyhood conun-
drum—and my solution to it—while reading 
MCU: The Reign of Marvel Studios, a highly 
competent history of Marvel’s rise to Hol-
lywood supremacy by entertainment 
reporters Joanna Robinson, Dave Gon-
zales, and Gavin Edwards. (NB, nerds: I 
am aware that Batman is not part of the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe.) Since 2008, 
Marvel Studios has made thirty-three films, 
earned nearly $30 billion, and reshaped 
the movie business in its image, inspiring 
a feeding frenzy for superhero content and 
dormant intellectual property (IP) out of 
which complex, interconnected “cinematic 
universes” can be built. Disney, an IP pow-
erhouse infamous for jealously guarding 
its roster of beloved characters, acquired 
Marvel in 2009 for $4 billion; three years 
later, it purchased George Lucas’s Star 
Wars universe as well. 

But in the 1990s, when Marvel emerged 
from bankruptcy under the stewardship of 
toy magnate Ike Perlmutter, its goals were 
considerably humbler. As Becca Roth-
feld writes in her Washington Post review 
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of MCU, “Before they became products in 
their own right, Marvel movies were unusu-
ally expensive and elaborate advertise-
ments for action figures.”  

In 1993, Israeli-born toy-maker Avi Arad 
was appointed chief executive of Marvel’s 
fledgling visual entertainment division, 
which sold the rights to Marvel heroes to 
individual film and tV productions. “Put-
ting a toy designer in charge of Marvel 
Films,” the authors write, “made clear what 
Marvel wanted out of Hollywood: shows 
and movies that would help them sell 
more toys. In industry argot, they wanted 
to make entertainment that was ‘toyetic.’” 
When Marvel founded an in-house studio 
in 2004, “toyeticism” was its raison d’être. 
Since the 1990s, Marvel IP had yielded sev-
eral successful films, but these, including 
the Blade movies starring Wesley Snipes 
and Bryan Singer’s X-Men franchise, were 
seen as needlessly dark and adult by Mar-
vel’s toy-focused c-suite. If instead Marvel 
made its own films, they reasoned, “it 
could keep the on-screen tone toy-friendly 
and ensure that each movie starred what-
ever lineup of heroes would move the most 
action figures.” 

Marvel chose arms dealer tony Stark to 
star in the first MCU film (2008’s Iron Man, 
with Robert Downey Jr.) because a focus 
group of kids reported that he was the hero 
they’d “most want to play with as a toy.” 
(And to be fair to those kids, he flies and 
shoots lasers from his hands.) For years, 
Perlmutter refused to approve stand-alone 
films starring female heroes because, 
he believed, the toys wouldn’t sell. Black 
heroes were also thought insufficiently 
toyetic. Marvel’s corporate brain trust 
was relieved when a change to the story-
boarding for Captain America: The First 
Avenger, set during the Second World War, 
placed more emphasis on HYDRA, a syndi-
cate of long-time Marvel baddies, because, 
as the authors note, “the resulting toys 
would be more interesting and—techni-
cally—not Nazi action figures.”

It’s not uncommon for genre stories to 
be constructed in this way: baubles first. 
the cartoon and comic book superhero 
He-Man, for example, rides an armored 
green tiger because Mattel, the toy com-
pany that invented him, had several 

warehouses of unsold tiger toys to get rid 
of. there is obviously something a bit sordid 
about so crassly subordinating the creative 
instinct to the necessities of commerce (in 
this case, commerce in surplus plastic cats). 
But isn’t that Hollywood in a nutshell?

What seems to trouble Marvel’s detrac-
tors—the critics and auteurs who regularly 
inveigh against its reign—is not that Marvel 
prioritizes profit over creativity, diversion 
over art, repetition over novelty, or juvenile 
wish-fulfillment over adult travail; but that 
it does so shamelessly, without the obliga-
tory pretense of past eras of Hollywood. 

Ultimately, it wasn’t action figures that 
made Marvel king; it was ticket sales. Four 
of the ten highest-grossing movies in his-
tory are Marvel Studios productions. Still, 
I can’t stop thinking about “toyeticism.” In 
a perverse way, it has made me more, not 
less, sympathetic to Marvel to imagine its 
movies being conceived in a process not 
unlike my boyhood Bat-reveries. I envision 
a group of kids in their dads’ business suits, 
sitting on the floor of a conference room, 
staring down at a pile of their favorite 
action figures—three Spider-Men, a thor 
with no hair (somebody’s sister had cut 
it off), maybe an Iron Man or two—and 
asking themselves, “Well, why would all 
these guys be in the same movie? Why 
would they be fighting each other? Why 
three Spider-Men?” If someone comes up 
with a good enough answer—and it only 
has to satisfy kid logic—they get to pick up 
the toys and smash them into each other, 
over and over again. 

Greta Gerwig’s Barbie (like He-Man, a Mat-
tel product) took seriously the problem of 
plastic. Gerwig incorporates into her film 
the idea that Barbies are toys, that the 
stories we tell about them, and the world 
they inhabit, reflect the imaginative pre-
occupations of children—girls, in partic-
ular—whose incipient Weltanschauung 
is conditioned and constrained, but not 
entirely dictated, by gender, patriarchy, 
and Mattel’s bottom line. Barbie World is a 
cruel but fabulous place where every dis-
position is sunny, every outfit is perfect, 
every woman is a success, and every foot is 
arched and pointed primly downward. 
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If we think of the MCU in similar terms, 
as a bedazzling prison populated not by 
superheroes but superhero dolls, what, 
then, would we say are the attributes of 
Marvel World? 

Well, it’s certainly a place that needs a 
lot of saving, where the resolution of one 
crisis tends to generate the seeds of the 
next. Most MCU villains are themselves 
victims, often of collateral damage from 
the last time the Avengers (the MCU’s pre-
mier supergroup) saved the universe, usu-
ally leveling whole city blocks to do so. 
(the narrative momentum of Marvel World, 
you might say, relies on blowback.) there 
are nations in Marvel World, but scant 
geopolitics, except in the form of glo-
balist schemes to fetter the Avengers. Our 
heroes are celebrities, but celebrities of the 
besieged type; they may wish to live their 
own lives, away from the limelight, but they 
are constantly being dragged back into 
service by a simultaneously needful and 
irksome public. they carry this burden with 
a discordant mix of grim resolve and self-
effacing humor (the DNA of the comics); 
at times, the Avengers talk about world-
saving like it’s a nine-to-five job. (“He’s 
a friend from work,” quips thor, before 
engaging the Hulk in gladiatorial combat in 
2017’s Thor: Ragnarok.)

this lunch-pail badinage is at odds with 
another recurring conceit: that each of the 
Avengers, like Batman, is bound to hero-
work by an originary trauma of some sort, 
the details of which they closely guard and 
quietly bear, except in whispered bouts of 
self-disclosure between pairs of heroes—
stagy little superhuman trust-building 
exercises—which feel more artificial than 
all the computer-generated aliens. And oh, 
there are aliens. Lots of aliens. 

Marvel World is not a good place to 
learn anything new about heroism, about 
love, grief, or responsibility—although 
these themes are explicit in every film. the 
films are also full of melodrama, big swells 
of emotion of the most compulsory type. 
(Adorno said popular music “hears for the 
listener”; Marvel feels for him.) But Marvel 
World is not without its charms. It is a good 
place, for example, to see what it looks 
like when a massive, metallic space-whale 
crashes through Grand Central terminal. 

Likewise, Downey Jr.’s screwball patter 
with Gwyneth Paltrow in the early Iron Man 
movies is undeniably charming; James 
Gunn’s Guardians of the Galaxy films are far 
enough removed (several light-years) from 
the instrumental plotting and obedient 
house style of most Marvel films to earn 
their jukebox fight scenes and sentimen-
tality; Zendaya and tom Holland (a real-
life couple) are winning and believable as 
teenage sweethearts in the John Hughes–
inspired Spider-Man films.

And in at least one respect, Marvel 
movies are highly sophisticated texts. As 
the films accumulate, a creeping self-
awareness—of the sort that brings chaos 
and, eventually, liberation to Gerwig’s Bar-
bies—starts to bedevil the denizens of 
Marvel World as well. Watch enough of 
these movies (and God knows I have), and 
what they seem to be about is Marvel Stu-
dios itself. 

Other critics have noted this self- 
reflexivity. “MCU movies are often meta-
phors for themselves,” writes the New 
Yorker’s Michael Schulman, “In ‘the 
Avengers,’ the tense collaboration among 
superheroes with complementary powers 
and sizable egos resembles nothing so 
much as Hollywood filmmaking, with 
writers, directors, and producers wran-
gling for control.” Similarly, frequent hand-
wringing within the movies about which 
heroes should comprise, or lead, this or 
that version of the Avengers stands in for 
the casting process. As Schulman notes, in 
Captain America: Civil War, the imposition 
of government oversight on the Avengers 
is “a handy analogy for creativity under 
corporate supervision.” 

But repressed anxieties are at least 
as pervasive as self-conscious allegory. 
Marvel Studios built its empire on char-
acters and storylines generated, over 
decades, by an army of comic book 
writers and artists. In exchange for using 
their designs in billion-dollar movies, 
Marvel artists have received checks as low 
as $5,000 and invitations to a premiere. 
It’s notable, then, how frequently villains 
and heroes in the MCU are motivated by 
a desire to defend, hoard, or steal intellec-
tual property. In Iron Man, Jeff Bridges’s 
Obadiah Stane rebukes Downey Jr.’s tony 
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Stark for keeping the Iron Man suit secret 
from his business partners: “You really 
think that just because you have an idea, it 
belongs to you?” 

In Iron Man 2 (2010), Mickey Rourke’s 
Ivan Vanko resolves to kill Stark because 
he believes Stark’s father stole his own 
father’s design for the “arc reactor,” which 
powers Stark’s suit. “You come from a 
family of thieves and butchers,” Vanko lec-
tures Stark, “and now like all guilty men, 
you try to rewrite your own history. And 
you forget all the lives the Stark family has 
destroyed.” Hoarded IP derived from alien-
ated labor represents the MCU’s primitive 
accumulation; Vanko’s speech—delivered 
in an over-the-top Russian accent by 
Rourke—is compelling despite itself.

Anxiety about corporate control and 
uniformity also animates the MCU’s most 
critically lauded film. Ryan Coogler’s 
Black Panther (2018) is set in the techno-
utopian kingdom of Wakanda, an African 
nation unspoiled by European colonialism. 
Wakanda owes its distinctive visual 
grammar—its Afrofuturist costuming, 
artful lighting, and inventive set design—to 
Coogler’s decision to bypass Marvel’s in-
house art leads “in favor of his own crew,” 
some of whom won Academy Awards for 
their work (the only Oscar wins for the 
franchise). 

Notably, no other MCU character 
appears in Black Panther before the credits 
run; in most respects, the film resists not 
only Marvel’s visual tyranny, but the instru-
mentalization of its plot for the purpose 
of advancing the larger, interconnected 
MCU saga. Black Panther is a movie about 
an isolated, self-sufficient Black civiliza-
tion resisting interference from outsiders, 
including the Avengers, who would use its 
resources for their own aims. In a sense, 
Black Panther is the Wakanda of the 
MCU—a site of resistance against Mar-
vel’s hostility to sovereign artistic ambi-
tion—which makes what happens in the 
next MCU film particularly galling. As critic 
Aaron Bady notes, in Avengers: Infinity 
War, Wakanda is bled dry, narratively, by 
the arrival of the Avengers, whose plot 
takes immediate precedence, and robbed 
of its visual distinctiveness by directors 
Joe and Anthony Russo. Situated within 

an Avengers tentpole, Wakanda serves 
as yet another wasted landscape for an 
interminable, computer-generated battle 
between superheroes and aliens, the same 
one we’ve seen dozens of times already. It 
is exhausting.

But Marvel’s self-awareness extends 
even to this exhaustion; the films seem 
to know they are testing our patience. In 
Spider-Man: Far From Home (2019), Jake 
Gyllenhaal plays an aggrieved former Stark 
employee who uses combat drones and 
holograms to trick humanity into believing 
he is an interdimensional superhero called 
Mysterio, fighting to save Earth from ele-
mental monsters. the revelation of Mys-
terio’s deceit, halfway through the movie, 
lends a weightlessness to the entire MCU 
canon: the fight scenes we’ve seen thus 
far—including Spider-Man’s showdown 
with a massive water golem in the canals 
of Venice—were fake; but for the audi-
ence, they were no more or less fake than 
any other fight scene in a Marvel movie. In 
the end, there is something contemptuous 
about the relish with which the film brings 
attention to its own artifice. As Mysterio 
tells Spider-Man, “It’s easy to fool people 
when they’re already fooling themselves.” 

the hero of MCU is Kevin Feige, the plucky 
comic-book savant who rose through 
Hollywood’s ranks to become Marvel’s 
top producer and the creative architect 
of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. the 
authors invite us to root for Feige the way 
we root for characters like Steve Rog-
ers, the skinny kid from Brooklyn who is 
transformed into a super-soldier to fight 
the Nazis. “So many big men fighting this 
war,” says Captain America’s inventor, a 
German-Jewish refugee played by Stan-
ley tucci. “Maybe what we need now is a 
little guy.” this is the essence of the Mar-
vel power fantasy: regular people—skinny 
kids, Jews, outcasts, nerds—becoming 
strong enough to defeat their tormenters 
and, by dint of their own history of suffer-
ing, wielding their superpowers for good. 
(Captain America was created in 1941 
by Jack Kirby and Joe Simon; he is seen 
punching out Hitler on the cover of Vol-
ume 1.) 
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this perverse identification with 
power explains the “sore-winner” quality 
of Marvel fandom—the online armies of 
superhero fans who react with rancor every 
time a trendy actor or director criticizes the 
MCU. Marvel may be on top of the world, 
but some of its fans still feel like they’re 
trapped inside a high-school locker. 

Feige isn’t the son of immigrant gar-
ment workers like Kirby. (His origin story 
involves being rejected by the University 
of Southern California’s film school five 
times.) But the authors of MCU take pains 
to establish the unlikelihood of Feige’s 
astronomic success. “Feige’s vision for 
Marvel wasn’t linear, limited, or safe,” they 
report. Marvel Studios grew “by combining 
the improvisational bootstrap culture of 
a Silicon Valley start-up with a modern 
version of the studio system, signing up 
actors for long-term contracts, cultivating 
a coterie of staff writers, and bringing on a 
small army of visual artists who sometimes 
determined the look of a movie before a 
director was even hired.” 

In truth, of course, safety—in the sense 
of a guaranteed return on investment for 
shareholders—has been Marvel’s prin-
ciple accomplishment, reviving a flailing 
blockbuster system by eliminating the risk 
associated with novelty. to do so, Feige 
merely supercharged what had already 
been working for Star Wars, Lord of the 
Rings, and Harry Potter: constituting a 
“paracosm” out of existing IP, an endlessly 
iterative fantasy world, with a locked-in, 
nostalgic audience. South Park satirized 
this enterprise, and the essentially conser-
vative impulse underlying it, in its twen-
tieth season, in which the adult townsfolk 
become addicted to “Member Berries”: 
little grape-like, sentient fruit who squeak 
IP-centric slogans like, “’member Chew-
bacca?” and “’member Ghostbusters?” 
before tossing off increasingly reactionary 
ones: “’member feeling safe?” “’member 
Reagan?” “’member when marriage was 
just between a man and a woman?” 

Robinson, Gonzales, and Edwards are 
clearly Marvel fans, but they’re too well-
sourced to paint an exclusively flattering 
portrait.  We learn, in MCU, about con-
tractual disputes with actors and direc-
tors; about the likely pervasiveness of HGH 

prescriptions on Marvel sets; and about 
the mistreatment of Marvel’s visual effects 
workers, who recently voted to unionize 
(a conflict also presaged by the Mysterio 
plot line, in which a disgruntled viz dev 
underling organizes a revolt against the 
Avengers). But even these darker moments 
are conveyed in a relentlessly sunny and 
over-awed tone. the cumulative effect 
of this dissonant boosterism is a sense of 
creeping dread, like perusing a glossy, tri-
fold pamphlet only to gradually realize it 
advertises a concentration camp. “the 
MCU is inevitable,” the authors write, “as 
thanos says of himself,” perhaps forgetting 
for a moment that thanos, the arch-villain 
of Marvel World, planned to destroy half 
the universe in order to save it. 

What does seem unique about Feige’s 
accomplishment is that he managed to 
recruit fans of the MCU into rooting not 
merely for its superheroes, but for his own 
business plan. Like sports fans who scruti-
nize the machinations of their teams’ front 
offices as closely as the action on the field, 
Marvel fans debate and dissect the twists 
and turns of Feige’s content development 
pipeline, which is divided into numbered 
“phases,” as they would be on a corporate 
slide deck. Jason E. Squire, a professor 
emeritus at the film school that rejected 
Feige five times, recently told Variety, 
“Kevin Feige is the Babe Ruth of movie 
executives.” He calls his shots, and they 
(usually) leave the park. (Maybe rooting 
for Marvel is like rooting for the Yankees.) 
But just as our sympathy for skinny Steve 
Rogers wanes the longer we know him as 
Captain America, the thrill of rooting for 
super-charged winners in the c-suite may 
diminish too. (Somebody has to root for 
the Mets.)

Still, Feige is difficult to hate. He 
strikes the reader as so thoroughly a man 
for his moment, so naturally and plenti-
fully endowed with the meager qualities 
needed for this endeavor, that it’s difficult 
to summon or maintain the appropriate 
resentment at what he and Marvel have 
wrought. As Rick and Morty creator Dan 
Harmon told the authors of MCU, “[Y]ou 
can’t fight Kevin Feige in the street. He’ll 
just say, ‘Oh, I love that you’re fighting 
me. this is so wonderful,’ and everyone 
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will start booing you for being a bully.” 
He’s a slap-happy warrior, a fan himself. 
Arguing with Feige about artistic integ-
rity, I imagine, would be like arguing with 
a beaver about why he builds his den with 
sticks instead of stucco.

Indeed, these debates—about Marvel, 
mass culture, and art—feel as stale and 
redundant as the movies themselves. 
Now as in the past, it’s difficult to discern 
whether the lover of high art is principally 
disturbed by the market or by the masses 
(consider, for example, Adorno’s disdain 
for big band jazz); likewise, it’s hard to tell 
whether apologists for mass culture are 
at war with elite snobbery and self-satis-
faction or with taste, quality, and the very 
notion of artistic merit. Suffice it to say, 
even Marvel’s harshest critics usually admit 
the films are entertaining. And I suspect 
most MCU devotees know that entertain-
ment is not all our souls require. 

“the March Hare explained to Alice that 
‘I like what I get’ is not the same thing as ‘I 
get what I like,’” Dwight Macdonald wrote 
in one of his prickly takedowns of mass 
culture, “but March Hares have never been 
welcome on Madison Avenue.” I suspect 
March Hares aren’t welcome at Marvel 
Studios either. (then again, Alice’s Adven-
tures in Wonderland is public domain, so 
be careful what you wish for.) Despite fre-
quent industry warnings of “superhero 
fatigue,” audiences continue, at least, to 
like what they get; Guardians of the Galaxy 
Vol. 3 pulled $845.6  million  worldwide, 
just a smidge under the returns of Vol. 2 
($863 million). the other highest-grossing 
movies of 2023 included Barbie, The Super 
Mario Bros. Movie, the tenth entry in the 
Fast & Furious franchise, The Little Mer-
maid, an animated Spider-Man, and Mis-
sion: Impossible - Dead Reckoning Part One. 
No doubt, Hollywood’s love affair with iter-
ative IP is far from over. 

that isn’t to say Marvel doesn’t have 
problems. the studio’s latest offering, The 
Marvels, was the worst performing MCU 
entry ever, grossing just under $200 million 
in its first month (a flop). the visual effects 
for Ant-Man and the Wasp: Quantumania 
(2023) were slapdash and widely mocked 

by critics and fans. Ratings for MCU televi-
sion content seem to be flagging. And in 
December, Marvel cut ties with the actor 
who was supposed to shepherd the MCU 
into Phase Six, Jonathan Majors, after he 
was convicted of misdemeanor assault and 
harassment. Most of all, perhaps, standards 
are slipping amid a glut of content on the 
streaming service Disney+. “the quality 
is suffering,” one of the authors of MCU, 
Joanna Robinson, recently told Variety. “In 
2019, at the peak, if you put ‘Marvel Studios’ 
in front of something, people were like, ‘Oh, 
that brand means quality.’ that association 
is no longer the case because there have 
been so many projects that felt half-baked 
and undercooked.”

the recent films have a narrative 
problem as well. In the early going, the 
principle story challenge for Marvel pro-
ductions was keeping audiences invested 
in the stakes: how many times can the 
Avengers save the world before “saving the 
world” ceases to feel like such a big deal? 
the thanos storyline was the apotheosis 
of this emotional arms race: in Infinity War, 
thanos succeeds in disappearing half the 
universe’s population—along with dozens 
of beloved MCU heroes—with a snap of 
his fingers. But then, in Endgame, the 
Avengers succeed in reviving most of their 
dead friends by traveling to an alternative 
universe where Iron Man uses the “infinity 
gauntlet” to reverse the thanos snap, while 
sacrificing himself: an emotionally satis-
fying triumph. 

But it can’t be replicated. From then on, 
the existence of the scarcely understood 
“multiverse” was supposed to provide 
narrative momentum for the films—and a 
handy justification for including Andrew 
Garfield and tobey Maguire’s versions 
of Spider-Man in the Marvel/Sony co- 
production Spider-Man: No Way Home—but 
all the multiverse could really do was pro-
vide narrative indeterminacy, evacuating 
the stakes from any consequential event 
or loss. tony Stark’s death in Endgame was 
tragic, but why should fans accept its per-
manence, when in the very same movie, 
dozens of other characters were revived? 
In 2021, as if to taunt Feige and co. for 
confining themselves to this metaphysical 
cul-de-sac, a group of Marvel fans paid for 
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a billboard urging the studio to “#Bring-
BacktonyStarktoLife.” And why not? (One 
reason why not: Downey Jr.’s salary had 
ballooned to $75 million for Endgame.) 

In the latest Guardians of the Galaxy movie, 
the last to be directed by James Gunn, 
Chukwudi Iwuji plays the High Evolution-
ary, a megalomaniacal alien geneticist who 
aims to build a utopian society inhabited 
by supreme beings of his own creation. A 
space-age Doctor Moreau, he evolves new 
species from the DNA of lower life-forms 
(raccoons, badgers, walruses), branding 
each as the IP of his company, OrgoCorp. 
In pursuit of perfection, he builds crea-
ture after creature, world after world, look-
ing for signs of the “capacity for invention” 
that is the hallmark of civilization. But each 
iteration disappoints him. His experiments 
only ever replicate what is already known; 
they can’t make anything new for them-
selves; they are perfect, but perfectly pre-
dictable. (A race of man-animal hybrids, 
sequestered on an alternate Earth, rebuild 
1950s suburbia, down to the linoleum 
floors and manual transmission cars; the 
High Evolutionary destroys them to start 
over again.)

It seems likely that Gunn intended 
some of this thematic resonance. After all, 
what is Disney if not a massive corporate 
zoo of super-beings and talking animals, 
made of recycled and remixed franchise 
DNA, which are frantically combined into 
flawed but functional worlds? (Gunn’s bit-
terness is a matter of record: Marvel/
Disney fired him in 2018, over blue tweets 
from the aughts; he was rehired to finish 
the movie in 2019, after his cast revolted.) 
Notably, Gunn invites the audience to 
sympathize with all of the High Evolution-
ary’s creations—not just the ones we know 
and love. to be test subjects for OrgoCorp 
experiments is to be instrumentalized, 
enslaved. And so the Guardians free them 
all, facilitating an exodus of giant animals, 
toothy space squids, and gleeful star chil-
dren onto a giant spaceship headed for the 
cosmos. It’s a moving moment. 

Where is this ark of liberated mis-
fits headed? Well, if they could go where 
Gunn is going, then to Warner Bros. 

Discovery, where he’s been hired to revi-
talize the DCU, the shared universe inhab-
ited by Superman, Wonder Woman, and 
Batman. Gunn’s message in Guardians 3 
seems to be that the capricious world-
builders of the MCU don’t deserve their 
progeny; that Feige and Disney have 
crushed the creative potential of their 
own creations, by exerting too much con-
trol and imposing their own definition of 
perfection. Like Prendick, Gunn has come 
to sympathize with Moreau’s abomina-
tions. (“I say I became habituated to the 
Beast Folk. . . . I suppose everything in 
existence takes its color from the average 
hue of our surroundings.”) Oddly, I find 
myself sympathizing with Moreau and the 
High Evolutionary; their lengthy, torturous 
experiments have failed to reproduce the 
human spark. Some abominations are not 
worth saving. 

Sam Adler-Bell is a freelance writer in 
New York. He co-hosts the  Dissent  pod-
cast Know Your Enemy. 



THE GLOBAL LEFT



15

t
H

E
 G

L
O

B
A

L
 L

E
F

t

A Left That Can Do Both 
timothy Shenk

the most important point to make at the start of a feature on the global 
left is that there is no such thing as “the global left”—but we should still 
talk about it anyway. Workers of the world have not united, and neither has 
anyone else, which means that the global left remains an abstraction. But 
it’s a useful abstraction to keep in mind. A global campaign for equality, 
freedom, and dignity is an ideal worth striving for, and a yardstick to mea-
sure ourselves against. Asking how movements within a particular nation—
which, for most of the people reading this, means the American left—fit into 
a global narrative is also one of the best ways to think through questions 
of strategy. Which problems are unique to one country? Which are part of 
international trends? What are the limits constricting our room for maneu-
ver? And where are the opportunities to push for more?

those were the questions on our mind as we put together this special 
section. Although we don’t claim to have produced a comprehensive diag-
nosis—the focus is on electoral politics, and you can only fit so many coun-
tries into one issue—you will find snapshots from around the world: from 
Brazil to Israel, turkey to South Africa, Poland to Guatemala, and much 
else besides. In some instances, the dynamics will be familiar, with a pop-
ulist right facing off against a left struggling to reconcile its historic com-
mitment to the working class with the preferences of a coalition that has 
grown more educated and cosmopolitan. But this framework, which applies 
to large parts of the West, is by no means universal. Across much of the 
Global South, parties that at least claim to speak for the left have retained 
strong support with working-class voters. At the same time, those parties 
face issues of their own, including protests spearheaded by left-wing popu-
lists disillusioned with electoral politics. 

the tension between movements and political parties is just one of the 
recurring challenges facing leftists around the world. So, too, is the difficulty 
of balancing class politics with cultural emancipation, the divide between 
pragmatists looking to improve daily life and radicals with visions of com-
prehensive transformation, and the conflict between a short-term battle for 
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democracy (which often requires coalitions with the center and establish-
ment conservatives) versus a long-run battle for left-wing structural reform. 

In this section, you’ll see authors taking strong positions on both sides 
of these debates. the split is real, but this brief tour around the world has 
lessons for how it can be managed. Faced with these choices—whether it’s 
class or culture, pragmatism or realism, democracy or reform—we deserve 
a left that can do both. 

And we can have it. If you’re lucky, then you know what it feels like when 
the divisions that normally structure our political life melt away and elec-
toral campaigns have the energy of movements united around a vision that 
transcends the ordinary fights. But it doesn’t happen by accident. the first 
step in building a better world is reckoning with the one we have. It’s ratio-
nal to feel like politics today is a prison. Consider this section the begin-
nings of an escape route. 

Timothy Shenk is co-editor of Dissent.
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Labour Under New Management
James Stafford

In the next British general election, due to happen within the year, the 
Labour Party is set to sweep into power after fourteen years in opposi-
tion. Its two major rivals, the Conservative Party and the Scottish National 
Party (SNP), have imploded in scandal and division. the financial meltdown 
unleashed by the forty-nine-day tenure of former Prime Minister Liz truss 
propelled Labour to a commanding position in national opinion polls, one 
that her successor, Rishi Sunak, has been unable to dent at the time of writ-
ing. A police investigation into misappropriation of donations and the res-
ignation of First Minister of Scotland Nicola Sturgeon have undermined the 
SNP at a moment when the pandemic, war, and Conservative vulnerability 
have made the case for independence seem far less pressing than it did a 
decade ago. Local council and by-election results from the rural shires of 
Yorkshire to the satellite towns of Glasgow suggest that Labour is advanc-
ing on all fronts. 

After national elections in 2015 and 2019 saw Labour routed in many of 
its former heartlands in Scotland and northern England, it’s a relief to see 
that post-Brexit predictions of a permanent, U.S.-style electoral realign-
ment on questions of culture and identity were wide of the mark. Ever since 
the 2017 general election, when Jeremy Corbyn was carried to the gates 
of Downing Street by a wave of anti-austerity sentiment, large sections of 
the British electorate have been loudly demanding an end to the relentless 
cuts to public services—and the increases in taxation and cost of living—
that have defined Conservative rule. taking advantage of Labour’s Brexit 
divisions, Boris Johnson sought to occupy this position with his 2019 “level-
ing up” manifesto, offering vague and ultimately mendacious promises of 
public investment to the postindustrial regions most supportive of Brexit. 
the stunting of that agenda by COVID-19, the war in Ukraine, and the sheer 
incompetence of the Conservative Party has left the electorate exhausted 
enough to give Labour a try. 
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Labour After Corbyn
the party’s new direction under Keir Starmer, a former chief prosecutor 
who has served under governments of both parties, has enabled Labour to 
profit quickly from its rivals’ difficulties. Labour, Starmer proclaimed shortly 
after his election as party leader in 2020, was “under new management.” 
Having tried and failed to storm Westminster as a left-populist party in the 
2017 and 2019 general elections, the party has now recast itself as a force 
for stability, seeking permission to govern from the security, media, and 
business interests that Starmer’s predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn, tried to 
challenge. the insufferably twee, commodified version of national identity 
that has become hegemonic in Britain over the past decade is now central 
to Labour’s self-image: at its annual conference last October, a union jack 
was made the centerpiece of the party’s membership card. Corporate 
sponsors were present in full force, drawn not just by Labour’s increased 
receptiveness to business lobbying but also its perceived proximity to 
power. In what was deemed the best speech of his leadership by a newly 
deferential press corps, Starmer brushed off the glitter showered over 
him by a stray protester and issued a cautiously optimistic call to “get 
Britain’s future back.” the message seems to have resonated. Buffeted by 
falling living standards and collapsing state services, many British voters 
have tired of political tumult. the fierce emotions of the Brexit years have 
given way to a vacant and pervasive sense of shock, as the full extent of 
the social and economic decay wrought by Conservative rule has become 
finally, undeniably clear. Disillusionment with populist experiments has 
given rise, in turn, to a demand for reassurance—something Labour is now 
providing in spades.

Starmer’s ruthless style of party management has been central to his 
success in smoothing the path to a Labour government. If the Labour left 
was marginalized in the Blair years, it has now been all but eliminated. Once 
Corbyn resigned, those left MPs who survived 2019’s electoral bloodbath 
proved themselves incapable of retaining control of the party’s machinery. 
Ahead of the coming national elections, Labour headquarters has been 
assiduously working to prevent the selection of parliamentary candidates 
who might refresh the left’s dwindling band of aging representatives. 
Corbyn himself has been barred from standing for reelection on the party 
ticket by Labour’s ruling body, the National Executive Committee (NEC)—a 
decision ultimately justified in terms of Labour’s overriding “electoral 
prospects” rather than the toxic controversy about anti-Semitism within 
the party under his leadership. MPs who put their names to a statement 
accusing Britain of playing a “provocative role” in the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine were warned that they should withdraw their signatures or face 
expulsion. Where Joe Biden saw fit to stand on a picket line with striking 
workers, Starmer threatened to dismiss Labour MPs who did the same 
from his leadership team. the Corbynite mayor of the North of tyne region, 
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Jamie Driscoll, was barred from standing for the party on the flimsy pretext 
of having made a public appearance in a Newcastle theater alongside the 
film director Ken Loach, an obsessive and sometimes offensive critic of 
Israel who had been expelled from Labour in 2021. On those grounds, as 
the Guardian’s Aditya Chakrabortty has noted, Starmer himself—having 
shared a public platform with Loach on episodes of the BBC’s Question Time 
program—should also be removed. 

Strength and Brittleness
Because decisions like the deselection of Driscoll are processed by a party 
machinery firmly controlled by leadership, left opponents of Starmer have 
little to no recourse. Divisions over policy, however, are a different matter. 
In a parliamentary system, they can be fatal to a party’s claim to rule if they 
extend to enough MPs. Starmer’s unfathomable decision, over a month into 
the war in Gaza, to require his MPs to vote against a motion calling for a 
ceasefire led nearly a third of the Parliamentary Labour Party—including 
prominent figures on the party’s center and right—to rebel. It’s not only 
Corbynite diehards, it turns out, who are moved by Palestinian casualties, 
concerned about electoral blowback from Labour’s many Muslim voters, or 
skeptical that a war waged on these terms and by this Israeli government is 
likely to be in the British state’s best interests. Here, as in the case of Jamie 
Driscoll, the impression given is of a calcified and paranoid operation: 

Keir Starmer delivers a speech at the Labour Party conference in October 2023. (Ian 
Forsyth/Getty Images)
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one that has not just thrown out the left-wing policy platform but also 
the inclusive political style that Starmer initially ran on as a candidate for 
the party leadership. Its ruthless discipline and rigidity is also a form of 
brittleness, liable to shatter on contact with challenges more complex 
and intractable than the expulsion of Labour’s discredited, demoralized 
Corbynites.

So far, however, there is no sign that inchoate discontents over this 
single (if vast) issue will morph into organized opposition to the leadership. 
the trade union movement, still the indispensable centerpiece of the 
party’s coalition, has remained largely friendly to Labour in part because 
of the impressive series of employment law reforms promised by Labour’s 
charismatic deputy leader, Angela Rayner. Its money has continued to flow 
into the party’s coffers even as big private and corporate donors from the 
New Labour era return to the fold. At the last official count, membership 
numbers were significantly down from their Corbyn-era peak, but still 
relatively healthy at nearly 400,000. (this, for context, is more than double 
what they were a decade ago.) Given the now-overwhelming strength of 
the party’s right in vital elections to control the NEC, it seems likely that the 
membership’s ideological composition has reverted to something close 
to the pre-Corbyn mean: spasmodically open to appeals from the party’s 
left, but ultimately motivated by the hope of victory over the hated tories. 
Anecdotally, some erstwhile Corbyn supporters have left and gone into 
extra-parliamentary activism on issues of climate or racial justice. Others 
have disengaged from politics completely. Party leaders are pleased to 
see them go. According to Labour’s finance spokesperson, Rachel Reeves, 
many “should never have joined” in the first place. 

Bidenomics and British Malaise
All this might lead us to conclude that the “Starmer project”—as the 
socialist writer Oliver Eagleton has styled it—consists of little more than 
a “journey to the right.” this, however, is to forget that politics can have 
more than two dimensions. the productivist, corporatist brand of social 
democracy articulated by Starmer and Reeves differs almost as much from 
the messianic liberalism of tony Blair as it does from the left populism of 
Corbyn. Labour’s leaders are enthusiastic about industrial policy, hawkish 
on China, and in thrall to the U.S. progressive narrative that the Biden 
administration’s policies represent a major break with the economic 
orthodoxies of the past forty years. Far more so than the Conservatives, 
who are hopelessly divided between nationalist and libertarian views of 
political economy, the party feels comfortable talking the language of the 
“new Washington consensus.” Its emergent policy platform represents 
a British attempt to adapt to a series of new paradigms emerging in 
the governance of capitalism in the United States and the European 
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Union: the “de-risking” of private sector investments in infrastructure 
and decarbonization projects, the “onshoring” of productive capacity, 
and the “rebalancing” of economies toward lower-earning workers and 
postindustrial regions. 

Over a carefully choreographed set of policy announcements styled 
as “national missions,” Labour has pledged a “Green Prosperity Plan,” 
including $34 billion of annual public investments—a sum significantly 
larger, in terms of Britain’s GDP, than the $37 billion annual spending 
anticipated under the U.S. Inflation Reduction Act. the money is to be 
targeted outside London and its wealthy environs, and funneled through 
a public electricity generation company (“Great British Energy”), a new 
“National Wealth Fund,” and a series of as-yet-unspecified tax credits to 
encourage the creation of domestic supply chains in the manufacture 
of wind turbines, “green steel,” and electric vehicle batteries. As in the 
European Union and United States, the purpose of these investments is to 
“de-risk” the energy transition and attract private capital: Reeves recently 
announced a target that for every pound of public investment made by the 
National Wealth Fund, three pounds will need to come from the private 
sector. Labour is also keen, however, to tie promises of new investment to 
an improvement in the bargaining power of labor. the party is committed 
to the repeal of Conservative anti-strike laws and the strengthening of 
protections for gig workers and new employees. It wants to make it easier 
for unions to organize new workplaces and run strike ballots, and aims to 
place higher floors under wages (beyond Britain’s existing, comparatively 
robust minimum wage) via sectoral collective bargaining agreements. 
Beyond this, it has ambitious, though less defined, plans to revive local 
government and strengthen regional economic planning, making the local 
as well as the national state a “partner” in attracting new investment to 
those parts of the country that are cut off from the UK’s London-centric 
growth model. 

this package of policies is designed to simultaneously decarbonize 
British electricity generation by 2030, turn around depressed postindustrial 
regions, and generate “the highest sustained growth in the G7.” this latter 
ambition is telling because it is suggestive of Labour’s anxiety about the 
problem that has been stalking British political and economic commentary 
for the past two years: the evaporation of significant growth in real incomes, 
investment, and labor productivity since the 2008 financial crisis. the 
extent of Britain’s economic malaise, apparent before the Brexit vote but 
deepened by it, places it in a class of its own among large, developed 
economies. Only Italy, hamstrung by its torturous relationship to the 
eurozone, has fared worse over the past decade. Labour’s hopes for what 
Starmer—anticipating not one, but two election victories—has styled a 
“decade of national renewal” rest on the belief that a combination of green 
industrial policy and supply-side reform can quickly turn this situation 
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around. that makes for a convincing political narrative, allowing Starmer to 
place himself in a line of Labour leaders, stretching back to Clement Attlee, 
who promised to modernize the British economy on an equitable basis. It 
also, however, seems like a massive hostage to fortune. 

