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It’s been a busy semester on the Left at Yale. In the 
wake of last fall and the administration’s persistent 
insensitivity to the pain of students of color, Next Yale 
and other campus groups have continued to advocate 
for a Yale that is truly inclusive for people of color. De-
spite the university’s disheartening decisions to retain 
the name of Calhoun College and name a new college 
after a white male and former slaveholder, they have 
been resolute in pushing the administration to earnestly 
cultivate diversity instead of using it as a mere buzz-
word. Students Unite Now has raised the stakes in its 
campaign to end the student income contribution—a 
classist and implicitly racist policy that serves no real 
financial purpose for the university but imposes heavy 
burdens on already overworked students. Meanwhile, 
Fossil Free Yale continues to pressure the Yale Corpo-
ration to divest from fossil fuel corporations. And the 
Graduate Employees & Students Organization (GESO) 
unionized as Local 33 alongside UNITE HERE!, an 
American and Canadian labor union representing 
270,000 workers. The common thread that link these 
struggles is a violent system of interlocking power 
dynamics—at once personal, local, and global—that 
empower a handful of people while pushing the rest to 
the edges of society. 

Writ large, this inequality of power has wreaked havoc 
on nature, resulting in the existential threat of global 
warming, which Jacob Waldruff explores. In the same 
vein, Isaac Kirk-Davidoff considers the implications of 
a post-capitalist society on how we relate to our natu-
ral surroundings. The current crises of capitalism and 
climate change lend Bernie Sanders’ presidential cam-
paign—and the prospect of a renewed democratic so-

Letter from the Staff

4
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cialism—greater significance, and Scott Remer reviews 
several books discussing the hidden history of demo-
cratic socialism in the US. Accordingly, Filippos Nakas 
examines democratic socialism and defends it against 
the critique that people are fundamentally self-interested. 

The interviews in this issue take up similar themes. Boris 
Kapustin, professor in the Ethics, Politics, and Econom-
ics department and teacher of such popular Yale class-
es as “Moral Choices in Politics,” “Critique of Political 
Violence,” and “Classics of Ethics, Politics, and Econom-
ics,” discusses contemporary questions ranging from 
the status of the American Left to the current Russian 
political situation and offers advice for students seeking 
to further their political education. Barbara Ehrenreich, 
famed author, investigative journalist, activist, and social-
ist feminist, discusses her own political coming-of-age, 
feminism, her books and writing process, and the future 
of labor in America.

You may notice the relatively small number of authors 
and articles in this issue. We are looking for a diversity 
of voices and perspectives, and we would love to have 
people who have never written for us before join on. No 
need to be a member of the Margins editorial staff to 
write for us; moreover, we are flexible in terms of article 
format, length, and subject matter. We hope to center 
voices of people of color, people who identify as female 
or non-binary, members of the LGBTQ+ community, and 
people from low-income backgrounds, but submissions 
from all are welcome. As the 2016-2017 school year 
approaches, please consider joining our community. 

[Editor-in-chief: Speaking personally, it has been a great 
pleasure to establish Margins and watch it come to frui-
tion over the past few years. I wish future Margins mem-
bers every success and hope that Margins will become 
an institution that infuses Yale’s campus with radical 
thought for many years to come.]
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What would the world 
look like without 
capitalism? This is a 
question plenty of 

people have tried to answer. How-
ever, instead of just thinking about 
how our economic and political 
systems will have changed, it is 
important to consider, literally, 
how the world will look. Capitalism 
itself has a far-reaching effect on our 
landscapes, after all. Mass defor-
estation in order to grow monocul-
tures, clear-cut logging leading to 
tinderbox forests, giant skyscrapers 
of entirely luxury apartments being 

built in Manhattan, the list goes on. 
By landscapes, I do not just mean 
wilderness areas, of course. Land-
scapes here can be understood to 
be the surrounding structure and 
appearance of our world. Our daily 
encounters with these landscapes 
literally shape our lives, creating the 
space through which we interact 
with the world. To understand the 
effects of matrix of capitalism on 
our world it is therefore necessary 
to examine capitalism’s effects on 
our landscapes. This is a broad topic, 
considering the entire earth, in some 
sense, forms a landscape, and I don’t 

pretend that what follows is at all a 
definitive analysis of the topic. In-
stead, by examining several different 
landscapes, I hope to show a way to 
detect elements of a possible future 
non-capitalist landscape lurking 
beneath today’s landscape.

What would an anti-capitalist 
landscape look like? Most people, I 
think, would view protected natural 
areas, “wild” areas, as fairly separate 
from modern society. The “natural” 
world stands opposed to the human 
world. This idea, with its assumed 
duality, finds its way into the depic-
tion of the world in post-apocalyptic 

Searching for a Post-Capitalist Landscape
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movies. These movies display for-
ests that are recognizably “forests,” 
which to me seems like a mistake. 
It assumes that the natural world, 
without humanity, would look basi-
cally the same, just bigger. The same 
movies that show overgrown New 
Yorks and fallen capitols show forests 
that look as if a forester has only days 
before gone through and pruned it. 
Post-apocalyptic forests, I’d imagine, 
would be much more overgrown and 
scruffier than the movies let on. That 
media does not portray them this 
way is due to a simple fact. The for-

ests where these scenes are shot, no 
matter how “wild” they are portrayed 
to be, still exist in a world where 
humans have manipulated and used 
almost every piece of land.

Similarly, the landscapes I inter-
act with while hiking always seem 
“wild” on the surface, but clearly are 
heavily managed. The White Moun-
tains National Forest in New Hamp-
shire, for example, can seem like 
a vast, primeval forest. The forest, 
however, is mostly only one hundred 
years old or so. Before then, New 
Hampshire had been logged to the 

bone. Only after it was determined 
that the woods value standing was 
more than their value as an extractive 
resource were the forests allowed 
to grow back. Shenandoah National 
Park, in Virginia, also seems “wild.” It 
has beautiful sections of trail running 
through groves of mountain laurel 
and, at any point while hiking, one 
can find themselves walking through 
a parking lot for Skyline Drive, a large 
auto road bisecting the Park. One 
scenic, popular trail even is partially 
paved! What we think of as “wilder-
ness,” is still shaped by human needs 

Searching for a Post-Capitalist Landscape
Isaac Kirk-Davidoff
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and wants, in other words. 
This type of landscape, mixing “wild” spaces with 

human development, is seen to be out of fashion by 
some. The Ecomodernist Manifesto, a recent piece 
from the “science and buzzwords will fix everything” 
school of rhetoric, calls for a “decoupling” of humans 
from the environment. By moving into big cities, the 
idea is, we will let the rest of the planet be. As we grow 
more scientifically advanced, our ecological footprint 
will grow smaller and we’ll be able to let the forests be. 
Capitalism will correct itself, in other words. By observ-
ing capitalism’s effect on landscapes, it is clear this is 
naïve. Even if science were somehow able to magically 
end the unsustainable, extraction of resources favored 
by capitalism, the land will still be forever affected by 
the whatever production did occur. Removing the top 
of a mountain to mine coal, for example, permanently 
changes the landscape. In landscapes like the White 
Mountains, where there was plenty of prior develop-
ment, the effects are still visible today. These land-
scapes weren’t preserved through some benign neglect, 
as the “decoupling” theory suggests. Instead, people 
fought to see them preserved, actively valuing them for 
their use as a landscape, rather than their price per ton 
of lumber. 

The mark of capitalism, therefore, shows up 
throughout our natural landscapes. Our artificial 
landscapes are more obviously marked by capitalism. 
Gentrification, for example, is about changing the 
appearance of a neighborhood as much as its demog-

raphy. Just as in natural areas, valuing a neighborhood 
for its extractive value (the value of its property) 
results in destructive change to that landscape. Using 
this relation, the method in which natural areas can 
be envisioned in ways besides their exchange value 
can be used to protect against capitalist aggression in 
cities. If a city’s citizens see their city’s landscape as 
being defined by an abstract sense of community (“over 
there is where my aunt lives,” “that’s where I would go 
to get my hair done and chat,” etc.), this can be used 
to combat exclusionary development in the same way 
that valuing a landscape for aesthetic/moral reasons 
can defeat extractive capitalism. 

A concept of landscapes that links the natural and 
artificial ones can therefore be used to see capitalist 
wounds and anti-capitalist strategies in both. This 
piece originally had a different purpose: to envision 
a post-capitalist landscape. To create an idea of land-
scape based purely on theoretical ideas of what such 
a landscape should look like seemed fairly arrogant, 
however. These landscapes will arise not through any 
one person’s decree, but from a community’s deci-
sion to see their surroundings as valuable for reasons 
other than their extractive capabilities. By taking their 
surroundings into democratic control, a community 
can then decide how to honor these values and com-
mitments in relation to their landscapes. Marx said 
the bourgeoisie created a world after its own image. 
The community, too, can do this for its surrounding 
landscape.
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Imagine an America where a pres-
ident declares in an inaugural 
address, “Labor is prior to and 
independent of capital. Capital is 

only the fruit of labor, and could never 
have existed if labor had not first exist-
ed. Labor is the superior of capital, and 
deserves much the higher consideration.” 
Imagine an America where a radical 
philosopher is a correspondent for one of 
the most popular newspapers of the day 
and an idealistic young socialist’s book 
launches a series of programs intended to 
end poverty forever. Imagine a country 
where a presidential candidate pledges to 
“break the combined power of the private 
monopoly system over the political and 
economic life of the American people,” a 
president writes in an official letter that 
“The Government of the United States 
has a clear consciousness that its policy 
neither is nor could be reactionary,” and 
a major political figure proclaims that 
“there must be a better distribution of 
wealth and maybe America must move 

toward a democratic socialism.”
A pipe dream? Not at all. Nothing in 

the paragraph above is fictional, although 
most details didn’t occur concurrently. 
In his First Inaugural, Abraham Lincoln 
attacked the capitalist myth of capital’s 
superiority to labor. In the 1840s and 
1850s, Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune 
(a periodical that sold over 110,000 cop-
ies weekly) ran regular columns by Marx, 
publishing 350 articles under Marx’s 
byline, 125 under Engels’ byline, and 
12 articles credited to Marx and Engels 
jointly. Michael Harrington’s 1962 book 
The Other America stung the conscience 
of the nation and Washington policymak-
ers, catalyzing what would become the 
War on Poverty and the Great Society. In 
1924, the progressive Republican (!) Rob-
ert LaFollette campaigned for president 
on promises to revolutionize American 
society and won 17% of the national 
vote. Lincoln proudly affirmed the federal 
government’s progressivism in a response 
penned to the (Communist) First Inter-

The “S” Word: A Short History 
of an American Tradition
John Nichols Verso, 2011
292 pp., $19.95
4.75 out of 5 stars

Imagine Living in a Socialist USA
Edited by Frances Goldin, Debby Smith, 
and Michael Steven Smith
Harper Perennial, 2014
304 pp., $15.99
4.5 out of 5 stars

This Changes Everything: 
Capitalism vs. the Climate
Naomi Klein
Simon & Schuster, 2014
466 pp., $30.00
5 out of 5 stars

   Hidden History 
& Latent Possibilities

Scott Remer
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national upon receiving a commendation from them 
for his Civil War policies. And the great social demo-
crat Martin Luther King, Jr., championed democratic 
socialism and what he called a “radical redistribution” of 
economic power, especially in his later years.

