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Today, humanity confronts an unprecedented 
series of threats. Our ability to survive and thrive 
is under attack by global warming, extraordinary 
inequality, and a general sense of powerlessness. 
All of these are political problems, and we can 
solve them through politics if we can muster 
the imagination and will to act together. Yet the 
American Left has been grasping at straws over 
the past few decades, unable to offer any unified 
alternative to the vapid nonsense that passes for 
political philosophy in the mainstream discourse. 
Far too often, people on the Left are content to 
privately gripe about the horrendous state of 
American politics without acting to publicize their 
ideas and build a community of thinkers who are 
dedicated to changing things for the better. 

Margins: Student Perspectives from the Left is a 
magazine created and run by Yale undergraduates 
that seeks to give leftist Yalies of all stripes a 
space for thinking about what the society we’re 
fighting for should look like. Margins wants to 
bring a sense of urgency to the task of revitalizing 
the American Left and offering a vision of a 
humane, just, and radically democratic society. 
Our vision is comprehensive, so Margins is an 
equally comprehensive journal of social thought 
and critique. We will cover politics, philosophy, 
the arts, science, and technology in a universally 
accessible way. As our name suggests, we want 
to elevate the stories of those on the margins of 
society, to introduce a strong voice for social justice 
to a campus where the words “Goldman Sachs” 
and “Bain Capital” are heard disgustingly often. 
At the same time, we recognize that our privileged 
status as students of an elite university prevents 
us from being able to speak for the marginalized.

We operate on democratic principles, 
making all major decisions collectively as a team 
of editors. Everyone has an equal say, and we 
aim for consensus before taking action. We also 
hope to be more than just a magazine, because 
theory is nothing without practice. Yale has many 
wonderful extracurricular groups that channel 
passionate people into Left-leaning causes, but 
there’s no umbrella organization to unify the Left. 

LEtter from the Staff
We want to create a vibrant left-wing community 
and serve as a nexus for radical activism, striving 
to unite the Left on Yale’s campus by holding 
social gatherings, public lectures and discussions, 
and rallies in coordination with various groups.

All voices on the Left will be welcome in 
Margins’ pages, but, in our first issue, we wanted 
to lay out our editorial board’s collective stance on 
politics, economics, and the society we’re fighting 
to create. This isn’t necessarily what each one of us 
individually believes (ask two leftists a question 
and you’ll get three opinions!), but each of us 
largely subscribes to the views set out below.

We are critical of capitalism; many of us are 
anti-capitalist. In a country where the right wing 
has equated capitalism with freedom, justice, and 
the American way for over forty years, some might 
find such a statement shocking. How could you be 
against capitalism? The 2008 financial crisis and 
Wall Street’s crimes against the American people 
are reason enough, but let’s explore some more.

This isn’t just some abstract, philosophical 
problem you might talk about in the classroom and 
then forget the moment you step outside. This is 
personal. Capitalism affects you, and your family, 
and your friends. It warps the texture of our lives 
and steals from us opportunities to prosper and 
enjoy the true wealth of pure, unadulterated life.

Here are what we think are the ten best 
arguments against capitalism:

  1  
Capitalist logic is responsible for global 
warming: Capitalist theory holds that 
corporations should only take into account 

their own private costs of production without 
worrying about the natural or social environments 
that surround them. The idea that corporations 
have a right to despoil the environment and emit 
CO2 without restrictions just to rake in higher 
profits is the direct consequence of capitalist 
dogma. If uncorrected, it will destroy the planet.

 2 
Capitalism makes a mockery of the idea of social 
justice: Every year, millions of human beings 
die needlessly from preventable diseases, 



5

starvation, and the direct and indirect effects of 
poverty. Capitalism accepts poverty as necessary. 
It even embraces poverty as good because the 
specter of poverty forces people to work. But all 
human beings have equal dignity and worth: the 
poor are just as deserving of a rich, fulfilling life 
as the wealthy. Capitalists victimize vast swathes 
of society, blame victims for their victimhood by 
talking about a “culture of poverty,” maybe make 
token efforts at philanthropy, and then think that 
they have fulfilled their duties to the poor. Such 
half-baked attempts at social justice are doomed 
to failure, and thus under capitalism poverty will 
always be a horrendous scar on the face of society.

 3 
Capitalism supports whole economic sectors 
with no benefit to society, fails to accurately 
price goods, and undermines the provision of 

public goods: The profit motive is promiscuous. 
Capitalism doesn’t discriminate between 
industries that generate genuine social value and 
industries that profit off of people’s suffering. Thus, 
tobacco corporations, fossil fuel corporations, gun 
manufacturers, Madison Avenue advertisers, and 
mammoth Wall Street banks thrive despite being 
actively harmful to society. Capitalism doesn’t 
distinguish between the use value of a thing (its 
actual value to real people) and its exchange value 
(the price it commands in a financial transaction). 
Markets regularly price things like gasoline below 
their true price because markets fail to account 
for externalities like healthcare costs arising from 
pollution; price doesn’t correspond to value. Left 
to their own devices, markets also don’t produce 
public goods like education, healthcare, national 
parks, universal transportation, and social security 
programs; in societies where market logic runs 
rampant, the public sector is hollowed out and 
public goods are shredded.

 4 
Capitalism makes most people miserable: 
Capitalism fails to achieve what ought to be 
the goal of any economic system: to create 

the greatest happiness for the greatest number of 
people. It reduces everyone except a lucky few 
to mere sources of labor. It denies them the basic 
freedom to determine the contours of their own 
lives by subjecting them to the stress of incessant 
competition, forcing them to constantly worry 
about money and take jobs that they don’t want to 

do. This stress has physical consequences: a slew of 
studies have shown that inequality has extremely 
negative effects on public health. Instead of real 
freedoms—free time, the freedom to choose one’s 
work, and freedom from fear—it substitutes a 
paltry imitation in the form of the “freedom” to 
choose between different consumer goods.

 5 
Capitalism is needlessly and unjustifiably 
unfair: People have no control over their 
genes. Qualities like height, weight, intellect, 

beauty, physical strength, familial wealth, and 
country of origin aren’t freely chosen. Everyone 
has a different starting point in the economic 
rat race, but capitalists pretend that equality of 
opportunity is enough and that, if people born 
with massive advantages win the race (surprise, 
surprise!), this is the result of fair competition. 
What’s more, society provides the preconditions 
for acquiring any kind of wealth or property in the 
form of public education, roads and transportation 
systems, a court system and laws governing 
property, regulation of the marketplace, post office 
service, and national defense. Most wealth is the 
product of environmental and social conditions, 
not individual effort or “hard work.” No one has an 
inherent and unlimited claim to their property or 
money; the rich aren’t more “deserving” than the 
poor, simply luckier, the beneficiaries of a rigged 
world-economic structure. Inequality is intrinsic 
to a capitalist system, but it is inherently unfair. 
To punish people for not being lucky, to ask them 
to pull themselves up by their bootstraps (a task 
that’s physically impossible), and criticize them 
when they fail, is gratuitously cruel. It’s ridiculous 
to sing the praises of the rich and treat them as if 
they’re superhuman when they were gifted with 
immense advantages from the outset. But that’s 
the perverse underlying mindset of capitalism.

 6 
It’s impossible for capitalism and democracy to 
coexist harmoniously: In an ideal democracy, 
every person has an equal say, and 

everyone is a political equal. Capitalism treats 
people unequally. In an “ideal” capitalist system, 
your say is proportional to the amount of wealth 
you have, so the rich count more than the poor. 
The supposed division between politics and 
economics isn’t real. Wealth invariably translates 
into power, especially in a country where four 
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large corporations own most of the media, where 
there are few limits on campaign spending, and 
where lobbyists are omnipresent in government. 
The conflict between democracy and capitalism 
is fundamentally irreconcilable. If you allow 
moneyed private interests and tremendously rich 
corporations to exist, they will always hijack the 
political system for their own ends.

 7 
Capitalism exploits and encourages the worst 
aspects of human nature: Capitalism warps 
human psychology. It is predicated on 

creating and stoking endless desires. It exploits the 
fear of missing out and the basic human tendency 
to compare ourselves to others and hijacks 
fundamental human needs for love, community, 
and belonging to maximize profits. It rejects the 
idea of limits to our resources and embraces stress, 
anxiety, and competition. The ideal capitalist 
consumer is insatiable, never satisfied; the ideal 
capitalist producer is obsessed by her bottom line 
and by one-upping her competitors. Capitalism 
espouses a competitive mentality, encouraging 
people to take advantage of other people in the 
economic sphere, and it converts workers into 
robots, slaves who are constantly under the gun, 
always subject to the pressure to produce.

 8 
Capitalism makes it hard to be virtuous: Most 
people would agree that generosity and 
courage are virtues. To be generous and 

magnanimous, you need a fair amount of money 
and a properly detached attitude towards it, but 
many people lack those things because of the 
economic classes capitalism creates. Capitalist 
enterprises are structured like little managerial 
fiefdoms—it’s hard to be brave and speak truth 
when your job depends on your boss’ whims. 
Society is supposed to be about creating good 
people; capitalism makes it hard to be just that. 

 9 
Capitalism turns ethically-minded people into 
hypocrites: Put simply, it’s pretty much 
impossible to be a truly ethical consumer 

under a capitalist system. Markets are amoral 
and often immoral. We’re implicated in systems 
of oppression daily, whether it’s through the 
suffering of the factory-farmed animals on our 
dinner plates or the child and sweatshop labor 
that goes into our cheap clothing. The cost in time 

and effort to examine where everything you buy 
comes from to ensure that it has been produced 
ethically is enormous, but dropping out of the 
system to make sure that you aren’t harming 
anyone else simply by being a consumer is very 
difficult and carries a large social cost.

 10 
Capitalism’s emphasis on the struggle for 
material well-being is outmoded and makes 
very little sense philosophically: It seems 

pretty meaningless to waste one’s life trying to put 
food on the table and fulfill one’s basic material 
needs, especially when we’ve solved the problem 
of scarcity in Western industrialized countries. 
If we distributed resources more equally and 
made sure everyone had a basic guaranteed 
annual income, people would be free to pause, 
breathe, and focus on leisure and the finer things 
in life. Work isn’t inherently good unless the 
worker loves her work and freely chooses it. 
Work has traditionally been valued because it’s 
instrumentally good, or yields a finished product. 
This is why capitalists champion work. But we no 
longer need to produce more and more, and we 
should de-emphasize work as a result.

For all of these reasons (and more), we 
consider capitalism in its current form harmful to 
society. It must either be fundamentally retooled 
or abolished. Big talk, but what does our solution 
look like? Some of us are socialists. The Cold War 
has been over for twenty years, but the various Red 
Scares did their job. Socialism is still a dirty word, 
despite its long American history as chronicled in 
John Nichols’ excellent book The “S” Word. There 
are many misunderstandings about socialism, and 
there are many flavors of socialism. 

In short, we believe that socialism means 
democracy to its fullest extent. True democracy 
can’t exist when the economy is a plaything of 
the oligarchs, a realm of competition, strife, and 
social disharmony. Only democratic control of the 
economy, the cooperative direction of our resources 
towards the liberation of human potential and the 
flourishing of individual personality, will free us 
from today’s moral and environmental crises. 

An ethic of care and community, of sharing 
and mutual support, is something we were taught 
back in kindergarten. It’s time to get back to basics. 
Here at Margins, we’re excited to get started.
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Emaline Kelso, MC ‘17
Marriage equality is just another roadblock 

on the path to an equal and just society. Although 
the gay marriage, or marriage equality, movement 
has become central and gained significant traction 
in the past decade or so, the Left as a whole—and 
socialists in particular—should be more wary 
about putting their money on this particular horse. 

In some ways, the marriage equality 
movement is inspirational. Even twenty years ago, 
it would have been hard to imagine an America 
only 13 states away from the nationwide legality 
of gay marriage. After Stonewall, in 1969, LGBT* 
activists were more focused on electing gay 
public officials, decriminalizing same-sex sex, and 
fighting for anti-discrimination laws. Lesbians 
applying for marriage licenses were laughed out 
of the courts in the 1980s, and given how long it 
took to legalize consensual sex (Lawrence v. Texas 
was decided in 2003), the fact that twenty-two 

states (as well as D.C. and Puerto Rico) have anti-
discrimination laws now, 37 recognize same-sex 
marriages, and hate crimes are punishable under 
federal law (as of 2009), it’s hard to not feel like 
we should apply the term “progress” to the arc 
of LGBT* rights movements of the past couple of 
decades. 

So what are the benefits of marriage? 
According to the Human Rights Campaign, there 
are 1,138 financial and legal protections. Marriage 
provides and expands the benefits of citizenship—
if you aren’t an American citizen, citizenship can 
be accessed through marriage, and if you are, 
you get other benefits when you tie the knot. 
From healthcare to hospital visitation rights, we 
reward pairs who marry with all sorts of perks. 
Married citizens get tax breaks and can become 
eligible for Social Security and Medicare through 
their spouses. Tax and health benefits provided to 
employers extend to spouses. Our nation places 

Divorce the Past 
A Socialist Critique of Marriage Equality
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huge moral and cultural value on children and 
child-rearing, and as it currently stands, our 
country offers benefits to parents that extend only 
to married couples. These include the earned 
income tax credit—eligibility for which depends 
on the child “qualifying”—head of household 
status, and the child tax credit. Couples who 
can’t marry cannot access resources that would 
contribute to their own wellbeing and their ability 
to support dependents. 

As a leftist, I am opposed to marriage. Every 
person should have access to universal healthcare. 
We need a stricter gradated taxation system and 
broader redistributive properties. Excluding 
LGBT* couples from marriage and the benefits 
thereof is, of course, unjust. American policies 
shouldn’t discriminate on the basis of race, sex, 
gender, ability, or sexuality—but not every 
institution is worth keeping. It’s easy to see an 
exclusionary institution and assume that the just 
path would be to make it inclusive—but sometimes 
the best approach to a broken institution isn’t to 
repair it, but to abandon it. 

Marriage bridges the gap between queer 
and straight romantic and sexual experiences. 
By opening up this institution, queer people 
suddenly get to write themselves into a centuries-
long cultural script. In doing so, one definition 
and specific experience of queerness is allowed 
through the gates, excluding the rich diversity 
represented in the rest of the queer community. 
The couple does not represent the entire queer 
experience, but does make queerness safer. 

And admittedly, many critiques of marriage 
equality critique it on the grounds that marriage 
is “less important” than other issues facing queer 
people, like bullying and the disproportionate 
number of suicides among LGB youth, a problem 
that’s even worse for transgender youth. Young 
LGBT* individuals face unemployment and 
homelessness at staggering rates, and to many 
activists, solving issues of poverty and violence is 
just more of a priority than marriage equality—
particularly since the issue has become symbolic 
of all queer demands. National media has used 
marriage as a counterpoint to old accusations of 

gay culture consisting of wild hedonism. “Gays 
are just like us” makes for a comforting rallying 
cry. But is it worth the cost? 

Ultimately, marriage equality is a Band-Aid 
solution, not a panacea. We erase a vibrant history 
of alternative family and relationship structures 
and we replace them with an institution that 
can only delay a better future. Many people rely 
on marriage, both for its social and its financial 
benefits. Raising children and founding a fulfilling 
life are both incredibly difficult. But marriage is 
not the institution that should be determining 
somebody’s ability to raise a child (although, 
admittedly, research does indicate that lesbian 
couples raise the most well-adjusted children…) 
or somebody’s right to a more stable life. 

Fighting against marriage would not mean 
the death of its current benefits. I want a society 
that recognizes a spectrum of family structures 
and structures of intimacy by fighting to support 
the individual citizen, rather than the spectral 
“child.” With universally accessible health-care, 
education, and economic resources, I guarantee 
that future generations will see a better outcome in 
both child development and institutional progress. 
At this point, statistics on foster care in America 
prove that poverty and neglect are irrevocably 
connected: children suffer from neglect not 
because of the number and gender of their parents 
and guardians, but because of the ability of those 
guardians to acquire food and shelter for them. 

Of course marriage should be available to 
queer and straight couples alike, but it should be 
divorced of many of its current benefits. Marriage 
cannot be the key to full citizenship: no cultural 
institution should have that role. If you told me 
that the world was never going to change, and 
that we were stuck with capitalism and inequality, 
then I would say, sure, why not put a ring on it. 
But I dream of a future where the arbitrary facts of 
our circumstance (our wealth, health, and culture) 
do not determine our worth—so until then, I’ll 
keep my body in the street and give my heart to 
my many queer intimacies. 

Image: Bristol Museums
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Evan Linn, PC ’17
What’s wrong with waste? To be clear: I 

think there is something wrong with it. This 
puts me at something of a disadvantage, at least 
among contemporary American leftists who think 
our “cult of productivity” is so pernicious that 
wasting time, for instance, might be the only way 
to escape it. I think the cult of productivity is also 
wrong, but not because it wants us to use our time 
efficiently. Rather, it’s because it exalts efficiency 
for the wrong reasons. Efficiency, after all, just 
means using some resource well, so it can only be a 
meaningful value if we work to understand what 
it means to use something well.

This is where the cult of productivity goes 

wrong. It assumes that using all resources well 
involves using them with an aim to producing 
something else that will appeal to someone else. 
For college students, that “something else” would 
be an assignment; for food service workers, that 
would be a satisfied customer and a paycheck; 
for a parent, that would be a successful, “well-
adjusted” child. 

It’s clear even from such a small list of 
potential “products” that the member of the cult 
of productivity  needs to rethink her sworn creed, 
since it certainly looks like the reasons for which 
a franchise employee works to create a satisfied 
customer and the reasons a college student works 
to produce a well-crafted essay are different. (If 

What’s Wrong with Waste?
An Answer, with Leftist Implications
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these two “workers” are housed in the same body, 
that worker is faced with a whole set of difficult 
second-order considerations. Which kind of work 
should she prioritize? And according to what 
set of criteria?) If those reasons are different, the 
standards for evaluating each kind of work will 
be different also. In turn, we should be open to 
the possibility that “waste” could mean radically 
different things in relation to different kinds of 
work.

Here, then, are some ways that waste could 
be wrong, which need not be mutually exclusive.

(1) Waste could be wrong because by engaging 
in waste one wrongs oneself. I could tell myself, for 
example, that I’m wasting my money by spending 
it on useless widgets. Or that I’m wasting my 
musical talent by performing terrible songs at a 
terrible club in order to impress people I’ll never 
see again. In cases like these, I’m doing myself a 
disservice by misusing something that belongs to 
me.