Painting Austerity Red
Labour’s growth challenge would be easier to meet if it hadn’t preemptively 
set aside the most obvious tools it has for generating short-run increases in 
GDP: taxing and spending. the party has committed itself to “fiscal rules” 
modeled on those adopted by Gordon Brown in the sunny 1990s: falling 
public debt as a percentage of GDP, balanced “current” spending (that is, on 
the provision of public services and benefits), and borrowing only to invest in 
capital projects. the hard line that party leadership has held against Britain’s 
ongoing wave of public-sector strikes was motivated by a stern refusal to be 
drawn on pay settlements for doctors, nurses, or teachers, which come from 
the bucket of funds that the treasury labels “current.” the same ostensible 
rigor has prevented the party from committing to reform a Dickensian welfare 
system that punishes Britain’s poorest families for having too many children 
or keeping a spare bedroom. Its apparent openness to capital spending—
potentially limitless, depending on how exactly investment is defined—is 
interpreted by way of self-denying ordinances about iron fiscal discipline. 
Even the generous public investment totals initially pledged under the Green 
Prosperity Plan are shrinking by the month.

Labour’s ever-increasing fiscal caution, including in areas supposedly 
central to its program for government, is explained by its lopsided 
interpretation of the truss administration’s catastrophic failures. Britain’s 
shortest-serving prime minister created panic in currency and gilt 
markets by simultaneously announcing a massive program of subsidies 
for household energy costs alongside significant cuts to corporate and 
high-income taxation. the secondary effects of the crisis were precision-
targeted to destroy core Conservative support among pensioners and older, 
working-age homeowners. they pushed up borrowing costs on mortgages, 
which are tied to the Bank of England’s base interest rate, and put several 
major pension funds at risk of failure. While Labour has wasted no time 
seizing the electoral opportunities created by this extraordinary series of 
unforced errors, it seems intent on learning the wrong economic lessons. 
truss and her finance minister, Kwasi Kwarteng, based their policies on a 
series of wildly implausible claims about the business investment their tax 
cuts would unleash. the Bank of England, for its part, failed to anticipate 
the knock-on effects of its own rate rises. Neither of these conditions need 
apply to a more careful program of fiscal expansion geared toward social 
repair and strategic investment—especially if this were to be funded, either 
entirely or in part, by taxes on pollution, high incomes, and unearned wealth. 
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Making the case for this kind of spending, however, is close to 
impossible within the stifling confines of Britain’s political culture. In every 
recent campaign Labour has lost, the Conservatives have succeeded 
in tagging them with unpopular tax rises linked to the neuralgic point of 
British politics: housing wealth. In 2010 and 2015, Labour was accused of 
planning a “death tax” and a “mansion tax” when it sought to raise revenue 
from British house price inflation. Similarly, when the Conservatives 
proposed a levy on the homes of elderly care recipients during their ill-
fated 2017 campaign, Corbyn’s Labour Party leaped at the chance to brand 
their plans a “dementia tax.” the rentier bias in Britain, recently mapped 
in an incisive book by the political economist Brett Christophers, rests on 
the popular consent of an aging cohort of homeowners as much it does 
on the artful machinations of a London elite of lawyers and accountants. 
It’s the biggest obstacle to a more dynamic and equitable British 
economy, and the one that’s electorally hardest to tackle. Labour’s best 
effort, to date, involves labeling itself a “YIMBY party” and promising to 
“bulldoze” obstacles to new housebuilding (something that already has 
environmental groups worried). Small wonder, perhaps, that its current 
tax policies are almost entirely symbolic in nature, raising little money but 
demonstrating the party’s moral disapproval of private schools, private 
equity, and “non-domiciled” taxpayers.

De-Risking Britain
When pushed on how Labour hopes to repair the creaking public realm 
without seeking an electoral mandate for fresh taxes or borrowing, Starmer 
replies that “growth is the answer” to Britain’s problems. the mere election 
of a Labour government, the argument audaciously runs, will unleash the 
animal spirits of innovation and entrepreneurship, spurring sufficient 
growth to fill the public coffers. the business leaders Starmer meets are 
just waiting for a strong Labour government to emerge so they can commit 
to spending untold billions on projects that just happen to align with the 
party’s agendas for low-carbon, regionally balanced investment while also 
generating lots of taxable profits. the reason they haven’t done so in the 
past isn’t because of anything difficult, like material interests, historical 
path dependencies, or power relations. It is simply, Starmer claims, because 
the incompetent Conservatives have been in charge. 

Is this a fairy tale for public consumption or an honest account of how 
Labour thinks things will play out once it takes power? It’s certainly true that 
the political space to the left of today’s Conservative Party is close to infinite 
and encompasses many of the owners of British capital. At the same time, 
it’s vital to understand the extent to which Britain, unlike the United States, 
lacks a nationally rooted capitalist class in any meaningful sense. the 
people wining and dining Labour’s leaders are likely, by and large, front men 
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for vast multinational corporations and asset management companies with 
only a marginal interest in the UK. Rejoining the European single market—
the biggest incentive Labour could offer for investing in Britain—is off the 
table politically, given the outsize representation of erstwhile Leave voters 
in swing constituencies. the result is a dangerously lopsided dependency. 
Because Labour has accepted Brexit and austerity as immovable fixtures of 
British life, it needs implausible amounts of good will from private investors 
to secure its objectives not only directly, on green industrial policy, but 
indirectly, on growth and thus revenue for public services. What, we might 
well ask, will those investors want in return? How many fewer social homes 
in new-build estates? What alterations to Labour’s policies on union rights? 
What share in the revenues of publicly backed energy or infrastructure 
projects? 

this is the point at which we can start to understand how Labour’s 
political and economic strategies work in tandem. With ruthless discipline, 
Starmer’s team has established tight control over the Labour Party and 
refused to offer the Conservatives any opening for prosecuting its usual 
campaign against left-wing “tax and spend.” they hope thereby to get a 
Commons majority large and pliant enough to do whatever it takes to boost 
investment in Britain’s economy, restore its society to some sort of health, 
and win reelection. Labour, in other words, has diagnosed British malaise as 
a crisis of investability caused by escalating political risk, and has positioned 
itself as the most effective agent to remove that risk. In so doing, it has 
confused self-imposed political dicta with objective economic constraints, 
with consequences that will be difficult to escape once the party has to stop 
campaigning and start governing. the danger of this approach is that it sets 
Labour up to fail. Britain’s political tumult is self-evidently a consequence, 
as well as a cause, of its decade-long economic stagnation. the dire state 
of the country might make the next election an easy win, but if Labour takes 
power, the country’s problems will become their responsibility more or less 
overnight. If the party can’t point to rapid, tangible improvements in living 
standards and public services, then it will just become the latest object of 
voter derision. Amid its gleeful anticipations of victory, Labour would do 
well to remember that old British saying: “What’s sauce for the goose is 
sauce for the gander.” 

James Stafford is a historian of modern Europe and an assistant professor at Columbia 
University. He edited Renewal: A Journal of Social Democracy from 2015 to 2020. 
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The French Left’s Delicate Unity
Cole Stangler

In many respects, the French left is one of the strongest in Europe. Its 
loose coalition of parties—the New Ecological and Social Popular Union 
(NUPES)—makes up the biggest opposition bloc in the National Assembly, 
counting dozens more seats than the far-right National Rally.

these parties aren’t just competing for influence or local power; they’re 
in a position to seriously contend for the presidency in 2027 and take home 
a plurality of votes in the next legislative elections, whenever those are held. 
Much of that is due to the work of the coalition’s anchor party, La France 
Insoumise, and its emblematic founder Jean-Luc Mélenchon, the three-
time presidential candidate who, in the 2022 campaign, complemented his 
core message of economic populism with bold calls to confront the climate 
crisis and tackle the long-neglected ills of racism and police violence. 
Mélenchon’s near-qualification for the run-off all but forced the other left-
wing parties to rally around La France Insoumise ahead of the parliamentary 
elections. Division would’ve translated into fewer seats for each party.

But the mood has soured since NUPES was founded a year and a half 
ago. the coalition is teetering on the brink of collapse, with events in 
Israel and Gaza exposing weak spots and amplifying disagreements that 
are both ideological and strategic. Mélenchon’s refusal to call Hamas a 
“terrorist” organization (he preferred to condemn the group’s “war crimes”) 
sparked predictable outcry—but it also served as a reminder that La France 
Insoumise has yet to identify a successor to its seventy-two-year-old leader. 
His public utterances still serve as de facto party positions, with loyalists 
sidelining internal critics and eschewing longstanding calls to democratize 
the organization. All of it alienates would-be sympathizers. 

It’s unclear how much longer the current iteration of NUPES can last, 
even once the horrific war in Gaza fades from the news cycle. Haunted by 
a loud minority hostile to unity from day one, Socialist Party leaders have 
moved to suspend participation in the coalition’s regular meetings. the 
Greens are inconsistent and hard to read on a wide range of issues. And the 
Communists have Fabien Roussel, an attention-obsessed national secretary 
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whose endless forays into right-wing culture wars are adored by the left’s 
adversaries and accepted by party high brass because they generate 
visibility in the national press. the parties in NUPES are set to run separate 
lists in the 2024 elections for European Parliament, opting for a chance to 
reset the coalition’s internal power dynamics over the possibility of a first-
place finish.

Meanwhile, the far right continues to gain strength. With President 
Emmanuel Macron and his allies focusing so much of their ire on the left 
over the last year—feeling the heat after revolts over pension reform and 
police violence—Marine Le Pen and her party, the National Rally, have 
gained in respectability. 

What’s it going to take for progressives to outmaneuver their rivals? 
For one, the parties will need to rediscover their delicate unity; the 

stakes are too high to continue infighting. Party leaders would do well 
to listen to their own voters, many of whom favor such a pact because 
they understand it provides the only path to victory on the national level. 
Unfortunately, many officials seem more interested in the health of their 
individual organizations than the body politic. 

But to win, the left is also going to need to reach new voters. It needs 
higher turnout in both white working-class rural regions and more racially 
diverse working-class urban areas. At the same time, it can’t afford to scare 
off middle-class voters who have historically proven pivotal in national 
elections. As MP François Ruffin of La France Insoumise often points out, 
the success of the French left has long hinged on the strength of this 
cross-class alliance, from the Revolution of 1789 to the election of Socialist 
President François Mitterrand in 1981.

Now one of the party’s most recognizable figures, Ruffin is often floated 
as a potential successor to Mélenchon. the former journalist represents a 
largely working-class district in the north of France—the type of district that 
increasingly votes for Le Pen, but which Ruffin has nevertheless managed 
to win for the last two elections cycles. When I spoke with him at his party’s 
annual summer school near Valence in August 2023, he emphasized the 
importance of tone. At a time of crisis and instability, he argued the left 
needs to reassure the French public. 

“the program of the radical left has become the program of the left as 
a whole, and it’s ready to be adopted by a majority of the French people,” 
Ruffin told me, listing off popular measures like indexing wages to inflation 
and hiking taxes on the wealthy. “But we’ve maintained our way of being 
from before, and we still feel obligated to insist on radicality, radicality, 
radicality. If you go talk to normal people, they don’t want radicality, they 
want pragmatism. I worry we have a tone that doesn’t match the state of 
the country.”

that doesn’t mean compromising on the underlying program, but it 
does mean rethinking how ideas are presented. As Ruffin put it: “Do we 
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need to divide more, or do we need to bring people together? Do we need 
to make people more tense, or do we need to calm them? We’ve embodied 
anger; we need to offer hope.”

It’s a difficult tightrope act to maintain a bold program that can 
inspire different groups within a diverse and multiracial country, all while 
conserving political unity. And yet there’s no other choice if the left wants to 
govern France.

Cole Stangler is a journalist based in France. He is the author of Paris Is Not Dead: 
Surviving Hypergentrification in the City of Light (New Press, 2023). 
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Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva at a meeting with members of the Land-
less Workers’ Movement (MSt) in March 2022 (Ricardo Chicarelli/AFP via Getty 
Images)
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Parties and Movements
A Roundtable on Left Politics

Sheri Berman, Zachariah Mampilly, Andre Pagliarini, 
and Nick Serpe

For many socialists, the classic political model comes from the left-wing 
parties grounded in workers’ movements that formed in Europe over a hun-
dred years ago. today, many of the left’s broadest goals, and its primary 
antagonists, remain the same. But the conditions under which socialists 
pursue those goals have changed drastically. And the social and political 
climate varies greatly across our unequal planet.

this conversation, held in October, brings together scholars who focus 
on different regions in order to help us understand the challenges that left 
political formations and popular movements face around the world. What 
do they hold in common? Where do their perspectives diverge? What 
brought them to this point—and where are they headed?

Nick Serpe: Let’s start with one story about what’s going on with the left, 
particularly in the Global North: the development of what thomas Piketty 
calls a Brahmin left, against a populist right, in a moment of class dealign-
ment. Sheri, is this story a good framework for thinking about current chal-
lenges in Europe?

Sheri Berman: there clearly is a story to tell about how the groups that 
vote for the left have shifted over the past few decades. People are con-
cerned about right-wing populist parties not only because they are a poten-
tial threat to democracy, but also because they have captured a significant 
share of working-class voters. Piketty has written a lot about how the left 
these days is often more associated with folks like those who read Dissent— 
highly educated, middle-class people who are socially liberal and perhaps 
also economically liberal, but are defined primarily by the former rather 
than the latter.

It’s important to note that the postwar left in Europe and in the United 
States never received its votes entirely from the working class, because the 
working class never became a majority of the voters as Marx and others had 
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predicted. Putting together a cross-class coalition has always been part of 
the democratic left’s strategy. the concern is that the balance of that coali-
tion has shifted, and the leadership, the activists, and a significant part of 
the electorate has become more educated and more middle class. this has 
changed what the left means in ways that are important not only for under-
standing the left, but also for understanding why right-wing populist parties 
have managed to gain traction. 

Serpe: Andre, Brazil offers a case of a signficant cross-class coalition on 
the left. Has this coalition changed since Lula was first elected twenty years 
ago?

Andre Pagliarini: One of the major issues in the last election was the dein-
dustrialization that’s been happening in Brazil for decades. Lula argued that 
he was particularly attuned to that trend, and the fact that Brazil’s economy 
depends increasingly on agribusiness, which was part of Jair Bolsonaro’s 
electoral coalition—the kinds of economic forces that are decimating the 
rainforest in the Amazon for more grazing land. there was a stark dispute 
between these different visions.

Brazil is a country with over two dozen political parties. the vast major-
ity of them have little ideological clarity. the Workers’ Party (Pt) is one of 
the few exceptions. the party Bolsonaro contested the presidency with, the 
Liberal Party, was a nonentity until he joined. Now, it is the largest party in 
Congress, and the Pt is second. these two figures polarized the electorate 
to an extent that had not really been the case in the past in Brazil.  

Serpe: Zachariah, you wrote a piece for Dissent on the tenth anniversary 
of Occupy about why the Western left had ignored Occupy Nigeria, and 
more generally gives little attention to African popular movements. to what 
extent does this conversation about the left map onto the dynamics of these 
movements, which might not even identify with the left? 

Zachariah Mampilly: Many of the dynamics that Piketty identified are even 
more visible in the African context, and in South Asia, where there’s been a 
massive spike in inequality, in contrast to the 1970s and ’80s, when these 
places were very poor but much more equal. In the United States, we often 
conflate the left position and the liberal position; the language of the left is 
applied to things that, historically, the left might have been uncomfortable 
with, such as the rise of a type of identity politics that has very little interest 
in class issues. those contradictions are perhaps more visible in parts of the 
Global South than they are in the West.

What do I mean by that? If you look at the landscape of African popular 
movements, many of them are articulating positions that are very tied to 
material conditions—the reality of the tremendous amount of growth that 
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has unfolded across the Global South being concentrated in the hands of 
very narrow minorities. One of the challenges that we have is trying to make 
legible what, exactly, their politics are. they don’t use the language that we 
have historically associated with the left in the United States. they articu-
late a much more amorphous set of demands around fundamental trans-
formations of the system. What they lack is any sort of institutional base to 
manifest these politics. You see this increasing disconnect not only in the 
growing class divide, but in terms of the lack of an alliance between, say, 
the forces of Occupy and any political party that is trying to capture that 
energy and make it a reality within Nigerian politics. the problem is not 
right-wing populism, but left-wing populism without a leader or an institu-
tional channel. 

Serpe: What accounts for the disconnect between movements for democ-
racy and equality and political parties?

Mampilly: We have to go back to the 1990s and look at the disciplining of 
African opposition parties. South Africa is the most prominent example. 
the Communist Party and other left parties played a central role in the dis-
mantling of the apartheid regime, and yet when the new dispensation came 
to power with the Communist Party as a part of that coalition, almost all of 
the economic policies that were put forth were neoliberal. Across the Afri-
can landscape, throughout the 1980s and ’90s, there was a robust set of 
communist parties. Many of them were banned by the regimes in power, 
but they were still very vibrant intellectual and political spaces. today, the 
absence of left parties across Africa is striking. 

Serpe: We’ve experienced over a decade of large protest movements 
around the world. It seems that the story in Latin America has been some-
what different, because there are left-wing parties of various stripes that 
have captured popular momentum. the Pink tide began long before this 
moment.

Pagliarini: One recent episode in Brazil is related to what Zachariah men-
tioned—how identity politics interact with governing strategies. Lula had the 
opportunity to name a new Supreme Court justice, and there was a strong 
grassroots movement pressuring him to appoint a Black woman. Various 
Afro-Brazilian organizations drafted a manifesto asking Lula to consider 
it. the amount of backlash that received on social media and from some 
members of the Pt, who claimed to speak for its more traditional working-
class base, was shocking to many. they called this kind of identity poli-
tics an imperialist imposition of the Global North, and argued that there’s 
no guarantee that a Black justice would be a progressive, so the president 
should choose who he personally believes would be the best person for 
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the job. His first Supreme Court pick, earlier this year, was a white, blonde 
man—his personal attorney when he was facing corruption charges. And 
now, it doesn’t look like he’s going to name a Black woman to the court.

this is a very different moment than the Pink tide. When the Pt 
emerged in the late ’70s and early ’80s, it  was a kind of vanguard party. 
there was an LGBt strain within the party. there was an Afro-identity strain. 
At the time, these were causes that had gone unaddressed by the Brazilian 
left for decades. today, while these forces still exist within the Pt, it’s the 
Party of Socialism and Liberty (PSOL)—the party of Marielle Franco, the city 
councilwoman in Rio who was assassinated in 2018—that has embraced 
these issues much more visibly. It has trans women in its ranks elected to 
Congress. And you have figures like Guilherme Boulos, who is looking like 
the PSOL candidate for the mayorship of São Paulo next year, the largest 
city in Latin America. He is of the urban social movements for whom occu-
pying abandoned housing is strategically imperative.

the Pt is a robust, experienced party. But one thing we’ve been seeing 
since Lula was inaugurated last January is its caution about the precarious-
ness of Brazilian democracy after Bolsonaro—the idea that the Pt needs to 
be careful not to press too hard on certain issues. Not to push its luck, for 
example, on abortion, which is illegal in Brazil except under extreme cir-
cumstances. this cautiousness was absent in the original Pink tide, which 
was defined by bold, progressive action in policy terms. I don’t want to 
diminish it, because it’s a big deal, but the most we’ve seen from Lula so far 
is a revival of that earlier agenda. We’re not seeing a spurt of creative new 
thinking. that speaks to new constraints in this moment. 

Serpe: Sheri, in Europe, there’s been a pretty universal decline in party 
membership, regardless of ideology. How much does that affect the pros-
pects for the left, which traditionally has been rooted in mass politics, and 
an organized base?

Berman: Up through the postwar decades, political parties in Europe were 
very strong, in the sense of having mass memberships. Parties had exten-
sive ties to a whole variety of civil society organizations, including unions, 
and they were all-encompassing organizations. During the heyday of the 
German SPD, the saying was that you could live in it from cradle to grave. 
You could be born in a hospital and be treated by a nurse who was affili-
ated with the party, and then your funeral would be partially funded by the 
socialist movement’s burial association. those days are long gone. And the 
decline of that kind of party influenced the kind of policies that the parties 
offer. And then those policies pushed people further away from that close 
identification with the party.

We use the term “partisanship” pejoratively in the United States, 
because if it’s too strong, it can lead to the kinds of polarization and division 
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that can be very problematic for democracy. But that’s exactly what you 
had in Europe up through the initial postwar decades, and it strengthened 
democracy. It really depends on the kinds of issues that people polarize 
around, and the kinds of parties that they are partisans of.

Another important role played by democratic left parties in Europe 
was stabilizing democracy after 1945, not only because they were commit-
ted to the system, but because they integrated the underprivileged—low- 
educated, low-income voters—into democracy. So the decline of these par-
ties is tied up with larger questions about democratic decay.  

Serpe: Democracy is a good place to turn next. Andre, the experience of the 
Bolsonaro presidency raised major questions about the fragility of Brazilian 
democracy. Has this changed the approach of the left to governing, or to 
campaigning? Has democracy become a primary issue?

Pagliarini: In recent years, global politics has called into question things 
that, for better or for worse, many assumed to be settled. In the case of 
Brazil, since the return of democracy in the 1980s, we had never seen a 
candidate running for office explicitly celebrating the 1964 coup and the 
dictatorship that followed—until Bolsonaro.

Brazil’s very different than, say, Chile, where there were legal cases 
brought against dictators and torturers. Brazil signed an amnesty law in 
1979 that basically covered the military’s ass as it prepared to leave the 
stage. that had historical consequences. It helped perpetuate a narrative 
that what the military did in those years was justified given broader political 
conditions.

Bolsonaro came along at an important moment in the country’s history. 
Economic disaster, political crisis. Dilma Rousseff, Lula’s successor, had lost 
the ability to govern. Yet there had been a succession of centrist or center-
right candidates that the Pt had defeated at the polls. So between 2016 
and 2018, conservative voters looked around for the most extreme anti-Pt 
voice. It’s similar to the United States, where Donald trump comes along 
after Mitt Romney and John McCain had lost.

Bolsonaro had spent his career as a congressional backbencher, a 
gadfly, who said the problem with the dictatorship was that it didn’t go far 
enough—it didn’t kill enough people. In 2018, many warned that to elevate 
this person was a real danger for Brazilian democracy. He brought the coun-
try to the edge of several constitutional crises.

If trump had been in power when Brazil had its election last year, we 
might have seen a very different story play out. to its credit, the Biden 
administration made it very clear that if the Bolsonaro government 
tried something, the United States would not support the Brazilian mili-
tary, and sanctions would follow. So when Bolsonaro attempted to sound 
out the military brass for a potential coup, there was no support, except 



34

D
IS

S
E

N
t

 ·
 W

IN
t

E
R

 2
0

2
4

for—reportedly—the head of the navy. that was a close call for Brazil, and it 
divided people on the left. Some important people in the Pt were very mad 
the CIA said anything at all about Brazil’s election. Other people on the left 
said, “Isn’t it better to have them say the elections should be respected?” 

Bolsonaro’s gambit in 2018 was that if democracy produces political 
and economic crisis, we should try something different. Lula argued no—
that democracy in Brazil is, as elsewhere, messy, often unsatisfying, but 
through incremental means we can improve the lives of millions of people, 
as we’ve done before. Last year, that argument prevailed. My concern is, 
once Lula leaves the stage, is there anyone capable of credibly making that 
argument in a context of multiple overlapping crises? this is not a new Pink 
tide moment. Someone like Lula was able to win, but I’m not sure anybody 
else could hold that coalition together. 

Mampilly: One question that I’ve been thinking about a lot is, why do we 
valorize political parties? What role do they play in democracies? the push 
for multi-party democracy in Africa came out of the idea that peoples’ 
voices have been denied by authoritarianism, and nurturing political parties 
will provide people with a democratic choice. But the idea that more politi-
cal parties equates to more democracy has been a farce for several decades 
now. Especially in parts of the Global South, political parties are a tool or 
a preference of the international community, with no direct relationship to 
the popular will. this wasn’t always the case: if we look at the anti-colonial 
movements in many parts of Africa, political parties emerged out of social 
movements. But today parties are vehicles of elite enrichment. they are a 
tool for elites to gain or hold power, and they are often deeply disconnected 
from the interests of the broader population.

Social movements, like LUCHA in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
are responding to that reality. they refuse to align with any political party, 
even though they’ve been asked for their endorsement. Across Africa, social 
movements are by and large rejecting electoral politics. that’s something 
that we all have to reckon with. Maybe we shouldn’t be so obsessed with 
the decline of political parties and we should pay more attention to the 
new formations that are emerging, and the kinds of institutional and non- 
institutional politics that they’re trying to articulate, even if they’re not 
always as successful as we would like. 

Berman: that parties can be clientelistic and corrupt, that they can be 
vehicles for individuals without any ties to or desire to represent the grass-
roots—those criticisms are valid, and they hold in Europe as well, which has 
a longer history of parties and electoral democracy. But the question is: do 
we want to throw the baby out with the bath water? It’s true that parties can 
have a negative impact on democracy, but can we imagine well-functioning 
democracy without something resembling political parties? that question 
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does not have a clear answer to me. Parties have historically provided the 
link between citizens and the government; they aggregate interests, mobi-
lize voters, provide information flows back and forth, and come up with 
multifaceted political agendas. Social movements—which tend to focus on 
a single interest or single group—don’t have the same structure or function.

Pagliarini: In Brazil, Latin America’s largest nation and one of the biggest 
democracies in the world, parties really matter, but there are so many of 
them that their relative importance diminishes. Lula was elected with the 
Pt, a party with a robust, social democratic vision. But there are something 
like thirty parties in Congress. to execute anything Lula spoke of during the 
campaign, he needs the support of many of those parties. the way presi-
dents of Brazil have traditionally gone about that is to create dozens of 
ministries—there are over twenty-five cabinet positions—and to dole them 
out proportionally, according to representation in Congress. So Lula has a 
cabinet filled with center-right people who used to support Bolsonaro. the 
incentive is to create a small party totally divorced from any kind of natural 
constituency, because in a very split country, five votes in Congress matters, 
and you have the president coming to you and saying, “What would you 
like? What do you need?” Dilma was abandoned by this fickle base when 
the economy turned sour, and she was cast out from power. 

Mampilly: Sheri has provided a strong defense of the role that political par-
ties play in democracies, and I am enamored of this golden era in Europe 
that she describes. In the parts of the world that I pay attention to, South 
Asia and Africa, there are some examples of political parties that might 
meet that standard: the Communist Party of India is a party that you can 
join as a young person and grow old with. the Economic Freedom Fighters 
in South Africa are similarly trying to build a party structure that provides 
people with various services while also trying to articulate viewpoints in the 
legislature that represent their constituency. But beyond that, it’s hard to 
think of examples.

that raises a question for me: from where do we generalize? Should we 
privilege this golden era of political parties in Europe, and suggest that’s 
what democracy should look like? Or should we look to the activists that I 
speak to in the Democratic Republic of Congo? Across the Global South, at 
least, it’s clear that Congo is no exception. We might dismiss these forms of 
democracy; we might say that African democracy is not fully matured. But 
ultimately, the type of democracy that has prevailed in many of these places 
has been a very cynical process in which the political party makes no pre-
tense of representing the public will.

the next question is whether there is some trajectory through which 
the superficial electoralism that prevails in most African democracies can 
be transformed into a more substantive form, in which political parties play 
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the roles that we would like them to play. At this point, it is so far from being 
imaginable in a place like the Democratic Republic of Congo, where neither 
the political parties nor the electoral system are even close to allowing for 
those kinds of parties to exist and function.

LUCHA emerged from people trying to hold the president from running 
for a third term. their origin was an attempt to make democracy stronger. 
And then the president decided to stay on for another term. When he finally 

A LUCHA supporter speaks at a demonstration in Goma, North Kivu in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo in 2018. (Patrick Meinhardt/AFP via Getty Images)
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agreed to step down from power, he banned several opposition candi-
dates from running, and then when the election occurred, he simply pushed 
aside the figure who won the most votes, and put the second-most-voted-
for candidate into office. And he did that with the full approval of the U.S. 
government and the larger international community, which almost imme-
diately expressed support for a peaceful democratic transition. So why 
should these activists continue to believe that this form of democracy that 
has been imposed upon them is superior to the somewhat poorly defined 
version of movement-led democracy that they are trying to champion? I, 
for one, would have a hard time telling them that they are getting it wrong; 
that they should, like the State Department argues, channel their efforts 
into supporting the existing political process and have faith in the electoral 
system. 

Berman: Democracy is not only free and fair elections. It means much 
more than that. A well-functioning democracy requires social movements, 
because people have a right to organize to try to achieve whatever col-
lective goals they want that are not directly related to accessing political 
power or winning elections. But democracy can’t exist without free and fair 
elections. I’m not suggesting that the forms of democracy that exist in many 
other parts of the world, including Europe and the United States, are ideal. 
But if you want a political system that is democratic—that allows people to 
choose their own leaders and governments, to participate in the political 
process, to organize as they want, to speak freely—it’s very hard for me to 
imagine how that happens without political parties.

Anyone who would deny that the forms of democracy that exist in many 
parts of the world are corrupt, clientelistic, incomplete, and poorly function-
ing is blind. And democratic rating indexes classify Congo as a democracy 
in name only, despite the fact that governments and international organiza-
tions pretend otherwise. there’s not even a well-functioning state there, so 
how could you have a functioning democracy?

Pagliarini: the sweet spot is a political culture in which you have a suffi-
ciently responsive and developed party system and robust social move-
ments. One of the things that characterized the Pink tide was this arrival in 
power through democratic social movements. Coca growers in Bolivia were 
behind Evo Morales; Lula and the Pt came out of the auto industry; grass-
roots organizing in Venezuela brought Hugo Chávez to power. But a healthy, 
productive party system and a civil society that produces responsive social 
movements are both historically contingent. there’s no guarantee that 
when you have one, you have the other. In Brazil, you have strong, stable, 
vibrant social movements, like the MSt, the Landless Workers’ Movement. 
the movement is most active, and most combative, under a left-wing gov-
ernment, because the assumption is that the government will respond. 
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Whereas, in the Bolsonaro years, MSt leaders hunkered down and held onto 
what they had, lest they lose gains made over decades.

the best moments for the material progress of the majority of Brazil-
ians have come when you have a party in power that is responsive to social 
movements and feels that it won’t hurt them politically. In this respect, Lula’s 
third term is very different from his first two terms. the MSt, for example, is 
dissatisfied with the pace of agrarian reform. In part that’s because the MSt 
pushes left-wing governments hard. But in this context of democracy being 
called into question, and Lula being elected as a coalition figure, there’s 
much more hesitancy to be seen as giving into a left-wing social movement. 
We might see a breakdown of that virtuous cycle that defined the previous 
era, where you had an alignment between social movements and parties in 
power. 

Mampilly: the question for me is, which way are we moving? the decline 
of political parties is a concern for a particular vision of democracy, but it 
has also been accompanied by an explosion of social movements. I think 
the trajectory is clear right now: there is an increasing loss of faith in the 
role that political parties can play, and more faith, at least at the street level, 
that social movements are a better vehicle to bring about change. Whether 
or not that’s empirically true is still to be determined. But I do think that we 
should be paying a lot more attention to social movements not as some-
thing meant to feed into the political party, but for the kinds of democratic 
practices and forms that they may develop on their own.

What do you do when the state no longer understands its role as ensur-
ing good governance for its citizens—a condition that prevails in much of 
the world today? I work with a movement in Atlanta called Project South, 
which is experimenting with the concept of movement governance. Social 
movements take the relationship between states and governance as a seri-
ous concern. Not necessarily as a long-term play to strengthen democracy, 
but as a more immediate response to the state’s abdication of its role as a 
good governor.

LUCHA emerged in eastern Congo, an area where the state has failed 
for at least twenty-five years to provide anything like governance to its citi-
zens. Instead of putting their faith in the idea that the state will suddenly 
start to assume this role, LUCHA has started to engage in direct gover-
nance, in the form of what we might refer to as mutual aid societies. they 
are providing services, for example, to displaced peoples who are fleeing 
fighting in other parts of the country. I visited camps where they’re provid-
ing this population with basic food and some limited healthcare. Obviously, 
this is not sufficient. this is minimalist governance. But it is, perhaps, more 
than what the state is doing, and in some cases, more than what the inter-
national community is doing.
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Serpe: Given these trends, where do you think the politics of democ-
racy and egalitarianism that are traditionally associated with the left are 
heading?

Mampilly: Last week, I was with a group of Chinese intellectuals whose 
vision of the state is also different from the classical social democratic 
vision that comes out of the West. China’s experiments in rethinking the 
nature of capitalism, governance, and so on are really important. Some 
of the things that China has done domestically are impressive, but at the 
global level it’s not as clear-cut to me. Both China and the West seem to 
be competing for the attention and interests of the political elites in many 
countries across Africa and South Asia, which is making it much more dif-
ficult overall for popular movements. I’ve always been a critic of Western 
intervention in Africa, but I’m not somebody who views the rise of China as 
necessarily leading to improvements, either in terms of support for democ-
racy or economic development. the West is less and less relevant to many 
of these countries, and we need to start reckoning with the role that China 
and other Asian countries will play going forward. 

Berman: At its best, the left is an international movement, and international-
ism means not only supporting the left and struggles for freedom all over the 
world, but learning from the innovations that other peoples and other parties 
have come up with. On one level, the main challenge for the left is the same 
challenge it has always been: dealing with capitalism. While having some 
upsides, like producing incredible growth and innovation, capitalism can also 
be incredibly destructive. Not just economically, in creating vast inequalities 
and poverty, but also socially and politically. It has been the left’s job to figure 
out how to maximize the upsides and minimize the downsides.

We are, of course, living in a very different world than Marx lived in, so 
the specifics of that challenge have changed. But the left, whether it is in 
Africa, Latin America, Europe, or the United States, needs to come up with a 
program to create societies where people have the ability to live productive, 
respectful, equal, and at least semi-prosperous lives. Everything else is sec-
ondary. It’s very hard for me to imagine how you can have diverse societies 
without that. It’s very hard for me to imagine how you can have successful 
democracies without that kind of economic foundation. If you want social 
stability and political democracy, nobody can feel like they are permanently 
left behind, permanently disadvantaged, or don’t have the ability to create 
secure and prosperous lives for themselves.

that is the historic mission of the left. I’m not suggesting that it’s easy, 
but it remains the same. I’m somewhat more optimistic than I was ten years 
ago. Despite the financial crisis and other failings, the neoliberal world order 
remained remarkably hegemonic at the intellectual level. that is much less 
true today. there are signs of people trying to push toward an alternative. 
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Pagliarini: In Latin America, the link between material conditions and sup-
port for democracy has never been more crucial. If Lula is enjoying high 
approval ratings, this is because economic growth is surpassing expecta-
tions, inflation is coming down, joblessness is coming down. One can easily 
imagine a situation where these trends reverse—a new economic crisis, a 
new pandemic—and all of a sudden, because of the emergence of a robust, 
anti-democratic movement in recent years, someone like Bolsonaro comes 
back to power. 

We need new leaders to emerge out of the new struggles that will occur. 
But the leaders who are genuinely new in Latin America in recent years—
Gabriel Boric in Chile, Gustavo Petro in Colombia—are deeply unpopular. 
Boric essentially beat a neo-Nazi in his election, and it wasn’t by all that 
much. One could see a situation where the far right prevails in the next 
election. Comparisons can be made to France, where the victory of Marine 
Le Pen is not only thinkable, it’s perhaps likely. I’m torn between the hope 
that new leaders and new types of social organization that fit the historical 
moment will arise—there are all kinds of movements doing that work—and 
the recognition that this is a really dark moment, where new leaders who 
do emerge might not be up to the task.  Lula had to run for president three 
times and build up the Pt over almost two decades before he prevailed. In a 
lot of ways, we don’t have that kind of time. We need answers and solutions 
fast.

Sheri Berman is a professor of political science at Barnard College, Columbia University. 
Her latest book is Democracy and Dictatorship in Europe: From the Ancien Régime to 
the Present Day.
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Sweden Turns Inward
Per Wirtén

I have only gloomy news from Sweden. Gang wars. Burnings of Qurans 
wrapped in bacon. Ballooning wealth inequality.

My country has long been regarded as the homeland of the “middle 
way” between capitalism and socialism. Such a view is no longer tenable. 
Maybe it never was. In fact, Sweden is a country of extremes. In the 1960s, 
it was often hailed as the world’s most modern country. In the 1970s, the 
most equal. And in the twenty-first century, Sweden has seen neoliberal 
privatization, deregulation, and tax cuts more extensive than elsewhere in 
Western Europe. Among the Nordic countries, all known for their successful 
redistributive states, Sweden is now a stark outlier.

After short periods of political turmoil, each recent electoral reshuffle 
has resulted in a consensus: “there Is No Alternative.” today, we’re there 
again. But this time it looks dark—seriously dark.

During the last elections, in September 2022, the long-dominant Social 
Democrats (known by their Swedish initials, SAP) remained the largest party 
in parliament, with 30 percent of the vote, and even gained a few seats. 
But they lost governing power. At the same time, the right-wing nationalist 
Sweden Democrats (SD) became Sweden’s second largest party, with 20 
percent of the vote. the parliamentary situation has been messy since 
the SD’s first electoral breakthrough, almost ten years ago. Now, a motley 
liberal-conservative coalition rules, thanks to an extensive cooperation 
agreement with the SD.

All this comes despite the party’s barely disguised origins on the 
fascist right. the SD was formed in Nazi circles in the late 1980s; over the 
following decade, it made a deliberate attempt to “modernize” far-right 
ideas. For several years, various polls have shown it to be the most popular 
party among white men. All parties are mesmerized by its success. Most 
politicians now nod in agreement with SD’s calls to reduce immigration, 
deport the undocumented, restructure criminal policy, and prevent further 
political integration with the European Union. A new nationalist consensus 
is forming.
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Meanwhile, the SAP is suffering from a serious loss of political direction. 
A few weeks after the 2022 election, I met a younger colleague who is a 
well-known figure on the SAP’s left wing. He told me he had visited the SD’s 
election night celebration at a restaurant in Stockholm. “I almost started 
crying,” he said. He witnessed the political conviction, motivation, and joy 
that had disappeared from his own party. 