We are the inheritors of this legacy. For many 
of us, our ancestors lived that history. In The 
“S” Word: A Short History of an Ameri-

can Tradition, The Nation journalist John Nichols sets 
out to investigate the role that socialism has played in 
enriching American politics, and his narrative includes 
many interesting tidbits in addition to the pieces of 
information above. His thesis is basically as follows: “[A] 
social-democratic critique combined, frequently, with 
pressures from an active Socialist Party and Commu-
nist Party, along with independent socialist activism in 
labor and equal rights campaigns for women, racial, and 
ethnic minorities, immigrants, gays and lesbians, and 
people with disabilities...has from the first years of the 
American journey been a part of our public debate and 
our political life.”

Nichols wants to remind us that we have socialists 
and socialist ideas to thank for so many of the things 
we take for granted as Americans. Social Security, public 
housing, protection for collective bargaining, and Medi-
care: all socialist-inspired. The Pledge of Allegiance? 
Written by Edward Bellamy, a socialist. Quintessential 
American poets Emma Lazarus and Walt Whitman 
were sympathetic to socialism. Thomas Paine, the great 
revolutionary and author of The Age of Reason, called for 
progressive taxation, old-age pensions, and child wel-
fare programs (all radical at the time), but he advocated 
things that we haven’t achieved even today, in 2015: a 
guaranteed income, truly universal healthcare, compre-
hensive public works programs, taxes on luxuries and 
speculation, and a lump sum payment to every citizen 
once they turn 21.

American socialism has been victimized by revision-

ist histories that downplay its influence, but Nichols is 
determined to unearth the evidence for its existence 
and reclaim it the spot it deserves in our national 
self-understanding. He pays special attention to King, 
Lincoln, and Paine, devoting considerable space to Lin-
coln’s connection to radical Republicans and the Euro-
pean revolutions of 1848. Standard lefties like Eugene 
Debs, César Chávez, and Emma Goldman also feature 
prominently in Nichols’ narrative. 

Nichols digs up some interesting statistics: Eugene 
Debs netted a solid 6% of the national presidential 
vote in 1912, and the Socialist Party won 34 mayoral-
ties and had councilors or other city officials serving 
in 169 cities after that election. In 1932’s presidential 
election, Socialists and Communists received about one 
million votes combined. Milwaukee, a hub of so-called 
“sewer socialism” with cooperative housing, municipal 
stores and food subsidies, and municipal waterworks/
sewer systems, had a Socialist mayor from 1910 until 
the 1960s. Nichols also sheds new (red) light on people 
who are generally present in us history books: Walter 
Reuther, head of the United Auto Workers, and A. Phil-
ip Randolph, head of the Pullman union and the man 
responsible for the desegregation of the railroads with 
fdr's Executive Order 8802, were both strongly associ-
ated with socialist groups and thought.

Other colorful but less well-known figures are 
interspersed throughout. Readers will likely find the 
stories of Fanny Wright, an impassioned early feminist 
and utopian socialist activist; Victor Berger, an avowed 
socialist elected to Congress at the height of the first 
Red Scare and blocked by House vote from taking his 
seat; and Bayard Rustin, the ex-Communist organizer 
of the 1963 March on Washington, of interest. Nichols 
offers us a passionate, magisterial excavation of many 
important and intentionally buried chapters of Amer-
ican history, and he issues an eloquent cri de coeur for 
the revitalization of this country’s proud tradition of 
socialism.

The global climate crisis offers us an unprecedented 
opportunity to bury capitalism permanently.
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This is a call that is picked up by the writers of the 
essays collected in Imagine Living in a Social-
ist usa. The important compendium provides 

a comprehensive vision of a socialist society where hu-
man rights are paramount and everyone enjoys peace, 
prosperity, and harmony with the environment. Essays 
written by thirty-one American radical activists and 
thinkers touch upon socialist conceptions of econom-
ics, feminism, law, sexuality, anti-racism, food systems, 
healthcare, education, art, media, and technology. They 
also systematically dismantle propaganda about capital-
ism’s benefits, pointing out the environmental, moral, 
and economic crises that the system of private profit 
has wrought. The one quibble I have is that the book’s 
format is somewhat fragmented; essays can seem 
scattered at times. But as a guide for the American Left, 
especially in the wake of the Occupy movement, during 
a time when Bernie Sanders’ candidacy has reinjected 
democratic socialism into public discourse after a long 
hiatus, Imagine Living in a Socialist usa is quite useful.

And, as Naomi Klein’s bracing yet extraordinarily 
important new book This Changes Everything: 
Capitalism vs. the Climate makes clear, the 

global climate crisis offers us an unprecedented oppor-
tunity to bury capitalism permanently. Global warming 
is an intersectional issue with links to every major issue 
the Left cares about today: immigrant justice, racism, 
poverty, domestic and global inequality, lgbtq rights, 
and more. At the current rate of carbon dioxide emis-
sions increase, without drastic action to slash emis-
sions, we’re “on track for a 4°c [7.2°f] warmer world [by 
the end of the 21st century] marked by extreme heat 
waves, declining global food stocks, loss of ecosystems 
and biodiversity, and life-threatening sea level rise,” ac-
cording to a 2012 World Bank report that Klein quotes. 
Such a world would be marked by unbearable heat 
waves, widespread coastal flooding, huge wildfires and 
droughts, and mass extinctions of animals and plants in 
the land and sea. The capitalist logic of infinite econom-
ic growth, hyper-consumerism, deferring decision-mak-
ing to unthinking market mechanisms, and subjugat-
ing nature to the profit motive will be impossible to 

REMER   REVIEW |  HIDDEN HISTORY & LATENT POSSIBILITIES
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maintain. A quote often attributed to the critic Fredric 
Jameson — that “it is easier to imagine the end of the 
world than to imagine the end of capitalism” — takes 
on new and terrifying meaning.

If we don’t want the planet to lapse into barba-
rism, it seems that we have no choice but to inaugurate 
an eco-socialist world. Klein systematically destroys 
arguments that we will be rescued by environmentalist 
billionaires, the much-vaunted savior of “new technol-
ogy,” or extraordinarily risky geoengineering schemes. 
Without systemic change, a few billionaires giving mon-
ey to Greenpeace won’t be enough. We don’t have the 
time to waste waiting for “innovation” that would just 
produce questionable technologies with new unintend-
ed consequences for the biosphere. And geoengineer-
ing enthusiasts completely overlook the lessons we’ve 
learned about messing with intricate natural systems. 
As Klein puts it, “[O]nly mass social movements can 
save us now.”

The climate justice movement can unite all of the 
past’s incomplete movements for social and economic 
justice. Here is our chance to, as Klein declares, “right 
those festering wrongs at last” and accomplish “the un-
finished business of liberation.” Only by writing a new 
chapter in America’s long, proud history of resistance to 
oligarchy and oppression will we secure a livable, equita-
ble future. The time to act is now.
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margins: I suppose the most basic question to begin with 

is: What is the Left?

kapustin: Sometimes the simplest questions are 

really difficult to answer. Two or three decades ago, 

before the downfall of the Berlin Wall, it was pretty 

easy to answer that question, saying that leftists are for 

one or another kind of socialism and assuming that it 

was more or less clear what socialism meant. But these 

days, it is very difficult to define because the very no-

tion of socialism has become so elusive.

I wouldn’t dare say that to be socialist necessarily 

means to be a supporter of socialism. It is very difficult 

to imagine socialism as something superseding capi-

talism, which is how socialism has been presented in 

accordance with orthodox Marxism. I believe that these 

days, since it is unclear what may supersede capitalism, 

the idea of Leftism is better associated with the belief 

that some alternative to the status quo is possible and 

that it has to be maintained, promoted, defended, and 

so on, so forth. So the belief that an alternative is pos-

sible is what I take to be Leftism these days. Moreover, 

  AN INTERVIEW WITH 

Boris Kapustin
Professor Kapustin is a senior lectur-
er in Ethics, Politics, & Economics at 
Yale University. He’s also involved with 
the Jackson Institute. He got his Ph.D. 
from the Moscow State University in 
1979 and has taught political philosophy 
at various universities, among them Sa-
banchi University in Istanbul, UCLA, and 
the Central European University in Buda-
pest. He’s published works like Modernity 
as a Subject of Political Theory (1998), 
Ideology and Politics in Post-commu-
nist Russia  (2000),  Moral Choices in 
Politics  (2004), Critique of Political Phi-
losophy: Selected Essays  (2010),  and 
Citizenship and Civil Society (2011). 
Right now, he’s working on a book which 
explores the concept of revolution and its 
applicability to today’s world.

Conducted by Joe Haberman  
and Scott Remer 

Transcribed by Matthew Sant-Miller
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I believe that the belief in that alternative is bolstered 
by certain moral or ethical concerns with social justice, 
with the condition of the downtrodden and what capi-
talism as it exists today does to them. 

The opponent of Leftism is not necessarily praise 
of democracy and liberalism; it is the belief that there 
is no alternative. This is the gist of the ideologies that 
have opposed Leftism.

margins:  So looking forward, is revolution intrinsically 
part of that definition?

kapustin: The term revolution has become another 
underdeveloped concept. Several decades ago, it was 
clear that revolution meant a political method of intro-
ducing an alternative to capitalism. What revolution 
means these days is much less clear. If you understand 
revolution as a violent uprising, I don’t think we can 
uphold that notion of revolution these days. This may, 
in fact, enrich our theoretical understanding of the 
conception of revolution by detaching it analytically 
from historical manifestations of revolutions, such as 
those during the turn of the twentieth century or a bit 
later. 

Analytically speaking, I believe that revolution 
does not necessarily need to be identified with a vio-
lent uprising or with the supersession of capitalism. It 
might be just a way to defend the alternative to the sta-
tus quo, whatever that may mean. It may be achieved 
through peaceful means. But again, the terms violence 
and non-violence are also dubious in many respects. If 
they are just associated just with physical violence and 
physical destruction, I believe that revolutions may 
happen without necessarily reproducing the historical 
patterns. 