(2) Waste could be wrong because it wrongs 
someone else. For instance, I may tell a friend 
that she’s just “wasting my time” because she’s 
troubling me with something that’s objectively 
insignificant (say, the plot of a favorite TV show 
that I can’t stand) or even with something that’s 
objectively significant but relatively insignificant 
compared to my concerns at the time (say, she had 
a fight with a friend but my mother just died).

(3) Waste could be wrong because it wrongs 
the very thing that is wasted. I could waste my 
priceless Miró by using it as a makeshift curtain, 
or by selling it to pay off my mounting widget-
debt.

It’s not clear to me that either of these options 
stands out as the correct analysis of “waste.” But I 
think leftists should favor (2), because it will help 
us to explain some of our discomfort with private 
property as it’s commonly understood.

Imagine you’re stranded on a desert island 
after a powerful storm. You have three other friends 

with you. Suppose there are just 100 coconuts 
available on the island and each of you, being 
friendly and egalitarian, takes just 25. However, 
one of them (call her Sheila) foolishly fails to 
store her coconuts properly; as a result, 15 of her 
coconuts rot immediately and she is left with just 
10. If we take (2) seriously, this situation may be 
one in which you are wronged by Sheila’s failure 
to care for her possessions adequately. After all, 
if you had known ahead of time that Sheila was 
a poor coconut-steward, you wouldn’t have let 
her take so many coconuts. In a sense, then, she 
has abused your trust, since if you had only been 
able to foresee her foolishness you all would have 
been better off, since if you kept upholding your 
good leftist egalitarian credentials, you’d each 
have 5 additional coconuts (15 ÷ 3). As it stands, 
however, everyone is worse off compared to the 
ideal scenario except Sheila, who has exactly as 
many coconuts (10) as she would have had if you’d 
known how poor her coconut-husbandry was.

You don’t have to believe private property 
is a myth or ought to be abolished (though, of 
course, you well might) in order to accept the 
results of this thought experiment. You only have 
to believe that rights to property entail certain 
obligations on behalf of the property-holder; in 
particular, these obligations require the property-
holder to exercise care, prudence, and perhaps 
even respect for the property they own. For even 
if we do have strong property rights, it’s not as if 
the property we own has been ours for all time. 
Rather, we acquired it by some means—and the 
means by which we acquired it area consequence 
of the system of distribution that’s made various 
decisions about how, when, and why people have 
legitimate claims on property. And those decisions 
may not be ethically defensible. In particular, a 
system is not defensible in ethical terms according 
to the argument I have advanced if it apportions 
economic resources such that they are likely to be 
wasted.

“waste is wrong because it wrongs people by
disregarding their claims on the resource that’s wasted.”
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On the view I’m suggesting here, waste is 
wrong because it wrongs people by disregarding 
their claims on the resource that’s wasted. This 
view has the advantage of providing a reason to 
think that property rights may be consistent with 
other more traditional commitments of the Left, 
such as radical redistribution of wealth. For if 
property rights come with concomitant duties—
in particular, duties of stewardship with regard to 
the property in question—then they are consistent 
with redistribution, and indeed will help to explain 
how and when it is justified. Redistribution will 
be justified on this view when a property-holder 
is reasonably thought to be wasting, or likely to 
waste, the property she holds. For, like Sheila, 
this property holder will be just as well off under 
redistribution as she would be otherwise: if she’s 
wasting some of her property, then if the wasted 
share is redistributed to others she will be doing 
just as well in that case as she was originally.

But, you might point out, doesn’t this view 
ask too much of us? Surely if we have rights over 
anything, we have rights over our own talents 
and capacities. But if our rights over productive 
property are only justified insofar as we don’t 
waste that property, then it seems to follow that 
we only have the right to control the use of our 
own talents insofar as we direct them toward 
some socially useful end. And that looks like 
it has some pretty pernicious consequences for 
freedom of choice. If that’s true, then the leftist’s 
alternative to the cult of productivity doesn’t look 
much like an alternative at all: the member of the 
cult of productivity wants us to work all the time 
at someone else’s direction for profit, while the 
leftist wants us to work all the time at someone 
else’s direction to avoid waste.

The leftist could offer a few potential solutions 
to this puzzle. First, she could suggest that property 
rights can only be meaningfully assigned over 
resources that can be transferred from one person 
to another. If talents aren’t transferrable in this 
way, then it will not follow that we ought to use 
our talents to the fullest extent possible to bring 
about socially useful ends. Relatedly, she could 
advance a distinction between requiring people to 
behave in a certain way at the direction of others 
and requiring them to give up certain pieces of 

their property to others.
I think the second response is more promising, 

because it gets at the reasons we might have for 
eliminating waste in the first place. I’ve suggested 
that waste is ethically suspect because it implies 
a disregard for others in one’s community, a 
disregard which may be captured as the failure to 
uphold one’s duties with respect to some piece of 
property when one has been given a right over that 
piece of property. Equivalently, this requirement 
could be phrased as follows: rights are granted 
over a piece of property in order that the property 
be put to appropriate use. This implies that when 
the property is not being put to a use that could 
reasonably be regarded as appropriate, the right 
is to that extent no longer operative.

The caveat that the use must be “appropriate” 
is important here, because it implies that the 
standards for the use of one kind of property may 
be different from those that govern the use of other 
kinds. In particular, it may be that personal talents 
are appropriately controlled only by the people 
whose talents they are. But the same does not 
seem to hold, say, of a coconut, because there is no 
basic standard by which we can ascribe coconuts 
to owners that lies outside our standards for what 
it means to put property to decent use.

This returns me to where we started. At 
the beginning of this article, I urged us not to 
evaluate all uses of all resources in the same way; 
i.e., according to some standard of what ends we 
should be (efficiently) pursuing. What I’ve tried 
to accomplish since then is to show that it’s still 
possible to understand what waste is even if we 
take my advice. On my account, waste isn’t wrong 
merely because it’s inefficient according to some 
standard of what goals we should efficiently 
pursue. Rather, it’s wrong because it denies 
others the chance of pursuing any goal at all with 
the resources that have been wasted. It is wrong 
because it implies a disregard for the reason 
why property is justified: namely, as one way for 
societies to give its members the ability to make 
use of available resources. Waste is wrong, then, 
precisely because it involves no use whatsoever of 
the property it squanders.

Image: Ian Burt
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Hannah Schmitt, PC ‘18
The lights go on, and the room erupts with 

screams. Between bursts of confetti, the crowd 
flashes in a flurry of cellphone screens and cheap 
light-up toys. Some girls wave signs, while others 
shriek song lyrics, craning their necks to get a 
better look at the stage. Some are almost still, their 
phones poised for the right shot to upload the next 
day, while their neighbors sway back and forth, 
clutching at each other desperately. The noise 
amplifies, and a few girls even burst into tears 
as the members of One Direction, propelled by 
streams of colored smoke, burst onto the stage. 

Cute boys who sing have wreaked havoc in 
the hearts of young women since the 1960s, when 
Beatlemania had fans fainting in concert halls, 
storming the streets, and even mailing themselves 
to the boys’ homes in wooden crates. Most people, 
however, view the hype over boy bands as a silly 
phase, something for young girls to do when 
they don’t know any better than to go ahead and 
buy that cardboard cutout of Harry Styles. Not 
unlike the past century’s dismal regard for female 
“hysteria,” to love a boy band as passionately as 
some fans do is ridiculed as a feminine form of 

madness, an over-the-top display of emotion that, 
at best, makes the rest of society uncomfortable.

It is easy to ridicule fanatics who write 
novels worth of fanfiction, invent mad conspiracy 
theories, and sob their hearts out at the loss of One 
Direction’s Zayn Malik to (purportedly) a solo 
career. However, to interpret the popularity of 
boy bands as nothing more than a senseless craze 
stems from a place of misunderstanding and, 
above all, misogyny. The girls in the front row are 
screaming for much more than a glance from their 
favorite boy, and anthropology can show us what. 

When the South African ethnographer Max 
Gluckman developed the theory of ritual disorder, 
he was studying patriarchal values in Zulu society, 
which forbade women to so much as approach 
anything that was considered the business of men. 
However, Gluckman soon noticed that, on special 
occasions, it was typical for women to step outside 
their sphere to drink, have sex, and even look 
after the livestock. During these times, the men 
hid themselves away until everything returned 
to normal, which it always did. And while the 
Zulu did not celebrate this subversion of power 
dynamics, they did accept the custom as part of 

Girl Almighty
Feminism, Ritual Disorder, and One Direction
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how society functioned despite the discomfort it 
caused. 

Intrigued, Gluckman looked deeper, and he 
eventually decided that Zulu society permitted its 
women to break these norms only because, in this 
case, the disorder actually emphasized the nature 
of order. By shattering their social confines for a 
day, women highlighted their usual relegation to 
certain tasks, behaviors, and attitudes. And when 
everything went back to normal, Zulu society was 
left reminded, by the memory of its disturbance, 
of how things should be. These culturally 
sanctioned moments of disruption constituted 
ritual disorder—ultimately, a tool to reinforce the 
status quo.  

Of course, ritual disorder is not limited to the 
Zulu; in fact, it can be witnessed in concert halls 
all over the world. When girls scream and cry for 
One Direction, they are responding to societal 
constraints that relentlessly teach young women 
to be quiet and demure, especially when it comes 
to their interests and hobbies. Discouraged from 
asserting their ideas with the same authority as 
their male classmates and colleagues, women 
cannot expect their thoughts and feelings to be 
treated with the same respect or gravity. After all, 
they are not supposed to express themselves, let 
alone in a way that disrupts others. And it is hardly 
news that women are encouraged to keep their 
sexuality under wraps while, at the same time, 
accepting relentless sexualization of their bodies 
regardless of their age, orientation, or behavior.  

But when girls go wild at concerts, they are 
expressing their tastes and opinions—and loudly, 
disruptively, in a way that unapologetically 
demands society’s attention. They are not quiet 
or demure; when it comes to One Direction, they 
shriek and cry and cram the streets. They flood 
social media, tweeting their thoughts and feelings 
for the world to hear; they create outspoken 
communities online and off, analyzing the nuances 
of Harry’s tattoos or Zayn’s relationships; and 
above all, they clamor endlessly to be noticed, to 
have their voices recognized, and to take up space. 

What’s more, Directioners completely subvert 
norms regarding female sexuality. When a woman 
throws her bra at the stage, her message is clear; 
the same goes for leaving raving comments on 
Instagram updates or ogling over leaked candids. 
And on Twitter, fans vacillate between probing 

the details of One Direction’s actual romances 
to begging for a chance at love (among other 
things), sexualizing these young men to the same 
extent that all young women are sexualized in 
their daily lives. Some fans go so far as to remove 
the boys’ ability to sexualize women altogether 
by theorizing that they are actually involved 
in homosexual relationships with each other; 
beyond this, many young women write fanfiction 
about the band’s escapades, using their sexuality 
to warp a narrative handed to them by the media.

And all of these things Directioners do with 
such fervor, provoking so many vines, memes, 
and hashtags that people can’t look the other 
way. However, what draws society’s eye is not 
the fans’ passion, dedication, or creativity (which 
are all remarkable, when you think about it), but 
rather the absurdity of their enthusiasm. Scoffing, 
people wonder what kind of silly girl would 
spend so much time obsessing over something 
so trivial, never considering how young women 
are so painfully constrained by society and, 
therefore, what kind of release might appeal to 
them. Confused by fans’ unabashed displays of 
enthusiasm and sexuality, society writes them off 
as frivolous, insane, hysterical. And so, to love a 
boy band becomes a form of ritual disorder, a tool 
that ultimately reinforces that young women are 
thoughtless and excitable, with shallow thoughts 
and desires. 

But what is the right response to this?  After 
all, we can’t dismantle the patriarchy by tacking 
up posters of One Direction, and it’s not exactly 
as if the band were composed of feminist heroes. 
Rather, their lyrics are often belittling or simply 
inane, and for the most part the boys keep their 
politics under wraps—with the exception, of 
course, of Harry Styles’ immensely courageous 
foray into the #HeForShe campaign. No; it is 
obvious that very different work must be done 
to affect the deep, structural webs of misogyny 
that lead us to decide, almost unfailingly, that the 
things girls enjoy are stupid and worthless. And 
yet, there’s nothing wrong with treating a few of 
the symptoms. So the next time someone trashes 
One Direction, give them a piece of this article, 
and see if they don’t start singing a different tune.

Image: Getty Images
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Corey Robin is one of the foremost thinkers on the 
American Left today. He’s a professor of political 
science at Brooklyn College and the Graduate Center 
of the City University of New York, and his research 
focuses on modern political and economic thought. He 
writes extensively in forums like Dissent, Jacobin, 
The Nation, The London Review of Books, and The 
New York Times and has published two books, Fear: 
The History of a Political Idea and The Reactionary 
Mind: Conservatism from Edmund Burke to Sarah 
Palin. Adrian Lo, SY ‘15, and Scott Remer, PC ‘16, 
interviewed him by phone, with Emaline Kelso, MC 
‘17, transcribing.

Lo: We’ll try to move in a few sections and try 
to cover different areas. We’ll start off with 
something about the current national security or 
militarization conversation, before we move on to 
talk a little bit about the Left, and we’ll close on a 
few questions about your experience of the Left at 
Yale while you were here. How does that sound 
to you?

Robin: Sounds fun.

Lo: In light of Ferguson and the conversation 
about the increasing militarization of domestic 

politics on one hand, and the whole other 
conversation about the NSA surveillance and 
increasing surveillance security, there seems to be 
an increasing militarization and securitization of 
both domestic and foreign politics in the US. The 
question is whether you have some thoughts on 
these things and how the Left should respond to 
these trends. 

Robin: Well, that’s a big question. This has been 
going on for some time. I came of age in the late 
‘70s and early ‘80s when what was called at that 
point the new Cold War was really ramping up, 
and I don’t think it’s really subsided ever since. 
There’s been a couple of blips—when Clinton was 
elected, there was some hope of some kind of a 
peace dividend, for about a year or two. There 
was some effort at that, and then that got reversed. 
And, of course, since 9/11, the militarization of our 
politics has been steadily expanding. So I tend to 
see a lot of this as very continuous. 

What I think I’m actually more impressed by, 
or what I find more interesting and significant, is 
the increasing response from activists on the Left. 
When I was in graduate school in the ‘90s there 
was, I think it was called Critical Resistance. It was 
a group that was begun in part by Angela Davis 
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and other academic activists. It was focused on 
increasing criminalization and securitization of 
political life. But it wasn’t a mass movement. The 
huge response to Ferguson in the streets is to my 
mind one of the most hopeful things that I’ve seen 
in a very long time. 

The real question for me is whether or not 
and how it can be sustained. Because we have seen 
other moments of activist response. In the late ‘90s 
and early aughts, it was around globalization and 
the global economy, and 9/11 squelched that. And 
then we had the Occupy movement. And the state 
helped squelch that, and other factors as well. 

This is a long buildup to say that what I think 
the most important thing about the increasing 
securitization of politics is the fact that it’s now 
becoming part of an activist lingua franca to think 
about this, to oppose it, and that that’s extended 
beyond limited activist circles, so I think that’s 
the first thing. But the second thing—this is just 
something that has faced every social movement, 
with a couple of exceptions, since the 1980s—is how 
to sustain this and make it into a real movement 
that can last and do something. Because we’ve 
seen too many of these blips of movements that 
ultimately either get smashed or disintegrate for 
one reason or another. 

Lo: Why do you think that this moment, events 
over the past year or so, attracted the attention 
of activists? Does it have anything to do with 
how close these events struck home? The more 
we know about the surveillance program, it’s 
becoming increasingly clear that, though it’s 
nominally targeted at foreigners, a lot of it is 
domestic. Similarly, in the response to Ferguson—
is it something that has struck close to home, or 
has something else changed on the Left to cause 
these events? 

Robin: I don’t know, honestly. I don’t think 
it’s because the security politics struck home, 
personally or individually. Obviously something 
like Ferguson struck home for African-Americans, 
but I don’t know if it struck home for other activists 
in the same way. 

Look what happened recently with the police 
in New York City after Eric Garner’s killers were 
not indicted and those two officers were killed. The 
cops really overplayed their hand. After  the two 

officers were killed, it seemed for a moment there 
that the police were going to launch a counter-
movement against any police reform, and I was 
very nervous about it. What was most impressive 
to me was how quickly that movement among the 
police fizzled out and how quickly they actually 
lost all public support. So I don’t think it’s just as 
simple as that the police state’s actions have struck 
home, to individuals. I think somehow or another 
this has now begun to tap into a wider revulsion 
with a certain type of security politics, but why 
that is, I don’t know. 

I do really want to stress this, the fact that 
the cops blew that opportunity—they had a real 
opportunity after those two cops were killed to 
really try to reverse popular sentiment around 
over-policing, and I thought they were going to 
be able to pull it off. I thought it was going to be a 
kind of Giuliani-type mood that they were going 
to be able to pull off, and the fact that they were 
not able to does really suggest that there’s been a 
shift, not just amongst activists, but the public at 
large. 

Lo: It seems like there is a slight disconnect between 
the feelings on the ground among people and the 
official responses that we’re getting, both in the 
surveillance conversations, where the reforms 
are still forthcoming and very slow and there is 
a lot of resistance from Republicans, and likewise 
the whole Ferguson situation, where it’s not clear 
where the reforms are coming, right?

Robin: Absolutely. My first book is on the politics of 
fear, and I said there, in 2004, that the atmospherics 
that help lead to the increasing securitization of 
politics after 9/11 are going to subside, but that 
won’t matter because the infrastructure and the 
institutions and the bureaucracy that are built in 
the wake of that manipulation of popular emotion 
will persist long after popular sensibilities 
have changed. That is exactly what has been 
happening—I would say it really began around 
2005, 2006 when the Iraq War began to really 
collapse, probably even earlier, 2004-2005, so now 
we’re talking about ten years of increasing popular 
disaffection with these heavy military policies, 
increasing popular skepticism.