What went wrong? the SAP’s descent from a 40 percent parliamentary 
plurality to 30 percent occurred in the decades around the turn of the 
millennium, as the party largely embraced neoliberalism. Even as they 
voiced discontent, the Social Democrats allowed significant parts of the 
primary school system to be privatized—a policy that was completely 
unthinkable for other governments, left and right, in Europe. In the wake of 
the 2008 financial crisis, the SAP also became one of the European Union’s 
toughest proponents of austerity.

Still, the SAP remained one of Europe’s most successful social demo-
cratic parties. It didn’t collapse like those in France and the Netherlands. 
Instead, the Social Democrats gradually lost their political will and power 
to act. In response, most of the SAP’s voters did not go to the left, as one 
might expect, but drifted instead to the neoliberal right.

the success of the SD has not primarily come at the expense of the SAP. 
Instead, it is the old liberal and conservative parties that are losing voters 
to the far right. to try to meet the challenge from the Sweden Democrats, 
those parties are giving up their ideological and political distinctiveness 
bit by bit. they are emptying themselves of political meaning—just as the 
Social Democrats did during the neoliberal years—and look set to suffer still 
greater, even fatal, electoral losses.

the new right-wing governing bloc, which includes the SD, holds only 
a slim majority over the sprawling red-green alliance, which is dominated 
by the SAP. But even in opposition, the Social Democrats seem to be 
accommodating the new nationalist turn, appealing to voters with their own 
anti-immigration policies. the strategy is hard to understand, but the effect 
can only be to accelerate the party’s loss of political meaning.

Everyone is rallying behind the new, supposedly winning paradigm of 
right-wing nationalism. the destination is still unclear, but the direction 
of movement can be summed up in three conservative refrains: inward, 
homeward, backward. 

Per Wirtén writes about culture and politics for the daily paper Expressen. He is the 
author of several books, including one that will be out in the fall of 2024 on the principle 
of hope.
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President Andrés Manuel López Obrador with the secretaries of defense and the navy 
at the annual military parade on September 16, 2023, in Mexico City (Hector Vivas/
Getty Images)
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AMLO’s Final Act
Humberto Beck and Patrick Iber

During his five years in office, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the president 
of Mexico, has rarely left the country. But in September 2023, AMLO, as he 
is commonly known, made a trip to Colombia and Chile, Latin American 
countries that are also currently governed by the left. In Colombia, AMLO 
met with President Gustavo Petro and participated in the Latin American 
and Caribbean Conference on Drugs, where Petro called for an end to the 
failed strategy of “viewing drugs as a military problem and not as a health 
problem for society.” AMLO said that preserving family unity and combating 
poverty are essential to that fight.

In Chile, AMLO joined President Gabriel Boric to commemorate the 
fiftieth anniversary of the military coup d’état that deposed socialist pres-
ident Salvador Allende. AMLO, who was nineteen years old at the time, 
vividly remembers learning about the coup. (Boric, by contrast, was not 
born until 1986.) At their joint press conference, Boric praised Mexico 
for providing a haven for thousands of Chileans forced into exile by the 
resulting dictatorship. AMLO described Allende as “the foreign leader 
I most admire,” adding, “he was a humanist, a good man, a victim of 
scoundrels.”

If the goal of the trip was to send a message of unity among left-wing 
leaders, there were more than a few ironies. AMLO took a military jet in 
order to avoid the airspace over Peru, where he has been declared a per-
sona non grata after supporting a president who tried and failed to dis-
solve that country’s Congress in order to stay in power. Petro decried the 
militarization of the war on drugs, and Boric lamented military intervention 
in Chilean politics, but AMLO has given Mexico’s military a greater role not 
only in anti-drug campaigns but in other areas of government. Boric has 
been outspoken against authoritarianism on the left as well as on the right, 
while AMLO has held his tongue about autocratic left-wing governments in 
Cuba and Nicaragua, in the name of respect for sovereignty. But perhaps 
the greatest irony is that AMLO retains popular support in his country, while 
Petro and Boric have struggled in theirs.
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 “President Allende left us many lessons,” AMLO said in Chile. “From him 
we learned that the best form of achieving a real transformation depends a 
great deal on the effort we make to awaken civic consciousness—a change 
in mentality—in our people, not only in one group or a minority but by broad 
sectors of society, of a majority sufficiently powerful to establish a new 
social and political order.” this was a painful lesson of Allende’s failure; his 
share of the vote never comprised a broad majority of Chileans. But AMLO’s 
does. As he enters his final year in office, his approval ratings remain where 
they have been for several years: between 60 and 70 percent. At the end of 
2023, Petro and Boric both languished in the low thirties.

Still, AMLO’s government has faced considerable criticism at home and 
abroad, including for perceived democratic backsliding. And many of the 
problems that are dragging down Petro and Boric also apply to AMLO. Petro 
has had to deal with corruption accusations against his family members, as 
has AMLO. Boric has been criticized for his handling of violent crime and 
immigration, as has AMLO. 

 But it is AMLO, alone among them, who has built a broad base of sup-
port and held it. His party, Morena, appears poised to maintain control of 
the presidency after he leaves and remain the country’s dominant political 
force. (Presidents in Mexico serve a single six-year term, without the possi-
bility of reelection.) What AMLO’s legacy means for the left in Latin America 
is more difficult to say, however. He has built his durable popularity not on 
the back of exclusively left-wing stances but by combining traditionally left- 
and right-wing policies and positions. In other words, he has constructed 
a new political hegemony in Mexico by building an oddly conservative left. 
As such, Mexican politics has been reconfigured into pro- and anti-AMLO 
camps, with parts of the left in each, leaving the left without a distinct insti-
tutional outlet. 

The Economy
Mexico, after years of mediocre economic performance, is experiencing 
significant growth. Remittances from the United States have increased, 
while nearshoring (the practice of U.S. companies placing manufacturing 
facilities in Mexico rather than in Asia, to reduce transportation costs) and 
global pressures to disentangle supply chains from China have produced an 
influx of foreign investment. the Mexican peso has increased significantly 
in value over the past two years. Unemployment is at a historic low, poverty 
has fallen, progressive reforms have expanded labor rights, and increases in 
the minimum wage have helped grow purchasing power. 

 AMLO also takes credit for expansions to Mexico’s social programs, 
but the record is mixed. On the one hand, more Mexicans are covered by 
some kind of social program than in the years before AMLO took office, and 
the total amount of spending per recipient has increased. Nevertheless, as 
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a share of GDP, social spending is slightly lower than it was under AMLO’s 
predecessor, and it remains the lowest among countries in the OECD. the 
main structural shift under AMLO has been dismantling smaller and often 
conditional cash-transfer plans in favor of universal old-age pensions and a 
few other signature programs.

the expansion of a universal pension is a positive development, and 
many Mexicans who have worked hard for low wages for decades are under-
standably grateful. But despite the government’s slogan of “for the good 
of all, the poor first,” a smaller percentage of overall social spending goes 
to the very poor, and the system has actually lost some progressivity. Data 
from 2022 shows that the lowest-earning 10 percent receive a smaller share 
of benefits now than before AMLO took office. More than half of families in 
extreme poverty do not receive anything at all. Meanwhile, more people in 
the highest income bracket are receiving social support than before, partly 
because the major program is based on age rather than income. Although 
poverty has been mildly reduced, extreme poverty has actually increased. 

In the name of anti-corruption and “republican austerity,” AMLO’s gov-
ernment has withheld resources from a number of state institutions. this 
has created a dire situation in the public-health sector, where, according 
to the government’s own figures, the number of Mexicans lacking access 
to healthcare increased from 20.1 million in 2018 to 50.4 million in 2022. 
A federal plan to provide healthcare remains underfunded and inadequate. 
the 2024 budget, passed in November, includes an increase in funding for 
social programs, so the coming election year may bring with it more gen-
erosity. But the budget’s major priority was the military, where funding 
increased more than 130 percent from the previous year.

Crime and Violence
the large increase in military funding reflects AMLO’s decision to elevate 
the armed forces to an institution beyond reproach. It was the conserva-
tive president Felipe Calderón who, in his term between 2006 and 2012, 
first ordered the large-scale involvement of the army in the fight against 
organized crime. Since then, violence and crime have remained a serious, 
if geographically uneven, problem for Mexico, and the more the army has 
intervened, the more violence and crime have increased. On the campaign 
trail, AMLO promised to unwind this involvement, but in power he has done 
the opposite. He has given the armed forces a decisive role in a growing 
number of areas, including the building and administration of large infra-
structure projects; the policing of migrants; the control of ports, airports, 
and customs agencies; and even the operation of a new public commercial 
airline.

AMLO has justified these actions by appealing to the armed forces’ 
alleged efficacy, loyalty, and incorruptibility. But, given the hierarchical and 
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secretive nature of military organizations, AMLO’s reliance on the military 
risks increasing the opaqueness and unaccountability of the Mexican state. 
According to the political scientist Julio Ríos-Figueroa, Mexico’s armed 
forces never entirely made the transition to a democratic regime and con-
tinue to insist on institutional autonomy. Neither the defense nor the navy 
ministries are under the command of a civilian, as is customary in other 
Latin American democracies. they are instead led by high-ranking military 
officers who often resist reporting on their activities before authorities such 
as Congress. According to the scholar Sonja Wolf, AMLO has “also expanded 
the presence, attributions and budgets of the Armed Forces, to the detri-
ment of civilian law enforcement and criminal justice institutions.” More-
over, she writes, “the tasks and resources that are assigned to the Armed 
Forces tend to be exempt from transparency obligations.” For instance, the 
National Guard, a new force created as a substitute for the federal police, 
operates according to military standards as opposed to those of civilian 
police forces, and most of its members and commanders are military per-
sonnel. Army soldiers are routinely involved in human rights violations, such 
as the recent killing of five unarmed civilians in Nuevo Laredo.

Increased reliance on the military has not led to consistent improve-
ments in public safety. Although there has been a slight reduction in the 
murder rate (a decline of less than 10 percent), extortion has increased by 
almost 30 percent, and new criminal organizations have emerged. the offi-
cial number of missing persons in Mexico is more than 100,000, with some 
human rights activists estimating that the number might be much higher. 
According to figures from the National Registry of Disappeared Persons, 
at the end of 2022 there were 37,600 new missing persons during AMLO’s 
term, more than in either of the previous two administrations. Given current 
trends, AMLO’s term will probably be the most violent in Mexico’s modern 
history.

 Pluralism
AMLO’s victory in 2018 owed a great deal to the deteriorating public image 
of the parties previously in power: Calderón’s conservative National Action 
Party (PAN) and Enrique Peña Nieto’s formerly hegemonic Institutional Rev-
olutionary Party (PRI). the PAN’s reputation has been further damaged by 
the criminal trial of Genaro García Luna, Calderón’s former secretary of pub-
lic security, who was convicted in 2023 of taking bribes from the Sinaloa 
Cartel. the PRI, dealing with the fallout of corruption scandals of its own, 
lost its last stronghold, the governorship of the State of Mexico, in 2023. 
the creation of Morena also left the Party of the Democratic Revolution 
(PRD), which had once been the standard-bearer of the left, a shell of its 
former self. the PRD, after trying to maintain a viable “social democratic” 
option, has now allied with its past right-wing opponents and is on the cusp 
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of disappearing altogether. A newer party that remains outside of AMLO’s 
coalition, Movimiento Ciudadano, controls a few governorships, but it 
remains ideologically vague despite using some social democratic rhetoric.

During Mexico’s transition to democracy in the late 1990s—which cul-
minated in the defeat of the PRI in the 2000 election—party leaders on 
the left and right converged on issues such as fair elections and a liberal- 
democratic government structure that would include a separation of pow-
ers and independent institutions. this model does not appeal to AMLO, 
which has put him at odds with those institutions and the leaders who came 
to value them. AMLO has long preferred a “popular democracy” to a lib-
eral one. “Government is the people, organized, and the best government 
is when the people organize themselves,” he has said, describing a system 
mediated by a charismatic leader who knows and represents the people’s 
interests. 

AMLO has demonstrated his capacity to mobilize large crowds. More 
than once, his supporters have filled Mexico City’s central square, the 
Zócalo, to celebrate him and his government. But last February, the Zócalo 
filled instead with his critics, marching to defend Mexico’s National Electoral 
Institute against changes passed by Morena that would restrict the auton-
omy and capacities of the electoral authority and make it possible for the 
government’s executive branch to have more influence over elections. the 
marchers, mostly members of the urban middle and upper classes, hoped 
to encourage the Supreme Court to annul the changes. AMLO, character-
istically, portrayed those who disagreed with him as belonging to the “con-
servative bloc.” “they used to pretend that there was a difference between 
the PRI and the PAN,” he said at one of his daily morning news conferences. 
“And now we know that it isn’t like that. Now they walk together, hand in 
hand.” 

As the end of his term approaches, AMLO has intensified his efforts at 
centralizing authority and power in the figure of the president, using polar-
izing language against the opposition, the press, and autonomous election 
and transparency institutions. to these opponents he has now added the 
judiciary, especially the Supreme Court, which ultimately did reject the elec-
toral reform proposed by his party. AMLO has announced his intention to 
obtain a legislative majority in 2024 that could amend the Constitution so 
that judges, magistrates, and ministers would be elected by popular vote. 
Given AMLO and Morena’s capacity for influencing social mobilization, such 
a reform would probably amount to an end of the separation of powers.

Social Movements
If AMLO’s conception of democracy is an organized people governing them-
selves, that does not mean that he considers organized people a part of his 
government. AMLO’s arrival in power came in the wake of intense social 
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mobilizations that formed in response to the deficiencies and limitations of 
previous democratically elected governments. Many expected that his gov-
ernment would be more responsive to the demands of social movements, 
even encouraging mobilization as a form of citizen engagement. 

 Exactly the opposite has occurred. AMLO has been hostile to mobili-
zations aimed at expanding social inclusivity, and a series of conflicts and 
clashes have ensued. the president has claimed that social movements are 
elitist and deceptive. “Instead of helping us,” he has said, “they are blocking 
us.” AMLO and many of his followers seem to believe that, after the 2018 
victory, social mobilization became largely redundant, as the president 
already gives voice to all relevant popular demands. Or, worse, they believe 
that such movements deliberately or inadvertently act as allies to his politi-
cal opponents—los conservadores, a label the president applies to large 
and divergent sectors of Mexican politics and society that dissent from his 
policies or oppose his political style. AMLO’s hostility to social movements 
reveals his discomfort with political pluralism and social autonomy.

 Significant social movements have emerged in Mexico in recent 
decades—for Indigenous peoples, migrants, women, the environment, and 
victims of crime or violence—as responses to the crises that previous dem-
ocratic governments failed to address. None have found an answer to their 
demands under AMLO. the president has clashed with and publicly dispar-
aged them.

 Indigenous peoples’ movements have opposed some of the govern-
ment’s infrastructure projects on ecological and cultural grounds, and 
in response AMLO has called their members both “conservatives” and 
“left-wing radicals.” A significant example was El Sur Resiste, an interna-
tional caravan that toured southern Mexico in protest of AMLO’s signature 
megaprojects, the Maya train and the Interoceanic Corridor of tehuante-
pec, which the group deemed environmentally unsustainable and socially 
destructive. (these projects aim to boost, respectively, tourism and inter-
national trade in Mexico’s southern states.) In another example, the com-
munity leader Samir Flores, who opposed the Proyecto Integral Morelos, a 
hydro-extractivist megaproject promoted by the Mexican government in 
association with Spanish companies, was murdered in 2019. Civil society 
organizations argue that AMLO’s smears of environmental activists helped 
precipitate his killing. In Chiapas, the Zapatistas have been harassed by 
paramilitary organizations funded by coffee growers who want to displace 
the autonomist left group and use its land to get cash resources from Sem-
brando Vida, one of AMLO’s flagship public policy projects. (Sembrando 
Vida pays landowners for reforestation efforts, but it has been vulnerable 
to exploitation by people who clear forested land in order to qualify for the 
subsidy.)

 the Mexican women’s movement has been especially singled out 
by the president in his daily press conferences. Mexico exhibits alarming 
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levels of violence against women, from street and workplace harassment to 
sexual abuse, human trafficking, and murder. Rather than heed the move-
ment’s demands to end the exclusion of and discrimination against women, 
AMLO has instead, after each large public feminist mobilization, questioned 
the movement’s authenticity and presented it as a tool of his political adver-
saries. AMLO has repeatedly refused to meet with representatives of move-
ments defending victims of violence, even though many of them, such as 
the collectives of madres buscadoras (“the searching mothers”), are vulner-
able targets of criminal organizations.

the divergence between AMLO and social movements has been epit-
omized by the current government’s attitude toward the disappearance of 
forty-three students from a teachers’ school in Ayotzinapa in 2014. As an 
opposition leader and presidential candidate, AMLO frequently criticized 
Peña Nieto’s handling of the case. At the time, AMLO aligned himself with 
the social movements that accused the state, at all levels of authority, of 
complicity with criminal groups and responsibility for the disappearances. 
But five years into AMLO’s term, the crime has still not been solved. Accord-
ing to Juanita Goebertus, the Americas director for Human Rights Watch, 
AMLO “has allowed the investigation to stall, seemingly to protect his allies 
in the military.”

As AMLO’s time in office comes to a close, it has become clearer how his 
political project has fused a leftist critique of neoliberalism and a number 
of progressive economic policies with conservative impulses toward moral 
questions, taxation, and the organization of power. there have been no 
efforts to truly renew Mexican institutions—other than in ways that centralize 
power in the presidency—or to mobilize people for any other purpose than to 
support the president. Attempts to extend the power of the president have 
succeeded in some areas and been blocked in others. One significant danger 
is that, through the use of the military, AMLO may be placing important func-
tions of the government beyond the control of future administrations.

In the upcoming elections, in June, Morena has a clear advantage. the 
party’s candidate will be Claudia Sheinbaum, the former mayor of Mexico 
City. Sheinbaum would be Mexico’s first female president (as well as its 
first president of Jewish descent), and in some ways she is seen as a more 
modern thinker than AMLO. Sheinbaum has a PhD in energy engineering, 
and she has written extensively about sustainable development, a concept 
that AMLO tends to dismiss. But Sheinbaum also lacks AMLO’s unique bond 
with Mexico’s poor. How much she might depend on him, and how much 
influence he might retain in a future Morena administration, remain difficult 
and open questions.

Sheinbaum is likely to have two opponents. Xóchitl Gálvez, a senator 
from the PAN, represents the anti-populist coalition of the PAN, PRI, and 
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PRD. Gálvez, who is of partially Indigenous descent, can offer a story of tri-
umph over adversity. In public, she speaks in a blunt and sometimes profane 
manner. Current polling shows Sheinbaum with around 50 percent support, 
with Gálvez some twenty points behind. Movimiento Ciudadano expects to 
produce a third candidate, but it is facing a chaotic internal process after 
the young governor of the northern state of Nuevo León, Samuel García, 
withdrew from the contest.

 For the parts of Mexico’s left that remain committed to AMLO, the 
choice is easy. But for those with serious reservations about his perfor-
mance and behavior in office, there is no obvious alternative. A politician as 
dominant and polarizing as AMLO produces unusual coalitions, and who-
ever is elected will likely find it difficult to operate a “popular democracy” 
as a less popular figure. For the left in Mexico, the future will require some 
degree of building on AMLO’s legacy, some degree of rebuilding what has 
been lost, and some degree of creating what neither AMLO nor his prede-
cessors could offer: a path toward a more just and inclusive country that 
does not pass through a single man.

Humberto Beck teaches intellectual history and political theory at El Colegio de México, 
and is the author of the Moment of Rupture: Historical Consciousness in Interwar Ger-
man thought. 

Patrick Iber teaches history at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, and is the author of 
Neither Peace nor Freedom: the Cultural Cold War in Latin America.
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A Surprise Breakthrough in Guatemala
Juan Luis Font

When Guatemalans voted in general elections last summer, those with 
democratic inclinations had few reasons for hope. the electoral authority 
had disqualified three presidential candidates for various reasons, which 
ultimately came down to one: the government wanted to prevent them from 
winning. the pro–status quo parties, associated with corruption and impu-
nity, had an abundance of campaign funds. the ruling party managed to 
recruit nearly 150 of Guatemala’s 340 incumbent mayors to support its re-
election. Candidates critical of the government and its allies were labeled 
as leftists with no chance of winning.

So the final result came as a huge surprise. Bernardo Arévalo received 
under 12 percent of the vote in the first round, but that qualified him for a 
runoff. In the second round on August 20, Guatemalans overwhelmingly 
supported him, and he won 60 percent of the vote.

Arévalo succeeded thanks to young urban voters weary of a corrupt 
government system. (Four urban electoral districts leaned in his favor in the 
first round.) Arévalo and his party, the Semilla (Seed) Movement, have been 
persistent in criticizing this system and the national elite that hoards power 
and wealth. Semilla formed in 2015 as a political vehicle for protesters who 
supported the fight against corruption led by the International Commission 
against Impunity in Guatemala, created by the United Nations at the request 
of the Guatemalan government. the commission landed a number of prom-
inent political figures and businessmen in prison, on charges of embezzling 
public funds. Semilla first participated in elections in 2019, with moderate 
success, electing seven legislators. However, its presidential candidate, the 
former prosecutor thelma Aldana, was barred from standing.

the victor in that election, Alejandro Giammatei, managed to consolidate 
power in his hands, garnering the favor of a majority of right-wing forces in 
Congress in exchange for public funding for their projects, which in many 
cases enriched lawmakers. With this support, he extended the term of a 
Supreme Court of Justice aligned with his interests and formed a Constitu-
tional Court without a single dissenting voice. He also reappointed Attorney 
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General María Consuelo Porras, who has halted investigations into corrup-
tion within the current government (at least three cases involve the presi-
dent himself) and has gone after those who prosecuted corrupt officials in 
the past. Dozens of Guatemalans targeted by Porras’s office, including former 
prosecutors, judges, magistrates, and journalists, are currently living in exile.

As in 2019, the 2023 electoral process was manipulated by the authori-
ties to exclude candidates who posed a threat, like indigenous leader 
thelma Cabrera and right-wing politician Roberto Arzú. Populist candidate 
Carlos Pineda was eliminated while leading in the polls. the Supreme Elec-
toral tribunal showed a clear intention to clear the path for one of the rul-
ing alliance candidates to win. they paid little attention to candidates from 
small center-left parties, considering them harmless—and even useful for 
creating the appearance of a participatory democracy. Arévalo was one of 
these candidates. Polls never named him among the favorites.

An academic and diplomat with center-left beliefs, Arévalo’s main pro-
posal was modest: he said he wanted to fix national institutions by attack-
ing corruption. He is not exactly a rock star, but his candidness during the 
campaign, in which he openly called his rivals corrupt, earned him praise. 

Arévalo connected corruption to the extreme poverty in which almost 
a quarter of the country’s population lives—widespread deprivation that 
exists alongside a wealthy business elite. the pharmaceutical market, for 
example, is dominated by a few companies that shut out competitors and 
sell their products at high prices. thousands of Guatemalans have been 
impoverished by the high cost of medical treatments. Half of children in 
Guatemala suffer from chronic malnutrition, and schools are in dire condi-
tion. the country’s road network is constantly deteriorating, even though it 
has become the main source of enrichment for politicians. As many as 4 
million Guatemalans currently live in the United States, compared to just 17 
million in Guatemala itself. these migrants contribute roughly one-fifth of 
Guatemala’s GDP in remittances to help their families survive.

As of this writing, it’s unclear if Arévalo will be allowed to assume the 
presidency in January. the president-elect faces intense opposition from 
the government alliance, led by the attorney general. First, Porras’s office 
revived an old accusation from a person who claimed to have been regis-
tered in Semilla without authorization. then, officials initiated a corruption 
case against the electoral magistrates. Finally, legislators have announced 
that Porras is preparing a fraud case about the data transmission system in 
the first round of the elections.

National and international election observers, who conducted exer-
cises on election day, have rejected the accusation of fraud. But if Porras 
succeeds in her mission, the elections would have to be repeated—and 
the Semilla Movement and Arévalo would not be able to participate due 
to the charge of unauthorized party registrations. the president-elect has 
denounced the effort as an attempted coup.
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In response to the threat to overturn the election results, Guatemalans 
have taken to the streets in widespread protest. Indigenous leaders are 
leading the charge—an unexpected development in a country where people 
of Maya descent face de facto segregation. the business elite, meanwhile, 
waited for over two weeks of protests to call for the government to respect 
the election results. And they have not demanded Porras’s resignation.

On the last day of the election campaign, the Semilla Movement pro-
jected a message onto a building that houses the powerful business asso-
ciation CACIF, a symbol of the Guatemalan elite: “the people decide, not 
CACIF.” For ordinary Guatemalans, that remains the central battle.

Juan Luis Font is a Guatemalan journalist in exile. He was the founder and former gen-
eral editor of elPeriodico, whose president has been in prison for the last seventeen 
months. He runs ConCriterio radio on TV from abroad.
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A pro-ceasefire protest in tel Aviv, Israel, on December 9, 2023 (Mostafa Alkharouf/
Andalou via Getty Images)
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A Historic Junction
The Israeli Left After October 7

Sally Abed, Yael Berda, Eli Cook, and Joshua Leifer

After more than two months of intensive bombardment, Israel’s war in Gaza 
continues to exact a terrible human toll. As of this writing, Israeli forces 
have killed close to 20,000 Palestinians, the majority of them civilians. 
According to the United Nations, roughly 1.8 million people, or 80 percent 
of Gaza’s population, have been internally displaced since the war’s start. 
Within Israel, an atmosphere of tension, fear, and anger prevails. Massive 
billboards and banners draped across high-rises announce, “together, We 
Will Win.” Civilians and uniformed soldiers alike walk the streets armed with 
M-16s. Yet discontent with the government’s conduct of the war has also 
begun to simmer. Hamas and other Palestinian factions continue to hold at 
least 120 Israelis hostage, but the Benjamin Netanyahu administration often 
refers to returning them as only a secondary priority. Against this backdrop, 
and despite mounting repression, left-wing Israeli organizers and anti-
occupation activists have begun to return to the streets. their demand: a 
ceasefire and a deal to free all the hostages. On December 6, Dissent spoke 
with three left-wing Israeli activist-thinkers about the challenges facing the 
Israeli left right now. —Joshua Leifer

Joshua Leifer: How have things changed for Israeli leftists since October 7? 
How has the political map shifted? 

Yael Berda: today, there is going to be a small protest in front of the Kirya 
[the headquarters of the Israeli army’s general staff], under the banner of 
“stop the war.” I’ve been wanting to do this for at least a month. At first it 
was hard to find the courage to do it, then it was hard to find partners. I’m 
hoping it will be twenty, maybe thirty people. It’ll be a huge win, for a few 
reasons.

One is that there was a huge clampdown that began immediately after 
October 7, on [the left-wing activist and civics teacher] Meir Baruchin. He was 
arrested for four days. He was really mistreated, and charged with treason, 
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for putting up pictures of Gazan children. It felt like leftists could not express 
sorrow or pain for people—civilians—in Gaza. that’s changed in the last two 
weeks. You’re allowed to express pain, but you still can’t be against the war.

I was speaking with a very good friend and fellow activist about a pro-
test. I said to him, “So what if we get arrested? So what if the right-wingers 
hit us? We’ve done this before. We know how to deal with it.” And he said, 
“What’s so hard for me is being looked at by everyone as some wacko.” the 
sense of being so lonely, so weird, so misunderstood, and so illegitimate—
this, to me, is new.

We currently have an authoritarian government. the material difficulty 
is real. But something is also happening in people’s minds. they can’t bear 
the social pressure. 

Sally Abed: Standing together has rallies across the country every three to 
five days. We’re mobilizing people. We’re trying to find a loophole to be able 
to protest safely; we’re literally renting wedding venues for our meetings. 
Jewish leftists have come to me, bawling, and saying, “thank you for mak-
ing us feel seen.”

We’re at a very dark place in Israel. It really feels like we’re fighting over 
the soul of the society. As a socialist Palestinian in Israel, if you asked me 
two months ago what my strategy for the next three years was to build a 
new left in Israel, I would have told you it was working around social justice 
issues, economic issues—and really trying to reach the peripheries. that 
has completely changed. the new Israeli left that we need to build from 
the ashes has a completely new mission. October 7 has created a historic 
junction, where the main question will be peace or no peace. I don’t think 
“peace” is going to be the word, but the next elections are going be on this 
issue. And it hasn’t been the issue for so many years.

Eli Cook: I went to the big protests on Kaplan [the street in tel Aviv that 
became synonymous with the demonstrations against the judicial overhaul 
plan] almost every week earlier this year. those were neoliberal protests—
pretty conservative, or status-quo oriented. But I could come every week 
with my anti-occupation shirt and march. there was not a single time where 
I got shit for that. We thought, “We’re a legitimate fringe, but we’re part of 
the group.” But I definitely agree with Yael that this is no longer the case.

Since the end of the last ceasefire in late November, there has been a 
slight change, where you can now, at least a little bit, recognize the suffer-
ing in Gaza. But it’s very hard. I will say, though, that the protests to free 
the hostages have given Israelis on the left a way to say, “End the war,” or, 
“Ceasefire,” or, “Let’s find another way to talk about wiping out Hamas that 
doesn’t require wiping out half of Gaza”—while still saying, “Let’s bring the 
Israelis home,” which I fully believe, too. For me, at least, there has been 
a place where I can go to hear people who aren’t even leftists saying, 
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“Everyone for everyone”—make a full hostage trade, and just end this part 
of the fighting.

A lot of polls show that Israelis have moved to the right. But the same 
polls showed that Bibi [Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu] is done, and 
that most people are going to vote for Benny Gantz. I’m not saying that 
Gantz is some radical leftist, but I do think that there is something there.

At the same time, there has been further regression. When Israel “dis-
engaged” from the Gaza Strip [in 2005], the real leftists were always saying 
that this could not be a one-sided disengagement—that this had to come 
with some kind of negotiation with the Palestinian Authority, otherwise it 
was just going to create a situation where it strengthened Hamas and hurt 
the moderates. And that’s exactly what has happened. Yet the mainstream 
Israeli narrative has become, “What do you want from us? We left Gaza and 
you still did this.”

Leifer: I want to ask about the protests to free the hostages. From afar, they 
are often the only representation many people see of dissent in Israel about 
how the war is being conducted. to what extent do you all feel that the 
zero-sum nature of the war goals is understood by the rest of Israeli soci-
ety? that totally bombarding and destroying Gaza and returning the rest of 
the hostages are mutually exclusive aims? Is that a potential line of dissent 
that might be effective? Or are the calls for war too loud? 

Berda: We do see people going out to these protests. that is the only point 
of light that we have, as leftists. We have to capitalize on it. the government 
has no plan to actually bring the hostages back without a ceasefire. they 
don’t have a plan that entails concern for the safety of the hostages, or of 
all Israelis. the protests for the hostages are by people who are “for life,” 
versus people who are “for death.” But the government does have a plan, 
which is Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich’s “decisive plan” [which entails 
the annexation of the West Bank and Gaza and the expulsion of Palestinians 
who resist]. And they have a plan to put settlements in Gaza. that is the only 
plan on the table. 

Cook: Maybe I’m too optimistic, but I’m not sure, in the end, the plan is to 
have settlements in Gaza. In a strategic sense, there is no plan. the people 
making these decisions are politicians. It’s all very superficial and cynical. 
I think Netanyahu’s goal is to capture Yahya Sinwar [the head of Hamas in 
Gaza] and have his Saddam Hussein moment. Netanyahu will do anything 
for that moment, no matter the costs.

About the hostages: it feels like Israelis have managed to separate two 
parts of their brain. they want to bomb all these different areas in Gaza, but 
they also want to bring the hostages home. that disconnect is disconcert-
ing. We’ve also heard that the offer from Hamas for a ceasefire was on the 
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table from the middle of October. But the narrative in Israel is that Hamas 
would never have given up the women and children if Israel hadn’t done 
what it did in northern Gaza. A lot of people probably believe that to be true. 
But serious journalists say this isn’t the case. 

Abed: the official narrative is that because of the casualties, civil society 
in Gaza will eventually convince Hamas to give up. think how distorted this 
way of thinking is. In Israel, we are part of a public that has been protesting 
for ten months, in a regime where you do have freedom of speech and asso-
ciation to a high degree, and we still did not succeed in ousting the gov-
ernment. So the idea that people can overthrow Hamas because Israel is 
bombing them—in what world does that happen? Yet that’s how Israeli offi-
cials are justifying the killing of civilians.

Berda: For decades, Israel has been going through a very methodological 
process of engineering public perception of Palestinians as subhumans. 
While you can’t completely escape the reality of what’s happening in Gaza 
because of social media, the Israeli public is barely exposed to the atrocities 
being committed. On Channel 14 [a rough equivalent to Fox News], which 
is now the second-most watched channel, you see counters of how many 
“terrorists” have been killed, and that includes all the casualties—all the 
children and all the women.

As leftists, we are fighting this big machine. It’s not even about fake 
news, but about how the public perceives this whole thing, which is so 
detached from the reality for Palestinians, and so detached from our inter-
ests as an Israeli public. It’s going to take a lot of work to shift this para-
digm. It’s very discouraging to me, but my survival mechanism is, “How do 
we change that?” Because I can’t accept it. We need to understand how we 
can overcome the urge to morally lecture the Israeli public, and, at the same 
time, how we can understand their emotional state. But it’s also really tough 
to give people a completely different set of information, a different percep-
tion of life, of our reality. 

Leifer: there’s an argument happening in the international left that goes 
something like this: the Israeli left is marginal. Israeli society has become 
so militarized and indifferent to Palestinian pain that it doesn’t make sense, 
strategically, to engage with Israeli leftists. But it seems, at least to me, that 
if there is going to be any change within Israel, it’s going to require people 
like you organizing and changing public opinion. What happens, though, if 
the left abroad totally writes off the left in Israel? 

Abed: So many people are now saying, “It’s the progressives that are the 
problem,” which is pretty unbelievable. that plays right into the right-
wing narrative. I see the effects of this in academia—like the idea that 
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postcolonialism is antisemitic now. there are Israeli academics who are 
saying they have “awakened” from postcolonial theory, and they’re no lon-
ger going to use it. this sort of “awakening” is happening across the board.

to me, the key question is, can we change this place? Is it possible? Or 
is it too far gone? One of the problems with the Boycott, Divestment, Sanc-
tions campaign is that it assumes that Israeli society can’t change. And by 
assuming that it can’t change, important conversations between Israelis 
and Palestinians don’t happen anymore. the situation becomes worse.

Still, why are people spending time on what the international left says? 
We have to stop a war, to save people, to save the country from an authori-
tarian overhaul, from a total decimation of social services. We have work to 
do. the last thing I have to do with my time is sit and fight with some idiot 
far away. What are your stakes in this? Do you want people to live, or do you 
want people to die? What is life-giving? What is legitimizing more death? 
What is creating polarization that we can’t come back from? We have so 
much to do; it’s impossible to engage on all fronts. 

Cook: I don’t think Israel is especially pathological. But I’m very critical 
of Israelis’ inability to see the other side. Politically, I try to present prag-
matic arguments to Israelis, rather than moralizing ones. One of the really 
crucial points that I’ve been trying to make is that the tack that Israel has 
taken, with a tremendous number of civilian casualties, is playing right into 
Hamas’s hands. Even on the most practical level, this is a misguided policy.

In the last few years, I also think the Israeli left has been talking past a lot 
of the American left. I could tweet something like, “the occupation needs 
to end,” and all these people in America will be like, “Yeah, the occupation 
needs to end”—only I didn’t realize that when they talk about the occupa-
tion, they mean everything, and I was talking about leaving the settlements 
in the West Bank. I do think that is a challenge.

Yael made the suggestion that “progressive-bashing” plays into the 
hands of the right wing, and I totally agree with that. But we’re also seeing 
how much the Israeli public has been lapping up the images of the radi-
cal left from all over the world. these images really damage the left within 
Israel. the right says, “You see? they’re not talking about peace, they’re not 
talking about living side by side. they’re talking about ‘From the river to the 
sea.’” I think when they see Palestinian flags and only Palestinian flags, it’s 
like, “Oh, this is just nationalism. It’s a war between my flag and your flag.”

Obviously, this isn’t everyone. But I do hope that there is a moment after 
this war ends when we have a real deep discussion with the American left on 
what exactly our goals are for the future. there are times when I feel there 
is a blurring of lines between Israel proper and the occupation. this blurring 
of lines is something the Israeli right has worked on for so many years: their 
argument is that there is no difference between the settler from an outpost 
south of Hebron [in the occupied West Bank] who is attacking Palestinians 
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and burning their olive groves and the leftie Israeli Jew from Haifa who sends 
his kid to a bilingual school. I teach at the University of Haifa, and it’s not per-
fect; there’s a lot of fucked-up shit within the Green Line. But there is a big 
difference between that and what happens in the occupied territories. 

Berda: We already are having discussions. I don’t know if it’s enough. I have 
done at least five briefings for over forty different organizations in the United 
States, including people from Black Lives Matter, Sunrise, and IfNotNow. 

Abed: the Palestinian liberation movement is trying to tell us something 
very important. And I would never want to discredit or judge what is hap-
pening there. the anger is very real. the collective trauma is very real. Most 
of my fights are actually with people in the Palestinian diaspora who are liv-
ing in these theorized fantasies of liberation.

Palestinian liberation has been severely discredited, delegitimized, and 
silenced for decades. We need to understand that this explosion in popular-
ity now is related to this. Still, what are you actually trying to do? I want to be 
righteous, but we can’t afford only to be righteous. I want to be as angry as I 
actually am, publicly. But we don’t have the privilege to do that.

People ask me, what about the refugees? What about historic justice? 
As a Palestinian in Israel, I hold that responsibility for the collective liber-
ation of Palestinians. And I believe this should lead us into a solution-ori-
ented ceasefire. We need to stop the very immediate violent oppression. 
But a refugee in Michigan actually got to me. He said, “I will never engage 
in any conversation about peace with Israelis if we don’t resolve the issue of 
the right of return.” I didn’t express anger with him, because I understand 
where he’s coming from. But what are the kids in Gaza saying right now? 
You think that’s their urgent message? 

Our mission needs to be building political will. And to do that you need 
to understand and acknowledge the critical role of Israeli society. Out of 
self-interest. Out of acknowledging the power differential. Without build-
ing the political will within Israeli society, there won’t be liberation. there 
won’t be peace. So, then, what is your messaging? Who are you trying to 
convince? Who’s your audience, and what’s your mission? 