I do believe that revolution is possible, and in my 
opinion, it may not assume the form of the violent 
uprising or a big implementation of “the strategy,” 
as had been practiced by Lenin, by Trotsky, by Che 
Guevara. Perhaps that revolution would be carried out 
by a constellation of forces radically different from the 
forces that historically supported revolutions. If we 
associate a revolution just with a radical alternative 
and a method of its political implementation, I do 
believe that revolutions are possible. However, I believe 
that Leftists can be moderate or radical, so we have to 
be mindful of a variety of possibilities in which Leftism 
can reveal itself in the contemporary condition.

margins:  Building off of that, what do you think the 

preconditions are for a Leftist movement to be successful?

kapustin: The problem is that if I try to answer the 
question in the traditional mode of answering these 
kinds of questions, I’d perhaps discuss the classical 
Leninist, Trotskyist, or Maoist theory of what makes 
uprising or revolution possible. I’d discuss the alleged 
“logic of history.” I’d discuss the mismatch between the 
forces of production and the relations of production. 
I’d discuss the organization of parties. My immediate 
response to the question would be that everything 
connected to the idea of the laws of history or some 
historical necessities (what Hegel once called the “prov-
idential plan of history”) need to be jettisoned to begin 
with. So, if the Leftist alternative can be made possible, 
it will be made possible as an occurrence or an event, 
under the strict definition of event as we can find in 
Žižek and along Badiou and some other Leftist world 
theories of our days.

So my response would be that we cannot predict a 
revolution; we cannot rely on the historical necessities 
that supposedly lead to revolutions. If we are to  
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understand what makes revolutions possible we have 
to be attentive to the actual constellation of forces and 
the present economic, social, and cultural conditions, 
as well as the tensions inherent in those conditions. If 
we are to explain the possibility of revolution, we must 
explain the current crisis and what it may lead to. 

So, revolutions may happen if we are morally, polit-
ically, and culturally committed to the alternative. We 
have to be theoretically and ethically attentive to the 
tensions and moral functioning of the status quo. We 
have to be attentive to the plight of the downtrodden. 
We have to think about how to rectify the flaws of the 
status quo. This may lead to a violent or non-violent 
revolution (this is again unpredictable), but to orches-
trate the revolution and play the role of a vanguard, 
as has been described by Lenin, Che Guevara, Mao, 
or whoever — I believe this is not the strategy to be 
adopted by Leftists these days.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

So my answer would be that I cannot predict the 
revolutions, and perhaps all those predictions should 
be discarded as theoretical, obsolete, and irrelevant to 
the actual problems of our day. We should never pre-
tend to play the role of that vanguard, but we 
should be attentive and morally, psychologically, and 
organizationally prepared to defend those who suffer 
most from the status quo and to be engaged in a fight, 
whatever this may mean, against the present struc-
tures of damnation, or whatever produces the suffering 
of the downtrodden. So, revolution as an event is a 
theoretical or political alternative to the revolution as 
something crafted or orchestrated by the vanguard and 
perceived as an execution of the laws of history. These 
are the alternatives and I believe that a viable Leftist 
political theory for these days is immediately tied to 
the rethinking of the revolution as an occurrence, as 
something distinguished from and opposed to the 
revolution, as a necessary outcome of the unfolding of 
the laws of history. 

margins:  With this hesitation towards prediction in 
mind, are there regions, spheres, sites of tension or crisis 
on the planet right now that are particularly interesting to 
you in a Leftist context?
kapustin: Speaking globally, I believe that the finan-
cialization of capitalism can produce something totally 
unexpected from our present viewpoint. The financial 
crisis of 2008, which I’m not sure is completely behind 
us, nearly shipwrecked the whole financial system. The 
repercussions of that crisis were terrible. Many regions 
in the world suffered, including the most capitalistical-
ly advanced nations as well as those on the periphery 
of the system. 

In my opinion, the trigger of the crisis has not been 
removed. The global system may have evaded the worst 
consequences of what happened in 2008, but this 
doesn’t mean that the explosive material that caused 
the crisis has been defused. Country-wise, I 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 believe that we can expect another crisis of this kind, 
perhaps of much greater proportions, to occur pretty 
soon. The present configuration of capitalism is such 
that the bubbles appear necessarily, and perhaps they 
will increase further and further. This is immediately 
related to the sovereign indebtedness of the United 
States, which is beyond any reasonable management 
and can never be repaid, and the indebtedness of 
American households. 

Even beyond America, we can look at what’s 
happening in Western Europe, including those nations 
that are taken to be most prosperous, and see that the 
sovereign and household indebtedness is beyond re-
pair. We can observe the retreat of the real economy; it 
is increasingly becoming less and less important for the 
overall operation of capitalism as it exists these days. 
This, in my mind, dooms capitalism to have more and 
more bubbles of that kind. The repercussions of the 
explosions of those bubbles may lead to some totally 
unpredictable outcomes. If the financial system gets 

Let me stress that revolution, as an event, is not willed; 
it may be imposed upon the masses by necessity. It may 
simply present a way to get out of a situation that has 
become completely unbearable.
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ruined or becomes inoperable, this certainly will create  
a condition in which many segments of the population, 
in the West as well as the periphery of the global sys-
tem, will have to make some decisions that they cannot 
even imagine these days.

Let me stress that revolution, as an event, is not 
willed; it may be imposed upon the masses by necessity. 
It may simply present a way to get out of a situation 
that has become completely unbearable. Perhaps the 
same, philosophically speaking, can be said about 
freedom. As Hobbes and other writers described it, 
freedom might not be a blessing at all. Freedom may be 
terrible and may lead to terrible circumstances, but it 
is inescapable. So, in those situations of social, polit-
ical, economic disaster or malfunction, that freedom 
of action, that freedom of creativity, that freedom of 
looking for something unprecedented, may be imposed 
on us by our hardships and sufferings.

 In this sense, the revolution will not be something 
that the masses can enjoy or pursue as a festivity, as 
Karl Marx suggested. Rather, they may not even be 
welcome by the masses, who are more likely to prefer 
the stability and security of their private lives. Never-
theless, they will be extracted from their private lives 
and plunged into a sequence of events that may lead 
to revolution, which would be completely unexpected 
to them. So revolution is just a search for an exit from 
a situation that is unbearable for the masses. We must 
take this into account if we are to consider revolution 
as an event, rather than a consequence of the laws of 
history.

I may be prepared to accept the possibility of 
resolution that avoids the patterns that have once been 
assumed to define “the revolution.” I am prepared to 
accept the possibility of revolution even in the most 

stable, most advanced capitalistic nations. Finan-
cialized capitalism might erupt in such a way that it 
may cause something completely unimaginable from 
our present standpoint. Let alone the fact that some 
peripheral nations may suffer even worse from the 
repercussions of the crisis. The patterns of those revo-
lutions, which may occur in the periphery — including 
Russia, by the way; I’m not excluding the revolution 
from Russia despite the deceptive Putin stability of the 
nation — may be something completely unheard of 
and unknown, judging by the experience that human-
kind has had with revolutions.

margins:  In 2011, there was a wave of protests in the 
United States and around the world that was very much 
related to the financial crisis of 2008. In your opinion, why 
did the Occupy Wall Street movement fail to gain signifi-
cant traction in the United States? For a while, it seemed 
like it was going to manifest itself in actual policy changes, 
but it ended up fizzling out within about a year. What 
factors might explain that failure?

kapustin: Let me confess that I’m not a huge expert 
on American politics. But since something similar 
occurred in Western Europe and to some extent in 
Eastern Europe, let me offer some generalizations. 
They might not immediately apply to what occurred in 
the United States, but they may explain some general 
weaknesses of leftist forces these days. 

I believe that the movement, in its diverse manifes-
tations across and beyond the western world, certainly 
showed a widespread resentment of the status quo. 
This shouldn’t be forgotten or dismissed, even after 
taking into account the movement’s dissipation. The 
resentment is quite widespread, and it certainly hasn’t 
disappeared. One big problem is how to accumulate 

 In the face of such forces, the 
postmodern rubbish that we can 
be totally decentralized, that we don’t need to even 

identify our enemy, is self-imposed 
powerlessness.
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and channel the resentment in a proper way to make 
it politically potent. Ethically, it’s been proved to be 
potent. It’s quite widespread, and it showed that the 
current structures of financial, political, and economic 
damnation have been delegitimized to quite a consider-
able extent. 

So, we have a kind of ethical resentment, but we do 
not have a tangible political materialization of the eth-
ical dissatisfaction or frustration. In my opinion, one 
thing that largely contributed to the political failure of 
the Occupy Walls Street movement was that it proved 
to be quite postmodern, in the sense that there was no 
political organization and no acknowledged leadership 
of the movement. I read an interview with one of the 
activists in the Occupy movement in the LA Times in 
which the activist said, “We do not even identify our 
enemy.” Identifying enemies and organizing politically 
were recognized as a token of backwards, outdated 
strategies. In this sense, it was postmodern. 

I have a lot of respect for theory of social networks. 
I believe it is very important and is really contributing 
to the advancement of social theory, but I don’t believe 
that networks of that kind can be politically efficient. 

If we identify postmodernism as the absence of 
any viable political organization, I don’t think that any 
postmodern movements can really succeed because 
they are up against nearly perfectly organized struc-
tures of damnation with very strong leadership. I’m 
not talking about official world figures, but those who 
really control the structures. They have very strong 
organization, very strong leadership, and neatly crafted 
political strategies. In the face of such forces, the 
postmodern rubbish that we can be totally decentral-
ized, that we don’t need to even identify our enemy, 
is self-imposed powerlessness. You cannot confront a 
very powerful enemy being completely powerless in 
terms of organization, leadership, and strategy. Post-
modernism is often identified as a leftist current of 
thought, but I believe it is as pernicious for political 
leftism as a straightforward neoconservative propa-
ganda. Those who already identify themselves as on 
the Left have some immunity against neoconservative 
propaganda, but I’m not sure they have sufficient im-
munity to the temptation of postmodernism.

I also believe that the political failure of Occupy 
Wall Street can be explained in a parallel way to the 
failure of the Red May of 1968. After all, Occupy Wall 
Street failed to create any viable coalitions or alliances 

with other sections of the population. They failed to 
attract trade unions; I know that they have become 
quite weak, but nonetheless they should not be polit-
ically discarded altogether. Some things that are sine 
qua non for any kind of practical political strategy, such 
as alliance-building or political organization and lead-
ership, were conspicuously absent from the Wall Street 
movement, and I believe that these absences doomed it 
to failure.

margins:   It’s interesting talking about the plagues of 
postmodernism because many semblances of opposition in 
the Russian context are movements that have a large artis-
tic, large decentralized structure, such as Pussy Riot, that 
seem to engage outside of the direct political process. What 
are your thoughts on the current state of the Russian Left?

kapustin: It is completely miserable, and maybe 
even more miserable than the condition of the Left in 
the West, including the United States of America, for 
several reasons. 