Now it’s come home to affect the police, so 
you have that on the one hand. But as you say, 
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you have this disconnect with the inability or 
refusal of public officials to be able to turn the tide 
and do anything about it, and I think we will be 
seeing this for quite a while. You’re going to see 
this tendency over and over again. In some ways, I 
would say this business with the cops that we just 
saw is the continuation of a lot of developments 
post-9/11, where you see increasing popular 
disaffection with a heavy militarized police, but 
a total disconnect between that disaffection and 
what both Democrats and Republicans are doing. 
You could see that as a cause for despair, but it’s 
also a cause for a certain kind of hope, because it 
means that there’s a constituency out there that 
could be politically tapped to do something, if 
there’s the right kind of organization and the right 
kind of leadership. 

somewhat muted because the current occupant of 
the presidency is nominally a Democrat.

Robin: Well, I thought that at the beginning you 
were asking a different question, so I’m going 
to answer that one. Then I’ll answer where you 
ended up in the final part of your question. 

There’s no way that the clamping down 
on dissent is not going to continue. It has to 
continue, precisely because of what we have just 
been talking about, because of the increasing 
disconnect between popular sentiment and what 
officials in the state apparatus want. And the more 
increasing dissent you see, in social movements 
and all around, the more clamping down there’s 
going to be. 

You’ve got to remember, back when I was a 

“You could see that as a cause for despair, but it’s also 
a cause for a certain kind of hope, because it means 
that there’s a constituency out there that could be 

politically tapped to do something, if there’s the right 
kind of organization and the right kind of leadership.”

Remer: Certainly there have been events over 
the past couple of years, during the Obama 
administration, that seem to be continuations of 
preexisting trends in the Bush administration, 
particularly with regards to the stance that the 
government takes towards certain journalists and 
whistleblowers—for instance, the whole Snowden 
controversy, the way that the government has 
been treating Glenn Greenwald and Chelsea 
Manning. I was wondering whether you thought 
that this hostility towards people attempting to 
call a halt to some of the more unsavory workings 
of the security state is going to continue. If Hillary 
Clinton ends up being the Democratic nominee 
for president in 2016, it seems kind of likely, but 
I was wondering if you thought to some degree 
criticism of these trends on the Left has been 

graduate student, there was Noam Chomsky and 
that was about it. And he could fill up the Church 
on the Green with a group of activists, but that was 
it, that’s what opposition to the national security 
state and the police state looked like. And it was a 
very aging population that used to show up to that 
kind of stuff. That has really changed dramatically. 
You’re going to see going to see more and more 
clampdown. And in some ways it’s going to get 
worse, because the more active and threatening 
this social movement gets, the more there will be 
attempts to try to stop it. And they have a lot—
and when I say they, I mean these officials in the  
state apparatus—they have a lot of tools at their 
disposal. I mean, this stuff that’s been coming up 
and publicized, all this state surveillance, my fear 
is that that’s just nothing, compared to the kinds 
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of things you’re going to see once this movement 
really starts confronting something. So that’s what 
I thought you were going to ask. 

Lo: Can I just interrupt there and push this direction 
a little further, because it seems like the politics 
we have now is between the state and the people, 
not so much one group versus another group. 
Arguably, in the ‘60s or ‘70s, during McCarthyism, 
it was always a target of the majority against what 
was perceived to be a minority, whether they 
were communists or whatever the label was back 
then, but now it seems to be that it’s not the state 
on behalf of a certain majority doing something 
against a minority, it’s the state running off as its 
own agent doing this thing in the name of national 
security on behalf of everyone. I’m curious, what 
has propelled that change? Isn’t that a little weird 
that the state is acting as its own agent, on behalf 
of no one, really, and there seem to be so few ways 
of holding that back and controlling it?

Robin: Right. I dispute the premises of the 
question. I think, what you had, for instance, in 
the McCarthy era, during the 1960s and 70s, was 
not the state acting on the behalf of the majority 
against a minority. It was always very much about 
a power struggle, in which the state represented 
a lot more the elites in both the economy and in 
culture, as opposed to a majority as such. There’s 
been a lot of research showing that McCarthyism 
was not a popular movement at all, it was very 
much an elite movement. Likewise, the Cointelpro 
program wasn’t a popular movement during the 
’60s; it was very much an elite minority movement. 

It was very clear, up to the Cold War, the kinds 
of economic interests that were being represented 
by state repression, and the kinds of economic 
forces that were being protected. It wasn’t simple, 
the relationship was complicated, but I think in 
retrospect, we’re pretty clear about the politics, and 
I think right now it’s less clear what the politics 
are. 

I would not say that the politics are just the 
state against the people. I think that’s too simple. 
But I do think what’s true is that, and this has 
been the case since the end of the Cold War, the 
mission of the American Empire and what US 
ruling classes really want has been increasingly 
unclear, and what they want from the state. They 

want some very narrow, self-interested things, 
but if you think back to the early years of the Cold 
War, there was a really very tight nexus between 
ruling and the political and economic elites, 
who had a real sense of how they were going to 
reconstruct the post-war social order, the global 
order, on behalf of American capital, and I don’t 
think you see that tight a nexus anymore. There 
has been an unraveling for quite a while, and so, 
while I would not say, that what you’re seeing, 
in terms of this securitization, is just the state 
on its own track, representing no one—that just 
doesn’t happen, really—I do think, the interests, 
and the ideologies on behalf of which it is acting, 
have become murkier in the last however many 
years. You saw this with the Iraq War. For all the 
attempts that people on the Left made to say that 
this was about a war for oil or for kind of a global 
reconstruction of an oil-based economy, in the end 
it was very unclear what the hell it was all about. 
The fact that they screwed it up so much, and 
that sometimes it almost didn’t matter that they 
screwed it up, shows you that there’s a disconnect 
there, where it’s unclear why the state’s acting the 
way it is, and on whose behalf. 

Remer: One question that arises in considering 
the national security state and the ways in which 
the state is acting autonomously and on behalf 
of various entrenched elites is: how do you think 
a leftist should navigate the tension between 
mounting a critique of the national security state 
and then supporting the state as a provider of 
public goods and a provider and guarantor of a 
social safety net, because it seems like that could 
cause a contradiction in some people’s minds 
(even though I do think there are multiple forms 
of the state). 

Robin: Right. I mean, this is a big, big question that 
everybody’s wrestling with. I used to think this 
wasn’t such a big problem. It seemed pretty obvious 
that you could be in favor of the expansion of the 
welfare state, broadly understood, and in a more 
democratic sense, and a restriction of the warfare 
state. While I still think that that separation is both 
theoretically and politically feasible, I think we 
face a deeper problem, which is—the Left has just 
come into a very retrenched position, where we’re 
just trying to hold on to the most minimal tatters 
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of, or remnants of, the New Deal social democratic 
state. And I don’t think that’s going to really work 
anymore, trying to preserve, or even slightly 
expand it. It’s just clear, that that’s not going to cut 
it against a very conservative neoliberal model. 
There has to be something more foundational and 
more fundamental. So, to my mind, the issue isn’t 
so much “How do you defend public goods in the 
state, on the one hand, and critique the warfare 
state on the other hand?”; it’s “How do you really 
conceive of the project of taking on capitalism 
in the year 2015?” The question you asked is, I 
think, the question people in the 1960s wrestled 
with. I don’t think it’s the question anymore. 
Because it presumes that you still have some kind 
of a vibrant welfare state that you either want to 
preserve or expand, and we don’t. And the politics 
of preservation and expansion are dead. So I think 
you have to start with a different question, given 
what capitalism is and has become, where do we 
go from there. And I just don’t know the answer 
to that.

Lo: Yeah, but, we’ve seen a lot of social movements 
over the past, say, since Occupy, where they 
were precisely rethinking this question. It seems 
like we’ve seen a lot of organization there, 
political movements that have shown a deep 
fear and resentment to organized structures and 
institutions. It seems like that throughout the 
Occupy movement, one of its main tenets was to 
have a democratic structure, to the point of having 
no leaders, and no set agenda, or not a very clear 
agenda. Is that related to the way that the Left has 
reacted so strongly in fear of organizations that 
new movements are not achieving their potential? 

Robin: Well, this is what a lot of the people, for 
instance, in Jacobin, talk about this a lot, and 
honestly I wasn’t so involved with Occupy myself 
that I feel qualified—from afar what you described 
certainly seems true to me, and I’m somebody 
who believes in organization and leadership and 
democratic accountability within organizations, 
so I’m not anti-organization; I don’t think you can 
do anything in this world without it. So, I don’t 
want to get too much into the weeds of that, only 
because I wasn’t that involved, but I will say 
this. I also think social movements go through a 
learning process, and it may very well just take 

a while for people on the Left to begin to work 
through some of these issues. And you have to 
have some patience for that process, and not just 
think you can recreate a party structure or a this or 
a that, whatever may have worked 50 to 100 years 
ago, but you have to also have a certain amount of 
confidence or faith that people will figure out some 
kind of an organizational model or apparatus that 
can do that and can survive. This way, I hope some 
of what we see the national security state doing 
becomes a salutary lesson to people that really 
are serious about transforming this culture, and 
this economy, and this politics. If you really are 
serious about that, and if you really believe that 
there is a ruling class that is determined to stop 
you or at least to hold on to its power, well, you’re 
going to have to come up with forms of counter-
power that can resist and ultimately overturn that.

This came up, I remember, during the 
discussions after Occupy, people brought up, 
“Well, look, the state smashed it, and that’s what 
happened.” And that’s true, but the state has 
always tried to do that, and it has oftentimes done 
it far more viciously and violently than it did, so 
you kind of have to accept that that’s part of the 
political reality that you need to figure out a way 
of overcoming. 

Remer: If I could just jump in—do you think that 
we have to reinvent the wheel? Because it seems 
like from American history, the First Gilded Age 
and the Progressive Era up until the New Deal, 
the labor unions were a method of organizing and 
a counterbalance to organized capital. There was a 
great deal of state repression and violence directed 
against the labor movement, but labor was able 
to organize people around a transformative 
social agenda, that was able—certainly not to get 
accomplished everything that it sought to, but it 
was able to at least bequeath us a large part of 
the New Deal and then the Great Society. So I’m 
wondering, do we necessarily have to go looking 
for new models of organizing, or can we take a cue 
from the past and try to revive the labor movement 
(which obviously is in a shambles at the moment)?

Robin: I have a lot of friends in the labor 
movement, and they are trying to do exactly this. 
But it’s kind of a race against time, because all the 
successes, and they are real, and there are some 
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incredibly talented people there, who are doing 
some incredible stuff, but for all of that, there is, 
for every three or four or five thousand workers 
you get organized, there’s tens of thousands who 
are being de-organized. I’m not somebody who 
believes in magic and that it’s all about inventing 
new things, but the fact of the matter is is that 
there’s a generation of labor activists who have 
been trying to do precisely this, and we haven’t 
figured it out yet. So, clearly something else has 
got to happen. I just don’t know what that is. 

Lo: This is an interesting point where we bring 
in, say, the Left at Yale. I know that you were 
very involved with GESO, and that is always 
a conversation about unions, so can we start by 
hearing a little bit about your thoughts and your 

of the transformation of social relations under 
capitalism. That idea was a very much in bad 
odor in the 1990s, and it affected lots of different 
kinds of Lefts, because the whole idea of political 
transformation, the whole idea of political agency, 
and being able to intervene in social relations, 
became suspect, so you had much much more 
quietistic models of politics, and anybody who 
identified as an activist, or thought of themselves 
as on the Left, was automatically suspect. And I 
think that was very much the atmosphere, and 
that affected things like labor unions. Suddenly a 
labor union comes to seem to be a Leninist party—
that was a lot of the atmosphere. There was a lot of 
suspicion, and an awful lot of contempt of workers, 
both the workers at Yale in the dining halls, and 
clerical workers and so on, and against graduate 

“the issue isn’t so much ‘How do you defend
public goods in the state, on the one hand, and

critique the warfare state on the other hand?’;
it’s ‘How do you really conceive of the project

of taking on capitalism in the year 2015?’”

experience back then. What was the Left like, 
particularly some of these labor movements that 
were organizing around that at Yale?

Robin: It was a very different time—I don’t know 
what Yale is like now, for students, but when 
I started graduate school, it was the year 1990. 
We were told, us political theorists, that with the 
fall of the Berlin Wall we just don’t read Marx 
anymore. We just don’t do it. And if we do do 
it, it’s purely for history’s sake, in the same way 
you would read Aquinas or Augustine, Marx is 
just part of a canon, and that’s it. And that was 
very much the sensibility. That the left was gone 
and buried forever. Even though the Left has 
been many different things, the 20th century left 
was  overwhelmingly dominated by this idea 

students, who were accused of pretending to be 
workers. And it seemed like this was rife, from the 
faculty, down to the undergraduates. 

Now, my sense from afar is just that, I don’t 
know about Yale, but I think the culture has 
changed a bit on campuses. I think, and again, Yale 
is a peculiar place, as you may have gathered, but 
I think you’ve got an experience of a generation, a 
couple generations of student now, who do not see 
their economic prospects in particularly bright or 
rosy terms, who are graduating with a tremendous 
amount of debt, and I think economic realities 
have just come crashing down upon people, and I 
think they’ve really altered the sensibility of your 
generation, the people in their twenties,  in a way 
that we probably don’t yet fully understand. 
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Remer: In some senses, that’s true, but actually it’s 
interesting, because despite the fact that a lot of 
people in our generation are no longer facing a 
guaranteed job and job prospects are rather dim, 
we don’t see a tremendous amount of organizing 
around economic issues. I think a lot of people 
here, even at Yale, where you would expect, if 
people are able to think through these issues from 
a social theory lens and analyze and identify these 
problems, you would think then the next step 
would be to marry theory with praxis and go out 
and actually be in the streets and protest, but that 
doesn’t seem to be what’s happening. Instead, 
it seems that the influence of individualism and 
atomism has made the very notion of collective 
action seem somehow antiquated in our generation, 
or, if not antiquated, then ineffectual. So I wonder 

and it can be gotten over, and those sensibilities 
that you’re describing can be overcome. Those are 
organizing and organizational problems. They’re 
not insurmountable. America has always had its 
cult of individualism. So I’m less surprised or 
concerned about that.

I think the real problem is that activists just 
don’t happen. It’s not like you take a class on 
social theory and then it’s like “Okay, now I’m 
going to organize or change the world.” I guess 
some people do that, but they’re rare. You need 
to have a real organization, you need to have a 
real cause, you need to have something. I don’t 
mean to be down on Yale students, but I don’t 
think you’re going to see a mass movement for 
economic equality coming from Yale University, 
that’s not where it begins. But I do think there is a 

“That’s when the Left is doing what it’s supposed
to be doing: it’s getting people to act on their
particular grievance or sense of injustice or

whatever it may be, and to begin to see a wider
pattern in it that needs to be taken on.”

if you have anything to say in response to that. 

Robin: Well, I’m always dubious about that. I mean, 
put it this way. I have no doubt that there’s a strong 
cult of individualism among Yale students. How 
could there not be? They were brought up their 
entire life to think that everything, where you are, 
is a function of your talent, and gift, and effort, so 
that individualism doesn’t surprise me. 

But I also think that that’s ultimately not the 
massive stumbling block that people imagine it to 
be. I say this because I feel like I was one of those 
people myself. I come from a very upper-middle 
class family, I grew up in Westchester county, I got 
to Yale, and I thought, look, I’m a smart guy, what 
do I need from unions, and my mind got changed 
on this matter. There is a reality out there, it matters, 

shift amongst students and people in their twenties 
more generally, where I think these issues are just 
becoming more salient. We come back to where 
what we were talking about earlier: are there 
organizations, is there a leadership structure that 
can catch up and do something about this? I do 
think this is a huge opportunity that’s out there, 
whether or not anybody takes advantage of it. I 
don’t know whether that’ll happen, and how. 

Lo: So I’m curious, back when you were at Yale, 
whether some of the moments around graduate 
student organizing were at all linked up with 
local unions and also had an eye on the broader 
socioeconomic issues in the city, or were they 
mainly more inward-looking, focused a very 
specific issue?
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Robin: Right, I think you saw a range. I think 
people probably got involved in these movements, 
a lot of them, for narrow reasons. That was 
certainly the case with me. I did not get involved 
with the grad union because I thought that much 
about New Haven or about other workers; I was 
more interested in graduate students. A whole 
philosophy of the Left—and I don’t mean just 
unions or people who are socialists, I mean, just 
generally, the whole philosophy of solidarity 
and what the Left stands for—is that you take a 
particular grievance and ultimately, through a 
process of political action, you come to see in that 
grievance a whole world of systemic injustice 
and inequality that needs to be taken on and 
overthrown. And then, when the Left is really 
doing its job, it’s enabling local citizens and local 
activists and actors to see the world in that grain 
of sand, to use a little Blake metaphor, and that’s 
when the Left is doing what it’s supposed to be 
doing: it’s getting people to act on their particular 
grievance or sense of injustice or whatever it 
may be, and to begin to see a wider pattern in 
it that needs to be taken on—and slowly but 
surely people start looking at a broader systemic 
problem in society and begin to understand their 
own situation in those terms. That’s what political 
transformation is all about. 

Lo: So, in a way, often when we talk about social 
movements we’re also talking about students being 
one of the main forces leading social movements, 
and we’ve seen plenty of student movements 
around the world, whether it was the ‘60s in the 
US, or, say, Hong Kong, where I’m from, it was 
a student movement, or in Egypt or whatnot. 
Where are we in terms of students actually being 
out there and affecting or linking up with all these 

sorts of groups that we’re talking about?
Robin: Well, I was never big on the whole idea of 
student activists. In fact, I think that’s what kept 
me away from being involved in campus politics 
for a long time, but I think because the situation of 
students has actually changed so dramatically—I 
just think this debt issue is so foundational—if we 
use it as an opportunity and see it as an opening, 
I think students are very well-positioned, both 
because of the debt that they have accrued and 
because of the kind of economic opportunities or 
lack thereof that they’re facing, to start mounting 
mass movements around this issue. Trotsky was 
25, and he led the St. Petersburg Soviet in the 
1905 revolution. Martin Luther King was maybe 
27 when he led the Montgomery Bus boycott. All 
these people, were extraordinarily young, so when 
you have that history on the one hand, and then 
the fact that students are really in the crux of all the 
economic transformations that we’re talking about 
in terms of the increasing assumption of debt, the 
privatization of public education, and then the 
disaster of an economy that they are facing, well, 
that’s an opportunity. I talked to somebody the 
other day, who was applying to graduate school, 
and he works as a freelancer, but he temps, doing 
word-processing at that age. So I said, “What do 
you get paid?” And he said, “You know, 15 to 16 
dollars an hour,” and this is in New York City. I 
thought, when I graduated college in 1989, I moved 
out to the Bay Area for a year, and I was temping, 
I made 15 dollars an hour. So that tells me there’s 
been such an economic constriction that I do think 
students are very well placed to take a leadership 
role on some of these foundational issues of our 
time. 