Berda: I worked with A Land for All [which proposes a two-state confedera-
tion model] for many years. the right of return is a very important factor. You 
asked, do you think the kid in Gaza thinks about these things? Of course, 
you know this better than I do. And it’s true that for most Israelis, the right of 
return, “from the river to the sea,” is an image of total annihilation. But in real-
ity, there are multiple meanings. We can all have democracy and all live here.

Abed: But we don’t have the privilege for complex conversations right now. 
As community organizers, we don’t have that privilege. 
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Berda: I’m just saying not to forget that there are people trying to make 
other people more afraid than they already are: those who are constantly 
mobilizing October 7 and all the horrors again and again, to make sure that 
no one can have any belief in humanity. We have to notice and challenge 
that. this is not about moral lecturing, but about being willing to be critical. 
We need the critique and also the compassion.

Abed: I experience this every day. It’s possible, but it’s very complex. Orga-
nizing is very different than public narrative. 

Berda: Yes. I’m trying to talk about the right of return, and to tell people that 
the Gaza Strip was created in 1948; it’s a Nakba creation. that people there 
speak of the right of return as part of their narrative. What does this mean? 
Does this mean that there’s going to be a forever war? Or is there a possi-
bility to address this? Can we imagine a different life? Can we imagine how 
other people think? People in Israel will tell you, “My heart is closed. I have 
no empathy. I can’t listen.” And they mean it. their hearts really are closed. 
they really can’t listen. But then the question is how to say something that 
tells them: first of all, you’re safe. Which the international left is not inter-
ested in telling Israelis. 

Abed: I always say that Palestinian liberation necessitates Jewish safety, 
and vice versa. And I say it to both sides. You’re pro-Israel? You need to lib-
erate Palestinians. You’re pro-Palestinian? You need to talk about Jewish 
safety. It’s much bigger than the hostages. It’s a much bigger shift in con-
ception. It’s a very simple equation, and I repeat it like crazy. It is the basis of 
the new left that needs to emerge. When you talk about peace and ending 
the occupation, it’s related to that very deep, existential interest and need.

Leifer: How are conversations like the ones we’re having being translated 
into practical politics? As we’ve mentioned, the next election won’t be just a 
“yes Bibi,” “no Bibi” vote. At the same time, public discourse seems to have 
moved rightward in an extreme way—yet there are also moments where 
you’ll hear surprising comments by newscasters and analysts who say, 
“there needs to be a political solution to this, the status quo can’t continue.”

Maybe there will be some cracks of light, but at the same time there’s 
so little formalized organization right now. Labor and Meretz are function-
ally nonexistent; Hadash is doing important work, and it still has represen-
tatives, and maybe the Joint List [an alliance of four Arab-majority parties] 
can resurrect itself again. Yet none of this adds up to much. How do you deal 
with the lack of political options when the need for something to change is 
so great? Is this the last chance to make the case to the broader Israeli pub-
lic that the occupation-management paradigm can’t continue?
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Cook: Many people agree that you can no longer manage the conflict the 
way you did. there’s been a lot of criticism of Netanyahu and his choice 
throughout his entire political career to support Hamas, to prop them up 
in order to never allow there to be a viable Palestinian Authority that could 
reach a two-state solution. As horrible as it is to say, I’m guessing the 
chances of some kind of solution emerging now are higher than they were 
on October 6. Before that, Israelis believed, “We can go on like this forever. 
We’ll just manage the occupation. We’re not really paying any price for it.” 
But it’s going to take people who are politically brave enough to stand up 
and push for that compromise.

If you had told me before October 7 that something as horrible as this 
would happen, I would have expected a civil war between Jewish and Pal-
estinian Israelis. While there has been a clampdown, that hasn’t happened. 
Even on mainstream tV, there is an understanding that Hamas went for 
everyone—that they weren’t just trying to kill Jews. Some people have 
begun to say that maybe we need to get rid of the Nation-State law [which 
entrenched the definition of Israel as an exclusively Jewish state]. [Arab-
Israeli politician] Mansour Abbas is beloved now in certain Israeli circles. 
that’s a sign that we can build a coalition. things are not going to be the 
same as they were. there is going to be a vacuum for a political alternative, 
and we need to fill that vacuum with hope and constructive ideas. We also 
really need Donald trump not to win the election in 2024. 

Berda: One thing I was hearing from a lot of young people even before October 
7, during the protests against the judicial overhaul, was that they have to enter 
into civil service, to be part of government and policymaking. that standing 
around and hating what’s happening and being silent about it, as many did for 
the last twenty years, is not going to work. We were seeing, in a way, the radi-
calization of the military, the radicalization of the civil service. People have real-
ized things about the occupation in the West Bank that they ignored before.

Some days, I wake up in the morning and think, “How am I going get a 
job in the United States and get my kids out of this hellhole?” And the next 
day, I wake up and think, “Should I go into politics? Would anybody hear 
what I have to say?” I have a thousand ties to this place. But there are other 
people that don’t. We’ve seen a leftist drain; we must find a way to retain 
people, and the only way we do that is by having hope.

Jewish-Arab partnership is a good model to have right now, even if it’s 
conditioned, even if it’s depoliticized, even if it’s not socialist. I do think it 
will enable us to model the left that we want. It will open the space for us 
not to be on the margins. And when I say “us,” I mean the left that is social-
ist, progressive, Jewish and Palestinian, talking about peace, the occupa-
tion, social justice, and welfare. It’s very important that a strong socialist 
party, or two, comes up with a rebuilding agenda in favor of safety and life. 
It’s going to take a lot of time. I think we all feel very lonely. At the same 
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time, I am OK with the fact that Meretz and Labor do not exist anymore. 
We’re not rehabilitating something. We’re building something new.

Cook: Many Israelis now understand that Hamas could do what it did 
because security forces were diverted to the West Bank to protect settlers. 
the narrative that settlements don’t give you security has been at the core 
of the Israeli left’s position since the very beginning. So, to me, there’s a 
little crack that has been pushed open, and we need to take advantage of 
that. the fanatics in the West Bank and the radical settlers and the people 
who want to set the Middle East on fire—they are a huge threat to everyone 
in Israel.

Leifer: What is the possibility of a return to much more intense protests if 
Netanyahu decides not to resign? 

Cook: I can definitely imagine a situation, if and when the war ends, where it 
will be hard for Netanyahu to leave his house. there is so much anger. espe-
cially from people whose families were killed or kidnapped. these people 
will have a moral authority among mainstream Israelis. 

Abed: the amount of hate and anger people have toward Netanyahu—it’s 
going to explode. 

Berda: I wish that I was as optimistic as both of you. I believe that they’re 
cooking a civil war. And I believe that they’re going to fight to the death. I 
want to be wrong about this; I want this to be too apocalyptic. But I am not 
sure that he’s going to go by democratic means.

Sally Abed is a member of the national leadership at Standing Together, the largest 
Jewish-Arab grassroots movement in Israel. She is the co-host of Groundwork, a pod-
cast series about Palestinians and Jews refusing to accept the status quo and working 
to change it.

Yael Berda is an assistant professor of sociology and anthropology at Hebrew University.

Eli Cook is an associate professor of history at the University of Haifa.

Joshua Leifer is a member of the Dissent editorial board. His first book, tablets Shat-
tered: the End of an American Jewish Century and the Future of Jewish Life, will be 
published later this year.
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Another Defeat for Turkey’s Opposition
Nikki Salinas

In May, turkey re-elected President Recep tayyip Erdoğan. His Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) has become increasingly authoritarian over his 
twenty years in power. In the run-up to the election, there was some hope 
a united front could unseat the president. But political divisions, along 
with significant state repression, resulted in yet another defeat for the 
opposition. 

Shortly after the vote, Kurdish politician Selahattin Demirtaş announced 
he was taking a hiatus from politics. “I sincerely apologize for not being able 
to put forward a policy worthy of our people,” he wrote. Demirtaş, who has 
been in prison since 2016, is the former co-chair and the most popular fig-
urehead of the People’s Democratic Party (HDP), now known as the People’s 
Equality and Democracy Party (DEM Party). the DEM is the third-largest 
party in the parliament. though it has won votes from feminists, young peo-
ple, and leftists, the AKP—and even parts of the opposition—reject the party 
for its pro-Kurdish, pro-minority politics.

the Kurds are one of the largest stateless peoples in the world; along 
with Palestinians, they were denied an official homeland after the dissolu-
tion of the Ottoman Empire. Much of historical Kurdistan lies in modern-day 
turkey, where Kurds make up at least 18 percent of the population, as well 
as Syria, Iraq, and Iran. they have faced years of intense repression, includ-
ing assassinations, massacres, and disappearances, especially in turkey. 
the state routinely labels Kurdish journalists, artists, politicians, and others 
as “terrorists.” that designation is in part based on claims that Kurdish par-
ties have direct ties to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a militant group 
that calls for autonomy and greater rights for Kurds. HDP leaders have long 
denied those direct links, though many have called for the release of Abdul-
lah Öcalan, the PKK founder who has been held in an island prison since 
1999.

In the recent elections, the HDP decided not to field a presidential can-
didate. Instead, as part of an opposition-wide attempt to unseat Erdoğan, 
Demirtaş endorsed Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, the leader of the secular center-left 
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Republican People’s Party (CHP). the CHP ran in an alliance with five other 
parties, including breakaways from the AKP and the far-right Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP). But defectors from the anti-Kurdish MHP refused to 
allow the HDP into the formal alliance, citing its purported PKK links. 

Kılıçdaroğlu trailed Erdoğan in the first round—which was held as 
scheduled even after an earthquake killed more than 50,000 people in Feb-
ruary, heavily damaging several opposition strongholds in the south—and 
nationalist voters were expected to decide the outcome. Despite contin-
ued HDP support, Kılıçdaroğlu shifted his rhetoric further right and dropped 
mention of Kurdish issues. He blamed turkey’s economic crisis—a top con-
cern among voters amid dramatic inflation—on Syrian refugees, promising 
to deport them. the lead up to the election was marked by worsening vio-
lence and harassment against Syrian refugees and Kurds. But the gamble 
failed. Erdoğan took 52 percent of the vote. He celebrated his victory sur-
rounded by a crowd demanding Demirtaş be executed.  

Mucahit Bilici, an associate professor of sociology, told me the alliance 
lost because it did not offer a viable alternative. “the turkish opposition 
cannot challenge Erdoğan because they have neither a unified front nor the 
charismatic leadership” that could defeat him, said Bilici, who is critical of 
the DEM and its ability to represent Kurdish voters. 

One voter I spoke to—a Syrian citizen of turkey and former refugee—
agreed, ultimately deciding not to vote. “In Istanbul, I saw a poster of 
Kılıçdaroğlu saying ‘Süriyeliler gidecek’—the Syrians will go,” he said. “If you 
are claiming to be tolerant . . . this should be applicable to everyone. You 
cannot exclude Kurds or Syrians.”

though many turkish parties have a nationalist slant, the AKP has made 
opposition alliances with Kurdish parties nearly impossible. When the AKP 
came to power in 2002, it courted Kurdish voters, and in 2013 it began 
peace talks with the PKK. But when the HDP won 13 percent of the vote 
in the 2015 parliamentary elections, the AKP lost its majority. A ceasefire 
broke down, and the government launched air strikes on Kurdish-majority 
cities, killing civilians and demolishing entire neighborhoods. In the historic 
center of Diyarbakır, turkish soldiers forcibly removed tens of thousands 
of people from their homes, cut water and electricity, and expropriated or 
destroyed many properties even after fighting had ended. 

After a coup attempt in July 2016, which the government said was 
orchestrated by a conservative Islamic former ally of Erdoğan, the AKP 
intensified attacks on the opposition, including the secular HDP and CHP. 
Hundreds of thousands of people were arrested, with many held for months 
without trial.

As the Human Rights Association’s Dersim Regional co-director 
Nilüfer Aktağ explained, this crackdown is part of a larger pattern of state 
repression, especially on Kurds and minorities. “It has been getting worse 
over the last ten years,” Aktağ said. “In terms of human rights, torture, 
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disappearances, the revocation of rights, society in prisons, the ability of 
people to exercise their rights, to protest, to criticize—it is not much bet-
ter than the ’90s,” when the PKK and turkish state were engaged in armed 
conflict.  

Yet Esengül Demir, a co-spokesperson for the DEM-affiliated People’s 
Democratic Congress, said the AKP’s economic policies and the crisis they 
helped spawn will be the party’s undoing. “the groundwork for Erdoğan’s 
loss actually exists,” she said. As turkey heads towards local elections in 
March, the Kurdish party has pressed on in talks with the CHP and AKP. 

Journalist Safiye Alagaş of JINNEWS, a Kurdish outlet focused on wom-
en’s issues, was released from prison in June after being detained for a year 
on terror charges. She said the CHP will decide how Kurdish leftists and the 
broader left cast their ballots come spring. 

“Kurdish voters are angry over the CHP’s attitude in the last elections. 
But they’re a very political electorate,” Alagaş said. “If they see or believe the 
CHP is more democratic and pro-solution, they will vote.” 

Nikki Salinas is a writer and editor focused on social movements and the rise of the far 
right.
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Sahra Wagenknecht Divides the  
German Left

Lauren Stokes

When the German MP Sahra Wagenknecht took the microphone at a press 
conference in October to explain why she was leaving Die Linke (the Left), 
she said she had to launch a new party because without dramatic change, 
“in ten years we will no longer recognize our country.” Her new party, the 
Sahra Wagenknecht Alliance—For Reason and Justice, aims to resolve Ger-
many’s existential crisis.

In a country that designed its electoral system to disincentivize the poli-
tics of charisma, naming a party after yourself is a controversial move. Just 
as notable was Wagenknecht’s decision to forgo the label “left”—a term she 
claimed is now more associated with issues like pronouns and racism than 
a commitment to reducing social inequality, and therefore does more to 
alienate voters than to attract them. By taking nine other Die Linke MPs with 
her, Wagenknecht ensured that her former party would no longer be large 
enough to count as a full fraction in parliament, losing not just federal fund-
ing but also the right to give full-length speeches.

Wagenknecht had been part of Die Linke and its predecessor parties 
since 1989, and she was undoubtedly its most prominent politician. She is a 
regular guest on talk shows, a bestselling author, and a savvy user of social 
media, with over 650,000 subscribers to her Youtube channel. In more 
recent years, she has built her reputation on her dissent from what she sees 
as shibboleths of the German left on gender, race, climate, and more. She 
has burnished an image of herself as a champion of a German working class 
that has been abandoned by mainstream politicians. the Sahra Wagen-
knecht Alliance, which early opinion polls suggest could capture up to 20 
percent of the vote in national elections, embraces a model that has found 
purchase among sections of the left across the Global North: left-wing eco-
nomics paired with a variety of political positions pulled from the right.

Wagenknecht’s rise to political prominence follows the winding path of the 
German left since the end of the Cold War. She joined the governing Social-
ist Unity Party in East Germany at the age of nineteen. After the fall of that 
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state, the Socialist Unity Party refashioned itself as the Party of Democratic 
Socialism (PDS). As a university student, Wagenknecht was elected to the 
PDS’s national committee and joined its Marxist-Leninist faction, the Com-
munist Platform. Upon discovering that her communist commitments were 
now out of fashion in a university system that purged humanities faculty 
from the dissolved East, she made use of her new freedom of movement to 
enroll at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands, where she wrote a 
master’s thesis on Marx’s interpretation of Hegel. 

At the same time, her former country was undergoing a harsh economic 
transition. West German politicians from the Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU/CSU) had promised that a rapid unification under capitalist auspices 
would lead to “blossoming landscapes,” but the state agency created to 
privatize the East German economy found itself saddled with an impos-
sible task. Unified Germany had to privatize nearly 8,000 enterprises that 
employed over 4 million people, at a time when many of its neighbors were 
doing the same. Although politicians had predicted that privatization would 
create profits of 600 billion deutschmarks, the state ran up a debt of 250 
billion deutschmarks while laying off 2.5 million workers.

the brutal incorporation of the East into the capitalist economy created 
a double shock that bounced back to the West. By 1997 unified Germany 
had 11.7 percent unemployment—a figure that was unevenly distributed 
across the country, with 9.9 percent of the former West and 19.2 percent of 
the former East unemployed. Despite the center right running campaigns 
against allowing the “red socks” of the Socialist Unity Party back into poli-
tics, the PDS gained 5.1 percent of the national vote in 1998, nearly all of it in 
the former East. the center-left Social Democrats (SPD) capitalized on the 
frustration throughout the country and won the election. 

Chancellor Gerhard Schröder partnered with tony Blair to exhort Europe 
to take “the third way” through the challenges of globalization: slashing 
taxes, freeing companies from regulations, encouraging entrepreneur-
ship, and introducing welfare-to-work programs. Yet despite the neoliberal 
turn of the SPD, the PDS struggled to present itself as a viable alternative 
because of the long shadow of the East German dictatorship.

In 2001, the PDS tried to get ahead of one of the most divisive issues 
around this legacy when it issued a statement condemning the murders that 
took place at the Berlin Wall. “No state should force its citizens to live in it, 
when they do not want to,” the statement read. “Everyone has only one life 
and must be able to decide on their own, where he or she wants to spend 
that life.” Wagenknecht dissented—the only member of the party’s govern-
ing committee to do so—and thus cemented her reputation as a firebrand. 
the statement couldn’t rescue the PDS, however; next year it fell below the 
5 percent vote threshold required to secure its presence in parliament. 

Welfare reform arrived soon after. the Hartz IV plan, with the slogan 
“Support and Demand,” required welfare recipients to prove they were 
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actively seeking work by regularly meeting with a Job Center advisor. these 
advisors were able to withhold benefits from recipients who refused to take 
jobs. the new policy seemed like a betrayal of principle to many members 
of the SPD, and some of them responded by leaving the party and ally-
ing with the remnants of the PDS. that new alliance gained 8.7 percent of 
the vote in 2005 and later decided to formally merge into a new party. Die 
Linke benefitted from a wave of discontent after the global financial crisis 
and gained over 11 percent of the vote in 2009—the year that Wagenknecht 
vaulted from party leadership into parliament. Die Linke stayed comfortably 
over the 5 percent threshold for the next two federal elections, although it 
remained more popular in the former East than the former West. 

Wagenknecht served in parliament while earning her PhD in econom-
ics for a thesis on household spending patterns in the United States and 
Germany and writing her first bestseller, Freedom Instead of Capitalism 
(2012). In the book, she argued that the Federal Republic had lost its way 
since the midcentury days of ordoliberalism, when the state was more will-
ing to intervene in the economy and to destroy monopolies in the name of 
fair competition. She criticized Germany’s response to the euro crisis, see-
ing it as proof that a new form of oligarchic capitalism in thrall to financial 
markets had distorted the market mechanism—leading to thwarted innova-
tion, income inequality, the growth of precarious employment, and the dis-
appearance of the middle class. 

One of the heroes of Freedom Instead of Capitalism is Ludwig Erhard, who 
served as minister of economic affairs from 1949 to 1963. In the book, 
Wagenknecht focuses on his strong regulation of monopolies and financial 
institutions, but her account of his politics is incomplete. Notably, she leaves 
out his positions on migration. She does not refer, for example, to the fact 
that in 1955, Erhard persuaded Chancellor Konrad Adenauer that recruiting 
workers abroad was a better solution to Germany’s tight labor market than 
encouraging married women to enter the workforce—or that he oversaw an 
expanding “guest worker” program as chancellor in the mid-1960s. 

Like most German politicians of her generation, Wagenknecht didn’t 
have much to say about migration until the summer of 2015, when Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel suspended the Dublin Regulation (which obligates asylum 
seekers to apply for asylum in the first EU state they reach). Over 1 million 
asylum seekers subsequently arrived in Germany. 

Since that time, migration has become an unavoidable flashpoint of 
German politics. the right-wing Alternative for Germany (AfD), founded as a 
Euroskeptic party, sharply criticized Merkel’s migration policies and reaped 
electoral rewards. Its greatest successes came in former East Germany, 
where the share of Die Linke’s vote sank over the next few elections as the 
share of the AfD vote grew. 
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Wagenknecht was an early critic of Merkel’s migration policies, 
arguing that the former chancellor had welcomed asylum seekers without 
providing the financial resources needed to accommodate them on the 
local level. this argument brought Wagenknecht into growing conflict 
with her own party, as did her response to the COVID-19 pandemic: she 
boasted that she had not been vaccinated and agitated against vaccine 
and mask mandates. 

the conflicts between Wagenknecht and much of the rest of Die Linke 
were on full display by the time she released her latest book, The Self-
Righteous, in 2021. In it, she accuses the party leadership of disregarding 
working-class voters in favor of pandering to an “academic clientele” who 
promote “gender-conscious language and pricey organic products.” She 
finds climate activists particularly insufferable, especially the “climate glu-
ers” (Klimakleber) who attach themselves to highways and runways in 
headline-grabbing protests. She similarly argues that the “Fridays for 
Future” school strikers receive too much attention from the media. Her con-
tempt for climate activism has aligned her with the far right, which argues 
that burning fossil fuels on the Autobahn is a German birthright. 

Sahra Wagenknecht speaks at a press conference announcing the formation of her 
new party on December 12, 2023. (Kay Nietfeld/picture alliance via Getty Images)



73

t
H

E
 G

L
O

B
A

L
 L

E
F

t

Elsewhere in The Self-Righteous, Wagenknecht goes to great pains to 
explain working-class anger over migration. She argues that it is only natu-
ral that voters refuse to raise welfare benefits when the majority of those 
who receive them have a “migrant background,” in the state’s preferred 
parlance. She doesn’t grapple with the fact that the most hated aspects of 
the workfare reforms were introduced primarily as a response to unemploy-
ment in former East Germany, not as a response to migration. the state is 
perfectly capable of inflicting economic pain on the native-born.

Wagenknecht spends more time blaming college graduates with 
vegan diets for working-class hardship than she does on issues like the 
“black zero” clause of the German Constitution, added in 2009, which 
commits the state to a balanced budget. the state decided to suspend 
the clause in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, but it has 
subsequently been reinstated to devastating effect. Because The Self-
Righteous only mentions the clause on one page, the primary obstacle 
to building more affordable housing, raising the country’s €12-an-hour 
minimum wage, and creating a more robust and less punitive welfare state 
fades into the background.

The Self-Righteous was published just before the 2021 federal election—
the first since Merkel’s retirement after sixteen years in power. It was a 
moment when the political future appeared radically open, especially once 
the CDU/CSU and the SPD pledged that they would not enter another 
grand coalition. 

In the wake of Wagenknecht’s public dissent, Die Linke gained a pal-
try 4.9 percent of the vote in 2021, and it only remained in parliament 
because it won three local constituencies outright. the Social Democrats 
earned the largest vote share—25.7 percent—and with it the right to name 
the new chancellor, Olaf Scholz, who has modeled himself on Merkel to 
such an extent that he often mimics her most famous hand gesture, the 
“Merkel Diamond.” 

Scholz went on to negotiate a “traffic light coalition” with the “yellow” 
Free Democrats—a business-friendly party that served as the kingmaker 
for the first forty-odd years of the Federal Republic’s existence—and the 
Greens—who entered electoral politics in the 1980s as a party focused on 
anti-nuclear and peace activism but have since expanded their remit to a 
general center-leftism. 

the traffic light coalition began with ambitious plans, among them 
revising the hated Hartz IV reforms. the coalition was able to pass a pro-
posal that renamed the welfare system “citizens’ money” (Bürgergeld)—the 
previous name having become a cruel slur against the working class—
raised the benefit floor, and slightly softened the work requirements that 
made the first iteration so punitive. But the coalition’s broader plans have 
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been upended by recent events, especially the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022, which exacerbated every pre-existing fault line in German 
politics.

the war led Wagenknecht to take a set of positions that have further split 
the left. She argues that Germany should continue to buy gas from Russia 
and that participating in economic sanctions against Russia represents “an 
unprecedented economic war.” She believes Germany should stop weapons 
deliveries and negotiate with Russia, and that  NAtO should be dissolved. And 
she has stated that Germany should impose a cap on the number of migrants 
it will accept from war zones, and be ready to send them back the second 
the bombs stop. On the one-year anniversary of the invasion, she organized 
a “peace rally” in Berlin where she argued that giving Ukraine fighter jets was 
bringing Germany closer to the risk of a nuclear war. 

Wagenknecht’s arguments about Russian gas led two members of Die 
Linke to resign in protest. By the summer of 2023, some members of the 
party were referring to her as “She-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.” Die Linke 
sent a pointed message when it announced Carola Rackete as its candidate 
for the 2024 European elections; Rackete is best known for her work with 
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Sea-Watch, an NGO that sails rescue ships in the Mediterranean to save 
migrants from drowning. 

After a string of encouraging polling suggesting that up to 20 per-
cent of Germans might consider voting for her party, Wagenknecht finally 
announced the end of her relationship with Die Linke last October. She 
believes that her form of native-born ordoliberalism could attract vot-
ers who like the AfD’s policies on migration (less) and Russian gas imports 
(more), but who feel uncomfortable joining a party that has repeatedly dis-
played a soft spot for goonish violence, barely dissembled neo-Nazism, and 
calls to legalize Holocaust denial. She may also be able to pull voters from 
the AfD with her economic policy. While both parties are welfare chauvin-
ists, they have different visions of how to raise funds. Ralph Suikat, treasurer 
of Wagenknecht’s party, is an entrepreneur best known for his advocacy 
for higher taxes on the wealthy, while the AfD has called for eliminating the 
inheritance tax and reducing taxes on the wealthy. She has launched the 
party at an opportune moment to test her electoral theory; the next four 
elections on the calendar include the vote for the European parliament, 
which is usually a low-turnout election where people cast protest votes, as 
well as three elections in states from former East Germany. 

By the time Wagenknecht announced the new party, one dimension of her 
singular appeal had faded: last fall, politicians from every party rushed to 
present themselves as tough on migration. the vice-chairman of the Free 
Democratic Party even floated the idea of bringing back quotas on the num-
ber of foreigners within a given city neighborhood.

Meanwhile, plans to reform the citizenship law to allow more people to 
acquire dual citizenship—a measure that would help many migrants—have 
been delayed as politicians from the CDU/CSU have pushed to make natu-
ralization dependent on an applicant’s commitment to Israel’s right to exist. 
they have argued that their law is a response to an increase in antisemitism, 
even though the state’s own figures suggest that over 80 percent of antise-
mitic attacks in Germany are committed by far-right activists, not migrants. 

Chancellor Scholz, for his part, told Der Spiegel, “We must deport 
again—and in grand style.” He has passed a new law to accomplish just 
that. He used a state visit to Nigeria to try to secure an agreement to 
deport over 10,000 Nigerians and has revived the idea of third-country 
processing centers. 

While Wagenknecht’s sharp condemnation of migration no longer dis-
tinguishes her, she won’t have trouble finding other ways to draw attention. 
She supports a number of economic policies that diverge from the politics 
of the traffic light coalition, including taxes on millionaires to fund social 
spending. Her popularity reflects a genuine and justified discontent with 
the status quo. Former West Germany has become what sociologist Oliver 



76

D
IS

S
E

N
t

 ·
 W

IN
t

E
R

 2
0

2
4

Nachtwey dubs a “downward escalator” society, where social mobility runs 
in reverse. the state’s climate policy has focused on individualized solutions 
that place the cost for the transition on consumers rather than producers. 
And no party has figured out how to talk about migration without tying itself 
in knots.

European liberals are being forced to wrestle with a contradiction in their 
approach to human mobility—by what principle can they condemn states 
that kill people for trying to leave while maintaining the world’s deadliest 
border for those trying to enter? Wagenknecht is the rare figure whose 
public statements are consistent on this point. Having once defended the 
shoot-to-kill order at the Berlin Wall, she is equally comfortable with the 
leave-to-drown reality in the Mediterranean Sea.

Because Wagenknecht insistently thinks of the German working class 
as native-born, rather than as workers, she never seriously grapples with the 
fact that over one in four residents of Germany has a migrant background. 
But her criticisms have landed in part because Die Linke has been off- 
balance and defensive about migration.

there is still room for a more robust appeal to both self-interest and sol-
idarity: migrants are a vulnerable sector of the workforce whose exploitation 
puts downward pressure on everyone’s wages. 

In the press conference announcing her new party, Wagenknecht 
denounced the fact that the revamped “citizens’ money” welfare program 
still sets the rate of subsistence so low that people who receive it often 
work under-the-table to pay the bills. the German welfare system, in other 
words, has created punishing rules that people try to escape by doing pre-
cisely what the welfare system doesn’t want them to do. 

A similar logic underlies decades of attempts to design an asylum sys-
tem that will only attract people who are “leaving for the right reasons”—
individualized persecution from their country of origin—while excluding 
those who are “coming for the wrong reasons”—desire to access the Ger-
man welfare state and labor market. the governing coalition under Scholz 
is currently trying to pass a package of laws that would allow asylum seek-
ers to work while waiting for their applications to be processed. But to 
gain enough votes to pass, the inducement to work will almost certainly 
be designed to the benefit of employers—for example, by requiring asylum 
seekers to work for no money at all, or by paying asylum seekers on debit 
cards that only allow them to shop at specific locations, so that they cannot 
turn their money into remittances.

It’s not the asylum seekers who hurt the German worker. It’s the state and 
the employers who obtain their labor for less than its market value by exploit-
ing their uncertain juridical status. Efforts to scapegoat migrants and erode 
their dignity can only intensify this trend. What remains of Die Linke has a real 
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chance to set itself apart from the pack—and perhaps to reenter parliament—
by finding an effective way to talk about migration as a working-class issue. 

With the Sahra Wagenknecht Alliance on the ballot during the next 
set of elections, we will have a chance to see how her brand of economic 
nationalism works as an electoral strategy. If her wager is right, and her 
party does well enough to enter a coalition in one of the East German states, 
we will have a chance to see how it works as a governing program. 

then we’ll have an answer to another question: does Wagenknecht have 
a viable plan for remedying social inequality in Germany, or does she simply 
possess an impressive ability to generate a list of scapegoats? If Scholz car-
ries out his promise to “deport in grand style,” Wagenknecht may find she 
misses the migrants when they’re gone.

Lauren Stokes is Associate Professor of History at Northwestern University and the 
author of Fear of the Family: Guest Workers and Family Migration in the Federal 
Republic of Germany (Oxford, 2022). 
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Poland After Law and Justice
Cyryl Ryzak

After eight years of hardline national-Catholic rule, the Law and Justice 
Party (PiS) has been deprived of the opportunity to continue governing 
Poland. It squandered the goodwill its popular program of family benefits 
had built with harsh anti-abortion measures enabled by its controversial 
takeover of the Constitutional tribunal. Its defeat in the October elections 
was welcomed with euphoria by the big-tent anti-PiS camp, and with relief 
by those victimized by its authoritarian-conservative methods of gover-
nance, including LGBtQ people.

the outcome of the election, however, was decidedly ambiguous for the 
left. As one of three electoral alliances in the “democratic opposition” to PiS, 
Lewica (the Left) will enter government along with KO (Civic Coalition) and 
trzecia Droga (third Way). It does so, however, as the weakest of the three, 
with a shrunken bloc in the Sejm, the lower (and more powerful) house of 
Polish parliament. Lewica’s share of the vote decreased from 13 percent in 
2019 to 9 percent in 2023. It lost nineteen of its seats in the Sejm and now 
has just twenty-six members in its parliamentary club, only six seats above 
that of the far-right Konfederacja. 

there was much that should have worked in Lewica’s favor. the neg-
ative reaction to the Constitutional tribunal’s ban of abortion in October 
2020 and growing disillusionment with the Church, especially among 
the younger generation, was expected to boost the coalition, which is 
Poland’s most openly feminist and anti-clerical political formation. In 
the end, however, KO was able to frame itself as the force best placed 
to defeat PiS. to attract younger voters, KO worked to shed some of its 
conservative image, softening its stance on abortion. It mimicked Lewi-
ca’s position on investment in public services and promised increased 
pay for teachers. And the return of former Prime Minister Donald tusk 
to the helm of PO (Civic Platform), the party which anchors the KO, had a 
reinvigorating effect on the center right. tusk became the embodiment 
of anti-PiS sentiment, helped by the incumbent party’s relentless attacks 
on him. 
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Without backing from younger progressive voters or the working class, 
which largely stands behind PiS, Lewica lacks significant support beyond 
its hardcore base. this stands in contrast to trzecia Droga, an alliance 
between the agrarian PSL (Polish People’s Party) and Polska 2050, founded 
two years ago. together, these parties have found an electorate: voters who 
are conservative but opposed to PiS on economic issues. Adopting a “pro-
entrepreneur” program, they won over voters that Konfederacja had hoped 
would flock to them. PSL and Polska 2050 won thirty-two and thirty-three 
seats respectively for their parliamentary clubs.

the far greater weight of this right-wing flank of the democratic oppo-
sition will shape the character of the incoming government. While PiS’s 
extreme assault on reproductive rights will likely be undone, the prospect 
for liberalization beyond the already restrictive law that preceded the 2020 
ban is slim. Prior to that decision, abortion was already limited to pregnan-
cies that threatened the life of the mother, resulted from rape, or would lead 
to a severely impaired fetus. the Constitutional tribunal eliminated this 
third exception, which accounted for 98 percent of abortions in Poland.

the outlook for economic policy is not much better. While supporting 
large spending programs, tusk lifted the retirement age during his last ten-
ure. He has distanced himself from this position, but KO remains a party of 
the affluent. Along with trzecia Droga, it has subscribed to the dubious idea 
that PiS waged a “war against entrepreneurs” through minor changes in the 
tax code, such as replacing a lump-sum health insurance contribution with 
one proportional to a firm’s revenue.

Given the strength of the forces behind social conservatism and eco-
nomic liberalism, Lewica enters the new government surrounded by per-
ils. And the parliamentary club is itself divided. While its Nowa Lewica 
(New Left) party will be part of the governing coalition, Lewica Razem (Left 
together) has announced it is only supporting the new government in a vote 
of confidence, not joining it. 

Razem gained one seat in this election with the victory of Joanna Wicha, 
a nurse who ran in the once PiS-leaning Masovian province encircling War-
saw. Wicha took a grassroots approach, talking directly with voters at local 
markets and in other public spaces. though just one seat, Wicha’s success 
has symbolic importance, proving that a party running under an unabash-
edly left-wing program can triumph in what had been a PiS bastion for the 
past eight years. Razem therefore has a reason to feel a measured sense of 
hope going forward.

Nowa Lewica may face more serious problems. Its predecessor, the 
Democratic Left Alliance, used to be powerful in manufacturing areas such 
as the southwestern region of the Dąbrowa Basin—nicknamed the “Red 
Basin” for its left-wing history—which was the center of the coal-steel com-
plex during the Polish People’s Republic but has suffered significant dein-
dustrialization since 1989. Corruption and neoliberal austerity conducted 
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under the Leszek Miller government in the early 2000s largely severed the 
ties between the region’s working-class voters and the left, even though in 
relative terms it remains the strongest base of support for Lewica. 

In response, Nowa Lewica has attempted to orient itself toward young 
progressive voters in big cities, and in 2019, it had some success in cap-
turing this electorate. the problem this time is that KO was much more 
successful in channeling anti-PiS energy. It is possible, however, that both 
Nowa Lewica and Razem can build a stronger bond with this demographic 
over the longer term, by holding a principled position on abortion and the 
separation of church and state, while also pushing for green measures, 
affordable housing, and labor protections, most importantly banning “junk” 
fixed-term contracts. 

the Polish left faces major dilemmas going forward. there are many 
reasons to be pessimistic. Nonetheless, Razem’s modest success and the 
generational potential provide some hope that the left can succeed in wid-
ening its appeal in future.

Cyryl Ryzak works as a researcher for a labor union. He lives in New York City.
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THE 
LORDS 
ARE NOT 
YOUR 
PEOPLE.

Raymond Williams’s Resources for Hope
Jedediah Britton-Purdy, p. 87
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IN A COUNTRY 
THAT 

DISINCENTIVIZES 
THE POLITICS 

OF CHARISMA, 
NAMING A 

PARTY AFTER 
YOURSELF IS A 

CONTROVERSIAL 
MOVE.

Sahra Wagenknecht Divides the German Left
Lauren Stokes, p. 69
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THE 
AVENGERS 

TALK ABOUT 
WORLD-

SAVING LIKE 
IT’S A NINE-

TO-FIVE JOB.

Marvel World 
Sam Adler-Bell, p. 7



84

D
IS

S
E

N
t

 ·
 W

IN
t

E
R

 2
0

2
4

Sweden Turns Inward
Per Wirtén, p. 42

THE DIRECTION 
OF MOVEMENT 
CAN BE SUMMED 
UP IN THREE 
CONSERVATIVE 
REFRAINS: 
INWARD, 
HOMEWARD, 
BACKWARD.
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THE REPUBLICAN 
PARTY 
SEEMS MORE 
INTERESTED IN 
BLOWING UP 
DEMOCRACY 
THAN BOTHERING 
WITH THE DETAILS 
OF POPULAR 
ECONOMIC POLICY.

Inconsistent Populists
Hannah Gurman, p. 125
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Raymond Williams
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Raymond Williams’s Resources for Hope
Jedediah Britton-Purdy

All sorts of people had come to the Welsh countryside to spend the day 
talking about the history of labor radicalism: miners, organizers, research-
ers, politicians. But the star attraction was missing. Raymond Williams, the 
Cambridge scholar and socialist beacon, had agreed by letter to speak; 
rumor was that he would be arriving in a big car. then, as a runner returned 
from the parking area to report the distressing news that no big car had 
arrived, a tall, craggy-featured man rose from the audience and made his 
way to the stage. He had been there all day, listening, watching, content 
among his people, not making a point of himself. there was no need to 
make a point; everyone in that world knew his name. It was not a merely 
local fame. Zadie Smith recalls that when she was an undergraduate at 
Cambridge in the 1990s, Williams sat beside Michel Foucault and Roland 
Barthes in the pantheon of social and literary theorists. He was Stuart Hall’s 
friend and collaborator, E.P. thompson’s ally and sparring partner, terry 
Eagleton’s teacher, and often worked side by side with Perry Anderson. 
When he died in 1988, Robin Blackburn wrote in the New Left Review that 
Williams was the “most authoritative, consistent, and radical voice” of the 
British left.