Perhaps the most important reason behind the 
weakness of any leftist movement in present-day 
Russia is that Russia suffered more than any other 
country in the world from the discredited real social-
ism. Even those who attempt to support the pending 
spot of the Russian Federation, which is pretty much 
a conservative force, despite its official title, or maybe 
even because of its official title [laughs]. Many are dis-
illusioned with the possibility of finding an alternative 
to capitalism because what had been known as ‘real 
socialism’ — such as the economic, social, and political 
organization that existed in the ussr before the begin-
ning of perestroika, or anyway before 1991 — proved 
to be oppressive, economically inefficient, and certainly 
had nothing to do with human emancipation. So that 
devastation of the very idea of socialism had a very 
profound effect, even on those people who were not 
very enthusiastic about capitalism. 

The very idea of an alternative to a status quo has 
been widely recognized as completely obsolete, as a 
piece of communist propaganda that has to be discard-
ed as nearly nonsensical. Therefore, those leftist forces, 
which you may have encountered while you visited 
Russia, are circumspect about the notion of an alterna-
tive to capitalism, which I believe is absolutely central 
to any true leftist project. For instance, the self-pro-
claimed leftist forces, which I believe to be profoundly 
conservative, try to preserve their influence on the 
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masses by speculating about some allegedly lost trea-
sures of the past and how they can be retrieved. This is 
not a Leftist project. They have nothing to do with the 
future, and they certainly do not perceive the future as 
something that should be left open-ended. The revolu-
tion, again, is an open-ended process. It is an exit from 
the status quo that opens a variety of perspectives. So 
this open-endedness, which in my opinion is one of the 
most important signs of leftism, has completely disap-
peared, even from the ideological pronouncements of 
those who claim to be on the Left.

It is also important to consider some of the other 
leftist forces. By the way, it is somewhat surprising that 
you identified Pussy Riot as leftist. They may be post-
modern in their behaviors, but this doesn’t necessarily 
mean that they are politically leftist. Anyways, there 
are some other forces that constitute an opposition, 
to put it generally. I believe that those so-called oppo-
sitional forces suffer from a total disconnect from the 
downtrodden. They cannot politically articulate their 
concerns, their grievances. They’re largely isolated and 
marginalized. Therefore, they are inclined to turn their 
activities into pop shows, instead of undertaking really 
important and powerful political actions. We have 
much entertainment on the side of opposition, but we 
don’t have real political action on their part. Besides, 
there are some liberal forces — using liberal in the clas-
sical European sense — that are praised and cheered in 
the United States, such as Navalny. 

To be honest, I have some sympathy for them 
because whatever their real intentions may be, I don’t 
believe at all that they can produce politically tangi-
ble outcomes. But nevertheless, as long as they can 
contribute to the exposure of the rotten nature of 
the existing regime, I am prepared to applaud them, 
whatever their intentions may be. They may contribute 
to what finally may appear as a radical transformation 
of Russia, and to that extent, I am prepared to ap-
plaud them. So, the central problem is that no modern 
leftist force — meaning the force of the defense of the 
alternative to the status quo — has emerged in Russia. 
I believe this is the root of the terrible weakness of 
leftist forces in Russia.

Thirdly, I believe that the whole discourse about 
the horrors of the existent regime are largely misled 
and confused because they focus on democracy, under-
stood purely procedurally. To what extent, for instance, 
were the preparations for the 2011 parliamentary elec-

tions controlled illegally by what in Russia is known as 
the “administrative resource,” a central power capable 
of manipulating media and whatnot. Those things may 
be important, but what is really crucially important, 
specifically from the perspective of the downtrodden, is 
the nature of Russian capitalism, rather than all those 
discussions of democratic procedures. Once again, I 
stress that I am not underestimating the importance 
of those distortions of democratic procedures, but I am 
saying that there is something much more important. 

In plain words, what is of utmost importance for 
Russia and perhaps for the realization for the alterna-
tive to the status quo is the nature of Russian capital-
ism, which I believe to be plainly predatory. For some 
reasons yet to be explained, those on the Left are quite 
reluctant to expose the predatory Russian capitalism, 
and they prefer to concentrate on something which the 
mainstream Western media concentrates on, like the 
gagged mass media or falsified outcomes of elections. 

The true character of the capitalism that exists in 
Russia these days hasn’t really been exposed. It hasn’t 
really been analyzed, and therefore it is very difficult 
to say, even for those who believe to be participating in 
a political opposition, what are the real tensions, how 
those tensions may manifest themselves on a political 
level, and how those tensions may lead to the mobiliza-
tion of the population. This is what I call a political and 
intellectual disconnect between the opposition and the 
actual suffering of the masses. They may be enthusias-
tic about the incorporation of Crimea and Russia, but 
this is a totally different issue from how they perceive 
the economic and social condition. That perception 
hasn’t really been analytically examined, and it has not 
been analyzed from the standpoint of how masses can 
be politically mobilized.

margins: Turning to some more personal questions, how 
did you get involved with political philosophy and Leftism? 
What motivated you? Were there particular thinkers or 
events in your life?

kapustin: Let me begin with something that may be 
totally unrelated to my political activism, which, frank-
ly, has always been quite limited. I graduated in Russia 
in the ‘70s, when the Communist Party was very much 
in power. I graduated from one of the most prestigious 
institutions of higher education in Russia known as 
the Institute for International Relations, which was 
meant to be a greenhouse for the children of the Soviet 
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nomenklatura. I was accepted quite accidentally because 
my pedigree is very humble. I’m not even a Muscovite; 
I was born in the Eurozone. They certainly must have 
made a terrible error just to accept me to begin with, 
but being accepted, I was exposed to two things that 
inadvertently shaped my political and intellectual 
trajectory. 

One thing was that certainly, there was quite strict 
censorship at that time, and certainly, an ordinary per-
son in Russia did not have access to say, the New  
York Times, the Financial Times, or the Guardian. I’m not 
saying that these are enormous fountainheads of polit-
ical wisdom, but nonetheless, in order to obtain some 
kind of information that may be alternative to the 
information distributed by the official outlets, it was 
useful to have some access. An ordinary Russian citizen 
didn’t have any access to them, but we, the students of 
the highly privileged institute, were actually supposed 
to read those outlets just to master English and other 
languages. So I started reading American, English, or 
French papers since the age of eighteen.

Number two: I happened to literally stumble 
upon — to use the phrase of Adam Ferguson, whose 
book is right in front of me — Karl Marx’s so-called 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. They 
were officially published in Russia, but they were not 
read, and the students were not encouraged to read 
them. Actually, the students taking the courses on his-
torical materialism were offered some selected access 
to portions of Karl Marx’s writing, certainly not all of 
them. But as I mentioned, I happened to stumble upon 
those manuscripts, and I remember reading them in 
two or three days. I was captivated by them, not be-
cause they were the greatest masterpiece that Marx has 
produced, but they certainly offered a very powerful 
alternative to the kind of Marxism we were exposed to. 

I was absolutely captivated by the humanistic 

Marxism, and a host of questions immediately arose 
in my head after reading those manuscripts. I started 
doing my best to obtain any books on Marxism not 
published in the ussr. I was fortunate that my room-
mate was from Hungary; Hungary was the most liberal 
nation within the Warsaw Bloc. My roommate started 
literally smuggling Marxist books from Hungary to 
Moscow, and I started reading them. I still remember 
when he brought Herbert Marcuse’s essay on libera-
tion; for me, that was the discovery of the spirit of the 
kind of a revolt of 1968 or those tumultuous ‘60s. So I 
started reading that Marxist literature. This appeared 
to be my intellectual background, which I never forgot 
and which continued to determine what I was doing in 
one way or another.

Regarding my activism: certainly, before the begin-
ning of the perestroika, politically speaking I could do 
nothing. I never joined the movement of Russian dis-
senters. To put this as mildly as I can, I was not enthu-
siastic about the official propaganda of the regime, but 
politically speaking, I could do nothing. When perestroi-
ka was announced by Gorbachev and the censorship be-
came much more relaxed and ultimately disappeared, 
I immediately rushed to the so-called public sphere 
and started publishing some nearly nonsensical essays, 
frequenting different talk shows on TV and whatnot, 
discussing democracy and many other things. I believe 
that most of my contributions at that time were half-
baked and quite superficial, theoretically speaking, but 
I was extremely enthusiastic about disseminating my 
knowledge unto the readership and my country. This 
ultimately led me to political involvement. 

At that time, there were different factions within 
the cpsu, which was apparently falling apart. I did not 
side with the most extreme faction known as the Dem-
ocratic Platform, but I sided with another faction that 
was on the rise at that time. This faction ultimately 

In plain words, what is of utmost importance for Russia 
and perhaps for the realization for the alternative to the 
status quo is the nature of Russian capitalism, which I 
believe to be plainly predatory.
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turned itself into the so-called People’s Party of Rus-
sia, which was temporarily led by Rutskoy, who later 
became the Vice President of Russia. I was quite active 
then, and I was elected to the central committee of the 
party, so this was the period of my immediate political 
activism, which continued from 1991 to 1993. And 
then, we had the bloody coup of October 1993 and that 
party was banned, but actually, I left that party several 
months before the bloody October of 1993 because of 
my profound disagreements with the guy who emerged 
as Napoleon Bonaparte reborn in our party in Rutskoy, 
who in my opinion betrayed many of the ideals that 
made many of us join that party. I was not actually dev-
astated with that party being banned by Mr. Yeltsin, 
but I was devastated by the political and ideological 
trajectory of that party, which had become apparent 
several months before the suppression of that party in 
October 1993. 

My disappointment with that party can be boiled 
down just to one thing; I found out that it was not real-
ly leftist. Later, I quit the political arena. This was cer-
tainly a sign and manifestation of my political defeat. 
I have to acknowledge this without any hesitation. But 
then, I decided that perhaps for me, it would be better 
to resume teaching students as much as I can. I’m not 
saying that since you have taken some of my classes 
you must know this, but I’m not engaged in any polit-
ical propaganda. My belief is that my mission in the 
first place is to enhance my students’ critical thinking. 
I do believe that this may lead them to the discovery of 
the alternative, and in this sense, I believe that I’m still 
on my mission, not through being involved  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

in any immediate political activity or disseminating 
any specific political doctrine, but by intellectually and 
ethically preparing my students to be critical towards 
the status quo.

margins:  Are there specific philosophers or thinkers that 
you would recommend for college students who are trying 
to determine the precise content of the ethical and political 
commitments that they have?

kapustin: This will be a totally inconclusive answer 
to your question, but I believe that different ideas, 
sometimes even those ideas that you wouldn’t expect 
to trigger any leftist commitments, can in fact trigger 
such commitments. So what I really believe is that 
those leftist ethical and political commitments are not 
stirred up by specific writings, but by your feeling of 
problems and by your dedication to the search for the 
resolution of those problems. I believe that classical lib-
eral writers like John Locke are no less likely to trigger 
your leftist commitments than Mao Zedong or Lenin if 
you read John Locke carefully, and if you are able to go 
beyond some liberal platitudes in terms of interpreta-
tion of Locke. So whatever can trigger your real con-
cern with actual problems of our society may serve that 
facilitation of leftist orientations and commitments. So 
that would leave me with two questions. 