Image: Sasha Maslov
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Wealth shares of rich families, U.S. (Source: Saez and Zucman, 2014)

Ideology, Politics, and
the Concentration of Capital

Prof. John Roemer
In 2013, there were 160.7 million families in 

the US; the top 0.01% comprised 16,070 families. 
On average, these super-wealthy families were 
1,100 times as wealthy as the average family. In 
1978, the average family in the top 0.01% was 
‘only’ 220 times as wealthy as the average family. 
In 2012, the average family wealth of the bottom 
90% of the wealth distribution was $80,000 (2012 
dollars); the average family wealth of the top 1% 
was $14,000,000. It follows that average family 
wealth in the US in 2012 was $212,000. Average 
household income was about $51,000, so the 
capital/income ratio in the US was approximately 
4.1.    

The average savings rate of the top 1% is 
currently about 40%. The average savings rate 
of the bottom 90% became negative in 1997, and 
it has only recently risen to about zero, due to 
deleveraging following the financial crisis. This 
savings-rate differential accounts for the massive 
differences in income from capital of the bottom 

90% and the top 1% over this period and therefore 
explains the divergence of their wealth positions. 

Figure 1, from Saez and Zucman (2014), 
shows the history of wealth concentration in 
the century beginning in 1913 in the US, for two 
groups: the top 1% and the 90-99%. Note that the 
share of the latter group has been roughly constant 
over the century, while the share of the top 1% 
has fluctuated. Indeed, the Great Depression and 
the two world wars destroyed, to a large extent, 
the wealth of the top 1%, which has only recently 
recuperated to its pre-WWI share. The 90-99% 
cohort, the upper middle class who comprise 
managerial and well-paid white collar workers, 
wasn’t as severely hit by the Depression and world 
wars: while unemployment increased massively in 
the 1930s, this group’s members mostly remained 
employed.

Figure 2 shows a measure of congressional 
polarization during the twentieth century. The 
similarity of the dynamics of the top 1%’s wealth 
share and the degree of party polarization is 

1978 2013

Top 10% 67% 77%

TOP 1% 23% 42%

TOP 0.01% 2.2% 11%
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remarkable: I think the former causes the latter. 
As the wealth of the people at the very top of 
the distribution increases, these families devote 
increasingly large amounts of wealth to activities 
whose purpose is to avoid the confiscation of their 
wealth through taxation. Because of the success 
of these activities, marginal income tax rates at 
the top of the income distribution have fallen 
dramatically in the United States since the 1960s. 
(In 1964, the top marginal rate was 77%; today, 
it is 39.6%.) One consequence of these efforts to 
protect wealth is the support, by the very wealthy, 
of very conservative politicians, which leads to 
political polarization. Wealth polarization is then 
reflected in polarization in the legislature.

The money spent by the very wealthy to protect 
their wealth from confiscation through taxation 
is only partially explained by their contributions 
to political campaigns and lobbying. Far more 
important is the formation of a public ideology 
that supports the accumulation of private wealth, 
and therefore, of very high incomes at the top of 
the income distribution. Building this ideology 
has involved two strategies: first, arguing that 
high incomes and wealth accumulation for and 

by the few are the engine of economic growth, 
and hence the increased welfare of the many, 
and second, arguing that, in any case, collection 
of wealth through taxation and its control by 
the state would be disastrous because of state 
incompetence. It’s  now common for conservative 
American economists to argue that the marginal 
productivity of government expenditures is 
zero.   

Indeed, as more data become available—data 
which show that almost all the growth of incomes 
in the past quarter century has gone to the  1%—the 
‘trickle-down’ argument becomes very difficult to 
maintain. (From 1986 to 2012, the average annual 
growth rate of wealth of the bottom 90% was 0.1%, 
while the average annual growth rate of wealth of 
the top 1% was 3.9%. These numbers imply that 
over the 26 year period, the real wealth of the 
bottom 90% increased 2.6%, while the real wealth 
of the top 1% increased 170%!) Thus, the Right’s 
claims about state incompetence have become 
increasingly important. Indeed, this has occurred 
over time.

In other words, to protect wealth, it’s probably 
at least as important to win over the minds of 

Figure 1: Wealth shares, U.S., top centile, and 90-99% cohort (Source: Saez and Zucman, 2014)
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voters as to place the right politicians in office 
with electoral manipulation through campaign 
financing. Spending on political campaigns and 
lobbying by the very wealthy only affect the 
political system at the point closest to legislation. 
Just as it’s crucial to educate a child very early, 
it’s critical to influence the political process at its 
beginning, where  voter preferences are formed.  

How is this ideological work carried out? 
Largely through the media, education, and 
the occasional charismatic political figure. The 
most important charismatic politician of the last 
generation was Ronald Reagan, who constantly 
and effectively argued for laissez-faire capitalism 
and attacked the state as an incompetent economic 
player. Even though reactionary politicians today, 
like Paul Ryan and Ted Cruz, advocate positions 
far to the right of what will be implemented 
through legislation, their political status lends 
their views respectability. The very existence of 
Ryan’s proposed federal budget, which would 

of political influence, the media, and education 
is the right-wing think tank. These institutes (of 
which there are many) do ‘research’ to support the 
view that laissez-faire capitalism is optimal and 
that the state is inefficient, a view which they then 
sell to politicians and the media.1 The first such 
think tanks were created in the 1930s, but they 
proliferated in the 1970s. 

It doesn’t always require money to create pro-
capitalist ideology. As Marx wrote, every economic 
and political system creates a superstructure, a set 
of laws and an ideology that support the economic 
structure. There are various mechanisms that 
enable this process to occur. Here, I’ve been 
discussing how the wealthy deliberately create 
ideology, but there’s also an autonomous, perhaps 
evolutionary process, where ideas that are in 
synch with the logic of the economic mechanism 
proliferate, and ideas that are inimical to it are 
frustrated and can only survive with nurturing 
and conscious sustenance from the people who 

would benefit from them. Undoubtedly, there’s a 
process of cognitive dissonance that’s important 
on the individual level: it’s easier to believe ideas 
that imply you should go along with things as 
they are than it is to believe ideas that push you to 
fight the status quo. Thus, the struggle to control 
the concentration of wealth and power must not 
only confront the deliberate strategies that the 
very wealthy design, but it also must counteract 
the natural evolution of ideas which favor the 
dominant form of property relations. 

Nevertheless, the natural evolution of 
a superstructure supporting the extreme 
concentration of wealth and the use of the two 
strategies of the wealthy (propaganda and political 
finance) turn out to be insufficient for the task at 
hand. In the United States, they are bolstered by a 

1. Some of the most prominent conservative think tanks are 
the Heritage Foundation, Cato Institute, American Enter-
prise Institute, Ashbrook Center, Competitive Enterprise 
Institute, Hoover Institution, and the Manhattan Institute.

“It doesn’t always require money to create
pro-capitalist ideology.”

massively reduce federal expenditures benefiting 
the poor and middle classes and reduce taxes on 
the wealthy, pushes the median ideological view to 
the right. The clearest example of the role of media 
is the emergence of News Corporation, owner of 
Fox News, as the second-largest media group in 
the world in 2011. Fox News is the most popular 
TV news program in the US, and its political 
stance is far to the right. Media advertising also 
has a conservative effect on voters. Ads often 
depict the ‘typical family’ as upper-middle class, 
surrounded by consumer goods. This false picture 
of reality creates the view that, first, Americans 
are much better off than most of them actually are, 
and second, that material wealth is accessible to all 
in the land of opportunity. The role of education 
in transmitting values to youth is complex, but the 
key point here is that teachers’ views are critical, 
and these evolve in the context of the media, 
politics, and their own education and experience. 

One institution that’s very important in terms 
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third strategy, the exploitation and fomenting of 
racism. Since the 1960s, the Republican Party has 
exploited a ‘southern strategy’ to maintain its vote 
share. We don’t distort reality very much if we 
view US politics in this period as focusing on two 
issues: taxation and race. The tax issue involves, 
principally, the level of taxation and government 
financed services. The race issue involves 
integration, voting rights, educational spending 
on compensatory education, prison and police 
policies, and immigration. The salience of the 
‘race issue’ for voters has made it possible for the 
Republican Party to maintain an approximately 
50% vote share in national presidential elections, 
while simultaneously advocating tax policies that 
are in the economic interest of only the very top 
of the income and wealth distribution. In a word, 

many white voters in the US vote Republican not 
because of the party’s economic policies, but in 
spite of Republican economic policies, because 
they loathe the anti-racist policies that have become 
associated with the Democratic Party since the civil 
rights movement. This is most dramatically seen 
in southern states like Alabama (Obama’s 2012 
white vote share: 15%) and Mississippi (10%). In 
the 2012 election, over 70% of each minority group 
(black, Asian, Hispanic) voted for Obama.

Thus, not only does conservative ideology 
maintain that extreme wealth accumulation raises 
all boats (and that, in any case, confiscation of 
wealth through taxation would be useless because 
of the incompetence of the state), but also the 
economic/tax issue is bundled with the race issue, 
to accrue votes from a sizable racist section of the 

Figure 2: Party polarization in the U.S. House (solid line) and Senate (dashed line) in the period 1880-2005 
(Source: DW-Nominate scores, McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal, 2006)
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population.2 

Consider the Tea Party phenomenon. Most 
of the very wealthy don’t support the crazy, 
extreme policies of the Tea Party. Nevertheless, 
it’s valuable to have a segment of the Republican 
Party advocate these views, as it helps polarize 
congressional politics and prevents the passage 
of legislation which, although more moderate, 
would decrease the rate of accumulation of wealth 
at the top of the distribution. I conjecture that the 
Tea Party began as a racist, grassroots movement, 
but it has been sustained by financing from the 
very wealthy. Had the Tea Party emerged fifty 
years ago, it would have rapidly withered away 
because of a lack of financing. The very wealthy 
find the Tea Party useful as part of a divide-and-
conquer strategy.

Mao Zedong wrote that power comes out of 
the barrel of a gun. This was probably the right 
aphorism for pre-revolutionary China. Today, in 
the United States, police power and the prisons 

are used to control the poorest and most volatile 
part of the population. But it isn’t right to say that 
power comes primarily from guns: it is exercised 
through wealth that is in part used to preserve 
itself through ideological means. Bending the 
perceptions and ideas of the polity so as to permit 
the accumulation of a vast concentration of wealth 
is a more subtle undertaking than controlling a 
population through martial law, but it is probably 
a more efficient strategy. In any case, political 
democracy is a deeply held ideological view in 

2. Lee and Roemer (2001) constructed a political model of 
party competition over this two-dimensional policy space, 
and argued that the equilibrium tax rate would be on the 
order of ten percentage points higher, were the US polity 
not infected with racism. About half of this number was due 
to the ‘anti-solidarity’ effect, that many white voters do not 
want to support transfers to the poor, whom they think are 
primarily black, and half is due to the ‘policy bundle’ effect, 
that racist policies in the election are bundled with low-tax 
policies.

the advanced capitalist countries, and protection 
of wealth through dictatorship and guns would 
encounter huge resistance. (The trajectory of 
authoritarian control in China will be extremely 
interesting to watch as China becomes a richer 
and more educated country.)  

Even the Occupy movement, miniscule in 
terms of numbers, had a perceptible effect on public 
consciousness of inequality and the extremes 
of wealth concentration. This suggests that if 
a social movement attacking the concentration 
of wealth reaches a certain critical mass, it will 
grow rapidly and potentially have significant 
political consequences. If this occurs, it will be a 
new historical phenomenon. As Piketty (2014) has 
shown us, the reduction in the power of capital 
in the mid-twentieth century was because of the 
three conflagrations mentioned earlier, not a mass 
social movement. Do we have to wait for another 
conflagration in this century, or can we organize 
instead?

“Do we have to wait for another conflagration
in this century, or can we organize instead?”
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NAKED IN THE MET

Hannah Friedman, SY ‘17
Twice a year, members of the Dramat gather 

in the University Theater’s green room to decide 
which show should be the next mainstage. 
For those outside the theater world, Dramat 
Mainstages are typically Yale’s largest theatrical 
productions, and the Dramat hires professional 
directors and designers, though all the technicians 
are students. While other shows are either run 
entirely by independent groups of students (all 
CPA shows) or proposed and selected by the 
Dramat Executive Board (the Fall and Spring Exes 
and Commencement Musical), the mainstages are 
the only two shows where the theater community 
engages in an active debate about different shows’ 
merits. The Short list meeting, where all of the 
shows suggested by members are presented and 
narrowed down to a “medium list” of 30 shows, 
usually involves many shows being dismissed 
quickly. Some shows are struck from the list for 
predictable reasons (nobody wants to sit through 
ALL of Les Mis, and no one wants to build a 
rotating barricade), people discount many other 
wonderful shows for one simple reason: diversity.

A typical criticism might go like this:

“This show has a cast of ten,
and only three are women.”

“Eleven characters, and the only two 
female characters are prostitutes.”

“Do we have the black/Latin@/Asian 
actors necessary for this show?”

“This show necessitates that
all characters be white.”

One of the (many) differences between theater 
and film is that the same plays are rehashed and 
performed thousands of times. While some films 
are remade—and others seem to be rehashes of 
tired, old plots—the vast majority of movies are 
new, and new movies present a blank slate, a new 
opportunity for characters and plot lines. Certainly, 
current playwrights compose many new shows 
each year, but students in high school and college 
will read the standard fare, plays like Twelve Angry 
Men, Death of a Salesman, and others. While these 
classic shows merit the praise they have garnered 
over the years, most of them have a cast that 
heavily features and favors male characters. The 
Dramat takes gender balance into consideration 
when selecting shows, but most professional 
theater companies are under no pressure to 
consider the number of roles for women in their 
selection process. And why should they? They 
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will find the necessary actors regardless of the 
makeup of their cast. The theatrical world doesn’t 
lack actors, designers, or directors; it simply lacks 
a proper space for women.

In 2012, The Guardian published a study which 
examined women in the ten most subsidized 
theaters in England. The study found that only 
38% of the roles in all of the productions produced 
by these companies were given to women. 
Women directed 24% of the shows, while men 
compromised 67% and 64% of Boards of Directors 
and Artistic Directors respectively. Outside 
of acting and directing, most of the designers 
employed by these theaters were also men. In 
playwriting as well, women were also chronically 
underrepresented: women wrote only 34.5% of 
the shows performed at these theaters. 

All of these statistics prompt one question: 
where are all of the women? Anyone involved in 
theater at Yale can affirm that women participate 
in larger numbers here. Statistics from the Yale 
Drama Coalition reveal that the majority of 
the shows this semester are being produced 
by women, designed by women and staffed by 
women.  Although Yale does not necessarily 
represent college theater across the nation, it is 
likely that women play a significant role in the 
theater communities of college campuses around 
the country. Despite this, every professional the 
Dramat hired over the past two years has been 
a man, with the exception of costume designers 
and choreographers, (costume design is one of the 
fields traditionally dominated by women). Men 
dominate the professional design world. This 
year’s Tony Awards further demonstrate this: both 
the shows awarded Best Play and Best Musical 
were authored by men; men won both scenic and 
sound design awards, as well as director, original 
score, orchestration, and choreographer awards. 

Theater has historically been an accepting 
community in some respects. Gay men found 
havens in the arts communities in the early 20th 
century, but women have historically found the 
art world to be less accepting of their endeavors. 
In other aspects of the art world, women also 
struggle to find representation. At the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York, the percentage of 
works by female artists displayed in their galleries 
usually hovers somewhere around 10%. In the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, while the numbers 

fluctuate, the representation also usually hovers 
well below 10%, leading the feminist group 
Guerrilla Girls to ask, “Do women have to be 
naked to get into the Met?”

Art is not inherently gendered. In a 
kindergarten art class, both girls and boys 
participate equally. In fact, arts and humanities 
are often more strongly, stereotypically associated 
with women and femininity, while society 
encourages people to associate men with the 
harder, more logical STEM fields. If, at the 
beginning, women possess the same talent, the 
same drive for creative pursuits, where does the 
disparity emerge? Like in many other areas such 
as academia and business, the gap expands most 
after college, once developing artists reach the 
professional world. The professional world of art 
is institutional, and politics, money and biases still 
dictate whose art is deemed valuable, and more 
often than not, women’s art is not.

Some might say that this entire article is 
irrelevant, that the best pieces of art are chosen and 
the best artists happen to be men. Others might say 
that even if there is inherent discrimination in the 
art world, society should not concern itself with 
the fact that the majority of publicly displayed art 
is by men, for men, and pertaining to the concerns 
of men. Art permeates our culture, and nowadays 
art is more accessible than ever for those who 
wish to observe. To see great masterpieces housed 
thousands of miles away in museums, we only 
need to search for the image online. Art informs us 
about life—about its beauty, its pain, its complexity 
and opacity. If men are the only ones producing art, 
then the consumers of art only observe the male 
perspective. Women’s art, in any form, provides 
access into the minds of great female thinkers 
who have just as much, if not even more, to teach 
audiences than their male counterparts. We know 
that the female perspective exists in its multitude 
of forms. We know that women exist who yearn 
to create and to express themselves artistically. 
We know that there are audiences of people, of 
young girls and older women and even men and 
boys and non-binary folks who are hungering for 
equal representation, for a fuller perspective on 
life and humanity that can’t be achieved by only 
showcasing the works of men. 

Image: Guerrilla Girls
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Detroit Under Dictatorship

Mitch Barrows, SM ‘16
In 2014, six individuals in the state of Michigan 

operating entirely within state law wielded, 
and actively exercised, the power to terminate 
elected officials, rescind labor contracts, privatize 
government services, auction off public assets 
and raise revenue—completely without need 
for consent or consultation from locally elected 
officials. No, the Great Lakes State isn’t technically 
home to six dictatorships, but recent years have 
indicated the distinction might only be by name. 