Asked to give an account of himself, Williams would begin, “I come from 
Pandy.” the Welsh village of Pandy sits a short walk across fields from the 
English border, at the edge of the Black Mountains. the peaks near Pandy 
rise more than 1,000 feet above the farmland of the valleys. A person can 
always walk to higher ground for a long and encompassing view. When 
Williams was young there, in the 1920s and ’30s, the view from the ridges 
included smoke coming from ironworks and coal pits less than twenty miles 
to the south and west. At night, the flames of the industrial valleys edged 
the black horizon with red.

In contrast with landlord-ridden England, Pandy was inhabited mostly 
by small farmers, who were cash-poor but owned their land. Williams, 
though, came from a family of landless agricultural laborers, those who 
did grinding work for short pay on the bigger farms. His father, Harry, after 
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going south for a stint of railway work in the coalfields, took a job as a sig-
nalman at the rail station near Pandy. He married Williams’s mother, Gwen, 
also from a family of farm laborers, and settled in a dark, damp Pandy cot-
tage. Harry joined the railway union and brought to it a set of radical ideas 
he had learned from the socialists and communists who were organizing 
the coalpits and ironworks. From then on, the Williamses were not laborers 
but workers, part of an organized class fighting for a share of power in Brit-
ish life.

Williams was a classic twentieth-century “scholarship boy.” the bright-
est student in the village school, he read voraciously and tested into further 
schooling a few miles away at Abergavenny, where his teacher, without con-
sulting Williams, wrote to trinity College, Cambridge, to suggest they admit 
his Welsh prodigy. the dons agreed, and Williams was off to the fens of East 
Anglia and the brooding, eternal-feeling colleges.

It might have been a familiar story of escape and upward mobility, per-
haps tinged with the regrets of uprooting and the compensations of nos-
talgia. But alongside the reading and schooling, the other great source of 
Williams’s intellectual life was the labor radicalism of his home. In 1926, 
when he was four, the miners went on strike across Britain, and the other 
trade unions supported them, calling a general strike that lasted just over 
a week. Harry Williams was a leader in the local strike, marshaling his fel-
low railway workers to shut down the Abergavenny station. But the national 
trade union leadership cut a deal to go back to work, leaving the miners to 
fight alone; after a few months, their strike ended in defeat. In their Pandy 
cottage, the Williams family believed that union leaders had undercut the 
solidarity of ordinary workers. Home and the village were more radical than 
any national power center, let alone the backward-looking curriculum of 
Cambridge.

Harry had fought in the First World War and hated the war and the army. 
Raymond, who had joined the Communist Party at Cambridge, interrupted 
his undergraduate degree to fight fascism in the Second World War. He vol-
unteered to be a tank commander, fighting battles in the forests and fields 
of Belgium and France, steering half-blind in an armored shell packed with 
fuel and ammunition that would ignite at a stroke of bad luck. He joined 
the liberation of what he called a “small concentration camp” and helped 
destroy an SS Panzer division. In those ways he did play a part in defeat-
ing fascism, but he later recalled war mainly as brutalizing and bewildering. 
Years later he reflected on fighting Nazi conscripts from occupied nations 
(often Ukrainians) and obeying British officers who might have sympa-
thized more with their German counterparts than with a Welsh communist 
under their command. During the war he spent evenings listening to radio 
reports about the Russian front to restore some sense of a conflict he could 
understand. (that front, of course, would have been equally nightmarish up 
close.) the only time he invoked his war service for any scrap of personal 
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credit was with the local draft board when he refused to fight in the Korean 
War. they accepted that he had done his part already.

When Williams returned to Cambridge, he did not rejoin the Communist 
Party, though he never marked the decision as the sort of milestone that it 
was for some on the democratic left. From Cambridge he went on to teach 
evening classes in adult education, which he did in one form or another for 
fifteen years before returning to Cambridge, this time on faculty. His writing 
voice and manner of thought were the products of adult education class-
rooms, where shared socialist belief was often an assumed bond, and the 
students were intellectually hungry workers and members of the middle 
classes—a public beyond the university that Williams would always assume 
in his later writing.

In his thirties, Williams wrote two books that made him impossible to ignore 
and that announced his loyalty to both his classrooms and his railroader’s 
cottage. Culture and Society: 1780–1950, published in 1958, recast nearly 
two centuries of English literary and intellectual history. two years later, 
a novel, Border Country, told the story of the 1926 general strike from the 
point of view of Matthew Price—a fictionalized Williams who returns to his 
village as his father is dying—and Harry Price, the father and central figure 
in the book, whose own life Matthew struggles to understand.

Culture and Society contains, in some form, most of what Williams would 
explore in the thirty years before his relatively early death in 1988. It aimed 
at a radical yet humanistic social theory, one built on reading and meditat-
ing on experience. In short, society was what happened to us: industrialism, 
the growth of cities and the clearing out of the countryside, the rise of mass 
communication and mass politics. Culture was what we made of what hap-
pened: the product of unending everyday efforts to understand how to live 
together. Politics needed culture—solidarity, a shared vision of the world, an 
orientation toward one another and to the future—and culture was politics: 
a way of organizing shared lives at the level of meaning.

Williams attacked every effort to define culture as a minority-elite con-
cern—the kind of thing he had encountered at Cambridge—which often car-
ried a fear that the rising “masses” would ruin everything unless their betters 
managed to instruct them, or at least to keep the national jewels safe from 
looting. He also criticized the Romantic idea that freedom, spirit, and genius 
could be individual achievements and possessions, abstracted from the 
whole social world in which they became possible. But Williams was not so 
much an iconoclast as a dialectical revolutionary. He treated elite reform-
ers such as Matthew Arnold, Romantic rebels such as John Keats and Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, and radical anti-industrial conservatives such as thomas 
Carlyle and William Cobbett not simply as confused or as class enemies, but 
as people engaged with fragments of a genuine and urgent question: what 
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culture, what “whole way of living of a people,” could do justice to human 
possibility? Was there a way, in a rapidly changing and often bewildering 
world full of exploitation, degradation, and self-degradation, for people to 
become free and joyful together? No one could do it in Romantic solitude; 
hoarding culture among elites was immoral and, finally, self-defeating. But 
no one yet knew how to make what Williams called “a common culture.”

Williams urged a deepening of democratic practice, which he defined 
as “the recognition of equality of being,” a rejection of domination by peo-
ple and institutions and the embrace of a way of communicating and act-
ing together that could find the value in every perspective and identity. 
there must be, within that shifting variety, some basis of solidarity. Liberals, 
Romantics, and radicals had all taken these goals seriously in their various 
ways. Conservatives and socialists alike had seen that there was no living 
out such goals without reshaping the institutions of society. Left to itself, 
liberal capitalism would turn relationships into profit models, communica-
tion into marketing, and personality into calculation—ultimately producing 
illiberal domination and manipulation.

Williams argued for a democratic ethics based on egalitarian ways of 
seeing others and experiencing oneself. to see others morally, a person 
must refuse to see them as “masses,” homogenous symptoms of social 
conditions or of their own appetites. the language and, even worse, the 
feeling that cast others as “masses” was an attempt to cut oneself off from 
them: I am human, they are a heap of social stuff. “Masses,” he wrote in an 
ironic echo of Jean-Paul Sartre’s No Exit, “are other people.” “there are in 
fact no masses,” he continued: “there are only ways of seeing people as 
masses.” Seeing in that way cuts off the possibility of democracy.

to communicate democratically, one must communicate sincerely and 
with integrity, putting oneself on the line. Anything less was manipulation. 
Williams insisted on this point in Culture and Society: “Any practical denial 
of the relation between conviction and communication, between experi-
ence and expression, is morally damaging alike to the individual and to the 
common language.” He returned to it twelve years later in The English Novel, 
warning against “a social mode in which the observer . . . is not himself at 
stake . . . a mode in which we are all . . . critics and judges, and can some-
how afford to be because life—given life, creating life—goes on where it is 
supposed to, elsewhere.” Facile ideological denunciation and marketing 
patter were both forms of moral surrender that shielded the self from risk. 
By contrast, a more full-hearted communication might contain the seeds of 
a future beyond domination and exploitation. It was a morally charismatic 
vision, and, especially for a radical of the left, intensely personal.

At the same time that Williams was making an entire literary and politi-
cal tradition his own, he was planting his flag back in Pandy, which in Border 
Country he called, more euphonically and with a more unmistakably Welsh 
note, Glynmawr. the book is about growing up on the border between 
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nations, industries, classes, and eras, and foremost about the general strike 
of 1926. But just as much, it is about being someone’s son, and beginning, 
as an adult, to understand the full and complex lives of your parents and 
their world, grasping for the first time that you do not understand yourself 
until you understand them—what they gave you, what they could not, what 
they asked of you, and what you will do with it. the book is as concrete as 
Culture and Society is abstract about what it means to see others in their full 
humanity, how unpleasant and plain difficult that can be, and how much it 
adds, nonetheless, to life.

Family and neighbors in Glynmawr are diffident, poor, and under threat 
when they act for themselves and others, as the strikers do. But the most 
vivid scenes are of a gentle solidarity, flexible enough to be forgiving, prin-
cipled enough to be hard. When the railwaymen are about to go on strike, 
a maintenance worker arrives with flowers to be planted at the station, 
flowers that will die of thirst if set aside. Overriding a militant’s insistence 
that there be no work during the strike, Harry Price, the narrator’s father, 
announces that they will all plant the flowers together. they do, then walk 
out. One anti-union maverick refuses to join the strikers, but when some are 
not rehired after the strike, he launches his own work-to-rule action, doing 
his job by the book but frustrating operations until his mates can come back 
to work. this is solidarity not exactly as doctrine or even strategy, but as 
a structure of feeling, a way of being with others in which you never quite 
break from them and never quite authorize yourself to dominate them. Wil-
liams later remarked that these incidents were drawn closely from the real 
events of the general strike in Pandy and Abergavenny.

this everyday solidarity demands—is—a constant struggle against the 
anxious vanity that pulls us apart from one another, the gnawing appetite 
to be just a little better than a neighbor or another worker. When young 
Matthew Price seems to have lost a one-pound note that the family cannot 
afford to lose, his mother, Ellen, is certain it has been stolen by big Elwyn, a 
somewhat simple boy from a poor family who takes a protective interest in 
Matthew. “You know what that family’s like?” she asks. Harry is more upset 
by the quick accusation than by the loss of the money: “I know they’re poor. 
. . . So are we poor.” (the money turns up, having been innocently misplaced 
by a neighbor.)

When Matthew returns to the village from a faculty position in London, 
he asks himself whether he is rootless now, and whether that would be 
progress toward a larger and more vivid life. He tries out a clever formula-
tion on his father’s old coworker, noting that while he has a “personal father” 
in Harry, no one who has changed worlds has a “social father,” because his 
father cannot be a model for his life in his new world. “this is wrong,” replies 
the neighbor: “I know that it’s wrong.” Harry, too, rouses himself from his 
illness to tell his son, in his own way, that almost no one has a social father, 
and no father is merely personal: “You saw me and your Gran: we were 
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different. How many, ever, live just like their fathers? None at all like their 
grandfathers.” the difference is there on the surface of things, making per-
fect continuity or tidy identity an impossible conceit. But there are deeper, 
subtler continuities to find, which Williams concluded are indispensable. 

What Matthew Price finally takes from Harry is a simple ideal familiar 
to anyone whose family members have lived and died by their work: “You 
set yourself a job, you finish it. Agreed, the job may be wrong, you might 
have done better. But get the habit when it’s difficult of stopping and 
going off somewhere else, then it’s not the job’s useless . . . but you, your-
self. . . . Only once turn aside . . . once keep back just a bit of your strength, 
and then . . . you’re finished with yourself.” this is moving, but it is a burden 
as well as a gift. Like so many others’, Matthew’s vocation is a fragment 
of his father’s unconsummated appetite—in this case, a self-educated and 
intelligent rural worker’s hunger to see his world whole and to learn how to 
change it. Williams’s characters come again and again to this determina-
tion to stick to their loyalties as if they were life itself: “Live it through.” It 
is not a slogan of self-assurance but a stay against bewilderment, a way of 
surviving intact.

Culture and Society and Border Country are nearly perfect books of very dif-
ferent kinds. In the three decades that followed, Williams wrote two other 
nearly perfect books, along with a great number of books and essays elab-
orating on those books’ themes. The Country and the City, which appeared 
in 1973, brings Williams’s critical acuity to the idea and reality of farm and 
village life, holding in a single vision the literary traditions of pastoral and 
counter-pastoral, the political inheritance of country radicalism, the mate-
rial history of grinding exploitation, and the inhabited feelings of love, grief, 
hope, and defeat of the often invisible rural poor who were his people. His 
critical eye spares nothing, yet the book is animated by charitable, patient 
attention. A landscape, he showed, was “not a kind of nature but a kind 
of man,” a way of living on and seeing a region and terrain. He invited his 
readers to see the great country houses, in so many minds the defining fea-
tures of rural England (just think of Downton Abbey), as monuments to the 
labor that was stolen to build them—not gracious ornaments on the land, 
but “barbarous” in their “disproportion of scale” to the lives that surrounded 
them. Living on land, in place, fulfilled a deep human appetite, but the ordi-
nary condition of that appetite was to be denied satisfaction—dispossessed 
by enclosure, uprooted by new technology and new markets. Adding insult 
to injury, there were always rural squires willing to appoint themselves the 
voices of country virtues, praising the candor and integrity of the village 
against London cheats. their conceits, however, rested on “the brief and 
aching lives of the permanently cheated,” who worked their lands and never 
saw London unless they’d come as refugees.
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Williams declined to see the tradition of rural radicalism as a true alter-
native. too often it was just sentimental longing for an intact world that 
might never have existed, and in any case had no future. In writing of the 
sweet and good countryside that had been stolen, “a human instinct was 
separate from the society . . . turning protest into retrospect, until we die 
of time.” the more properly political radicalism of land reformers, critics of 
enclosure, and opponents of industrialization struck him as poignant and 
sincere (unlike the landlords’ moralizing) but trapped in its own paradoxes. 
People who had managed to live decent lives within a temporary order for a 
generation or two tried desperately to make it permanent, usually by pick-
ing and choosing bits of feudal order and bits of liberal freedom. Most rural 
radicalism was “an idealization, based on a temporary situation and a deep 
desire for stability,” and “served to cover and evade the actual and bitter 
contradictions of the time.” By refusing to look clearly at their past or their 
present, nostalgic populists kept themselves from working toward a viable 
future.

The Country and the City goes some way toward fulfilling a goal that 
Matthew Price voiced in Border Country: bringing social history to life with 
all its feelings and flesh. “the figures got up and walked,” Matthew tells one 
of his father’s old comrades, referring to how his archival work has turned 
into a kind of haunting by his people’s past. Of all self-appointed rural 
voices, Williams reckoned, almost none identified with the “real and perma-
nent majority of the truly exploited and landless,” for whom there had never 
been much stability to idealize or defend. Williams was interested in their 
future, and by extension their past.

Williams turned to that past in People of the Black Mountains. the first 
of two volumes published after his death in 1988, it takes up another one 
of Matthew Price’s ambitions: to write, in Matthew’s words, “like a fool . . . 
the history of a whole people being changed.” Williams begins some 25,000 
years ago, among horse hunters early in the last Ice Age, and proceeds to 
the Roman conquest of Britain in what are, effectively, linked short stories 
about those who once lived where Williams had grown up. Many of the sto-
ries here and in the second volume, which reaches medieval Wales, are vivid 
and moving. A horse hunt at the edge of winter succeeds, but a snowstorm 
kills the disabled family member who had to wait out the hunt at camp. An 
odd child invents the idea of domesticating a pig, but fails when a preda-
tor takes the penned pig at night. A “measurer”—a member of the priestly 
order whose observations of the skies Williams imagines as the source of 
ancient stone circles with uncanny astronomical alignment—arrives in a vil-
lage, and a boy with a gift for measurement must choose between staying 
with his family to celebrate the traditional midwinter festival or following 
the stranger to discern scientifically the day of shortest light. Young peo-
ple love one another, and do or do not find ways to make sense of loving 
in the stories and customs of their people. the land’s meaning changes: 
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a sheep-herding culture is erased when a terrible sheep-borne disease 
(seemingly anthrax or plague) spreads, and for many generations the upland 
pastures are cursed and feared as people huddle in the shadows of moun-
tains whose fertility they once saw as their own.

the moral pattern of the stories is Williams’s egalitarianism and trust 
in “the creative capacities of life,” as he wrote in Culture and Society. New 
peoples come by land or boat with new stories and new ways of making 
a living from the land. Under what they call the “law” of basic hospitality 
and forbearance, those who are already there find ways to make room, even 
through suspicion, confusion, and the occasional murder at the borderlands 
of cultures. they are all commoners. there are no lords, or even warriors.

A kind of fall comes with the Celts, the first lords, who arrive soon after 
cruel and bloody cattle raiders sweep through the mountains, spreading 
insecurity and even terror. the Celtic leaders promise the villagers protec-
tion, but on the unfamiliar condition of submission. Now there will be lords 
and commoners. First the locals feel gratitude, then confusion, and then 
they sort themselves into collaborators, scattered resisters, and mere sub-
jects, including, for the first time, the enslaved—the captured descendants 
of the first post–Ice Age dwellers and hunters, who had long managed to 
exist freely alongside their herding and farming neighbors. A second fall 
comes with the Romans, as lordship is joined to empire and all social life is 
drawn toward a nexus of official power and hierarchy. The lords are not your 
people, Williams’s stories never stop warning. In one emblematic vignette, a 
Saxon lord rides to oust Viking raiders who have taken a farmhouse and are 
holding out there, brutalizing their hostages. the Saxons oust the Vikings, 
but their “noble” leader brings no justice to commoners. Lordship recog-
nizes lordship, and the Viking commander gets a place in the local hierarchy 
in return for peace. the cottagers return to their casually shattered lives. 
With a sweep that has some of the vividness of J.R.R. tolkien or Philip Pull-
man but is resolutely worldly, Williams tried in this unfinished project to cre-
ate a common peoples’ epic of an inhabited place, a story that had gone 
on for tens of thousands of years before written history and that aimed, by 
implication and without didacticism, at a future where there would once 
again be no lords.

Williams would recall the 1950s and early ’60s as a time when the left was 
isolated and demoralized. In the heart of that ideological Ice Age, he joined 
Stuart Hall and others to form the New Left Review, which began publishing 
in 1960. He was approaching fifty when the seemingly near-revolutionary 
events of 1968 shook Europe and the United States; they must have recalled 
for him the 1926 general strike, whose popular radicalism had receded into 
childhood memories. the effect was briefly revitalizing, but soon the march-
ers of Paris, Washington, and Prague went down in defeat—outvoted in two 
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cases, broken by Soviet tanks in the third. From then on, Williams posi-
tioned himself as an ally of young radicals and the “new social movements” 
for disarmament, feminism, and ecology. He began to speak less in terms of 
the fraught but peaceful “long revolution” of democratic reform and more 
in the language of a revolutionary rupture necessary to achieve real democ-
racy. He tended to a no-enemies-on-the-left practice, which included some 
lamentable friendly phrases about Mao’s regime (interesting experiments in 
the division of labor, Williams remarked).

Williams moved left as his country’s politics settled into the grim 
retrenchment of the 1970s and then the long winter of thatcherism, the 
political climate of his final decade. Hope for a socialist future was collaps-
ing around him. He had already explored a version of this collapse during the 
previous ideological winter of the early 1960s. In Second Generation (1964), 
he limned a working-class union officer’s involuntary suspicion that man-
agement’s plan for layoffs is the voice of reality, adulthood, and the world 
as it is, while the union’s proposal for a shorter workweek with no firings is 
an idle dream, just talk. this is a structure of feeling working as a shackle, 
a preconscious conviction of your own powerlessness and a suspicion 
that the person on the other side of the table, however mediocre, is real-
ity embodied. In this confrontation, your own unbidden feelings betray your 
conscious, “official” position and sell you out before the negotiation begins. 
Williams called this experience “confronting a hegemony in the fibres of the 
self.” Second Generation is full of reminders that political confrontation with 
the self often ends in defeat: shame at having believed in some defeated 
theory of equality, anger at union firebrands whose phrases about solidarity 
and justice now feel like jejune rants, cruelty toward a spouse who commits 
the offense of still believing in you when you no longer believe in yourself, 
who insists you are fighting for socialism when, in your body, you know you 
are just trying to get to retirement.

Of course, the mediocre yet authoritative manager wasn’t just trad-
ing on “the fibres of the self”; he also had the hard reality of domestic and 
global markets on his side. Maybe it would have been possible sometime in 
the late 1940s or early ’50s to reorient factory work toward shared labor and 
collective control, but that door had closed. Williams suspected, against 
every principle he had built his life around, that by the 1960s, being a radical 
democrat and egalitarian in Britain was far too much like being a Roman-
tic poet under industrial capitalism. Both culture and society, structure and 
self, formed a kind of pincer action against radical hope.

Radicalism is a complex and sometimes paradoxical posture. In one 
sense, the radical is someone who seeks deeper and more total change—a 
radical program. In another sense, the radical is someone who sees prob-
lems, wrongs, and barriers to change as pervasive and strong in the present 
order of things—a radical diagnosis. there is a clear affinity between these 
two senses of radicalism: the deeper the problems, the more basic the need 
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for change. But the two senses of radicalism may come into conflict. A radi-
cal analysis of problems and barriers to change may lead to overwhelming 
pessimism about any radical program; the hardness of a radical analysis can 
produce political quietism, with radical programs left to the politically naive. 
to be radical in both senses requires a theory of how this world, for all its 
problems, contains and is fostering the beginning of another, very different 
world. Williams labored mightily to hold together these two kinds of radical-
ism, to keep alive the idea that the many damaged lives he remembered 
and wrote about would find secular redemption in a transformed world, and 
that seeking partial solutions and temporary mitigations is not the best that 
people can do.

By the 1980s, Williams saw capitalism as devouring landscapes and 
ecosystems along with human lives and communities. He followed much 
of the New Left into an increasingly green disposition, and his calls for a 
politics aimed at “whole ways of life” now meant letting ecological restraint 
replace the economistic focus on production and exploitation. Although he 
called on the new movements as the agents of this change, he also sought 
an imaginative change at the deepest level, to reweave the self into a new, 
more generous, and more modest way of being among others and on the 
land. His 25,000-year history of the Black Mountains was a try at this, set in 
the landscape he said was the only place he ever visited in his dreams.

What is Williams’s legacy? Much of his most striking work pairs exquisite 
close reading—of a poem by Andrew Marvell, a manifesto by John Ruskin, 
Wordsworth’s Prelude—with a kind of humanistic materialism that locates 
the work in the crosscurrents of industrialization, dispossession, and the 
perennial appetite to make sense of experience. Williams also turned reg-
ularly to systematic writings in which he tried to explain more abstractly 
his life’s work, notably The Long Revolution (1961) after Culture and Society, 
and Marxism and Literature (1977) after The Country and the City. The Long 
Revolution contains important meditations on the social theory of commu-
nication, at once a human process of interpretation and self-creation and a 
structure of media technologies and ownership. Marxism and Literature is a 
forceful statement of anti-reductive materialism, arguing that despite our 
limited collective freedom, we map that freedom’s limitations only by press-
ing against its edges, in the process discovering its surprising margins. But 
these works also matter simply because they are Raymond Williams trying 
to give an account of what he does. Without the power of the more specific 
work, they would probably have disappeared. He was a singular interpreter 
of his time, an observer of immense acuity, generosity, and commitment—
qualities that can be hard to hold together—who, because of the company 
he kept and the decades in which he lived, felt pressed to be more of a the-
orist than the singular strengths of the work required.
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two dilemmas in particular marked Williams’s thinking. they are, if any-
thing, more present today than when he lived. One was between radical 
optimism about human potential and near-despair at much of what people 
were doing. He keenly observed all kinds of betrayal and bad faith, and he 
wrote as a moralist, denouncing the “cheapjack” salesman, the “addictions” 
and “obesities” and other self-degradations that came, he argued, of under-
standing the self as simply a vehicle for satisfaction and other people as 
opportunities for profit or pleasure. Yet he denied that this is who we really 
are. His conviction that human life contains deep, organic resources of 
solidarity and dignity was necessary to his vision of a radically democratic 
socialism that could grow from cultural ferment and experiment.

For a theorist of communication, the internet sharpens the dilemma in 
retrospect. Williams praised the idea of “multiple transmission,” of many 
voices in contrast to broadcast monopolies. He was, in ways, waiting for 
the internet, which began to creep into public consciousness soon after his 
death in 1988. He once seemed to suggest that shortwave radio could help 
to build ground-up socialism, and generally imagined open communication 
as fostering the type of grassroots democracy and mutual generosity that 
the early internet promoters would soon promise. the online ruin in which 
we now live literalizes much bleaker aspects of human nature, such as 
incorrigible vanity, clannishness, resentment, and sadism. the social theory 
implied by decentralized communication as we now undergo it feels more 
like the bloody pessimism of Friedrich Nietzsche (“there is no festival with-
out cruelty”) than anything resembling Williams’s hopefulness.

But then, Williams always insisted that it mattered who owned the 
media, and how they used it. He argued in 1962 for ending the commer-
cial organization of television, and would surely have seen the corporate 
internet’s potential for surveillance capitalism, targeted manipulation, and 
very bad structures of feeling. What else would we expect from a paraso-
cial world built chiefly for profit? Williams would have been a democratic 
utopian who understood immediately that venture capital would not build 
socialism. We needed him most, it seems, in the decades after his death.

Williams’s second dilemma concerns nationality and the state. Wil-
liams mistrusted all large-scale organized power, with no exemption for 
the bureaucracies that make up much of the modern state. He traced their 
corruption in The Fight for Manod, a 1979 novel in which a much older Mat-
thew Price becomes involved in a government scheme to build a “city of the 
future” in a Welsh valley, and reluctantly learns that the plan has become a 
real estate scam extending from local middle-class snobs to a capitalist-
bureaucratic nexus in Brussels. As for nationalism, Williams detested it, and 
regarded himself all his life as an internationalist, anti-imperialist, and anti-
racist. But he also understood that states and nations, particularly when 
they overlap as nation-states, are the dominant vehicles for giving shape 
to anything like “the lives of whole peoples.” An anarchist might imagine 
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that “peoples” could arrange themselves spontaneously (online?) from the 
ground up and overgrow states. A libertarian might be content to drop the 
idea of peoples and let individuals play out their own desires in a web of 
contracts across borders. But Williams believed in the lives of whole peo-
ples, to be defined in some new and more plural way, and he was realist 
and materialist enough to know that a form of life requires intentional struc-
tures, which require organized power. Where should that reside? Williams 
tended to gesture toward a blend of localism and internationalism. But with 
no strong state at either level, this is just an evasion of the problem. Not 
only do we lack an example of a modern people deliberately forming its life 
outside the nation-state, we don’t even know which direction to move in 
pursuing that ideal. (Or, rather, the nearest thing we know is organized reli-
gion, about which Williams had hardly anything to say.)

Williams’s dilemmas were hard for him to face because they threatened 
the cogency of the commitments and loyalties that defined him. As time 
went on and others’ political faith soured, it seemed ever more important to 
be Raymond Williams, still on the side of the left’s future. He wrote of radi-
cal culture in terms of “resources for hope,” and became one himself. His 
commitment to being Raymond Williams sometimes cost his political and 
theoretical writings the supple sense of irony, even tragedy, that he’d unfail-
ingly found in every previous attempt to build a home with words in a world 
ravaged by selfishness and domination. But to read and think vividly without 
surrendering hope was the task he had set himself. He lived it through.

Jedediah Britton-Purdy teaches at Duke University School of Law and is the author, 
most recently, of two Cheers for Politics: Why Democracy Is Flawed, Frightening—and 
Our Best Hope. He is a member of the editorial board of Dissent.
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A march with two Columbia University student groups banned from campus for their 
support of Palestine (Andrew Lichtenstein/Corbis via Getty Images)
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Terrorism Investigations on Campus and 
the New McCarthyism

Anthony O’Rourke and Wadie E. Said

In the 1960s, the FBI’s counterintelligence program (COINtELPRO) routinely 
infiltrated campus antiwar and civil rights groups, investigating thousands 
of students with the aim of discrediting their activism and destroying their 
career prospects. After a Senate committee led by Frank Church exposed 
this practice, the FBI disavowed it and applied a heightened standard for 
initiating investigations at universities. there is reason to believe, however, 
that federal law enforcement is facing pressure to relax its self-restraint and 
investigate pro-Palestinian student activists using a tool not at its disposal 
in the heyday of COINtELPRO: a nebulous federal statute that imposes 
prison sentences of up to twenty years for providing “material support or 
resources to a foreign terrorist organization.” this statute criminalizes 
public advocacy that is done under the direction of or in coordination with 
foreign terrorist groups. there are few legal constraints, however, that would 
prevent a motivated FBI from using pro-Palestinian speech as grounds for 
investigating students who have no connection to such a group.

In late October, the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) and the Brandeis 
Center published an open letter urging universities to investigate Students 
for Justice in Palestine (SJP), a student activist group with both national 
and local chapters, under the material support statute. According to this 
letter, SJP chapters merit investigation under the material support statute 
for “endors[ing] the actions of Hamas” and “voicing an increasingly radical 
call for confronting and ‘dismantling’ Zionism on U.S. college campuses.” 
As the ACLU and others have observed, the ADL offers no evidence that 
SJP students have done anything more than exercise their constitutionally 
protected speech rights. Still, the state of Florida has already obliged the 
ADL’s request, invoking the material support statute and its state analog to 
ban Florida’s SJP chapters. (the ACLU of Florida and Palestine Legal have 
filed a lawsuit against the ban, and fears of personal liability may have led 
the chancellor of Florida’s state university system to walk it back.)

It is tempting to read the ADL’s letter simply as encouraging universities 
to discipline anti-Israel activism in a manner that is continuous with other 
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ongoing efforts to suppress pro-Palestinian campus speech, often in ways 
that many would have found unimaginable just months before. Columbia 
University has canceled pro-Palestinian speakers, in one case under the 
pretext of “security concerns” and in one case without that pretext. the 
University of Pennsylvania censored a documentary critical of Israel. And 
several universities, including Columbia and Brandeis, have suspended or 
banned their chapters of SJP.

However, viewing the ADL’s letter as just one of many university efforts 
to repress speech through intimidation elides a more serious risk that has 
become increasingly plausible in recent weeks: federal law enforcement has 
the capacity, and is under real pressure, to use the material support statute 
to launch specious federal terrorism investigations on college campuses, 
especially against students of Palestinian descent or Muslim faith, based 
solely on their public statements.

the material support statute, for which the ADL vigorously lobbied, was 
flawed from its inception. It was passed by Congress in 1996 in the wake 
of violence in the Middle East and the Oklahoma City bombing. Congress 
alleged that foreign terrorist groups were raising money for terrorism 
under the guise of humanitarian activity and, because of “the fungibility 
of financial resources,” even donations to legitimate charitable programs 
connected to a terrorist group free up money for the group to buy weap-
ons. Despite the opposition of the ACLU on free speech and association 
grounds, the law passed.

the statute calls for the secretary of state to make a list of designated 
Foreign terrorist Organizations (FtOs) based on three characteristics: 1) a 
group is foreign; 2) it engages in terrorism or terrorist activity; and 3) its ter-
rorist activity harms American national security, which includes the vague 
concept of American economic and foreign relations interests. Providing 
“material support or resources” to a designated FtO subjects a violator to 
federal felony charges and prison time of up to twenty years. tellingly, Con-
gress never took up the prospect of a domestic material support statute, 
despite the fact the Oklahoma City bombing was a decidedly domestic act. 
there is no list of homegrown white supremacist organizations that Ameri-
cans could be imprisoned for associating with.

the material support statute accords unchecked power to the secre-
tary of state, whose designation of a group cannot be challenged in court, 
except on narrow administrative grounds (such as that the secretary of 
state designated a group by the wrong name). FtOs arguing that they have 
no quarrel with the United States are precluded from challenging their des-
ignation on such a basis.

the State Department’s discretionary authority has led to the targeting 
of Muslims and people of color, even as it insulates white Americans from 
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potential liability. First, there is the issue of who gets on the list of FtOs, 
as not all non-state actors engaging in political violence are represented—
just those that the United States deems necessary to designate for its own 
interests. For example, when the first iteration of the FtO list came out in 
October 1997, seven of the twenty-eight groups designated were Palestin-
ian, signaling that in American eyes, a full quarter of the world’s terrorist 
groups represented this particular stateless people. Incidentally, Al Qaeda 
was not designated until 1999.

Second, there is the problem of whom prosecutors choose to bring 
cases against. Even individuals who materially support FtOs that are active 
in the United States may escape criminal charges as a matter of judicial dis-
cretion. For example, until recently Israel’s right-wing extremist party Kah-
ane Chai (Kach) was designated as an FtO. Kach followers openly operated 
in the United States for many years and even had their American headquar-
ters raided by the FBI. Yet we know of no defendant who ever faced charges 
for materially supporting Kach. Further, the State Department removed 
Kach from the FtO list last year, and several of its members have leadership 
roles in Israel’s current government.

Even more alarming has been the expansion of what constitutes 
material support. In 2010, the Supreme Court held in Holder v. Humanitarian 
Law Project that the law did not violate the First Amendment, even when 
the material support to an FtO takes the form of speech. Specifically, the 
court’s decision stated that material support in the form of a “service,” which 
encompasses “personnel” as well as “expert advice or assistance” and 
“training,” were all legally within the law’s ambit. It specifically noted that 
material support in the form of speech can be criminalized even when that 
speech is geared toward urging an FtO to use nonviolent means in service 
of its political goals. the plaintiffs in Humanitarian Law Project had wanted 
to offer advice to two FtOs on how to use international law to further their 
goals and lobby Congress and the United Nations. the court did recognize 
an important safeguard when it ruled that, for material support as speech 
charges to attach, the material support offered must be at the direction of, 
or in coordination with, an FtO; independent advocacy remains protected. 
But this is still a far cry from the financing-focused “money is fungible” logic 
behind the statute when it first passed.

It is of little comfort that there is no public evidence any SJP student 
members coordinated with Hamas or any other FtO in protesting the Gaza 
war. the case law construing the material support statute’s punishment 
of advocacy is so underdeveloped that there is considerable room for 
investigative overreach. As one of us argued previously, the line between 
independent advocacy and material support as speech in coordination 
with an FtO “remains unelaborated,” a gap that may well be exploited 
by counterterrorism agents. And since the ADL is one of the few civil 
organizations that  trains federal law enforcement on counterterrorism, 
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it can use the gap to advance its overreaching conception of the material 
support statute.

Some recent cases of material support as “personnel” have targeted 
individuals who offered to fight with the Islamic State organization in the 
Middle East. these prosecutions often result from a sting operation led by 
government agents and informants. this raises the frightening specter of 
the government using informants to goad vulnerable, and perhaps men-
tally unstable, students into pretending to have a connection with an FtO 
while making public statements. Numerous commentators have highlighted 
the many problems with the FBI’s use of informants in terrorism investiga-
tions, which the bureau defends as necessary to protect national security. 
this is not a purely hypothetical concern: FBI Director Christopher Wray has 
repeatedly mentioned ramping up investigations of Hamas activity in the 
United States since October 7.

Indeed, it is possible that the ADL itself may coordinate with groups 
connected to Israeli intelligence to conduct its own campus spying 
operations and report the information to law enforcement. there is 
historical precedent animating this concern: the ADL was implicated in a 
large-scale operation spying on Arab-American activists on the West Coast 
in the early 1990s.

Campus law enforcement agencies are not in a position to guard 
against such abuses through independently assessing whether it is 
appropriate to help investigate a student for violating the material support 
statute. this lack of capacity is a matter of both expertise and information. 
the FBI regards universities as rich soil for foreign agents to recruit people 
with ideologies hostile to U.S. interests, and it encourages campus law 
enforcement to participate in Joint terrorism task Forces (JttFs). However, 
the FBI tends to treat even sophisticated local law enforcement agencies 
as second-class partners in JttFs, and it is particularly unlikely to reveal 
sensitive intelligence—if it exists—with campus police. Indeed, Section 507 
of the Patriot Act allows the attorney general to obtain an ex parte court 
order to collect private educational records for an authorized material 
support investigation without needing to even provide such intelligence to a 
relevant judge.

there is reason for universities to treat the ADL–Brandeis Center letter 
as a legitimate threat to their students and values. Soon after the letter’s 
release, the White House announced a set of actions to combat antisemi-
tism and Islamophobia on college campuses by having the Departments of 
Justice and Homeland Security “[partner] with campus law enforcement to 
track hate-related threats and provide federal resources to schools.” the 
White House’s subsequent press release confirmed that DOJ and DHS have 
“hosted calls with campus law enforcement as part of broader outreach to 
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state, local, tribal, and territorial officials to address the threat environment 
and share information about available resources.”

the timing of the DOJ/DHS initiative and the specific agencies involved 
suggest a real possibility that federal law enforcement will investigate SJP 
members for material support. Five days after issuing its open letter, the 
ADL’s director met with the White House in a closed-door meeting to deliver 
recommendations for improving campus safety. the White House unveiled 
its DOJ/DHS initiative the same day.

Ordinarily, it would be the Department of Education’s remit to investi-
gate and track data on whether universities are fulfilling their obligations 
under title VI to protect students from antisemitic harassment on campus. 
the DOJ, however, has the exclusive statutory authority to lead investiga-
tions under the federal material support statute and typically coordinates 
with DHS on foreign terrorism investigations. For example, FBI agents are 
authorized to open a “threat assessment” on national security grounds rely-
ing on a very loose factual basis, and the FBI will retain the results of that 
investigation even after it has been closed, potentially leaving students with 
an FBI file based solely on campus activism. Both the FBI and DHS have 
long sought universities’ cooperation on terrorism investigations, and both 
agencies cultivate relationships with campus law enforcement to address 
terrorism concerns.