One question, who actually inspired me amongst 
those great philosophers of the past? I’ve already men-
tioned Karl Marx. He was certainly a huge influence on 
me. I can mention Friedrich Nietzsche. I can certainly 
mention such a writer who is conventionally presented 
as the champion of liberalism like Immanuel Kant. I 
can certainly mention some classical writers, like Plato 
and Aristotle. I can mention several writers of the late 
nineteenth century and early twentieth century, begin-
ning with Max Weber. Perhaps later, [Michel] Foucault, 
[Slavoj] Žižek, and [Giles] Deleuze. Certainly, I was very 
profoundly influenced by Maurice Merleau-Ponty and 
his reflection on the tragic fate of Marxism and human-
ism in the twentieth century. Perhaps those writers 
influenced me most of all, but I do believe that whatev-
er I know, however humble my knowledge may be, has 
been shaped by my reading of political philosophy. 

If we are to become intelligent leftist activists, I 
don’t think that we should confine our reading just 
to those usual suspects of leaders of leftist thought. 
We should do really profound intellectual work going 
through the corpus of classical philosophy. Only mus-

I don’t believe that 
social sciences can be  
totally neutral. I do not 
believe in the highly 
celebrated impartiality 
or objectivity.
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tering that corpus can equip us with really profound 
knowledge and true intellectual foundations of leftism, 
if it is opposed to some kind of superficial, light-mind-
ed versions of leftism.

margins:  You may have already answered this question, 
but I’ll ask it, and maybe you can add any further thoughts. 
What should the role of intellectuals be in motivating social 
change?

kapustin: Number one: I very much believe in what 
Jean-Paul Sartre once called the “engaged intellectual.” 
I don’t believe that social sciences can be totally neu-
tral. I do not believe in the highly celebrated impartial-
ity or objectivity. I do believe that the perspective of 
the participant can add more to our knowledge about 
science, about culture, about politics, then the perspec-
tive of those who pretend to be impartial observers. 

So, in a nutshell, I believe that the perspective 
of the participant is more productive, even in terms 
of the growth of our social knowledge. I believe that 
Sartre’s “engaged intellectual” is a praiseworthy fig-
ure for a minimum of two reasons. One reason is 
that that figure can add more to the advancement of 
our knowledge. And number two: that figure openly 
acknowledges his or her personal ethical commitment 
to some cause. In this sense, this figure is much more 
outspoken, much more authentic, and this figure tries 
to put his or her ethical world beliefs and commitment 
into practice. 

My second remark regarding your question is that 
I do believe that the function of the engaged intellec-
tuals is inevitably performed differently in different 
political situations. By the way, this problem, in a very 
tragic fashion, was wonderfully discussed by the older 
generation of the Frankfurt School, even in such a 
pessimistically tragic book as the Dialectical Enlighten-
ment. But the undertone of that book was my question: 
what can we, the engaged intellectuals, do if we are 
not supported by the masses? What can we do when 
we cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel? What 
can we do in that specific and very tragic political and 
cultural situation? I believe that our situation these 
days may be like a tunnel, the end of which we cannot 
even foresee. In that situation, we have to be dedicated 
to our ethical position. This concept is perhaps best 
articulated by Martin Luther, in his famous statement 
to the congregation at Worms—“Here I stand; I cannot 
do otherwise.” 

So this is the power of our ethical commitment, 
which should drive our academic and scientific pur-
suits. We should stand on this position, and it will 
determine the angle from which we observe reality. It 
will somehow determine our approach to the subject 
matter of our studies. Secondly, we should be engaged 
in the type of academic research that may help later 
shape actual platforms and strategies. And we should 
be committed to doing whatever we can, here and now. 
In the most hostile environment, we should do what-
ever we can to alleviate the lot of the downtrodden, to 
whom we are dedicated ethically and politically. 

These statements certainly aren’t very cheerful. 
Moreover, one cannot help but feel that tragic air of 
the writings of those guys of the Frankfurt School. 
But this is still something, and I believe it is still bet-
ter than turning oneself into an impartial observer, 
betraying political and moral commitments and what 
not. But certainly, times may change and we don’t 
know when and how they will change, so we should be 
prepared to assume a much more activist stance when 
the situations change. If we are totally unprepared for 
that gloomy situation of near despair, we won’t be able 
to achieve what we should achieve when situations 
change and the time for activism comes.
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When asked what group of people he 
was most proud to have as an enemy, 
block-of-granite Lincoln Chafee replied 
determinately: “I guess the coal lobby.” 

Just days later, we lost Lincoln “America’s Rock” Chafee 
to a lack of Chafe-mentum, and the somewhat inde-
cisive climate change torch had to be passed to a new 
champion.

King-of-the-uncomfortably-long-anecdote and 
frontman-of-a-Celtic-rock-band Martin O’Malley 
stepped up to be the next defender of the polar ice 
caps. Despite a definite, though not unexpected, lack 
of questions concerning climate change in the over-
whelmingly-many-yet-so-few Democratic primary 
debates, O’Malley managed to bring up climate change 
often and with an air of strength on the issue. Unfor-
tunately for the lead singer of O’Malley’s March, he 
was outflanked on the left by a Democratic socialist 
Jewish Vermonter from Brooklyn and on the right by 
the former-flotus-turned-New-York-senator-turned-
Secretary-of-State-turned-whatever-you-want-her-to-
be-really.

This time, the climate change torch wasn’t so much 
passed as it was lobbed haphazardly into the air for 
one of the other candidates to catch. And catch it they 
did not. In all fairness to Bernie Sanders and Hillary 
Clinton, they have talked about climate change, but the 
majority of that talk came while Chafee and O’Malley 
were still in the race. Sanders was happy to point to 
climate change as the greatest national security threat 
to the United States, and Clinton has touted her plan 
to move to enough solar energy to power every home 
in America by the end of her first term.

Neither of the two remaining Democratic contend-
ers, one of whom will probably be close to the nomi-
nation when this article hits print, have come back to 
climate change in a strong way since we lost the gov-
ernors of Maryland and Rhode Island. Unsurprisingly, 
Sanders and Clinton have come to focus on the issues  
that they see as divisive; after all, they can both agree  
that Republican climate deniers hate polar bears and  
asthmatic children, and they really don’t need to keep  

saying it until the general election. Certainly, then, it is 
logical that, in a primary, the candidates would focus 
on economic and foreign policy issues. Bernie gets a lot 
more press when he hits Hillary on Wall Street cam-
paign contributions than he would for explaining at 
length why he and the former Secretary of State largely 
agree on climate change. In the same way, it benefits 
Hillary to hammer home her greater foreign policy ex-
perience. So, can we blame them? Shouldn’t we expect 
that the Democratic primary would not have a focus on 
climate change? Can’t we trust our candidates to enact 
the policies they have outlined on their respective cam-
paign websites?

Frankly, yes, we can blame them, and no, we can-
not necessarily trust them to act on their plans if and 
when they enter the Oval Office. To parrot the liberal 
Vermont senator: climate change is the greatest enemy 
and scourge that we face as a species. We have become 
numb to the annual reports from nasa, noaa and 
similar groups declaring the preceding year “the  
hottest year on record.” Not only was 2015, once again, 
the hottest year ever recorded, the last month of the 
year was the hottest month on record. This statistic is 
reported by the mainstream media, but then they go 
out of their way to find one scientist that denies cli-
mate change is caused by humans (and whose research 
is funded by the fossil fuel lobby) and a dozen gop 
congresspeople who hammer home their deep-seated 
opposition to any regulation because “it won’t fix the 
planet, it will just hurt the economy.” The media pres-
ents the two sides as equals and then calls it even. Of 
course, Sanders and Clinton cannot control the media, 
but this points to a more systemic problem with demo-
cratic politicians that the president, especially, needs  
to confront: they just aren’t as loud as the climate-de-
niers. They cite the statistics, and every once in a while 
they call out Republican politicians and present plans 
for a change in policy. But, the media calls both sides 
even and give more air time to the more outspoken 
and convicted side. Democrats may have the science on 
their side, but they don’t have the advantage of volume 
or conviction.

No Candidate Will Do What is Necessary
Jacob Waldruff
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That’s not to say that Democrats are inept when it 
comes to climate policy. President Obama has not been 
particularly outspoken about climate change, but he 
did take part in the cop21 climate summit in Paris last 
December, which was a historic step forward for cli-
mate change policy. According to the un Conference on 
Climate Change, the agreement (which will hopefully 
be ratified in the coming months) aims to keep global  
average temperature change below 2°c and mandates 
that the top polluting nations contribute a total of at 
least $100 billion yearly to help poor nations, especial-
ly small island nations, deal with the changing climate. 
This plan is ambitious, but at the moment it is just 
that, a plan. Even the current set of accords, which will 
go into effect if the agreement is ratified by 55% of un 
member nations, is only projected to keep warming 
to around 3°c by the end of the century, a full degree 
above what scientists consider the danger threshold. 
Participating nations are expected to submit more am-
bitious plans every five years, the hope being that this 
will eventually decelerate pollution enough to keep the 
average global change below 2°c. This requires, howev-
er, that we have a president who is absolutely, unapol-
ogetically 100% committed to climate change policy, 
which brings me back to my earlier question: can we 
trust our candidates to keep to the policies they have 
outlined and move forward with the cop21 accords?

Well, maybe. I have no doubt that both Sanders 
and Clinton will at the very least uphold President 
Obama’s policies from the Paris talks. They will both 
probably even try to take them further when the time  
comes to draft a more ambitious plan. However, they 
face a long, uphill battle, and not one I am sure they 
will have the resolve, or the attention, to finish. Parts 
of the deal will eventually require ratification by the 
Senate, and Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell 
wasted no time in reminding the president that “the 
deal is subject to being shredded in 13 months.”  
 
 
 
 

Without decisive leadership from the next president, 
this deal could go the way of the Kyoto Protocol from 
the last Clinton administration. Fearing defeat in 
the Senate, Bill Clinton never submitted the Proto-
col for ratification, and the United States was largely 
not bound by its provisions. I have different fears for 
the two Democratic candidates, but they end in the 
same result for our planet. Bernie, for better or worse, 
will likely spend his entire first time battling for the 
economic reconstruction that is very obviously the cor-
nerstone of his campaign. Don’t get me wrong, income 
inequality and campaign finance reform are vitally 
important, but they won’t address climate change, at 
least not directly and not immediately. Hillary, I fear, 
is too entrenched in compromise with the other side in 
order to “get things done.” Not to mention that she has 
ties to the fossil fuel industry, just like she criticizes the 
Republicans for.