In 1990, then governor James Blanchard 
signed Public Act 72 into law with the objective of 
establishing a framework for state intervention in 
school districts and municipalities facing financial 

emergencies. Under threat of severe budget crises, 
or even bankruptcy, the governor would appoint 
an “emergency manager” to work with elected 
officials on remedying these struggles. This 
version of the law granted the manager a fraction 
of the drastic powers listed above, and mimicked 
most other emergency manager laws in the 
country—which currently exist in about half of 
U.S. states. In 2011, however, this changed when 
current governor Rick Snyder passed Public Act 4, 
a new version of the emergency manager law that 
definitively placed itself as the most oppressive, 
undemocratic, and racist in the nation. 

Despite being repealed by statewide 
referendum, a slightly altered version of the bill 
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made it to Governor Snyder’s desk a mere month 
later, and his immediate signature set the stage 
for Detroit’s takeover. Within months, Detroit’s 
democracy was eliminated by a “declaration of 
financial emergency” by Snyder. Elected officials 
were summarily stripped of executive powers, 
and soon after, the new Emergency Manager 
Orr unilaterally filed for bankruptcy in Federal 
Court, without a vote of the Detroit City Council, 
a move ostensibly unconstitutional in Michigan. 
In a controversial ruling, a federal judge accepted 
the filing. The same judge would later approve 
pension cuts, another ostensibly unconstitutional 
move. Governor Rick Snyder has consistently 
pointed fingers at local government, city pensions, 
and the beleaguered DWSD (Detroit Water and 
Sewage Department) as key causes of Detroit’s 
fiscal worries. The problem, he claims, is the lack 
of “accountability and transparency” in local 
government. However, the story is much more 
complicated than that. 

Prior to the financial collapse, the nation’s 
top investment banks and insurance companies 
put together a $1.44 billion deal to fund the city’s 
pension obligations using innovative but complex 
and highly risky derivatives and credit-default 
swaps. The failure of derivatives and credit-default 
swaps made Detroit one of the largest casualties 
of bank deregulation in the country. The public 
workers and pensioners who are being forced to 
pay for this recovery didn’t cause the ‘debt crisis,’ 
despite accusations that the city government has 
gone on a forty-year spending spree. That wasn’t 
reflected in the bankruptcy deal, however, as 
pensioners suffered a 4.5 percent cut and a removal 
of all cost-of-living adjustments over the course of 
their lifetime. 

In contradiction to the common belief that 
Detroit’s budget is ballooning due to public worker 
benefits, the city government slashed its payroll by 
almost half between 1990 and 2013. In the last six 
years alone, the city government cut total public 
spending by almost half a billion dollars. The 
state of Michigan didn’t make matters any better, 
slashing $67 million in state revenue sharing 
with the city. About $24 million of those cuts 
were triggered by Detroit’s declining population, 
but the majority, $42.8 million, were cut at the 
discretion of the state legislature. Meanwhile, 
Michigan pondered the best use of its nearly $1 

billion 2014 surplus. Somehow, these facts get 
left out when the governor decides to spout his 
“local accountability” narrative. The Governor 
and legislature’s response was to exacerbate the 
financial crisis, and ultimately they used the 
opportunity to impose radical right-wing policies.

At the time, five other cities had appointed 
emergency managers: Allen Park, Benton Harbor, 
Ecorse, Flint, and Pontiac. Flint and Benton Harbor 
are the only two cities that aren’t  suburbs of 
Detroit, but each municipality was once a thriving 
center of industry, trade and commerce supported 
by Detroit’s auto industry. But even more salient 
a connection, all but Allen Park are majority black. 

With just these six cities under emergency 
financial management, almost 10% of Michigan’s 
population was disenfranchised at the local 
level—a level which is arguably the most 
omnipresent level of government in the everyday 
lives of citizens. Most horrific, however, is that 
with the takeover of Detroit, the law revoked the 
right of self-determination for half of the state’s 
black citizens. The fact that our state’s black 
population is concentrated in a small number of 
financially ruined urban centers is no accident 
and no fault of blacks themselves, but we speak of 
Detroit and others’ financial ruin as if they dug the 
hole on their own. 

In each city, the story is roughly the same: 
unemployment rivaling or exceeding Great 
Depression era rates caused by the decades of 
decline in manufacturing, spatial dislocation 
between workers and jobs, massive white 
flight from the inner city and an accompanying 
precipitous decline in tax revenues, cuts to city 
services, and rapid rises in the most ominous 
indices of public safety and health.

Blacks have always been the most vulnerable 
to large-scale economic shifts, as decades of 
institutional racism has systematically denied 
them equal access to government social programs 
offering low cost mortgages, general assistance, 
home loans, educational loans and loans to jump 
start small businesses. These are all programs my 
white grandparents accessed and used to increase 
their economic security—the benefits of which I 
and many of my white peers still ride the coattails 
of today. Additionally, Detroit’s redlining denied 
minority buyers mortgages and access to homes 
in white neighborhoods, and shameless real 
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estate agents encouraged white flight by stoking 
fears of black people moving in next door. Poor, 
urban blacks were left alone and marginalized in 
concentrated poverty, and still today we blame 
them for their own struggle. 

Detroit’s problems stem from decades of 
manufacturing decline, harsh racial segregation, a 
history of explicit racism and a slow and painful 
population bleed that stresses infrastructure built 
for 1 million more people that it currently serves. 
But none of this makes it through to Governor 
Snyder’s constituents. A Rassmussen Reports 
poll asked Michigan voters: “Whom or what is 
primarily to blame for Detroit’s bankruptcy...the 
decline of the U.S. auto industry, bad government, 
the voters, the economy in general, the flight of 
middle-class taxpayers from the city or something 
else?” 54 percent said bad local government. The 
Republican Party of Michigan has successfully 
convinced the broader population that Detroit’s 

woes are nothing but decades of bleeding-heart-
liberal fiscal mismanagement, when in fact the 
city’s economic hardship has little to do with city 
policies and more to do with broad structural 
realities of the past 60 years—realities that the 
state of Michigan and Washington have defiantly 
turned a blind eye to. They say that the alternative 
of bankruptcy would foist the burden onto the 
shoulders of  state taxpayers, as if Detroit and other 
urban centers were responsible for the demise of 
manufacturing and the persistence of institutional 
racism all on their own.

The emergency manager law only serves to 
reinforce the notion that the citizens of Detroit are 
leeches to their own community—an idea all too 
painfully expressed by this past year’s emergency-
manager-initiated water shutoffs, which left tens 
of thousands without clean drinking water while 
leaving the taps on for golf courses and stadiums 

who owed hundreds of thousands to the city. The 
idea was to shore up DWSD’s finances, preparing 
it for eventual privatization. 

Media outlets like Fox and Friends only 
amplified the freeloader narrative by publicly 
shaming residents and justifying the shutoffs—
disregarding the fact that 40% of Detroit citizens, 
most of which are black, live below the poverty 
line, and are forced to choose one of three bills 
to pay every month: rent, electricity, or water. 
Never mind the fact that water prices have risen 
to double the national average as people have fled 
the city over the years. Detroit’s white suburbs 
pay notably less. 

Similarly to pensioners, Detroiters facing 
water shutoffs find themselves bearing the 
brunt of the blame and cost for DWSD’s debt, 
despite the fact that businesses actually make 
up a disproportionate amount of the debt. While 
the poorest Detroiters have their water cut off 

for owing as little as $150, downtown private 
businesses were let off the hook, and JPMorgan 
Chase, UBS, Loop Financial, and Morgan Stanley 
were paid $537 million in termination fees on 
interest rate swaps out of $1 billion in DWSD 
bonds. 

Every winter, hundreds of aging pipes spew 
water from leaks, and the water isn’t turned off 
in thousands of abandoned houses and boarded 
up businesses where frozen pipes also lose huge 
amounts of water. The state showed explicit bias 
in only targeting the poor and not going after 
commercial accounts or fixing leaks and shutting 
off valves in the city’s infamous number of vacant 
residences. This policy intervention terrorized the 
poor in an effort to shore up delinquent accounts—
as if the only issue is a simple refusal to pay. The 
thousands of Detroiters subjected to shutoffs 
were treated as criminals: their communities 

“poor, urban blacks were left alone and
marginalized in concentrated poverty, and still
today we blame them for their own struggle.”
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were stalked and their property marked with red 
spray paint; some lost their homes and some had 
their children taken away; the young and elderly 
succumbed to disease; some families were broken 
up and some retreated into the shadows for fear 
of prosecution.

The viewpoint that black Detroiters are a 
financial drain on their community has prevailed, 
despite the fact that more and more, increasing 
retrenchment of public social programs on the 
city, state and federal level have left the black 
urban poor outside the reach of the safety net. 
Most notably, the 1990s welfare reform (popularly 
known as ‘workfare’) has made large swaths of 
Detroiters ineligible for public benefits. Black 
Detroiters have historically relied heavily on 
public employment, thanks to private sector 
discrimination, dramatic reduction in low-skill jobs 
and employer discrimination based on criminal 
background. Black Detroiters have also relied on 
public pensions as primary sources of income. 
These public sectors jobs and pensions have been 
the first to go under emergency management. 

This speaks to a larger problem of neoliberal 
criminalization of poverty in the city, the state of 
Michigan, and the United States more broadly. 
When the poor and marginalized can’t pick 
themselves back up after a crisis, it’s seen as a 
personal failing on the part of each individual 
citizen. We place the burden of recovery on the 
individual, and ignore the structural realities in 
place that set the stage for ongoing crisis. The 
focus of our public policy becomes behavioral 
sanctioning, rather than structural adjustment. 

Banks, billionaires, and corporations will 
make out royally post-bankruptcy. The same can’t 
be said for the city’s residents, and one cannot help 
but wonder if that’s the way it was always meant 
to be. Why else would the state government help 
manufacture a crisis, mislead the public about 
how it happened, remove democratic institutions 
from power, and impose a neoliberal ideology 
on a city that certainly wouldn’t have voted for 
it? In effect, the state government has relegated 

the city’s residents, who are primarily black, to a 
marginal status as second class citizens, unworthy 
of self-determination, benefit of the doubt or clean 
water—all in the name of corporate profit and 
minimal government. The worst part is they’ve 
gotten away with it.

Rick Snyder was recently re-elected by a sound 
majority last November, and even though Kevyn 
Orr is gone, the next three years will see Detroit’s 
mayor and city council under the watchful eye 
of a “Financial Review Board.” The Detroit Free 
Press reports “the board has the authority to 
reject contracts, spending and borrowing by the 
city. If Detroit can stay within budget and meet 
terms of the bankruptcy exit plan for three years 
in a row, the commission could go dormant so 
long as Detroit stays on track financially.” The 
Financial Review Board will all but ensure that 
Detroit public schools will remain dismantled, its 
pensions weakened and its parks and art and land 
in the hands of private corporations.

Governor Snyder wants the country to think 
he pulled a drowning Detroit above water. His 
supporters will tout the newly clean, youth-
infused, and increasingly gentrified downtown 
area as the epitome of Detroit’s comeback. But 
for this Detroit to exist, Snyder had to evict and 
eviscerate the identities of hundreds of thousands 
of its citizens and relegate them to the political 
shadows. It should be said that I don’t mean to 
portray this resilient and vibrant city so passively. 
There are countless individuals organizing 
their communities in resistance to the neoliberal 
hegemony imposed upon them. But one cannot 
ignore that fact that, disproportionately exploited 
by Snyder’s emergency managers, black Detroiters 
continue to endure high rates of poverty, a 
deteriorated city school system, inadequate social 
services, and wide-scale unemployment. The 
prospects for broad-scale community renewal look 
no better post-bankruptcy than they did before.

Image: Detroit Water Brigade
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Pretty much ever since The Origin of Species 
was published, the rich have used evolutionary 
theory as an argumentative battering ram to 
justify a society based on self-interest and ruthless 
competition. Friedrich Engels recognized the ease 
with which the biological facts of Darwinism 
could be twisted for political ends and once wrote 
the following in a letter:

The whole Darwinian teaching of 
the struggle for existence is simply a 
transference from society to living nature 
of Hobbes’ doctrine of bellum omnium 
contra omnes [the war of all against all] 
and of the bourgeois-economic doctrine 
together with Malthus’ theory of 
population. When this conjurer’s trick 
has been performed…the same theories 
are transferred back again from organic 
nature into history and it is now claimed 
that their validity as eternal laws of 
human society has been proved.

An understanding of the natural world 
as red in tooth and claw easily lends itself to a 
social Darwinist vision for society. Renowned 
primatologist Frans de Waal sets out to debunk 
both sides of this equation in The Age of Empathy. 
Drawing upon his own research and a growing 
body of evidence from other biologists, de Waal 
demonstrates that the picture of nature as a selfish, 
frenzied free-for-all that’s been foisted on us for so 
long by conservatives is scientifically unsound. In 
fact, as he convincingly argues, “empathy comes 
naturally to our species” (2), and he thinks that 
this has clear political ramifications.

REVIEW: THE AGE OF EMPATHY
Philosophers call the tendency to examine 

what is and act as if that determines what ought 
to be the “naturalistic fallacy.” De Waal is aware 
of the philosophical problems inherent in jumping 
across the is-ought gap, but he points out that, 
practically speaking, most political debates center 
on different views of human nature.  It would be 
important to correct our view of nature simply as 
a matter of intellectual accuracy, but it’s doubly 
important to do so because we often do assume that 
the way things are illuminates the way they ought 
to be. De Waal sees no use in ignoring the advances 
we’ve made in biology in the realm of politics: 
“Why should we, in designing human society, act 
as if we’re oblivious to the characteristics of our 
species?” (30).

The traditional view of humans in a state of 
nature can roughly be reduced to Thomas Hobbes’ 
maxim Homo homini lupus (Man is wolf to his 
fellow man), which de Waal calls a “questionable 
statement” about humankind based on “false 
assumptions about another species” (4). Wolves 
are actually pack animals; our stereotype of the 
lone wolf is flat-out wrong. The theory of the social 
contract that Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Hobbes, and 
John Locke all broadly agreed upon—that humans 
existed as atomized individuals and then, after 
rationally calculating benefits and costs, decided 
to come together and create society—has no basis 
in science. We have always been group animals, 
descended from primates that lived together in 
interdependent groups (21), and our bodies and 
minds are “made for social life” (10). 

For a long time, many scientists viewed all 
animals (including humans) as glorified machines 
and ignored our social and emotional nature. 
Psychologist John Watson’s behaviorist theories of 
childrearing cut emotion and physical interaction 
with caretakers out of the picture, which had 
disastrous results when his theories were put into 
practice in Romanian orphanages. Harry Harlow, 
another psychologist, had to painstakingly 
demonstrate what should’ve been obvious—that 
monkeys need contact with their moms to develop 
normally. Even scientists who didn’t deny the 
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reality of human emotion put scare quotes around 
references to animals’ emotional displays.

De Waal surveys a wide variety of animal 
species and biological phenomena to show that 
human beings are continuous with the animal 
kingdom (especially our primate cousins) and 
that cooperation and solidarity are embedded in 
our evolutionary fiber. As de Waal nicely puts it, 
“People willfully suppress knowledge most have 
had since childhood, which is that animals have 
feelings and do care about others” (131).  In contrast 
to the conventional misunderstanding of Richard 
Dawkins, genes aren’t selfish—they can certainly 
produce other-regarding behavior. In fact, de Waal 
argues that empathy is “an automated response” 
(43), necessary to hold groups together. 

Both Darwin and Russian biologist (and 
anarchist) Peter Kropotkin posited that cooperative 
groups do better than uncooperative ones. Thus, 
we see groups of horses, oxen, and baboons 
acting in concert (in addition to chimps, bonobos, 

dolphins, elephants, and many more). Examples 
of social and prosocial behavior abound in nature: 
dolphins help their injured, elephants mourn their 
dead, bonobos avoid conflict through grooming 
and sex, and chimp and macaque communities 
have highly refined systems of conflict resolution. 
Our primate cousins instinctively imitate each 
other and exhibit emotional synchrony. We too 
learn by mimicking others, and synchrony plays 
a big role in human life. Yawns are contagious, as 
is laughter, and dancing, marching, and singing 
in unison are highly enjoyable activities that foster 
social connection.

After taking us on a pretty long detour into 
biology, de Waal turns us towards the political 
implications of what he’s been saying. An 
interesting experiment that he conducted with 
monkeys, cucumbers, and grapes (obviously more 
desirable than cucumbers!) found that monkeys 
have “inequity aversion”—they don’t like it when 
a fellow monkey is given a grape when they can 

only get a cucumber. Naturally, the lucky monkey 
doesn’t mind. Guess what? We’re like monkeys: 
we show “asymmetrical reactions to unfairness, 
always stronger in those who have less than in 
those who have more” (200). Unlike neoliberal 
economists’ absurd rational utility-maximizing 
model, which projects the selfishness of a minority 
of people onto everyone else, experiments show 
that most people are “altruistic, cooperative, 
sensitive to fairness, and oriented toward 
community goals” (162).

This is pretty unsurprising if you look at 
the anthropological record. In hunter-gatherer 
communities like those of the Bushmen, food 
and safety are valued above all else, and social 
connection and consensus are essential to 
maintaining the social fabric that enables such 
groups to survive. Social hierarchies are frowned 
upon in the hunter-gatherer communities that 
resemble the ones our ancestors lived in. Such 
communities “emphasize sharing and suppress 

distinctions of wealth and power”—in a sense, as 
de Waal phrases it, “We’re born revolutionaries” 
(161).  At another point, he strikingly declares, 
“Robin Hood had it right. Humanity’s deepest 
wish is to spread the wealth” (200). You can 
much more easily construct an image of “highly 
cooperative, sensitive to injustice…mostly peace-
loving” (5) Homo sapiens from biology than you 
can a Hobbesian image of selfish, warlike social 
Darwinists. It should be no surprise, then, that as 
de Waal observes, “Reliance on the profit principle 
has proven disastrous” (37). Capitalism clashes 
with many aspects of human nature.