Either agency, operating independently, might work to address cam-
pus safety in a number of ways that do not implicate federal terrorism laws. 
(Indeed, the White House plan involves other initiatives that involve those 
agencies, including the use of DHS’s Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Secu-
rity Agency to advise universities on campus security and DOJ grants to 
“support the investigation and prosecution of hate crimes.”) the joint coor-
dination of these two agencies with campus law enforcement, however, 
suggests the White House may follow the ADL’s suggestion and use mate-
rial support investigations to address student protest.

the White House’s use of the term “antisemitism” in other contexts 
offers further reason to fear that student activism may be targeted for fed-
eral criminal investigations. In its May 2023 National Strategy to Counter 
Antisemitism, the White House “embraced” the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’s working definition of antisemitism, which includes 
types of speech critical of Israel such as “[d]enying the Jewish people their 
right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that the existence of a State of 
Israel is a racist endeavor.” A number of civil society groups, including the 
ACLU, Amnesty International, and several Jewish civil rights organizations, 
have cautioned that, in practice, this definition has served to “chill and 
sometimes suppress . . . non-violent protest, activism and speech critical 
of Israel and/or Zionism, including in the U.S. and Europe.” For example, the 
definition can be used “to label as antisemitic documentation showing that 
Israel’s founding involved dispossessing many Palestinians” or arguments 
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“to transform Israel from a Jewish state into a multiethnic state that equally 
belongs to all of its citizens.” Going beyond even this definition, the House 
recently passed a resolution by an overwhelming vote declaring “anti-Zion-
ism is antisemitism.”

Given these expansive definitions of antisemitism, it is also concerning 
that the White House is promising over $38 million in DOJ grants to “civil 
rights groups, including awards to organizations serving Jewish and Arab 
American communities,” to “support the investigation and prosecution of 
hate crimes.” the ADL, which has close and long-standing connections to 
the FBI, would presumably be a prime contender for this outsourcing of 
investigative responsibility. thus, in the name of combating antisemitism, 
the White House may wind up relying on an organization that has plausi-
bly been alleged to spy on college campuses, and has expressly avowed a 
desire to wield the material support statute as an investigative weapon.

the White House may be acting with more restraint than we fear—in which 
case it should affirm it will not use the material support statute to target 
student activism. Moreover, a president’s zeal to weaponize terrorism laws 
against students may be tempered in the short term by institutional norms 
meant to safeguard against such abuses. For example, the FBI treats cam-
pus investigations as “sensitive intelligence matters” that require higher 
levels of administrative approval to launch. And busy U.S. attorneys may 
decline to prosecute cases they deem frivolous or politically problematic, 
and thus disincentivize FBI agents from pursuing them.

these internal guardrails, however, can be ignored or eliminated when 
there is political will to do so. the pressure to combat antisemitism on 
campus may make universities eager to enlist the power and resources 
of the FBI. Last month, for example, American University in Washington, 
D.C. sought the FBI’s assistance to investigate an instance of antisemitic 
vandalism of posters on campus. this eagerness to rely on federal law 
enforcement for matters that were once the province of campus police is 
dangerous when the FBI has the material support statute at its disposal.

What’s more, the FBI is facing considerable pressure to wield this stat-
ute. Both congressional leaders and the leading GOP presidential candi-
dates have expressed their desire to punish student protesters of Israel, 
including with proposed travel bans and visa cancelations for Palestinian 
students. (the Florida chancellor’s ban of state university SJP chapters was 
at the behest of Governor Ron DeSantis.) Such calls suggest forthcoming 
moves—if not by this White House, then by the next—to discard the les-
sons of the Church Committee and use the material support statute against 
student protesters. University leaders should not ignore the possibility that 
today’s call to shut down SJP chapters will be followed by a government 
request to assist in the criminal prosecution of SJP members.
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How should university leaders respond? to begin, all of them, even those 
who took the extraordinary step of shutting down their SJP chapters, should 
publicly reject the ADL–Brandeis letter and affirm that no independent 
campus speech, no matter how incendiary, serves as a legitimate basis 
for a material support investigation. Whatever disciplinary measures these 
universities may be willing to impose on campus speech, they can at least 
draw a public line at protecting students from criminal investigations based 
on that speech.

Second, universities should not cooperate with federal or state 
investigations under the material support statute without a court 
order. this means that universities should, to the extent allowed by 
law, refuse to allow DHS officials on campus to investigate students for 
material support violations. this is a simple extension of the policy many 
universities, including Columbia, have adopted with respect to immigration 
enforcement. Obtaining a court order for educational records at least 
requires the attorney general to certify to a federal judge that an authorized 
material support investigation is underway and has generated some 
information. Without even this meager judicial check, universities should 
not permit law enforcement officials to surveil students on campus in the 
hope of generating fodder for a material support investigation.

Finally, universities should reconsider the scope of their cooperation 
with state and law enforcement on terrorism matters. If universities have 
memoranda of understanding with state and federal law enforcement 
agreeing to cooperate on terrorism investigations, they should modify these 
agreements to exclude material support investigations, given the new risk 
that students will be targeted based on campus advocacy. By doing so, uni-
versities can signal that they will not give law enforcement the license to use 
an expansive and problematic criminal statute to punish campus speech.

Anthony O’Rourke is the Joseph W. Belluck & Laura L. Aswad Professor of Civil Justice 
at the University at Buffalo School of Law, State University of New York.

Wadie E. Said is a Professor of Law and Dean’s Faculty Fellow at the University of Colo-
rado Law School and the author of Crimes of terror.
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Lincoln being sworn in by Chief Justice taney (Library of Congress)
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We Are Already Defying the  
Supreme Court

Ryan Doerfler and Samuel Moyn

the idea of disregarding the U.S. Supreme Court—simply ignoring 
its decisions—has become a flash point. “Americans will not tolerate 
defiance of the institution and the rule of law,” remarked one conservative 
law professor, irate about the possibility that President Joe Biden or 
other political officials might engage in such behavior. Who has defied 
the Supreme Court in the past? If leading examples include Andrew 
Jackson the ethnic cleansing populist or George Wallace the Southern 
segregationist, the answer has to be: no one good.

Recently, when two left-leaning professors, Aaron Belkin and Mark 
tushnet, called for a modest and partial form of disobedience in response 
to the mounting damage of Supreme Court precedents, conservatives 
rained opprobrium on them. Disregarding a judgment of the Supreme 
Court is “a fast track to tyranny,” if not “thuggery” pure and simple, the 
right raged. the rule of law depends on compliance with the justices’ 
commands.

Yet liberals did not exactly rally to the cause of disobedience. If 
anything, many seem even more committed than ever to their own 
anxieties, considering how crucial obedience has been (at least according 
to liberal orthodoxy) to advancing civil rights in the face of sometimes 
recalcitrant political forces. the recent disciplining of the Alabama 
legislature, after it pushed back on a federal court decision invalidating its 
racially gerrymandered system, provides a case in point.

Conservatives and liberals alike, then, have contributed to a popular 
narrative of a “norm of compliance” across U.S. history, a narrative that 
functions to make disobedience seem unthinkable. But this narrative is 
false. It obscures the reality of ordinary noncompliance that has, past and 
present, defined the scope of judicial authority.

Opposition to the Supreme Court has occurred in myriad forms. 
Feigning horror at the idea is a con, and a pernicious one at that. to 
pretend like there aren’t multiple styles of noncompliance gives the 
impression that resistance is beyond the pale. this, in turn, prevents us 
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from seeing how noncompliance has already escalated, and from grasping 
lucidly the possibility and the stakes of taking it further.

Presidents have not openly defied a federal court order since the turn of the 
twentieth century, but the record of open presidential defiance goes back to 
the beginning of U.S. history. And it is morally complicated.

In Marbury v. Madison—the 1803 decision widely, if erroneously, under-
stood to have established the power of judicial review for federal courts—
thomas Jefferson credibly threatened to defy any judicial order instructing 
his secretary of state to install opposition party member William Marbury as 
justice of the peace in Washington, D.C. (Jefferson also reportedly promised 
retaliation, including but not limited to judicial impeachment.) Almost thirty 
years later, Andrew Jackson purportedly refused to assist with enforcing 
the Supreme Court’s order to release a state prisoner in Worcester v. Geor-
gia, the case associated with the apocryphal quotation, “John Marshall has 
made his decision, now let him enforce it.” And three decades after that, in 
Ex parte Merryman, Abraham Lincoln famously defied a judicial order issued 
by Chief Justice Roger taney to release a suspected secessionist from fed-
eral custody. 

But this form of confrontation subsided. In the twentieth century, Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt twice threatened defiance: first in response to a series 
of court challenges to his decision to take the country off of the gold stan-
dard, then when his use of military tribunals for alleged Nazi saboteurs was 
questioned. the Supreme Court gave way in both instances. No president 
has challenged the court in this manner since.

Whether or not these examples are “chilling,” in conservative profes-
sor Jonathan turley’s words, they show that open defiance of federal court 
orders by presidents has become a rarity. Acknowledging that flagrant chal-
lenge to judicial authority is the exception, though, is not the same as con-
ceding strict presidential (or, for that matter, congressional) compliance as 
the rule. Focusing on the most flagrant episodes of defiance ignores every-
day, ordinary noncompliance. 

Ordinary noncompliance takes different forms, including legalistic ones 
that circumvent orders under the cover of obedience. It is common for poli-
cymakers to push back against judicial decisions by using workarounds. 
For example, ever since the court declared racial quotas unconstitutional in 
Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978), selective state universi-
ties have used “holistic” assessments of applicants to approximate the same 
racial and ethnic compositions that the use of quotas would’ve reached. 
those institutions appear ready to do the same going forward—at the jus-
tices’ invitation, seemingly—using “personal statements,” notwithstanding 
the court’s even harsher renunciation of affirmative action in Students for 
Fair Admissions, Inc. v. University of North Carolina. (So too private universities 
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operating under supervision of the Department of Education following Stu-
dents for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

Other times, when courts make judicial enforcement unavailable, officials 
rely on political enforcement. In Immigration and Naturalization Service v. 
Chadha (1983), for instance, the court splashily declared the use of legislative 
veto provisions unconstitutional. Congress mostly ignored the decision, 
continuing to enact such provisions and passing single-chamber and even 
committee-level resolutions purporting to block executive action. the 
executive branch has continued to comply not because those resolutions are 
enforceable in court, but because Congress retains power over the president 
and the administrative state through oversight and appropriations.

Yet another strategy is for officials to haggle with courts over the terms 
of judicial demands. As Yale law professor Nicholas Parrillo describes, when 
courts order agencies to do something (as opposed to merely refrain from 
doing something), agencies frequently respond by calling the demand 
infeasible. Hoping to avoid visible noncompliance, courts are then drawn 
into a negotiation with the agency over what it must do and, more often, 
how long it has to comply. In a federal district court case, for example, the 
Department of Health and Human Services was ordered to give clearer 
notices of benefit denials to Medicare recipients. the agency ultimately 
complied, but only after six years of delays, modifications, and clarifications 
to the order. the presiding judge lamented the agency’s “stonewalling,” typ-
ical “in these cases.”

Lastly and most strikingly, administrative officials sometimes defy judi-
cial orders outright, though without the fanfare of Lincoln or FDR. Law pro-
fessor Jennifer Lee Koh, for example, has identified multiple instances of 
noncitizens being deported despite “the existence, or anticipated entry, of 
a judicial order” prohibiting that action. While Koh notes cases going back 
as early as 1923, she argues that anecdotal evidence suggests an “ominous 
uptick” of such deportations during Donald trump’s administration. Con-
versely, the Department of Homeland Security shielded some 2,000 noncit-
izens from deportation in a 2015 case despite a court order prohibiting such 
“benefits” for “childhood arrivals” under President Obama’s DACA program. 
In neither instance did the president tout publicly his administration’s defi-
ance. But it took place both times.

the reality, then, is that presidents and other officials push back against 
judicial orders with some regularity. In extraordinary moments, “transforma-
tive” presidents defy the Supreme Court frontally as an overtly political (and 
politicizing) tactic in a public contest over who gets to say what the law is. 
Far more often, that same contest plays out more privately and discreetly, as 
largely unknown bureaucrats contest or minimize judicial instructions and, 
in so doing, negotiate the contours and limits of our “norm of compliance.”
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taken together, the ongoing practice of both extraordinary and ordinary 
noncompliance suggests that judicial authority in the United States is not 
absolute. Rather, it exists within “politically constructed bounds,” as Harvard 
law professor Richard Fallon puts it. And thankfully so, Fallon insists, since 
the choice is not between the “rule of law” and its absence, as some insti-
tutionalists suggest. Rather, it is between judicial dictatorship and political 
struggle. to illustrate the point, Fallon imagines a Supreme Court order that 
instructs the president to invade Iran, citing the constitutional duty to pro-
tect the United States from “national enemies.” Such an order should and 
(hopefully) would be ignored, Fallon reasons. Compliance would be morally 
disastrous and in the service of a plainly fabricated legal requirement.

While Fallon’s hypothetical is hyperbolic for now, real-world exam-
ples abound that are only slightly less troubling. this past term, in Biden 
v. Nebraska, the Supreme Court ordered Biden not to liberate millions of 
Americans from the yoke of student debt based on what judicial moderate 
Justice Elena Kagan called a “made-up” interpretive doctrine. Similarly, in 
West Virginia v. EPA the year before, the court used the same flimsy ratio-
nale to make a preemptive strike on federal climate regulation. In both 
cases, and in many others, the Supreme Court ordered the federal govern-
ment to perpetuate human misery based on legal assertions that were ten-
uous at best and outrageous at worst. Yet even liberal critics continue to 
suggest that open defiance of such decisions, as opposed to the opposite, 
would be alarming.

If a strict norm of compliance with judicial orders is neither desirable 
nor practiced, why do liberals continue to equate defiance with “consti-
tutional crisis”? As Parrillo describes it, the resilience of the myth of total 
submission to the Supreme Court is attributable partly to the strategic 
behavior of judges. By adjusting the terms of judicial orders to align with 
what government officials are willing to do, courts preserve the appear-
ance of compliance through the offering of preemptive concessions. Just 
as important, though, is the willingness of political branch actors to keep 
contestation of judicial authority out of sight. By laundering noncompliance 
through bureaucracy and legalism, Congress and the president help sustain 
the juristocratic fiction that rule of law means obedience to courts.

For many institutionalists, the commitment to maintaining that fic-
tion follows from the fear that a loss of public faith in courts, and specifi-
cally the Supreme Court, would be calamitous. In his testimony to Biden’s 
Supreme Court Commission, for example, Harvard law professor Noah Feld-
man opined that, given the “evolution” of our constitutional culture, only the 
court enjoys the “institutional legitimacy” to protect the “rule of law” and 
“democracy” amid partisan pressure. Similarly and more bluntly, former 
U.S. District Judge Nancy Gertner, a member of the commission, cautioned 
that if the public were to lose “respect” for the court’s decisions, “we really 
are all in trouble.” Biden, a “staunch institutionalist,” has expressed similar 
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sentiments, warning against reforms to the court that could “politicize it, 
maybe forever, in a way that is not healthy.”

Whatever the motivation, the willingness of Biden and others to obscure 
noncompliance with judicial instructions has the practical effect of limiting 
the contest over who actually gets to say what the law is to a private negotia-
tion among elites. the reality of give and take is not scary; in fact, it has been 
our practice since the beginning. In this case, the only reason for the pretense 
of a norm of strict compliance is the belief that the pretense itself serves a 
powerful political function, even when contradicted by political reality.

What is that function? the political theorist Judith Shklar argued that 
a certain noble lie—that politics consists of following rules—keeps the sys-
tem from descending into chaos or violence. But it would seem that fictions 
of compliance exist to transfer authority over law away from democratic 
and popular control—something that apparently liberal elites find it in their 
interest to do. A world in which judges are above challenge only when they 
serve the designs of the people’s law and not otherwise remains, for many, 
too horrifying to contemplate. 

While Biden and other institutionalists remain committed to the narrative 
of compliance, that commitment has proven vulnerable in recent months 
to popular and especially electoral pressure. In the weeks leading up to the 
Supreme Court’s student loan decision, for example, activists, along with 
progressive elected officials like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Ayanna 
Pressley, insisted that Biden have a backup plan ready to implement in the 
event of an adverse decision. Advocates demanded that Biden and his team 
act “swiftly and boldly,” in contrast to the administration’s lethargic reaction 
to Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization. Within hours of the ruling, 
the president delivered his response, calling the court’s decision a “mistake” 
—one that made him “a little bit angry”—and insisting that the “fight” for 
debt cancellation was “not over.” to the surprise of many, he added that his 
Department of Education would pursue cancellation immediately using dif-
ferent statutory authority. the president clarified that this “new path” was 
“consistent” with the Supreme Court’s decision. Amid other rhetorical esca-
lations, Biden drew praise from several progressives for “refusing to acqui-
esce” to this most recent judicial power grab.

the political stakes of the president’s response were made apparent 
by a bizarrely heated exchange over comments by NYU law professor Noah 
Rosenblum. Speaking with a CNBC reporter, Rosenblum praised Biden for 
“striking back against the court” and, more importantly, for framing the 
issue “clearly and simply” rather than hiding behind “mystifying legalese.” 
In response, emeritus Harvard law professor Laurence tribe called Rosen-
blum “dead wrong” for suggesting that Biden was “defying” the court. For-
mer Fourth Circuit Judge (and later Boeing general counsel) Michael Luttig 
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piled on, remarking it was “important” that Rosenblum (a mere “assistant” 
professor, Luttig underscored) “be corrected,” and that no “serious thinker” 
would characterize the president’s response as an act of defiance.

In the conversations that followed, institutionalists debated what exactly 
would count as defiance, with tribe insisting the label be reserved for ignor-
ing a specific order in the vein of Ex parte Merryman. Others, like Rosenblum’s 
colleague Richard Pildes, extended it to mean disregard for a court’s legal 
reasoning in subsequent cases, in the vein of Dred Scott. All agreed, though, 
that what the president was proposing fell safely on the side of compliance. 
It was simply too disturbing to acknowledge, either to themselves or to the 
public, that Biden’s action was at least partly political retaliation.

the fight over what counts as defiance is instructive partly because it 
shows how much public discourse in this area consists of contestable claims 
being presented as dogmas. tribe, for example, takes for granted that defi-
ance of a judicial order would trigger a constitutional crisis, whereas limiting 
the legal significance of a decision to its facts would merely be the presi-
dent exercising independent constitutional authority. But a clear instance of 
compliance to some would be a sacrilegious transgression to others. the 
Supreme Court, after all, famously rejected the idea of order-specific obe-
dience in the Warren Court decision of Cooper v. Aaron, declaring that offi-
cials who have taken an oath to uphold the Constitution are thereby bound 
by the court’s reasoning as well as its orders in specific disputes. 

Or consider the more modest position that a ruling that declares some 
policy unlawful is consistent with the readoption of that policy using different 
legal authority. In Biden v. Nebraska, Chief Justice John Roberts concluded 
that the Higher Education Relief Opportunities for Students (HEROES) Act 
did not permit Biden’s loan cancellation program because, if Congress had 
intended to grant the president such sweeping authority, it would have done 
so “more clearly.” Because the administration had chosen not to defend the 
program by appeal to the Higher Education Act, as initially urged by activists, 
the court said nothing explicit about that potential legal basis. Yet it is hard to 
believe the case would have come out differently if it had, given the conser-
vative majority’s naked hostility toward the use of executive power for pro-
gressive ends. the reasoning in the chief justice’s opinion, then, implies that 
it was an act of defiance in a very straightforward sense for Biden to propose, 
in response, a near identical program, despite having overwhelming reason 
to believe the court would have rejected such legal authority at the time of 
the initial ruling. And to the extent the administration is hoping for a differ-
ent outcome—if it is at all—it is not because it thinks its new rationale for 
loan forgiveness is better. Rather, it is because the cost of a second decision 
declaring cancellation unlawful is one that the court—already in the midst of 
a legitimacy crisis—might not be willing to bear.

More fundamentally, it is clear that legalistic distinctions like the one 
between a court’s “judgment” and its reasoning do not correspond to 
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anything morally interesting. For example, many rightly worried that former 
President trump would refuse to enforce the law against polluters and tax 
cheats. Yet in other circumstances, liberals found such nonenforcement 
self-evidently permissible, recommending that Biden decline to prosecute 
those who violated District Court Judge Matthew Kacsmaryk’s order pro-
hibiting the distribution of mifepristone throughout the country. 

the same, of course, would be true in more extreme cases, such as the 
hypothetical example of defying the order to invade Iran or Lincoln’s real-
life defiance of Chief Justice taney—both of which are morally laudable and 
yet fall on the side of defiance, no matter how narrowly defined. Challeng-
ing judicial authority openly and directly, it turns out, is sometimes a moral 
imperative, not an unforgivable sin. What all this suggests, then, is that defi-
ance, both as a notion and as a tactic, is a site of moral judgment and politi-
cal struggle—and necessarily so, since, as with all legal concepts, how we 
should think about defiance depends on our practical ends.

One might nonetheless retain some anxiety that there is something 
vaguely (or not so vaguely) authoritarian about inviting a president in par-
ticular to ignore the judiciary. In evaluating any such anxiety, two points 
warrant attention. 

First, one must remind oneself repeatedly that defiance of courts is not 
the same as, and does not entail, the defiance of law. In the student loan 
case, the Supreme Court rejected the president’s cancellation plan by 
appealing to an intellectually bankrupt interpretive doctrine. Who, exactly, is 
defying the law in this situation? Especially in a historical moment in which 
courts invent limits on statutory authority left and right, presidential non-
compliance with egregious decisions (at a minimum) constitutes a defense 
of law and, more specifically, democratic lawmaking. Whether defiance is 
cause for alarm or celebration in a specific instance will depend, of course, 
on what the law permits or requires in addition to the morality of the policy 
advanced. But as cases like Biden v. Nebraska and others show, judges have 
no special access to legal interpretation, let alone moral truths.

Second, even if the president were capable of saying what the law 
is just as well as the Supreme Court (or Congress), there is something 
especially concerning about giving the final say to a charismatic, or not-so-
charismatic, individual. Even at the height of enthusiasm for administrative 
governance, the architects of the modern administrative state were, as 
Rosenblum documents, attentive to the experience of European fascism 
and the ills of “personalized rule.” As partial remedy, Congress divided, 
and continues to divide, power within the executive branch, ensuring that 
power is exercised by multiple officials rather than the president alone. 
Obedience to judges has ironically made the situation worse in recent 
years, as the Supreme Court has waged war against the independence of 
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agency officials—independence granted explicitly by Congress but deemed 
unconstitutional based on historical fiction.

Worries about cults of personality are not baseless, and it is generally 
healthier for a democracy to have power rest with multimember bodies 
rather than strong individuals. For this reason, critics of judicial authority 
in the United States have, in recent years, tended to advocate stripping 
courts of varying amounts of authority and giving that authority over to 
Congress. that preference for empowering Congress rather than the 
president is entirely reasonable, correct even. Yet a major difficulty with 
that recommendation is that, owing to structural constraints ranging from 
partisan gerrymandering and Senate malapportionment to the persistence 
of juristocratic ideology and class interest, Congress has thus far proven 
both unable and unwilling to seize power away from the court, as is its 
constitutional prerogative.

the puzzle for reformers, then, is how to bring about the conditions in 
which Congress can and will claim its position as primary interpreter of the 
law. Creating those circumstances will partly involve continuing ideological 
work in spaces where juristocracy is a choice, and a bad one. Much more 
powerful, though, are concrete demonstrations of democratic actors, as 
opposed to courts, expressing the final word as to what the law is on issues 
that matter. Under current conditions, at least, it may be that democratizers 
can exert pressure more successfully on a comparatively vulnerable execu-
tive official or body.

Opponents of more open and radical presidential defiance must also 
grapple with the reality that pressure must be channeled somewhere. In 
a period of “polycrisis” and domestic decline, the Supreme Court’s plac-
ing of “made-up” constraints on an already dysfunctional system of gover-
nance has predictably and reasonably resulted in popular unrest. In some 
instances, the people have taken matters into their own hands, protect-
ing reproductive freedom through popular referenda, for example. In other 
situations, the people—again reasonably—look for assistance from elected 
officials. Insofar as Congress has proven unwilling or unable to provide that 
assistance, it should come as no surprise that attention turns even more to 
our nation’s most visible elected official. Does calling on the president to 
push back against the court, even without Congress, come with risks? Yes. 
But those risks must be weighed against the present reality of a malign judi-
cial dictatorship. At the very least, critics of defiance should concede that 
the choice is far from easy.

Ryan Doerfler teaches law at Harvard.

Samuel Moyn teaches law and history at Yale.
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Terror and the Ethics of Resistance
Brian Morton

After the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, it took the United States 
almost two years to forfeit the sympathy of the world. After the terror 
attacks of October 7 of last year, Israel, a more nimble superpower, accom-
plished the same feat in just a few days. Because the atrocities committed 
by Hamas have been eclipsed by the horrors that Israel has brought down 
on the people of Gaza, a consideration of the way the U.S. left responded to 
Hamas’s attacks might seem to be of nothing more than historical interest. 
But some of the questions raised by our responses should still be of con-
cern to those who want to build a better left. 

After Hamas’s assault on Israel, an assault that involved not only attacks 
on military bases and police stations but the murder, rape, and mutilation 
of civilians, the most prominent figures on the U.S. left—people like Ber-
nie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez—were quick to denounce the 
attacks, but many people who view themselves as members of the left 
reacted with approval. Because I teach at a college, I was particularly aware 
of the responses of the student left. Portland State University’s Students 
United for Palestinian Equal Rights said that “indigenous Palestinians are 
reclaiming their stolen land and finally breaking free from the siege of Gaza. 
they have the absolute right to defend themselves by any means neces-
sary.” National Students for Justice in Palestine called the attacks “a historic 
win for the Palestinian resistance” and said that “liberating colonized land 
is a real process that requires confrontation by any means necessary.” they 
added that “responsibility for every single death falls solely on the zionist 
entity.” the Brown University chapter of SJP agreed, holding “the Israeli 
regime and its allies unequivocally responsible for all suffering and loss 
of life, Palestinian or Israeli.” So did a coalition of Harvard student groups, 
which said that Israel was “entirely responsible for all unfolding violence.” 

the idea that those who seek to resist an oppressive authority have no 
moral responsibilities is a curious one. It wouldn’t be surprising if some of 
the students who made this claim were privately uneasy about it. If they are, 
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I hope they’ll keep reading about the complicated relationship between vio-
lence and social change, and I particularly hope they’ll find their way to the 
speech given by Nelson Mandela as a defendant in the Rivonia trial in 1964, 
in which he and nine others were accused by the South African government 
of crimes including acts of sabotage.

Mandela’s speech, a detailed account of the changing strategies and 
tactics employed by the African National Congress over more than fifty 
years, is an important resource for anyone who wishes to think about the 
ethics and tactics of resistance to an oppressive authority. 

Mandela said that for decades the ANC “adhered strictly to a constitu-
tional struggle,” but “white governments remained unmoved, and the rights 
of Africans became less instead of becoming greater.” After almost forty 
years, he said, the ANC reconsidered its strategy and launched a campaign 
“based on the principles of passive resistance. More than 8,500 people 
defied apartheid laws and went to jail. Yet there was not a single instance of 
violence in the course of this campaign on the part of any defier.”

this mode of struggle, too, led to nothing, and a new strategy became 
imperative.

[O]ur followers were beginning to lose confidence in this policy and 
were developing disturbing ideas of terrorism. . . . I, and some col-
leagues, came to the conclusion that as violence in this country was 
inevitable, it would be unrealistic and wrong for African leaders to 
continue preaching peace and nonviolence at a time when the Gov-
ernment met our peaceful demands with force.

this conclusion was not easily arrived at. It was only when all else 
had failed, when all channels of peaceful protest had been barred to 
us, that the decision was made to embark on violent forms of politi-
cal struggle.

But even after the ANC decided to use violence, according to Mandela, it 
refused to engage in terrorism, because terrorism “would produce an inten-
sity of bitterness and hostility between the various races of the country 
which is not produced even by war.”

Instead, the ANC adopted a strategy of sabotage.

We felt that planned destruction of power plants, and interference 
with rail and telephone communications, would tend to scare away 
capital from the country . . . and would in the long run be a heavy 
drain on the economic life of the country, thus compelling the voters 
of the country to reconsider their position. . . .

this then was the plan. Umkhonto [the military wing of the ANC] 
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members right from the start, that on no account were they to injure 
or kill people in planning or carrying out operations.

Years later, the ANC changed its strategy again, launching a campaign 
of assaults against military personnel, but it continued to try to avoid harm-
ing noncombatants. In 1980, the organization became the first liberation 
movement to sign the Geneva Conventions, with its prohibitions against 
attacks on civilians.

I’m not suggesting that Mandela’s account of the evolution of the ANC’s 
thinking adds up to a blueprint that all other groups resisting unjust author-
ity should follow. Nor am I suggesting that the ANC never violated its own 
ideals. More than once, especially in its later years, it did, and sometimes 
gravely so. 

I am saying that Mandela’s testimony at the Rivonia trial provides a 
model of careful thinking on the part of people who were committed to 
overthrowing unjust authority and also to avoiding unnecessary loss of life. 
It’s hard to see how any serious person could study Mandela’s thoughts 
on resistance and come away with the conclusion that the oppressed are 
free of elementary ethical obligations, or that the slaughter perpetrated by 
Hamas was actually the responsibility of Israel.

ANC supporters give the thumbs up as a prison van with anti-apartheid militants 
heads to court in Johannesburg in 1956. (OFP/AFP via Getty Images)
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If it was unsurprising to hear college students, relatively new to politics, 
talking this way, it was more unsettling to hear the same logic put forward 
by older people on the left. On twitter, Malcolm Harris, the author of sev-
eral well-regarded works of social criticism and history, described Hamas’s 
attacks as “the actions of the most marginalized people on earth when 
they have no other option.” In n+1, David Klion wrote, “I can’t and won’t 
defend [Hamas’s] methods or its underlying ideology. . . . Nonetheless, I’m 
unclear what purpose condemnation serves; when nonviolent resistance 
to the occupation is all but criminalized (thirty-four US states have passed 
laws against the nonviolent Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions movement), it 
feels almost absurd to object to violent resistance in principle.” In one of 
the Nation’s first responses, Mohammed R. Mhawish wrote that “No people 
can be expected to endure the kind of oppression and discrimination that 
Palestinians face at the hands of the Israeli government forever without any 
kind of response.” Although none of these writers put it plainly, what they 
were saying added up to the idea that if a group tries nonviolence and it 
doesn’t work, you can’t criticize it if it starts murdering, raping, and torturing 
civilians. 

Some left intellectuals refrained from criticizing Hamas because they 
worried that if they did so, they’d seem to be supporting Israel’s treatment 
of Palestinians. the historian Gabriel Winant, in Dissent, wrote that “it is not 
possible to publicly grieve an Israeli Jewish life lost to violence without tith-
ing ideologically to the IDF.” On twitter, writing about Hamas’s murder of 
hundreds of people at a music festival, Winant added, “Of course it’s bad 
but to say so is politically meaningless if not worse—it’s like demanding 
racial justice advocates denounce black on black crime. Is it morally accept-
able? Obviously not. What role does political speech about it play? Well 
that’s a different question.”

If your idea of political speech makes it uncomfortable for you to say 
that atrocities committed in the name of the oppressed are still atrocities, 
it’s time for you to reconsider your idea of political speech.

One of the responsibilities of left intellectuals is to teach the young what 
we can—about history, about strategy, about morality. In the long run, of 
course, the learning needs to go both ways—older leftists need to listen, not 
just lecture. But in a case like this, merely by virtue of having been around 
for a while, older leftists are familiar with a body of thought that younger 
leftists are probably not aware of. Most of the newly radicalized young have 
little acquaintance with the history of debates on the left over strategies of 
resistance to unjust power. the questions the ANC took into consideration 
when it deliberated how best to resist apartheid—the moral, strategic, and 
tactical questions over when violence is called for and what kind of violence 
is called for, the questions about how different modes of resistance will pro-
duce different results—aren’t questions that most young radicals have real-
ized they need to think about. 
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For many people who responded to the events of October 7, the prob-
lem of how to resist injustice seems to boil down to a debate between two 
positions, represented by Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, with noth-
ing in between. King, of course, stands for nonviolence. Malcolm X stands 
for what we must do if nonviolence fails: we must make change “by any 
means necessary.”

“By any means necessary.” It sounds so decisive, so hard-headed, 
so revolutionary. But surely it’s one of the stupidest slogans in the history 
of radical thought, ignoring as it does the obvious fact that our choice of 
means always shapes the ends we reach, and that the ends we strive for 
always influence the means we use. 

Mandela and the other leaders of the ANC understood this thoroughly. 
the reason the ANC rejected terrorism, according to Mandela, was that “we 
shrank from any action which might drive the races further apart than they 
already were.” the ANC saw its struggle against apartheid as a struggle to 
create a South Africa in which black and white people lived together with-
out hatred, and the ANC understood that some modes of struggle could 
help bring that about, while other modes would render it impossible. (It’s 
of interest that when Mandela appeared in Spike Lee’s Malcolm X, playing 
the part of a South African elementary school teacher, Mandela agreed to 
recite a passage near the ending of Malcolm X’s speech at the founding rally 
of the Organization of Afro-American Unity—“We declare our right on this 
earth to be a man, to be a human being, to be respected as a human being, 
to be given the rights of a human being, on this earth, in this day, which 
we intend to bring into existence”—but he refused to speak the concluding 
lines of the passage: “by any means necessary.”)

If we’re hoping for a Middle East in which Israelis and Palestinians live 
peacefully and respectfully in two states (or if we’re dreaming, as many 
young people are, for a Middle East in which Israeli Jews and Palestinians 
live peacefully and respectfully in some sort of federation or in a single 
state), we can hardly get there “by any means.” I don’t have a plan for Mid-
dle East peace in my back pocket, but it would seem reasonable for people 
on the U.S. left to do what they can to support organizations like Stand-
ing together and Combatants for Peace. In groups like these, even now, 
Israeli Jews and Palestinians, united against the occupation, are working 
together—to mourn, and to organize.

Nothing of what I’ve written should be taken as an apologia for Israel’s 
treatment of Palestinians. Keeping the Palestinian people under a brutal 
and humiliating military occupation for more than fifty-five years, with no 
end in sight; imprisoning more than 1,000 Palestinians without trial; tortur-
ing suspects in prison; killing, as I write, more than 23,000 Gazans in the 
last two months, the great majority of them civilians; declaring, in the words 
of Israeli cabinet officials, that “We are fighting human animals,” and that 
“We’re rolling out the Gaza Nakba”—all of this is horrific. Journalists for the 
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Israeli magazine +972 recently issued an investigative report charging that 
Israel has “abandon[ed] prior policies that aimed at avoiding harm to civil-
ians,” and the Israeli human rights group B’tselem has said flatly that Israel 
is “committing war crimes.” If I haven’t focused here on Israel’s crimes, it’s 
only because I haven’t seen any young leftists defending them. 

What I have seen is young people defending the murder of innocents 
in the name of liberation, and this is a recurrent temptation on the left. the 
principled left has to oppose it with everything we have. It doesn’t go away 
on its own.

How we fight is who we are. this should be a fundamental idea on the 
left. It should be where we start from. the tragedy isn’t that so few young 
leftists don’t understand this; the tragedy is that so many older leftists are 
failing to teach them.

Brian Morton is an editorial board member of Dissent.
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Sohrab Ahmari at the 2021 Student Action Summit hosted by turning Point USA (Gage 
Skidmore/Flickr)
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Inconsistent Populists
Hannah Gurman

Tyranny, Inc.: How Private Power Crushed 
American Liberty—and What to Do About It
by Sohrab Ahmari
Forum Books, 2023, 288 pp.

It’s no secret that many younger Americans 
are disillusioned with the neoliberal order. 
Even young Republicans exhibit a loss of 
faith, with positive views of capitalism 
hovering around  60  percent. For Sohrab 
Ahmari, this widespread sense of disen-
chantment represents a political oppor-
tunity. Ahmari is on a mission to harness 
youthful anti-neoliberal energy, with the 
ultimate goal of remaking the right in the 
post-trump era. to advance this ambitious 
project, his new book, Tyranny Inc., reaches 
out to both young conservatives, who may 
still believe in the promises of Ayn Rand 
and Paul Ryan, and young socialists, who 
already distrust the libertarian creed but 
need to be persuaded that Ahmari is on 
their side.

Since its release, the book has 
received a flurry of attention from promi-
nent politicians and pundits across the 
ideological spectrum. In addition to 
blurbing Tyranny Inc., Senator Marco 
Rubio joined Ahmari at the National Press 
Club in Washington, D.C. for a panel dis-
cussion on the book. At the New York 
launch, Jacobin editorial director and 
president of the  Nation  Bhaskar Sunkara 
participated in a conversation with 

Ahmari in front of a packed room. In short 
order, the book has racked up reviews in 
left, right, and centrist media outlets, 
including  Jacobin,  National Review,  and 
two  separate  pieces  in the  New York 
Times.  While these commentaries reflect 
the usual set of disagreements about the 
relative merits of the free market and the 
culture wars, the sheer amount of atten-
tion given to this book conveys a sense of 
Ahmari’s importance on the post-trump 
political scene.

In this messy and chaotic world, 
Ahmari is indeed a prominent intel-
lectual figure, and his evolution tells us 
something significant about the state of 
right-wing populism. Yet despite his air of 
seriousness, and the coherence afforded 
to his ideas, Ahmari is also deeply mer-
curial and often contradictory. And while 
big names headline his events, behind 
the scenes, his serious followers are not 
quite so prominent or numerous. When 
I attended a Zoom reading group with 
Ahmari, organized by his publisher, I was 
one of only three people in the room. the 
two others were college students. I say 
this not to belittle Ahmari but instead to 
highlight the shifting and often superfi-
cial nature of his ideas and the networks 
in which they circulate. these qualities are 
also arguably key to understanding the 
real prospects and limits of conservative 
populism in the United States today.

When we think of tyranny, we typically 
picture authoritarian governments. But 



126

D
IS

S
E

N
t

 ·
 W

IN
t

E
R

 2
0

2
4

“here in the United States, another form of 
tyranny has taken root,” proclaims Ahmari 
in the introduction to  Tyranny, Inc.  “this 
tyranny subjugates us not as citizens but 
as employees and consumers,” he explains. 
“Yet even to speak of private economic 
tyranny as tyranny challenges some of our 
society’s most fundamental assumptions.”