This election season, the ship has sailed. We don’t 
have a candidate that will make stopping climate 
change a number one priority. Next cycle, we need to. 
The planet isn’t going to wait for us fix the rest of our 
problems; if we keep up this pace, by the time we end 
the debate over all of our social and economic issues, 
we’ll have to start a new one over how to delegate the 
1% crop yield, what to do about island nations that are 
disappearing into the ocean, and which 10,000 people 
get to go try to re-establish the human race on another 
planet. In reality, the rest of the world will not go along 
with the Paris accords without strong participation and 
leadership from America, and if we don’t get everyone 
on board, we all drown together.

This time around, the revolutionary spirit is sur-
rounding the candidate who wants radical economic 
change. This change is important, and I hope for the 
sake of millions of Americans that we achieve it. But 
in four years, the revolution needs to fight for the fate 
of our planet, because if we wait any longer it might be 
too late to turn the ship away from the massive, glaring 
iceberg (or not since they’ll all be gone) we’re heading 
toward at full speed.



Altruism is an illusion. If I do have free will, 
then self-interest is the sole ruler of my deci-
sion-making. Moral obligations bear no more 
reality than God.

This conclusion is certainly not unfamiliar to the 
average member of a society in which the naturalistic 
worldview is as dominant as it is today. A generalized 
misunderstanding (or maybe semi-understanding) 
of the role of scientific research as an epistemological 
tool towards knowledge has turned a non-negligible 
portion of the “educationally Enlightened” into a 
religious group, in worship of this grand idea of an 
“All Knowing Science.” In their eyes, science is more 
than just a very elegant model attempting to give a 
mathematical visage to our experience of the world; it 
is God. A God whose blade of determinism shreds to 
pieces all forms of moral facts and normative claims. 
Only one normative claim survives the massacre, 
one that we have no choice but to follow: “Do as you 
please.”

You may have spotted my contempt for this 
phenomenon. However, despite my objections to 
the most popular hasty materialistic arguments in 
favor of moral nihilism, I have my own reasons to 
seriously consider something similar. These reasons 
are irrelevant for this article; my interest here lies 
in examining how holding such a worldview may 
impact one’s perspective in matters of political 
philosophy, and more specifically, socialism. This 
topic gains significance from the growing tendency 
of many moral nihilists to attack the standard forms 
of Socialism, basing their criticism on a claim that 
usually goes like this: 

“Altruism is a myth. You cannot expect a 
socialist society to function, basing your claim on 
the assumption that its members will live up to 
none-existent moral obligations towards their less 

productive (or unlucky) co-citizens.” 
The immediate counter-argument to this 

would be that altruism can exist as a “mirror” of 
self-interest: I help, because my happiness can 
be influenced by the happiness of others — I am 
compassionate. This, of course, leads at best to 
dangerous uncertainty, since it seems more than 
likely that this effect has limited potency when it 
comes to helping strangers whose happiness won’t 
become evident to you in a direct manner. However, 
can one really trust this mechanism as the foundation 
of a social structure, when it fails to motivate the 
average person to spend more for charity than on 
consumption goods (new phones, cars…), while being 
aware of the consequences of that choice? And more 
importantly, are there any alternative foundations 
for Socialism if the answer to the previous question is 
no? The latter question is equivalent to the following: 
Is it possible for an economically classless society 
to be preferable for the average citizen, if her only 
concern is her self-interest? We have accepted that 
“One does as she desires.” But what does she desire? 
Let us see.

A disclaimer: The frequent reference to the “aver-
age citizen” is intended to show that my intention is 
to provide adequate reasons for someone to consider 
socialism, without ascribing to that “someone” un-
common personality traits that would make her more 
likely to see the sense in my arguments. I would see 
no reason to proceed otherwise. The use of “average” 
might seem blurry, but considering the purpose of its 
use, this vagueness produces no problem. If "average" 
is used differently, it will be clear from context.

Why is money so desirable? Easy. It gives its 
possessor the ability to solve her problems and satisfy 
her desires to a great extent. Is that all? No. More 
importantly, it gives her the ability to solve other peo-
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ple’s problems and satisfy other people’s desires with 
unparalleled ease. As a result, the possession of mon-
ey is, naturally, socially attractive. And being socially 
attractive is in turn, desired by most people. 

It could be argued that many remain indifferent 
to one’s wealth status when selecting their attitude 
towards her, both consciously and subconsciously. Re-
gardless of its accuracy, this claim is rather irrelevant. 
I would never argue that money brings love or honest 
appreciation de facto; but it certainly is a trigger of 
interest for members of one’s social circles and the 
general public. Money is, in many ways, a magnet of 
attention and since, non-surprisingly, people dream of 
being important, the potential of fulfilling such fan-
tasies is very tempting. For the same reason, it is not 
hard to understand why people value the various forms 
of social influence that money buys. Nor is it peculiar, 
having considered the above, that the conceptual rela-
tionship of wealth and success in developed countries 
provides a strong motive to earn more than others. 
This last point will be of crucial importance later on. 

I hope I have sufficiently demonstrated the “shini-
ness” of money. By no means do I imply that everyone 
is motivated to earn money by every single reason I 
provided above. I won’t even go as far as to suppose 
that everyone desires to be rich. All I want to show is 
that in a social structure that allows the private own-
ership of capital, wealth imbalances are intrinsic. And 
even though this must not necessarily result in the 
existence of absolute poverty — since universal social 
welfare can exist within capitalism — widespread “rela-
tive poverty” is unavoidable. 

At this point, I will make the fair assumption that 
the average citizen, who has neither received a large 
inheritance nor has acquired massive wealth at a very 
young age due to a successful startup or chance must 
make the choice of either specializing in a particular 
form of labor which she will have to practice full-time 
or fall into relative poverty. From this, it would follow 
that capitalism is very similar with socialism with 
respect to a characteristic for which the latter is fre-
quently bashed; that is, the enforcement of limitations 
in choosing a working lifestyle. 

If it is shown that relative poverty is inevitably 
tormenting enough for the vast majority of the popula-
tion to give up leisure time to escape it, it becomes 
evident that many combinations of ‘job — working 
hours’ that may be enough to avoid absolute poverty 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
are in reality out of reach for most people, since they 
lead to relative poverty. The analogy for this in social-
ism is that everyone is obliged to work more or less for 
the same time to accommodate society’s basic needs 
and is paid a standard wage for it. The option of work-
ing in a capitalistic private firm is obviously impossible 
since private ownership of capital is illegal. The above 
limitations may be applied to different aspects of the 
individual’s working lifestyle in each social structure, 
but their nature is identical. A supporter of capitalism 
may argue that in capitalism one‘s options are not reg-
ulated by the State and thus, she is freer. But isn’t this 
as absurd as claiming that a prisoner is less free than a 
sailor abandoned in little island surrounded by sharks,  
simply because the former can’t move through a wall, 
 but the latter is free to jump in the water? 

In the same way the socialist state bans the func-
tioning of the capitalist mode of production, the  
capitalist society subtly enforces the individual’s active 
participation in it. The only difference is that in the 
latter case, the source of the constraint is very well hid-
den whereas in the former, it takes the form of the Big 
Bad State. However, careful consideration reveals the 
superficiality of this distinction. In the case of capital-
ism, the individual is being restricted by the decision 
of other members of the society to acquire wealth. In 
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the case of socialism, it seems that one is restricted by 
the State. But what is this State, if not the result of the 
collective decisions of the society that has formed it 
(assuming that the democratic majority has chosen so-
cialism)? In either case, the individual is “imprisoned” 
by the dominant trends of the society she lives in. One 
cannot escape this. Her only choice is to realize as best 
as she can which prison best accommodates her desired 
way of living and then actively pursue its establish-
ment. In order to substantiate the above claims, I will 
now seek reasons that explain why the vast majority 
of the population of a developed country is urged to 
passionately run from relative poverty. 

How does one realize that she is relatively poor? 
She looks around. She notices how much she owns and 
what she can buy and compares these figures to those 
of the people around her. If she finds herself in most  
cases in a significantly worse position, she is relatively 
poor. Is this condition really that bad? What if being 
relatively poor just means living in a small apartment 
and owning obsolete versions of technological devices,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

while enjoying electricity, water, and decent healthcare 
services? How is this way of living unbearable? 

It’s not, if considered in isolation. Proof of this is 
that these same living conditions would be considered 
luxurious some decades ago and would definitely not 
be displeasing for the vast majority of people. This 
reverse induction has, of course, a limit. Because 
when in past Western capitalist societies, as well as in 
current undeveloped ones, relative poverty coincides 
almost completely with absolute poverty, such living 
conditions are not considered “good” in any social 
context. Developed countries owe the possibility 
of eradication of this phenomenon to capitalism 
(I emphasize the word “possibility,” since absolute 
poverty certainly exists in developed countries). For 
the sake of argument, I will assume the best possible 
state of capitalism, which involves a welfare system 
that realizes this possibility. That way, I cannot 
consider the fear of absolute poverty as motivation to 
acquire wealth; I want to treat capitalism fairly. 

Returning to the original point, I will now consider 
what else may lead the average modern citizen to be 
willing to sacrifice her precious leisure time just to 
escape this seemingly benign condition of relative 
poverty. I can think of two non-mutually-exclusive 
reasons. 

The most obvious one is that the individual has 
come to the realization that out of all the domains of 
human competition — which accommodate our desire 
to prove our worth to each other — money-making 
is by far the most popular and thus the most socially 
rewarding. Because of its indisputable dominance, the 
degree of success in this “competition” can be easily 
transformed into the highest measure of self-value. 
The universality of money’s power makes the compe-
tition of its possession asymmetric to all other intel-
lectual or athletic ‘competitions,’ in that there is little 
comfort in losing. If I am incompetent in music, I may 
find comfort in my competence in some other skill or 
combination of skills — even some quality of my char-
acter — simply because there is, thankfully, no human 
value that is not appreciated by some group of people. 

But wealth competition escapes all comparison 
for a different reason. For even if one may have no 
admiration for the skill of “money-making” in itself, 
she is aware of the general public’s tendency to hold 
the products of such a skill — money itself — as the 
ultimate and most easily determinable measure of 
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success. It is thus essential for her happiness to at least 
maintain some ‘dignity’ in that competition, regardless 
of whether she approves of the social trend that gives it 
significance. 