De Waal is, by his own admission, no radical. 
Even if he had the chance to play God and revise 
human psychology, he says, “I’d be reluctant 
to radically change the human condition.” The 
only thing he would do is “expand the range of 
fellow feeling” (203). But his message is that we 
don’t have to transform human nature in order to 
achieve the good society. We have all the tools that 

“in a sense, as de Waal phrases it,
‘We’re born revolutionaries.’”
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we need lying within us, waiting to be fully tapped. 
To function properly, society requires us to have 
sympathy, honesty, and a sense of community. 
As de Waal rightly points out, “A society based 
purely on selfish motives and market forces may 
produce wealth, yet it can’t produce the unity and 
mutual trust that make life worthwhile” (221). 
Our systems of empathy are ancient, the result of 
many millennia of evolution, and well-equipped 
to the task of maintaining civilization. We share 
emotional contagion (the ability to “catch” others’ 
emotions), consolation (the ability to comfort 
others), and targeted helping (the ability to take 
another being’s perspective and then offer them 

Scott Remer, PC ‘16

Rasp of grass against
legs made weary by waiting,
sitting idle among leaves and trees.
The insistent jingle of the ice cream truck,
the murmur of the peapods of people low,
a polyphony,
like the music of those spheres we drop into the sky,
explosive pebbles in an infinite pond, the Atlantic and Pacific wrapped into one
cerulean skyscape, a prairie of the air.

This is who we are:
the crowds whistling in awe and admiration;
the sparkle that lights the dark,
defiant, delighting in the enlightenment of the night;
the children clamoring,
the patter of applause,
the glowing strawberry seed pinpoints
the peacock’s feather starbursts
the rumble and the roar,
hearts beating in this hypaethral cathedral,
Together.

the kind of help we think they need) with our 
primate brothers and sisters, elephants, and 
dolphins. 

It ultimately comes down to what de Waal 
calls the “old herd instinct that has kept animal 
societies together for millions of years” (223). If we 
liberate ourselves from the strictures of selfishness, 
we’ll let our true nature—as social animals, 
mammals programmed for group harmony—
shine. Reactionaries would have us believe that a 
society based on kindness, compassion, and social 
connection is an idle fantasy which asks far too 
much of human nature. But as de Waal masterfully 
shows, it’s anything but.

FOURTH OF JULY
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Gaby Viera, TC ‘18
The signs. The chants. The cries. The people. 

The masses and masses of people—hopefully, that 
is. For centuries, protests and rallies have been 
relied upon as a crucial tool for inciting change in an 
unsatisfactory system. It signifies the presence of a 
true collective voice when the public assembles in 
support of a single cause and in force. A successful 
protest generates power behind the movement, a 
power that grants the movement vaster influence, 
and ultimately, its desired change. 

Still, people raise questions about not only 
the value of protests, but also the implications of 
this form of persuasion. Unsurprisingly, standing 
with signs on a street corner singing out rhymed 
complaints and demands appears nonsensical 
and futile to some, particularly when the 
protesters’ numbers are small. Victory obviously 
isn’t immediate in most cases. It takes time and 
sometimes never comes, which can lead to people 
perceiving protests as wasted effort. Others fear 
protest in all its forms, believing that a collective 
attempt to motivate change and progress in a 
system may lead to its breakdown by rebellion 
and result in anarchy. Nevertheless, while the 
value of the protest has been lost to some, it has 
appeared to have found rebirth in  minority and 
youth communities, as many contemporary social 
movements have recognized the method’s power 
and adopted it.

The sensation of duty paired with a hint of 
rebellion has been revived in the present arena of 

social issues, attracting an overwhelmingly young 
population. Surprise: the youth who are so often 
written off as apathetic can be a cause’s most 
powerful asset. They possess both the passion 
and boldness to demand change from their 
government and the capability to rally and project 
their views with their entire generation by using 
social media. An overwhelming dissatisfaction 
with the current state of affairs has placed the 
youth at the forefront of the protest scene, as they 
adopt the timeless technique with the  belief that 
it remains just as vital a tool for motivating change 
as it has been in the past.

History has shown time and time again that 
demonstrations can have unbelievable influence. 
As long as there has been a reason to fight, people 
have gathered in protest for that very purpose. 
Protest provides a method by which a cause 
may become visible to the public. Daniel Gillion, 
an assistant professor of political science at the 
University of Pennsylvania, discovered a process 
for measuring the political effectiveness of the 
protest, ultimately determining that it continues to 
serve as an extremely useful resource, particularly 
for raising awareness of societal inequality 
against minorities. Additionally, he considers 
protests to be as valuable as voting itself, as the 
magnitude and message of the protest may reveal 
the public’s interest to politicians and increase the 
cause’s credibility. Studies show that when these 
actions take place, politicians are more likely to 
support policies that work in favor of the cause, 

Get Up, Stand Up
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again particularly in the case of minority groups. 
Demonstrations so often captivate our government, 
the public, and the media by humanizing the cause 
in question and almost always providing a new 
perspective on the issue for at least one outsider. 

Protest has certainly led to explicit and 
considerable changes in the past. Massive rallies 
in 2000 fruitfully prevented the World Trade 
Organization from approving policies that 
would have proved harmful to  workers and the 
environment. Internal records reveal that protests 
in the ‘70s were what ultimately convinced Nixon 
to end the Vietnam War rather than accelerate it. 
Moreover, decades and decades of protests and 
grassroots movements were critical to achieving 
workers’ rights like the organization of unions and 
improved wages and working conditions, civil 
rights like a bill for universal enfranchisement and 
the eradication of legal segregation, and practically 
any social program that currently exists in our 
government.

Today’s protests resemble those of our nation’s 
grassroots past, from the gay rights movement 
to the Ferguson protests to the fight against 
climate change and the struggle for immigration 
reform. Recent protests against police brutality 
have prompted a much-needed  dialogue on 
race and policing, while spurring the formation 
of newfound alliances and engaging a fresh 
activist generation. Similarly, the environmental 
movement has drawn millions and has placed  
the battle against climate change on the nation’s 
agenda. And more than any movement today, the 
fight for immigration reform has adopted classic 
grassroots methods in demanding institutional 
change, experiencing countless advances and 
drawbacks alike.

The immigration battle has endless facets and 
encompasses countless issues in need of reform, 
but everyone has undoubtedly heard of the 
Dreamers. The youth involved in advocating the 
Dream Act are  at the heart of one of the boldest 
social movements today. Young, undocumented 
immigrants immersed in the philosophy of the 
American protest culture of the past have acted as 
the instigators of a movement that has ultimately 
pressured the government to fashion a legal route 
for provisional immigration relief. The Dream 
Act, while never effectively enacted, has made the 
opportunity for temporary deportation relief and 

work permits a conceivable idea. Young activists 
have dominated the movement with sit-ins, strikes, 
and various other demonstrations in efforts to 
pressure current politicians to support their cause. 
They have flooded social media and used a diverse 
array of civil disobedience strategies and tactics. 
In the spirit of Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, 
and other civil rights leaders, the Dreamers have 
effectively utilized various mobilizing approaches 
in their efforts inspire change.

And the examples don’t end there. Grassroots 
movements have again emerged into the present 
political scene, prompting conversations that 
have initiated a newfound awareness of all 
kinds of inequality. So evidently, the protest as a 
mode of political expression should live as long 
as society changes, and adapts, and continues 
to have imperfections; in other words, this 
form of expression should never die. It inspires 
fervor in supporters and keeps people engaged, 
while sparking important partnerships. These 
demonstrations attract media coverage for 
movements that may not otherwise be able to 
afford it. They provide elected officials with the 
motives necessary to pursue certain just actions 
that may not be politically expedient, and at times 
they persuade elected officials without strong 
sentiments or attachment to the cause to consider 
their demands. Protests have even had the power 
to change the governing party and at times the 
governmental system altogether. 

The protest is unquestionably one of the most 
powerful devices for a social cause, and we as 
students play a huge role in its implementation. 
When ardor is present among the youth, we 
become the most influential agents for change in 
a movement. We are the voices of the future, so 
when we speak, people listen. Regardless of the 
issue being protested, the youth are consistently 
the driving force behind the protest, a force that 
invigorates it and turns it into the indispensable 
resource that it has always been for social causes. 
Anthropologist Margaret Mead makes this clear 
in her evaluation of demonstrative action, stating 
what all us romantics want to hear: “Never doubt 
that a small group of thoughtful committed 
individuals can change the world. In fact, it’s the 
only thing that ever has.”

Image: Leonardo March
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“There are two ideas of government. 
There are those who believe that if you just legislate to 
make the well-to-do prosperous, that their prosperity 
will leak through on those below. 
The Democratic idea 
Has been that if you legislate to make the masses 
prosperous
Their prosperity will find its way up and through 
every class that rests upon it.” (Cross of Gold 
speech, William Jennings Bryan, July 9, 1896)

“We all know the taxes, what he did with taxes. 
When Reagan came into office, the highest 
federal marginal income tax rate was 70 percent 
on unearned income. By the way, some of you 
know it’s a lot more difficult to earn unearned 
income than it is earned income. [Laughter.] 
Reagan dropped the highest federal marginal 
income tax rates from 70 percent to 28 percent. 
He cut the corporate tax rates, he indexed the 
personal tax codes, changing forever the taxes. 
Do you realize—I mean, it’s just amazing that 
I’m going on 67 years old today and the taxes 
on the ownership of capital are the lowest they 
have been in my lifetime. [Applause.] And that 
is because of Ronald Reagan and the supply 
side move that he and others have done.” (“The 
Four Pillars of Reagonomics,” Arthur Laffer, 
November 13, 2006)

 “We had to struggle with the old enemies of peace—
Business and financial monopoly,
Speculation, reckless banking, class antagonism, 
Sectionalism, war profiteering.” (Madison Square 
Garden address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
October 13, 1936)

“We have to tolerate the inequality as a way 
to achieve greater prosperity and opportunity 
for all.” (Brian Griffiths, Goldman Sachs 
International adviser, October 20, 2009)

Echoes Down the Corridor
“Let us remember that,
 If this financial crisis taught us anything, 
It’s that we cannot have a thriving Wall Street
While Main Street suffers.” (Election Night speech, 
Barack Obama, November 4, 2008)

“Our whole plutonomy thesis is based on the 
idea that the rich will keep getting richer…
Furthermore, the rising wealth gap between the 
rich and poor will probably at some point lead 
to a political backlash. Whilst the rich are getting 
a greater share of the wealth, and the poor a 
lesser share, political enfrachisement remains as 
was—one person, one vote (in the plutonomies). 
At some point, it is likely that labor will fight 
back against the rising profit share of the rich and 
there will be a political backlash against the rising 
wealth of the rich. This could be felt through 
higher taxation on the rich (or indirectly though 
higher corporate taxes/regulation) or through 
trying to protect indigenous (home-grown) 
laborers, in a push-back on globalization—either 
anti-immigration, or protectionism. We don’t 
see this happening yet, though there are signs 
of rising political tensions. However, we are 
keeping a close eye on developments.” (Citibank 
report, “The Plutonomy Symposium—Rising 
Tides Lifting Yachts,” September 29, 2006)

“They had begun to consider the Government of the 
United States as 
A mere appendage to their own affairs. 
We know now that Government by organized money 
is just as dangerous as 
Government by organized mob.

Never before in all our history have these forces been 
so united 
Against one candidate as they stand today. 
They are unanimous in their hate for me—
And I welcome their hatred.” (Madison Square 
Garden address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
October 13, 1936)
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“This president I think has exposed himself over 
and over again as a guy who has a deep-seated 
hatred for white people or the white culture....I’m 
not saying he doesn’t like white people, I’m 
saying he has a problem. This guy is, I believe, a 
racist.” (Glenn Beck, of Barack Obama, July 28, 
2009)

“It is our duty now to begin to lay the plans and 
determine the strategy for the winning of a lasting 
peace and the establishment of an American standard 
of living higher than ever before known. We cannot be 
content, no matter how high that general standard of 
living may be, if some fraction of our people—whether 
it be one-third or one-fifth or one-tenth—is ill-fed, ill-
clothed, ill-housed, and insecure.

This Republic had its beginning, and grew to its 
present strength, under the protection of certain 
inalienable political rights—among them the right 
of free speech, free press, free worship, trial by jury, 
freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures. 
They were our rights to life and liberty.

As our nation has grown in size and stature, 
however—as our industrial economy expanded—these 
political rights proved inadequate to assure us equality 
in the pursuit of happiness.
We have come to a clear realization of the fact that true 
individual freedom cannot exist without economic 
security and independence. ‘Necessitous men are not 
free men.’ People who are hungry and out of a job are 
the stuff of which dictatorships are made.

In our day these economic truths have become accepted 
as self-evident. We have accepted, so to speak, a second 
Bill of Rights under which a new basis of security and 
prosperity can be established for all—regardless of 
station, race, or creed.

Among these are:
The right to a useful and remunerative job in the 
industries or shops or farms or mines of the nation;
The right to earn enough to provide adequate food and 
clothing and recreation;
The right of every farmer to raise and sell his products 
at a return which will give him and his family a decent 
living;
The right of every businessman, large and small, 
to trade in an atmosphere of freedom from unfair 

competition and domination by monopolies at home or 
abroad;
The right of every family to a decent home;
The right to adequate medical care and the 
opportunity to achieve and enjoy good health;
The right to adequate protection from the economic 
fears of old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment;
The right to a good education.

All of these rights spell security. And after this war 
is won we must be prepared to move forward, in the 
implementation of these rights, to new goals of human 
happiness and well-being.
America’s own rightful place in the world depends 
in large part upon how fully these and similar rights 
have been carried into practice for all our citizens.

For unless there is security here at home there cannot 
be lasting peace in the world.” (State of the Union 
address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, January 11, 
1944)

“Today, because of Ronald Reagan, the minimum 
wage in the United States—the minimum wage 
relative to the average wage in the United States 
is the lowest it’s been in 50 years. It doesn’t get 
any better.” (“The Four Pillars of Reagonomics,” 
Arthur Laffer, November 13, 2006)

“There can be no effective control of corporations while 
their political activity remains. To put an end to it 
will be neither a short nor an easy task, but it can be 
done. We must have complete and effective publicity of 
corporate affairs, so that the people may know beyond 
peradventure whether the corporations obey the law 
and whether their management entitles them to the 
confidence of the public. It is necessary that laws 
should be passed to prohibit the use of corporate funds 
directly or indirectly for political purposes; it is still 
more necessary that such laws should be thoroughly 
enforced. Corporate expenditures for political 
purposes, and especially such expenditures by public-
service corporations, have supplied one of the principal 
sources of corruption in our political affairs.” (New 
Nationalism speech, Theodore Roosevelt, August 
31, 1910)

While a single Bellotti footnote purported to 
leave the question open, 435  U. S., at 788, n. 
26, this Court now concludes that independent 
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expenditures, including those made by 
corporations, do not give rise to corruption or 
the appearance of corruption. That speakers may 
have influence over or access to elected officials 
does not mean that those officials are corrupt. 
And the appearance of influence or access will 
not cause the electorate to lose faith in this 
democracy.  Caperton v.  A. T. Massey Coal Co., 
556 U. S. ___, distinguished.  Pp. 40-45. (Syllabus, 
Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 
Supreme Court of the United States, decided 
January 21, 2010)

“The right to regulate the use of wealth in the public 
interest is universally admitted. Let us admit also the 
right to regulate the terms and conditions of labor, 
which is the chief element of wealth, directly in the 
interest of the common good. The fundamental thing 
to do for every man is to give him a chance to reach 
a place in which he will make the greatest possible 
contribution to the public welfare. Understand what 
I say there. Give him a chance, not push him up if he 
will not be pushed. Help any man who stumbles; if 
he lies down, it is a poor job to try to carry him; but 
if he is a worthy man, try your best to see that he gets 
a chance to show the worth that is in him. No man 
can be a good citizen unless he has a wage more than 
sufficient to cover the bare cost of living, and hours 
of labor short enough so after his day’s work is done 
he will have time and energy to bear his share in the 
management of the community, to help in carrying 
the general load. We keep countless men from being 
good citizens by the conditions of life by which we 
surround them. We need comprehensive workman’s 
compensation acts, both State and national laws 
to regulate child labor and work for women, and, 
especially, we need in our common schools not merely 
education in book-learning, but also practical training 
for daily life and work. We need to enforce better 
sanitary conditions for our workers and to extend the 
use of safety appliances for workers in industry and 
commerce, both within and between the States.” (New 

Nationalism speech, Theodore Roosevelt, August 
31, 1910)

“Every time you cut programs, you take away 
a person who has a vested interest in high taxes 
and you put him on the tax rolls and make him 
a taxpayer. A farmer on subsidies is part welfare 
bum, whereas a free-market farmer is a small 
businessman with a gun.” (Commonly attributed 
to Grover Norquist)

“These are the gentry who are today wrapped up in 
the American flag, who shout their claim from the 
housetops that they are the only patriots, and who 
have their magnifying glasses in hand, scanning the 
country for evidence of disloyalty, eager to apply the 
brand of treason to the men who dare to even whisper 
their opposition to Junker rule in the United States. 
No wonder Sam Johnson declared that “patriotism 
is the last refuge of the scoundrel.” He must have 
had this Wall Street gentry in mind, or at least their 
prototypes, for in every age it has been the tyrant, the 
oppressor and the exploiter who has wrapped himself 
in the cloak of patriotism, or religion, or both to 
deceive and overawe the people.” (The Canton, Ohio 
Speech, Eugene Debs, June 16, 1918)

“I am in favor of cutting taxes under any 
circumstances and for any excuse, for any reason, 
whenever it’s possible.” (Milton Friedman)

“Taxes are the price we pay for a civilized society.” 
(Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, 
Jr.)

“My goal is to cut government in half in twenty-
five years, to get it down to the size where we can 
drown it in the bathtub.” (Grover Norquist)

“To those—to those who would tear the world down: 
We will defeat you.” (Election Day speech, Barack 
Obama, November 4, 2008)
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AN Interview WIth RICHARD WOLFF

Richard D. Wolff is one of America’s most prominent 
Marxist economists, renowned for his groundbreaking 
work on economic theory and Marxian class analysis. 
He is an emeritus professor of economics at the 
University of Massachusetts-Amherst, and he’s a 
visiting professor in the New School University’s 
graduate program in international affairs. He’s also 
lectured at Yale, the City University of New York, and 
the Sorbonne. Wolff has written a number of books, 
including Capitalism Hits the Fan: The Global 
Economic Meltdown and What to Do About It and 
Democracy at Work, and he’s co-authored such books 
as Occupy the Economy: Challenging Capitalism 
and Contending Economic Theories: Neoclassical, 
Keynesian, and Marxian. Adrian Lo, SY ’15, and 
Scott Remer, PC ’16, sat down to interview him over 
the phone about our current political and economic 
predicament, with Emaline Kelso, MC ’17, and Scott 
Remer, PC ’16, transcribing. 