A decade ago, a conservative intel-
lectual so brazenly defying the gods of 
commerce would have been inconceiv-
able. It was Donald trump, railing against 
the “rigged system” in 2016, who paved 
the way for the ascent of the post-liberal 
right—a movement of intellectuals, poli-
ticians, and activists that opposes not 
only “woke” liberalism but liberalism 
itself. A journalist by training, Ahmari has 
emerged as a key figure in this movement 
at just thirty-eight years old. Alongside 
other prominent post-liberals, including 
political theorist Patrick Deneen and legal 
scholar Adrian Vermeule, he rejects the 
sacred tenets of individual freedom and 
market fundamentalism that cemented 
themselves in the conservative move-
ment in the early days of William F. Buckley 
Jr.’s  National Review  and reached the 
height of popularity during the Reagan 
presidency. Embracing the “pre-liberal” 
politics of family and community, the post-
liberals mourn this era as a misguided 
departure from a deeper tradition and call 
instead for the restoration of “common 
good” conservatism.

Beneath the surface, the intellectual 
world of post-liberalism is teeming with 
competing factions and internal debate. 
While most post-liberal conservatives, 
including Deneen, are critical of the 
neoliberal order, their highbrow culture 
war largely neglects the economic 
aspects of this system. Ahmari has 
effusively praised Deneen, and he 
dedicates  Tyranny, Inc.  to him and other 
post-liberal comrades. But Ahmari stands 
out in this group for having a deeper 
interest in wealth inequality and the 
material dimensions of corporate power.

In seeking to redress these problems, 
he aims to bring together left- and right-
wing critics of neoliberalism. this is 
the idea behind  Compact, the online 
magazine that Ahmari founded in 2022 

with Edwin Aponte, a left-wing journalist, 
and Matthew Schmitz, the editor of the 
conservative Catholic magazine  First 
Things. In short order, it has become an 
important outlet for self-proclaimed “anti-
woke,” pro-labor politicians, intellectuals, 
and movement builders. Michael Lind, 
the right-leaning communitarian, recently 
joined the magazine as a columnist. the 
celebrity Marxist philosopher, Slavoj Žižek, 
has written several articles for the site and 
praised  Tyranny, Inc.  as “a masterpiece of 
clarity.” Compact has also become a refuge 
for ex-leftist intellectuals. the magazine’s 
senior editor and columnist, Nina Power, 
was attacked in an open letter  in 2019 for 
her “neo-reactionary” stances on gender 
and sexuality.

tyranny, Inc.  represents the expansion 
of Ahmari’s efforts to build a left-right con-
sensus around the shared goal of checking 
private power. the result is an anti- 
neoliberal primer that is informative and 
compelling, especially for younger conser-
vative readers, although not exactly earth-
shattering for anyone who is already versed 
in the world of anti-neoliberal thought.

the first half of the book takes 
the form of a narrative that traces the 
experiences of ordinary individuals in the 
workplace, the courtroom, the financial 
sector, the retirement system, and the 
newsroom. We meet Chris Smalls, the 
heroic organizer of the first independent 
union at Amazon in Staten Island; Alicia 
Fleming, a single mom in Massachusetts 
who works as a waitress and struggles 
with the constantly shifting hours of her 
work schedule; the Purcells, a working-
class couple in Arizona who were charged 
$20,000 by a private fire company after 
their trailer burned down; and other 
people who have faced the machinations 
of private tyranny. though these stories 
are not based on original reporting, 
Ahmari’s journey seems inspired by Nickel 
and Dimed, the 2001 bestseller in which 
Barbara Ehrenreich went undercover as 
a low-wage laborer to expose the travails 
of the working class at a time when 
corporate bosses were scoring record 
profits. Updating these stories for an 
era of private equity and digital finance 
schemes, Ahmari taps into a political 
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tradition that he explicitly rejected in his 
rise to journalistic fame.

Ahmari arrived at post-liberalism after 
a series of epiphanies that go beyond the 
familiar trajectory of many conservatives 
in the middle of the twentieth century. 
If, as Irving Kristol famously said, a 
conservative is a liberal who has been 
“mugged by reality,” then Ahmari has 
been mugged so many times that his 
worldview more closely resembles the 
hyperreality of a Chuck Close painting. He 
details some of these conversions in his 
2019 memoir, From Fire, by Water. Born in 
Iran in 1985 to secular parents who chafed 
under the oppressive rule of Ayatollah 
Khomeini, he moved to the United States 
with his mother when he was thirteen. 
As an adolescent, feeling alienated from 
his peers and their shallow concerns, 
he briefly traded his love of American 
television and movies for Nietzschean 
nihilism. In college, he became a Marxist, 
but eventually he grew disillusioned by 
what he saw as the political and spiritual 
vacuum in that milieu as well. By the 
time he entered law school a couple 
years later, he no longer identified as a 
leftist. And when political unrest in Iran 
prompted his first forays into journalism 
in 2009, he began to write in favor of U.S. 
interventionism. When the  Wall Street 
Journal  hired Ahmari in 2012, he secured 
a spot for himself in the highest echelons 
of neoconservative journalism.

Ahmari converted to Catholicism in 
2016, the culmination, as he explains 
it, of his longing for tradition and order. 
Although his memoir romanticizes the 
authoritarianism of the Catholic Church, 
in the lead-up to trump’s election, Ahmari 
was still very much a defender of liber-
alism. that summer, he published an essay 
in  Commentary  headlined “Illiberalism—
the Worldwide Crisis,” which warned 
against the threat of demagogues like 
trump. One year later, he wrote a similar 
piece that decried “the terrible American 
turn toward Illiberalism.” But events like 
the 2018 confirmation hearings of Brett 
Kavanaugh and the Democrat-led inves-
tigations into trump’s “collusion” with 
Russia enraged Ahmari, fueling a sense of 
frustration with liberal proceduralism. If 

Democrats were not going to respect lib-
eral norms and limits on their own power, 
then why should Republicans?

By his own account, the straw that 
broke the camel’s back was a Facebook 
ad for a children’s drag queen story hour. 
“Against David French-ism,” the 2019 
article Ahmari subsequently published 
in First Things, marked his transformation 
into a post-liberal. the piece singled out 
the center-right journalist David French 
as the epitome of right-wing impotence 
in the face of the left’s cultural onslaught. 
Ahmari lambasted conservatives like 
French for their failure to understand 
“politics as war and enmity.” He 
demanded that conservatives “fight the 
culture war with the aim of defeating 
the enemy and enjoying the spoils in the 
form of a public square re-ordered to the 
common good and ultimately the Highest 
Good.”

With this proclamation, Ahmari 
publicly came out not only as a post-
liberal but a Catholic integralist, a faction 
within the movement that explicitly 
rejects the separation of church and state. 
Despite the militancy of his Kulturkampf 
screed, when Ahmari squared up against 
French in a live debate, he appeared 
notably unpolished and unprepared. Even 
fellow post-liberal  Rod Dreher  concluded 
that “there was near-universal consensus 
that French mopped the floor with 
Ahmari” and pointed to the “shallowness 
of thought in Ahmari’s arguments.” But 
shallowness has its benefits; you can 
easily move on to a new big idea after the 
last one loses its luster.

Reading Tyranny, Inc., I kept waiting for 
Ahmari to expose himself as a right-wing 
Catholic crusader intent on destroying 
progressives like me. But he never did. 
there are a few instances where he decries 
“woke” capitalism and warns against 
“lifestyle leftism.” And there is the moment 
where he pretends to quote Marx, only 
to reveal that the words actually come 
from Pope Leo XIII, whose 1891  Rerum 
Novarum  decried both capitalism and 
socialism and offered the Church as the 
only alternative. But Ahmari goes out of 
his way to avoid too much of this kind of 
talk, insisting instead that the economic 
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model he seeks to restore “steers clear of 
‘culturalism.’”

the second part of the book zooms out 
to offer a deeper history of the neoliberal 
order that gives rise to private tyranny. In 
contrast with his memoir’s reductionist 
dismissal of Marxism, this section of  Tyr-
anny, Inc.  relies heavily on the insights of 
David Harvey and other Marxists, along 
with other leftist critics including Karl 
Polanyi, Michel Foucault, and Wendy 
Brown. Conveying the vast reach of 
neoliberalism, Ahmari quotes Foucault’s 
famous dictum that neoliberalism seeks 
to “regulate society by the market,” and 
he cites Brown’s argument that neoliberal-
ism is not limited to “the state leaving the 
economy alone” but instead “economize[s] 
the social,” thereby “undoing” the very 
possibility of democratic politics.

Although these insights reflect the 
impossibility of separating the economic 
and cultural dimensions of neoliberalism, 
Ahmari wants to separate  his  critique of 
neoliberalism from the reactionary cultural 
positions for which he has become known. 
throughout  Tyranny, Inc., he severs his 
arguments about political economy from 
the theocratic social vision he advanced in 
earlier writings, sometimes even using the 
same words to make very different argu-
ments. take the term “coercion.” In his 
2021 book,  The Unbroken Thread, Ahmari 
cited King Louis IX, who ruled France 
between 1226 and 1270, as an exemplar 
of the “ideal of Christian statesmanship.” 
For Louis, this included imprisoning Jews 
on accusations of usury, forcing Jewish 
leaders to admit to blasphemous passages 
of the talmud, and personally ordering 
thousands of these and other sacred 
texts to be destroyed. Ahmari also criti-
cized liberals who are preoccupied with 
the coercion implicit in the post-liberal 
political imagination, because “liberal soci-
eties do coerce,” too. Coercion is also a key 
term in Tyranny, Inc., but Ahmari uses it to 
describe the way that corporations and 
other private entities exert control over our 
lives and our politics.

What accounts for this change? In the 
acknowledgment section of the book, 

Ahmari explains that he first set out to 
write a book about the rise of working-
class conservatism but soon realized “that 
would put the cart before the horse.” First, 
he needed to write “something much more 
reportorial and historical.” It’s thus possible 
to read  Tyranny, Inc.  as a materialist 
stepping-stone to an authoritarian social 
vision that Ahmari will subsequently 
unveil in the sequel. that is the fear that 
several  prominent leftists  expressed 
when  Compact  first launched, with 
some commentators even referring to it 
as a  “red-brown alliance,”  comparable 
to the historic collaboration between 
communists and fascists.

these analogies appear overblown in 
light of Ahmari’s forthright  opposition to 
white supremacy, and they exemplify the 
distorting effects of taking Ahmari too seri-
ously. that said, there have been notable 
conflicts among the editors at  Com-
pact. When he decided to collaborate with 
Ahmari and Schmitz, Aponte believed that 
the magazine  could advance progressive 
economic positions without broaching 
other political issues. Soon after the mag-
azine’s launch, however  Compact  pub-
lished an article by the Catholic integralist 
Gladden Pappin, who argued that the 
impending overthrow of  Roe v. Wade  was 
an opportunity for the right to promote a 
pro-family economic agenda. At that point, 
Aponte left the magazine. In a subsequent 
reflection  on the anti-neoliberal right, he 
said, “those material politics are a means 
to an end, rather than an end. And the end 
they have in mind is not something I think 
is good or just.”

Ahmari’s recent retreat from the cul-
ture war in favor of a materialist politics 
feels less like a well-planned theocratic 
conspiracy than a case of willful amnesia. 
When I asked Ahmari whether his new 
book was a departure from his earlier 
work, he grew defensive, arguing that the 
left’s efforts to frame his views as “medi-
eval or theocratic” failed to grasp the 
moderate aims of the modern Catholic 
political tradition and its alignment with 
the centrist welfare state. “Like Christian 
Democrats in Europe,” he said. How does 
that square with his earlier praise for Saint 
Louis the crusader?



129

R
E

V
IE

W
S

At the New York book launch, Sunkara 
also asked Ahmari about the disconnect 
between his previous work and  Tyranny, 
Inc.  “Obviously, throughout most of your 
political life and intellectual life, you’ve 
been on the political right, but this isn’t 
quite a God and family book,” he said. 
“So I’m wondering what you want this 
book to do?” In response, Ahmari con-
veyed his frustration with the culture war, 
as though he had played no part in it. “My 
audience for this book,” he explained, “is 
partly people on the left who are willing to 
see that . . . even if we are few in number, 
there are people on the right who get the 
material roots of some of our malaise.” 
While Ahmari wants to be taken seri-
ously by the intellectual gatekeepers of 
the labor left, so far he’s had only limited 
success in convincing them to join his alli-
ance. Jacobin’s own  review suggests that 
he used to be a right-wing nut and is now 
just a confused socialist.

In forming a left-right alliance, Ahmari still 
aims to empower populist conservatives, 
not democratic socialists. In this effort, 
however, Ahmari has emerged as a vocal 
critic of the pseudo-populists who have 
recently ascended in the Republican Party. 
While plenty of conservatives “defend 
right-wing cultural values against ‘woke 
capital,’” he writes,  “few if any dare ques-
tion the coercive power of capital itself. Dig 
into the policy platforms of tub-thump-
ing GOP populists, and you will likely find 
effusions of unreserved praise for capital-
ism.” Despite his tendency to evade self- 
criticism, Ahmari deserves credit for call-
ing out the superficiality of the GOP’s 
recent efforts to rebrand itself.

As a corrective to this problem, Ahmari 
has in the past looked to G.K. Chesterton, 
Benjamin Disraeli, and other iconic fig-
ures in the long tradition of anti-bourgeois 
reactionary politics. But, to the chagrin of 
many conservatives, he has also recently 
come out as a big fan of the New Deal. 
the final section of  Tyranny, Inc.  explores 
the underlying political vision of this 
program. He explains how conserva-
tives supported the New Deal’s model of 
“political-exchange capitalism,” in which 

workers became a “countervailing power” 
against capital, a term he borrows from 
Keynesian economist John Kenneth Gal-
braith. these political precepts, he con-
tends, fueled the expansion of the middle 
class and brought broad prosperity to the 
nation in the ensuing decades.

In elevating the New Deal era, Ahmari 
suggests a contrast with twenty-first-
century liberalism, which, in the post- 
liberal imagination, is a self-serving elitist 
project that subjugates working- and 
middle-class Americans. the fact that 
Democrats have recently proposed sev-
eral major initiatives that consciously seek 
to revive the spirit of the New Deal creates 
a bit of a pickle for Ahmari. Unlike many 
post-liberals, he actually recognizes that 
legislation like the  CHIPS and Science 
Act—which uses state power to promote 
a domestic semiconductor industry—
and the climate measures in the Inflation 
Reduction Act are provisional departures 
from progressive neoliberalism. Ahmari 
even told Sunkara that, “When it comes to 
industrial patriotism, there is no daylight 
between me and Ro Khanna,” the Cali-
fornia congressman who has emerged as 
one of the leading Democratic advocates 
of a twenty-first-century New Deal. But he 
is vague about whether or not he wants 
such efforts to succeed. “If the center left 
eases up on woke crap while pursuing 
populist-ish Bidenomics, the right in this 
country is totally defanged,” he recently 
wrote on twitter. If forced to choose, 
would Ahmari pick a new New Deal or a 
right with fangs?

the Biden administration’s indus-
trial policy has significant limitations and 
problems, not least its failure to support 
the creation of unionized jobs. Ahmari 
and other right-leaning advocates of eco-
nomic nationalism like  Michael Lind  thus 
see an opening. But capitalizing on it 
would require the GOP to move beyond 
mere posturing on labor issues. Like 
many post-liberal intellectuals on the 
right, Ahmari has thrown his lot in with 
GOP populists like Ohio Senator J.D. 
Vance, a fellow Catholic convert and 
friend. A  glowing piece  in  Compact  last 
year celebrated Vance for showing “what 
a serious populism looks like.” In our 
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Zoom chat, Ahmari rattled off a string 
of recent conservative pro-worker ini-
tiatives, including  Rubio’s support of 
Amazon workers’ unionization efforts, the 
collaboration between Missouri Senator 
Josh Hawley and Massachusetts Sen-
ator Elizabeth Warren on  executive pay 
at failed banks, and the  railroad safety 
bill  introduced by Rubio and Hawley, 
alongside Democrats Sherrod Brown of 
Ohio and John Fetterman of Pennsylvania.

While these are notable developments, 
they do not suffice to make Vance, 
Hawley, and Rubio reliable supporters of 
labor. Each of these GOP senators has 
made clear that their economic populism 
is subordinate to other concerns. Rubio 
framed his support of unionization 
as part of his opposition to Amazon’s 
alliance with “the left in the culture war” 
and  sponsored  a bill last year to remove 
tax breaks for “woke corporations.” 
Vance recently explained  on Zoom  to 
an audience of British and American 
conservatives that his “problem with 
Biden’s semiconductor initiative is that it 
empowers a progressive agenda.”

Ahmari thinks the left is too quick to 
dismiss politicians like Hawley, Vance, and 
Rubio as unserious. As he explained at the 
New York event, they “work within limits” 
of permissible discourse; we thus need to 
understand that their culture war rhetoric 
is a way of smuggling the labor question 
into right-wing politics. But what about 
the actual record of these GOP populists 
on labor issues? Rubio, whose  lifetime 
AFL-CIO  score is 11 percent,  has long 
opposed federal minimum wage 
increases  and supported the idea of  cuts 
to Social Security and Medicare  as late 
as 2017. His score has gone up in recent 
years to a whopping 18 percent, which 
is still four points  below  the average 
Senate Republican. At just 12 percent, 
Hawley’s lifetime score is hardly better, and 
his most recent score also remains below 
the average. And none of Ahmari’s populists 
support the  PRO Act, which aims to roll 
back obstacles to union organizing that 
date back to the 1947 taft–Hartley Act. (By 
comparison, Rubio’s alternative  teamwork 
Act  is a lame joke.) they all also continue 
to support trump, who, Ahmari himself 

admits,  packed the Department of 
Labor with anti-union cronies and presided 
over the biggest piece of pro-corporate tax 
legislation in decades.

In his own commentaries on  Tyranny, 
Inc.  since the book’s release, Ahmari 
seems to be coming to terms with the 
deeper structural factors that fuel and 
perpetuate the flakiness of the GOP’s 
economic populism. Although he still 
believes that Hawley, Vance, and Rubio 
could be the trojan horses of a serious 
conservative populism, he has also 
come to realize that they are ultimately 
beholden to their donors. As he conceded 
in a recent op-ed for  Newsweek, “the 
Republican Party remains, incorrigibly, 
a vehicle for the wealthy.” In a rare mea 
culpa, Ahmari  admitted  that he was 
naïve to ever have imagined otherwise: 
“It turned out to be wishful thinking.” 
Indeed, as long as the Koch network 
exerts influence over the Republican 
Party through its big-money donations, 
the GOP will never support an agenda 
that would actually reckon with economic 
inequality and market fundamentalism. 
Meanwhile, in his 2024 primary campaign, 
trump, the likely Republican nominee, 
has swapped his old critique of the rigged 
system for the GOP’s even older  war 
against “communists” and “socialists.”  At 
the moment, the Republican Party seems 
more interested in blowing up democracy 
in a spectacular orgy of illiberalism than 
bothering with the nitty-gritty details of 
popular economic policy.

How Ahmari’s views will evolve over 
the coming months and years is anyone’s 
guess. His current mission to build 
conservative populism through a left-
right alliance may have already reached 
an impasse. In order to build or even 
maintain the support of his left flank, he 
must continue to retreat from the culture 
wars and call out the GOP’s enduring 
commitments to the wealthy. At the same 
time, in order to maintain or expand his 
influence on the right, he must continue 
to take these flaky conservative populists 
seriously. If the GOP manages to become 
a more legitimate pro-worker party, there 
will be a genuine national reckoning 
of historic proportion, and Ahmari will 
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be recognized as a prophet of the anti-
neoliberal right. However unlikely that 
seems, the left should not squander its 
chance to articulate and advance its own 
anti-neoliberal vision.

Hannah Gurman  is an associate profes-
sor at NYU’s Gallatin School of Individual-
ized Study. She is the author of the Dissent 
Papers, the editor of  A People’s History 
of Counterinsurgency, the co-editor (with 
Kaeten Mistry) of  Whistleblowing Nation, 
and is working on a book about post- 
liberalism and the idea of the common 
good.

The Perfectionist Tradition
William P. Jones

The Darkened Light of Faith: Race, Democ-
racy, and Freedom in African American 
Political Thought
by Melvin L. Rogers
Princeton University Press, 2023, 400 pp.

King: A Life
by Jonathan Eig
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2023, 688 pp.

In recent years, the United States has 
seen the entrenchment of an insurgent 
and overtly racist hard right, a retreat 
from fleeting but once seemingly sincere 
commitments to addressing the injus-
tices of police brutality and mass incar-
ceration, and a growing backlash against 
voting rights, affirmative action, and other 
gains of the civil rights movement. How 
should we relate to history in a time like 
ours? Journalists ta-Nehisi Coates and 
Nikole Hannah-Jones, and Afropessi-
mists Frank Wilderson and Jared Sexton, 
have exhorted us to face the facts that 
the United States was founded by slave-
holders who defined democracy in oppo-
sition to Black people, and that hoping to 
change that reality is at best naïve and at 
worst a distraction from the more urgent 
project of learning to live and thrive in 
a white supremacist nation. Meanwhile, 
many conservatives and progressives 

remind us that, from the founding, Black 
and white Americans have challenged 
the racial limits of democracy. For liber-
als, this means we should retain hope, as 
Martin Luther King Jr. declared, “that one 
day this nation will rise up and live out the 
true meaning of its creed: We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal.” For the right, that day has 
already come.

two important new books suggest 
that a more effective approach lies some-
where between these opposing views. In 
The Darkened Light of Faith, political theo-
rist Melvin L. Rogers finds a middle path in 
what he calls the “perfectionist” tradition 
of African-American politics. this tradi-
tion links nineteenth-century abolitionists 
David Walker, Maria Stewart, and Fred-
erick Douglass with twentieth-century 
writers, artists, and activists including Ida 
B. Wells, Billie Holiday, and James Baldwin, 
all of whom viewed an honest confronta-
tion with the history of American racism 
as necessary for any progress toward 
racial equality. In his biography King: A Life, 
journalist Jonathan Eig complicates the 
optimistic approach by reminding us that 
King himself placed little faith in national 
traditions and, instead, pushed for radical 
changes that won him the ire of liberals 
and conservatives who would later claim 
his legacy.

Rogers, who criticized Coates’s “despair” at 
length in this magazine in 2015, expresses 
sympathy for the pessimistic view of 
American democracy. Indeed, he is far 
more critical of conservatives and liberals 
who view American democracy as essen-
tially egalitarian. Referring to Swedish 
economist Gunnar Myrdal’s 1944 study An 
American Dilemma, Rogers writes that this 
approach “treats the history of racial dom-
ination as an aberration within American 
life and thus sets about the task of recov-
ering and educating the citizenry about 
their true commitments.”

Yet even as he agrees that nothing in 
American history guarantees a racially 
just future, Rogers insists that the history 
of racist violence does not preclude that 
possibility. Otherwise, he writes, “Human 
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agency dissolves altogether, and we fail 
to acknowledge that our institutions are 
what they are and our culture is what it is 
because we have made them so.”

In contrast, Rogers highlights the 
ideas of the “African American perfection-
ists,” who “asked their audience to see 
something as profoundly wrong with who 
white Americans take themselves to be 
in their relationship to and treatment of 
black people.” they offer “faith” instead 
of “hope”—emphasizing the struggle to 
realize a vision of justice rather than a pas-
sive assurance that it will prevail. It is the 
conviction, as Baldwin put it in 1963, “that 
we, with love, shall force our brothers to 
see themselves as they really are, to cease 
fleeing from reality and begin to change 
it.” Key to that faith is the belief that white 
Americans can be convinced to hold their 
Black fellow citizens in “equal regard.” this 
outcome is far from guaranteed.

Abolitionists like Walker, Stewart, 
and Douglass argued that the brutality of 
slavery was dissonant with the founding 
principles of the United States. But rather 
than expecting white Americans to redis-
cover the American creed, they sought to 
highlight the contradictions and assert a 
new definition of American democracy that 
was incompatible with racism. A striking 
example is Douglass’s 1852 speech “What 
to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” Doug-
lass began with disavowal. “this Fourth of 
July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I 
must mourn,” he told a mostly white audi-
ence. Yet he closed with optimism drawn 
from the ideals and institutions of Amer-
ican democracy and the rising power of 
abolitionist and democratic movements 
around the globe.

Oddly, Rogers largely skips over Recon-
struction, the period in American his-
tory where that faith may have been most 
closely realized. Both Stewart and Doug-
lass outlived slavery, and it would be useful 
to know how they assessed what historian 
Eric Foner calls the “constitutional revolu-
tion” contained in the thirteenth, Four-
teenth, and Fifteenth Amendments. Yet, 
as Foner acknowledges, that moment was 
short-lived, and Rogers rightly focuses 
on the backlash that followed. It was in 
the face of racist retrenchment that the 

perfectionist faith was most remarkable, 
and most needed.

Reconstruction established a legal 
framework that would be critical to chal-
lenging racial discrimination over the long 
term, but the more immediate problems 
were “unwritten laws,” as journalist Ida 
B. Wells explained, that allowed white 
Americans to justify racist terror against 
their fellow citizens. Her point was not 
to remind Americans of their true creed, 
but to force them to confront the bru-
tality of their actions and aspire to a more 
just future. “Wells and others harnessed 
horror to remind people of their agency 
rather than treating it as something over 
which Americans exercise no control,” 
Rogers writes.

In the early twentieth century, these 
figures focused their efforts on stopping 
lynching. And they insisted that lynching 
was not an undercurrent or an aberration 
in American culture but, as NAACP leader 
Walter White wrote in 1929, “an almost 
integral part of our national folkways.” In a 
context where racist violence was carried 
out openly and celebrated in the press, 
it was not enough to simply document 
and expose it; ending lynching required 
a shift in white people’s perceptions of 
themselves and their relationships to their 
Black neighbors. 

that distinction was illustrated in 
Billie Holiday’s performance of the anti-
lynching ballad “Strange Fruit,” which 
teacher and songwriter Abel Meeropol 
penned after viewing Lawrence Beitler’s 
photograph of the lynching of thomas 
Shipp and Abram Smith in Marion, 
Indiana, on August 7, 1930. the image 
showed white people smirking or staring 
menacingly as Shipp and Smith’s brutal-
ized bodies hung in the background. Like 
many images of lynchings, the photo was 
printed on postcards and in newspapers 
and sold by the thousands.

While Meeropol described his poem as 
a “cathartic release” from lynching “and the 
people who perpetuate it,” Rogers char-
acterizes Holiday’s performance as a “per-
sonal protest” designed “to convey—to call 
into existence—a new ethical sensibility” 
in which racist violence was understood 
to violate the moral and political ideals of 
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American democracy. When she performed 
the song at Café Society in New York City, 
management suspended table service and 
cut the houselights, leaving a spotlight 
trained to reveal an expression of disgust 
on her face. “Southern trees bear a strange 
fruit,” Holiday wailed, while lifting her face 
to confront the audience. With a grimace, 
she sang, “Blood on the leaves and blood at 
the root,” and then contorted her face into 
a look of contempt to describe “the bulging 
eyes and the twisted mouth . . . and the 
sudden smell of burning flesh!” Rather than 
distancing herself or her audience from the 
act of lynching, Rogers explains, “Holiday 
hopes to retell the story of bearing wit-
ness to lynching and the reactions it ought 
to stimulate. It attempts to make present 
what one would think appropriate—a gasp, 
a cringe, a look of outrage.”

Rogers’s conclusion on James Baldwin’s 
writing in the late 1950s and early 1960s 
centers on how Baldwin’s view of the past 
differed from those of Myrdal, Daniel Pat-
rick Moynihan, and other postwar liberals 
who saw racism as a perversion of Ameri-
can ideals. Baldwin sought a confrontation 
with history. Responding to anthropologist 
Margaret Mead’s complaint that focusing 
on the past unfairly blamed contemporary 
Americans for a crime they did not per-
sonally commit, Baldwin exclaimed, “But I 
am responsible for it because I am a man 
and a citizen of this country and you are 
responsible for it too.”

It would be equally useful to know how 
Baldwin and other perfectionists made 
sense of the opportunities for change—
and their limits—in the later 1960s. Rogers 
overlooks Baldwin’s 1972 book No Name in 
the Street, which responded to the assas-
sinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther 
King Jr. and the rising backlash against 
the civil rights movement. Journalist Mel 
Watkins noted at the time that Baldwin’s 
later essays contained the same mix-
ture of harsh judgment and possibility for 
“redemption” as his early work. But given 
the events of the interceding decade, Wat-
kins argued, Baldwin’s ideas now seemed 
untimely, sustained by the “fleeting illusion 
that nonblack Americans could actually 

empathize with blacks and seriously con-
front the racial problem.” If Baldwin was 
“anachronistic,” Watkins wrote, that “may 
very well be a more serious indictment 
against ourselves, a palpable indication of 
our own moral degeneration.” 

For Rogers, indicting the United States 
for not achieving Baldwin and King’s 
vision does not mean that racial equality 
is impossible. Rather, it remains a future 
to be fought for, albeit by drawing on ele-
ments of the past.

Given the excessive focus on King in stud-
ies of Black politics, it is refreshing that 
Rogers mentions the civil rights leader 
only occasionally and instead turns to 
less studied, and often more surpris-
ing, thinkers. Yet because King looms so 
large, his legacy is most in need of revi-
sion. If Americans know nothing else 
about the long tradition of Black political 
thought, they know at least a few lines of 
his address to the 1963 March on Wash-
ington. While King’s “dream” of racial jus-
tice, or the promise of equality contained 
in the nation’s founding documents, are 
now part of popular memory, less remem-
bered is his harsh indictment that “Amer-
ica has defaulted on this promissory note” 
and “given the Negro people a bad check.” 
Like the other figures that Rogers covers 
in The Darkened Light of Faith, King had no 
illusion that white Americans were going 
to wake up one day and realize the con-
tradictions between their founding docu-
ments and the reality of racial injustice. His 
speech was instead a warning not to waste 
the sense of urgency created by the pro-
tests that roiled the United States in the 
summer of 1963: “those who hope that the 
Negro needed to blow off steam and will 
now be content will have a rude awakening 
if the nation returns to business as usual.”

this is the King that journalist Jonathan 
Eig seeks to recover with his majestic new 
biography, King: A Life. Drawing on exten-
sive newly available archival records and 
over 200 interviews conducted by Eig and 
hours of interviews recorded by others, 
the book provides a tremendously detailed 
portrait of the civil rights leader. Eig shows 
us a more aggressive King, who was seen 
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as a threat not only by conservatives but 
also many liberals, including presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson.

Eig’s source base allows him to explore 
the most intimate details of King’s life. 
Unpublished biographies of King’s father 
and several close associates provide rich 
details on his upbringing and development 
as a minister and civil rights leader, as well 
as his insecurities and fears. Audiotapes 
recorded by Coretta Scott King soon after 
her husband’s assassination shed light 
on their relationship, her influence on the 

movement, and the toll that leadership 
inflicted on their family. Newly released 
FBI records detail the government’s 
efforts to monitor and disrupt King’s work, 
destroy his marriage, and end his life. 
And a recently discovered transcript of 
an interview conducted by journalist Alex 
Haley reveals how King’s comments about 
Malcom X were dramatically altered when 
the interview was printed in Playboy.

Given this wealth of information, it 
is notable when Eig overlooks details, or 
even gets them wrong. He reinforces the 

Billie Holiday (Universal History Archive/Getty Images)
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King-centric popular understanding of the 
March on Washington by telling us little 
about the actual demands of the demon-
stration and referencing only one of the 
other speeches made that day. And he 
tells us that left-wing journalist Murray 
Kempton was describing King’s “I Have 
a Dream” speech when writing that “No 
expression one-tenth so radical has ever 
been heard by so many Americans.” In fact, 
Kempton was referring to Bayard Rustin 
reciting the official demands of the protest 
and leading the crowd in a “mass pledge” 
to keep pushing until they had all been 
won. 

In discussing the backlash to King’s 
criticism of the Vietnam War, Eig tells us 
that “Black syndicated columnist Carl 
Rowan” obliged President Johnson’s 
request for an article denouncing the 
civil rights leader. He does not mention 
that Johnson had appointed Rowan, the 
highest-ranked African American in the 
State Department, to direct the U.S. Infor-
mation Agency. this is certainly relevant to 
our understanding of Johnson’s role in the 
backlash and the government’s power to 
undermine King and the movement he led.

More disturbing is Eig’s reliance on FBI 
records that were created unethically and 
were often obviously inaccurate. the FBI 
records are valuable in illustrating how 
vehement federal authorities were in their 
efforts to discredit King and other Black 
leaders, and how quickly they dismissed 
requests for protection from racist vio-
lence. Eig states repeatedly that agents 
created reports to malign King’s character, 
and that they deliberately leaked informa-
tion to undermine his public image. When 
historian David Garrow first discovered a 
cache of FBI memos in 2019, the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution declined to print his 
account because it could not verify their 
accuracy. Yet Eig relies on those same 
memos to detail King’s private life, even 
when they contradict the views of his 
spouse and other more reliable sources. 

this problem is most glaring in a 
recently released summary of audio 
recordings from microphones hidden in 
hotel rooms occupied by King and other 
civil rights leaders in 1964. A court order 
has blocked the release of transcripts of 

the recordings until 2027, but Eig recites 
the summary in lurid detail. In one case, 
he quotes a hand-written addition to an 
official report that claims King “looked on, 
laughed and offered advice” while another 
minister raped a parishioner. Even if we 
believe everything else in the account, 
which Eig admits we should not, it seems 
obvious that an audio recording could not 
have revealed that King “looked on.” 

In contrast to his extensive reliance 
on FBI agents who were known to be dis-
honest, Eig dismisses Coretta Scott King’s 
skepticism about the tapes as a choice “to 
remain loyal” to her husband. It’s true, as 
Eig states, that Coretta knew of his infi-
delities before they were married. But she 
had many reasons to question the reli-
ability of an FBI report other than covering 
for Martin.

Ultimately, Eig’s focus on King’s per-
sonal life distracts him from the effort to 
rediscover the complexity and radicalism 
of the civil rights leader’s message. the 
biography opens with a powerful rejec-
tion of the popular memory that has 
“defanged” King and replaced “his compli-
cated politics and philosophy with catch-
phrases that suit one ideology or another.” 
Yet while Eig paints a detailed portrait of 
King’s private life, we get only fragmented 
and often contradictory tidbits about what 
he actually believed. He closes the intro-
duction by stating that King “saw a moral 
rot at the core of American life and wor-
ried that racism had blinded many of us 
to it,” but soon afterward Eig casts King 
as a Myrdalian originalist who “built his 
movement around the idea that racism 
was both un-American and ungodly.” Eig 
cites philosopher tommie Shelby to claim 
that King “was not a socialist” but reports 
later that he believed “a system of demo-
cratic socialism” may be necessary to fully 
address the nation’s inequalities.

these inconsistencies are not 
necessarily inaccurate; in fact, they 
support Eig’s claim that King was far 
more complex than often remembered. 
Yet Eig draws little from the vast scholarly 
literature, by Shelby and many others, 
that examines the sources, evolution, 
and dominant themes of King’s political 
thought. Given the challenges we face 



136

D
IS

S
E

N
t

 ·
 W

IN
t

E
R

 2
0

2
4

today, it is unfortunate that Eig devoted 
more attention to the speculations of FBI 
agents than the words and thoughts of the 
civil rights leader himself.

William P. Jones is Professor of History at 
the University of Minnesota and author of 
the March on Washington: Jobs, Freedom, 
and the Forgotten History of Civil Rights.

The Freedom to Dominate
Erin R. Pineda

Freedom’s Dominion: A Saga of White 
Resistance to Federal Power
by Jefferson Cowie
Basic Books, 2022, 512 pp.

Last summer, Alabama Senator tommy 
tuberville stirred controversy by insist-
ing that white nationalists were not rac-
ists but simply loyal American citizens 
like any other. In an interview on Ala-
bama public radio about his opposition 
to the Pentagon’s personnel policies, 
among them efforts to prevent white 
supremacists from serving in the armed 
forces, tuberville claimed that the peo-
ple the Biden administration maligned as 
“white nationalists” were simply “Amer-
icans” who “don’t believe in [Biden’s] 
agenda.” Designating them as unfit for 
service, he argued, is a form of federal 
overreach—intruding in matters of iden-
tity and conscience over which the fed-
eral government has no rightful authority, 
and sowing weakness and division in the 
“strong, hard-nosed, killing machine” 
that is the U.S. military. “We cannot start 
putting rules in there for one type, one 
group and make different factions in the 
military,” he said, “because that is the 
most important institution in the United 
States of America.” Despite the efforts 
of his staff to convey that he had sim-
ply been misunderstood, tuberville dou-
bled down in a later interview: targeting 
white nationalists was part of a partisan, 
un-American agenda—an agenda that 
threatened to drive “most white people in 
this country out of the military.” 

tuberville’s statement wasn’t a mis-
take; it was a tell. In positioning white 
nationalism as both part of the American 
mainstream and a product of freedom—
a freedom unjustly curtailed by state 
power—he revealed the intimate connec-
tions between freedom, domination, and 
whiteness that have long shaped political 
life in the United States. this entanglement 
has produced a notion of freedom that 
does not entail the absence of constraint 
nor self-rule, but instead white racial enti-
tlement to seize and dominate the land, 
labor, and bodies of others—“ownership 
of the earth forever and ever, Amen!” as 
W.E.B. Du Bois succinctly put it in 1920. It 
is the same entanglement that enabled 
the authors of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence to conjoin their “self-evident 
truths” to a complaint against “the mer-
ciless Indian Savages” whose lands they 
desired to seize without royal restraint, 
or to agitate for freedom from a tyranny 
they likened to slavery while neverthe-
less reserving the right to tyrannize and 
enslave.

this “white freedom” is the subject 
of Jefferson Cowie’s Pulitzer Prize–win-
ning history, Freedom’s Dominion. Cowie 
is in good company in exploring freedom 
not as domination’s opposite but its com-
panion. His fellow-travelers include not 
only Du Bois but scholars such as Edmund 
S. Morgan, Barbara J. Fields, Orlando Pat-
terson, Aziz Rana, Lisa Lowe, Elisabeth 
Anker, and tyler Stovall. Cowie’s approach, 
however, is distinct: unlike Patterson’s 
hemispheric conceptual history or Stovall’s 
comparison of French and American itera-
tions, Cowie’s is a fine-grained local his-
tory. His book provides a detailed account 
of the development of white freedom 
in one location—Barbour County, in the 
southeast corner of tuberville’s state of 
Alabama—over the course of 200 years. By 
situating the story in a single county, Cowie 
demonstrates how freedom operates 
not merely as a racial entitlement to con-
quer and oppress but as “racialized anti-
statism,” the freedom to dominate without 
federal interference. this is a history, in 
other words, of the racial logic of appeals 
to state’s rights against federal power. 
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the Jacksonian era, the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, Jim Crow and the 
New Deal, and the modern civil rights 
movement. It begins in the town of 
Eufaula in the 1830s, amid a dispute 
over the meaning of the Indian Removal 
Act and a clash between federal troops 
and white intruders—a “crazy quilt of 
competing interests among affluent 
speculators, on-the-make-settlers, and 
poor roughs” who had seized unceded 
Muscogee Creek territory. Each group 
“saw land as central to their liberty, and 
federal authority and Indian rights as 
antagonistic to their goals.” Ironically, 
it fell to President Andrew Jackson—
the architect of removal, and a man who 
owed his political career to his reputation 
both as an “Indian killer” and a man of 
the (white) people—to defend the Creek. 
Less out of concern for Indigenous rights 
than in defense of a federal prerogative to 
oversee a legal settler-colonial conquest, 
Jackson’s attorney general, Roger taney, 
asserted national authority over all land 
within the Creek Nation, while the military 

made preparations to invade, including 
a blockade of the ports integral to the 
cotton trade.