Presenting the second reason requires a quick 
discussion of ‘need.’ Offering an absolute definition 
of this term is pointless. The definition I will now 
provide simply serves its use in the context of what 
I intend to explain: "You need those things whose 
absence produces a durational displeasure when you 
are conscious of desiring them." It follows from this 
definition that the average person of our age needs a 
car but not a flying car. In circumstances of annoying 
traffic, one may momentarily desire the latter, but 
since this desire is a fantasy, any displeasure resulting 
from it is mild and very short-lived. But not owning a 
car could be the source of great displeasure for most 
people. Why is that? The car is superior to a  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
horse-carriage in that it reduces the time of travel. 
The flying car again reduces the time of travel even 
more — possibly to a greater proportion. But that 
seems irrelevant to most of us for a very simple reason: 
problems with no attainable solutions are often not 
really problems. 

Of course, there are some exceptions, for instance, 
incurable diseases and all cases of immediate sensory 
displeasure (physical pain, bad smells, etc.). Similarly, 
suffering from an incurable type of cancer, does not 
disqualify the desire to be cured from being also a need 
to be cured. But the list of exceptions has gotten small 
due to capitalism. In a modern advanced economy, 
it includes primarily health-related problems (trans-
portation and communication no longer qualify). The 
pharmaceutical industry profits by providing much 
needed solutions for health problems. But this process 
isn’t the rule for the majority of industries. Consider 
the analogous situation in other industries. 

Were most people tortured daily by the non-ex-

istence of game-consoles, printers, or even televi-
sions before they were invented? It is really hard for 
someone who is used to these luxuries to imagine the 
answer. If my television is taken from me, its absence 
would certainly bother me frequently. The same would 
be true to some extent if it was recently invented and I 
saw people around me possess it. In both cases, I would 
be in need of a television. 

But what if it was not available for purchase in the 
first place? What if televisions were no less imaginary 
than personal robot-housekeepers? Let’s imagine that 
the latter becomes available in the market. Would 
cleaning your apartment ever be the same? Wouldn’t  
the magnitude of every negative aspect of this activity 
be multiplied significantly, knowing that it could easily 
be avoided? The solution seems so simple: ‘Just buy the 
robot.’ And that is exactly what people do. They go to 
work, earn, earn, earn, and finally get rid of the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
problem! What has been achieved? Are we in a better 
off position than before the robot was invented? One 
might say "Of course! Even though its existence made 
me dislike the process of cleaning even more, now that 
I own the robot there is nothing left to dislike!" Here 
I must ask: What about the cost inherent in the time 
and effort you spent to acquire the robot? "It is incom-
parable to the time and effort I would have wasted in 
cleaning!" But even though avoiding such tasks may 
allow us more leisure in our non-working hours, recent 
history suggests that it does not lead to any significant 
reduction in working hours. How is this possible? Sim-
ple — there is always more to buy.

We must accept an irrefutable truth: very, very few 
people would ever bother going through the design and 
time-consuming continuous production of housekeep-
er-robots purely because of the merits of such products 
to themselves and humanity. The irritation of cleaning, 
by itself, would not suffice to motivate people to use 
their time for such an endeavor, given the precious al-

It is thus essential for her happiness to at least maintain 
some ‘dignity’ in that competition, regardless of whether she 
approves of the social trend that gives it significance.
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ternatives. Firms that produce products of such nature 
do so, only because they have realized that the materi-
alization of a solution to an unsubstantiated problem, 
is what gives flesh to the problem itself. And once the 
problem is created, money is to be made. 

But wait. What’s so bad about this? Haven’t I 
already admitted that the final result benefits me 
overall? Yes, but only if I am shortsighted. As we all 
know, the capitalist market’s supply for products of 
such nature (at best), is no less inexhaustible than 
human imagination. In this gigantic variety of tempta-
tions, the average person will certainly end up craving 
a significant number of them, once he is aware of their 
existence. But why would people choose to exhaust 
their most valued faculty in thinking about what they 
lack? Because chasing money is irresistible. And why 
would anyone suddenly agree to buy their products 
if they didn’t need them in the first place? Well, why 
would you suddenly feel the limitations of your cor-
poreal nature sting you the moment you saw your 
neighbor fly over your house, in his new jet-pack? Even 
if this specific example is not applicable to you, I trust 
that you are creative enough to find your own. After all, 
there is such abundance.

Evidence shows that most people see enough 
sense in one or both of the aforementioned reasons 
to dedicate the greatest part of their everydayness to 
performing the same job with very few breaks. The cost 
is clear. The dehumanizing nature of specialized labor 
in advanced economies has changed a lot since Marx. 
It has acquired a less brutal, more computerized form 
whose effects remain, nevertheless, devastating for 
those who want to see their own identity in the prod-
ucts of their efforts or spend the majority of their time 
pursuing their less “productive” passions. 

But something is very different. Capitalism itself 
has provided us with a means to escape it: technology. 
The best argument against non-capitalist modes of 
production is that they cannot match its growth levels. 
That is still true. But why is growth so important for 
Western countries? If you are the average civilian, look 

around you and honestly answer this: What products 
are missing? Maybe a more comfortable sofa. Maybe 
the new iPhone — the one that has slightly better 
graphics and Siri. If you stretch your imagination, you 
may think of a couple of more. But this list rejuvenates. 

As long as you live under capitalism, it will always 
silently replace its members. This is how capitalistic 
growth never fails to lose its glamour in our eyes. Its 
most crucial manifestation in our lives is even simpler: 
a ceaseless alternating repetition of the mottos “Time 
is money” and “Money buys time.” Combining the two 
we get: “Time is money to buy time, which is money 
and buys time…” This is the death of leisure and much 
more. 

It is certain that many people are not fooling them-
selves in thinking that they would be miserable under 
socialism. They are absolutely right in opposing it. It is 
not my aim to show, that socialism is the universally 
“right” choice. I am not even certain about my own 
preference. Happiness is a blurry concept. Even if it 
wasn’t, it would still be extremely hard for anyone to be 
able to approximate its magnitude in imaginary situa-
tions. And that is exactly what is required, in compar-
ing two social structures without the magical hand of 
some godly moral code. 

In this essay, I have certainly left room for a myriad 
of objections. But is only natural to do so when at-
tempting to discuss such a complex matter in such 
little space. My ambition is that the reader who has so 
far only pictured socialism as a colorful utopia opposed 
to human nature or as a Stalinist Hell will find enough 
reasons to consider how a democratically approved 
global socialism could rid her of many great burdens 
that will otherwise haunt her until retirement age and 
possibly beyond. I hope that she will be tempted to ask 
herself if she still sees any sense in running without 
rest from the animals of a jungle out of which she has 
long since escaped. 

  Its most crucial manifestation in our lives is even 
  simpler: a ceaseless alternating repetition of the 
  mottos “Time is money” and “Money buys time.”  
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margins: When did you first become a socialist? What 
sort of experiences proved formative in your political edu-
cation? How would you identify your political orientation 
today and how would you define your personal political 
philosophy?

ehrenreich: Well, I don’t think I became a social-
ist at first; I became an anti-war activist in the late 
‘60s — or mid ‘60s even — as did many of my contem-
poraries. I had no particular theoretical framework for 
that. Then, in the course of time, meeting with more 
and more people, learning and reading, I decided, 
“Well maybe that’s what I am, a socialist. Look, there’s 
a solution, it’s easy! Just abandon this profit system.” 
That seemed pretty clear to the point of being almost 
uninteresting. You know, trivial. That if we just remove 
this terrible, mutual plundering, we could all live a lot 
better. So that was how I simple-mindedly thought of 
all this, and I was certainly a feminist. So that led to 
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thinking, “Well maybe I’m not really just a socialist, I’m 
a socialist feminist.” I understand now that that’s called 
an intersectional feminist. Am I right?

margins:  Yeah, I think that’s generally the term that’s 
used.

ehrenreich: Which was like saying you’re sort of a 
utopian socialist. You want everything fixed. You want 
economic justice, and you want to end hierarchy. So 
that’s pretty sweeping. But I don’t think I’ve changed 
on that. It’s not a political party or anything. 

margins: How would you define feminism?

ehrenreich: Well, it’s fighting against women’s 
oppression and second-hand status. Now, I realize it’s 
gotten a lot more complicated with transgender rights 
and everything, and I would say it’s protecting rights 
for anyone who wants to be a woman. And let’s respect 
those who aren’t even sure. 

Actually, over my years I tend more and more to-
ward really wanting to abolish gender. What is it doing 
for us? Why do people have to make these choices? It 
doesn’t make sense to me. It’s probably always been 
part of my makeup; I remember in the ‘80s writing in 
Ms. Magazine where I had a column and said I raised 
my son as a girl. And then, it made no difference. I have 
a son and a daughter; I just mean that I didn’t have to 
sort them in some way, or counter the sorting that was 
going on. It was just not about, I don’t know — they 
certainly saw plenty of examples of performed femi-
ninity and performed masculinity. But they were not 
under any pressure to wear any particular kind of 
clothes or do anything else.

margins: Did they end up doing that as a result of 
society at large? Or did they end up exhibiting some sort of 
gender-nonconforming behaviors, at least as society would 
define them?

ehrenreich: Well, they’re more or less gender con-
forming. My daughter spent a few years in primary 
school where she only wanted to dress as a boy and 
have short hair. Then she sort of — she changed with 
puberty and everything else, and she became more 
girl-like in her self-presentation. My son is — I guess 
he’s pretty gender-conforming. But to me it was not a 
matter of raising them differently to be different kinds 
of people.

margins:  Right, it was just a matter of raising them as 

who they were without treating them differently according 
to gender preconceptions.

ehrenreich: Yeah, exactly.

margins: Switching topics a little bit, how do you come 
up with ideas for topics to explore in your writing? Is there 
a particular creative process that you have?

ehrenreich: Well, there are different things. There 
are sort of short, newsy things to respond to in a top-
ical way. I don’t do so much of that. I prefer a slightly 
deeper kind of — I prefer to go after concepts. And 
usually the things that provoke me are anger and also 
curiosity. If I’m very incensed about something —  well 
something I’ve been thinking about and now writing 
again about is the rising rate of mortality among white 
working class people in this country. It’s very anom-
alous and sort of really out of line from a trend, and 
it’s dramatic, too! So that’s aroused both things in me. 
One was kind of an anger. I mean this is my people, 
and in fact one of the cities profiled by The Guardian as 
a hotbed of white, blue collar die off is my birthplace: 
Butte, Montana. So there’s that kind of anger, and this 
curiosity. What the hell is going on? And, you know, 
I had to read all the different theories and put them 
together and so on. 

margins: Which books or pieces of writing are you most 
proud of, and why?

ehrenreich: My favorite of my own books is Blood 
Rites: On the Origins and Passions of War, and I say that 
because it was such a process of discovery. I mean 
usually when you do a book you’re sort of filling in 
the numbers in a painting or something. You’ve got 
an outline, and let’s go plug in our facts and our data 
and quotes we want to use. And you don’t expect to be 
completely challenged by what you learned and then 
have to start again. This book, it was different. It was 
an adventure.

margins: When did you write this book?

ehrenreich: Let’s see, it must’ve been in the early 
‘90s. Yeah, in the ‘90s.

margins: What would you say you had as an idea for 
thesis going in and how did it morph?

ehrenreich: Well, I started going in very sociologi-
cally. I wanted to understand what drew people to war. 
And I started thinking about the kind of warrior elite 
that tends to form in so many societies. In the  



MARGINS        SPRING 2016 31

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
human lineage, the warriors would tend to be kings, 
and their sons would be princes and other warriors and 
on and on and on. And that’s the great European, for 
example, tradition historically. 