Lo: In your book Democracy at Work, you pointed 
to the moment in the seventies when real wages 
began to stagnate, creating a disproportionate 
concentration of wealth towards capital as 
opposed to labor, as one of the turning points 
of the whole credit crisis. That seems to be the 
point at which the crisis began from the bottom 
up. And I’m curious if we can look a little closer 
at why there was this turning point and whether 
that has any implications on what we’re seeing 
around the world right now. My question is the 

following: in the early ‘70s, Nixon ended the 
gold standard, which was a move that expanded 
or dematerialized money in a way. I’m curious 
whether the expansion of money and the ability 
to extend credit has anything to do with the crisis 
we’re seeing, and if so, how?

Wolff: First of all, at the most philosophical level, 
anything as profound as I believe the 1970s 
were in terms of changing basic parameters of 
the economic system we live in, anything as 
deep a change as that, always has many, many 
contributing factors. Focusing in on one or two 
always means you’re missing a great deal. So the 
answer is, sure, going off the gold standard when 
Nixon did, that the changing credit situation in the 
United States played its role. But any commentator 
has to focus on a few things because if I started 
listing all the different factors that had played a 
role you would get bored and I would get tired 
before we would even get to the analysis just by 
the process of listing. So I’m going to focus on 
what I think were the key things that stagnated 
the wages—that made them stop rising and that 
shifted the whole structure of the economy into 
what we now lament as the disappearing middle 
class, or the growing inequality of wealth and 
income, etc.

Here are the four that I would primarily point 
to:

Number One: In terms of the long term 
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effects, this would have to be perhaps the single 
most important item that I would focus your 
attention on. In the 1970s, American businesses 
(and by the way similar things were happening 
to European and Japanese businesses and I’m 
here thinking of larger multinational corporations 
particularly)—they basically had what you might 
call a eureka moment. They realized that they 
had been building their enterprises in many cases 
for decades if not for a century or more in a few 
places in the world—Western Europe, Northern 
America, and Japan—and they concentrated their 
factories there, they concentrated their offices, 
their distribution facilities, their stores in those 
areas where capitalism in its modern form was 
born. And along the way, they had converted first 
the rural areas and their immediate environment, 
and then the whole world into a kind of hinterland 
that fed in raw materials, workers, and food so 
that the concentration of industrial production 
could continue in these areas—Western Europe, 
North America, and Japan. And they had to 
make compromises along the way as a modern 
working class developed that fought to have 
a better standard of living. [They had to make 
compromises] that basically engaged the workers 
in a rising standard of living, paid for by the 
productivity of those workers plus the extraction 
of food, raw materials, cheap labor abroad in the 
hinterlands around that. So now fast forward and 
we get to the 1970s. In the 1970s, several things 
happened. One in particular was the jet engine 
which made it possible for people in Western 
Europe, Northern America, and Japan to get to 
any corner of the globe in a matter of hours. And 
the Internet and telecommunications made it as 
easy to monitor, to control production a thousand 
miles away, as it had been before across the street 
in your workshops. So the big corporations in 
their eureka moment recognized that they could 
do much better—they could make much higher 
profits—under this new situation by moving 
production, not to make it too complicated, from 
the old centers of capitalism--Western Europe, 
North America, and Japan—to what are now 
becoming the new centers of capitalism—China, 
above all, but also India, Brazil, and countless 
other countries where you can get the work done 
at a fraction of the cost and you have very pliable 
governments, because these areas of the world 

are desperately poor and desperately eager to get 
these corporations to come in to give them even a 
chance to overcome mass poverty. 

And so, what you begin to have, and what 
you have had ever since and we’re having it right 
now, is a massive exodus of jobs, and the jobs that 
go first are the jobs where the gap between what 
is paid here say in Cincinnati or Chicago or New 
York and what is paid in Shanghai or Beijing or 
Tianjin or any other place in the world. In other 
words, the best jobs—the industrial jobs, the 
jobs where unions were the strongest and have 
got the highest wages—were precisely the jobs 
that were eviscerated first. And so you force the 
American working class to make a choice: you can 
be underemployed as these jobs are taken away 
or you can shift over and become accustomed to 
being a service worker paid much, much less with 
fewer benefits, with much less job security, and 
what we have is that process unfolding. So the 
first big factor is this relocation of capitalism that 
underpins the stagnation of wages in the United 
States.

The second one, just as important in its own 
way, was the same technological breakthroughs 
as computers, which basically substitute machines 
for people (it’s an old process we call automation 
in economics). It really took a tremendous leap 
forward in the 1970s as the computer, which 
had been invented a little bit earlier, was finally 
brought into the production process across the 
industries of Western Europe, North America, and 
Japan. Between the exodus of jobs stemming from 
the relocation of capitalism and the automation 
associated with the computer, what we say in 
economics is the demand for labor—for workers—
basically took an enormous hit, dropped and at the 
same time the supply for people looking for work 
rose. So you have this confluence of a shrinking 
demand for workers, particularly workers that are 
well paid, and on the other hand a rising supply—
and a quick answer about the supply is that with 
it, in part because of the women’s liberation 
movement, American adult women moved into 
the labor force in the United States in a massive 
way between the 1970s and today, and so they 
were looking for jobs at a time when the jobs were 
shrinking, and finally you have a new wave of 
immigration into the United States, this time not 
from some place in Europe, but mostly from Latin 
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America and certain other parts of the world. That 
was where we were similar to Europe: Europe 
had a massive influx since the 1970s—Africans, 
north and south Africans, Asians, and so forth—of 
workers, and you have this rising supply of labor 
at the same time that you had a falling demand for 
it, and the end result was this stagnation. From the 
employers’ point of view, it was simple: why in 
the world should we raise wages when we don’t 
have to? When there are so many people in the 
world available to us relative to what we need, at 
least what we need here in our own days, that we 
don’t need to, we will not do so, and the result 
is what we call stagnation of real wages that has 
continued. [It hasn’t changed. It led up to the great 
crisis of 2008, and the stagnation of wages is an 
absolute constant across the last six or seven years] 
of this crisis. There is no reason to believe that it 

will not continue pretty much into the indefinite 
future.

Having said all of that, there are of course 
other factors—there is this issue of credit, which 
going off gold certainly facilitated. The biggest 
thing about credit that I would urge you to think 
about is that credit operated as a palliative—think 
of it almost metaphorically as a drug that over 
the period 1970 to the beginning of the crisis in 
2007—the reality in the situation I just described 
to you was masked to the American people and to 
a lesser extent in Europe, and that’s part of why 
Europe is reacting differently to its crisis than 
the US is. In the United States, credit exploded 
starting in the 1970s. The mass distribution of 
credit—which hasn’t existed before—was really 
organized. You have to take into account the 

development of Mastercard and Visa. Before the 
1970s, the only people who had something like 
the credit card—which usually was the American 
Express card—were business travelers, business 
executives. This was not considered a mass item; 
it was a bit of a creative extension of modern 
banking that the banks decided that they could 
make a lot of money on what would came to 
be called “consumer credit.” Before that, banks 
mainly lent to one another, or to corporations or 
to business or the government, but they did not 
lend to the average person. Before the 1930s, that 
was a total statement. After the 1930s, when the 
government came in to guarantee home loans, 
you have the beginning of consumer credit, but 
it was only limited to the mortgages; the banks 
wouldn’t do it otherwise because it was too risky. 
Once the government guaranteed them, they 

were willing to lend with collateral of a home, but 
it was the 1970s when what we called the credit 
card and consumer credit came into being. So for 
a while, this whole situation of stagnant wages 
was masked because what workers were doing 
was buying more stuff, acting the way they had 
in the previous century when they were buying 
more and had a rising standard of living. But the 
difference was that before the 1970s, workers could 
afford a rising standard of living because their real 
wages were going up. After the 1970s, when their 
real wages didn’t go up anymore, they kept on 
increasing their consumption, partly, for example, 
because the intensity and the sophistication of 
advertising pushing them to buy ever more, was 
also increased, and the very idealist factors I 
pointed at, too, so the way the workers handled 

“As Bill Maher said on his program the other night, 
‘You want to know what caused the middle class 

in the United States?’ He looks into the audience 
and says, ‘Socialism.’ I mean, that’s not accurate, 

but you can see what he’s trying to get at.”



44

the situation was to respond to the advertising, to 
begin to believe that they could, for example, send 
their kids to college, have a summer vacation, get 
a second car for the wife, who’s now working, 
et cetera et cetera et cetera, and pay for this all 
with various kinds of credit and so they could 
sustain the notion of a rising standard of living 
that they were engaging and participating in the 
American Dream, but at that point you’re talking 
a dead-end situation, because it’s only a matter 
of time before a rising level of debt on the basis 
of a stagnant wage hits a stone wall. A day will 
come, it’s very easy to show, when you can’t 
borrow any more, because your basic wage will 
not pay for it, and 2008 really was, if you like the 
metaphor, the day of reckoning, when the mask 
of rising credit, through the credit card and the 
student loan and automobile loan and the house 

loan, when they hit the wall. That’s why the crisis 
began with the so-called sub-prime mortgage. 
It’s when you begin to get the first crack in this 
absurd and unsustainable arrangement, and that’s 
why it was so silly for Bush to say that this would 
be short-run, temporary crisis, nothing to worry 
about, and for Obama to imagine he could fix it 
quickly. This is nonsense, this is for people who 
couldn’t see beyond their bellybutton, they could 
not understand that this economic downturn was 
going to be much, much worse than those in the 
past, because of the way you had this stagnation 
in the mass of the people, masked by a temporary 
credit fix.

Just to give you one small statistic, when the 
Great Depression hit, in 1929, the average level 
of debt of an American family was about 30% 

of its annual income. In 2007, the average level 
of debt of an American family was 130% of its 
annual income. We had never had an economic 
downturn of significant proportions with that 
overhang of debt, and so it wouldn’t take rocket 
science to understand the downturn with that 
level of debt is a whole new ballgame from what 
it had been and what it was in the 1930s. And so 
if the ‘30s was bad, the risk of this one becoming 
catastrophic should have stared everyone in the 
face. Once it started to unravel, and that’s really 
in August of 2008, once the unraveling started, 
the people here in New York—I’m sitting in New 
York as we speak—the people here at the Federal 
Reserve Bank and all the big banks, it took them 
a few weeks, but suddenly they realized, and I 
was here, and I talked to some of them at the time, 
that they were really facing the abyss. They were 

facing a breakdown in the American economy, 
in which, if they didn’t do something drastic and 
fast, it wouldn’t just be on paper that the collapse 
would happen. You’d have to have a collapse in 
the way other countries have collapses. The buses 
would stop running, the milk wouldn’t show up 
in the supermarket, when you went to the bank to 
draw your money out the doors would be closed, 
et cetera et cetera, and that’s why things went so 
fast in 2008 and 2009, because there really was no 
alternative.
 
Lo: So, then what we have right now is that we 
have a credit solution to the credit problem, where 
through quantitative easing and all of that, we just 
basically shifted over the debt towards national 
debt?

“So here we are in the present time, and what do 
we lack in America? We lack the organization—

that’s the number one problem. The Left in 
America is large, and is deep, and is widely 

committed, but what it lacks is organization.”
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Wolff: That’s right. We nationalized the debt. In 
order to save private capitalism, the government 
was called in—and you really have to enjoy, 
at least there’s part of you crying, but you have 
to laugh a little bit to, at the very leaders of big 
business and the biggest banks and insurance 
companies, who had made careers in the thirty 
years before 2008 lambasting the government—
“The government is inefficient, the government 
is a burden, the government is a drag, and we 
will have a wonderful economy only if we get the 
government off our backs,” and endless blather 
like that. Then in 2008, they all get together, rush 
to the government to explain to the government 
how only the government can save them, and that 
it must take extraordinary measures, spending 
however much money they need, for however long 
they need it, to bail them out. There’s something—
you know, a dramatist is need to capture the 
ironies of all of that, but yeah, that’s exactly what 
happened.
 
Lo: Right. So, then the question is, how can we get 
off this credit fix? Or how do we, at least in the 
short term, neutralize the power of the creditor, 
which we see being so powerful right now that 
it’s bankrupting countries and forcing the average 
person to pay off a greater portion.
 
Wolff: Well, I mean, history gives you an answer. 
It may be an answer that scares the pants of you, 
but it is the answer that history gives. In the 
past, when creditors have been able to impose a 
dependence on everybody else on credit, and then 
have squeezed them step by step to pay off their 
debts, to pay the interest, eventually what they 
do is they pull either the collapse of the people 
who they’re squeezing, only then to recognize 
that if you kill the debtor, it will asphyxiate the 
creditor—in other words, if you finally destroy all 
the people you’ve made dependent upon you, you 
will come in a moment of brilliant understanding 
to recognize that all the dependence in the world 
is two-way. If you read Hegel’s philosophy, you’ll 
learn in his wonderful section on the master and 
the slave that the master imagines that the slave is 
dependent on him, and doesn’t understand that 
he is dependent on the labor of that slave and if he 
doesn’t preserve the mutuality, if he overdoes it in 
demanding things of the slave, in the end the slave 

will disappear and he will be confronted with 
his own dependence on that slave and the other 
slaves, et cetera et cetera. So my fear is that the 
only real answer is that this is a system heading 
into the abyss because it doesn’t know how to 
constrain or to control its own mechanisms, 
first putting everybody in debt, financializing 
everything, so that the average American goes 
into a bodega to buy a plastic bottle of water and 
uses a credit card to do it, in effect taking a loan, 
the absurdity of it all, that now the whole first 
generation of students like you, having to come 
out of the university with massive amounts of 
debt—yes, this system is likely going to implode, 
because of its own mechanisms. If you’re asking 
me, “Could we in some hypothetical arrangement 
do something about it?” the answer is yes, because 
history also gives us that alternative, which is 
that before the system blows itself up, under its 
own machinery of excess credit-mongering and 
all the rest of it—and by the way, just a footnote, 
watching Angela Merkel squeezing the new 
Syriza government in Greece over the question 
of paying debt is a wonderful example of this 
self-destruction, and the whole austerity regime 
has been for six years—but in any case, the other 
historical lesson is that you provoke a revolution, 
the debtors begin to realize what’s going on, 
and do not want to go down with the ship. It’s 
not even that they’re so angry at the creditors—I 
mean, they are—but it’s not so much that, as their 
recognition that these lunatic creditors, in their 
rush to continue to squeeze as much out of the 
debtors, are literally taking everyone down with 
them, and so a revolution of the debtors happens. 
In ancient times, you know your Bible history, 
there’s something in the Bible called a Jubilee, 
and the Jubilee is a periodic erasure of all debts, 
which was a peculiar way that in ancient times, 
started, I believe, in Sumeria, they tried to cope 
with this absurdity, when it happened, by having 
the priests or the folks at the head of the religious 
hierarchy simply dictate that every so many years 
all debts would be canceled, no matter what the 
effect was on the creditors, because the alternative 
was too dangerous, and I think that those are the 
options that we face here. 

Remer: You wrote in a 2011 Guardian article: 
“The US left will become a political force with 
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immense potential if it can generate and ally 
unified organizations able to mobilize and express 
their constituents’ views and aspirations. Only 
organization can yield the financial resources 
needed to defeat the current program of 
corporations and the rich that aims to return the US 
to the unequal income and wealth distributions of 
the late nineteenth century (with its concomitant 
politics and culture).” And so, I was wondering, 
in light of the Occupy movement’s failure to 
achieve structural political change, the current 
disillusionment broadly felt on the Left, and many 
of the economic trends that you outlined, how do 
you predict that such a movement will take shape? 
What specific steps do you think are necessary in 
order to spur such a movement’s success within 
the context of our current system? 

Wolff: Okay, great. Good question. Not to be 
immodest, but I was saying, as I travel around 
the United States giving talks, which I do much 
more than I even did back then, but I was saying 
before the eruption of the Occupy Wall Street 
movement, when people asked me, “Why is 
nothing happening in the United States, when you 
had in Italy and Greece and France, literally across 
Europe, general strikes and mass demonstrations 
against the austerity policies there, why isn’t that 
happening here?” And my answer had two parts. 
One, the absolute confidence I felt then, as I do 
now, that all of that is coming. It’s coming here, 
it will happen here, but it will happen under the 
specific conditions of the United States. We’re 
different from England or France or Germany 
or Japan, and that difference is important, not 
so much in whether it happens, because that, I 
think, is clear, but in how it happens and when it 
happens. 