Ultimately, however, the Jackson 
administration balked, lacking the will to 
enforce its own authority, let alone Creek 
treaty rights. When the Creek rebelled in 
1836 against their continued subjection 
to theft and violence, the federal govern-
ment finally sent in its troops—not to aid 
the Creek but in defense of speculators 
and settlers. tens of thousands of Creeks 
were pushed out of their lands and forc-
ibly marched west in what would become 
known as the Creek trail of tears. It was 
not settlers and “poor roughs” who took 
their place but speculators and planta-
tion owners—imperial masters of the 
Cotton Kingdom. Expulsion was the price, 
as Cowie writes, for making “this section 
of Alabama a central player in the global 
cotton market,” and for transforming Bar-
bour County into an important site of the 
U.S. slavocracy. 

During the crisis of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, federal authority prom-
ised to remake this slavocracy into a 

Alabama Governor and presidential candidate George Wallace in 1972 (Bettmann/
Getty Images)



138

D
IS

S
E

N
t

 ·
 W

IN
t

E
R

 2
0

2
4

multiracial democracy for the first time. 
Breaking the political and economic 
power of the planter class and securing 
the newly established constitutional 
rights of freedmen required the kind of 
power—“sustained by the force of fed-
eral bayonets operating in ‘boldly extra-
constitutional’ ways”—whose absence 
had spelled doom for the Alabama Creek 
Nation. As in the 1830s, however, the 
show of federal force did not last: along 
with a severe economic crisis, the back-
lash of white citizens, especially white 
elites—who saw any increase in Black 
freedom as an equal or greater threat to 
their own—proved too politically costly. 
When the federal government again 
retreated from Barbour County, it pro-
vided the room white freedom needed to 
rise again, this time in the form of “the 
neoslavery of convict leasing, the vigilante 
justice of lynching, the degradation and 
debt of sharecropping, and the official 
disenfranchisement of Blacks under a new 
state constitution.” 

It is not until the civil rights era, some-
times known as the Second Reconstruc-
tion, that federal power returned to 
combat this political order. the final sec-
tion of Freedom’s Dominion attends to 
the tireless efforts of Black activists to 
pressure the truman, Eisenhower, Ken-
nedy, and Johnson administrations to 
enforce citizenship rights granted both by 
the thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth 
Amendments and by the Supreme Court’s 
1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion ordering school desegregation “with 
all deliberate speed.” By the mid-1960s, 
with the often reluctant support of fed-
eral authorities, democracy appeared to 
be triumphing over white freedom. Yet the 
course of the Second Reconstruction in 
some ways echoed the first: in the face of 
increased national intervention on behalf 
of Black citizenship rights, white citizens 
perceived their own loss of freedom and 
rallied to its defense. through the rise of 
George Wallace—born in Barbour County 
in 1919—Cowie details not just the rebirth 
of racialized anti-statism but its nation-
alization. While the civil rights movement 
won the core legal battles over federally 
mandated rights, Wallace’s white freedom 

may have won the political war: through 
him, the white freedom that had been the 
hallmark of civic life in Barbour County 
became the county’s “greatest export,” 
animating the white flight and suburban-
ization that marked the “Southernization of 
America” through the 1970s and ’80s. 

Cowie tracks the movement of federal 
power in response to the backlash it 
provokes—sometimes enforcing rights and 
restraining white dominion; at other times 
in retreat, enabling the violence of white 
dominion to reign supreme. But there are 
limitations to his effort to tell the story of 
white freedom as the story of Barbour 
County. Indigenous peoples’ last stand for 
freedom, in the book, is a desperate appeal 
to a federal government that fails to deliver 
on its promises of protection and treaty 
enforcement. Yet it would be extremely 
misleading to depict the violent assault on 
Indigenous sovereignty, rights, and land 
as one defined by local white power that 
might have been restrained but for the 
absence of federal authority. For Cowie 
white freedom is at its most virulent and 
despotic when federal power is absent or 
“in repose”—when the local triumphs over 
the national. He fails to register what other 
histories on the subject, such as Stovall’s 
White Freedom or Rana’s The Two Faces of 
American Freedom, plainly demonstrate: 
white freedom is also a federal imperial 
investment.

Cowie treats Roger taney’s decision to 
declare federal authority over the Creek 
Nation as a surprising deviation from the 
reputation he would later cement as a 
champion of white freedom; as chief jus-
tice of the Supreme Court, he authored 
the infamous 1857 Dred Scott decision. Yet 
taney’s Alabama declaration reinforced 
rather than substantively challenged the 
racial prerogative he would defend in 
both Dred Scott and in an earlier Supreme 
Court decision, United States v. Rogers 
(1846). In Rogers, taney radically revised 
an entire treaty history to suit white free-
dom’s purposes. “the native tribes who 
were found on this continent at the time of 
its discovery,” he stated, “have never been 
acknowledged or treated as independent 
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nations by the European governments, 
nor regarded as the owners of the territo-
ries they respectively occupied.” Instead, 
taney claimed, European governments 
had “divided and parceled out” the land 
as terra nullius, and its native inhabitants 
were “continually held to be, and treated 
as, subject to [European] dominion and 
control.” this was but one of a series of 
decisions of the taney court enshrining the 
legal and political principle that the Indig-
enous man had no sovereign rights that a 
white man was bound to respect. 

Freedom’s Dominion’s successes as a 
history of Barbour County are thus among 
the sources of its inadequacies as a history 
of white freedom. the conflict between 
federal power and local control is not 
always one between federal enforcement 
of citizenship rights and reactionary, local 
white despotism. Much more often, it 
has been a conflict over the proper locus 
of authority for determining what white 
freedom requires. to see that broader con-
text, we need a different lens—and per-
haps a different narrative altogether. 

Cowie is no doubt correct that the 
enforcement of basic citizenship rights 
requires a willingness to wield coercive 
state power. He likewise readily admits 
that, as the guarantor of freedom from 
domination or freedom to participate in 
democratic self-governance, the federal 
government has (at best) a mixed track 
record. though it has often been “the only 
hope there was for those seeking to pre-
serve their land, to win the vote, to avoid 
being lynched, or ultimately to gain their 
civil rights,” it has also been “clay-footed, 
two-faced, weak-kneed, and often inef-
fectual.” the federal government is thus 
the “protagonist” but not the “hero” of his 
story. the latter role falls to those Black, 
Indigenous, and white citizens who fought 
on behalf of multiracial democracy. 

Yet it is a strange story whose heroes 
play such a minor role, and who appear 
mostly as victims and petitioners: tes-
tifying to the depraved violence of 
unchecked white power and pleading for a 
federal intervention that rarely arrives and 
almost never marshals the force required. 
Until the Second Reconstruction, these 
heroes are scarcely agents at all; once they 

take center stage, they are agents only to 
the extent that they serve as advocates for 
federal power.

there are constraints imposed by a 
commitment to local history: the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference’s voter 
registration projects in Eufaula and 
Clayton play a central role, whereas 
the Alabama-based Lowndes County 
Freedom Organization—one of the birth-
places of Black Power—does not. Still, 
Freedom’s Dominion gives readers little 
sense of what freedom might have meant 
for those who had to make “a life upon 
the horns of the white man’s dilemma,” as 
Ralph Ellison once put it. What’s missing, 
in other words, is a critique of what fed-
eral power most often pursued: a full-
throated championing of white freedom 
both domestically and abroad. 

If one such missed opportunity in the 
book lies in Indigenous struggles against 
federal authority, another is the long Black 
freedom struggle’s confrontation with ties 
between the U.S. nation-state and Euro-
pean imperialism. It is this confrontation 
that animates Du Bois’s 1935 work Black 
Reconstruction in America—a text, inex-
plicably missing from Cowie’s references, 
that anticipates his understanding of 
white freedom as racialized anti-statism 
but also goes far beyond it. In an early 
chapter of that work, Du Bois names white 
freedom as the force that “transformed 
the world,” turning “democracy back to 
Roman Imperialism and Fascism” as it 
pursued “slavery as a way to freedom—the 
freedom of blacks, the freedom of whites; 
white freedom as the goal of the world 
and black slavery as the path thereto. 
Up with the white world, down with the 
black!” the choice of the word “world” 
is neither incidental nor metaphorical: 
in the next paragraph, Du Bois situates 
the abandonment of Radical Recon-
struction in a global order of whiteness: 
“the colored world went down before 
England, France, Germany, Russia, Italy 
and America” as a “new slavery arose,” 
and the “upward moving of white labor 
was betrayed into wars for profit based 
on color caste.” For Du Bois, the United 
States was not just a part of a broader 
racial-colonial order; it was an innovator, 
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devising new technologies to sustain a 
violent form of freedom.

By the 1960s, this critique became cen-
tral to Black radicals’ engagement with 
the Vietnam War. As Jack O’Dell, editor 
of the journal Freedomways, argued in a 
1964 essay, the Indigenous genocide of 
the nineteenth century paved the road to 
imperial warfare in Vietnam, the same way 
that chattel slavery charted the course 
to the brutal policing of the “ghetto.” 
together, he argued, they were the “major 
conjunctive highways” of U.S. political life, 
mapping out a geography of white imperial 
violence that connected the killing fields 
of overseas counterinsurgency to those of 
domestic urban pacification. It was also 
a geography of freedom’s dominion: a 
freedom that required conquest of native 
lands and a “free world” that demanded 
Vietnamese bloodshed and ecocide; a 
freedom built on the stolen labor of stolen 
peoples and a freedom from crime and 
disorder secured through police power. 
O’Dell’s analysis thus demanded a counter-
narrative of freedom that looked beyond 
federal power—beyond the guarantees of 
national citizenship to the visions of a new 
world and transnational solidarities forged 
by white freedom’s global victims.  

In April 1975, the USS Barbour County—
named for the Alabama county as well as 
another in West Virginia—set sail from the 
California coast alongside its sister ship, 
the USS Tuscaloosa. Both were bound for 
Vietnam on a mission to evacuate Amer-
icans and South Vietnamese allies from 
Saigon just before its fall, the last official 
mission of the U.S. military—tuberville’s 
“strong, hard-nosed, killing machine”—
in a war it had arguably lost years before. 
Both ships had recently made other voy-
ages to the western Pacific, moving 
marines and materiel between Pearl Har-
bor, Guam, Okinawa, and Subic Bay in the 
Philippines, the military outposts of Amer-
ica’s informal empire.

No less than settler conquest, chattel 
slavery, or lynching, the colonization of 
these places had long been understood 
through the logic of white freedom. the 
conquest of the Philippines was required, 

theodore Roosevelt had argued at the 
turn of the century, in order to secure “the 
greatness of the Nation—the greatness of 
the race.” It was also necessary for estab-
lishing a form of liberty that, for inferior 
races, could only come through colonial 
tutelage. Fifty years later, Filipino per-
sonnel deployed to Vietnam in service of 
U.S. counterinsurgency as part of the aptly 
named “Freedom Company” might have 
recognized similar justifications for this 
newest war: imperial violence was neces-
sary for securing freedom for Americans, 
but also for non-white subjects who were 
presumed incapable of securing it for 
themselves. these wars mobilized non-
white subjects of empire, from Filipinos 
to African Americans, as expendable and 
embodied propaganda for a democratic 
freedom they were forcibly denied.

this is what’s missing from Freedom’s 
Dominion—the imperial transit of white 
American freedom. It is perhaps unfair to 
demand from Cowie a global history when 
he explicitly set out to provide a local one. 
But the global and the local are not so 
much distinct scales of analysis as they 
are vantage points. the problem is not that 
Freedom’s Dominion tells a local story of 
white freedom, but rather all that Cowie 
sets aside as irrelevant for telling it.

Erin R. Pineda is Phyllis C. Rappaport ’68 
New Century Term Professor of Government 
at Smith College and author of Seeing Like 
an Activist: Civil Disobedience and the Civil 
Rights Movement (2021).
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In Left Is Not Woke, the moral philoso-
pher Susan Neiman attempts a sorely 
needed intervention against the woke left 
in the hope of rescuing it from its addic-
tion to identity politics in their most reduc-
tive form. Neiman is the author of, among 
other acclaimed works, Learning from the 
Germans, an account of how a country 
can come to terms with its barbaric past. 
Her new book will hopefully be read by 
those whom it critiques. It is also a missed 
opportunity. Neiman is an American who 
directs the Einstein Forum in Potsdam; she 
has lived in Germany for many years (and 
has written about the experience of being 
a Jew in Germany). Despite its essen-
tial insights, her book illustrates the great 
intellectual gap between the left in the 
United States and Europe—in ways that, 
frankly, left me profoundly dispirited. And it 
illustrates the intellectual abstraction that 
bedevils parts of the left.

Cedric Johnson, an African-American 
Marxist, is rooted in a different intellectual 
tradition than Neiman but shares many 
of Left Is Not Woke’s concerns. Johnson’s 
After Black Lives Matter is a scathing anal-
ysis of racial essentialism and woke pessi-
mism, which, he charges, ignore—indeed 
betray—the heroic struggles and accom-
plishments of the activists and workers 
of previous generations. Unlike Neiman, 
he addresses many of our most polar-
izing issues, including policing, incarcera-
tion, and crime, in forthright, original, and 
unusually subtle ways, and he goes head-
to-head with writers such as Michelle 
Alexander and ta-Nehisi Coates. the 
very existence of this book left me feeling 
energized and hopeful. But it occasionally 
descends into a kind of economic reduc-
tionism, and therefore also illustrates some 
of the contemporary left’s shortcomings.

Identity politics posit that inherited char-
acteristics such as race or gender endow 
one with certain perspectives that others 
might not have. this is obviously true. But 
the woke left takes this to another level. 
It claims that identity—usually narrowly 
defined—gives one a kind of automatic 
moral and political authority: what phi-
losophers call “standpoint epistemology.” 

Only those within a group can deter-
mine, or even discuss, its politics, its his-
tory, its arts and culture (no appropriation, 
please!). Subjective experience is mistaken 
for knowledge and insight. (Ralph Ellison 
took a different view of this when he wrote, 
in Invisible Man, “Blood and skin do not 
think!”)

these ideas, Neiman charges, are the 
very antithesis of what it means to be a 
leftist. A self-described socialist, she iden-
tifies three principles that have guided the 
left—at least in its best moments: “a com-
mitment to universalism over tribalism, a 
firm distinction between justice and power, 
and a belief in the possibility of progress.” 
Neiman charges that woke politics start by 
addressing these traditional issues, both 
moral and political, but then distort them. 
Woke “begins with a concern for mar-
ginalized persons, and ends by reducing 
each to the prism of her marginalization,” 
thus creating “a forest of trauma” where 
wounds, real and imagined, are lovingly 
cultivated. Woke focuses on hierarchies of 
inequality but then descends into a kind of 
zero-sum power contest in which “the con-
cept of justice is often left by the wayside.” 
(She blames Michel Foucault for much 
of this.) Worse, it recreates ethnic hierar-
chies within its own movement by insisting 
that the (often self-appointed) oppressed 
should constitute the vanguard—which, 
like all vanguards, is immune from criti-
cism and debate—while others should 
obediently follow along as allies. It is hard 
to see how a politics of equality, how a 
society of equality, can be created through 
the reification of inequality.

All this matters. We are living in a 
time when the right is ascendant in coun-
tries from turkey and Israel to Poland and 
India, and when trumpism, white nation-
alism, attacks on reproductive rights, and 
assaults on democratic institutions are 
terrifyingly potent in the United States. 
Academic freedom and the right to speak, 
read, and think freely are undermined by 
blatantly unconstitutional “anti-woke” 
initiatives launched by the right and by 
enforced diversity, equity, and inclusion 
codes by the left. (the legal scholar Randall 
Kennedy has recently described the latter 
as a “regime” with “a big problem, and that 
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big problem is . . . coercion.”) Some might 
say that, given all that, intra-left fights are 
a destructive diversion. I think the oppo-
site is true. “It’s not small differences that 
separate me from those who are woke,” 
Neiman writes. “they go to the very heart 
of what it means to stand on the left. . . . 
today’s left has deprived itself of the ideas 
we need if we hope to resist the lurch to 
the right.” Neiman and Johnson both argue 
that the woke left is, in effect, aiding rather 
than weakening the right.

the heart of Neiman’s book is her defense 
of Enlightenment universalism and its cor-
ollary: solidarity based on shared princi-
ples and interests rather than on ethnic or 
national membership. Solidarity is about 
forging deep ties of equality with people 
who don’t look—and aren’t—like you. Han-
nah Arendt described it best, I think, when 
she wrote that solidarity is a principle, not 
a feeling, through which we “dispassion-
ately” establish “a community of interest 
with the oppressed and exploited.” It isn’t 
based on pity or guilt—or even, in Arendt’s 
view, on compassion.

the key insight of the Enlightenment—
and this is what has traditionally distin-
guished the left from the right—is that we 
have deep connections, and obligations, 
to the “other” simply on the basis of being 
human; it is hard, indeed impossible, to 
understand the nineteenth-century anti-
slavery movements, or the modern con-
cept of human rights, without this. It was 
the right that insisted that only those who 
belong to my nation, my religion, my race 
were fully human and therefore worthy of 
respect, of freedom, of life itself—as evi-
denced by institutions like slavery, Jim 
Crow, and South African apartheid. the 
hope of the left—and of modernity—was 
that we could, at least in part, create 
selves, and societies, which would incor-
porate multiple identities, multiple cul-
tures, multiple ideas, multiple ways of 
understanding the world, rather than being 
docile prisoners of inherited character-
istics. (this is not color-blindness but, 
rather, a rejection of simplified identities.) 
All this has been turned on its head by 
the woke left, which views virtually every 

issue through the narrow prism of race or 
gender: its very own form of fundamen-
talism. It distinguishes between “bad” trib-
alism (MAGA in the United States, populist 
anti-immigrant parties in Europe) and its 
own “good” version, which it sees as anti-
racist, despite glaring similarities between 
the two.

Neiman seeks to refute recent “Enlight-
enment-bashing”—the attack on the dead 
white European men (and occasional 
women) who revolutionized the world—
and reconnect its thinkers to the interna-
tionalism that defined them. Like Kwame 
Anthony Appiah in his book Cosmopoli-
tanism, she notes that many Enlightenment 
thinkers were immersed in, and inspired 
by, non-Western cultures and, more impor-
tant, that they sharply criticized their own. 
Most of all, though, she notes that it was 
the Enlightenment, emerging “from a 
blasted landscape, on a continent soaked 
with blood,” that “introduced the very idea 
of humanity” and “insisted that everyone . 
. . is endowed with innate dignity.” this is, 
Neiman argues, “the theoretical foundation 
for the universalism upon which all strug-
gles against racism must stand.” Without 
that, you can say that racism is bad, but 
you can’t really explain why.

Key chapters in Left Is Not Woke focus 
on Foucault, with his rejection of norma-
tive values; on Carl Schmitt, a Nazi whose 
antipathy to liberalism has made him a 
hero to some in the academic left; and 
on evolutionary psychologists, some of 
whom argue that ruthless selfishness, 
not collaboration, is our true evolutionary 
inheritance. All this is valuable but, like 
the chapter on the Enlightenment, also 
points to the flaws of Left Is Not Woke. It 
is true that the attacks on universalism 
were birthed, decades ago, in the postco-
lonial and postmodern academic left. But 
I doubt that those who seek to defund the 
police or abolish prisons are thinking about 
Spinoza or Locke. the intellectual leaders 
of contemporary woke politics are writers 
like Ibram X. Kendi, Nikole Hannah-Jones, 
ta-Nehisi Coates, and Michelle Alexander, 
along with an army of well-paid DEI con-
sultants and university deans. 

the real division between what I would 
call the traditional left and the wokesters 
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boils down, bluntly, to different analyses 
of racial inequality and the importance 
of class. It is “anti-racist” ideology and its 
close cousin, DEI—and the ways in which 
they influence issues like educational 
merit, affirmative action (race or class?), 
policing, crime, immigration, reparations, 
and free speech—that are the dividing 
lines and points of contestation. Unlike 
Johnson, Neiman has virtually nothing 
to say about them; her areas of concern 
preoccupy those in a relatively rarified 
academic bubble but have little political 
impact on the ground. the problem isn’t 
that she focuses on ideas but, rather, that 
she focuses on ideas that that have, sadly, 
become irrelevant in the American context. 
Perhaps she has been away from America 
for too long.

Identity politics, especially in their racial-
ized version, have become the subject 
of withering criticism by an ideologically 
heterogeneous (dare I say diverse?) array 
of black intellectuals. they include John 
McWhorter, Glenn Loury, and contribu-
tors to the Journal of Free Black Thought; 
all are usually, and lazily, labeled “conser-
vative,” though I don’t think that term actu-
ally fits. Critics coming from the left, some 
of whom are Marxists, include Adolph 
Reed Jr., touré F. Reed, Barbara J. Fields, 
and Cedric Johnson. Like Neiman, they 
abhor racial tribalism, and they stress the 
left’s traditional adherence to creating 
movements of interracial class solidarity. 
“Interests, not corporeal identity, are the 
fundamental basis of political life,” writes 
Johnson, a political scientist who teaches 
at the University of Illinois Chicago, in After 
Black Lives Matter. “Liberal antiracism dis-
appears any left politics that might pri-
oritize the experiences of the laboring 
classes.” In general, these writers ana-
lyze racial inequalities, and racism itself, in 
relation to capitalist exploitation; they are 
more interested in political economy than 
in white fragility. Like Neiman, they are 
academics, but their critiques are firmly 
located within our current, most contested 
political conflicts.

After Black Lives Matter challenges 
many of the anti-racist movement’s 

orthodoxies and leading writers, and puts 
forth a vision that is wider and deeper 
than theirs. Johnson never underplays 
the reality of racism or the “racially unjust 
carceral expansion,” but he believes that 
the uber-focus on race has distorted our 
understanding of history. For instance, 
against the widely held belief that New 
Deal policies such as Social Security were 
racist because they excluded farm workers 
and domestics, he points out that the 
majority of workers in these categories 
were, at the time, white. (Capital opposes 
labor, not just black labor.) But his more 
crucial argument is that anti-racism, and 
the racial essentialism upon which it rests, 
simultaneously obfuscate class conflict 
and preclude class solidarity. Anti-racism 
takes our eyes off the prize.

Like James Forman Jr. in his Pulitzer 
Prize–winning book Locking Up Our Own—
and in refutation of Michelle Alexander’s 
popular theory that contemporary policing 
and incarceration are a new form of Jim 
Crow—Johnson argues that the “policing 
regime is not derived from and maintained 
through white supremacy.” On the con-
trary, harsh criminal laws stemmed from 
the enormous demographic changes that 
transformed our cities and our country in 
the early post–Second World War decades, 
including suburbanization, deindustri-
alization, the demise of New Deal social 
democracy, and the formation of “surplus 
populations.” Anti-crime statutes reflect, 
in part, “the interests and felt needs of 
working-class, urban African American 
and Latino constituencies, whose residents 
desired peace and an end to the unac-
ceptable levels of drug-related and violent 
crime that still define urban life for millions 
of Americans. . . . Crime was not simply the 
stuff of white nightmares and racial panic.” 

Instead of Black Lives Matter’s obses-
sion with racialized police violence (which, 
Johnson points out, is also the bane of 
the white subproletariat), he advocates 
building a mass democratic movement 
that would put forth “a shared vision of 
the good society” that challenges capi-
talist exploitation and would advance “a 
broadly redistributive left politics cen-
tered on public goods.” Reaching out to 
as many people as possible rather than 
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concentrating on those in the enlight-
ened inner circle is key. For instance, to 
revive our cities and make them sites of 
shared resources rather than of enormous 
wealth and great poverty, Johnson urges 
the formation of a broad-based coalition 
that would include everyone from “urban 
dwellers who are most deeply impacted 
by crime and policing” to gentrifiers and 
union activists.

the woke left’s antipathy to any form 
of policing, prisons, and even prosecu-
tors oddly echoes the aversion of the far 
right to the so-called deep state. One of 
Johnson’s most original contributions is to 
remind readers that the government—from 
the Union Army’s occupation of the post-
bellum South onward—has often protected 
citizens who struggled for the rule of law 
and equal rights. “Coercion,” Johnson 
writes, is “a necessary aspect of political 
life, especially in regard to securing social 
justice. . . . A longer historical view prob-
lematizes any simplistic demand to dis-
mantle police departments. At various 
moments in this nation’s history, state 
coercion was necessary to secure racial 
justice.” Johnson attempts to bring uto-
pian abolitionists down to earth: “It seems 
rather naïve to think that a complex, popu-
lous urban society can exist without any 
law enforcement at all, especially in those 
moments when forces threaten social jus-
tice and even the basic democratic rights 
of citizens.” (think of January 6.) His 
approach to crime and policing contrasts 
with the simplifications of the anti-racist 
left: “While increased policing is clearly not 
the answer, neither is the countercultural 
response, which amounts to DIY policing 
ill-suited to achieving public safety . . . 
or, worse, produces a head-in-the-sand 
dynamic where we pretend that crime and 
violence are not real issues or will magi-
cally disappear when police disappear.” 
He rejects vitriolic cop-bashing: Johnson 
views the police as upholders of capitalist 
class relations and as alienated workers.

An end to police brutality, racialized 
and other, is urgent; Black Lives Matter’s 
initial demand for equal protection under 
the law was deeply democratic and deeply 
American. But there is simply no historic 
evidence that an anti-policing program 

can become the basis of a mass move-
ment. (the Black Panthers tried this, and 
it didn’t work out well; Johnson caustically 
critiques Black Power nostalgia in his 2022 
book The Panthers Can’t Save Us Now.) 
People wake up in the morning thinking 
about a lot of things other than the police: 
whether their kid is getting a good-enough 
education, or where they can find a better 
job, or how they can pay off their medical 
bills. the enormous amount of energy that 
the woke left places on policing as a kind 
of ur-evil is misplaced. Johnson aims for 
something more radical and more prag-
matic than an anti-police movement:

Against the most millenarian impulses 
of abolitionist discourse, this book 
calls for a different kind of abolition, 
one that focuses more directly on the 
fundamental problems of working-
class exploitation, joblessness and 
immiseration, and is achievable within 
the discrete political terrain of early 
twenty-first century American soci-
ety. We must abolish the class condi-
tions that modern policing has come 
to manage. 

Johnson ends his book by astutely ana-
lyzing the unfortunate parallels between 
today’s woke movements and the ultra-
left of the 1960s and early ’70s (epitomized 
by, but not confined to, the Weathermen). 
Hastily giving up on the hard work of forg-
ing a broad democratic movement, the 
ultra-left became “seduced by the lure of 
black vanguardism and third Worldism as 
some fast track to building a popular left.”  
Johnson praises, especially, Marshall Ber-
man’s 1971 “Notes toward a New Society,” 
which castigated the ultra-left’s hopeless-
ness, antipathy to the white working class, 
denial of the American people’s “decency,” 
and “desperate longing for any world, any 
culture, any life but our own.” 

these bad habits, Johnson charges, 
are alive and well: “Black Lives Matter 
demonstrations have repopularized the 
same problematic dynamics of black 
vanguardism and white deference” and 
“confused the very basis of political work—
which is always shared interests rather 
than moralism or corporeal identity.” the 
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difficult challenge for today’s left is to 
move beyond large demonstrations, social 
media diatribes, and guilt-tripping, and to 
build, instead, a “majoritarian opposition” 
that can “produce a society where racism 
has lost its power, poverty is unthinkable 
and police killings are only the subject of 
museum exhibits.”

I hope that a lot of people read this 
powerful, bracing book. Yet for all its 
merits, and they are impressive, After Black 
Lives Matter also manifests some of the 
problems that bedevil the left, woke and 
otherwise. this is most apparent in John-
son’s discussion of culture—or, rather, in 
his vehement refusal to do so.

In 2014, the Harvard sociologist Orlando 
Patterson published an article in the 
Chronicle of Higher Education called “How 
Sociologists Made themselves Irrelevant.” 
Patterson is the author of, among other 
seminal works, Slavery and Social Death—
in my view, the most profound work on 
the subject—and Freedom in the Making 
of Western Culture. He served for seven 
years as an advisor to Michael Manley, the 
socialist prime minister of Jamaica, where 
Patterson was born and raised. In the 
Chronicle piece, he lamented the fact that, 
in reaction to culture-of-poverty analy-
ses and in particular to the 1965 Moynihan 
Report—which has been furiously assailed 
(including by Johnson) for its presumed 
racism—fearful sociologists had shied 
away from discussing “the cultural dimen-
sions of poverty, particularly black poverty.” 
In the process, Patterson observed, soci-
ologists had made themselves irrelevant 
to public-policy debates, which were sub-
sequently dominated by economists and 
hyper-structuralists. 

Patterson averred what everyone 
knows: that culture—“attitudes, beliefs, 
and values”—matter, “a lot,” in the lives and 
the communities that people create. to 
insist otherwise is to defy common sense 
and everyday experience. Indeed, I suspect 
that every person reading this essay knows 
that their parents, extended family, friends, 
schools, and wider community were highly 
influential forces in their lives. to deny 
this truth to others—to see them only as 

victims of ironclad systemic forces—is 
to treat them as what Patterson, quoting 
the late sociologist Harold Garfinkel, calls 
“cultural dopes.” this denial is, in my view, 
one of the main reasons that the left is 
increasingly unable to speak credibly to 
a wide public about issues like education 
and crime.

there are several aspects about the 
situation Patterson described that are 
strange. Many people who condemn the 
Moynihan Report haven’t read it. While it 
identified single motherhood among poor 
African Americans as the key problem, it 
tied this to industrial contraction, struc-
tural unemployment, and vicious geo-
graphic segregation. It was designed to 
spur vigorous new governmental social 
policies and interventions (the report was 
subtitled, “the Case for National Action”). 
It insisted that legal desegregation was 
not enough. It demanded equality of out-
come, not just of opportunity, just like 
today’s equity advocates. Far from victim-
blaming, it condemned the “racist virus” of 
white society and decried “three centuries 
of sometimes unimaginable mistreatment” 
of black Americans at the hands of whites. 
the report remains mysteriously powerful; 
it seems to have traumatized six decades 
of liberals and leftists, who still quake in its 
aftermath. Johnson disparages it several 
times in his book. 

the relationship between family for-
mation (among all races and ethnicities), 
poverty, and social ills like crime and low 
academic achievement is indisputably 
complex; Moynihan no doubt overem-
phasized it and used highly polarizing 
language. But that doesn’t mean the rela-
tionship is imaginary. Yet the topic is as 
taboo for the left as Judith Butler’s Gender 
Trouble is for Ron DeSantis.  

though Johnson is an admirably fear-
less thinker, when it comes to culture he 
is one of the “nervous Nellies” whom Pat-
terson decried. time and again Johnson 
scornfully rejects the possibility that cul-
tural values—which can include attitudes 
toward sex, parenthood, marriage, educa-
tion, crime, work, leisure, religion, politics, 
art, literature, and a million other things—
have any connection to the life prospects 
of what the renowned sociologist William 
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Julius Wilson called “the truly disadvan-
taged.” Johnson mercilessly mocks Barack 
Obama’s talk of the importance of father-
hood and of instilling educational achieve-
ment in children. Yet Johnson himself 
describes conditions that, while intimately 
connected to racism and class inequality, 
can’t be explained solely by them and 
won’t be solved by the public works pro-
grams and strong unions that he rightly 
champions. Here is his description of the 
Job-like life of Laquan McDonald, a Chi-
cago teen killed by police officer Jason 
Van Dyke in 2014. It shows the confluence 
of multiple factors:

His [fifteen-year-old] mother tina 
Hunter was a ward of state when 
McDonald was born. She lost cus-
tody of her two children in 2000, 

and McDonald was shuffled between 
eight different homes, mostly those 
of relatives. He was abused by fos-
ter parents outside his family and by 
his mother’s boyfriend, and was later 
diagnosed as suffering from post-
traumatic stress disorder. Refus-
ing medical prescriptions . . . he 
used marijuana to self-medicate 
since he did not have the skills to 
cope with his life’s stressors. He had 
been sentenced to juvenile deten-
tion some seventeen times, and had 
received ten school suspensions . . . 
His adolescence was spent in multi-
ple schools, juvenile detention, drug 
rehabilitation, probation supervision 
and electronic monitoring, individ-
ual and family counseling and psy-
chiatric hospitalization. Court records 

President Barack Obama at an event about the importance of responsible fatherhood 
and mentoring in Washington, D.C., in 2010 (Official White House Photo by Pete Souza)
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referred to him as “resilient,” how-
ever, and, like most, he was more 
than his troubles. 

What makes Johnson’s culture-pho-
bia especially odd is that writing about, 
and critiquing, culture has been a large 
part of left movements for the past 100 
years. the Bolsheviks scathingly criticized 
the backwardness (no quotation marks 
needed) of the Russian peasantry. the 
early Zionists vowed to negate the cul-
ture of the diaspora, which they associ-
ated with political worldlessness, religious 
obscurantism, and fearful passivity. (“the 
stiff-necked tribe has become the tribe 
of slaves,” the nineteenth-century social-
ist-Zionist Bernard Lazare lamented.) 
Leaders of the anticolonial and revolu-
tionary movements--Atatürk, Mao, Gan-
dhi, Nasser—waged war on “native” feudal 
customs, especially those that oppressed 
women: foot-binding, child marriage, pur-
dah, dowry, bigamy, suttee, and the veil. 
the pan-Africanist revolutionary Amílcar 
Cabral, when assessing cultural practices, 
warned against “indiscriminate compli-
ments; systemic exaltation of virtues with-
out condemning faults; blind acceptance 
of the values of the culture, without con-
sidering what presently or potentially 
regressive elements it contains.” He was 
not, apparently, a fan of “authenticity.”

there is a rich tradition of public 
intellectuals on the left—W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Antonio Gramsci, Stuart Hall, and C.L.R. 
James, to name just a few—who plumbed 
the complex interplay—sometimes 
contradictory, sometimes surprising, 
sometimes self-defeating, never overde-
termined—between political-economic 
forces and the cultures that people create 
in response to them. the cultural squea-
mishness of today’s left, which often 
results in a kind of economic deter-
minism, is a relatively recent phenom-
enon. Its political consequences have not 
been good: we have allowed conserva-
tives, both intellectuals and politicians, to, 
in a sense, “own” this terrain.

there’s a lot of despair—and a few rays 
of hope—in our country at the moment. 
Recently, screenwriters, actors, and auto 
workers walked off their jobs and won 

impressive gains; conversely, 900 Alabama 
coal miners ended their (largely ignored) 
two-year strike in defeat. Our democratic 
institutions are terrifyingly fragile and 
under relentless assault; Donald trump, 
who uses increasingly fascistic language, 
may become our next president. though 
the Supreme Court’s affirmative action 
decision has received a lot of attention, a 
greater crisis lies in the fact that millions 
of American students of all ethnicities are 
functionally illiterate: unprepared for col-
lege, skilled jobs, or civic participation. An 
enormous transfer of wealth to the very 
richest Americans continues unabated. 
Our planet is burning. Susan Neiman and 
Cedric Johnson write from a shared sense 
of desperate urgency about the crises we 
face. their books raise the question: where 
is the left that can speak, honestly and in 
ordinary language, to the needs, hopes, 
and fears of our fellow citizens?

Susie Linfield, a professor of journalism at 
New York University, is the author of the 
Cruel Radiance: Photography and Politi-
cal Violence and the Lions’ Den: Zionism 
and the Left from Hannah Arendt to Noam 
Chomsky.
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the kind of person who makes it to the last page of Dissent already knows the line I’m 
supposed to quote in a celebration of our seventieth birthday. “When intellectuals can do 
nothing else, they start a magazine,” Irving Howe said about Dissent’s founding.

true enough, in 1954. Seventy years later, I’m not so sure. An intellectual who can do 
nothing else today is more likely to start a Substack, realize that it takes too much work, 
then go back to tilling the soil on Elon Musk’s content farm.

It’s not the most inspiring of sights, and it’s one more reason that Dissent’s survival is 
worth celebrating. the quickest and easiest way to make a living as a writer today is to 
find a few thousand people who agree with you and then devote your life to explaining 
just how noble those lucky readers are. Disagreement is great, but only if you direct the 
righteous fury safely at the out-group. Inside the tent, your job is to make things nice 
and cozy for everyone.

Dissent would not exist today without the long years of work that have gone into 
sustaining this journal. But it deserves to exist because a democratic left is still the best 
chance that we have of building a more just society. that hope needs defenders who 
understand that facing up to the world is the only way to make a better one. Delusions and 
naivety are luxury goods that only the wealthy and powerful can afford. Dissent has never 
fallen into either of those camps. But, seventy years later, we are still here. And still fighting.

Timothy Shenk is co-editor of Dissent.

Dissent at Seventy
timothy Shenk

the front and back covers of the first issue of Dissent, published in January 1954.
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