Then I kept pushing and going back to prehistory, 
ancient history and discovered a theme, which I had 
not expected to encounter. Which was the theme of an-
imal predators as part of symbolism that accompanies 
war and warriors and as an enemy. That sounds strange 
right? So my argument, and you have to really read it, 
is that before humans faced other human enemies — I 
shouldn’t say before, but very early on — there was a 
struggle with predatory animals that humans also were 
the prey of. As well, of course, of human hunting. Our 
ancestors had to encounter animals, both prey animals 
that they could eat and the prey animals that wanted to 
eat them. And that part of human prehistory and early 
history as prey is something that’s sort of buried. That 
nobody really wanted to touch. It went against all the  
stereotypes that came out of the 1960s sociobiology: 
man, the hunter who strides into the savanna and con-
quers everything. Better go crouching around in that 
savanna I’d say. So that was huge to me and with many 

consequences that went on and on.

margins: How in general would you say that your scien-
tific training and background inform your politics, if at all? 
And what relationship do you think science, religion, and 
politics should have to one another?

ehrenreich: Well, I don’t really separate science 
into a separate part of my mind. It’s about reason and 
empiricism. Observation and then putting it together 
with other people’s observations. Drawing conclusions. 
But that’s just part of thinking, and that leads into how 
I see politics and anything else.

margins: What, in your mind, do you see as the biggest 
problems confronting the U.S. and the world today?

ehrenreich:Well, probably the same as you do. Will 
we survive as a species if we keep wrecking our habitat? 
How are we going to do this? That’s [your generation’s] 
problem.

margins: Yeah, I guess it is. So global warming, then?

ehrenreich: Well yeah, the destruction of the planet 
in all sorts of ways. 

margins: How do you think that we can approach pover-
ty and inequality on a national and global scale?

ehrenreich: I mean, I can tell you what I’d try to 
do. This is not a strategy for everyone. Two years ago, 
I realized that not many people, it seemed to me, were 
writing about the poor: the working poor, the whatev-
er. At the same time, it was almost impossible to earn 
any money; that’s the truth. Once things went to the 
Internet and, of course, all the big newspapers were 
taken over by conglomerates — not all of them, but 
pretty much. Nobody wants to pay writers anymore. 
It’s a labor of love. When I realized that — I remember 
I was on an assignment for the New York Times, in 
fact, and realized the amount they were now paying 
me was less than I would need to cover my expenses. 
And so, my next thought was, “Oh well, I can afford 
it, I have savings. I will do this; I am so noble.” Next 
thought, about, I don’t know, a day later or ten minutes 
later: “Wait a minute, that’s really fucked. You know, 
the only people who can write about these things are 
people who have the means to do so. That is so wrong.” 

So then I worked on creating a project inelegantly 
called the Economic Hardship Reporting Project, in 
which we raised money to support journalists — poor 
journalists, which is quite a majority of them — and 
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get them into print. We know it’s a stop gap measure, 
taking money from foundations and things and giving 
it to long-term poor or writers who are starting out 
and have nothing — they’ve had nothing and been 
starting out for quite a long time. So, that’s what we 
do, and it’s immensely satisfying. Go to our website, 
economichardship.org, and you will see the beauti-
ful photojournalism, the huge range of features and 
essays. I’m working on a book of my own, but the other 
half of my work is with this. 

margins:  What are you working on right now?

ehrenreich: My book?

margins: Yeah, what’s your book about?

ehrenreich: Well, it’s — my working title for it, 
which my editor does not like, is Old Enough to Die. 
That is it, leave me alone. It’s about the way upper 
middle class, affluent people who are around the world 
tend to spend more and more of their time simply 
prolonging their lives. They have a fascination with 
what they eat. Their exercise regimens. Modifying their 
attitude or mood in a way that they think is healthy. 
It’s not about “Why are we alive?” but “How do we stay 
alive longer?” So there’s a lot in this, and it’s allow-
ing me to rampage through history and a good bit of 
science.

margins: So shifting gears again a little bit, what would 
you say the future of labor is in America? With the labor 
unions so weak these days, do you think there’s hope for 
organized labor?

ehrenreich: Oh gosh. That’s a hard question. I think 
the really dire apocalyptic thing that’s going on is really 
the end of jobs — the diminishing number of jobs. 
Well, first of all, the notion of what a job is has been 
so degraded. I mean once a job meant 40 hours a week 
and benefits, and you could count on that as long as 
the job lasted. Now, it’s more likely to be a gig. If you’re 
less educated you’re likely to be doing gigs, then you’ll 
be a taskrabbit. Do you know what a taskrabbit is?

margins: What’s that?

ehrenreich: It’s a model for work, it’s like Uber. You 
put out on there some task you would like done — like 
maybe I need my car inspected, but I’m too tired to do 
it — and people bid for this project, and then you go 
with the one whose bid you like. That person works 
with you for this project, period. So it’s a great model 

of work for the employer, not for the employee. You 
know, my daughter had a taskrabbit recently to help 
her with organizing things in her basement, and the 
woman turned out to be a lawyer, but that’s what 
it’s like out there. This notion of a job has gotten so 
squishy.

margins:  Who do you support in the 2016 presidential 
election, and why?

ehrenreich: Bernie Sanders. Why? Because he 
comes closest to representing me and what I think. 

margins: What do you think he means for socialism as a 
political identity these days?

ehrenreich: I think that he is referring to the kind 
of socialism that we are familiar with from Europe, and 
it’s really, sort of, social democracy. You know, let’s take 
care of people. If we’re losing jobs to automation and 
so many other things all the time, then I think Bernie 
would probably agree we need to have a kind of guar-
anteed annual income. Which is where this is heading. 
I don’t know if he has actually said that; I don’t think 
so. It’s a clear choice, I don’t make strategic decisions, I 
make ones based on my true feelings. And I like him!

margins:  Do you think that there’s any danger in him 
using the term democratic socialism for what is essentially 
the New Deal redux? Do you think that there’s any poten-
tial for confusion?

ehrenreich:There’s tremendous confusion. It’s kind 
of funny because you get kind of red-baited for being 
a socialist, but it’s also very confused. Things have 
been so right-wing in this country, when Medicare was 
called a socialist plot when it was first proposed — and 
Obamacare — so, yeah it is sort of New Dealish.

margins: What I’ve heard is that on the one hand it’s 
good because it’s reintroducing the term into the political 
discourse and getting people more interested in socialism, 
but on the other hand it does sort of blur the boundaries 
between robust, mainstream liberalism, social democracy, 
and actual democratic socialism in a way that potentially 
could be detrimental moving forward. 

ehrenreich: I don’t know, I don’t know. My daugh-
ter was just pointing out to me yesterday that there 
was a little tiff on Fox News about Bernie saying he’s 
not a liberal. They were saying, “What do you mean 
he’s not a liberal? He’s the most liberal person you can 
think of: he’s a socialist.” There was no understanding. 
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So, it’s a wonderful occasion to get out there and try to 
talk about this.

margins: That’s true. And no one really expects under-
standing from Fox News, I expect. So two more questions. 
The first is, what gives you strength and solace? You talked 
a lot about global warming and the huge challenges that 
face humanity as a species, and I was wondering, in your 
own life, how have you been able to find nonconsumeristic 
happiness?

ehrenreich: Nonconsumeristic?

margins: Yeah, or consumeristic, I guess.

ehrenreich: You mean how do I stave off total 
despair?

margins: Exactly.

ehrenreich: I work. I have great friends and family. 
You know, the usuals. The usual things. I stream a lot of 
movies. What else? And I read a huge amount.

margins:  That’s a good segue into the penultimate ques-
tion. So the penultimate question is, are there any books 
that you found particularly inspiring or illuminating? And 
what would you recommend that we, as college students, 
read to elevate our political consciousness and shape our 
worldviews?

ehrenreich: I hate that question, like what’s your fa-
vorite book or something. Any books you should read… 
All of them! I mean, I don’t know how to answer that. 
I have been all over the place in terms of what I read 
or study, starting in science, and sometimes I wished I 
had maybe majored in history, it would’ve been more 
useful. But, you know, I can read history, and I do all 
the time. So, I don’t know. I generally am pretty dis-
ciplined in a way, but I’m also sort of undisciplined. If 
one trail of thinking leads to a question, I’ll follow that 
for a while, and so on. I consume stuff. 

margins: Would you say that there are any thinkers or 
writers who have had a particularly large impact on the 
way you think?

ehrenreich: Well, hundreds. Philosophically, Ni-
etzsche. And William Blake, even. And politically, it’s 
hard to… 

margins: Yeah, that’s fine if you can’t necessarily come 
up with any off the top of your head. So, the last question: 
what advice do you have, if any, for college students who 
are heading out into the world?

ehrenreich: Make a revolution. Please. It’s import-
ant to have some sense of yourself, not as a profession-
al revolutionary, God forbid, in a Leninist model, but 
as someone who is going to be a nexus of change — an 
agent of change. And to ask all the time, “Who will be 
my comrades and friends in this venture and what are 
examples we can build on? What can we do?” It takes 
that kind of inner responsibility, and then basically to 
exercise it in the world. 

It’s important to have some sense of yourself, not as a 
professional revolutionary…but as someone who is going 
to be a nexus of change—an agent of change.
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This semester, Margins had two additional 
public events as part of our lecture series on 
the future of the American Left. On February 
25, Margins co-sponsored a Pierson College 
Tea with Professor Christopher Phelps, an 
American studies professor at the University of 
Nottingham in England and co-author of a new 
history Radicals in America (2015). Around 
fifteen to twenty people were in attendance, 
and Pierson’s head of college Dr. Stephen 
Davis led a wide-ranging discussion on Amer-
ican history, social movements, radical politics, 
the 2016 presidential election, and the future 
of American politics. Afterwards, Margins staff 
members had dinner with Professor Phelps, 
and a good time was had by all.

On April 28, Margins held a well-attended talk 
with Dr. Jill Stein, Green Party US presidential 
candidate. She discussed global warming, 
environmentalism, economic inequality, racial 
injustice, and the need for third-party organiz-
ing and mobilization on the Left to supplant the 
Democratic Party and create a true party of the 
people. It was a great delight to bring a na-
tional presidential candidate to Yale’s campus 
and have the chance to chat with her about the 
crises facing our generation.
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