And the second point, let me explain why 
that is. After World War II, we had just come out 
of a Great Depression, the 1930s and the war, a 
period roughly 1929 to 1945. That’s a long time, 
sixteen years, of the Great Depression, and then 
the harsh realities of war, wartime rationing, and 
so on, and during that time we had had as close 
to a “revolution,” economically speaking, as this 
country has gotten. Namely, the mass demand 
of the working class in this country, organized 
in the CIO, the Communist Party, and the two 
socialist parties, working closely together, we had 

the most amazing drive of organizing workers 
into unions that has ever happened in American 
history. Greater than anything before and greater 
than anything since, and we had demands of this 
new, powerful labor-based organizations, for 
revolution. We had communists and socialists 
saying that we ought to have here in the United 
States some version of what the Russians had had 
since 1917 over there, and it was a really powerful 
movement, reflected in the fact that in the midst of 
a depression, when the government had no money, 
Roosevelt went on the radio and created the Social 
Security system, he created the unemployment 
system, he passed the first minimum wage in the 
United States, and he created a government hiring 
program that hired fifteen million people in a ten-
year period. These are amazing achievements, 
which nowadays boggle the mind, given where 
politics has gone. But my point is, at the end of 
the war, the business community in this country 
was in a state of shock. They had been defeated. 
They had wanted to go through that crisis a 
little bit like the business community is going 
through this one. But no such luck! Too much 
trouble from below, in the 1930s, and so they 
had to give in, because all those programs I just 
listed for you, Social Security, unemployment 
compensation, and the government’s program of 
hiring, was paid for by taxes on wealthy people 
and taxes on corporations, which reached heights 
in those years that they have never come close 
to in the forty years or fifty years since then. So 
the business community was enraged. They had 
been hurt, taxed, they had been vilified, often, in 
politics as well, in order to build up the so-called 
middle class. As Bill Maher said on his program 
the other night, “You want to know what caused 
the middle class in the United States?” He looks 
into the audience and says, “Socialism.” I mean, 
that’s not accurate, but you can see what he’s 
trying to get at. My point is, at the end of the war, 
the business community, the wealthy in America, 
were determined and well-organized to roll back 
what had caused this aberration in American 
history, this surge from below that had cost them 
heavily in taxes, and money used to develop the 
mass of people. So they crushed it, to make a 
long story short. They realized it was a coalition, 
a coalition of the labor movement, socialism, and 
communism. They quickly decided who was the 
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weak link in this coalition—it was the communist 
part. As part of demonizing the Soviet Union after 
World War II, having been an ally of the Russians 
during the war, we then demonized them. We used 
that demonization to do a parallel demonization 
of American communists, they were arrested, they 
were deported, they were considered to be the 
Antichrist, all the rest of it. As soon as they were 
crushed, and you explained to the American people 
that socialism, it really is just like communism, it’s 
just spelled differently, and that cost the Socialist 
Party, and then the more difficult task was to 
eviscerate the labor movement, but a nice job has 
been done of that over the last fifty years. So here 
we are in the present time, and what do we lack 
in America? We lack the organization—that’s the 
number one problem. The Left in America is large, 
and is deep, and is widely committed, but what it 
lacks is organization. Nothing like the destruction 
of the Communist, Socialist, and labor movements, 

that happened this country, happened in Europe. 
That’s why Europeans are mobilized. That’s why 
Syriza was able to win the election two weeks 
ago. Those things happened because you have 
the organization that can translate a mass of 
people’s beliefs and feelings and political loyalties 
into people in the street, votes in the ballot box, 
et cetera. They never had the anti-communist 
crusades that the United States did. They didn’t 
have McCarthyism. They didn’t have those kinds 
of things, or if they did have them in a few cases, 
they were much less successful. They couldn’t get 
off the ground in anything like what happened in 
the United States. So we’re behind. We have a Left 
that still has to create the organizations, whereas 
in Europe they had them already available to 
themselves. 

Remer: Right. So how do you envision the creation 

of that organization? Because essentially it seems 
like we’re back to square one. Labor unionization 
rates in the private sector have dropped below 7%, 
I believe, which is lower than any point essentially 
since the founding of the labor movement in the 
United States. It seems like there is no socialist 
movement to speak of in the United States, 
certainly nothing like in 1912, and so I think your 
analysis is totally spot-on. The key thing in the 
United States is the organization of the Left, but 
the level of political consciousness on the Left is 
fairly low; there are a lot of disparate groups on the 
Left that have in some ways become disillusioned 
by the failure of any kind of organized coherent 
movement to emerge, and so the question is: 
concretely, what measures do you think would 
need to be taken in order to reverse these trends?

Wolff: I think two things above all—everything 
you say is correct, but, again, I would qualify only 

by saying that if you go to the Left in Europe, for 
example, it also has many little disparate groups, 
it also has lots of in-fighting among these groups 
that is counter-productive to the development of 
the kinds of mass powerful organizations that are 
needed, but nonetheless, because of the, as you put 
it, consciousness about the need and the value of 
organization, those differences can be overcome in 
various ways, particularly when electoral politics 
is the issue. And again, I would point to Greece, 
but also France and Spain and others, if you want 
to talk about where they’re moving. Here in the 
United States two things have to be achieved. You 
have to persuade the Left, which as I say to you 
is much larger and, with all of its problems—and 
you’re right, and the level of political consciousness 
and theoretical awareness and having learned 
from the experiences and debates of the Left 
in the past, all of that is underdeveloped in the 

“can we figure out ways to overcome the hesitancy 
of the American Left to form and to support and 

nurture and to appreciate organization?”
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United States—but with all of that spoken, just 
to make it very personal, I, as a person with my 
perspective, I have done more public speaking in 
the United States in the last three years than in the 
previous forty-five. I leave on Tuesday, I’m on a 
speaking tour in California, I give three speeches 
in the Los Angeles area, then I move up and give 
three speeches in the Bay Area. Some of these 
speeches are to auditoriums with upwards of a 
thousand people in them, who have paid money 
to buy tickets to listen to me. Nothing like that 
ever happened to me before. These are signs of a 
level of interest in what I say from a Marxist and 
socialist critical perspective, that I never expected 
to see in my lifetime. So I can give you firsthand 
witness account evidence of a level of interest and 
a sophistication and even an urgency to become 
part of something that I have never seen since 

I was born in Youngstown, Ohio many, many 
years ago. So there’s something going on in the 
United States, of which the Occupy movement 
was an explosive temporary moment. I think as 
Americans now confront the long-term decline 
in their standard of living that is going on, and 
they stop having silly illusions that it’s going to 
be a short dip, that voting for Tweedle-Dum or 
Tweedle-Dee Republican or Democrat isn’t going 
to make a hill of beans difference in all of this, 
that they will become more and more agitated, 
more and more upset, more and more interested 
and willing to go in other directions, so I’m quite 
confident about that. What I’m not confident about 
and worried about is whether we can overcome 
the antipathy to organization on the Left that is 
the legacy of what happened after World War 

II. That runs deep. If you, I don’t know if you’re 
active in these ways, but if you begin to be active 
in labor unions, you very quickly discover the 
scars of that happened in that period that makes 
union leaders, for example, very nervous about 
making alliances with left-leaning social groups 
outside of the workplace, whether they be in 
churches, or student organizations, or community 
organizations, or movements focused on social ills 
of one kind or another, the natural allies, if you 
ally it to the labor movement, are precisely the 
ones about whom the labor movement entertains 
very old but unfortunately very deep skepticism. 
They don’t want to get caught up in another 
McCarthyism that was so bad for the unions. So I 
think there lies the key variable: can we figure out 
ways to overcome the hesitancy of the American 
Left to form and to support and nurture and to 

appreciate organization? A word about one word I 
just said: support. On the right, you have, whether 
it’s the Koch brothers or countless other business 
and wealthy people, to whom right-wing groups 
can go for the funding needed to build and sustain 
organizations, or at least help along the way. The 
Left in America has its wealthy people. It doesn’t 
have the business community, the way the right 
does, but it has some, and it certainly has wealthy 
people, but it is remarkable to me how more 
difficult it is for those people to find it in their 
hearts and minds the logic, if you like, the feeling 
that it’s important to provide financial support, 
because an organization is very valuable, anyone 
who’s trying to do that should be given a leg up—
this is one symptom of what has to be overcome 
so that the appreciation for organization begins to 

“What Syriza is is a demonstration, concretely and 
precisely, that it is possible for a disparate group 

of left-wing critics...to overcome their differences, 
to become allies, to form together a new political 

party,...and eventually win an election.”
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take hold. Last point on this: the Syriza election in 
Greece. Make no mistake, that is a very important 
historic event. It has not been understood in the 
United States yet, as most events in Europe and 
Greece are not understood, but let me assure you, 
it will be, because what is going on in Europe is 
going to cross the Atlantic and come here. What 
Syriza is is a demonstration, concretely and 
precisely, that it is possible for a disparate group 
of left-wing critics—some more left-wing, some 
less left-wing—but it is possible for an array of 
left-wing critics of the system to overcome their 
differences, to become allies, to form together a 
new political party, to appeal to the population as 
such, not muting neither its criticism from the left, 
nor its internal differences, and eventually win an 
election and become the government. I don’t know 
how familiar you are, but the victory of Syriza 
is something that would be called in the United 
States a mandate. Greece has many parties. It’s 
not like the United States. And for any one party 
to be one or two votes short of a clear majority 
is very rare in Greek politics. So it’s not just that 
Syriza won, it’s that Syriza won in a way that the 
traditional parties in Greece, their counterparts to 
Republicans and Democrats here, could not do and 
did not do. And so it is an amazing achievement, 
and it will, as it percolates through, as people like 
me move across the United States to tell the Left 
what it means, and I’m far from the only one, it 
will sink in that here’s a demonstration that our 
disunity can be complemented, can be overcome, 
not by an evisceration of our differences—that 
wouldn’t be good to do even if we could, and we 
can’t—but rather, by a way of seeing a political 
movement forward, when we thought it was 
somehow impossible. That we had somehow been 
stymied, we couldn’t trust each other, we couldn’t 
collaborate, all of that is being undone in Greece 
by that election. And just as important, because 
Greece is after all still a very small country, much 
the same story is being written in Spain, and Spain 
is the fourth-largest economy in Europe, and it is 
a very different example. If the Podemos people 
can do in Spain with the elections in December of 
this year what Syriza did at the beginning of this 
year, we’re talking about a sea change that will not 
escape its impact in the United States. 

Lo: All right. Professor, if you have a few moments, 

we want to squeeze in a final, quick question then, 
one that’s more about your experience at Yale 
back in the 1960s. We’re curious about what the 
Left looked like back when you were at Yale, and 
some of your reflections or descriptions would be 
very interesting for us to hear.

Wolff: OK. I came to Yale in 1964. I came as a 
graduate student in economics—actually, it was 
a special program in economic history, so what I 
chose to do was get a PhD in economics at the same 
time that I got a master’s degree in history. When 
we came in under this special program, we had to 
declare whether we wanted the PhD in economics 
and a master’s in history or a PhD in history and 
a master’s in economics. I chose the former, and 
that’s what I did. I went through and got my 
masters in history from Yale and my PhD from 
Yale. I stayed there from 1964 to 1969. During that 
time, Yale was an actual buzz of political activity. 
I don’t know what it’s like now, but it’s clear to 
me that things were much, much more active in 
those days. The big issues were two: basically, 
inequality, an inequality that was so palpable in 
the New Haven-Yale relationship that it drove a 
group of Yale students to establish through the SDS 
[Students for a Democratic Society] organization a 
kind of project in a black neighborhood, the Hill 
neighborhood of New Haven—it’s in the area 
around the Yale-New Haven Hospital. Some of the 
key people there—John Wilhelm—I don’t know if 
you know him; he went on to become the head of 
one of the biggest unions in the United States, but 
he was a Yale undergraduate at that time, and he 
together with others were busy working on that 
question. That started in the middle ‘60s. When I 
arrived the issue that became very big very quickly 
was the Vietnam War, and we established a Yale-
New Haven committee against the war in Vietnam. 
We took buses to Washington to participate in 
demonstrations against the Vietnam War. Those 
were the times when all sorts of people got on 
those buses—and I know, because I was in charge 
of the buses. Later, there were people in high 
office in this country who later blatantly told the 
TV camera that they’d never participated in these 
demonstrations, but I was on the bus with them 
and I know very well that they did, but I’ll put 
that aside for the moment. In any case, there was 
very big activity, and to give you an idea of how it 
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mushroomed: in 1966, we were strong enough—
those of us on the campus were mostly graduate 
students working in the anti-war committee, 
but there were undergraduates also, and those 
of us working in the Hill neighborhood of New 
Haven—that we got together, and we decided that 
we could and we should run for office. That’s right: 
make a political party. We called it the American 
Independent Movement (AIM), and in 1966, 
we encountered a professor at Yale, an assistant 
professor of sociology named Robert Cook, and 
we ran him for Congress in the 3rd Congressional 
District of Connecticut, which includes New Haven 
and its suburbs, in one direction as far as Milford, 
and in the other direction as far as Guilford, and 
places like Hampden, about thirteen surrounding 
towns. And we did very well [for] having never 
done this before. I was the fundraiser; my job as 
a graduate student was to raise the money. And 
Bob Cook, who no one had ever heard of before, 
who didn’t run as a Democrat, who didn’t run as 
a Republican, ran as an independent on this AIM 
ticket, came in with 5% of the vote—which, for a 
new start with no background and no support, 
was an amazing achievement. We also ran two 
years later an African-American from the Hill 
neighborhood for the state assembly—Fred Harris 
by name—and I think we ran Bob Cook again, but 
my memory isn’t all that good. But it was very 
exciting. We discovered—of course—that there 
were people at Yale in the faculty, at Yale in the 
administration, at Yale in the library, at Yale in the 
technical schools, and my class, we discovered 
people all through that region in the suburbs, 
many of whom had no relationship to Yale at 
all, who thanked us, because now finally there 
would be something that they could vote for that 
they actually believed in, and that was the 5 or 6 
percent that we were able to get from the outset. 
And what we also discovered was that there was 
three or four times that many people who agreed 
with us, but who were convinced that it wasn’t 
reasonable, it wasn’t a useful use of their vote to 
vote for someone that had no chance to win, so 
they were going to vote for the Democrat, because 
it was important to support the Democrat in order 
to defeat the Republican. To which our answer 
was then, as it would be now: if you behave that 
way, you guarantee the continuation of having to 
behave that way. The only way you’re ever going 

to have a chance to do something otherwise, to 
vote for an alternative you believe in that actually 
has a chance, is you’ve got to come with us now. 
I think, had we been able to sustain and continue 
the work that we’d done in the 1960s, we would 
have gotten to that point. And to give you an 
example, not that many years later, in 1985, when 
I still lived in New Haven—I’d gotten my degree 
at Yale, I taught at Yale for a couple years, but 
I’d moved on to the University of Massachusetts 
at Amherst; I still lived in New Haven—I ran 
for mayor of New Haven, this time on the New 
Haven Green Party ticket. And running for mayor, 
I got ten percent of the vote in 1985. In 11 of the 
30 wards of New Haven, I came in second after 
the Democrat. I beat the Republicans in 11 out of 
30 wards. Two years later, in 1987, I ran again on 
the Green Party ticket for the Board of Aldermen. 
I ran for Ward 10, which is on Lawrence and 
Orange Streets—it’s a short walk from the Yale 
campus—and I got 47% of the vote for the ward. 
If I had stayed in New Haven, I’d be on the city 
council and who knows where else, even though 
I maintained my critical perspective. I didn’t hide 
what I thought. We worked as an independent 
party. The Green Party to this day has a presence 
in New Haven because of the early work we did 
then, and even the current mayor is a person I 
know because I had to work with her and others 
way back when she was a little more open to that 
kind of stuff than I think she probably is now. So 
anyway, you can see that Yale was a place, once 
upon a time, in which critical Left political activity 
was huge. The students basically drove the CIA 
recruiters off of campus. All kinds of things were 
done. Left-wing faculty were brought into Yale 
only because the students made a stink about it. 
The students in economics, which is what I know 
best, pressured the economics department (I was 
among them) to bring in radicals, because our 
curriculum was devoid of that perspective. Our 
education was lopsided and one-sided in a way 
that was—and remains—unconscionable if you 
have any idea of honesty in terms of how you 
teach a new generation. And we were successful. 
We were able to get radical faculty. Now, they 
were never kept there very long; they were hardly 
ever given tenure; we weren’t strong enough to do 
that. But we were strong enough at least to bring 
them into a position of teaching—and indeed, a 
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good number of us as graduate students were 
ourselves teachers, me among them. I had many 
classes that I taught at Yale in economics and the 
professors knew where I was coming from, and 
that was OK. We were strong enough to insert 
a dissenting perspective on the conventions of 
mainstream economics, and that too was part of 
the ferment of the 1960s.

Lo: Wow, that sounds like a very exciting time, 
compared to what it’s like now.

Wolff: But I don’t want to misrepresent it. It was 
always a minority of the faculty that had the 
courage. I think a huge percentage of the faculty 
was quite sympathetic to us. I won’t mention 
names, but all kinds of very famous economics 
professors who knew me personally because I was 
an advanced graduate student at that time told me 
about their sympathy but told me that they were 
frankly afraid to sign something or to get out and 
give a talk at a rally because of what the deans 
and the higher-ups there would do. But having 
said that, it was also impressive how many of the 
faculty weren’t afraid and were willing to come, 
and that of course helped us, because if you’re 
appealing to students—as we mostly were—it 
was very helpful to have important, well-known 
professors coming to our rallies and giving talks 
and showing their solidarity. I remember one who 
was a famous teacher at Yale, a political scientist 
named Robert Dahl. I don’t know if you still 
read his work. He was good that way. He lent his 
name, he would show up, and because he was a 
senior tenured professor in the political science 
department, because he was on every committee 
Yale had, because he was a good Yale mascot, it was 
powerful to have him. He wasn’t the only one by 
far. In the economics department there was also a 
senior tenured professor named Robert Triffin. He 
too was very supportive and would give his name, 
and there were a whole smattering of professors 
from various parts of the university who showed 
their solidarity, and they of course made it easier 
for us to show students that this wasn’t something 
a tiny handful of wild-eyed students were doing 
but was something that had real bite and support. 
It wasn’t a situation of an isolated handful of us 
trying to do something. We were in much better 
shape than that, both in terms of a support in the 

larger community of Yale and then also in the 
support beyond Yale. It was a lesson for students 
when we’d have a demonstration at Yale and there 
would be several hundred students, but there 
would also be 200 people from the community 
mingling with the students and talking about their 
shared interests and feelings. It was a lesson for the 
Yale students to begin to get a sense of how much 
anger there was in the New Haven area about 
what Yale did and didn’t do in the community. 
That was an interesting byproduct of all of this. 
So yes, it was in fact an exciting time. I can assure 
you that I was much more excited about that than 
I was about what was going on in the classroom 
on the way to my PhD. 

Lo: We had a bit of that when Harp was running, 
because it was breaking the twenty-year rule of 
John DeStefano, and also with a whole sea change 
of alders who ran with union support, and the 
graduate student union being in the closer stage of 
forming a union. There were certain movements—
small, but steadily growing.

Wolff: And by the way, as a graduate student, one 
of my first activities at Yale was actually helping 
Local 35 in its initial drive to organize the clerical 
and technical union, the one that later became 
Local 34, because they used graduate students 
early on, when the union either didn’t have the 
money or it didn’t have the support, to help them 
identify sympathetic workers at Yale. I remember 
that was one of my earliest connections with 
that union, as it was for other undergrads. John 
Wilhelm, who became the head of the entire 
parent union, the Hotel Employees and Restaurant 
Employees union (of which Local 34 and 35 are 
a part), was a Yale undergraduate in those years 
and worked very closely with me, and he ended 
up being brought into that union and ended up 
being the national president. That’s a union with 
several hundred thousand members. So Yale’s 
relationship was close enough that it made it 
possible for a Yale undergraduate, an active leftist 
at the time, to be brought into the union, move up 
through the union, etc. It’s an interesting part of 
that story.
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